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Keep First-Generation College 
Students Enrolled Through Graduation 
You work with many students who are the first in their families to graduate from college. For them, being first is a source of real 

pride—and the source of much angst. The pressure is tremendous. So is the uncertainty. After all, there are no familial alma maters, 

no oft-told tales of college days, and no parents who can offer guidance based on their own experiences. That is where you, as an 

advisor, can make all the difference.

FIRST-GENERATION COLLEGE STUDENTS ACCOUNT FOR  
ONE-THIRD OF THE UNDERGRADUATE POPULATION IN THE 
UNITED STATES. 

Only 27% will attain their degrees in four years. Their parents  

do not have college degrees. Most are the first siblings in their  

family to attend a college or university. And they tend to be older:  

28% are aged 30 or above.

While many are academically prepared, first-generation students 

are stil four times more likely than traditional students to leave 

college after their first year. They face unique challenges that 

significantly impact their ability to navigate post-secondary 

education and complete their degrees. If you understand 

what makes these students tick, you can provide intentional,  

purposeful, and innovative programs that are imperative to  

help these  students enroll and persist to graduation.

27%

Only 27% of first-generation college students 

complete a bachelor’s degree in four years.

Higher Education Research Institute

ADVISORS AND COUNSELORS MUST FIGURE OUT HOW TO 
LEVERAGE  MOTIVATION AND MITIGATE PRESSURES. 

These students were successful high schoolers; often top of their 

class. They are talented and hardworking in school and, in many 

cases, at jobs. But the factors that motivate them are a double-

edged sword. What drives first-generation students also weighs 

heavily on them. 

Their intrinsic motivations are goal driven: personal achievement 

and economic advancement. While they honor their parents; 

they strive to  attain more. Equally—if not more—motivating are 

extrinsic factors unique to first-generation students. They 

carry the dreams of an entire generation that did not have the 

opportunity to get a degree. Motivating, sure... but talk about 

pressure. In their minds, failure is not an option. As if that’s  not 

enough, they are often put on pedestals as role models. Staying 

on  that pedestal without falling off is motivating, but it can also 

be a difficult  balancing act. 

33% of higher ed students today are 

the first in their family to attend college.

U.S. Department of Education

33%

https://www.usnews.com/education/best-colleges/articles/2019-05-14/what-you-should-know-as-a-first-generation-college-student
https://www.usnews.com/education/best-colleges/articles/2019-05-14/what-you-should-know-as-a-first-generation-college-student


20% of first-generation college students had obtained a bachelor’s degree 10 years after 

their sophomore year in high school compared to 42% of continuing-generation students.

U.S. Department of Education

20%
42%

BEING FIRST-GENERATION IS A BIG DEAL WITH BIG CHALLENGES. 

Cultural, economic, and social barriers can undermine success. Studies show first-generation college students are at a distinct 

disadvantage when it comes to post-secondary access, and they remain at a  disadvantage when it comes to staying enrolled and 

attaining a degree. Four times as many first-generation college students will drop out compared to other students.

https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2001/2001126.pdf
https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2001/2001126.pdf


The Four Biggest Challenges 
First-Generation Students Face

Covid-19 Impact On Enrollment
Economic hardships and high incidence of COVID-19 disproportionately affected the country’s most vulnerable families. High rates of 

unemployment and concerns over catching COVID-19 forced many lower-income students to drop plans to enroll and to stop out in 2020.

• Overall undergraduate enrollment was down 4.4% 

• Community college enrollment declined 9.5%

• 61% of stop-outs cited concerns over COVID-19

• 24% of stopouts reported unemployment

The majority of new and continuing students, stop-outs, and aspirants worked in jobs designated as essential workers. Even among 

students who were able to remain in college, in most cases virtually, COVID-19 was a threat and a distraction from successful studies.

Further complicating the pathways to college, COVID-19 and its economic impact  

have affected students’ ability to enroll and remain enrolled in college programs.

HOME CULTURE

First-generation students may lack the knowledge to successfully navigate post-secondary systems. Home 

culture relationships may hinder success. Parents know very little about higher education. Families likely do 

not fully appreciate the demands of attending college. You need to be prepared to fill this knowledge gap with 

sensitivity to the home culture.

RELUCTANCE TO ASK FOR HELP

Asking for help does not come easily to students who have grown up to be largely self-sufficient. For example, 

the concept of showing up for office hours is frequently misunderstood as an imposition, not an expectation. 

Advisors cannot wait for these students to show up at their offices. You have to be proactive or you will lose them.

FINANCIAL STRESSORS

It is not unusual for first-generation students, whether recent high school graduates or adult learners, to be 

financially stressed. Compared with their peers whose parents held bachelor’s or advanced degrees, these 

students tend to be from families in the lowest income quartile.

DIFFICULTY FITTING IN

These students find it hard to fit in socially. Insecurity, depression—even shame—lead to social isolation. When 

you direct them to institutional organizations of first-generation students, you connect these students with a 

valuable resource: supportive friends.
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https://tomprof.stanford.edu/posting/1084
https://tomprof.stanford.edu/posting/1084
https://www.usnews.com/education/best-colleges/articles/2019-05-14/what-you-should-know-as-a-first-generation-college-student
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/2378023116664351
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/04/12/education/edlife/first-generation-students-unite.html?_r=0
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/04/12/education/edlife/first-generation-students-unite.html?_r=0


StraighterLine Helps You Prepare  
First-Generation Students To Succeed

StraighterLine is a proven pathway to helping 

first-generation college students make better 

academic progress in their first year of 

study. Students enrolled with StraighterLine 

on average achieve a first term On-Time 

Progress that is 11 percentage points higher 

than direct to university students.

In addition, students from StraighterLine 

persist at rates much higher than their 

peers. After 13 months, StraighterLine 

students had a 14% higher retention rate than 

students from a direct-to-university pathway. 

StraighterLine students complete 28% more 

credits per term and graduate one full term 

faster than direct-to-university adult students.

On-Time Performance = earning 12 credits in first term.    
Data reflects first term performance in a 4-year degree program.

StraighterLine students complete 28% more credits per term and 
graduate one full term faster than direct-to-university adult students.

13-MONTH RETENTION

ON-TIME PERFORMANCE

79%

93%
14%

SEGMENT STRAIGHTERLINE ALL OTHERS STRAIGHTERLINE 
IMPACT

All Students 93% 83% +11%

First-Generation Students 95% 82% +14%

Minority Students 86% 78% +8%

https://www.forbes.com/sites/michaeltnietzel/2021/03/17/new-report-shows-the-success-of-wgu-academys-college-readiness-program/?sh=7fe79ff71103
https://www.forbes.com/sites/michaeltnietzel/2021/03/17/new-report-shows-the-success-of-wgu-academys-college-readiness-program/?sh=7fe79ff71103


StraighterLine Offers Students

Dedicated 

24/7 student 

support: free 

on demand 

tutoring for 

all courses

Extra 

support 

for critical 

entryway 

math and 

writing 

courses

Highly 

affordable 

pathway for 

students who 

need to earn 

credits and 

reduce the 

overall cost of 

their degree

100% online, 

self-paced 

courses so 

students can 

study where, 

when, and 

as fast as 

they want

Low risk: 

students 

can pause 

anytime with 

no student 

loan debt

STRAIGHTERLINE IS AN AFFORDABLE SOLUTION FOR STUDENTS WHO NEED 
TO COMPLETE NEEDED PREREQUISITES, EARN COLLEGE LEVEL CREDIT, OR 
BUILD CRITICAL SKILLS IN A LOW-COST, LOW-RISK ENVIRONMENT.

The $99 monthly tuition model incentivizes fast completion. With more than 

60 general education courses online and no start or stop dates, students can 

immediately enroll in as many courses as needed. The average time for a student 

to complete a course is just over four weeks.

Students you refer to StraighterLine are able to enroll in online courses, proceed 

at their own pace, and benefit from hands-on student support, free tutoring, and 

coursework feedback from subject matter experts. Once students complete their 

StraighterLine courses, they are referred back to your institution to continue 

and complete their degree program.

Hundreds of colleges and universities refer their students to StraighterLine 

every month. That’s because StraighterLine returns students who are ready and 

motivated to stay enrolled—students who have gained the confidence they need to 

succeed at your school.

Monthly Subscription Cost

$99 

Cost per Course*  

$59
# of Gen Ed Courses Available

60+ 

Average Time to Complete

4 weeks 

*courses start at $59



1. Have the student call (877) 787-8375 or visit straighterline.com to talk to a team member about how to get started, 

what to expect, course transfer, transcript processing, and how to earn college credit.

2. The student can choose from more than 60 general education courses as well as entryway math and English 

courses. eTextbooks and online tutoring are included for free.

3. After completing a StraighterLine course, students can use a no-cost StraighterLine transcript or an ACE CREDIT® 

transcript for credit transfer. StraighterLine makes it easy for students to finish needed coursework and transfer 

their credits back to your school.

partners.straighterline.com

(877) 787-8375             

partnerships@straighterline.com

StraighterLine offers colleges and universities innovative programs 
for students to achieve their educational goals. A student success and 
college readiness company, StraighterLine focuses on helping higher ed 
institutions improve retention and admit more college-ready students. 
Our pathway programs help pre-college, at-risk, and stopped-out 
students save money, return, and persist to graduation.

LEARN MORE ABOUT HOW YOUR INSTITUTION 
CAN PARTNER WITH STRAIGHTERLINE

It’s easy to refer students 
to StraighterLine

http://straighterline.com
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