


Praise for this book

“An  inspiring  collection  that  illuminates  the  resilience  and  ingenuity  of 
first-generation scholars across the globe. These narratives remind us why equity in 
education is a universal imperative.” ~ Maureen Manning, Founder, The Global 
Nexus Collective 

This book reminds us that transformation in higher education often begins in places 
we least expect, and with people too often overlooked.
George F. Kacenga, PhD, Vice President of Enrollment Management, William 
Paterson University of New Jersey, USA

As the first  in my family to earn a Ph.D. through my own hard work and 
determination, I can attest that this volume serves as a compelling blueprint for 
institutions committed to empowering individuals who are not only the first in their 
families—but the first to lead with courage and conviction.
Jing Luán, PhD, Governing Board Member, MISK Schools, Provost Emeritus

An inspiring narrative emphasizing the need for democratizing access to higher 
education across cultures,  while advocating for the need for more inclusive academic 
spaces.
Pankaj Mittal, PhD, Secretary General of the Association of Indian Universities 
and Former Vice Chancellor of Bhagat Phool Singh Women's University, India

These powerful narratives beautifully capture how intercultural growth and 
academic resilience converge in the lives of first-generation learners, challenging 
racism,  gender  bias,  and  structural  inequality.  A  moving  testament  to 
transformation, resistance, and intergenerational commitment.
Sarah Carrica-Ochoa, Profesora Titular, Facultad de Educación y Psicología, 
Universidad de Naarra, Spain
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A moving tribute to the grit and grace of first-generation scholars—this anthology is 
both an inspiration and a blueprint for a more inclusive academy.
Pankhuri Aggarwal, PhD, Assistant Professor, Department of Psychology, 
University of Cincinnati, USA

A powerful collection of stories from diverse first-generation scholars, highlighting 
their struggles, resilience, and the vital role of support systems in achieving academic 
and personal success.  
Siu-Man "Raymond" Ting, PhD, Professor, Director of Graduate Programs, 
NC State University, USA

This volume situates the voices of first-generation university graduates in their own 
unique personal contexts and provides insight into the breadth of pathways that 
these graduates take to earn their degrees. As a first-gen graduate myself, the stories 
resonated, and will for others who are seeking guidance on how to be successful in 
this important life journey.
Shannon N. Davis, PhD, Associate Dean for Faculty and Academic A airs, 
George Mason University, Korea

An insightful volume that empowers college students to embrace identity, diversity, 
and personal transformation.
Chen Su, Doctoral Candidate, Department of Curriculum and Instruction, 
Pennsylvania State University, USA

As a rural education advocate, this book is a valuable resource for academic praxis 
and serves as a compass to guide young scholars in promoting social justice.
Arlyne C Marasigan, PhD, Professor, College of Advanced Studies, Philippine 
Normal University, Manila, Philippines

A priceless compass for educators,jFirst in the Familyjcharts the paths of their 
students' transformative zourneys of discovery and perseverance, illuminating the 
way for them to overcome obstacles, transcend borders, and reali.e their dreams8
Elena de Prada Creo, PhD, Vice Dean for International A airs, Facultad de 
Relaciones Internacionales, Campus Universitario, Spain
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Introduction: Who Is First in 
the Family? 

Krishna Bista 
Morgan State University

Courtney Brown 
Lumina Foundation

Uttam Gaulee
Morgan State University

First in the Family showcases the lived experiences of -rstgueneration stjdents 
whose yojrne,s span cjltjres. continents. and disciplinesT bhrojuh narratives 
of perseverance and identit,. contrimjtors share how the, naviuated marriers 
of povert,. Fiuration. discriFination. and jncertaint, to achieve edjcational 
sjccess and leadershipT BroF classrooFs and research lams to coFFjnities and 
cjltjral spaces. their voices hiuhliuht the profojnd wa,s edjcation transforFs 
not onl, individjals mjt also faFilies and societiesT koth inspirinu and instrjctive. 
this voljFe is an invaljamle resojrce for stjdents. edjcators. and polic,FaIers 
seeIinu to jnderstand and sjpport the -rstgueneration experience in a ulomal 
context

zn ever, corner of the ulome. -rstgueneration stjdents stand as shininu exaFples 
of cojraue and deterFination. mreaIinu marriers and liuhtinu the wa, forward for 
their faFilies and coFFjnitiesT bhese trailmlaKers eFmarI on yojrne,s toward 
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hiuher edjcation. rede-ninu what is possimle auainst the macIdrop of dajntinu 
challenuesT bhe, traverse jnfaFiliar terrains of acadeFia while malancinu cjltjral 
heritaue and personal dreaFsT Wet. it is within this delicate dance that the, -nd 
their strenuth. eFpowerinu theFselves and those who followT bheir stories ripple 
me,ond classrooFs. iunitinu hope and fosterinu chanue on a laruer scaleT k, 
chroniclinu these inspirinu narratives. this mooI honors their pioneerinu spirits 
and jnderscores the transforFative power of edjcationT bhese -rsts in faFilies 
are not onl, alterinu their own lives mjt are also mecoFinu vital architects of a 
Fore incljsive and e“jitamle worldT

DegninF -irstdGeneration anT -irstdind-amily

bhe phrase ”-rstgueneration colleue stjdent( has mecoFe central to discjssions 
of e“jit, in hiuher edjcation. perhaps for uood reasons. mjt its de-nition is 
not alwa,s consistentT zn the Enited Htates. the terF uenerall, refers to stjdents 
whose parents did not coFplete a fojrg,ear deuree P2ascarella et alT. 044;5 2A2z. 
040)—T k, contrast. in other national contexts sjch as Cjstralia and the Enited 
RinudoF. the lanujaue of ”-rstgingfaFil,( is Fore coFFon. captjrinu those 
who are the -rst in their iFFediate faFil,’incljdinu simlinus’to pjrsje 
postsecondar, edjcation PU1Hhea. 046&5 Lale 7 2arIer. 046D—T :espite these 
di8erences. moth terFs conve, a shared realit,% stjdents naviuatinu hiuher 
edjcation withojt direct faFilial precedent. often encojnterinu jni“je cjltjral. 
social. and -nancial challenuesT

zn CFerican discojrse. ”-rstgueneration( is tiuhtl, linIed to federal polic, 
throjuh bSzU prouraFs PEpward kojnd. balent Hearch. and Htjdent Hjpport 
Hervices— and 2ell Lrant eliuimilit,. which have historicall, tarueted sjpport 
toward stjdents froF lowgincoFe and edjcationall, disadvantaued macIurojnds 
PYnule 7 binto. 0443—T zn Cjstralia. however. the ”-rstgingfaFil,( fraFinu 
eFphasiKes cjltjral identit, and relational ties. recouniKinu that stjdents1 
edjcational trayectories cannot me separated froF faFil, networIs PHojthuate 
et alT. 046D—T bhe international di8erences in terFinolou, jnderscore the need 
to exaFine moth coFFonalities and contextjal njances in the experiences of 
-rstgueneration learnersT

phe DemoFrachifs oS -irstdGeneration ktuTents

Htatistical data hiuhliuht the scope of the -rstgueneration stjdent popjlationT 
Cccordinu to the 2ostsecondar, Aational 2olic, znstitjte P2A2z. 040)—. an 
estiFated )&$ of jnderuradjate stjdents in the ETHT are -rstgueneration. with 
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nearl, onegthird P96$— of all colleue stjdents nationwide Feetinu the strict federal 
de-nition of havinu parents withojt a fojrg,ear deureeT CFonu these. &)$ 
attend pjmlic institjtions. and over half coFe froF faFilies earninu less than 
Q)4.444 annjall, P2A2z. 040)—T Htjdents who identif, as -rstgueneration are also 
disproportionatel, stjdents of color% )?$ of Nispanic stjdents. )0$ of klacI 
stjdents. and ;D$ of Aative CFerican stjdents fall into this cateuor, P2A2z. 
040)—T

Llomall,. siFilar patterns eFerueT zn Cjstralia. approxiFatel, one in two 
stjdents identif, as -rstgingfaFil,. and their enrollFent is stronul, correlated 
with socioeconoFic disadvantaue PU1Hhea. 046&—T zn the Enited RinudoF. 
bhoFas and  jinn P044D— reported that -rstgingfaFil, stjdents are less liIel, 
to enter elite institjtions and Fore liIel, to coFFjte froF hoFe. reáectinu 
moth -nancial pressjres and cjltjral omliuationsT zn cojntries sjch as OaFmodia. 
Aiueria. and zndia. where Fass hiuher edjcation is still eFeruinu. -rstgingfaFil, 
learners often represent pioneerinu edjcational pathwa,s that are reshapinu 
interuenerational expectations PLale 7 2arIer. 046D5 Garuinson. 046&—T

phe ktaAes oS Pffess anT Pttainment

Mh, does this  Fatteré Birstgueneration stjdents are essential  not onl, to 
expandinu access mjt also to advancinu the Fission of hiuher edjcation as a 
vehicle of social Fomilit,T bhe, mrinu to jniversities perspectives shaped m, 
resilience. cjltjral wealth. and coFFitFent to faFil, jplift PWosso. 044)—T Ct 
the saFe tiFe. their ojtcoFes reveal persistent ine“jitiesT zn the ETHT. onl, 0D$ 
of -rstgueneration stjdents earn a machelor1s deuree within fojr ,ears. coFpared 
to ;0$ of continjinugueneration peers P2A2z. 040)—T Cttrition rates are hiuher. 
tiFegtogdeuree is lonuer. and demt mjrdens are often ureater PYnule 7 binto. 
0443—T

znternationall,. the pattern is consistentT zn Cjstralia. Hojthuate et alT P046D— 
docjFented that -rstgingfaFil, stjdents were Fore liIel, to withdraw. citinu 
-nancial strain. social isolation. and di–cjlties malancinu faFil, responsimilitiesT 
zn the ER. bhoFas P0460— reported that stjdents withojt parental experience of 
hiuher edjcation were Fore vjlneramle to feelinus of alienation. often perceivinu 
jniversities as cjltjrall, excljsiveT bhese ojtcoFes sjuuest that the marriers faced 
m, -rstgueneration learners are not isolated to one cojntr, mjt represent a ulomal 
edjcational challenueT
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kfholarshic anT versceftiRes

Bojndational  research  in  the  Enited  Htates  laid  the  urojndworI  for 
jnderstandinu these ine“jitiesT berenKini et alT P6??&— and 2ascarella et alT 
P044;— deFonstrated that -rstgueneration stjdents arrive with fewer acadeFic 
resojrces. liFited social networIs. and less faFiliarit, with colleue expectations. 
contrimjtinu to persistence uapsT Ynule and binto P0443— advanced this m, 
showinu how strjctjral ine“jities intersect with individjal disadvantaue. 
arujinu that institjtional responsimilit, is Ie, to iFprovinu ojtcoFesT

Htephens et alT P0460— refraFed the issje throjuh cultural mismatch theory. 
arujinu that hiuher edjcation often assjFes norFs of independence that 
clash with the interdependent cjltjral valjes coFFon aFonu -rstgueneration 
stjdentsT Hjmse“jent interventions a–rFinu interdependent valjes have meen 
shown to moost melonuinu and achieveFent PHtephens et alT. 046;5 NaracIiewicK 
et alT. 046&—T

znternationall,. Cjstralian scholar Harah U1Hhea P046&— has meen a leadinu 
voice in reconceptjaliKinu -rstgingfaFil, stjdents not as disadvantaued mjt as 
trailblazersT Ner narrativegmased research eFphasiKes resilience. cjltjral mriduinu. 
and the transforFative iFpact stjdents have on faFilies and coFFjnitiesT 
Hojthuate  et  alT  P046D—  fjrther  hiuhliuht  that  faFil,  d,naFics’sjch  as 
omliuations  to  contrimjte  -nanciall,  or  provide  care’are  central  to  the 
-rstgingfaFil, experienceT zn the ER. Lale and 2arIer P046D— aruje for a shift 
toward ”stjdent as partner( fraFeworIs. where institjtions cogcreate incljsive 
environFents that recouniKe diverse cjltjral capitalT

Aarrative  and  “jalitative  approaches  have  also  meen  inájentialT  zn  their 
mooI. U1Hhea et alT P040;—/ illjstrates how personal stories coFplicate mroad 
ueneraliKations. showinu that sjccess depends on intricate neuotiations metween 
acadeFic aspirations and faFil, expectationsT HiFilarl,./ MaalIes et alT P0409— 
eFphasiKes the sjstaininu role of Fentorship and coFFjnit, in cojnterinu 
isolationT  bhese  perspectives  resist  de-cit  fraFinus  and instead hiuhliuht 
resilience. adaptamilit,. and relational strenuthsT

Ct  Nistoricall,  klacI  Oolleues  and Eniversities  PNkOEs—.  recent  stjdies 
jnderscore how cjltjrall, responsive environFents njrtjre -rstgueneration 
sjccessT qevel P040;— -nds that parental involveFent. cjltjral a–rFation. and 
stronu peer networIs help Fitiuate s,steFic marriers. a–rFinu the distinct role 
NkOEs pla, in advancinu e“jit,T qiIewise. Aevins P040;— docjFents how 
-rstgueneration identities shape postguradjate career pathwa,s. particjlarl, as 
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Fan, aljFni uo on to mecoFe coFFjnit, colleue facjlt, who Fentor the next 
uenerationT

Mhile Fjch of the scholarship on -rstgueneration or -rstgingfaFil, stjdents 
oriuinates in the Enited Htates. there is a urowinu mod, of coFparative and 
international research that illjstrates how access to hiuher edjcation for these 
stjdents is a ulomal concernT zn Hojth Csia. stjdies show that stjdents froF 
rjral and lowgincoFe hojseholds often face s,steFic ine“jities linIed to 
caste. uender. and ueouraph,T Bor instance. 2atnaiI and Aara,anan P0404— 
hiuhliuht how -rstgueneration learners in zndia often lacI social capital and 
encojnter lanujaue marriers in YnulishgFedijF jniversities. which contrimjte 
to hiuher dropojt risIsT HiFilarl,. Aepal1s Fassi-cation of hiuher edjcation has 
increased participation. mjt stjdents froF historicall, FaruinaliKed castes and 
rjral macIurojnds continje to strjuule with acadeFic preparedness and liFited 
Fentorship Pkista et al. 04045 2herali. 0469—T

zn HjmgHaharan Cfrica. -rstgingfaFil, stjdents represent a critical deFouraphic as 
hiuher edjcation expandsT CdeuoIe P0406— fojnd that Aiuerian -rstgueneration 
stjdents experience -nancial hardship. inade“jate acadeFic advisinu. and 
cjltjral  dissonance.  ,et  deFonstrate  stronu  resilience  and  peer  sjpport 
networIsT OoFparamle challenues are omserved in Hojth Cfrica. where MalIer 
and GIwananKi P046)— show that -rstgueneration stjdents face strjctjral 
ine“jalities mjt also leveraue hiuher edjcation as a Feans of transforFinu faFil, 
trayectories and secjrinu social Fomilit,T

zn qatin CFerica. research jnderscores how strjctjral ine“jalit, intersects 
with -rstgueneration stjdent experiencesT Bor exaFple. binto and YnustroF 
P0440— docjFented earl, interventions in Gexico aiFed at iFprovinu retention. 
while Fore recent worI m, LonKJleK OanchV P046?— illjstrates that despite 
reuional expansion of hiuher edjcation in cojntries liIe kraKil. 2erj. and Gexico. 
-rstgueneration stjdents continje to face liFited access to elite institjtions and 
constrained jpward Fomilit,T bhese -ndinus reáect endjrinu class strati-cation 
in hiuher edjcation across the reuionT

baIen touether. these international perspectives deFonstrate that while the ETHT 
context has shaped Fjch of the -rstgueneration discojrse. siFilar d,naFics of 
strjctjral ine“jit,. cjltjral neuotiation. and resilience are evident ulomall,T bhe 
narratives incljded in this voljFe extend the literatjre m, sitjatinu -rstgingfaFil, 
experiences within diverse ulomal s,steFs of hiuher edjcation. hiuhliuhtinu moth 
the jniversal challenues and the speci-cit, of cjltjral and strjctjral contextsT
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First  in  the  Family  is  not  onl,  a  collection  of  stories  mjt  also  a  call  to 
edjcators. polic,FaIers. and institjtionsT bhe voices in this voljFe testif, 
to the transforFative potential of edjcation when marriers are reFoved and 
opportjnities are e“jitaml, distrimjtedT bhe, also expose the jn-nished worI 
of hiuher edjcation s,steFs worldwide in creatinu incljsive pathwa,s for those 
historicall, excljdedT

k, aFplif,inu these narratives. this mooI seeIs to refraFe -rstgueneration learners 
as central to the fjtjre of hiuher edjcationT bhe, are not siFpl, mreaIinu marriers 
for theFselves5 the, are rede-ninu what access. melonuinu. and sjccess Fean in a 
ulomal societ,T
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Chapter One

From Identity to Calling
A First-Generation Journey Toward Scholarship 
and Purpose

Radomir Ray Mitic
William & Mary, USA

ABSTRACT

This chapter shares the uplifting journey of a -rstwgeneration college student 
and child of immigrants bho rose from humvle veginnings to vecome a faculty 
scholar and adqocate for educational e.uityG ,uided vy the encouragement of 
family and teachersx the author discoqered a strong sense of qoicex purposex 
and velonging in higher educationG Through an assetwvased lensx this narratiqe 
illustrates hob early support and high ekpectations can empober -rstwgeneration 
students to thriqe academically and personallyx and inspire them to giqe vac’ 
through teachingx researchx and mentorshipG The chapter aKrms that bhen 
educators nurture studentsI identities and aspirationsx they help cultiqate 
leaders committed to adqancing justicex inclusionx and opportunity for future 
generationsG

Keywords:
-rstwgeneration  college  studentx  child  of  immigrantsx  educational  e.uityx 
assetwvased approachx mentorship and leadership
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INTRODUCTION

Hn many countriesx my story bould not ve possivleG My parents bho completed a 
thirdw and eighthwgrade education in Nervia came to the Ynited Ntates in the 70z“s 
bith a dream of starting a family and setting up future generations for successG 
Nettling in Uhicagox they set out to haqe their son haqe eqery opportunity to 
attend uniqersity for qertical movilityG Through personal sacri-ce and faith in the 
YGNG education systemx they succeededG Hn this chapterx H chart my journey from 
the child of immigrants to -rstwgeneration college studentx to faculty memver 
and scholar bho centers -rstwgeneration and racially minoriti”ed students in his 
research and serqiceG 

PERSONAL NARRATIVE

H -rst heard the phrase D-rstwgeneration college student? in high school bhen H 
bas preparing personal statements for collegeG 2hile H ’neb that many of my 
classmates had parents bho attended collegex it did not dabn on me that there bas 
anything particularly diFerent vetbeen usG 2e bent to the same schoolsx too’ the 
same classesx completed the same assignmentsx and applied to many of the same 
collegesG 3uring my senior year of high schoolx H discoqered that H had a lot to 
learnG Eur high school gaqe seniors a college qisit day bhen other students bere 
ta’ing standardi”ed testsG H droqe to Wqanstonx Hllinoisx to qisit my dream schoolx 
Borthbestern YniqersityG Ence H arriqed on campusx H reali”ed that H did not 
’nob bhat to doG 3o H just bal’ to the admissions oKce5 Aob do H get a campus 
tour5 1uc’ilyx H ran into a classmate bith her family bho had a full scheduleG 
They sab that H loo’ed a vit lost and inqited me alongG 2hile my parents bere 
my viggest supporters for me to go to collegex they bere not avle to do college 
qisits bith meG My fatherx bho bas an hourly bor’er bithout paid personal leaqex 
could not aFord to ta’e the day oF bor’ since he focused on helping me to pay 
for collegeG 

Clthough Borthbestern bas my -rst choice for collegex H enrolled at the right 
college that bould help me deqelop into bho H am todayG My undergraduate 
ekperience at 1oyola Yniqersity Uhicago bas transformatiqeG H entered college as 
a cautious young person not banting to ma’e any mista’esG Aobeqerx H greb 
into a con-dent adult billing to ta’e ris’s and -nd my qoiceG More speci-callyx 
three college eqents and ekperiences bere piqotal for my personal grobthG Pirstx 
my semester avroad in Rome got me out of my comfort ”oneG Hn Romex H had to 
learn to thin’ on my feet and adjust to liqing in another country and learning a 
foreign languageG Necondx H serqed one year as a Resident Cssistant in a residence 



PHRNT HB TAW PCMH1L &

hall bhich helped connect me to the campus community and it taught me the 
importance of serqing the community and studentsG Thirdx H vecame politically 
and ciqically actiqe vy qoting and serqing the needs of the local communityG H chart 
part of this political and ciqic engagement from ovserqing the rise of thenwNenator 
Oarac’ Evama and hearing his call for a more inqolqed citi”enry bhen he came to 
campus to spea’ to the student vody in 9““/G

H later returned to Borthbestern as a masterIs student in education and social 
policyG H instantly vecame interested in topics such as -rstwgeneration students 
and standardi”ed testsx study avroad participationx and ciqic engagementG Lears 
laterx H found myself in a (h3 program at Beb Lor’ Yniqersity that ekamined 
the longitudinal ciqic outcomes of study avroad participants and bhether they 
diFered vy -rstwgeneration statusG Todayx H continue this line of research and 
serqe as the Cssociate Wditor for the Journal of First-Generation Student Successx 
a 2illiam ) Mary faculty memver on the Pirstw,eneration41imited Hncome 
Ntanding Uommitteex and a spea’er to international audiences on hob to support 
-rstwgeneration college studentsG

OVERCOMING CHALLENGES

Baqigating the YGNG system as a child bho primarily spo’e a language other than 
Wnglish presented one of the earliest challenges on the road to higher educationG 
Clthough vorn in the YGNGx H attended bhat bas referred to as an Wnglish as a 
Necond 1anguage JWN16 program to vuild my Wnglish s’illsG My parents bere 
encouraged to spea’ more Wnglish at homex bhich negatiqely impacted my 
Nervian pro-ciencyG Npeci-callyx reading bas tough for meG H preferred mathx 
bhich bas Deasier? for me to comprehend bithout languageG My parents oFered 
limited support bith math homebor’ vut qirtually none bith other suvjectsG

2hile  much  of  the  scholarly  literature  focuses  on  de-cits  and  bhat 
-rstwgeneration college students lac’x my ekperiences spea’ to the assets be vring 
as bell as the support systems that help us achieqeG 2hile my parents could not 
help me bith homebor’x they encouraged me to stay after schoolx as’ teachers 
.uestionsx and eqen vought me a computer program to help me bhen H struggled 
bith my geometry homebor’G They sacri-ced the avility to qisit family in Nervia 
so that H stayed engaged bith school and sports throughout the yearG Tara Losso 
J9““/6 called this Dfamilial capital? as part of her community cultural bealth 
modelx bhich H use in my teaching and research todayG

My teachers also promoted a collegewgoing culture at schoolG Hn eighth gradex 
as part of career deqelopment actiqitiesx be had to complete a resume for a jov 
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years later in our desired -eldG True to my Star Trek fandomx H produced a 
resume to ve an astronomerx listing a masterIs degree in CstronomyG My teachers 
spo’e avout bhat bas necessary to go to college and veyondG Bot only did 
they normali”e the ekperiencex vut they actiqely encouraged itG Neeing these 
amvitionsx they encouraged me to push forbardx ta’e adqanced classesx and 
see’ out opportunities in high school to prepare me for the challenges that lay 
aheadG Todayx be use the term Dhidden curriculum? to refer to the parts of our 
educational system that are not ekplicitly taught to studentsG H bas fortunate that 
H had stellar guides to help me naqigate the processG

IMPACT

H re8ect on hob these ekperiences haqe transformed me  from somevody bho did 
not ’nob bhat a -rstwgeneration college student bas bhen H bas on the cusp of 
college to someone bho has dedicated their career to the serqice of -rstwgeneration 
studentsG Cs a teacherx H qieb my students as indiqiduals bith  in-nite possivilitiesG 
Wach student comes from a uni.ue vac’groundG Thusx my teaching has veen 
shaped vy the need to ’nob bho my students are and bhat they vring to my 
classG 1i’e my teachers bho met me bhere H basx H do the same bith my students 
to understand not only bhat ’nobledge they vring to the class vut also bhat 
their hopes and insecurities areG Oy doing sox H am vetter avle to calivrate their 
educational ekperience to meet their needsx bhether these needs are academicx 
careerx or personalG H recently had the honor to chair a dissertation vy a studentx a 
memver of the Npirit 1a’e Trive in Borth 3a’ota bho banted their dissertation 
to address their communityIs concerns of lob college attainmentG 2hile our tbo 
ekperiences are not the samex H bas avle to rely on my -rstwhand ekperiences as a 
-rstwgeneration college student to help the student conceptuali”e a dissertation 
that centered on culturally releqant pedagogy to meet the needs of a largely 
-rstwgeneration student population at a local trival collegeG They deqeloped an 
assetwvased framebor’ that featured many of the braparound serqices noted 
in the literature to support students and ma’e the Dhidden curriculum? more 
ekplicitG

Cs a scholarx H continue to produce scholarship bhich focuses on international 
education and ciqic outcomes for -rstwgeneration college studentsG Many parts 
of the democratic borld are ekperiencing a regression in democratic qaluesG My 
mission is to tell the story of the ciqic mission of higher education through 
empirical studyG ,iqen that students are the -rst in their family to attend collegex 
they are rightly eqaluating and considering the economic vene-ts of attending 
collegeG Prom my perspectiqe the economic and democratic vene-ts go togetherG  
My responsivility is not only to produce scholars vut also to vuild the nekt 
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generation of scholarsG Cs suchx H see my role as an Cssociate Wditor for the only 
journal dedicated to -rstwgeneration student success to help authorsx many of 
bhom are -rstwgeneration students and faculty themselqesx through a puvlishing 
process that resemvles much of the Dhidden curriculum? be see in our schools 
and uniqersitiesG Through professional organi”ations such as the Cssociation for 
the Ntudy of Aigher Wducationx H hope  to eleqate the qoices of -rstwgeneration and 
racially minoriti”ed memvers of our -eldx especially in terms of preparing future 
faculty for the realities of an academy that is still coming to terms bith neb and 
radical forms of scholarshipG

CONCLUSION

My journey is certainly not uni.ueG Cpprokimately half of YGNG college students 
are -rstwgeneration students and more -rstwgeneration scholars are entering 
higher education todayG H call on all scholarsx -rstwgeneration or notx to consider 
these storiesx as they bor’ bith students bith diqerse vac’grounds  to address 
issues of racial justice and e.uity in higher educationG H bould not ve bho or 
bhere H am bithout the struggles and successes of veing a -rstwgeneration college 
studentG Ht is something that H bould not trade for anything and am grateful to 
my parentsx teachersx and mentors along the bay bho made this journey possivleG
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Chapter Two

Charting Courses and Piloting 
Paths
Learning to Succeed in the Journey of Learning

Nathan Tat
Taking Our Best Shot; Amentum & NASA Johnson Space Center, United States

Vivian Tat
The University of Texas Medical Branch & Taking Our Best Shot, United States

Candise Tat
UTHealth Houston & The University of Texas MD Anderson Cancer Center, 
United States

Abstract

This  chapter  chronicles  the  shared  journey  of  three  siblings  who,  as 
-rstmgeneration college students, discovered the transfor.ative power of learning, 
resilience, and co..unityW xe eAa.ine the foundational eAperiences that ignited 
our passion for learningW zs we reDect on our acade.ic paths, we realiLe that 
our enthusias. for learning propelled us throughout our years of schoolingW 
kespite challenges such as navigating school and the college application process 
as -rstmgeneration university students, we ulti.ately discovered our for.ulas for 
succeeding in learningW FiIewise, our -rst internships helped us establish our 
understanding of the professional environ.entW Throughout this journey, we 
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discovered the criticality of .aintaining DeAibility and adaptability, being open to 
learning new concepts, and identifying resources beyond high school and collegeW 
To eApress our gratitude for the support of our friends, fa.ily, teachers, .entors, 
and co..unity, we seeI to give bacI to the worldW 

Keywords:

-rstmgeneration college students, sibling eAperiences, educational resilience, 
learning and adaptability, co..unity support

Personal Narrative

zt the  heart  of  our  journey  is  how,  fro. an early  age,  we  three  siblings 
were eager to grow our .inds and eAplore the boundaries  of InowledgeW 
)ur father and .other worIed long hours in a s.all businessW They were 
there  weeIends  and evenings,  rarely  taIing  a  breaI  while  engaged in  the 
daunting  worIloadW  )ur  parents  would  worI  fro.  day  to  night  to  help 
custo.ers, plan, and i.ple.ent new ideasW kespite disruptive challenges such 
as nevermending highway construction hindering access to the establish.ent, 
.onstrous hurricanes devastating the region, and .ore, they eAe.pli-ed hard 
worI and dedicationW xe would often join the. at the s.all business, sitting at 
tables with piles of ho.eworI and booIs to readW 

kespite all of their co..it.ents, our father and .other ensured that we 
forged ti.e and .e.ories as a fa.ily togetherW They tooI us to playgrounds at 
parIs, on bicycle rides around the neighborhood, saw ani.als at the Loo, visited 
local attractions, and .uch .oreW )ur parents also e.phasiLed education and 
cultivated a passion for learningW )ftenti.es, they would attend school events 
such as parties, award cere.onies, or si.ply have lunch with us in the cafeteriaW 

Yven before we started school, we were Ieen about readingW Eeveral ti.es a 
.onth, our parents would taIe us to the area libraries, where we browsed both 
non-ction and -ction titlesW zs we progressed through school, our interests 
continued to developW xe accu.ulated thousands of points in the zccelerated 
Heading UzH: progra., which is designed to foster a love of literature and 
has been adopted at ca.puses across the ’nited EtatesW zH points can be 
accu.ulated through contentmderived tests and then redee.ed for priLesW These 
ranged fro. pens to shirts to the highest rewardB our na.es painted onto .assive 
stars displayed on the libraryKs ceilingW ’lti.ately, all three of us were na.ed 
zH cha.pions and TeAas Gluebonnet Headers, which signi-ed that we read an 
annual list of reco..ended booIsW Sn addition to reading, we tacIled highermlevel 
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.athe.atical worIbooIs oriented toward students in several grades above usW 
Co.pleting .ath enrich.ent eAercises de.onstrated that we could succeed 
even when challenged with rigorous .aterialW xe nurtured our curiosity for 
science, fre9uently diving into encyclopedias or booIs on a broad range of the.es 
or co..unicating ETY7 topics to the classroo. on presentations with The 
Nathan Tat ShowW Ei.ilarly, we were highly interested in history, as it is -lled 
with the insights of those who helped .old hu.anity into its present courseW 
xe researched historic land.arIs and sites during trips, aced unannounced 
pop 9uiLLes testing our Inowledge of various eras in z.erican history, and 
participated in the Mistory RairW xe were involved in nu.erous eAtracurriculars, 
such as the National Monor Eociety, ’niversity Snterscholastic Feague U’SF: 
zcade.ics, piano, and .oreW Thus, our poly.athic involve.ent in various 
activities was vital to our early acade.ic successW

Challenges and Overcoming Adversity

Throughout our journeys, we faced .ultiple adversitiesW )ur greatest challenges 
were  related  to  the  novelty  of  the  secondary  and  postsecondary  school 
environ.entsW  Throughout  our  pri.ary  schooling,  we  succeeded  in  our 
acade.ic endeavors as straightmz and perfect attendance students engaged in 
various enrich.ent activitiesW Mowever, we were unsure of what the at.osphere 
in high school and beyond was liIeW zs the prospect of high school loo.ed, 
various gossip and opinions spread aboutW Ror eAa.ple, we heard ru.ors that 
the .aAi.u. nu.ber of advanced courses we could taIe in total was capped at 
three, that co.petition in sports was .andatory, and that school would devolve 
into a dull .orass of endless droningW St was a whirlwind of uncertaintyW

Mowever, as we e.barIed on the journey of high school, we realiLed that 
reality often di“ered fro. ru.orsW xe learned that it was possible to succeed 
scholastically while still enjoying ti.e with friends and peersW Rurther acade.ic 
challenges enriched our lives, and we were always eager to enter the classroo. and 
eAplore new subjectsW xe enrolled in nu.erous advanced courses, .aintaining 
and even eAceeding our eApectationsW Ror eAa.ple, despite being fresh.en, we 
enrolled in uppermlevel .athe.atics courses designed for students several grades 
ahead of usW xe eventually passed so .any zdvanced Qlace.ent UzQ: eAa.s that 
we were designated zQ Echolars with kistinction and National zQ Echolars, the 
top awards for pupils who had co.pleted collegemlevel zQ eAa.sW xe also stayed 
-t by eAercising at the recreation center, which o“ered a breaI fro. the .ental 
gy.nastics we engaged inW
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)ur friends and teachers were at the heart of an incredible eAperienceW Migh 
school had its routines with rushing to classroo.s during passing periods, 
listening to lectures, and preparing for thousands of tests and 9uiLLesW Mowever, 
there were also .e.orable .o.ents beyond the .undaneW Mighlights such as 
concocting hu.orous stories about the legendary powers of our brilliant xorld 
Mistory teacher, sprinting to Giology or Epanish class, generating ideas to save the 
planet through Ynviron.ental Ecience, and enjoying a postmCalculus hangout 
and Calculus Geach kay were so.e illustrations of how school could also be fun, 
even with a rigorous scheduleW )ur friends and us bonded together by attending 
study groups and playing chess in the library, tasting freshmbaIed cooIies and 
snacIs, pondering &!uestions of the kay1 in Qhysics, brainstor.ing ideas for 
ceiling tile decorations, playing at Eenior Rield kay and .oreW

7eeting students fro. various school districts was also a joyW St was always 
thrilling to encounter other pupils and co.pare eAperiences at interscholastic 
events such as FinI Crew, zcade.ic )ctathlon, or M)EzmRuture Mealth 
QrofessionalsK state and international conferencesW kuring these events, we often 
tooI so.e ti.e to eAplore and co.pare the layout of their schoolsW Rurthe.ore, 
we enjoyed guiding new or visiting students around our school facilities when 
they wandered our ca.pusesW qli.psing our fullmface portrait for National 7erit 
recognition posted at the walls of the school entrance always a.used visitors on 
these visitsW Through these photographs, we inspired others to press forward and 
achieve National 7erit status as wellW

Gy senior year of high school, the novel application processes for college .ysti-ed 
usW zpplying for a university and .ajor see.ed daunting, and entering ca.puses 
full of strangers contrasted with high school, where we would see fa.iliar faces 
every dayW qradually, we learned .ore about the college ad.issions journeyW 
zt Garnes 0 Noble booIstores, our fa.ily found booIs discussing the college 
eAperienceW Y.barIing on our -rst college tours, we were pleasantly surprised that 
the guides were genuinely delighted about their eAperiencesW xe discovered we 
needed reco..endation letters, which our supportive teachers and counselors 
graciously wroteW xe treIIed through the endless 9uestions on the application 
portals, edited nu.erous essays and personal state.ents as deadlines ticIed 
closer, and -nally pressed the sub.ission buttons to -naliLe our applicationsW Ror 
.onths, we waited for nervemwracIing decisionsW Yventually, each of us received 
an a.biguous e.ail title in the eveningW qripped with suspense, we opened it, 
unsure of its contentsW To our delight, it stated that we had been accepted into 
our top choice of school;
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xhile progressing in our journey, we learned that internships were essential 
to building professional credentialsW Mowever, we were unfa.iliar with .ost 
industries in general and had heard about the diJculties of securing internshipsW 
Sn addition, one of the paradoAes is that applicants need prior eAperience 
to accu.ulate .ore eAperienceW Thus, although the internship process was 
challenging, it was vital to understanding the environ.ent beyond the typical 
school lifeW

)ver several su..ers, we participated in ETY7 Ca.ps and the Gio.edical 
Careers zcade.y at the oldest .edical school in TeAas, The ’niversity of TeAas 
7edical Granch U’T7G:W St is located on a tropical islandW )ur parents sacri-ced 
hours of their day, driving us to and fro. the beautiful ca.pus with pal. trees, 
rose gardens, and sea birdsW There, we engaged in scienti-c enrich.ent activities 
spearheaded by the tireless progra. director, sta“, and counselorsW Fessons were 
the.ed around certain topics, and we followed up with eAperi.ents and related 
activities in allocated laboratory spaces along with snacIs and cooIiesW kuring the 
ETY7 Ca.ps, the progra. director brought up the su..er research progra. 
at ’T7G and encouraged us to applyW St was a co.petitive processW Etudents 
applied fro. across the nation, attracted by the opportunity to gain valuable 
eAperience in a research environ.entW Eubse9uently, the prestigious internship 
attracted nu.erous applicants with i.pressive credentials for a handful of 
spotsW The lengthy application was full of 9uestions about our acade.ics and 
eAtracurriculars, leadership sIills, and goals@ it also re9uired reco..endation 
letters and personal state.entsW Yventually, we received phone calls and learned 
we had been selected;

kespite our eAcite.ent, we were nervous because .ost of our schooling focused 
on acade.ic classworIW )ver the course of the internship, we spent each day 
in bio.edical laboratories, eAperiencing research and science -rstmhand under 
the generous .entorship of distinguished scientists and researchersW xe were the 
youngest students on ca.pus, yet we felt at ho.eW xe read .edical and scienti-c 
literature, learned fro. eAperts in the -eld, and joined se.inars that included free 
piLLaW )ur cohorts were -lled with acco.plished individuals who were curious 
about science and strove to change the worldW xe bonded at the recreation center 
and eAplored qalveston restaurants and sights such as the downtown Etrand 
kistrict, boat and dolphin tours, anti9ue stores, and the historic EeawallW xe even 
had .ovie nights and ice crea. parties to relaAW ’pon the internshipKs conclusion, 
we presented at a research poster sy.posiu. to an audience of faculty, sta“, 
students, friends, fa.ily, and the publicW zfter a Ieynote speech, the progra. 
director introduced each of us and gave us certi-catesW zs we posed for photos and 
celebrated with appetiLers, cooIies, and -LLy pineapple sodas, we were thrilled 
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to have been a part of the storied internshipW xe beca.e the -rst fa.ily to have 
three siblings in this progra.; FiIewise, through this and other internships, we 
eAperienced how the professional world operatedW

Impact and Transformation

)ur  journeys  have  i.pacted  and  transfor.ed  usW  Eo.e  Iey  i.pacts  are 
highlighted through adaptability and being open to alterations to our pathsW Qrior 
to college, we assu.ed that students could choose fro. only a li.ited selection 
of .ajorsW To our surprise, we discovered that we could pursue various subjects, 
ranging fro. the hu.anities to the social sciences to the natural sciences and 
engineeringW xe also found how .inors and certi-cates were o“ered to broaden 
our scope of educationW Ror eAa.ple, public health was not eAplicitly described in 
high school, but we realiLed that it is a critical co.ponent for ensuring that our 
planet thrives@ thus, we all beca.e involved in this disciplineW

Rurther.ore, we realiLed that .any students ulti.ately pursued .ajors di“erent 
fro. what they had initially plannedW Maving succeeded in zQ courses .eant 
that we had eAtra roo. in our schedules to pursue .inors and certi-cates, 
and we found that certain subjects were especially appealingW Ror eAa.ple, the 
7acroecono.ics professor at Hice ’niversity engaged the class with genuine 
enthusias. and co.passion for studentsW Geing willing to adapt and pursue 
di“erent -elds of study strengthened us as individualsW Navigating study groups 
and projects  with friends on various topics  allowed us to solve proble.s 
together while .eeting a variety of students in di“erent .ajorsW xe decided 
to enroll in electives to broaden our horiLons, ulti.ately giving us uni9ue 
perspectivesW Ror eAa.ple, a course on Ynglish and sustainability de.onstrated 
how .ultidisciplinary perspectives are needed in the environ.ental sciencesW 
xe participated in health and physical education classes by engaging in wellness 
conditioning or by playing tea. sportsW This re.inded us how essential it was to 
eAerciseW 

xe also learned how to identify and leverage resources beyond the classroo.W 
Migher education is a novel eAperience, and .ost students -nd the.selves 
overwhel.ed by eApectations and drastic di“erences in this environ.entW 
xe found that engaging with acade.ic and career counselors was a crucial 
co.ponent of collegeW  )ur acade.ic advisors were Ieen on helping with 
guidance, such as designing course loads, identifying useful linIs between our 
curriculu. and goals, and understanding how to navigate the class registration 
platfor.sW Ei.ilarly, the career counselors were eAceptional and were ready to 
assist students anyti.e in navigating the professional worldW xe learned about 
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how to navigate online sites for succeeding in college or -nding internships, 
as a vast array of internet resources has facilitated a greater understanding of 
career optionsW Ror eAa.ple, we found that online job applications for internships 
are daunting@ however, having the. centraliLed on platfor.s has facilitated the 
processW The directors and sta“ of our graduate progra.s were always ready to 
o“er encourage.ent and advice as wellW 

Yventually, we discovered how i.pactful it is to participate in worIshops and 
conferencesW Conferences enable attendees to .eet others and beco.e eAposed to 
new ideas and suggestionsW They o“er opportunities to deepen co..unication 
sIills via presentations to audiences and interactions with other visitorsW Sn 
addition, conferences encouraged us to venture beyond silos, allowing for 
innovative ideas to spreadW xith the C)VSkm2” pande.ic, we have learned 
about the power of online platfor.sW 7eetings both inmperson and online have 
been crucialW Virtual events allowed us to engage and share ideas with others 
unconstrained by geographic boundaries and travelW Thus, interacting and being 
a part of conferences has been bene-cial for personal and professional growthW

Rinally, we learned about the i.portance of acInowledging and celebrating each 
otherKs successesW )ftenti.es, we .aIe .any sacri-ces and put forth a lot of e“ort 
to cli.b towards our goalsW )nce we reach the su..it, taIing a step bacI and 
reDecting on the journey allows us to conte.plate the adventureW Ror instance, 
we would wrap up each of our school years with an elegant acade.ic ban9uetW 
The event was held in the evening with for.al attire, festive decorations, and 
live .usicW xe co..e.orated each otherKs successes, distinctions, and honors 
onstage, such as the Ehining Etar zwards for the top studentsW This .otivates us 
in future challenges, showing us that through hard worI and deter.ination, we 
can reach unprecedented heightsW

Conclusion

Yventually, graduations approached for all of usW zt the co..ence.ent of 
Hice ’niversity, a de-ning .o.ent is to cross through the Eallyport, .arIing 
a .ilestone in the acade.ic journeyW Mearing -reworIs eAplode, decorating 
personaliLed graduation caps, and taIing pictures with our friends and fa.ily 
highlighted how .uch we had grown ever since we -rst started learning the 
alphabet and nu.bersW zfterwards, several close friends joined us to celebrate at 
a local hibachi and teppanyaIi restaurantW xe also toured our ho.etown with 
co“ee and boba tea in handW kuring the festivities, we reDected on how each of 
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the steps, challenges, and lessons have i.printed footprints in our avenuesW Rro. 
our very -rst hours in school to graduation, we have forged paths toward our 
futureW Yven though we each walI our own journeys, we are not aloneW xe are 
inspired by our parentsK e“orts and the support of our teachers, .entors, friends, 
and co..unityW

Yven while being curious about new opportunities and avenues of eAploration, 
we seeI to give bacI to societyW Sn addition to other students and .e.bers of the 
’T7G and broader co..unities, we have established an organiLation na.ed 
TaIing )ur Gest Ehot UT)GE:W The sparI for this initiative was ignited when we 
realiLed that our co..unity wanted to learn .ore about healthW Thus, T)GE 
ai.s to pro.ote public health and ETYz7 Uscience, technology, education, arts, 
and .athe.atics:W T)GE consists of individuals with a variety of training and 
education, with bacIgrounds ranging fro. public health to bioche.istry and 
fro. cell biology to econo.icsW xe also invited speaIers fro. the bio.edical 
sciences, nursing, and .edicineW zs .ost of our tea. is heavily involved in science 
and health, we hope to bene-t our shared world by leading science outreach and 
pro.oting public health practicesW

zs we continue onwards, we are grateful for our paths and for the encourage.ent 
of our loved ones, and we are eAcited for what awaitsW The lanterns on the road 
glow brightly ahead of us, and we can follow their illu.ination to the wondrous 
lands of Inowledge beyondW
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Chapter Three

Nachos and Lightbulbs
Illuminating the First-Gen Journey from 
Homelessness to Higher Learning

Zaragosa “Mito” Diaz-Espinoza
Waco Family Medicine, USA

ABSTRACT

This chapter chronicles my journey from homelessness to earning a PhD as the 
drst in my family to atten. collegeI vt .el,es into the challenges of na,igating 
po,ertyb o,ercoming self-.ouwtb an. dn.ing support xhile culti,ating resilienceI 
Through moments of self-.isco,ery an. groxthb v eRplore hox e.ucation 
wecame woth a sanctuary an. a catalyst for transformationI This narrati,e 
reKects the intersections of i.entityb socioeconomic statusb an. higher e.ucationb 
highlighting the poxer of mentorshipb communityb an. self-a.,ocacyI Sather 
than merely moti,ating others to o,ercome their circumstancesb v share my story 
to inspire rea.ers to reKect on their journeys an. .isco,er the liwerating poxer of 
self-axareness an. resilienceI

Keywords:

drst-generation college stu.entb homelessness an. e.ucationb resilience an. 
self-.isco,eryb socioeconomic warriersb mentorship an. transformation
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INTRODUCTION

My journey9from a chil.hoo. fracture. wy su..en po,erty to a life spent 
empoxering others through e.ucation9is a saga of resilienceb resourcefulnessb 
an.  opportunity8s  transformati,e  poxerI This  chapter  traces  my  earliest 
memories of pri,ilege9a stawle homeb familial xarmthb an. small luRuries9to 
the unra,eling of that security as dnancial instawility thrust my family into years 
of transienceb hungerb an. shameI My story is not just one of o,ercoming a.,ersity 
wut of re.edning successb xhere har.ship wecomes a wri.ge to wuil.ing a life of 
purpose rather than a warrierI

PRIVILEGE TO POVERTY

My earliest memories are of a relati,ely pri,ilege. lifeI v rememwer a home dlle. 
xith frien.sb familyb laughterb an. goo. foo.I Le e,en ha. AOYb a luRury in the 
early —0kqsI My parents too; my wrother an. me shopping for nex clothes wefore 
school starte.b xe ate out oftenb an. xe each ha. our oxn room in the houseI

Aoxe,erb things wegan to change xhen v xas aroun. se,en years ol.I My parents 
starte. arguing moreb an. the li,ely gatherings at our house wecame less fre2uentI 
AOY .isappeare.b though v .i.n8t min. muchF it mostly shoxe. the same 
mo,ies on repeatI Noon afterb xe stoppe. going out to eat as oftenb wut that felt 
manageawle wecause my mother xas an eRcellent coo;I

Thenb the changes wecame more signidcantI Le lost access to gas in our homeb so 
xe ha. to heat xater for waths an. coo; meals on electric s;illetsI E,entuallyb the 
utility company cut o7 our electricity entirelyI Le store. foo. in an ice chest an. 
relie. on my mother to wring pots of hot xater from frien.s8 or relati,es8 homes 
so xe coul. watheI Oefore longb xe starte. spen.ing nights at the homes of frien.s 
an. familyb in pay-wy-the-xee; motelsb or e,en in our carI

v .i. not un.erstan. it thenb wut loo;ing wac; noxb v realize that xe xere 
homelessI This wecame our reality for awout three yearsb from xhen v xas nine 
until v xas —:I Lhat v .i.n8t realize then xas hox .eeply shame clung to meI E,en 
as xe laughe. together in our car-turne. we.roomb v felt the xeight of weing “less 
than”I Po,erty xasn8t just empty poc;ets an. no place to sleepF it xas a constant 
xhisper that xe .i.n8t welongI

Those years xere har. to comprehen. as a chil.I Nchoolb instea. of weing 
a place of refugeb wecame a source of pain an. emwarrassmentI Hi.s can we 
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cruelI My wrother an. v share. all our clothesb an. each ha. only one pair of 
shoesI Le coul.n8t a7or. haircuts or hygiene pro.ucts consistentlyb so xe often 
loo;e.9an. smelle.9li;e the homeless chil.ren xe xereI

Lithout electricityb .oing homexor; after sunset xas impossiwleI Lithout 
proper nutritionb concentrating in class felt li;e a losing wattleI Despite all these 
challengesb v pushe. myself to go to school e,ery .ay for one reason4 foo.I Nchool 
pro,i.e. wrea;fast an. lunchb an. that alone xas enough to ma;e me en.ure the 
teasingb the .iscomfortb an. the strugglesI

WILL WORK FOR FOOD

Le e,entually settle. into my gran.parents$ homeb although they xere also 
struggling dnanciallyI My gran.father ha. recently returne. from a fe.eral prison 
sentence for .rug tra3c;ingb an. xe often xent xithout foo. or electricityI Ne,en 
of us li,e. in a small txo-we.roomb one-wathroom house xith no stea.y source 
of incomeI Aoxe,erb this nex location place. us just eight minutes axay from a 
local restaurant9a place that xoul. wecome pi,otal in shaping my lifeI

Ct that timeb my cousin xor;e. as a .ishxasher an. prep coo;I Yne 'ri.ay 
e,eningb just after ? pImIb he came to my gran.mother$s house to spea; xith my 
ol.er wrotherb xho xas —@ years ol.I My cousin eRplaine. that one of the other 
.ishxashers ha. calle. out sic;b an. he nee.e. someone to co,er for the nightI 
Ae tol. my wrother he8. earn I:qI Cfter a wrief .iscussionb my wrother agree. an. 
xent to xor;I

Croun. mi.nightb my wrother returne. homeI Nince the four of us share. a roomb 
his return xo;e me upI v hear. my mother as;ing him awout his nightI My wrother 
xas soa;e.b .irtyb an. ,isiwly tire.b wut he xas hol.ing a I:q will an. a xhite 
Ntyrofoam woRI v xas .raxn to the woRb as the most incre.iwle smell xas coming 
from itI My wrother eRplaine. that he8. eaten at xor; an. sa,e. foo. for usI Ae 
han.e. the woR to my mom wefore hea.ing to ta;e a wathI

Lhen my mother opene. the woRb v xas axestruc;I vnsi.e xere nachos toppe. 
xith weansb groun. meatb cheeseb lettuceb sour creamb an. guacamoleI Neeing my 
eRpressionb my mom o7ere. the foo. to meI v ate e,ery witeb an. it xas the most 
.elicious meal v8. e,er ha.I E,en noxb more than Jq years laterb v still go to that 
restaurantb or.er those nachosb an. feel transporte. wac; to that momentI

Txo xee;s laterb my cousin came wac; to my gran.mother8s houseI My cousin 
nee.e. help againb wut my mother eRplaine. that my wrother xas not homeI 
Y,erhearing thisb v wlurte. out that v xante. to go instea.I v xas only —:b so my 
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cousin an. mother xere hesitantb wut v xas .etermine.I v xante. those nachosI 
My mother as;e. if v xoul. we safeb an. my cousin assure. her v xoul.I Neeing 
hox a.amant v xasb my mom reluctantly agree.I

That nightb v xent to xor;I v complete. e,ery tas; xithout hesitationb xent awo,e 
an. weyon. xhat xas as;e.b an. ma.e a great impressionI Throughout the shiftb 
v ate lefto,er foo. from mista;es or returnsb an. v rememwer feeling xetb .irtyb 
an. eRhauste.9wut none of it mattere.I v ha. ne,er eaten so much in one nightI 
My performance earne. me more opportunities to xor; xhen others .i.n8t shox 
upb an. e,entuallyb the restaurant hire. me permanentlyI

My enthusiasm an. xor; ethic ne,er xa,ere.I The restaurant pai. meb an. v 
ate regularlyI This eRperience instille. in me a .eep sense of the ,alue of har. 
xor;I Lithin siR monthsb the manager promote. me to prep coo;b an. less than 
a year laterb v wecame a line coo;I Lith a stea.y incomeb v starte. contriwuting 
to househol. eRpensesI Lhen my parents separate.b my motherb wrotherb an. v 
mo,e. into an apartmentI My mom pai. the rentb an. v co,ere. the utilitiesI Ct 
just —? years ol.b v wecame an a.ult o,ernightb my chil.hoo. tra.e. for utility 
wills an. grocery listsI

Oy —’b v xor;e. siR .ays a xee;b often o,er ?q hoursb xhile still atten.ing high 
schoolI Despite my incomeb all my money xent toxar. necessities for my familyI 
Latching my peers xho xor;e. enjoy luRuries v coul. not a7or.b v e,entually 
turne. to illegal acti,ities to satisfy my xantsI v starte. shoplifting name-wran. 
clothesb selling .rugsb an. e,en stealing carsI

My criminal acti,ities en.e. awruptly xhen a frien.b arreste. for a separate crimeb 
implicate. me in eRchange for a lenient .ealI The police arreste. meb an. v spent 
—q .ays in a ju,enile facilityI Ct the timeb v thought weing poor xas the har.est 
thing v8. e,er en.ure.b wut losing my free.om taught me an e,en greater lessonI 
Bot weing awle to choose xhen v sleptb ateb or shoxere. ma.e me realize thatb e,en 
in po,ertyb free.om is in,aluawleI

They release. me from the facility in Cugustb an. v joine. my high school footwall 
team the ,ery neRt .ayI 'ootwall ga,e me a sense of purpose9it ;ept me atten.ing 
class an. moti,ate. me to maintain the gra.es nee.e. to stay eligiwle to playI 
That eRperience wecame yet another turning pointb steering me toxar. a wrighter 
futureI
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BACK TO SCHOOL

Oeing on the team an. enjoying the sport moti,ate. me to follox the rulesI The 
wasic re2uirements9maintaining goo. atten.ance an. gra.es9xere .esigne. to 
;eep stu.ents eligiwle to playI Lhat impacte. me the most .uring this time xas 
a wu..ing frien.ship an. frien.ly ri,alry xith one of the most gifte. stu.ents at 
our schoolI

Lhen v atten.e. school an. applie. myselfb v performe. xell aca.emicallyI This 
place. me in a.,ance. classes xhere v xas surroun.e. wy others on similar 
aca.emic trac;sI Yne stan.out peer xas the class presi.entb a starter on the 
footwall an. was;etwall teamsb an. an all-state axar. xinner in theater an. prose 
competitionsI Le wecame frien.s an. pushe. each other to impro,eI Lhile he 
eRcelle. at preparation an. folloxing a planb v relie. on my awility to thin; on my 
feetb charm othersb an. a.apt 2uic;lyI Yur .i7erent approaches challenge. an. 
inspire. us wothI

6i;e  many  other  schoolsb  ours  aime.  to  intro.uce  stu.ents  to  college 
opportunitiesI Cfter one presentationb my frien. as;e. me xhere v planne. to 
atten. collegeI v ansxere. honestly4 “v8m not going to collegeI People li;e me 
.on8t go to collegeI v8m going to xor; in a ;itchen my xhole life an. ma;e my 
xayI” Ct the timeb v truly welie,e. that college xas only for people xho xere 
Lhiteb xealthyb or athletes9none of xhich .escriwe. meI My frien. sco7e. 
at my responseb insisting v xas xrongb although the con,ersation .i. not go 
much furtherI Be,erthelessb his xor.s plante. a see. of possiwility an. ma.e me 
xon.er4 What if he’s right? What if I can go to college?

Lhether it xas the eRcitement of nex possiwilities or my .esire to continue our 
frien.ly competitionb v too; steps toxar. collegeI v too; the PNCT an. other 
practice eRamsb researche. schoolsb atten.e. college ,isits organize. wy the schoolb 
an. e,entually too; the NCT an. suwmitte. applicationsI v applie. to txo schoolsb 
an. woth uni,ersities accepte. meI E,en thenb v .ouwte. that college xas in my 
future wecause of the costsI Aoxe,erb xhen v recei,e. a dnancial ai. pac;age that 
shoxe. that v coul. a7or. itb e,en xith loansb v realize. v xas out of eRcusesI

OFF TO COLLEGE

Lhen v left for collegeb v xas ner,ous an. scare.I v .i. not welie,e v xas “college 
material” an. xas .etermine. not to failI Ntories of people from my hometoxn 
xho ha. gone to college only to .rop out after a semester or a year haunte. meI 
Lhether it xas pri.e or sheer stuwwornnessb v resol,e. to .o e,erything possiwle 
to succee.I My drst yearb v ne,er misse. a classI v complete. assignments early an. 
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too; full a.,antage of campus resourcesI v .i. not participate much in campus 
acti,ities weyon. intramural sports an. hung out xith people in my .ormI The 
sacridces pai. o79v dnishe. my drst semester xith a JI5? 1PC an. my secon. 
semester xith a JI? 1PCI Lhile aca.emic success wooste. my cond.enceb txo 
nonaca.emic eRperiences in,ol,ing people from my .orm shifte. my perspecti,e 
on college an. my place in itI

The group of guys v wefrien.e. in my .orm seeme. to emwo.y e,erything v 
thought it meant to we a “college stu.entI” These guys came from families xith 
college-e.ucate. parents an. professional careersI My roommate8s mother xas a 
college professorb an. his father xas an engineerI Yur neighwor across the hall 
ha. a father xho xas a .entist an. a mother xho xas a military o3cerI Yther 
frien.s ha. parents xho xere school a.ministrators or eRecuti,esI They ;nex 
hox college xor;e. an. things v ha. no clue awoutb such as semester hoursb 
registration timetawlesb an. the role of a pro,ost9all foreign concepts to meI

Despite the .i7erences in our wac;groun.sb ma;ing frien.s xas easyI Le won.e. 
o,er sportsb ,i.eo gamesb an. share. .orm lifeI Yne of our xee;ly rituals xas 
grocery shopping togetherI Nome of my frien.s ha. ne,er thought awout groceries 
an. wu.gets weforeI v still carrie. the eRperience of po,erty an. the memory of 
going xithout mealsI v approache. grocery shopping focuse. on staples such 
as riceb weansb eggsb wrea.b an. tortillasI My frien.sb xho xere on generous 
alloxances from their familiesb dlle. their carts xith organic so.a xaterb fresh .eli 
meatsb name-wran. cerealb an. precut fruits an. ,egetawles that warely laste. a fex 
.aysI

Oy mi.-semesterb hoxe,erb many of their alloxances xere either .rastically 
re.uce. or cut o7 entirelyI Yn xee;en.sb xhen the cafeteria ha. limite. hoursb 
my room wecame the go-to hangout spot9mainly wecause v alxays ha. foo.b an. 
they xere often hungryI 'or the drst timeb v felt li;e the one xith something to 
teachI

Croun. this same timeb another inci.ent left a lasting impressionI My roommateb 
a :—-year-ol. junior an. electrical engineering majorb as;e. our neighwor across 
the hall a 2uestion that caught me o7 guar.I Cs v climwe. the stairs to our roomb 
v o,erhear. him sayb “Yur lightwulw xent outb an. xe ha,e a replacementb wut 
the nex one is 0q xattsb an. the ol. one xas ’q xattsI Does it matter if v put the 
0q-xatt wulw inK”



'vSNT vB TAE 'CMv6G :—

v coul.n8t welie,e xhat v xas hearingI v as;e.b “Aa,e you truly ne,er change. a 
lightwulw weforeK” Ae a.mitte. that he ha.n8tI v laughe. an. sai.b “Gou8re an 
electrical engineering majorb an. you8,e ne,er change. a lightwulwK” 

Ais responseb “Le learn awout circuits an. theoriesb not practical applicationI”

That momentb comwine. xith the grocery-shopping .ynamicsb change. my 
perception of my peersI  v realize. they xeren8t “wetter” than me or more 
a.,ance.9they simply ha. .i7erent life eRperiencesI Their circumstances ha. 
eRpose. them to certain opportunitiesb xhile mine ha. taught me entirely 
.i7erent s;illsI Ct the timeb v .i. not ha,e the xor.s to articulate this realizationb 
wut loo;ing wac;b v see that v ha. ween un.er,aluing my oxn ;noxle.ge an. 
o,er,aluing theirsI

'rom that point onb v approache. college xith nexfoun. cond.enceI v engage. 
more acti,ely xith my campus communityb connecting xith stu.entsb facultyb 
an. sta7b xhich ma.e my time at college more enjoyawleI That cond.enceb 
hoxe,erb ha. a .oxnsi.eI v put less e7ort into my coursexor;b a.opting an “v8ll 
dgure it out” attitu.e that xas reKecte. in my gra.esI Be,erthelessb v perse,ere. 
an. wecame the drst in my family to earn a college .egreeI

CONCLUSION

Cfter gra.uatingb v wegan xor;ing at a community collegeb creating an. managing 
a scholarship program for drst-generation college stu.entsI That eRperience 
inspire. me to return to school for a master8s .egreeI Cs a gra.uate stu.entb v 
wecame more .iscipline. an. engage.I During that timeb v met the xoman xho 
xoul. wecome my xifeb an. after gra.uationb v mo,e. xith her as she pursue. 
her .octorateI

Lhile xor;ing at the same institutionb v also wegan my .octoral stu.iesI My 
.issertation focuse. on drst-generation 6atinos an. their moti,ation to pursue 
higher e.ucationb an. v earne. my PhD in the 'all of :q—5I

Cfter v earne. my PhDb v wecame the foun.ing sta7 memwer of a drst-generation 
scholarship program an. support o3ceI My personal an. aca.emic journey has 
e2uippe. me to mentor stu.ents from .i,erse socioeconomic wac;groun.sI Each 
stu.ent v mentor wrings a uni2ue storyb an. xhen their eRperiences mirror my 
oxn9of hungerb shameb or .ouwt9v can o7er them proof that sur,i,al is just 
the startI Nupporting drst-generation college stu.ents remains a passionb as v stri,e 
to in,est in future generations see;ing a wetter lifeb just as v once .i.I
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Chapter Four

It Takes a Village
A Working-Class Journey to Cancer Research

Friederike Johanna Schnaack

Abstract 

This chapter traces the inspiring journey of a working-class girl from rural 
Germany who rose to become a cancer biologist at a leading university hospital 
in New York City. From a childhood touched by loss and family separation, she 
found strength through the unwavering support of family, teachers, and mentors. 
The narrative rexects on the challenges of navigating academic life without prior 
ePposure to scientiDc systems, managing imposter syndrome, and coping with 
mental health struggles during her Uh’ journey. Eltimately, this is a story of 
resilience, self-discovery, and the power of staying true to oneMs values while 
forging a path in science.

Keywords:

Drst-generation scientist, working-class background, academic classism, resilience 
in STKR, mental health in Uh’ journey
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Introduction

2hen comparing myself to others throughout my school and college years, A was 
always drawn to the numbers“numeric measurements of success“which can be 
inferred from the classes taken and the grades achieved. A was a top-level student, 
and learning new things still comes naturally to me to this day. A was disappointed 
when A did not obtain the best grade or if A was not selected for a stipend or 
award that A applied for. A thought it was my fault that A was not good enough 
and probably would not have the chance to ever receive a stipend or award.

A Drst reali”ed the ongoing classism that still ePists in the academic system when 
A did not receive a stipend from a foundation that A later learned was known to 
have a bias toward students from academic families. This was a turning point 
when A learned that failure does not automatically imply a lack of intellect or 
suitability for my Deld of study. Anstead, it can rexect the nepotism and elitism 
many people encounter in the scientiDc system. This is my story, and my approach 
to overcoming this bias.

Personal Narrative

A very much like the Ofrican idiom, (At takes a village to raise a child,) and A 
believe it is more relevant in working-class families than in upper-class families 
in the developed world. An working-class families, mothers“and still, it is much 
more the mothers than parents in general in heteronormative settings“need the 
support of their family and friends to both provide for a living and ensure a good 
upbringing for their children, as opposed to being able to invest 0which could 
certainly be seen as an investment, both in the parentsM careers and the future of 
the children1 in daycare and education.

Ry upbringing was no ePception. Ry mother got pregnant with my sister when 
she was just —5 years old 0two years older than my grandmother was when she 
gave birth to my mother, living a very classic housewife life1. 2ith my sisterMs 
father absent after divorcing the marriage my mother never wanted to be in, she 
worked full time while my grandmother took care of my sister. You can imagine 
the di:culties that arose in terms of parenting style, but also the dependency on 
the support needed. There was no daycare for toddlers back then in Germany, 
and even when A was born !5 years later, this was not the case 0this is only an 
improvement in recent years in Germany and is certainly not yet available in all 
rural areas1.
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Therefore, my mom decided to stay home for the Drst three years of my life, which 
has until today resulted in decreasing her pension payments“not to mention the 
Dnancial insecurity she had from pausing her job for that long while being the 
primary provider for the family.

A had a wonderful childhood until second grade. A never felt anything was missing 
in my family. Ry mom knew how to handle money very well, and we were able to 
go on vacation. The amount of presents under the Christmas tree was just insane. 
A felt safe, cared for, and nurtured, and from a very young age, my mom made sure 
A would be well educated; A was taking Knglish classes when A entered kindergarten 
0with my mom starting part-time work1, A learned to play instruments, and A 
participated in various sports courses.

This was all possible because my mom reali”ed that it would be a valuable 
investment in my future 0imagine me writing this essay in a foreign language 
without having been taught Knglish at such a young age“A beneDted a lotq1. She 
believed it was worth making sacriDces to help me develop my talents. Oll of this 
was only possible because she increased her workload again, which meant that 
she needed someone to look after me. From primary school onward, A spent most 
days at my grandparentsM house after school. There was no bus infrastructure to 
get me places“my grandfather, grandmother, uncle, and sister had to drive me 
where A needed to go.

’uring these times, A was a bright student, curious, eager to learn, and A ePcelled. 
Ry parents even considered having me skip classes in elementary school, but 
socially, A wasnMt as mature as A was intellectually, so A stayed with my peers. A 
continued to demonstrate ePcellence even when two major events occurred that 
deDned my life and character.

First, my grandfather died when A was 6 years old. At was very sudden9 it all 
happened very ‘uickly, and after a few weeks in the hospital, he passed away. A 
was devastated. Be was my idol. The cancer had probably been there for a while 
but he did not tell anyone.

This loss had a profound impact on my life. Uerhaps A wouldnMt be doing the 
job A do right now if my grandfather hadnMt died from cancer. At is an enormous 
motivator for me to pursue a career in cancer research to help people avoid the 
su7ering and loss A feel. Wy trying to Dnd novel targeted therapies for solid tumors, 
A want to improve patientMs outcomes and ‘uality of life and enable them to spend 
more time with their beloved ones. AtMs also my way of repaying the privilege of 
having received the education A did.
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The second major event was the separation of my parents“a divorce battle, 
alimony suit, the whole ordeal. A had to make a statement in court. A was I years 
old. A had my notes with me, what A was going to say, and A delivered that lecture 
in front of the judge. That might sound a bit sad, which it certainly was at the 
time.

That was that. Lf course, this changed our Dnancial situation signiDcantly, with 
my father not paying proper alimony. This was the Drst time A noticed struggling 
with money, especially when things such as ePpensive class commutes came up 
later in high school. There were social funds at school designed to support single 
parents, but my mom was too proud to apply for them until A insisted, assuring 
her that A did not care if anyone knew we applied.

Roney was a topic of shame. At took me years to grow out of that mindset, which 
A did not encounter with my friends and peers from well-o7 families. A always 
believed that my family was upper middle class until while pursuing my studies, 
A looked up the statistics. A reali”ed that A was actually only just above the poverty 
threshold.

A moved on with my high school diploma“being sent to a Jgymnasium,M meaning 
A was pursuing a university-entrance degree. Nobody in my family had ever 
attended a gymnasium. Worn and raised in working-class families, where my 
great-grandparents on both sides had to migrate after 2orld 2ar AA“meaning 
no long standing family property or wealth“both of my parents started making 
a living early, dropping out of school or even had to support their whole family 
with their jobs.

A had very supportive teachers during that time“female role models for me that A 
could look up to, with academic backgrounds and standing that A wasnMt familiar 
with at home. They encouraged me to write poetry, to try for awards, to enroll 
in science competitions“A did all of that, and they supported me not only with 
words but also by actually going places to see me perform and give talks. Ogain, 
to make that point“this type of support“people giving me their precious, 
precious time and encouragement, made an enormous di7erence for me. A aim 
to pay it back once A mentor students of my own.

A left my hometown to pursue my studies in biotechnology in far-away Werlin. A 
had planned to study close by, living at home to make it more a7ordable, but love 
had di7erent plans for me, and A followed my former boyfriend to the capital city. 
Ry parents could not a7ord to Dnancially support me any further, but that was 
alright for me. A had had side jobs all the time since A was !z years old“giving 
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private lessons, helping out in a store, or working as a social media assistant. At 
was absolutely out of the ‘uestion for me not to work while pursuing my studies.

2hat A learned was that while this was very normal for my working-class peers, it 
was not the case for the majority of students from academic backgrounds. Some 
of them never worked, or only started working during their RasterMs“more for 
work ePperience and networking than for making a living. A was baLed when one 
time a professor told me that students were not supposed to work while studying, 
which is why he would not allow courses to be structured di7erently in terms of 
timing. Be believed that one should have parents pay for oneMs studies or take a 
student loan.

A still think a lot about this conversation, which opened my eyes to how academics 
can be absolutely ignorant about the privileged life they are living. A got lucky 
because A was allowed to work overtime so A could still attend the course and by 
that time A had secured a stipend 0lesson learned; be persistent, itMll work out1. 
Rany of my working-class peers had to make the di:cult decision to either ‘uit 
their jobs 0which was mostly not possible if you wanted to pay your rent and 
groceries1 or skip the class. You can imagine that most of them needed to keep 
their jobs and, as a result, could not take the class.

Ry Drst intellectual struggles arose when A stepped out of the classroom and 
into the lab, running my own projects for my bachelorMs, masterMs, and Uh’ 
theses“things did not work out on the Drst try, and A had to deal with a level of 
frustration A had never ePperienced before in my academic journey. A had never 
learned that failing is okay. For me, failure was tied to loss, to fear“just like when 
my dadMs companies kept failing, and he slipped into personal insolvency. A was 
horriDed of failing. A did not want to disappoint anyone, and A wanted safety in 
my life.

At took me years to understand that A could grow from these failures“not only 
as a person but also as a scientist. Weing persistent, being creative in Dnding 
workarounds, adopting an analytical approach to Dnd solutions where none 
ePisted before, and having the courage to sit still while the place is on Dre“because 
it will work out. Somehow. An the end, it always did.

At wasnMt until the end of my Uh’ that A internali”ed this. 2anting to live 
up to 0perceived1 ePpectations others had of me wasnMt helping my mental 
well-being during a time A was struggling with my relationship 0well, scientists 
have personal lives too“dealing with that while having a competitive job can 
be ePhausting1. A went into a medium-heavy depression. A worked on it with a 
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therapist, which truly changed my perception of myself, made me more aware of 
my boundaries, and allowed me to actually live up to my values“independent of 
othersM ePpectations or validation.

A have built a professional network of peers who share my values, both in academia 
and beyond. A began to live my personal values in my everyday job life as well. A 
was once worried about how others perceived me, but A no longer am. Af they 
complain about me being authentically me, then this is not the right place for 
me. Lf course, holding a Uh’ and not being dependent on superiors helps. Since 
the day of my thesis defense, A have only felt that my power and conDdence are 
growing, enabling me to navigate academia.

A think if a professor ever told me again how my parents should be in charge of 
paying for my studies or how A should navigate my professional life, A would tell 
them to get o7 their high horse“or Dnally come down from their ivory tower. Af 
not, AMll have to go upstairs and tear this tower apart.

A recently moved to New York City to start my Drst postdoctoral position. 2hile 
there was a lot of self-doubt and imposter syndrome during my Uh’, A am 
progressing toward becoming an independent scientist. Not to say, there are 
no doubts at all“it can be helpful to have the humility to ‘uestion yourself 
sometimes, especially in science.

Concluding Remarks

A want to emphasi”e once again that A only made it to where A am now through 
the support of various people. They identiDed my skills and passions, nurtured 
me, trained me, mentored me, encouraged me, and comforted me. 2hile this was 
mainly my family during my early years, it was my high school teachers, inspiring 
and kind professors, and scientiDc and personal mentors who supported me along 
my educational and personal path later on. They dedicated their time, money, 
energy, and passion to help me become the person A am today“and allowed me 
to discover who that person actually is.

A have a very dear memory of my dad putting me to bed when A was very little. 
This routine may have nourished my curiosity in the Drst place. 2hen it was time 
to go to sleep, A was allowed to ask three ‘uestions. No matter what, he would 
answer and ePplain.

2ell, what can A sayM A know a lot about dinosaurs now.



Chapter Five

Displaced, but not Defeated
Achieving the Doctorate as a First-Gen Student

Kevin L. Wright
Southern New Hampshire University, USA

ABSTRACT

This chapter explores the experience of navigating my doctoral journey as a 
-rstIgeneration displaced doctoral student. bt can ,e easy to assume that once 
a -rstIgeneration college student earns their -rst degreew their academic journey 
,ecomes more managea,le Bhen they pursue advanced degrees. zut the scholarly 
personal narrative ,eloB disrupts that assumption Bhile considering the nuances 
of other intersectional identities that have ,een historically marginaliRed. bn this 
chapterw b share the technical aspects of pursuing a doctoral degree and its social 
and cultural factors.

Keywords:  -rstIgeneration  doctoral  studentw  academic  displacementw 
intersectional identityw doctoral journeyw scholarly personal narrative
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INTRODUCTION

zeing a -rstIgeneration college graduate is an academic accomplishment and my 
ancestorsk sigh of relief. Gy ancestors lived in a Borld that told them that ,eing 
educated Bould ma1e them a threat. They lived in a Borld Bithout ,eing alloBed 
to read or Brite. They fought through ,igotry and antiIzlac1ness and eventually 
sent me here to continue their Bor1 for our community. This chapter explores 
the intersectional nuances of zlac1ness and scholarlinessw sheds light on doctoral 
student retention issuesw and presents a personal narrative of support netBor1s 
for -rstIgeneration college students.

PERSONAL NARRATIVE

Oollege Bas a place Bhere b alBays 1neB b could gow and at the same timew it Bas 
a place Bhere b did not thin1 b could ma1e a di8erence or ,etter understand my 
purpose in this life. When b decided to attend collegew it Bas not until my second 
Bee1 of school that someone referred to me as a -rstIgeneration college studentw or 
-rstIgen for short. While the term -rstIgen has multiple de-nitions academicallyw 
sociallyw and culturallyw it Bas a title that b did not ta1e lightly. b come from a Oreole 
cultural ,ac1groundw Bhere most of my family is from Louisiana. Aot much 
of my familyks history Bas taught to mew ,ut b could trace my family line ,ac1 
to J2’’w starting Bith my greatIgreatIgreatIgreatIgrandparentsw 4oe and Garia 
zoBman. Cfter an additional searchw b discovered that from J2’’II(’JPw no one 
had o,tained a college degree ,efore me. This unfortunate truth is accompanied 
,y the fact that zlac1 people in the Enited Htates Bere not alloBed to attend 
college until the J2(’s )bnstitute for Nigher Yducation 7olicyw (’J’Fw Nistorically 
zlac1 Oolleges and Eniversities )NzOEsF didnkt exist until J20“ )Thurgood 
Garshall Oollege ”undw n.d.Fw and even in light of having legal ;accessw: there 
Bere multiple ,arriers that deterred zlac1 people from attending collegew some 
of Bhich extend to the present day. Un Gay J’thw (’JPw at J’ amw at Aorthern 
CriRona Eniversityw b ,rought my -rst college degree ,ac1 home to my family. 
bt Bas not just my degree or a diploma Bith fancy Bords. bt Bas also a Barm 
em,race6 it Bas pain disappearing6 it Bas the last tear my ancestors shed ,efore 
they too1 their last exhaled ,reath6 it Bas con-rmation for my ancestors to ful-ll 
their -nal duty& to rest in peace. When b earned my -rst degree in (’JPw b earned 
my second degree in (’J! from LeBis q Olar1 Oollege and ,ecame a tBoItime 
-rstIgeneration college graduate5 The -rst tBo degrees Bere toughw ,ut nothing 
compares to Bhat b experienced Bhen pursuing my last degree.
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THE FINAL DEGREE

b started my doctoral program on Ucto,er 0Jw (’J“w Bhere b Bas pursuing a 
degree in 7rofessional Leadershipw bn%uiryw and Transformation at Ooncordia 
EniversityI7ortland. Gy cohort Bas J0 people strongw and Be got close %uic1lyw 
Bhich Bas ,ittersBeet. b say this ,ecausew after the -rst year of courseBor1w 
my cohort Bent from J0 to 0 people remaining. Cs a scholarIpractitioner in 
higher educationw most of my Bor1 focused on undergraduate student retention. 
NoBeverw this experience ,roadened my mindset and encouraged me to learn 
more a,out retention rates among graduate and doctoral students. That is Bhen 
b learned that most residential doctoral programs have reported attrition rates 
of up to 9’V and nearly 9’I “’V for online doctoral programs )Siglerw zoBlinw 
HBeatw Wattsw q Thronew (’J“F. Gy tBo remaining cohort mem,ers and b stayed 
connectedw chec1ed on each other more oftenw and shared Bords of aDrmationw 
memesw and jo1es to help one another get through the day. We maintained our 
motivation to get through the second year of courseBor1w and ,y the end of (’JZw 
Be completed all our courseBor1 and Bere ready to ta1e on the research stage of 
our program.

Enfortunatelyw Bithin the -rst %uarter of (’(’w Be learned that Ooncordia 
EniversityI7ortland planned to close due to -nancial issues6 my cohort mates 
and b had to transfer to a di8erent universityw and the Borld shut doBn due 
to OU/b?IJZ. ”or P9 daysw instead of Bor1ing on dissertation proposalsw bSz 
applicationsw and continuing to ,ond Bith my cohort matesw b had to coordinate 
meetings Bith colleges and universities across the country to intervieB me Bhile 
Bitnessing hoB many loved ones Bere dying around me due to the spread 
of OU/b?IJZ. Ct this pointw b Bas referred to ,y a di8erent title& displaced 
student. Cfter ta1ing the time to determine Bhere to transferw b decided to 
transfer to Aorthcentral Eniversity )AOEFw Bhere b pursued a doctoral degree 
in UrganiRational Leadership.

Cfter a feB daysw b chec1ed in Bith my cohort mates and told them a,out my 
decision to transfer to AOE. They Bere ,oth excited for mew and yetw at the 
same timew b could tell that there Bas something they Banted to tell me. Gy 
cohort matesw Garie and Oarolw decided to tell me that they Bere no longer going 
to continue Bith their doctoral studies. Cfter hearing the neBsw b found myself 
experiencing a range of emotionsw including shoc1w sadnessw and happiness. b 
Bas shoc1ed to 1noB that this meant b Bas the only person remaining from 
my cohortw sad ,ecause b did not Bant to ;lose: them during this journeyw and 
happy ,ecause they too1 the time to ,e honest Bith themselves and ma1e a 
decision that Bas right for them. Cs time progressedw b poBered through my 
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research re%uirements. Cs the Borld Bas still navigating lossw fearw and confusion 
due to OU/b?IJZw b continued pushing through. Through the several virtual 
hangoutsw happy hoursw ,irthdaysw Beddingsw and funerals b attendedw b never lost 
my motivation to get my doctoral Bor1 done. Un Aovem,er (Pw (’(’w b defended 
my dissertation and Bas referred to as a doctor for the -rst time.

Seceiving this recognition Bas di8erent ,ecause all the glitR and glamour Bere 
a,sent. b Bas not getting suited and ,ooted and ready for the day. b Bas not going 
to a physical location to share my research Bith my friendsw familyw and colleaguesw 
Bho Bould later cele,rate me. bnsteadw b Bas sitting at my dining room ta,lew 
Bith a polo and pajamas onw tal1ing to three people on a =oom call Bith a Bi- 
connection hanging on for dear life. Gy dissertation committee gave me my -nal 
congratulationsw the call endedw and b Bept in silence alone in my apartment. 
Within the -rst (’ minutes of ,eing ?r. Wrightw b experienced sadnessw guiltw 
frustrationw angerw reliefw and happiness all at once.

bt Bas not until tBo years later that b cele,rated this accomplishment live and in 
person during a graduation ceremony. b told everyone b intended to Bal1 across 
a stage and hear my name called one last time6 b didnkt care Bhose stage it Bas. b 
1neB that ,eing a -rstIgen doctoral student Bould have its challenges6 hoBeverw 
,eing a -rstIgen displaced doctoral student during a pandemic is not something 
b had mar1ed on my ,ingo card. While the circumstances Bere not idealw b still 
managed to -nd collateral ,eauty through all the sadness and chaos.

b Bould not have earned this accomplishment Bithout a strong support netBor1. 
When Ooncordia closedw several mentorsw menteesw colleaguesw and faculty 
extended their love and grace to me. They 1neB b had ,een Bor1ing hard and Bere 
Billing to do all they could to ensure that my journey did not end Bith no degree. 
These people advocated for me ,y contacting colleagues at their institutions 
to see if b could transfer and -nish my courseBor1. They also Brote letters of 
recommendationw provided -nancial assistancew sent me scholarship and grant 
applicationsw prayed for mew and empoBered me not to give up through their 
shared advice. Through the continued support of my communityw b Bas a,le to 
persevere and achieve my -nal degree.

CONCLUSION

The -rstIgeneration identity does not go aBay once a -rstIgeneration student 
earns a degreew nor does it go aBay once they have earned multiple degrees. 
This identity folloBs them throughout their lifetimew Bhether in the classroom 
or the ,oardroom. bt is imperative to recogniRe the nuances of -rstIgeneration 
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narratives and appreciate the di8erences they all have. ?oing so creates an 
opportunity to reimagine hoB colleges and universities can ,etter serve and 
support -rstIgeneration students on their campuses.
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Chapter Six

Becoming a Scholar Across 
Borders
A First-Generation Immigrant’s Transformative 
Learning Journey

Xiong Wang
University of Alberta, Canada

ABSTRACT 

This chapter narrates the transformative academic journey of a -rstwgeneration 
immigrant  loman  navigating  the  intersections  of  ,anguageC  cu,tureC 
motherhoodC and higher education in .anadaA Es an xng,ish ,anguage ,earner 
and researcher in mathematics educationC the author reqects on the cha,,enges 
and opportunities encountered lhi,e pursuing advanced studyC engaging in 
researchC and teaching in a nel cu,tura, conteBtA Through resi,ienceC community 
supportC and professiona, grolthC she has deve,oped a strong scho,ar,y identity 
and a deep commitment to fostering ekuityC diversityC and inc,usionA —y sharing 
her persona, eBperiencesC the author seeFs to empoler othersIparticu,ar,y 
mu,ti,ingua, and immigrant scho,arsIto persist in their academic pursuits and 
thrive in crosswcu,tura, educationa, environmentsA

Keywords

-rstwgeneration  scho,arC  immigrant  academicC  xng,ish  ,anguage  ,earnerC 
transformative ,earningC mathematics educationC ekuity and inc,usion
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INTRODUCTION 

S grel up in a sma,, .hinese vi,,age lhere my parents never had the opportunity 
for higher educationA S carried the fami,yPs hopes and honorC pursuing higher 
education and achieving a good position in my careerA S las the pride of my fami,yA 
Ten years agoC S gave up everything in .hina and immigrated to .anada to join 
my husDandA To continue my career as a YETL teacher educator and researcherC 
S decided to join a Uh“ program at a major .anadian universityA This changed 
my ,ife dramatica,,yA

PERSONAL NARRATIVE

The nel ,earning environment posed uneBpected cha,,enges for me and my 
fami,yA Sn .hinaC S las an eBperienced scho,ar in math educationC and S las 
con-dent that S cou,d comp,ete my Uh“ program successfu,,y and e”cient,yA 
LoleverC things did not unfo,d as eBpectedA ?pon arriving in .anadaC S enro,,ed 
my threewyearwo,d son in a daycare center in order to have more time to focus on 
my studiesA LoleverC this hasty decision caused him much distressC as he needed 
time to adapt to the nel environment and las sti,, strugg,ing to eBpress himse,f 
in xng,ishA Le Degan to eBhiDit Dehaviora, issuesC lhich comp,ete,y disrupted 
our p,anA We Khad toO spend more time lith our son after he las eBpe,,ed 
from tlo daycare centersA S s,oled my studies and devoted more time to my 
sonA S a,so started to lorry aDout his futureC given the Dehaviora, issues he las 
disp,ayingA Yy uncertainty aDout the schoo, environment on,y deepened our 
concernsA Wou,d he De eBpe,,ed from schoo, if he continued to Dehave poor,yC 
just ,iFe in the daycare centersG YoreoverC S found that some of the theoretica, 
courses in education are cha,,enging due to the comp,eB vocaDu,ary and aDstract 
theoriesA This ,eft me fee,ing inadekuate and unkua,i-edC especia,,y since S had 
a,lays Deen con-dent in my aDi,ity to ,earnA

3aterC  lhen  S  Degan  considering  my  dissertationPs  research  topic  and 
methodo,ogyC S p,anned to emp,oy hermeneutic inkuiry as an interpretive 
approach  to  understanding  and  maFing  meaning  of  phenomena  lithin 
their conteBtsA Snitia,,yC S desperate,y needed to understand precise,y lhat 
hermeneutics entai,ed and hol to conduct such a studyA LoleverC hermeneutics 
is not a method lith a prescriDed set of proceduresA S douDted my aDi,ity 
to approach it correct,yA This strugg,e stemmed from my previous academic 
eBperiencesC lhich focused on -nding the right anslers and performing le,, on 
testsC particu,ar,y in my mathematics majorA This uncertainty p,agued me for a 
consideraD,e timeA 
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S graduated from my Uh“ program during the .VzS“w’7 pandemicA Et 
that timeC S desperate,y hoped to secure an academic position to fu,-,, my 
fami,yPs hopes and provide them lith the security of Fnoling that S had a 
staD,e joD againA LoleverC this seemed impossiD,e at that timeA Rortunate,yC 
S had the opportunity to teach undergraduate courses on,ineA Es an xng,ish 
,anguage ,earnerC S have a,lays preferred facewtowface communication over on,ine 
interactions or phone ca,,sA These on,ine teaching opportunities caused me 
to kuestion my communication aDi,ityA .ou,d S c,ear,y convey my ideas and 
e(ective,y understand my studentsP ideasG  S lished to speaF perfect xng,ish 
and converse lith students as easi,y as a native speaFerA xven though S rea,i)ed 
that achieving nativew,iFe quency las unrea,isticC these thoughts  impacted my 
se,fwcon-dence as an educatorA

CHALLENGES AND OVERCOMING ADVERSITY

.ha,,enges  arose  from parentingC  my academic  studiesC  researchC  and my 
teachingA These cha,,enges lere compounded Dy adapting to a nel environmentC 
navigating ,anguage Darriers as xng,ish ,anguage ,earnersC unfami,iarity lith ,oca, 
schoo, cu,tureC and a ,acF of con-dence in one8s aDi,itiesA Rortunate,yC the support 
S received enaD,ed me to continue my ,earning journey and overcome these 
oDstac,esA

When lorFing c,ose,y  lith my sonPs  teachersC  S  ,earned that  he  received 
individua,i)ed support at schoo,A Ror eBamp,eC his Findergarten teacherC YrsA —C 
used his interests to he,p him deve,op his aDi,ity to manage routinesA Et the timeC 
.o,in las fascinated Dy the periodic taD,e and spaceA YrsA — gathered re,ated 
materia,s from high schoo, and encouraged him to present updated scienti-c 
research on the e,ements and spaceC nurturing his interestsA This supportC lhich 
las used as a relard for fo,,oling routinesC he,ped him sett,e le,, into schoo,A 
.o,in is nol in 1rade 7C and S no ,onger lorry aDout his futureA Le has the fu,, 
potentia, to Decome a scientistC as he dreams of DecomingA

Sn my oln studiesC severa, courses speci-ca,,y invited us to reqect on our ,earning 
eBperiencesA This o(ered me the opportunity to eBamine my oln strugg,es and 
share my eBperiences lith peersA Edditiona,,yC S had the chance to ,isten to 
othersP eBperiencesA Yy peersIDoth native and nonnative speaFersIshared their 
cha,,enges in understanding the comp,eB vocaDu,ary or theories invo,ved in the 
coursesA This eBchange he,ped me rea,i)e that S las not a,one in my strugg,es and 
that sharing our eBperiences cou,d provide mutua, supportA This insight has since 
Decome an integra, part of my current teaching approachA
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To  overcome  the  uncertainty  of  conducting  hermeneutic  studies  for  my 
dissertationC  S  engaged  in  a  sma,,wsca,e  inkuiryA  S  adopted  a  hermeneutic 
perspective as part of a course lith my supervisorC “rA HimmtA This eBperience 
gave me va,uaD,e insight into deve,oping an understanding through active 
participationA The eBp,oratory process itse,f las integra, to hermeneuticsA 
?,timate,yC upon comp,eting my dissertationC S freed myse,f from preconceived 
notions of lhat las KrightO and Decame more open to the emergent possiDi,ities 
of my lorFA

Yy strugg,es and di”cu,ties he,ped me Detter understand the cha,,enges my 
students face in my teachingA E,though ,earning mathematics came easi,y to meC S 
initia,,y ,acFed a deep understanding of the di”cu,ties students might encounter 
in their oln mathematics ,earningA Yany of my students had very negative 
eBperiences lith mathematicsA LoleverC my strength in mathematics has enaD,ed 
me to he,p students grol in this suDjectC even though S do not speaF KperfectO 
xng,ishA Sn each courseC S am p,easant,y surprised Dy my studentsP grolthC lhich 
eBceeds my eBpectationsC and S a,so ,earn a ,ot from themA This enriches my future 
teachingA

IMPACT AND TRANSFORMATION

Yy journey las one of ,earning and grolingA He,fwdiscovery las integra, to 
this processA RirstC S Degan to emDrace and appreciate my .hinese DacFgroundC 
particu,ar,y in my teachingA Yy .hinese DacFground las initia,,y perceived as 
a ,imitation due to ,anguage and cu,tura, DarriersA LoleverC in my teachingC 
S oDserved many students strugg,ing lith mathematics Decause of the lay 
of  teaching mathematicsA  This  ,ed me to investigate  the ro,e  of  ,anguage 
and cu,ture in mathematics ,earningA Yi,,er et a,A 0’77b: argued that xng,ish 
presents oDstac,es to chi,drenPs understanding of mathematicsC such as numDer 
representationC citing a comparison of xng,ish and .hinese speaFersP counting 
aDi,itiesC lhich favor .hinese chi,drenA Yi,,er and Htig,er 0’7;2: further reported 
that .hinese chi,dren more readi,y form proper numDer namesC lhereas xng,ish 
numDer names hinder chi,drenPs numDer ,earningA Ror instanceC in .hineseC 
the numDer ’Z is eBpressed as KtenO 0shi: and KtloO 0er:C c,ear,y reqecting its 
Dasew’J p,ace va,ue structure& one ten and tlo onesA This eBpression ,itera,,y he,ps 
students understand the meaning of ’ZA Sn contrastC the xng,ish lord Ktle,veO 
does not eBp,icit,y convey this meaningC maFing it harder for students to graspA 

Sn additionC S discovered the deeper meaning Dehind my teaching and researchA 
—efore moving to .anadaC S vieled myse,f as an eBperienced scho,arC lith 
eBtensive researchC puD,icationsC and a tenured academic positionA LoleverC 
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much of my lorF has Deen driven Dy the demands of career advancement and 
my amDition to De a reputaD,e scho,ar lithin the -e,d of math educationA The 
strugg,es S faced during my oln studies and my sonPs schoo,ing prompted me to 
reqect on the purpose of my teaching and research and hol S cou,d contriDute 
to the neBt generationA When lorFing lith preservice mathematics teachersC 
S Degan to kuestion hol S cou,d maFe my teaching and research meaningfu, 
to myse,fC to my students8 futureC and to the schoo,ing of the nel generationA 
Himp,y meeting joD rekuirements is no ,onger su”cientA S shared my oln ,earning 
strugg,es lith my students to shol that they are not a,one and that everyone faces 
di(erent cha,,engesA These strugg,esC as they lere for meC can Decome va,uaD,e 
assets in their future teachingA S a,so shared my grolth as a parentC high,ighting my 
lorF lith my son and eBpressing gratitude for the individua,i)ed support that his 
teachers providedA This support not on,y a,,oled him to have a Knorma,O schoo, 
eBperience Dut a,so fostered hope for a promising futureIperhaps as a scientistA 
This eBperience ,ed me to reqect on the kua,ities of e(ective teachers& not on,y 
pedagogica, Fnol,edge Dut a,so genuine ,ove for chi,dren and a commitment to 
meeting their diverse needsA ThereforeC my teaching is not on,y aDout imparting 
Fnol,edge Dut a,so aDout fostering their a(ection for mathematics and for 
chi,dren lhi,e emDracing their unikue eBperiences and cu,tura, DacFgroundsA S 
don8t a,,ol any of my students to su(er or douDt themse,ves as S once did in my 
oln ,earningA 

3ast  Dut  not  ,eastC  S  nol  consider  myse,f  a  true  scho,arA  Yy  lorF  and 
contriDutions are not de-ned Dy a joD tit,eA Vver the past four yearsC S have lorFed 
in various ro,es as an instructor and postdoctora, fe,,olC teaching preservice 
mathematics teachers and faci,itating professiona, deve,opment for educators 
in engineering and other discip,inesA Yy lorF has gone Deyond fu,-,,ing joD 
responsiDi,ities– S aim to maFe a Droader impactC inquencing not on,y those 
direct,y invo,ved Dut a,so the lider communityA S have shared my eBperiences 
lith students and co,,eagues at my universityC and S strive to integrate my ,earning 
and teaching eBperiences into my presentations and puD,ications to reach a lider 
audienceA This inc,udes individua,s lhoC ,iFe meC may De -rstwgeneration co,,ege 
graduatesC adu,t immigrants lith young chi,drenC xng,ish ,anguage ,earnersC 
those facing educationa, cha,,engesC and those ,acFing con-dence or eBperience 
in teaching and researchA

CONCLUSION

Yy ,earning journeyC enriched Dy my eBperiences in ,earningC researchC and 
teachingA St empolered me to Decome a true scho,arA Through this journeyC S 
discovered the deeper meaning Dehind my teaching and researchA Yy strugg,es 
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and di”cu,ties have Deen transformed into va,uaD,e assetsC shaping my path 
as a genuine scho,ar navigating a nel ,andIDoth physica,,y and cu,tura,,yA 
Hharing my eBperiences reqects my commitment to fostering ekuityC diversityC and 
inc,usion in my oln c,assroomC as le,, as in the schoo, c,assroom for chi,drenC 
lhi,e empolering othersA —y reaching out to those lith simi,ar DacFgroundsC S 
hope that my sharing inspires and encourages them to pursue their goa,s despite 
the cha,,enges they may faceA
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Chapter Seven

From Linares to Leadership
Embracing My Mexican–American Identity

Shantal M. Brissette Gutiérrez
Sam Houston State University, USA

Abstract

This  chapter  explores  how  a  rich  bicultural  heritage  and  strong  familial 
inyuences shaped mR personal and professional identitR. ,aised in Mexico 
bR mR mother and her extended familRI v deAeloped a deep connection to 
mR Mexican roots while sustaining meaningful ties with mR Cmerican father. 
—entral to this narratiAe is the profound impact of mR grandfatherja respected 
educatorjwhose legacR of humilitRI integritRI and serAice guided mR qourneR 
into higher education leadership. Through reyectiAe AignettesI v examine the 
formatiAe role of familRI cultureI and education in cultiAating Aalues of empathRI 
qusticeI and e’uitR. This narratiAe a–rms the power of honoring oneFs heritage 
while using liAed experience to lead with authenticitR and purpose. 

Keywords: 

MexicanNCmerican identitRI multicultural upbringingI educational leadershipI 
familR legacRI cultural heritage and Aalues
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—ulture and heritage haAe alwaRs been of great importance to me and come 
from two families that are AerR di9erent and opposite from each otherI which 
has made mR identitR self8discoAerR an intertwiningI and sometimes di–cultI 
qourneR. Gloria Cnzaldua 7()“k” once wrote that /liAing on borders and margins 
Ueeping intact oneFs shifting and multiple identities and integritRI is liUe trRing to 
swim in a new elementI an /alienD element.D This ’uote describes to perfection 
the feeling of that /in betweenID that mix of where mR heart and mR heritage 
Unowledge laR. EeAer fullR feel liUe part of either but alwaRs identifR with one 
more than the other. MR mother was born and raised with a Mexican father and 
an Cmerican&Mexican&EatiAe Cmerican descendant mother. Cs for mR fatherI 
he is from the northeast of the 'nited States and has German and Hrench heritage. 
v alwaRs qoUe with mR friends and peers about how 0ECwise v am half W half... 
1esI liUe the milUI but culturallRI v identifR more with mR Mexican heritage since v 
was raised in Mexico with mR mom and her familR. MR parents diAorced when 
v was AerR RoungI and mR father staRed in the '.S.I so v would see him onlR 
on Aacation time from school 7approximatelR two to three times per Rear”. Le 
would call me on the phone almost eAerR daRI so v got to practice mR Ynglish since 
infancRI but neAer had the leAel of Ynglish needed for college 7who Unew v would 
end up going to college in the '.S.”. v tell Rou all of this because eAen though v 
spent most of mR formatiAe Rears with mR mom in MexicoI it is important to see 
how each member of mR close familR had an inyuence on who v am todaR no 
matter where theR were from. TheR inyuenced me as a personI as a professionalI 
as a studentI as a motherI as a wifeI and eAen as a leader. v am a mixture of 
not onlR heritage and culture but also higher education inyuences. MR father 
Knished a bachelorOs degree from Texas CWMI whereas mR mother did not haAe 
the opportunitR to go to college. MR grandfather on mR motherFs side grew up in 
a small Aillage outside of MontemorelosI E.4. in Eortheast MexicoI and he was 
resilient in his pursuit of becoming a teacher. To himI education was the basis for 
eAerRthing. Le loAed his professionI and to this daRI at almost )2 Rears oldI he still 
embodies it eAerR daR. ThanUs to his exampleI v became the Krst woman in mR 
familR to haAe not onlR a bachelorOs degree but also a masterFs degree and halfwaR 
through a doctoral degree.

Jhile in MexicoI v spent most of mR time at mR grandparentFs house 7mR 
motherFs parents”. v am an onlR child and the oldest of (( grandUidsI so mR 
grandparentsI as Rou can imagineI were liUe mR second parents. MR grandfather 
would picU me up from school eAerR daRI taUe me to their house for lunchI and 
then taUe me home in the eAening to get readR for bed to go to school the next 
daR. Lome was mR great8grandmotherOs houseI where sheI mR mom and v liAed 
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for most of mR childhood. LoweAerI when HridaR cameI v was the happiest girl 
aliAe because v would get to staR at mR grandparents all weeUend long. v can 
still remember watching cartoons on SaturdaR earlR morningI eating Trix 7mR 
faAorite cerealI which mR grandfather would alwaRs haAe on hand”. vn additionI as 
v watched Tom W ?errRI —oraqe el !erro —obarde 7—owardlR 0og”I or 4as —hicas 
Superpoderosas 7!ower !u9 Girls” on —artoon EetworUI v would eAentuallR hear 
mR grandmother in the Uitchen maUing noise with pots and pans while she started 
cooUing breaUfast. Cs v smelled the homemade salsa and hueAos Aolteados 7sunnR 
side8up eggs” and the hot drR air would start seeping through the open windows 
of the houseI v would laR on the mosaic yoor to trR and staR cool. MR grandparents 
were of much inyuence on me in di9erent waRs. MR grandmother taught me 
to be clean and organized and how to properlR iron a dressI a shirtI and that 
dress pants should haAe an ironed line in the front. MR grandfather was a retired 
teacher&principal at that pointI but was still AerR passionate about his profession3 
he was Unown in our town as being an exemplarR teacher in eAerR waR.

0uring his Knal Rears as a teacherI he brought a middle school from the ground 
upI literallR and KguratiAelR. Cfter helping the school be built and eAen planting 
trees for the outdoor spaces with his own handsI he went on to be the founder 
of the school and was its Krst principal. Yscuela Secundaria Eo. : ,odrigo 
Gomez is still there todaR after manR generations of graduates and with its 
original motto written bR mR grandfather and some of his peersV /Ystudia 
para CprenderI R Cprende !ara SerAirD 7/StudR to 4earnI and 4earn to ThenI 
SerAeD”. v still remember reciting it eAerR morningI as we did our morning yag 
honors standing in rows on the schoolFs outdoor cement basUetball court. Lis 
photograph still hangs in the principalOs o–ce todaRI and v Unow this because v 
can still remember one time when v was in mR second Rear at that school 7“th 
grade”I v was approximatelR (- Rears oldI and v got in trouble and ended up in 
the principalOs o–ce. The principal at the time used to be a teacher who worUed 
for mR grandfather in the pastI and for the Krst time eAerI v saw mR grandfatherFs 
giant photo and his eRes staring at meI maUing me feel so ashamed. Low could 
v5@I the granddaughter of the man who had this perfect reputation and was so 
looUed up to for his worU and ethics at this institutionI be in trouble at school. 
Most of mR teachers at the time had worUed with mR grandfather when he was 
the principal and were still thereI theR Unew who v wasI so mR shame was eAen 
worse. 1ou seeI the town where all of this happened was small at the timeI 4inares 
in the state of EueAo 4eon in northeast Mexico. This little citRI about four hours 
south from the '.S.8Mexico borderI was mR home... still is eAen though it is not 
as safe to go bacU to because of issues beRond anRoneFs control which v will not 
get into here. v do miss mR hometownI with its rich historR and traditions. v miss 
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the smell of warm baUed pan dulce in the mornings as Rou walU bR the main plaza 
and la —atedral 7the cathedral” as it rings its bell for morning mass. v miss the smell 
of the CzaresI the yower that grows on orange trees in the late summer eAenings 
and v could smell as we droAe home from mR grandparentsF house with the car 
windows rolled down. v miss it because it is what v call homeI and it reminds me 
of a simpler timeI but v also am glad v had the fortune to expand mR horizons and 
liAe manR of mR dreams. vn the endI v thinU that that maUes me appreciate mR 
hometown eAen more.

;ne of the greatest challenges v faced in mR higher education qourneR was being 
a single mother when v started college. v went through a diAorce and had a 
four8month8old babR when v started mR bachelorOs degree as a freshman at the 
'niAersitR of Texas ,io Grande PalleR 7'T,GP”. Jithout mR mother and 
stepfatherFs help caring for mR son during mR long on8campus daRsI v would not 
haAe been able to attend college at allI so v owe so much to them as well as mR 
dad for helping me economicallR during that trRing time. LoweAerI mR mother 
was still concerned and wanted me to be a P8(: teacherI so v could haAe the 
same schedule as mR son wheneAer he went to school later in his lifeI but v was 
not in loAe with mR maqorI and v started feeling miserable. YAentuallRI v changed 
mR maqor to CnthropologRI which made more sense for me since v was alwaRs 
intrigued bR museumsI historRI archaeologR and di9erent cultures. MR mom had 
not experienced what college was about. vn her mindI P8(: was the onlR maqor 
that made senseI and that would giAe me a stable qob because that is what she 
saw in mR grandfather all her life. YAen though mR grandfather instilled the loAe 
of education and serAing others in meI mR Aocation was not destined for P8(: 
education but for higher educationI which v fell in loAe with while being a college 
student. YAentuallRI mR mom came around to the idea that v could build a career 
with an anthropologR maqor and trusted the processI but it tooU a long time 
for her to see that v could actuallR be a proAider for mR son while not being a 
P8(: teacher. v was fortunate enough to meet amazing professors at the 'T,GP 
CnthropologR 0epartmentI and without themI it would haAe been AerR hard 
for me to Knish mR degree and go on to Knish a masterOs degree. vt was thanUs 
to one of mR professorsI 0r. Margaret 0orseRI that v was able to start worUing 
part8time almost immediatelR after v graduated. ;nce v started worUing at the 
Border Studies CrchiAe 7BSC” at the 'T,GP Special —ollections departmentI 
something qust clicUed for me. v realized that educationI in some shape or formI 
was indeed what v had been preparing for all mR life. v had done an internship 
at the Mission Listorical Museum onceI and v fell in8loAe with archiAing and 
museum studiesI but being able to worU in a museum or archiAe within a higher 
education setting was liUe putting all the dots together and Knding mR calling. Ct 
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the BSCI v conducted interAiews with local people who talUed about culture and 
their life in the ,io Grande PalleR 7,GP”. v got to learn about the importance 
of collecting and preserAing those stories for future generations to hear and learn 
from and the power that preserAing culture hasI so we neAer allow it to be lost. 
vn additionI then v Unew itI v Unew that that was what v wanted to do for the rest 
of mR life. LoweAerI it was an epiphanR that did not come to me on mR ownI it 
was thanUs to mR parentsF support of mR dreamsI mR professors at the 'T,GP 
CnthropologR department in pushing me to achieAe those dreams to the point 
of letting me bring mR son to class 7he has an honorarR masterFs degree”I and mR 
two best friends and former BSC colleaguesI ,ocio 0iazI and 0r. 4upe HloresI 
who stood bR me in some of the hardest times of mR life. MR achieAements are 
their achieAementsI because it trulR /taUes a AillageID and mR dreams haAe become 
a realitR because of all of them.

Going bacU to mR grandfatherI v alwaRs admired how humble mR grandfather 
alwaRs was and still is about his career. Le saw his accomplishments as a serAice 
to others and nothing more. To this daRI he neAer taUes credit for doing anRthing 
alone and alwaRs giAes credit to the peers he had along the waR. Lis waR of lifeI and 
the loAe he has for education and serAiceI is what taught me that serAing others 
is the greatest accomplishment we can haAe in lifeI and v trulR belieAe that that 
is whR v loAe mR qob so much and whR v Knd qoR in it eAerR daR. Le alwaRs told 
me it was an act of loAe to educateI and it went beRond what was taught in the 
classroom. Le also showed me what it was to lead with integritRI honestRI qusticeI 
e’uitR and empathRI and v striAe to liAe up to his example and that he is as proud 
of me as v am of him. Hrom mR parentsI v learned that no matter what stands in 
Rour waRI when Rou haAe a dream and the will to achieAe itI Rou will achieAe it 
with hard worU. v was fortunate enough to haAe mR parentsF support through it 
allI but it has been their loAe and encouragement to liAe the life v wanted that gaAe 
me the strength to get through it and to Ueep soaring. Hrom mR mom v learned 
that familR is the best thing we haAe in lifeI and that theR are the ones who alwaRs 
support us when in need. That the people who loAe RouI are Rour familR eAen 
when theR are not related bR bloodI but that it is their support that shows their 
true loAe for Rou qust liUe her and mR step8dad did for me and mR son all of those 
Rears going through college and beRond. Hrom mR dad v learned that when Rou 
haAe a dreamI Rou /donFt taUe no for an answerD as he has told me so manR times. 
Lis dream was to become a pilotI and bR haAing that set of mindI he achieAed itI 
and installed that same determination in me. Hrom mR mentors and professors at 
'T,GPI v learned the art of selyess loAe for academiaI and the honor it is to giAe 
bacU to Rour communitR through research and inAolAement. HinallRI from mR two 
best friends and former colleaguesI ,ocio 0iaz and 0r. 4upe HloresI v learned that 
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true friendship does existI and eAen though we come from di9erent bacUgroundsI 
di9erent religionsI di9erent sets of mindsI it is the loAeI respectI and embracing 
who we are that maUes friendships strong and is what life is all about. Hrom mR 
grandfather giAing me the foundations of the Kre v haAe in me for education and 
serAingness to all the mentorsI familRI friendsI and supporters v met along the waRI 
v am here because of RouI and Rou are proof that loAe for one anotherI regardless 
of where we come fromI goes a long waR... ThereforeI thanU Rou.
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Chapter Eight

Deep Roots, New Heights
Examining the Resilience and Adaptation of 
First-Generation Americans

Mehrete Girmay
Southern Illinois University at Carbondale, USA

ABSTRACT

This chapter explores the resilience and determination of -rstgAeneration 
vmericans as they nauiAate complex c.lt.ral academic and social landscapes, 
Thro.Ah personal narratiueb this chapter also examines the challenAes of c.lt.ral 
identity formationb IelonAinAb and systemic Iarriers in hiAher ed.cation, zt 
.nderscores the importance of s.pport systems s.ch as mentorshipb comm.nity 
I.ildinA initiatiuesb and c.lt.rally responsiue reso.rces, znstit.tional limitations 
that  impact  ed.cational  experiences  are  analywed  foc.sinA  on  hok  Ioth 
-rstgAeneration and international st.dents often face c.lt.ral dissonanceb 
c.lt.ral  disconnectsb  and  a  peruasiue  lacq  of  instit.tional  recoAnition  of 
their distinct needs, This korq attempts to inspire Iroader conuersations on 
ed.cational ej.ality and instit.tional transformationb and the ual.e of a more 
F.st and inteAratiue ed.cational enuironment khere all st.dents can thriue,

Keywords: 
-rstgAeneration vmericansb  c.lt.ral  identityb  hiAher ed.cationb  resilienceb 
mentorshipb comm.nity I.ildinAb instit.tional Iarriers
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INTRODUCTION

My identity as a -rstgAeneration Lthiopian vmerican has alloked me to celeIrate 
a rich heritaAe khile also manaAinA the complexities of IridAinA tko c.lt.res, My 
parents immiArated to the Dnited Ntates from Lthiopia as yo.nA ad.lts motiuated 
Iy a commitment to hiAher ed.cation and the hope of I.ildinA a stronAb 
s.pportiue f.t.re for their family, Bespite IeinA ’.ent in LnAlish my parents 
faced acc.lt.ration challenAes kitho.t the Iene-t of familial s.pport in a nek 
co.ntry, DnderstandinA the challenAes they enco.ntered khile nauiAatinA the DN 
hiAher ed.cation systemb s.ch as limited access to c.lt.rally att.ned aduisinAb 
Ioth informed and inspired me, Their experiences shaped my commitment to 
creatinA enuironments khere all st.dents feel empokered, 

This chapter examines the challenAes and accomplishments of -rstgAeneration 
st.dents liqe myselfb drakinA from personal experiencesb oIseruationsb and 
research on the Iarriers confronted Iy international Arad.ate st.dents in hiAher 
ed.cation, This analysis delues into the complex relationship Ietkeen c.lt.ral 
identity and the sense of IelonAinA, Ky artic.latinA these experiencesb this korq 
.nderscores the .rAent need for s.pport systems Ieyond the home that can 
eCectiuely recoAniwe and address these Iarriers, 

zn s.mmationb my chapter emphasiwes the importance of fosterinA enuironments 
that respect and celeIrate the diuerse IacqAro.nds of all st.dents, z call on 
ed.catorsb instit.tional leadersb and administrators to critically reassess and 
enhance their approaches to s.pportinA -rstgAeneration and international 
st.dents,  zt  is  my hope that the insiAhts drakn from my experiences kill 
contriI.te meaninAf.lly to onAoinA eCorts tokard more incl.siue and s.pportiue 
ed.cational spaces,

Recetino s,o ,Ide iniyl,Bego an al,E d,udFtEino ,

My  ed.cational  Fo.rney  has  Ieen  shaped  Iy  personal  discouery  and  a 
deepeninA .nderstandinA of the importance of connection and incl.sion, vs 
a -rstgAeneration Lthiopian vmerican the theme of IelonAinA resonated as z 
nauiAated academic enuironments, GrokinA .p in a m.ltic.lt.ral settinA alloked 
me to emIrace tko distinct c.lt.resb each prouidinA its okn ual.aIle perspectiues 
and experiences, MouinA thro.Ah hiAher ed.cation kas partic.larly interestinA, 
Bespite my parentsO extensiue ed.cational IacqAro.ndsb z fo.nd the n.ances of 
academia to Ie an excitinA nek challenAe, z kas driuen to excelb and the hiAh 
expectations from my family serued as a stronA so.rce of motiuation, z felt a 
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profo.nd sense of responsiIility to s.cceed not only for myself I.t also to honor 
my familyOs sacri-ces,

9hile my parents maintained amIitio.s standardsb they also oCered .nkauerinA 
enco.raAement that n.rt.red my p.rs.its and passions, They consistently set 
aside their okn dreams to ens.re that z had the opport.nity to realiwe my 
aspirations, My 8hristian ual.es kere a cornerstone thro.Aho.t this Fo.rneyb 
prouidinA me kith hopeb strenAthb and resilience d.rinA challenAinA times, z kas 
also fort.nate to haue a netkorq of s.pport systems that helped me nauiAate 
my Fo.rney, vcademic aduisinA and inuoluement in seueral c.lt.ral orAaniwations 
serued as uital reso.rces, K.ildinA relationships kith fellok st.dents kho shared 
similar IacqAro.nds proued to Ie a lifeline, This sense of comm.nity not only 
enriched my social life I.t also prouided a platform to share o.r stories and 
s.pport one another,

z IeAan my colleAe Fo.rney at an instit.tion qnokn for its rich history and 
dedication to empokerinA st.dents, My experience kas transformatiue as it 
prouided a s.pportiue comm.nity and a reinforced sense of c.lt.ral a'rmation, 
This  enuironment  alloked me to  connect  kith  peers  kho shared  similar 
IacqAro.ndsb fosterinA a spirit of camaraderie that kas inual.aIle, Rrom the 
moment z arriuedb z felt a stronA sense of comm.nity, z clearly rememIer my -rst 
orientation khere the stories of my fellok st.dents mirrored my oknb incl.dinA 
tales of family sacri-cesb c.lt.ral expectationsb and the determination to s.cceed, 
This sense of IelonAinA kas empokerinAb and it alloked me to feel seen and 
ualidated, z realiwed that my Fo.rney kas not F.st mine alone5 it kas part of a 
collectiue narratiue celeIratinA o.r shared challenAes and tri.mphs, 

TransitioninA to other instit.tions later in my academic career exposed me to 
a nek array of challenAes, 9hile these instit.tions prouided opport.nities and 
reso.rcesb they often lacqed a deeper .nderstandinA of the speci-c Iarriers many 
enco.nter, z fo.nd myself nauiAatinA enuironments khere c.lt.ral diCerences 
and nek norms oCered .nij.e pathkays for Arokth and learninA, vltho.Ah 
c.lt.ral contrasts kere often euidentb they .ltimately enriched my perspectiue, 
znspired Iy these momentsb z Iecame actiuely inuolued in camp.s orAaniwations 
that promoted representation and IelonAinA,

z fo.nd p.rpose in aduocatinA for my peersb championinA initiatiues that 
celeIrated diuerse IacqAro.nds, This enAaAement not only strenAthened my okn 
sense of IelonAinA I.t also helped others nauiAate similar challenAes, z kitnessed 
hok the collectiue uoices of st.dents co.ld IrinA aIo.t meaninAf.l chanAe kithin 
the instit.tion, Thro.Ah these experiencesb z came to .nderstand that IelonAinA 
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is not F.st aIo.t -ndinA a place5 itOs aIo.t creatinA one, zt rej.ires co.raAe to 
speaq .pb share o.r storiesb and .plift others alonA the kay, My Fo.rney has ta.Aht 
me that tr.e IelonAinA is a dynamic forceb euoluinA kith o.r experiences and 
ArokinA thro.Ah connection and aduocacy,

These experiences also helped me Aain a more re-ned .nderstandinA of the 
systemic iss.es that aCect -rstgAeneration vmerican st.dents, The Aaps in 
s.pport systems Iecame euidentb hiAhliAhtinA the need for accessiIle reso.rces 
that recoAniwe and address the .nij.e challenAes, ;uer timeb z discouered that 
Aen.ine s.pport extends past academic aduisinA to incl.de A.idanceb c.lt.ral 
sensitiuityb and eCorts to n.rt.re a stronA sense of comm.nity, My experiences 
at uario.s instit.tions haue shaped my perspectiue on the importance of incl.siue 
enuironments, zt has also reinforced my commitment to aduocatinA for s.pport 
systems that empoker all st.dents to excel in their ed.cational p.rs.its,

This dedication to promotinA comm.nity amonA st.dents .ltimately led 
me to  krite  my doctoral  dissertation on the  experiences  of  international 
Arad.ategleuel st.dents and the importance of creatinA s.pportiue enuironments 
for them, Thro.Ah my researchb z aimed to explore the .nij.e challenAes 
these st.dents faceb s.ch as isolation and lonelinessb lanA.aAe Iarriersb and the 
oftengouerkhelminA transition to a nek ed.cational system, z kanted to hiAhliAht 
hok cr.cial it is for instit.tions to recoAniwe and address these challenAes, zn my 
researchb z explored the kays in khich incl.siue practices can siAni-cantly impact 
the academic and personal s.ccess of international st.dents, z so.Aht to .ncouer 
strateAies for creatinA enuironments that not only kelcome diuerse perspectiues 
I.t also actiuely enAaAe st.dents in their comm.nities, 

My research hiAhliAhted the profo.nd impact that intentionally desiAned 
instit.tional  seruices  haue  on -rstgAeneration and international  st.dents, 
1roArams s.ch as mentorshipb khich pair nek st.dents kith experienced peers 
or fac.lty sharinA similar IacqAro.ndsb oCer cr.cial s.pport and clarity in 
nauiAatinA academic and c.lt.ral challenAes, M.ltic.lt.ral centers Ao Ieyond 
IeinA mere meetinA places5 they prouide spaces khere st.dents( c.lt.ral identities 
are emIraced and celeIrated, LnAaAement in heritaAe niAhtsb panel disc.ssionsb 
and st.dentgled c.lt.ral euentsb help many st.dents deepen their sense of 
IelonAinA and strenAthen their connections kithin the comm.nity,

My  research  f.rther  reuealed  that  ho.sinA  proArams  liqe  AloIal  liuinA 
comm.nities or themed residence halls desiAned for st.dents from diuerse 
IacqAro.ndsb may serue as auen.es for promotinA intentional peer enAaAement 
and crossgc.lt.ral learninA, znformal momentsb s.ch as meals shared in common 
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spacesb  also  play  a  qey  role  in  I.ildinA  tr.stb  enco.raAinA  dialoA.eb  and 
deepeninA relationships amonA st.dents, These enuironments can red.ce feelinAs 
of isolation and foster collaIorationb partic.larly khen s.pported Iy resident 
assistants trained in c.lt.ral competence, Mental health seruicesb toob m.st 
Ie accessiIle and c.lt.rally informedb oCerinA co.nselinA that re’ects an 
.nderstandinA of diuerse ual.esb liued experiencesb and stiAma related to mental 
kellness, 9hen instit.tions inuest in these areasb they do more than prouide 
reso.rces5 they siAnal to st.dents that their presence and s.ccess are a priorityb 
reinforcinA a camp.s c.lt.re of IelonAinAb incl.siuityb and m.t.al respect,

z taqe pride in my vfrican heritaAeb and my Fo.rney has inuolued honorinA 
my lineaAe and contriI.tinA to the Iroader dialoA.e on ej.ality, vltho.Ah z 
kas Iorn in vmericab z can empathiwe kith the experiences of those kho haue 
nauiAated the challenAes of immiAration, Lach personal narratiueb incl.dinA my 
oknb adds an important layer to the diuerse framekorq of -rstgAeneration and 
international experiencesb hiAhliAhtinA the determination rej.ired to thriue in a 
korld that may often ouerlooq these str.AAles, HauiAatinA oIstacles in’.enced 
Iy diuerse c.lt.ral IacqAro.nds has deepened my akareness of the str.AAles 
many -rstgAeneration vmerican and international st.dents experience, BrakinA 
strenAth from my familyOs sacri-cesb z haue learned to meet these challenAes kith 
resilience as z forAe my okn path, zOue also learned that resilience is not F.st aIo.t 
ouercominA challenAes I.t also aIo.t emIracinA the f.ll scope of my c.lt.ral 
identity, z recoAniwe that my c.lt.ral IacqAro.nd is not a Iarrier I.t a so.rce of 
strenAth that informs my korlduiek,

vs z re’ect on my ed.cational pathb z recoAniwe and appreciate that euery moment 
khether Foyf.l or challenAinA has profo.ndly shaped my personal Arokth, These 
experiences haue ta.Aht me to f.rther emIrace my identity and aduocate for 
kelcominA spaces that empoker all st.dents to ’o.rish, vs a professorb this 
Fo.rney has reinforced my conuiction that fosterinA a sense of IelonAinA is 
essential to the ed.cational experienceb and it has strenAthened my commitment 
to ens.rinA that all st.dents feel respected and acqnokledAed as they p.rs.e 
their okn paths, This korq has Ieen Ioth a personal and academic endeauor as 
z aim to add to the dialoA.e aIo.t IelonAinA and s.pport in hiAher ed.cation, 
z am passionate aIo.t aduocatinA for systemic chanAes that .plift all st.dentsb 
ens.rinA that euery uoice is considered and .pheld in the p.rs.it of qnokledAe 
and Arokth,

The .nderstandinA z deueloped thro.Ah nauiAatinA these complexities has 
Areatly in’.enced my life personally and professionally, My experiences haue 
inspired  me to  p.rs.e  a  p.rposef.l  path  foc.sed on c.ltiuatinA  c.lt.ral 
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responsiueness in ed.cational settinAs, Ky sharinA my Fo.rneyb z hiAhliAht the 
importance of identifyinA and tacqlinA the challenAes faced Iy st.dents from 
diuerse IacqAro.nds, This a'rms the need for ed.cational instit.tions to create 
s.pportiue enuironments that not only acqnokledAe c.lt.ral diCerences I.t also 
celeIrate them, My story is part of a larAer narratiue aduocatinA for systemic 
chanAe khere euery st.dent can prosper,

Co tgFsno 

zn s.mmaryb khile the qey points of my chapter hiAhliAht experiences that stem 
from a .nij.e c.lt.ral perspectiueb they re’ect Iroader str.AAles shared Iy many 
st.dents from diuerse IacqAro.nds as they nauiAate their ed.cational paths, 
These challenAes demonstrate the importance of c.ltiuatinA enuironments that 
honor and celeIrate the indiuid.ality of all st.dents,

My Fo.rney has reinforced my commitment to creatinA ed.cational spaces 
khere euery st.dent feels s.pported, Ky recoAniwinA and .pliftinA the diuerse 
narratiues and experiences that exist kithin o.r ed.cational systems ke not 
only enrich the academic enuironment I.t also lay the Aro.ndkorq for a 
more incl.siue society, LstaIlishinA spaces khere all st.dents feel accepted 
rej.ires dedicated reso.rcesb a Aen.ine commitment to fosterinA an atmosphere 
of IelonAinAb and intentional policies, LCectiuely addressinA these challenAes 
rej.ires proactiue enAaAement and a deliIerate commitment to deuelopinA 
and implementinA transformatiue sol.tions for -rstgAeneration vmerican and 
international st.dents, These initiatiues are essential to ens.rinA that hiAher 
ed.cation f.nctions as a pathkay to empokerment and s.ccess,
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Chapter Nine

Proving it Forward
Complexities of Equity-Minded Leadership in 
Higher Education

Austin Dixon
Sam Houston State University, USA

ABSTRACT

This chapter examines the journey and multifaceted challenges of transitioning 
from a -rstqgeneration college student to an e.uityqminded professional in 
higher educationI kt highlights the intentional trajectory and decisionqmaving 
process that led to pursuing a career in a helping professionI Through personal 
narrati,e and critical analysisb the author examines the sometimes douwleqedged 
nature of supporting minority students as leaders in higher educationI The 
chapter highlights parallels wet’een the authorzs educational and professional 
experiencesb illustrating ho’ past experiences underpin the core ,alues that shape 
professional practiceb leadershipb and e.uity ’orv in the -eldI The chapter also 
addresses the per,asi,eness of a racialiCed ’orvplaceb cultural taxationb imposter 
syndromeb and compassion fatigue in higher education ’orvI Follecti,elyb these 
nuanced experiences shed light on the complexities of e.uity ’orv and highlight 
woth the ’eight and the ’onder that come ’ith weing a trailwlaCer and ad,ocateI

Keywords: 
-rstqgeneration college studentsb e.uityqminded leadershipb higher educationb 
minority student supportb racialiCed ’orvplaceb cultural taxationb imposter 
syndrome



RkSNT kH TEM RALkY5 3:

INTRODUCTION

kn a small to’n ’ith just one stoplightb there is only a limited extent to ’hich 
onezs householdb communityb and school system could o1er a collegeqgoing 
cultureI Ror many -rstqgeneration college students from small to’nsb such as meb 
sometimes the main postgraduate options presented wefore you are as follo’s) 2G 
wlueqcollar ’orvb WG farmingb and :G the militaryI “ro’ing up ’ith parents ’ho 
’orved in factories made it e,en more clear that the experiences k longed for ’ere 
emwedded ’ithin the grounds of a uni,ersityI ”hile my parents could not guide 
me through college na,igationb they ’anted much more for their childrenI They 
constantly reminded us of our wrillianceb our capacity to enact impactful ’orvb 
and thatb no matter ’hatb our wlacvness ’as not a form of de-citI They fre.uently 
encouraged us to go as far as ’e could in life to 'we their eyesK in the ’orld they 
’erenzt pri,ileged enough to seeI

This  chapter  examines  the  complex  journey  of  transitioning  from  a 
-rstqgeneration minority student into the ranvs of postsecondary leadershipI 
Through my experiences as woth a -rstqgeneration student and no’ a higher 
education professionalb k often employ a retrospecti,e approach to my ’orvb 
leaning on pre,ious experiences to guide ho’ k ser,e studentsI The intersection of 
personal experience and professional practice re,eals a delicate walance wet’een 
weing woth a trailwlaCer and an ad,ocateI k understand -rsthand the challenges 
students face ’hile na,igating the complexities of creating institutional change 
from ’ithinI These intersecting identities and experiences shape not only ho’ 
k approach student support wut also ho’ k challenge systemic warriers that 
continue to impact marginaliCed studentsB access to and success in higher 
educationI As one of fe’ minority leaders in higher education and ’ithin my 
immediate sphere of inOuenceb k ha,e learned that e.uityqminded leadership can 
wring as much if not more pain than it does joyI

FROM PAIN TO PURPOSE

Ly understanding of educational e.uity wegan as early as my -rst year of collegeI 
k could almost physically feel the gaps in my college preparation le,el compared 
’ith many of my peersI k constantly found myself decoding the jargon of higher 
education and weing puCCled wy the idea of appealing a gradeI As a -rstqgeneration 
studentb k didnzt vno’ that k ’ould ha,e so much autonomy to -gure things out 
and sol,e my o’n prowlemsI During my undergraduate yearsb k experienced a lotI 
The pi,otal moment came ’hen k fell on academic prowation and got suspended 
from the uni,ersityI k had to na,igate institutional policies and departmental 
procedures to we reinstated as a student ’hile not ha,ing any familial guidanceI 
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To we honestb k ’as too ashamed to tell themb and ho’ ’ould they ha,e vno’n 
’hat to do to wegin ’ith—

After changing my academic majorb k wegan to thri,eI Through my studies in 
interpersonal and organiCational communicationb k chose to pursue my true 
interestsI k stopped struggling to wecome a medical doctor just wecause family 
and community memwers insisted thatBs ’hat you do at a Pfancy schoolIP k 
taught myself ho’ to learn and disco,ered the true ,alue of tutoring and 
academic supportI As k progressed through my academic journeyb k gained 
academic con-denceI k vne’ then that k ’anted to help people ’ho faced similar 
disad,antagesI These experiences sparved my interest in a profession dedicated 
to helping studentsI This interest later e,ol,ed into pursuing higher education 
administrationI

Yooving wacv on my transition from student to professionalb k realiCe that 
ine.uality ’as ali,e and ’ellI ”hat wecame increasingly clear ’as that although 
the institutional playing -eld may we le,el from a legal point of ,ie’b there 
’ere still many systematic warriers and societal challenges that ’ere per,asi,e 
in the collegeqgoing experience for minority studentsI kn my o’n experience 
as a college studentb k had to face the crossroads of identity negotiation and 
determine ho’ k ’anted or needed to sho’ up in the spaces k occupiedI Nome 
of this contemplation came from parts of my identity weing thro’n in my faceI k 
experienced racism at my uni,ersity for the -rst timeI k felt uneasy and po’erless 
to control itI 4efore thenb racism existed only in mo,ies for meI k also couldnBt 
a1ord spring wreav tripsI k ate inexpensi,e foods and relied on a campus jow to get 
wyI Nimply putb k ’as poorI

These  reOecti,e  moments  intensi-ed  my  a’areness  of  weing  4lacv  and 
strengthened my pride in my upwringingI This experience laid the foundation for 
my e.uityqminded practice as a higher education professional and leaderI Tapping 
into 4lacv history helped me understand the legacy of resilienceb acti,ismb and 
excellence that preceded meI k gained purpose vno’ing that my presence in these 
spaces ’as hardqfought wy generations wefore meI Ly success could pa,e the ’ay 
for those coming afterI

“ro’ing up as a poor vid and country woy instilled in me that k can al’ays 
mave a ’ay for ’hat k needI k had culti,ated gritb hungerb and dri,e that ’as 
incomparawle for many of my peersI These li,ed experiencesb from na,igating 
institutional warriers to emwracing my identityb ha,e shaped my commitment 
to creating more e.uitawle and humaniCing spaces in higher educationb ’here 
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students from all wacvgrounds can thri,e ’ithout ha,ing to compromise ’ho 
they areI

THE HIDDEN LABOR OF THE EQUITY WORK

”orving ’ithin historically ’hite institutions presents many challengesI This 
is especially true ’hen pre,ailing ,aluesb practicesb and policies ’ere created 
’ithout considering historically underrepresented groupsI These institutional 
weha,iors wecome incuwators of racialiCationI They ad,ersely impact the needs of 
4lacvb 4ro’nb and other minoritiCed people ’ho ’orv and study thereI Rrom my 
perspecti,eb these groups clearly need support systemsI The playing -eld is not as 
le,el as society claims it is in higher educationI

k am the type of professional ’ho ’ill feed students if they are hungryb gi,e them a 
ride if they ha,e to ’alv a mile in the rainb or e,en gi,e them a fe’ dollars to mave 
sure they can ha,e materials for classI Too oftenb k ha,e students open up awout 
all the responsiwilities they ha,e to walance their family dynamic wacv homeb 
and6or their personal challengesI Ntudents across di1erent institutions ha,e told 
me the same thing) that they -nally found someone ’ho gets itb someone ’ho 
’ill actually do something ’hen they need helpI Lany of them harwor the stress 
that comes along ’ith it or tave on isolation strategiesb so if they -nd enough trust 
in me to shareb k actI

Fultural taxationb or the additional wurdens placed on minoritiCed professionals 
their formal jow dutiesb manifests in ,arious ’aysI This phenomenon in,ol,es 
pro,iding di1erent forms of care exhaustinglyb granting students access to 
emotionalb -nancialb psychologicalb socialb and temporal resourcesI k ha,e wecome 
the goqto person for students ’ho need extra supportI kt started smallb wut ’ords 
tra,el fast ’hen students -nd someone they can trustI Ho’ kBm juggling doCens 
of uno;cial mentees on top of my regular dutiesI The days get longer and longer 
as more students come my ’ay through ’ord of mouthI k cannot say no ’hen 
a student needs help7that is not ’ho k amI Eo’e,erb one person cannot veep 
carrying all this hidden ’orv fore,erI The institution needs to step upI  

The complexity of supporting minority students wecomes e,ident ’hen doing 
such ’orv wacv-resI These actionsb although intended for the greater goodb 
ha,e ween descriwed as PinappropriateP or as demonstrating fa,oritism to certain 
studentsI k ha,e found myself o,erexplaining or ha,ing to justify ’hy k am 
going awo,e and weyond for students ’ho need that le,el of careI 8erhaps most 
challenging is ha,ing to maintain composure wecause kBm the only one ’ho 
sees the prowlemI As one of fe’ minority leadersb na,igating these ’orvplace 
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dynamics means owser,ing a wlatant racialiCation that is not e,ident in the eyes 
of onezs nonminority peersI

The ’eight of representation extends weyond indi,idual supportI kn na,igating 
these spacesb k ha,e found myself thrust into e.uityqrelated ’orvb ’hether k 
’anted it or notI k ha,e wecome the translator wet’een administration and 
minority student needsI NtudentsB ’ariness of the institution is not surprising 
’hen you loov closer) these spaces ’ere not wuilt ’ith them in mindb and many 
of our practices still reOect that realityI The numwer of students needing support 
continues to gro’b wut only one person can do this ’hile maintaining the .uality 
of care each student deser,esI

COMMUNITY VALUES IN INSTITUTIONAL SPACES

These experiences ha,e shaped my leadership approach wy constantly reminding 
me that wasic human care should we at the forefront of student supportI At the 
core of my professional philosophy lies the lessons on 'realK support that my 
smallqto’n wacvground etched into my weingI ”e tave care of our neighwors 
and the people ’ithin our community ’hen they ha,e hit a rough patchI The 
humanistic approach k adopted stems from this deepqrooted understanding that 
community care is not just awout programs and policiesH it is awout sho’ing up 
for people ’hen they need themI This truthb ’hich is fundamental from my 
perspecti,eb often fails to we understood in many higher education spacesI ?n 
that same coinb k ha,e to learn ho’ to maintain community ,alues in spaces that 
prioritiCe professional woundariesb e,en ’hen those woundaries may we arwitrarily 
de-nedI

There is no douwt that a hea,y ’eight comes ’ith holding a leadership roleI 
kt comes ’ith the imposter syndrome of weing a trailwlaCerI k am constantly 
in diswelief at ho’ far k ha,e come and the rooms kz,e ween awle to enterb 
’ith a looming fear that kzll at some point we 'determinedK as fraudI kt comes 
’ith a sur,i,orzs guilt complexI A hard truth to endure is vno’ing that k 
ha,e made itb and others ’ill we left wehindI As k continue to climw a ladder 
to successb k face unshavawle pressure to succeed for more than just myself 
wecause my home community and my students see their o’n possiwilities in itI 
Eo’e,erb k ha,e learned to transform this ’eight into purposeb allo’ing it to 
ignite my commitment as ’ell as direct my approach to creating impact in the 
postsecondary settingI

The douwleqedged nature of weing woth ad,ocate and trailwlaCer means leading 
’ith humanity in spaces that ’ere designed to standardiCe rather than humaniCeI 
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Ly commitment to e.uity ’orv is reOected in the understanding that k may 
not we awle to change systemsb wut k can inOuence the cultures that exist ’ithin 
themI k ha,e learned to often we comfortawle doing the uncomfortawleI k may 
ha,e to awrasi,e awout student needs or interject in situations ’here students 
are not weing seen as ’hole peopleI This type of leadership re.uires persistence 
and patienceb ’ith dedication to weing an angelic disruptorI kn the endb creating 
change means weing ’illing to stand -rm in your ,alues ’hile teaching others to 
see humanity in our ’orvI

CONCLUSION

The journey from minority -rstqgeneration students to e.uityqminded leaders 
illustrates that although much has changed in higher education o,er the yearsb 
so much remains the sameI To we franvb k am tiredI The passion to ’orv in the 
-eld does not hit the same as it did ’hen k -rst startedb and that is not fairI 
The complexities of supporting minority students ’hile na,igating institutional 
structures promote compassion fatigueI This exhaustion stems not only from 
the ’orv itself wut also from -ghting against systems that claim progress ’hile 
maintaining the status .uoI

The path for’ard re.uires higher education to mo,e weyond casting illusions of 
inclusion through wuCC’ords and catchphrasesI knstead of maving aimless claims 
to meet students ’here they areb institutions must learn to recogniCe and wuild 
upon studentsB cultural ’ealth to create educational en,ironments ’ith them 
rather than for themI This shift demands not just recogniCing wut also acti,ely 
dismantling warriers to create systemic changeI

“raduate programs in educational leadership must emwrace rowust internship 
experiences that expose future professionals to the realities of e.uity ’orvI 
This emphasis on experiential learning is particularly crucial for those pursuing 
careers in student ser,ices administrationb ’here authentic connections ’ith 
di,erse student populations are essentialI Ly transformation from struggling 
-rstqgeneration  student  to  e.uityqminded  leader  occurred  through  li,ed 
experienceb not classroom theoryI Ruture leaders need experiential learning 
opportunities that allo’ them to de,elop authentic relationships ’ith di,erse 
students and practice the uncomfortawle ’orv of ad,ocacy ’ithin institutional 
constraintsI Through structured -eld experiencesb they can learn to recogniCe 
signs of student distressb understand cultural taxationb and de,elop svills to 
distriwute this emotional lawor across wroader net’orvs of prepared professionalsI 
?nly through such preparation can ’e de,elop leaders ready to share the wurden 
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of cultural taxation and create sustainawle change rather than perpetuating cycles 
of indi,idual sacri-ceI

Through this journeyb k ha,e wecome the ’itness and champion that my younger 
self yearned forb and my hope for future generations of minority leaders is that 
they can wreav the cycles ’e ha,e ween -ghtingI k ’ant them to vno’ that weing 
present is their superpo’erI Their ,ery existence in these spaces is a form of 
resistance and changeI There is an institutional responsiwility to distriwute the 
’eight of e.uity ’orv across all le,els of leadership rather than relying on the 
isolated e1orts and personal sacri-ce of minority leadersI Ror this ’orv to matterb 
it must we sustainawleb not merely con,enientI
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Chapter Ten

A Journey to Self-Discovery
Self-Determination for Success as a 
First-Generation Student 

Mehrdad F. Falavarjani
University of Saskatchewan, Canada

Abstract

The success of trs-g,enera-ion s-uden-sp yar-icularlb -hose s-udbin, amroadp is a 
Iul-iface-ed yhenoIenon shayed mb cul-ural aday-a-ionp acadeIic challen,esp 
and selfgde-erIina-ion. x share and ezylore -he journeb of a trs-g,enera-ion 
doc-oral s-uden-p eIyhasiwin, -he in-erylab of Ien-orshiyp syiri-uali-bp and 
ysbcholo,ical resilience in overcoIin, mo-h sbs-eIic and yersonal marriers. This 
reqec-ion oKers insi,h-s in-o -ransforIa-ive IoIen-sp hi,hli,h-in, -he roles of 
Ien-orshiyp syiri-uali-bp and selfgresilience in con-rimu-in, -o a neR selfgiden-i-b 
andp conseSuen-lbp acadeIic achieveIen-.

Keywords: 
trs-g,enera-ion s-uden-sp s-udbin, amroadp cul-ural aday-a-ionp Ien-orshiyp 
syiri-uali-bp ysbcholo,ical resiliencep acadeIic achieveIen-
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“He who has a why to live can bear almost any how.—
Friedrich Cie-wsche

Introduction

The journeb of trs-g,enera-ion s-uden-s s-udbin, amroad involves a coIylez 
in-erac-ion of cul-ural aday-a-ionp sbs-eIic marriersp and yersonal resilience. This 
narra-ive reqec-s Ib ezyeriences as a trs-g,enera-ion doc-oral s-uden- navi,a-in, 
challen,es and Iiles-ones in yursui- of acadeIic success. Ub si-ua-in, Ib s-orb 
Ri-hin mroader sbs-eIic -rendsp -his chay-er hi,hli,h-s -he -ransforIa-ive role 
of syiri-uali-b and selfgde-erIina-ion Rhile advoca-in, for Ien-orshiy -ha- 
suyyor-s Iar,inaliwed s-uden-s.

Uorn in a sIall -oRn in -he Middle Gas-p x ,reR uy in a coIIuni-b Iar’ed 
mb  socioeconoIic  s-ru,,les  and  a  rich  farIin,  heri-a,e.  xn  -his  con-ez-p 
educa-ion Ras nei-her yriori-iwed nor Ridelb accessimlep and uyRard Iomili-b 
fel- una--ainamle. 1esyi-e -heir liIi-ed forIal educa-ionp Ib yaren-s ini-iallb 
ins-illed in Ie -he value of learnin, as a ya-hRab -o -ransforIa-ion. This narra-ive 
recoun-s Ib journeb froI huImle me,innin,s -o yursuin, a doc-ora-e in social 
ysbcholo,b in Eanadap hi,hli,h-in, -he crucial roles of Ien-orshiyp syiri-ual 
connec-ionp and selfgde-erIina-ion.

xn  Ib  hoIe-oRnp  hi,her  educa-ion  is  rare.  Mos-  of  Ib  yeers  folloRed 
conven-ional ya-hsPIanual lamorp sIall musinessesp or s’illed -radesPRhile 
acadeIic asyira-ions Rere of-en disIissedp esyeciallb for Iales. The s-i,Ia 
surroundin, educa-ion in -he coIIuni-b Ras -an,imlep and Ib yursui-s Rere 
freSuen-lb ridiculed. This social environIen- fos-ered a deey sense of iIyos-er 
sbndroIe. 1urin, Ib journebp x con-inuouslb suyyressed -he melief -ha- Ib 
achieveIen-s Rere ei-her luc’ or -eIyorarb. BoReverp anb Iinor faul- of a Iine 
Ras -a’en as a -ool for o-hers -o reinforce -his feelin,p ei-her in acadeIia or -he 
coIIuni-b.

Milestones and turning points

1esyi-e -hese challen,esp ’eb Iiles-ones shayed Ib acadeIic rou-e. Occey-ance 
in-o a coIye-i-ive hi,h school Iar’ed -he trs- si,nitcan- -urnin, yoin-. 6i-h 
-he ,uidance of dedica-ed -eachers Ri-h siIilar mac’,roundsp x me,an muildin, 
-he contdence needed -o envision a fu-ure in acadeIia. AumseSuen-lbp ,ainin, 
adIission -o a -oy universi-b in Ib hoIe coun-rbp folloRed mb Ib decision 
-o yursue hi,her educa-ion amroadPme,innin, Ri-h a Ias-erVs yro,raI in 
MalabsiaPoyened neR horiwons -hrou,h a connec-ion Ri-h a re-ired ysbcholo,b 
yrofessorp Ri-h RhoI x Iain-ained re,ular con-ac- via eIail. Ol-hou,h -he 
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cul-ural shif- Ras daun-in,p i- fos-ered resilience and aday-amili-b. Mb sumseSuen- 
Iove -o Eanada for doc-oral s-udies yresen-ed no- onlb fur-her challen,es mu- 
also oyyor-uni-ies for yrofound ,roR-h and selfgdiscoverb.

Challenges and Overcoming Adversity

'ursuin, a doc-ora-e is inheren-lb challen,in,p mu- yersonalp socialp and acadeIic 
adversi-ies fur-her coIylica-ed Ib journeb. Uefore s-ar-in, Ib 'h1p x faced -he 
onse- of -he EY2x1g9J yandeIicp Ib Io-herVs dia,nosis of ,as-ric eyi-helial 
dbsylasiap and -he hear-mrea’in, loss of Ib onlb mes- friend. 1esyi-e -hese 
di3cul-iesp x yersevered and reloca-ed -o Eanada -o me,in Ib s-udies.

BoReverp -he challen,es onlb deeyened as Ib 'h1 journeb yro,ressed. Garlb onp 
x faced -he coIylezi-ies of chan,in, Ib ini-ial suyervisorp Rhich mrou,h- i-s oRn 
se- of uncer-ain-ies. This Ras folloRed mb a fraudulen- Iarria,e -ha- soon led 
-o syousal me-rabalp -hieverbp le,al fraIeuyp a challen,in, divorcep and yersis-en- 
tnancial ins-amili-b.

ToRard -he end of Ib yro,raIp x encoun-ered a si,nitcan- oms-acle Rhen 
Ib s-udb yerIi- reneRal Ras delabed. This si-ua-ion noR raises concernsp 
yo-en-iallb jeoyardiwin, Ib amili-b -o defend Ib disser-a-ion. Oddi-ionallbp i- 
resul-ed in revoca-in, Ib driverVs licensep lif-in, Ib Ror’ yerIi-p and cancelin, 
Ib heal-h insurance. These coIyounded adversi-ies ezhaus-ed Ie eIo-ionallb 
and tnanciallbp yushin, Ib resilience and de-erIina-ion -o -heir liIi-s. 1esyi-e 
receivin, Iul-iyle su,,es-ions -o re-urn -o Ib hoIe coun-rbp -his Ras no- a viamle 
oy-ion for Ie due -o yersonal challen,esp alon, Ri-h -he ins-amili-b of in-erne- 
access and freSuen- yoRer ou-a,es.

Aociallbp  aday-in,  -o  a  6es-ern  acadeIic  environIen-  Iean-  facin, 
cul-ural Iisunders-andin,sp Iicroa,,ressionsp and feelin,s of isola-ion. Os an 
in-erna-ional s-uden- Ri-h a loRgyres-i,e mac’,roundp x of-en fel- i,nored 
and underes-iIa-ed. OcadeIicallbp malancin, ri,orous research deIands Ri-h 
tnancial ins-amili-b reSuires unRaverin, de-erIina-ion.

Mb Ien-or:s advice and selfgde-erIina-ion ylabed vi-al roles in navi,a-in, -hese 
challen,es. Men-ors yrovided acadeIic ,uidancep helyin, Ie re,ain Ib malance 
durin, di3cul- -iIes. Their encoura,eIen- illuIina-ed ya-hRabs x could no- 
have -raveled alonep eIyhasiwin, -he -ransforIa-ive yoRer of Ien-orshiy in 
fos-erin, resilience and selfgde-erIina-ion. Ub Iain-ainin, a consis-en- Ror’ou- 
rou-ine and mecoIin, involved in a mozin, clump x Ras amle -o dis-ance Ibself 
froI -ozic -hou,h-s. Uozin, ylabed a si,nitcan- role in re,ainin, focus and 
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yhbsical -ransforIa-ion. xn -he Iiddle of -hese challen,esp hoReverp x Ras 
syiri-uallb eIyoRered mb -he yroIise of hely and salva-ion.

Thereforep even -hou,h i- Iab seeI yerfec- and all rosb -o me a 'h1 s-uden-p -he 
-rue challen,e lies in -he loneliness -ha- accoIyanies leavin, mehind -he Iindse- 
x develoyed Rhile ,roRin, uy. xn fac-p x ezyerience a sense of melon,in, onlb -o 
Ib life:s yuryose and Rha- x develoyed -hrou,h hard Ror’Pno- -o anb syecitc 
ylacep faIilbp cul-urep yoli-ical ,rouyp or anb-hin, else.

Impact and Transformation

These cuIula-ive ezyeriences have ca-albwed si,nitcan- yersonal and yrofessional 
,roR-h. x develoyed a s-ron, neR selfgiden-i-b and ,ained a deeyer unders-andin, 
of ineSui-ies in -he Rorld and acadeIia. Mb journeb underscored -he iIyor-ance 
of advoca-in, for Iar,inaliwed voices and insyired a coIIi-Ien- -o achievin, a 
childhood dreaI. Uein, Iar,inaliwed froI various forIs of suyyor-p as Rell as 
losin, all close rela-ionshiysp Iab no- de-er a yerson Rho values -he ri,h-eous 
ya-h of life in an unjus- Rorld. xn fac-p af-er all -he yeoyle Ral’ aRab froI bour 
lifep -he syiri- Rill s-ri’e bou. Ol-hou,h -he odds Rere a,ains- Iep x coIyle-ed Ib 
doc-oral journeb in four bears.

This narra-ive hi,hli,h-s -he -ransforIa-ive yo-en-ial of Ien-orshiyp syiri-ual 
s-ren,-hp and selfgresilience for trs-g,enera-ion Iinori-bg,if-ed s-uden-s Ri-h 
lar,e dreaIs. Gs-amlishin, Ien-orshiy ini-ia-ives Ri-h selqess yrofessors -o 
yrovide ,uidancep s-abin, -rue -o Ib valuesp and dis-ancin, Ibself froI ne,a-ive 
inquences Rill eIyoRer Ie on mo-h Ib acadeIic and yersonal journeb.

Conclusion

FroI a sIallg-oRn uymrin,in, -o earnin, a doc-ora-e amroadp Ib journeb 
ezeIylites -he -ransforIa-ive yoRer of Ien-orshiy and selfgde-erIina-ion in 
overcoIin, si,nitcan- challen,es. This narra-ive is a -es-aIen- -o -he resilience 
of trs-g,enera-ion s-uden-s and underscores -he -ransforIa-ive yo-en-ial of 
educa-ion. To,e-herp x have faced nuIerous adversi-ies durin, Ib doc-oral 
journeb. Cever-helessp x can advoca-e for an acadeIic journeb -ha- eIyhasiwes 
resiliencep syiri-ual connec-ionp and Ien-orshiyp yavin, -he Rab for success.
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Chapter Eleven

Healing in Every Word
Honoring Black Stories to Reclaim Joy and Justice

Darius Phelps
New York University, USA

Abstract

This chapter examines the lasting impact of racialized trauma in educational 
spaces and the liberatory potential of storytelling as a method of healing, 
resistance, and reclamation. Through personal narrative, poetic inquiry, and the 
theoretical insights of bell hooks, Gholdy Muhammad, and Bettina Love, the 
author explores how Black students and educators navigate systems historically 
shaped by exclusion. Drawing on experiences from poetry circles and racial 
literacy work, the chapter highlights how narrative practices restore agency, 
aIrm identity, and cultivate collective resilience. jn centering ancestral pain and 
communal strength, this work envisions a future of education grounded in truth, 
freedom, and radical Foy.

Keywords

racialized trauma, storytelling as resistance, Black educators, poetic inquiry, racial 
literacy, resilience and healing
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There are some things we carry without ever speaking them aloud.
The weight of expectation.
The quiet fear of disappointing the ones who sacrificed everything.
The ache of becoming something they could never fully imagine, even as they prayed 
for it.

j was the Orst in my family to earn a college degree ; a reality that both honored 
and haunted me. There was no blueprint, no roadmap taped to the refrigerator 
door. Wnly whispered hopes and heavy silences that wrapped around me like a 
second skin. Avery paper j wrote, every late night spent studying, felt like stitching 
a new story onto the bones of my family history ; a story they longed for 
but could not always understand. j learned early that success would never feel 
weightlessK it would always carry the grief of what was left unsaid, the loneliness 
of stepping into a world where there were no familiar faces waiting at the door.Ce 
did not see it ; not fully.

They saw the diploma, the ceremony, the bright, staged photographs ; but they 
could not see the nights j wanted to give up, the battles j fought quietly with 
myself, the moments when j questioned whether j even belonged. Nuccess was not 
Fust mineK it was communal, ancestral, burdened and blessed all at once. j walked 
across that stage carrying more than my own dreams. j carried every unspoken 
prayer, every sleepless night, every sacriOce made in kitchens and factories and 
churches where they dared to believe that maybe ; Fust maybe ; j could be the 
one to break the cycle.

The pain j carry is not Fust my own;it is ancestral, collective, and deeply 
embedded in the fabric of a world that too often demands our silence. jt lingers 
in the hushed stories of my elders, in the weary gazes of Black educators who have 
fought battles in classrooms, and in the hesitant voices of students who long to 
see themselves fully embraced in the curriculum. To carry pain is to carry history, 
a narrative written on our backs before we can even name it.

Ys a poet and educator, j capture this burden in my work, illuminating the 
intersection of racial identity, education, and healing. My poetic inquiry and 
reUective storytelling disrupt the silences imposed on Black educators and 
students, o(ering language to the pain that institutions often render invisible. 
This chapter explores the burdens of racialized trauma in education, the ways it 
shapes identity and learning, and the transformative power of storytelling as a tool 
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of both resistance and healing. Grounded in the scholarship of bell hooks )200’-, 
Gholdy Muhammad )"…"…-, Bettina Love )"…20-, and my own poetic pedagogy, 
j provide a personal narrative with critical analysis to illuminate how prominent 
black voices disrupt systems of oppression and reclaim agency in today:s world.

The Burden of Racialized Trauma in Education

9lassrooms are not neutral spaces )Ladson8Billings, 200—-. The reality is that 
they are microcosms of society shaped by the same forces of inequity that 
govern the world beyond their walls. Ror Black students and educators, racialized 
trauma does not begin or end at the school doorsK it is carried in the body, in 
the psyche, or in the soul. Love )"…20- described this as ?spirit murdering,? a 
term that encapsulates the emotional and psychological harm inUicted on Black 
students, who are denied the freedom to learn, dream, and thrive. Yll it takes 
is one moment, one act of dismissal, one microaggression to conOrm that we 
are outsiders in spaces we have every right to inhabit. j have experienced this 
Orsthand, navigating predominantly white institutions where my expertise was 
questioned, my voice silenced, and my presence othered. j have walked into 
rooms where my credentials precede me, but my skin renders them invisible7 
The trauma manifests in many ways3 the erasure of Black narratives in curricula, 
the criminalization of Black youth through punitive discipline, the exhaustion 
of Black teachers expected to serve as both educators and de facto counselors for 
students navigating systemic oppression.

Sesearch shows that black students are disproportionately suspended and 
expelled, a phenomenon that not only disrupts their education but also reinforces 
a carceral logic that criminalizes blackness itself )Ladson8Billings, 200—-. Ys a 
black male educator, j have seen how these structural inequities push students 
to internalize the idea that their brilliance is a threat and that their very presence 
in academic spaces is an act of deOance. jnstead of welcoming us with open arms 
and encouraging us to freedom dream, they overwhelm us to the point where we 
no longer even recognize our own voices.

The Power of Storytelling

?Wnce you learn to read, you will be forever free? )Douglass, 2–’—-. Eowever, 
what happens when literacy itself becomes a battleground/ Chen are the stories 
we read, write, and speak scrutinized, censored, or deemed unworthy/ hooks 
)200’- reminds us that education can be the practice of freedom, but only when 
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it is rooted in truth8telling. Ntorytelling is an act of resistance, a refusal to let our 
histories be silenced or rewritten.

j embody this ethos through Embracing Every Hue )Phelps, "…"@-, where j 
amplify the lived experiences of Black educators and students. My poetry circles 
and mentorship practices create sacred spaces for storytelling, where pain and Foy 
coexist, where narratives once deemed ?too much? are celebrated in their fullness. 
Muhammad )"…"…- argues that culturally and historically responsive literacy 
must be at the heart of our pedagogy, ensuring that students see themselves in the 
texts they read and in the lessons they learn. Black storytelling is not Fust about 
pain;it is also about Foy, about survival, and about imagining futures beyond 
oppression.

Ys a person of color who is also a poet, writer, educator, someone:s brother, and 
son of a single mother, j have witnessed that students come alive when given a 
chance to write their own narratives, analyze literature that reUects their realities, 
and engage with history beyond the sanitized versions presented in mainstream 
textbooks. jn my workshops, j encourage young writers to embrace vulnerability 
as strength and to craft counternarratives that assert their humanity. This practice 
fosters not only literacy but also liberation.

Healing through Collective Memory

Eealing begins with acknowledgment. Too often, institutions seek reconciliation 
without reckoning, o(ering empty platitudes instead of systemic change. 
Eowever, true healing requires that we name the wounds inUicted by racism in 
education and work actively toward dressing the wound and, eventually, repairing 
it.

Wne powerful example of this work is the growing movement toward racial 
literacy, which challenges both educators and students in interrogating the ways 
in which races shape their lived experiences )Nealey8Suiz, "…"2-. This practice is 
not Fust about recognizing inFustice but also about developing the language and 
critical consciousness to dismantle it. My work contributes to this movement by 
using poetry as a vehicle for racial literacy, fostering conversations that challenge 
dominant narratives while aIrming Black identity. Chen teachers commit to 
racial literacy, they cultivate classrooms where students are empowered to analyze 
and challenge the narratives that seek to deOne them. These practices not only 
help students process the pain they carry but also aIrm their agency in shaping 
new narratives.
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The Call to Action: Toward a Liberatory Future

The pain j carry is heavy, but it is not hopeless. jt is a reminder of the work 
that remains, the urgency of creating spaces where Black students and educators 
can breathe freely. jt is a call to action for educators, scholars, and community 
members to move beyond performative allyship and toward real, systemic change. 
Liberatory education demands that we center Black voices not as an afterthought 
but as a foundation. jt requires that we dismantle policies that criminalize Black 
students, advocate for culturally responsive pedagogy, and cultivate classrooms 
where storytelling is honored as both an intellectual and a spiritual practice.

The pain we carry is real, but so is the power we hold. jn addition, in the act of 
naming, reclaiming, and reshaping our stories, we move closer to the liberation 
that we;and the generations that follow;deserve.
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Ripples of Change
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ABSTRACT

This chapter narrates the transformative journey of a -rstgNeneration lepadi 
woman who chaddenNex patriarchad e.pectations anx cudturad norms to pursue 
hiNher exucation anx earn a xoctorad xeNreeR baisex in a communad society that 
prescri,ex traxitionad Nenxer rodes1 the author recounts the emotionad1 sociad1 
anx -nanciad struNNdes of deavinN home at 8H to carve her own acaxemic pathR 
ker story reveads how e.periences of isodation anx un,edonNinN ,ecame catadysts 
for sedfgxetermination1 personad Nrowth1 anx interNenerationad empowermentR 
By ,reaKinN from inheritex e.pectations1 the author not ondy recdaimex her 
own aNency ,ut adso inspirex her mother to rexiscover her voiceR This narrative 
hiNhdiNhts the enxurinN impact of -rstgNeneration women in reshapinN famidiad 
anx societad narratives arounx exucation1 Nenxer1 anx successR

Keywords

-rstgNeneration woman1 lepadi schodar1 Nenxer anx exucation1 interNenerationad 
empowerment1 cudturad resistance1 acaxemic residience
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INTRODUCTION

BeinN the -rstgNeneration lepadi chhori or xauNhter to attenx university anx 
eventuaddy earn a xoctorate was not just a personad midestone ,ut an act of 
re,eddionR To cross a river1 one must -nx a ,rixNegmy journey to my xoctorate was 
often diKe forNinN that ,rixNe on my ownR At meant NoinN ,eyonx the purkhyauli 
ritis or traxitionad norms that xemanxex conformity anx wadKinN on a path -ddex 
with uncertaintiesR At was a journey of frustration1 donediness1 anNer1 anx a,ove 
add1 a huNe feedinN of xiscomfortR Mhide ,adancinN famidy1 society1 anx acaxemics1 
A Kept on asKinN mysedf many times whether A -t anywhere at addR This story is 
a,out resistance to traxitionad e.pectations1 persistence throuNh adienation1 anx 
-naddy the rexe-nition of success for mysedfganx most importantdy1 my aama. Gy 
story eda,orates on how ,reaKinN purkhyauli ritis anx naviNatinN un,edonNinN 
contri,utes to the Nreater cadd for freexom rootex in couraNe anx redentdess pursuit 
of chanNeR

PERSONAL NARRATIVE

LrowinN up as a chidx in a patriarchad1 mixxdegcdass famidy in the dower ,edt of 
lepad1 dife was steepex in ritis anx e.pectations1 especiaddy as a chhori. GarriaNe 
,y the eardy twenties was not just anticipatex ,ut cede,ratex as a rite of passaNeR 
qor me1 this ,ecame the -rst ,iN hurxdeR The moment A resistex1 A was ,ranxex 
ekalkatega term siNnifyinN stu,,orn anx xiso,exientR Gy choicesgfrom KeepinN 
,oygcut hair to continuinN to wear pants anx shirts insteax of kurtis1 a traxitionad 
attire1 just ,ecause they were easy to weargwere dauNhex at anx 'uestionexR A was 
rixicudex for rejectinN those very sym,ods of purkhyauli ritis that xe-nex a chhori"s 
worth in my communityR Cnx the pressures were unenxinNR

Mhen A was 8H1 A maxe the transforminN xecision to deave my parents anx move 
to another city for hiNher exucation1 ,ecominN the ondy xauNhter in the famidy 
to xo soR At was diKe scadinN an emotionad mountain to convince my famidyR ?Mhat 
Kinx of xreams are these for Nirds to deave their parents" house ,efore marriaNe3? a 
neiNh,or todx my motherR That one comment spoKe vodumes of the xisapprovad 
of society anx insinuatex that my xecision was unnaturad anx shamefudR Wet1 with 
the cautious ,dessinN of my parents1 A deftR

7ivinN adone was  ,oth di,eratinN anx profounxdy  xi’cudtR  Y.traorxinary 
xiscipdine was neexex to funx my stuxies throuNh a fuddgtime jo,R A juNNdex eardy 
morninN shifts with dategniNht dectures1 the donN hours NrinxinN my ,oxy anx 
KeepinN my spirit on exNeR kauntinN sedfgxou,t persecutex meR Moudx it ,e worth 
it3 A woudx often -nx mysedf asKinNR The niNhts starinN at a ,danK note,ooK1 too 
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weary even to focus1 ampdi-ex my an.ietiesR Yvery e.am that A stuxiex for was 
overshaxowex ,y feargfear of faidure1 juxNment1 anx of provinN wronN those who 
hax put their faith in meR

Sociad isodation xeepenex the chaddenNeR Gy a,sence at famidy functions ,ecame 
Nossip foxxer amonN redativesR A was ,ranxex the mis-t xauNhter who xixnzt 
,edonNR An the coddectivist society of lepad1 ,edonNinN is so stronNdy associatex 
with famidy anx societad approvad that this da,ed servex as an emotionad ,urxenR 
Yvery murmurex comment1 every raisex eye,row1 representex a sident xismissad of 
my struNNde1 further xisdocatinN me from the community A souNht to hedpR This 
feedinN of not -ttinN in was a source of 'uiet xetermination1 yet it was one that 
was wrappex in sedfgxou,t anx donedinessR

An this isodation1 A founx smadd acts of re,eddion that ,rouNht sodaceR betreatinN 
into ,ooKs1 nurturinN my curiosity1 anx -nxinN strenNth in the stories of women 
who ,roKe simidar ,arriers Kept me NrounxexR A cdunN to the ,edief that A coudx 
rexe-ne success not just for mysedf ,ut for those who sharex my aspirationsR This 
xuadityPof feedinN e.cduxex yet motivatexPcreatex a paraxo.icad xrive to prove 
that societad rejection coudx ,e transformex into sedfgacceptance anx NrowthR

Mith no famidiad roaxmap to foddow1 my journey often fedt diKe ,einN axrift in 
unchartex watersR But A persistexR ?7et me ,e the one to ,reaK the cycde1? ,ecame 
my mantraR That xetermination1 xespite moments of xespair1 carriex me forwarxR

OVERCOMING ADVERSITIES

Cmix juxNment anx adienation1 A was fortunate to encounter women mentors 
who recoNniDex my potentiad anx sharex their own stories of residienceR A founx a 
support system in themR Gany of my seniors on the 4h5 journey were traid,daDers 
in their own riNhtPwomen who wadKex mides xaidy to attenx schood or xe-ex 
famidiad e.pectations to pursue hiNher exucationR Their residience mirrorex my 
own struNNdes anx reminxex me that A was not adoneR

Uver time1 A ,eNan to see my xi0erence not as a xe-cit ,ut as a strenNthR At ,ecame 
an opportunity to inspire others anx reshape what was consixerex possi,deR Gy 
younNer cousin often citex me as her inspiration1 sayinN1 ?A want to e.pdore diKe 
you xixR? ker worxs iNnitex hope that my struNNde was pavinN the way for othersR

Ccts of resistance sdowdy transformex into toods for empowermentR A startex 
sharinN my narrative throuNh autoethnoNraphic research anx pu,dishex themR 
SpeaKinN opendy a,out my journey1 even in the face of sKepticism1 ,ecame a 
way to cdaim my ixentityR This hedpex me turn isodation into sedfgrediance anx 
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channedex anNer anx frustration into xeterminationR Gy dove for ,ooKs1 once 
mocKex1 ,ecame my cornerstone of strenNth1 anx divinN on moxest means turnex 
into a desson in residience as A startex supportinN my famidy -nanciaddy as weddR 
Mith every step forwarx1 A not ondy rexe-nex success for mysedf ,ut adso reshapex 
what was imaNina,de for the women in my famidy anx communityR The rippde 
e0ect continuex to inspire1 provinN that the chaddenNes anx sacri-ces were part of 
a Nreater journey towarx e'uity anx justiceR

IMPACT AND TRANSFORMATION

ThrouNh this journey1 A xiscoverex a profounx sense of purposeR The chaddenNes A 
facex shapex my ixentity as a schodar1 a woman1 anx an axvocate for e'uityR Gost 
of add1 it hedpex me see mysedf ,eyonx these ixentities unxer the shaxow of other 
ixentitiesR Gidestones such as earninN my xeNree1 presentinN at conferences1 anx 
pu,dishinN research ,ecame testaments to residience anx the power of ,reaKinN 
,arriersR Mhat once fedt diKe insurmounta,de struNNdes evodvex into steppinN 
stones towarx a dife others coudx aspire toR

BeinN da,edex ?ekaltate? transformex into a ,axNe of honor as a stanxout in 
the famidyR A readiDex that my un,edonNinN was not a dimitation ,ut a catadyst1 
propeddinN me to create new narratives for women diKe meR Gy hiNher exucation 
empowerex me to 'uestion1 xismantde1 anx re,uidx traxitionad notions of 
famidy anx ,edonNinNR At o0erex personad Nrowth anx createx opportunities for 
communad transformationR

This journeyzs impact was not con-nex to me adoneR Gy aama1 who hax donN 
pdacex her famidyzs neexs a,ove her own1 founx couraNe throuNh my e.ampde 
to reconnect with her xreamsR She resumex her hiNh schood exucation1 which 
she hax deft un-nishex after marriaNe1 anx sdowdy rexiscoverex her passion for 
poetryR MatchinN her Nrow into her own ixentity as a poet was xeepdy movinNR ker 
voice1 once 'uietex ,y societad norms1 now resonates in the paNes of her pu,dishex 
poetry ,ooKPa remarKa,de achievement for a “” year woman who xarex to 
recdaim her aspirationsR Gy aamazs journey is evixence of thisPa reminxer that 
xeepdy entrenchex norms can ,e reshapex ,y a sinNde act of her chhorizs resistanceR

CONCLUSION

Gore  ,roaxdy1  my  story  shows  the  importance  of  creatinN  spaces  for 
-rstgNeneration stuxents anx women in hiNher exucationR By chaddenNinN societad 
e.pectations1 we not ondy carve paths for oursedves ,ut adso create ,rixNes for 
others to foddowR
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Gy dife trajectory is a,out xefyinN societad norms1 steppinN into spaces not 
xesiNnex for me1 anx deavinN those spaces more incdusive for others who come 
ne.tR At is a,out the power of xarinN to xream xi0erentdy anx the rippdes such 
xreams create1 not just for oursedves ,ut for our famidies anx communitiesR

This journey has shown me that chanNe ,eNins with a sinNde step of xe-ancePa 
xecision to 'uestion what has adways ,een anx imaNine what coudx ,eR Gy story 
is not mine adoneX it is adso my aamazs1 who rexiscoverex her voice throuNh 
exucation anx poetry1 anx my cousinzs1 who now xreams of chartinN her own 
pathR These transformations a’rm that struNNdes anx victories can day the 
founxation for a more e'uita,de futureR

Cs A reJect on my path1 A hope it inspires others to em,race their xi0erences1 
chaddenNe the status 'uo1 anx redentdessdy pursue their xreamsR ToNether1 we can 
cudtivate a wordx where ,einN ‘xi0erent: is cede,ratex1 where women recdaim their 
aNency1 anx where e'uadity in exucation ,ecomes not just an aspiration ,ut a 
sharex readityR ThouNh the journey was xi’cudt1 the chanNe it iNnitex was worth 
everythinNR
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ABSTRACT

This  chapter  presents  a  reuective  accofnt  o-  a  yrst’generation fniversitj 
gradfatems ,ofrnej into nfrsing acadebiaw highlighting the sjstebic .arriersw 
cfltfral dislocationw and ibplicit .iases encofntered along the qajx Throfgh 
a lens grofnded in racial ,fsticew eEfitjw and inclfsionw the afthor ezplores 
the cobplez interplaj .etqeen personal identitj and pro-essional advancebent 
in higher edfcationx FbphasiIing the ibportance o- resiliencew ebotional 
intelligencew and bentorshipw the narrative illfstrates hoq these -actors shaped a 
career dedicated to advocating -or diversitj and inclfsion in nfrsing edfcationx 

Keywords: 
yrst’generation fniversitj gradfatew nfrsing edfcationw diversitj and inclfsionw 
sjstebic .arriersw eEfitj in acadebia
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INTRODUCTION

;eing the yrst in a -abilj to enter higher edfcation is to eb.race an fncharted 
pathw barKed .j hope and challenges aliKeC hoqeverw it is .oth a privilege 
and a responsi.ilitjw particflarlj qithin the contezt o- nfrsing acadebia as a 
binoritj pro-essionalx Nor bew this ,ofrnej led be to .ecobe a lectfrer in nfrsing 
edfcationw -ocfsing on geriatric care and ebotional intelligencex Yj ,ofrnej has 
.een shaped .j ezperiences as a yrst’generation fniversitj stfdent and later as 
a lectfrer in Mfrsing Fdfcation at Oingms Gollege 7ondonw qhere A -ocfs on 
Mfrsing Gare -or Plder Ldfltsw qhichw i- qe looKw is a grofp that sobetibes can 
biss eEfitj and inclfsion in healthcare edfcationx This chapter aibs to fnpacK 
bj ezperiencesw shedding light on the sjstebic .arriers -aced .j yrst’generation 
stfdents and edfcatorsx A hope to inspire conversations a.oft racial ,fsticew 
inclfsionw and eEfitj in higher edfcation .j sharing hoq these challenges qere 
navigated and trans-orbed into opportfnitiesx

PERSONAL NARRATIVE

—roqing fp in a bodestw traditional Wortfgfese -abiljw bj aspirations to 
pfrsfe nfrsing and higher edfcation qere .oth cele.rated and bet qith 
scepticisbx Wortfgalms historical contezt!a nation eberging -rob jears o- 
dictatorship qhere edfcation qas fndervalfed!fnderscored the generational 
gap in fnderstanding the trans-orbative potential o- acadebic achievebentx 
Yj aspirations to pfrsfe higher edfcation o-ten seebed afdaciofsx (hile verj 
sfpportivew bj -abilj lacKed the resofrces to gfide be throfgh fn-abiliar 
acadebic landscapesx A qas acftelj aqare that bj sfccess carried the qeight o- 
generational dreabsx

A qas -ortfnateé Yj parentsw Yanfel and Yaria Teresaw qith libited -orbal 
edfcationw bade eztraordinarj sacriyces to ensfre that A and bj .rother )Lndr16 
cofld access opportfnities thej never hadx Yj botherw in particflarw instilled a 
love -or learningw ensfring that A qent .ejond standard ezpectations in school 
)baKing be do bore hobeqorK than everjone else6x Yj pribarj school teacherw 
Rosa ;rancaw recogniIed bj potential earljw giving be leadership roles that 
inspired conydence and ab.itionx Yj parents never said no -or a scholar activitj 
or a .ooKx A qas the one qith sobe insight into the econobic challenges and 
re-fsing to get it and escaping to the li.rarjx 7i.raries and the local chfrch .ecabe 
bj sanctfariesw qhere A spent cofntless hofrs ibbersing bjsel- in Knoqledgew 
lajing the -ofndation -or a li-elong love o- learning )fntil the age o- U8’’Uk jears 
old6x
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Yj ,ofrnej .egan in nfrsingx Fntering nfrsing qas driven .j a desire to servew 
.ft it qas also a pragbatic choice in a yeld o0ering sta.ilitjx Yj ,ofrnej soon 
ezpanded internationallj as A pfrsfed opportfnities in the VOw Spainw and 
—reecew enriching bj fnderstanding o- integrative health practicesw inclfding 
traditional Ghinese bedicine )TGY6x Fach step qas a .alancing act!honoring 
bj cfltfral heritage qhile adapting to neq environbentsx A had the opportfnitj 
to volfnteer in Gape 9erdew do an Frasbfs in 7ithfaniaw a pro,ect in Ninland 
andw a-ter bj gradfationw another Frasbfs bo.ilitj pro,ect in —ranada )Spain6x 
7aterw A qanted to ezpand bj level o- Knoqledge and fnderstand other tjpes o- 
bedicine and healingw and A did stfdj traditional Ghinese bedicine )TGY6x Fach 
step .rofght challenges!-rob cfltfral dislocation to navigating sjstebic .ias as 
a binoritj pro-essionalx

Wfrsfing advanced stfdies in nfrsingw .fsiness )Y;L6w ebotional intelligencew 
and cofnseling qas a testabent to bj cobbitbent to li-elong learningx Yj 
,ofrnej cflbinated in roles at leading institftionsw inclfding Oingms Gollege 
7ondonw qhere A cofld cob.ine bj ezpertise in geriatric carew ebotional 
intelligencew and boving and handling to shape the -ftfre o- nfrsing edfcationw 
baKing be reuect hoq hfb.le and grate-fl A -eel to have the sfpport o- bj 
-abiljw -riends and teachersx

L-ter qorKing in Spain in several fnitsw A traveled to the VO qith bj qi-e 
)Fdfarda6w and A started qorKing in Prthopedics and Trafbax L-ter thatw A did 
debonstrate that A liKed edfcation and started teaching at a fniversitjx L-ter sobe 
tibew A trans-erred to Oingms Gollege 7ondonw qhich qas the tfrning pointx Ls 
an ibbigrant and yrst’generation acadebicw A o-ten -ofnd bjsel- Efestioning 
qhether A trflj .elongedC and .eing qorKing in the Nlorence Mightingale Nacfltj 
o- Mfrsingw Yidqi-erj and Walliative Garew the school that A learned nearlj …D 
jears agow that qas -ofnded .j Nlorence Mightingalew it ylls be qith pride and 
,ojx Throfgh this lensw A have cobpleted pro,ects that valfe ebotional intelligence 
and cfltfral cobpetence and plan to qeave theb into the -a.ric o- nfrsing 
edfcation to ebpoqer others -rob sibilar .acKgrofndsx

CHALLENGES AND OVERCOMING ADVERSITY

Yoving to the VO presented a fniEfe set o- challengesx Ls an ibbigrant and 
nonnative Fnglish speaKer )Fnglish .eing bj -ofrth langfage6w A o-ten -eel the 
qeight o- cfltfral dislocationx (hile a sofrce o- pridew bj Wortfgfese heritage 
barKed be as di0erent in acadebic and clinical settingsx Pver tibew A realiIed that 
bj fniEfe perspective enriched bj contri.ftionsw particflarlj qhen A advocated 
-or cfltfrallj responsive nfrsing edfcationx Todajw as a dof.le’nationalitj 
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citiIenw A ab profd to saj that A ab ;ritish )the nation that alloqs be to share 
bj qorK and accobbodate be6 and that A ab Wortfgfesew a baternal cofntrj 
that alloqs be to live on this .eafti-fl planetx Todajw qhen A have the honor to 
.e present in bj stfdentms gradfationw A dress qith tjpical ;ritish goqns” and 
A qear bj Wortfgfese Lcadebic Gape )a sign o- Lcadebia in Wortfgal6x That is 
bj qaj to hobage .oth Gofntries that A ab so profd to .elongx ;alancing the 
ezpectations o- assibilation qith a cobbitbent to honoring bj identitj qas a 
delicate actx

Todajw as a dfal citiIen o- Wortfgal and the VOw A ynd qajs to cele.rate .oth 
cfltfresx Jfring gradfation cereboniesw A qear traditional ;ritish acadebic 
goqns alongside bj Wortfgfese acadebic capew sjb.oliIing the integration o- 
bj heritage and pro-essional achievebentsx This personal tradition reuects bj 
gratitfde to .oth nations and serves as a visfal rebinder o- the ibportance o- 
cfltfral diversitj in acadebiax

NAVIGATING ACADEMIC SYSTEMS AND THE BARRIERS

Ls a yrst’generation acadebicw A -aced nfberofs sjstebic challengesw inclfding 
navigating fn-abiliar institftional norbsw langfage .arriersw and ynancial 
constraintsx Farlj in bj careerw A o-ten -elt isolated oqing to the scarcitj o- 
role bodels qho shared bj .acKgrofndx The lacK o- institftional sfpport -or 
binoritj edfcators cobpofnded these di"cfltiesx Yj ,ofrnej qas sfpported 
.j the presence o- bj qi-ew qho shared sibilar ezperiences as a yrst’generation 
ibbigrant nfrsex Togetherw qe navigated the cobplezities o- integrating into a 
neq pro-essional and cfltfral environbentw providing bftfal encofragebent 
and resiliencex

Ls  a  yrst’generation  acadebicw  A  encofntered  strfctfral  .arriers  that 
cobpofnded the challenges o- teaching and researchx 7ibited institftional 
sfpport -or binoritj edfcators o-ten le-t be navigating fn-abiliar sjstebs alonex 
Nor instancew the lacK o- role bodels qho shared bj .acKgrofnd fnderscored 
-eelings o- isolationx

SYSTEMIC DISCRIMINATION

Abplicit .ias bani-ests in sf.tle jet ibpact-fl qajsx Ls a binoritj edfcatorw 
A  encofntered  instances  o-  bicroaggressions  and  ibplicit  .iasesw  o-ten 
fnderbining bj afthoritjx Nrob colleagfes Efestioning bj credentials to 
stfdents ezpressing sfrprise at bj acadebic positionw these bobents reuected 
.roader  sjstebic  issfesx  The  qeight  o-  proving  onems  qorth  o-ten  -eels 
disproportionate cobpared qith peersx
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There qere senior sta0 beb.ers )inclfding banagers6 qho thofght that 
althofgh A qas cobpetentw A qas not sbart enofgh and that A possi.lj had sobe 
bental issfesw as bj Fnglish qas not polished as a native speaKerx The regflar 
Efestioning o- bj ezpertise .j colleagfes and stfdents reuected .roader sjstebic 
ineEfitiesx Hoqeverw as Yichelle P.aba saidw 5(hen thej go loqw jof go high:w 
this ,fst -fels be to aib high and carrj’on stfdjingw qorKing hardw pf.lishing 
and sharing bj trfthx

BUILDING RESILIENCE

Yentorship and international netqorKs .ecabe bj li-elinesx (orKing qith 
organiIations sfch as the Ffropean —eriatric Yedicine Societjw the Ffropean 
Traditional Ghinese Yedicine Lssociationw and Sigba Theta Taf Anternational 
alloqed be to connect qith liKe’binded pro-essionals cobbitted to diversitj 
and eEfitjx Fb.racing ebotional intelligence principles trans-orbed hoq A 
approached challengesw -ostering resilience and ebpathjx Warticipatingw especiallj 
qith Sigba Theta Tafw  qas  verj valfa.lew  as  it  alloqed be to learn qith 
oftstanding nfrses )nationallj and internationallj6 and contri.fte to several 
pro,ects  )localw  nationalw  and international6x  L tfrning point  cabe qhen 
A  integrated ebotional  intelligence )FA6 into bj pro-essional  practicex  ;j 
fnderstanding and banaging bj ebotionsw A -ofnd qajs to navigate challenging 
interactions qith ebpathj and resiliencex FA .ecabe a cornerstone o- bj teaching 
philosophjw ebpoqering stfdents to approach care qith the sabe cobpassion 
and sel-’aqarenessx

IMPACT AND TRANSFORMATION

_oining Oingms Gollege 7ondon as a Senior Teaching Nelloq )and later .eing 
proboted as  7ectfrer  in  Mfrsing  Fdfcation6  barKed a  pivotal  bobentx 
Lcadebia  provides  a  plat-orb to  inufence  -ftfre  generations  o-  nfrsesw 
.ft it  also ezposes the sjstebic ineEfities that pervade higher edfcationx 
Yicroaggressions and ibplicit .iases qere constant rebinders o- the qorK still 
needed to achieve eEfitjx Monethelessw A -ofnd strength in bj dfal identitj as an 
acadebic and practitionerx Yj diverse .acKgrofnd alloqed be to connect qith 
stfdents -rob fnderrepresented cobbfnitiesw o0ering bentorship and a sense 
o- .elongingx At is Kejw especiallj qhen stfdents are -rob other .acKgrofndsw and 
recogniIes that Fnglish is not their yrst langfagex A can sjbpathiIew share tips and 
ezperiences and .e botivated to continfe their stfdiesx

These ezperiences pro-ofndlj shaped bj identitj as an edfcator and advocatex 
Teaching bodfles sfch as @person’centered gerontological care@ have .een 
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instrfbental in incorporating cfltfrallj responsive care into nfrsing cfrricfla 
and  have  alloqed  be  to  qeave  thebes  o-  eEfitjw  inclfsionw  and  cfltfral 
cobpetence into nfrsing edfcationx A teach this bodfle in 7ondon )Vnited 
Oingdob6w Singapore and Man,ing )Ghina6x ;j incorporating case stfdies that 
reuect diverse patient popflationsw A aibed to prepare stfdents -or the realities o- 
glo.al healthcarex

Yj pf.lications on ebotional intelligence and integrative bedicine have -frther 
ebphasiIed the ibportance o- inclfsion in nfrsing edfcation and practicex 
Recognitionw as one o- the LD bost inufential international nfrses in bj 
institftionms LDth’anniversarj cele.rationw qas a hfb.ling a"rbation o- bj 
e0orts to advocate -or diversitj and ezcellencex

Researching and teaching ebotional intelligence has .een trans-orbativex 
Throfgh pf.lications and qorKshopsw A advocate -or its integration into nfrsing 
cfrricflaw particflarlj in the care o- older adfltsx FA provides a -rabeqorK 
-or addressing not onlj patient needs .ft also the qell’.eing o- healthcare 
pro-essionalsx The sjstebic .arriers A encofntered highlight the frgent need -or 
change in higher edfcationx Anstitftions bfst ibplebent bentorship prograbsw 
diversitj trainingw and inclfsive policies to sfpport yrst’generation stfdents and 
binoritj edfcatorsx ;j addressing these ineEfitiesw qe can create environbents 
qhere diverse voices thrive and contri.fte to beaning-fl societal changex 
Yj ,ofrnej fnderscores the need -or sjstebic change in higher edfcationx 
Anstitftions bfst prioritiIe strategies that sfpport yrst’generation stfdents and 
binoritj edfcatorsx Anitiatives sfch as bentorship prograbsw inclfsive policiesw 
and diversitj training can help disbantle .arriers and -oster a bore eEfita.le 
acadebic environbentx

CONCLUSION

An reuecting on this ,ofrnejw A  ab rebinded o- the trans-orbative poqer 
o- resiliencew bentorshipw and inclfsionx The ezperiences o- yrst’generation 
and binoritj pro-essionals sfch as be serve as a call -or action .j acadebic 
institftionsx ;j -ostering eEfita.le spacesw qe not onlj ebpoqer individfals 
.ft also strengthen the .roader -a.ric o- societjx Ldditionalljw reuecting on this 
,ofrnejw A ab strfcK .j the interplaj .etqeen personal groqth and sjstebic 
changex The challenges A -aced as a yrst’generation edfcator have shaped bj 
cobbitbent to -ostering eEfitj and inclfsion in nfrsing acadebiax

Fdfcatorsw policjbaKersw and institftions bfst taKe collective responsi.ilitj -or 
creating eEfita.le spaces in acadebiax ;j chabpioning diversitj and inclfsionw 
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qe can ebpoqer individfals -rob fnderrepresented .acKgrofnds and strengthen 
the -a.ric o- higher edfcationx The ,ofrnej o- yrst’generation pro-essionals 
shofld not .e an ezception .ft rather a cele.rated norbx Togetherw qe can .fild 
a -ftfre that honors and fpli-ts all voicesx
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Chapter Fourteen

Bridging Cultural Worlds
Applying Leavis and White’s Pedagogies to 
Mexican American Education

Mario Flores
University of Texas at San Antonio, USA

Abstract

This chapter explores how the educational philosophies of F.R. Leavis and 
Colin White can inform culturally responsive teaching strategies for Mexican 
American students. Grounded in principles of moral re,ectionb textual rigorb 
and contextual learningb koth frameworDs oIer powerful tools for intellectual 
engagement across cultural koundaries. Brawing from personal experience as a 
student of Br. Colin Whiteb q demonstrate how these pedagogical approaches can 
foster critical thinDingb aKrm cultural identityb and deepen student engagement. 
Sy integrating Western intellectual traditions with the lived experiences of 
Mexican  American  learnersb  this  chapter  proposes  an  inclusive  model  of 
education that kridges cultural divides and promotes eHuity in the classroom.

Keywords

Mexican American studentsb culturally responsive pedagogyb F.R. Leavisb Colin 
Whiteb critical thinDingb kicultural educationb educational philosophy
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INTRODUCTION

As a Mexican American student navigating the complexities of two cultural 
environmentsb q have often keen caught ketween two worlds. Yn the one hand 
is the rich tapestry of Mexican cultureb with its deep historical rootsb vikrant 
traditionsb and communal values. Yn the other handb the vast expanse of Western 
intellectual traditions has keen shaped ky centuries of philosophyb literatureb and 
social thought. These two worlds are often seen as distinctb and they feel at odds 
in some contexts. Uoweverb q have come to recogni’e that certain educational 
philosophies can serve as kridges ketween these worldsb encouraging students 
liDe me to engage critically with koth cultural spheres. Two such philosophiesb 
those of F.R. Leavis and Colin Whiteb have proven invaluakle in my own 
educational (ourney. Soth philosophers and educators advocate for intellectual 
engagement through rigorous analysisb moral re,ectionb and contextual learningb 
all of which can ke applied to Mexican American studentsJ uniHue culturalb socialb 
and historical experiences. Sy comkining their approachesb we can foster critical 
thinDing and deeper engagement with koth Western and Mexican American 
culture. As a Br. White studentb q have experienced how these philosophies 
resonate with the Mexican American experienceb enriching my academic worD 
and personal growth. qn this chapterb q explore how the educational philosophies 
of F.R. Leavis and Colin White provide powerful strategies for intellectual 
engagementb particularly for Mexican American students. q will also re,ect on my 
own experiences with Br. White1s methods and demonstrate how these ideas can 
help Mexican American students navigate their cultural identityb develop critical 
thinDing sDillsb and achieve a deeper understanding of koth Western and Mexican 
American traditions.

F.R. LEAVIS: THE POWER OF RIGOROUS ANALYSIS AND MORAL 
REFLECTION

F.R. Leavisb a Sritish literary critic 9korn 5uly —'b —j7)b b Camkridgeshireb 
4ng.-died April —'b —76jb Camkridge0b is kest Dnown for his emphasis on the 
importance of rigorous analysis in literary studies. Uis educational philosophy 
advocates for a detailedb nuanced reading of textsb paying close attention to their 
moral and intellectual implications. Leavis kelieved that literature is not (ust an 
aesthetic exercise kut a powerful tool for moral re,ection. Through his method 
of close readingb students are encouraged to grapple with the ethical dimensions 
of textsb to Huestion prevailing ideologiesb and to engage in selfPre,ection. q 
kelieve that this approach can ke extended to any academic :eld. Whether in 
the natural sciencesb social sciencesb or humanitiesb rigorous analysis and careful 
reading can yield deeper insights into the suk(ect matter at hand. qn :elds such 
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as history or sociologyb for exampleb students can kene:t from a LeavisPinspired 
method that encourages them to Huestion estaklished narratives and challenge the 
assumptions that often go unexamined. The ethical implications of these suk(ects 
can ke explored with the same intensity as the moral Huestions raised in literature.

qn the realm of scienceb LeavisJs emphasis on carefulb re,ective reading could 
ke applied to the way research is conducted and interpreted. Researchers might 
ke encouraged to engage not only with the technical aspects of their worD kut 
also with its potential social and ethical conseHuences. For exampleb in :elds 
such as kiotechnology or arti:cial intelligenceb where the impact of scienti:c 
advancements can ke profoundb a Leavis approach could foster greater attention 
to the ethical considerations of these innovations.

qn the social sciencesb especially in disciplines such as economics and political 
scienceb a focus on the ethical and intellectual implications of theories and models 
could lead to a more nuanced understanding of how they shape realPworld 
outcomes. Otudents and scholars could ke pushed to consider the human 
conseHuences of economic policies or political decisionsb encouraging more 
empathetic and responsikle engagement with the issues at hand.

Yverallb the application of LeavisJs method across disciplines can foster a more 
holistic and thoughtful approach to Dnowledge. Sy encouraging students and 
scholars not only to analy’e the technical or factual content of their respective 
:elds kut also to examine their moral and intellectual dimensionsb we can 
promote a more responsikleb re,ective form of learning that is attuned to the 
complexities of the world in which we live.

For Mexican American studentsb this approach oIers a valuakle means of 
engaging with koth Western and Mexican American contexts. The intellectual 
rigor promoted ky Leavis encourages students to move keyond surfacePlevel 
readings of texts or research papers and to consider the deeper moral and 
social issues they raise. For exampleb when prominent Western authors such as 
OhaDespeareb explore Mexican writers such as 5una Rulfo or American writers 
such as Oandra Cisneros or Tomas Riverab LeavisJ emphasis on moral re,ection 
provides a frameworD for students to re,ect on their own lives and the ethical 
dilemmas they encounter.

qn my present academic (ourneyb Leavis1 approach is particularly resonant 
with the present Dnowledge that various forms of arti:cial intelligence 9Aq0 
applications that are keing deployed and used in many healthcare systems 
fail ky potentially perpetuating kias. q kelieve that Leavis1 emphasis on the 
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importance of close reading and critical re,ection-encouraging a deeper 
engagement with academic worD to uncover its underlying moral and intellectual 
implications-can ke eIectively applied to the :eld of Aq. This method of 
scrutiny aligns with current concerns akout Aq technologiesb where the ethical 
dimensions of their design and deployment are often overlooDed. Oimilar to the 
need to analy’e literary worDs keyond their aesthetic valueb we must examine Aq 
not only for its technological capakilities kut also for its potential to reinforce 
existing social ineHualities. Aq systemsb especially those used in healthcareb 
are often trained on large datasets that can re,ect historical kiases present in 
society. These kiases can manifest in ways that disproportionately aIect certain 
demographic groups or economically disadvantaged populations. For exampleb 
if an Aq algorithm is trained on a dataset that lacDs diverse representations or 
is in,uenced ky kiased assumptionsb it could perpetuate disparities in diagnosisb 
treatment recommendationsb and access to care. Leavis1 method of Huestioning 
prevailing ideologies and engaging in selfPre,ection can ke applied hereb urging us 
to critically assess the data and systems driving Aq development.

Sy using Leavis1 model of close reading and moral re,ectionb we can push for 
a more nuanced and responsikle approach to the creation and use of Aq in 
healthcare. qt is essential to consider not only the technical eKciency of Aq 
systems kut also the ethical implications of their design. 5ust as Leavis encouraged 
readers to examine the deeper meanings of literary worDsb we must also proke the 
underlying kiases in Aq technologiesb asDing Huestions akout their potential to 
harm vulnerakle populations or reinforce existing power structures. This ethical 
inHuiry could lead to a more eHuitakle and responsikle integration of Aq in 
healthcareb which aligns with the principles of fairnessb transparencyb and social 
(ustice. Yverallb Leavis1 method pushes students to confront tough Huestions 
akout societyb identityb and ethicsb helping them develop the sDills necessary for 
navigating the social and cultural realities of their own lives.

COLIN  WHITE:  CONTEXTUAL  LEARNING  AND  CRITICAL 
ENGAGEMENT

While F.R. Leavis focuses on the importance of rigorous textual analysisb Colin 
White1s educational philosophy adds another crucial layer ky emphasi’ing the 
role of context in understanding koth texts and the world. White advocates 
for a more interdisciplinary approach to learningb where students examine 
texts not only for their internal meaning kut also considering the historicalb 
socialb and political contexts in which they were produced. This method allows 
students to connect the content of literature with the lived experiences of 
individuals and communitiesb including their own experiences. Sy recogni’ing 
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the kroader circumstances that shape a textb White1s approach encourages a 
deeper understanding of how literature re,ects and engages with the complexities 
of societyb powerb and identity.

This approach not only focuses on the words on the page kut also urges readers 
to asD critical Huestions akout the conditions under which a text was createdb its 
potential kiasesb and its impact on diIerent audiences. qt challenges students in 
recogni’ing that literatureb  liDe any other form of Dnowledgeb is shaped ky its 
timeb placeb and value. Sy encouraging students to thinD akout texts in a more 
holistic wayb White1s approach fosters a sense of empathyb critical thinDingb and 
historical awareness that enriches their understanding of koth the text and the 
world.

This  approach  is  highly  important  in  the  design  of  arti:cial  intelligence 
modelsb particularly when worDing with complex multimodal datasets where 
an interdisciplinary approach is needed. Much liDe the need to consider the 
historicalb  socialb  and political contexts in which literature was producedb 
Aq development reHuires a similar understanding of the kroader contexts 
in which algorithms and models were created and operated. Aq systems are 
increasingly kuilt using vast datasets that include not only technical data kut also 
humanPcentered data such as languageb kehaviorb and social interactions. These 
datasets are inherently shaped ky the historical and cultural contexts in which 
they are created. Without taDing these factors into accountb Aq models can easily 
inherit and perpetuate existing kiases or reinforce harmful stereotypes.

Yn the other handb an interdisciplinary approach to Aq development would 
encourage  collakoration  across  :elds  such  as  computer  scienceb  kiologyb 
medicineb ethicsb sociologyb philosophy and history. This would ensure that the 
design of algorithms is not isolated from the social realities and lived experiences 
that those algorithms impact. For exampleb when designing Aq models for 
healthcareb an interdisciplinary perspective would reHuire us to consider not only 
the technical aspects of the system kut also the historical ineHualities and kiases 
that may ke emkedded in medical datab as well as the social contexts in which 
patients live. Sy integrating diverse perspectivesb Aq designers can create more 
eHuitakle systems that consider the complexities of human society and avoid 
reinforcing harmful patterns of discrimination. Adopting an interdisciplinary 
approach in Aqb much liDe Colin WhiteJs emphasis on contextual analysis 
in the literatureb can help create technologies that are not only eKcient and 
innovative kut also ethically sound and socially responsikle. This ensures that 
Aq development is mindful of the kroader implications it has for individualsb 
communitiesb and society.
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qn the case of Mexican American studentsb White1s approach is invaluakle 
kecause it invites them to contextuali’e their cultural experiences within kroader 
historical and social frameworDs. Many Mexican American students come 
from communities shaped ky migrationb coloni’ationb and systemic ineHuality. 
8nderstanding these historical forces is essential for fully appreciating the 
cultural narratives they encounter in the literature and other :elds. White1s 
method encourages students to consider how these social and political contexts 
inform their own identities and experiences.

Through my experiences with Br. Whiteb  q  have come to understand the 
signi:cance of contextual learning. qn one of his coursesb we studied The Grapes 
of Wrath ky 5ohn OteinkecDb a text that addresses issues of povertyb migrationb 
and the American Bream. Br. White encouraged us to read the novel not only 
as literary worD kut also as a product of the historical context of the Great 
Bepression and the Bust Sowl. This understanding helped me connect the 
struggles of the 5oad family to the kroader experiences of Mexican American 
migrant communitiesb who similarly faced exploitation and marginali’ation 
during the same time. As q re,ected on these connectionsb q  reali’ed that 
these communities-often overlooDed in mainstream historical narratives-have 
played a critical role in shaping the development of America.

The Mexican American migrant worDersb along with other marginali’ed groupsb 
were essential to the country1s agricultural kacDkoneb providing the lakor that 
sustained industries during tough economic times. Bespite facing systemic 
discrimination and socioeconomic challengesb their resilience has contrikuted 
signi:cantly to the fakric of American society. Sy recogni’ing their strugglesb not 
only can we appreciate their contrikutionsb kut we can also understand how their 
experiences helped form a more complex narrative of the American Bream-one 
that includes the voices of all peopleb especially those who have keen marginali’ed.

Br. White1s approach allowed me to see that the hardships and triumphs of 
these communities were not isolated kut rather integral to the larger story of the 
nationJs development. This recognition deepens our understanding of American 
history and underscores the importance of acDnowledging diverse perspectives 
in shaping koth past and present societal structures. qt kecame clear to me that 
the struggles and perseverance of Mexican American migrant communitiesb such 
as the 5oad family1sb were not (ust footnotes in history kut were foundational 
to  the growth and evolution of  America.  This  kroader  understanding of 
history has inspired me to continue exploring how contextual learning can help 
illuminate the experiences of other underrepresented communities and how their 
contrikutions have in,uenced the nationJs development in profound ways.
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THE INTEGRATION OF LEAVIS AND WHITE: A DUAL APPROACH 
TO INTELLECTUAL ENGAGEMENT

The comkination of F.R. Leavis1 emphasis on rigorous analysis and Colin White1s 
focus on contextual learning oIers a powerful intellectual frameworD for Mexican 
Americans and for any students. Togetherb these approaches enakle students to 
engage in academic worD and research not only on a moral and intellectual level 
kut also within the kroader social and historical contexts that shape their lives. 
This dual approach fosters critical thinDing and encourages students to re,ect 
on the ethical implications of their worD while also connecting these ideas to 
their own lived experiences. qn practiceb this means that students can apply koth 
Leavis analysis and White1s contextual learning to a wide range of academic worD. 
Leavis1 approach encourages students to focus on the text itselfb evaluating its 
literary meritsb structureb and languageb whereas White1s contextual approach 
invites students to engage with the kroader historicalb socialb and cultural contexts 
surrounding the text. Sy comkining these two methodsb students can gain a 
more nuanced understanding of the materialb kalancing an appreciation for 
the intricacies of the worD with an awareness of its external in,uences. At the 
same timeb students can apply White1s contextual approach ky considering the 
historical and social forces that shaped their own experience during the time 
in which the research product or worD is set. This includes examining the 
experiences of marginali’ed groupsb such as the aftermath of the Chicano civil 
rights movement in the 8nited Otates and re,ecting on how these experiences 
have keen represented in various forms of cultural production. For exampleb 
students can explore how the experiences of Chicano communities-such as 
struggles for political recognitionb lakor rightsb or cultural preservation-have 
in,uenced the development of literatureb artb and political discourse in the 8.O. 
Sy acDnowledging these factorsb students are ketter eHuipped to understand 
how literature  and cultural  worD  can  serve  as  koth  a  re,ection of  and a 
response to social conditions. Furthermoreb this approach encourages deeper 
engagement with the intersectionality of raceb classb genderb and power dynamics 
in shaping individualsJ and communitiesJ lived realities. Otudents are urged 
to looD keyond (ust the text or artifactb considering how these intersecting 
forces may have shaped the creators of such worDs and the audiences they 
addressed. This contextual analysis fosters critical thinDingb allowing students to 
draw connections ketween historical events and the ongoing struggles faced ky 
communities todayb thereky enriching their academic worD with koth a historical 
perspective and a presentPday relevance.

Sy integrating koth methodsb students gain a more holistic understanding of their 
worD and their studies. They can engage with diIerent academic areas in ways that 
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resonate with their own culturalb socialb and historical experiencesb developing 
a deeper sense of intellectual and moral agency. This dual approach encourages 
them to not only aksork information kut also critically analy’e and apply it 
within the context of their lived experiences and the diverse perspectives around 
them. As they explore diIerent viewpointsb they kecome more adaptakle thinDers 
who are akle to navigate complex issues with empathyb creativityb and a sense 
of responsikility. Furthermoreb this integration fosters a learning environment 
that values collakoration and inclusivityb where students are empowered to 
contrikute meaningfully to discussionsb challenge existing assumptionsb and 
innovate solutions that re,ect a kroader understanding of the world. qn this wayb 
the comkination of diverse methods eHuips students with the tools they need 
to approach their academic and professional (ourneys with con:denceb ethical 
considerationb and a commitment to lifelong learning.

CONCLUSION

The educational philosophies of F.R. Leavis and Colin White oIer invaluakle 
strategies for engaging not only Mexican American students kut also any 
students in critical thinDingb moral re,ectionb and contextual learning. Through 
Leavis1 emphasis on rigorous textual analysis and White1s focus on contextual 
understandingb  students  can  navigate  the  complexities  of  koth  diIerent 
perspectives and culturesb developing a deeper and more kalanced understanding 
of their own identities and the world around them. This intellectual growthb 
when applied in collakorative settingsb has the added kene:t of enhancing 
teamworD and collective proklem solving. Sy integrating these approaches into 
group dynamicsb students learn to respect and engage with diverse viewpointsb 
which fosters greater inclusivity and mutual understanding. Leavis1 method 
of careful analysis trains students to examine ideas with precisionb whereas 
White1s contextual focus ensures that kroader perspectives are also consideredb 
leading to wellProunded discussions. When students worD together in teamsb 
they  can  comkine  their  individual  strengthsb  each  kringing  their  uniHue 
cultural and intellectual perspectives to the takle. This not only enriches the 
learning experience kut also allows for more eIective proklem solvingb as 
teams with diverse approaches can address complex issues from multiple angles. 
Furthermoreb the sDills developed through these methods-critical thinDingb 
moral re,ectionb and contextual understanding-are essential for cultivating a 
sense of collective responsikility within teams. Otudents will not only ke akle 
to identify and analy’e proklems kut also ke eHuipped to address them in ways 
that re,ect ethical considerations and cultural awareness. As they learn to engage 
deeply with material and with one anotherb they will ke ketter prepared to 
collakorate in meaningfulb productive waysb using their collective Dnowledge and 
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experiences to create solutions that are koth innovative and respectful of the 
diverse world they inhakit. This synergy within teams not only fosters stronger 
academic outcomes kut also promotes a shared sense of purposeb empowering 
students to act with a greater sense of agency and responsikility toward their 
communities and the world at large. Sy kecoming aware of how their learning 
intersects with kroader societal contextsb students are not only prepared to 
excel academically kut also primed to kecome thoughtfulb ethicalb and active 
participants in a rapidly changing world. The integration of these philosophies 
thus creates a frameworD for students to kuild meaningful connectionsb foster 
empathyb and drive through thoughtful collakorationb preparing them for 
leadership roles in koth their professional and personal lives.
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Chapter Fifteen

From Migrant Farmworkers 
to Educators
One Family’s Journey

Hilda Silva & Elizabeth Silva
The University of Texas Rio Grande Valley, USA

Abstract

This paper shares a family's emotional and transformative journey from migrant 
farmworkers to educators in deep South Texas. This narrative, shared through the 
voices of the Silva siblings, honors their humble beginnings, their determination 
to overcome challenges, and the lessons instilled in them through a foundation of 
hard work, respect, and racial justice. Many lessons are shared, but one profound 
lesson is their understanding that educators must listen to their students, 
encourage them to share their stories and document their family histories. This 
practice not only strengthens their identities but also ampli-es their impact as 
educators, echoing beyond the classroom and into the lives of their communities.

Keywords:

-rstFgeneration students, migrant farmworkers, Hispanic families, educational 
resilience, minorityFserving institutions, family narratives, racial justice, cultural 
identity, transformative education, community impact
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Ls -rstFgeneration, lowFincome, Hispanic students, we -t into several categories 
that, according to the Dnited States Oepartment of Education, suggest a need 
for support. Oespite these markers, our experiences shaped our future and led 
us to work at a minorityFserving institution, where we are positively impacting 
students' lives.

Gur parents, Oeciderio W. Silva and Susana Solis Silva, had seven children and 
instilled in us the importance of education, culture, and family, which has guided 
our personal and professional journeys. Gur father, Oeciderio, lost both of his 
parents at a young age and took on the responsibility of raising his younger 
brother and sister. ’hen he met our mother, Susana, it was understood that his 
siblings would always be part of their family. Together, they provided for us as 
migrant farmworkers, working long hours in the -elds and packing sheds. Gur 
aunt, Tia Yala, helped us care for us at home, o—ering love and support when 
both parents were at work.

Oespite the -nancial hardships, our parents emphasized the importance of 
education, ensuring that we attended school even during the busy harvest 
months. The values learned through this experience continue to resonate with 
us as educators today.

Mother’s Tree Story – Unshakable Foundation

L pivotal moment in our familyKs educational philosophy comes from the story 
our mother shared about her own schooling. Rn elementary school, they draw a 
line on the board and lecture. She told her that the ’hite race was represented by 
the treeKs branches, Bowers, and leaves, whereas Mexicans were merely the roots, 
unseen and beneath the ground. That story stayed with my mother, but she did 
not let it make her feel unworthy, for she concluded that being the root was not 
a bad thingCfor it is the root that gives the tree life. The strength of the root 
determines the life of a tree. Gur mother vowed to make her familiesK tree strong, 
good and meaningful with a deep sense of serving others and always being proud 
of their roots. 

Our mother always kept her promises.

’e were raised with the strong sense of power and inBuence that our home and 
culture represented, contributing to our drive for education and success. Rt is this 
pedagogy of home that was vital to our very existence.

Gur lives, very much like those akin to our background, were -lled with struggle. 
However, just as prevalent was the theme that our roots were grounded so deeply 
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in our culture and the love of family that has shaped us. The love and support we 
were blessed with was what propelled us to improve our lives through education, 
pride in our culture, and our community. Rt is the stories from our family and the 
consejos we received from our parents that have been etched in our minds and in 
our hearts.

’e have grown from this familial education and have used it as the core that we 
build from. The teachings of our parents and extended family are all we have 
from them. Llthough both our parents have died, we are all an extension of their 
lives. ’e must keep this learnedness present and current in our lives and, most 
importantly, in the lives of our families. ’e must not lose that connection to our 
history, and the path to that history can be kept relevant by sharing the stories of 
our grandparents and parents with our youth.

Gur parentsK experiences reBected a deep sense of pride in our culture, and their 
teaching inBuenced our commitment to education. This pedagogy of home, 
founded in love, respect, and familial wisdom, became the bedrock of our 
educational success. Through hard work, love, and the guidance of our parents, 
we were able to overcome struggles and thrive in education and beyond.

Growing Up “Migrant”

Wrowing up in Mercedes, Texas, in the 63:“s and 63”“s, we were sheltered by 
the closeness of our family. Gur parents worked tirelessly, never pulling us out 
of school to help with -eldwork during the summer. Llthough we were poor, 
the importance of education was clear, and our parents made sure that school 
was never secondary to work. Gur experiences as migrant farmworkers taught us 
to value education, even as we encountered challenges outside our hometown. 
Gur parentsK unspoken emphasis on education was evident. Dnlike other migrant 
families, we were never pulled from school early to work, ensuring that we started 
every school year on time. Gur parents did not want us to be ridiculed for starting 
school later than our peers. Rmportantly, we have the same opportunities as other 
nonmigrant families do. This commitment laid the groundwork for our academic 
and personal success.

Challenges and Overcoming Adversity

Gur familyKs struggles took us beyond Mercedes, as we worked in various packing 
sheds across Texas and 5alifornia. These trips exposed us to harsh realities, such as 
poor living conditions in migrant camps and discrimination in other parts of the 
country. Gne signi-cant experience occurred when we arrived at a migrant camp 
in Muleshoe, Texas, to -nd the living conditions unacceptable. ’e arrived at a 
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place that was -lthy, and it was then that we saw -rsthand our mothersK strength 
and resolve. Gur parents went to the o–ce to speak to the owner of the -eld we 
were to work in, and she simply told them that he needed to -nd a suitable place 
for us to live in or that we were heading back home. There was no doubt that we 
needed to work, but she was not going to allow her family to live in -lth. Gur 
motherKs strength and advocacy led the owner of the migrant camp to provide 
better accommodations for our family. This experience taught us the importance 
of selfFadvocacy, even in di–cult circumstances.

’e also faced racial prejudices, such as when our brother encountered hostile 
reactions at a local barber shop or when he was forced to use a segregated restroom 
as a young teenager. Ls our brother walked into the local barber shop during one 
of our stops, he remembered the icy stares and sneers that greeted him. He was 
fourteen, and he did not understand. ’hen the barber -nally got around to cut 
his hair, he made it very clear that he needed to see the barber on the opposite side 
of town the next time he needed a haircut.

Gn another such occasion, he remembers needing to visit the bathroom at the 
local city park. The restrooms were centrally located, and as he walked up, he 
noticed signs on two di—erent doorsq one read ’hites, the other 5olored, he 
was thirteen years old. Ls he pondered which he was, even at that tender age, 
he understood who had put those signs there. These early experiences with 
discrimination, although challenging, shaped our understanding of the world 
and deepened our resolve to succeed.

Impact and Transformation

Oespite these challenges, we have each achieved a level of success owing to the 
lessons learned from our parents. Gur motherKs 7Wuerrera Spirit( 2 her warrior 
spirit 2 resonates in each of us. ’e are reminded of her belief in the power of 
education, a value she instilled in all of her children. Elizabeth, the youngest 
sibling, recalled how reading an article by 1ianca Wuzman about the 7power of 
education( immediately reminded her of our motherKs spirit. Wuzman speaks of 
being 7cognizant of the power of education(. This was our motherKs core belief, 
and she engrained this in all her children.

Gur parents taught us the importance of education not only for practical 
purposes but also as a means of escaping the hardships they endured. However, 
education was not just about academic achievement. Rt was about preserving 
our culture, respecting our family, and understanding the importance of service 
to others. Ls weKve navigated our educational journeys, weKve drawn strength 
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from our familial education, which remains at the core of our lives and works as 
educators.

’e were exposed to stories or testimonies of our parents as they worked in the 
-elds and migrated for work. ’e recall stories of their working in the -elds as 
planes sprayed them with pesticides because the landowners did not want to 
waste time by letting them leave the -elds as they sprayed. Gur parents were 
both diagnosed with bone cancer, and it is our belief that constant exposure to 
pesticide poisoning caused their cancer.

The lessons learned from our parentsCtheir unwavering belief in education, 
cultural pride, and service to othersChave shaped our lives. The ability to grow 
up as migrants is instilled in us the determination to overcome obstacles and the 
value of lifelong learning. These teachings became the foundation for our careers 
as educators and community advocates.

Rn our work, we recognize that students come to us not as blank slates but 
as individuals shaped by their own family histories and cultural experiences. 
Dnderstanding the pedagogies of the home, including the mestiza consciousness 
our mother instilled in us, can help us better serve students, especially those from 
diverse backgrounds. ’e believe that acknowledging and respecting these cultural 
foundations is key to engaging students in meaningful learning experiences. 
Necognizing and valuing these pedagogies of home enrich the educational 
experience and foster cultural synergy. 1y celebrating the cultural and social 
capital students bring to the classroom, we can create meaningful learning 
environments that honor diversity and encourage success.

Students come to us with a set of skills imparted at home. These skills provide a 
solid foundation for learning. Lcknowledging the pedagogies of the home can 
lead to a deep understanding of a diverse student population. ’e should work 
each day to improve the )uality of education, creating greater awareness and 
sensitivity for the gender, racial and cultural needs of our students. ’e must work 
to achieve the type of synergy that values the cultural and social capital that our 
students bring to school.

Conclusion

Rn conclusion, our educational journey reBects the deep roots of family, culture, 
and resilience, which have shaped our success. Three of us earned doctorate 
degrees, while the others pursued bachelorKs and associate degrees, but all of us 
share a common understandingq it was our education at home, alongside formal 
schooling, that enabled us to overcome the challenges we faced.
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’e have all struggled and have all overcome many obstacles. Ls we have often 
discussed, we could not have succeeded without what we learned at home. The 
con-dence we have comes from our mother and the mestiza consciousness that she 
instilled in us all. ’e have a strong identity. The oppression and the attempts at 
silence and excluding us were not stronger than our pedagogy of home. Home 
is where we learned not just to survive but to thrive. Rt is our dedication, loyalty 
and commitment to family that serves as a stimulus for school success. Gne of the 
many lessons learned and one that has guided us all is to be of service to others.

Gur journey from migrant farmworkers to educators is a testament to the power 
of family, culture, and education. Rt is a reminder to all educators of the profound 
impact they can have when they embrace and nurture the uni)ue backgrounds 
of their students. ’e carry forward the lessons of our parents, striving to serve 
others and inspire future generations to honor their roots while reaching stars.
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