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Many first-generation students of color seek higher education advising primarily from 

their high school college counselors (Villalba, Akos, Keeter, & Ames, 2007).  The work that 

these college counselors perform is important as they engage with students in the college-going 

process.  The purpose of this ethnographic case study was to understand the interactions between 

first-generation college counselors of color and first-generation students of color from the 

counselor’s point of view as they participated in the college-going process.  This qualitative 

study focused on the similar generational status that first-generation college counselors of color 

shared with their students and how these relationships and networks can transmit social capital. 

This study is rooted in social capital theory which portrays the idea that college counselors can 
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act as “Institutional agents” to provide students with capital in the form of resources and 

networks to assist them with gaining access to college (Stanton-Salazar, 2011). 

The research questions associated with this study include the following: 1) In what ways 

do first-generation college counselors of color advise first-generation students of color about 

college access?  2)  How do first-generation college counselors of color foster and promote 

social capital in first-generation students of color?  3)  How do first-generation college 

counselors of color see themselves in the role of institutional agents as they build on the cultural 

capital that students bring?   

  To answer these questions I interviewed 10 first-generation college counselors of color 

and learned about their experiences with first-generation students of color to determine how 

college counselors help students gain access to college.  These participants were chosen from 10 

comprehensive high schools in LAUSD.  I also conducted a document review to place each 

college counselor in the context of their school. The counselors provided an in-depth 

understanding of the common methodology used by college counselors, the transfer of social 

capital, and building of cultural capital in students.     

The study revealed that first-generation college counselors used similar methodology 

when counseling first-generation students of color.  Simultaneously, these college counselors 

acted as conduits for the transfer of social capital through networking and resources.  College 

counselors recognized the cultural capital that first-generation students of color brought with 

them and were able to build on this cultural capital to help these students succeed. These 

counselors were also able to identify common struggles that first-generation students of color 

faced by drawing from their own backgrounds.  Additional findings included the impact of 

budget cuts on college counseling in LAUSD and the lack of current college counselor 
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preparation to meet the needs of first-generation students of color.  Through the similarities in 

the findings, a 4-step college process was devised to help college counselors who work with 

first-generation students of color in addition to proposing a tailored district intern program.
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CHAPTER ONE:  STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

 Educators have long been concerned about the enrollment of first-generation students of 

color in post-secondary education and the role of counselors in improving college access for 

these students (Farmer-Hinton, 2008; Chen, 2005; Pyne & Means, 2013; Choy, Horn, Nuñez, & 

Chen, 2000).  In general, student enrollment rates in college have shown an increase since 2000 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2011), yet recent trends indicate significant gaps exist 

between the enrollment of students of color and White students (NCES, 2012).   Postsecondary 

attendance rates are also generally lower for youth from lower socioeconomic backgrounds as 

well (Aud, Hussar, & Kena, 2011).   

In addition, there has been a steady increase in elementary and secondary school 

enrollment in the past decade and this number continues to grow from 49.3 million students in 

2008 to a projected 52.7 million students in 2020 (USDE, 2011).  This increase in students 

entering the educational pipeline will lead to students requiring postsecondary options such as 

colleges and universities.  National trends imply that institutions continue to struggle to assist 

underserved minorities with access to college.   

The national college enrollment data for fall 2013 indicates 58.2% of White students, 

8.1% of Asian American students, 14.7% of African American students, 16.5% of Latina/o 

students, and less than 1% of Native American students are enrolled in college (Snyder, 2014).  

This is the second year of decline and differs from the data from 2006 to 2011 where there was 

an increase in college enrollment.  The total number of students enrolled in school that were born 

in another country or whose parents were foreign born comprised of 25.8 % of the school 

population (Snyder, 2014).  Latino/a students in particular are lagging behind their White 

counterparts and have less chances of enrolling in a four-year college (56% versus 72%), of 
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attending a selective college, to be enrolled full time in college, and to complete a bachelor’s 

degree (NCES, 2012).  In California, there has been an effort to combat these trends of low 

graduation rates and low college-going rates with academic assistance programs.   

In addition to academic assistance programs, there have been efforts on the part of 

California and federal legislation to increase the number of counselors in the public school 

system to help combat these trends.  In the 1999-2000 school year, California added more 

counselors to schools to meet the needs of the growing student population (California Office of 

Criminal Justice Planning, 2000).  Also, the federal government designated monies specifically 

for the purposes of increasing counselors at the elementary and secondary school levels, hoping 

to provide much needed services for students in regards to their academic, personal, and social 

development. In spite of these efforts, more than a decade later, counselors still face many 

challenges as they navigate their institutions and juggle the many responsibilities they have, 

besides precollege guidance. 

The National Association of College Admissions Counseling refers to precollege 

guidance as an essential component in preparing students as they enter their senior year of high 

school (NACAC, 1990).  NACAC (1990) recommends a minimum student to counselor ratio of 

100:1 and a maximum ratio of 300:1.  However, most schools in the Los Angeles Unified School 

District (LAUSD), the second largest school district in the nation, have only one college 

counselor for the entire school which may sometimes mean a 3500:1 ratio with a senior student 

ratio of 700:1 (CDE, 2012).  The number of counselors at a school and the number of student 

contacts are a great predictor of the college application rates (Bryan, Moore-Thomas, Day-Vines, 

Holcomb-McCoy, 2011).  These high ratios force college counselors to pick and choose what 

aspects of college counseling they can focus on and limits the group of students they can work 
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with on a regular basis (McDonough, 2004).  Although there is an obvious need to learn more 

about a counselor’s work load, there is limited scholarship that investigates the personal and 

professional backgrounds of counselors and how this impacts their work with students, in 

particular first-generation college students of color. 

First-generation students are defined as those that are the first in their family to attend 

college and pursue a four-year degree in the United States (United States Department of 

Education, 2001). They are students for whom neither parent has more than a high school 

diploma in the United States (USDE, 2001).  Some students may have parents who received 

college degrees but in another country and so they are first-generation students attending college 

in the United States.  This definition of first-generation students continues to evolve and change 

but for the purposes of this study, the focus will be on students who are first in their family to 

pursue a college education and attain a four-year degree in the United States.   

A recent study found that almost 50% of the college population consists of first-

generation students (USDE, 2011).  Students of color were the largest number among this 

population to have parents who had not attended college with 45% of African American 

students, 48.5% of Latino students, 32% Asian American students, and 35% Native American 

students (USDE, 2010).  Among White students, only 28% were first-generation college 

students.  This indicates the need to improve the structures in place to support college access for 

first-generation students of color. 

In order to know first-generation students, it is important to understand the challenges 

that many of them face in high school and in postsecondary education.  Many of our colleges and 

universities are structured for students who are usually aware of the college system and may be 

able to navigate through their parents’ prior knowledge of attending higher education. However, 
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first-generation students are less aware of how to access college resources due to a lack of 

knowledge and barriers in their path (Kimura-Walsh, Yamamura, Griffin, & Allen, 2009).  These 

may include language barriers or the lack of capital to improve their chances to get to college.  

The complicated college applications and financial aid applications make things even more 

difficult for them (Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998).  They may require extra time and help from 

their counselors to navigate the college pathway.        

College knowledge is extremely vital for first-generation students, many of whom do not 

have the support and resources in their community. Some students may even face turmoil with 

their families in choosing to attend college and may struggle to balance between the two cultures 

of home life and school life (Striplin, 1999).  With the growing number of first-generation 

students in schools and colleges, it is important to address the needs of this population.  Outside 

of family members and friends, counselors play a key role in advising first-generation students 

about their postsecondary options.   

This study will take a closer look at the role of college counselors of color and their 

shared experiences in working with first-generation students of color to improve college access.  

Specifically, this study will highlight the counselors’ own first-generation college student status 

and how this aspect of their personal and academic background influences the way they advise 

first-generation students of color. Increasing the awareness of these relationships between 

counselors and students and the benefits of this relationship can then be used to improve college 

access for other populations as well such as students of color, LGBT students, English Learners, 

and students with disabilities (Thayer, 2000).  

Many first-generation students rely completely on their counselors to help guide them 

through the application process to apply to colleges (Vargas, 2004).  There is very little 
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knowledge, however, on how a counselors’ own first-generational status impacts their college 

advising.  First-generation college counselors would also have been the first in their family to 

pursue and complete a Bachelors’ degree.  The backgrounds of high school counselors need to be 

explored to gain insight of their experiences as prior first-generation students of color and how 

this affects their current work with first-generation students of color.  There is some literature 

that explores the demographics of college counselors, such as a recent national survey conducted 

in 2012 of college directors that indicates 69% of the college staff is female compared to only 

19% in 1982 (Gallagher, 2012).    In addition, the ethnic distribution in this study indicates that 

about 86% of the counselor directors were White, 5.8% were African American, 1.7% were 

Latina/o, 3.8% were Asian American, and less than 1% were Native American (Gallagher, 

2012).  Another national survey on school counselors indicates that a high number of counselors 

agree that they can maintain high expectations for their students by providing the needed 

supports and building social capital in their students (Balfanz, Bridgeland, Bruce, & Fox, 2012).  

There is minimal information available on who college counselors are and what their 

backgrounds are.  Even within the California Department of Education and LAUSD, there isn’t 

any data or demographic information on who college counselors are and their ethnic distribution.  

This may be due to the fact that counselors are not mandated in the state of California.  However, 

school districts recognize the need for counselors and thus have hired counselors to work with 

students at the schools.  The focus of this study was to shed some light on who first-generation 

college counselors are and how their generational status may play a role in their work with 

students.   
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Problem Statement 

 

 Counselors are often the first line of support in secondary schools and are able to act as 

institutional agents to provide college access for students.  Institutional agents are defined as 

personnel on the school campus who provide assistance to students, catering to their needs and 

providing much needed resources (Stanton-Salazar, 2011).  These institutional agents are a vital 

form of social capital for first-generation students of color.  The actual numbers of counselors 

available to help students at the school sites vary from state to state.  The American School 

Counselor Association’s (ASCA), which is another nationally recognized counselor association, 

recommends a student to school counselor ratio as 250:1 (ASCA, 2011), however, the national 

average is at 471:1 and the California state average is a dismal 1,016:1 (ASCA, 2011).   

As can be imagined, this extremely high ratio in California is the highest in the country 

with Arizona following at 861:1.  California ratios are pushing four times the recommended level 

of student to school counselor ratios.  This is only for schools that actually have school 

counselors.  There are at least 30% of the schools in California without a counseling program 

(CDE, 2011).  In LAUSD, the student to school counselor ratio is 790:1, further indicating the 

dire need for counselors in our schools (CDE, 2012).  The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2014) 

projected an increase of 12% in the number of school and college counselors in the next decade.      

 First-generation students may struggle in schools with a high student to school counselor 

ratio.  This high ratio can result in less time available for counselors to provide college 

information to high school students.  Counselors prepare students for college by providing 

resources and sharing experiences which are especially helpful for underserved first-generation 

students (Hudley, 2009).  It has been noted that there are improvements in students’ perceptions 

towards college and career pathways with exposure via college visits, goal setting, role model 
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presentations, and presentations about college preparation (Radcliff & Bos, 2011).  Many first-

generation students have never set foot on a college campus and doing so would provide the 

impetus of making their dream a reality.  Counselors who share a similar first-generation college 

status and identify as people of color are in the optimal role to provide all the resources and 

experiences that these first-generation students may need to build on their college aspirations. 

Purpose 

 

 Counselors play a vital role in promoting the college-going culture at school and helping 

students navigate the college application process (McDonough, 2002).  A college-going culture 

is defined as promoting a mentoring environment where students learn about colleges in initial 

grade levels and there is on-going support and access to college information throughout their 

high school years (Radcliffe & Bos, 2011; McClafferty & McDonough, 2002).  All educators on 

campus can support the college process with activities such as class assignments, guest speakers, 

college outreach, field-trips, college related paraphernalia on campus, and college presentations 

(Bryan, Moore-Thomas, C, Day-Vines, & Holcomb-McCoy, 2011).  In many schools, there are 

specialized counselors known as college counselors (as opposed to general guidance counselors) 

that often operate a college center and deliver services to students to help them get to college 

(Rosenbaum, Miller, & Krei, 1996). To the best of my knowledge, there have been no studies 

conducted on specialized college counselors that are first-generation students themselves and 

how this may affect their way of counseling.   

The purpose of this study is to examine the effective ways in which first-generation 

college counselors of color advise first-generation students of color with college access.  There is 

little to no investigation of the backgrounds of the college counselors in peer-reviewed literature 

and it is imperative to find out more about how first-generation college status affects the advising 
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relationships between counselors and students. First-generation students of color may benefit 

from the relationships that they have with these college counselors in the  form of social and 

cultural capital that can be transmitted from the counselor to the student and vice versa (Stanton-

Salazar, 1997).   

Social capital can be defined as the relationships between people where information and 

resources are transferred and used to mobilize them forward (Bourdieu, 1986).  One example is 

the interaction between counselors and students where counselors act as institutional agents to 

provide college access to students.  Another example of social capital is the interaction between a 

professor and a freshman college student who may need extra support and clarity to succeed in 

the course being taught.  Cultural capital can be defined as the cultural background, knowledge, 

values, and experiences that the students bring with them to school (Bourdieu, 1999).  Some 

examples include the student’s first language, their cultural heritage, and cultural experiences.  I 

believe that this project would be the first to examine the relationship between first-generation 

college counselors of color, first-generation secondary students of color, and the exchange 

of social and cultural capital.  

Significance 

 

The critical role that the college counselor plays in the college-going decision making 

process of students is of special consideration.  First-generation college counselors of color have 

personally experienced the challenges of being a first-generation student of color.  They are 

individuals who have often persevered despite potential barriers, earned one or more college 

degrees, and have achieved some professional success in life (Duggan, 2001). 

A closer review of the processes that first-generation college counselors of color employ 

when working with first-generation students of color provides for a much needed insight for 
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educators and other counselors at the post-secondary level.  It is imperative that district and 

school officials realize the critical need for college counselors at the school sites. Since college 

entrance requirements tend to vary from year to year, the role of the college counselor becomes a 

viable resource.  College counselors constantly have to find ways to increase their knowledge of 

college entrance requirements and educate students on the changing requirements.  For example, 

the University of California (2007) requirements have a strict A-G curriculum that is required for 

admission.  The A-G list consists of the basic entrance requirements to attend a University and 

include classes such as Algebra II, World History, and lab sciences.  As the curriculum is not 

completely aligned with the A-G curriculum at many schools, it is imperative that students are 

placed in the required classes so they are eligible to apply to universities.  These additional state 

and district policies have placed increased pressure on counselors to ensure that their students 

have the minimum requirements to attend college (Hill, 2012).   

First-generation high school students need additional assistance and support from 

counselors when navigating through applications and exploring post-secondary options (Villalba, 

Akos, Keeter, & Ames, 2007).  The interactions of these students with their counselors can make 

a difference in their future and affect the pathways they choose to follow. First-generation 

college counselors can provide insight on the unique ways they may work with first-generation 

students of color given their similar generational status and the cultural capital that they have 

acquired.  These first-generation college counselors are now in a position to build on their 

students’ cultural capital and improve their chances to attend and succeed in college.  Their 

interactions can act as social capital in promoting students to college.  Many of these college 

counselors may have experienced receiving social capital as first-generation students themselves 

and can relate.    
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Research Questions 

 

 A review of previous literature has guided this study and has helped formulate three 

research questions: 

1)  In what ways do first-generation college counselors of color advise first-generation 

students of color about college access? 

2) How do first-generation college counselors of color foster and promote social capital 

in first-generation students of color? 

3) How do first-generation college counselors of color see themselves in the role of 

institutional agents as they build on the cultural capital that students bring?   

For the purposes of this study, I will be referring to historically underserved students when I 

mention “students of color.”  These are students who come from Latino/a, African American, 

Asian American, Pacific Islander, and Native American communities.   

Overview of Methodology 

 

This research was conducted by studying first-generation college counselors of color at 

large comprehensive high schools in LAUSD using qualitative methods.  This ethnographic 

approach is valuable in studying schools that have a large population of first-generation students 

of color and examining the role of the first-generation college counselor of color as he/she works 

with these students.  Following this introduction and research questions, the methodology 

chapter will discuss the research tradition, setting, sample, instrumentation, methods of data 

collection, and analysis in detail.   

I used social capital theory as a framework to guide the study.  The research tradition of 

an ethnographic case study was the main methodological approach for this study.  This approach 
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consisted of a set of interviews with 10 college counselors at 10 different school sites.  In 

addition, a document review was conducted to provide more information about the participants 

and their individual school sites. Ten counselors were interviewed with at least two 

representatives of each mini-district within LAUSD.  Once the interviews were conducted, they 

were sent for transcription.  The transcripts were then analyzed using a software program called 

Dedoose.   

The analysis resulted in some major themes that emerged based on the codes and code 

families that formed.  These themes were used to answer the research questions that were the 

primary reason for this research study.  The findings were discussed and some implications for 

policy, practice, and research were cultivated.  

Limitations and Delimitations 

 

 There were some limitations to this study as expected.  I was unable to gauge the degree 

to which the participants responded to the interview questions and I may not have been able to 

properly assess the authenticity of the responses.  My interpretation of the answers to the 

interview questions may also have affected the findings of the study.  I remained aware of my 

biases and assumptions during the study and function primarily as a researcher (Peshkin, 1988).  

Even though the study was conducted in a large urban school district, the results of the study 

may or may not be applicable to other school districts or charter schools.  In addition, the 

outcome of this study cannot be generalized to all students and counselors in the United States.   

 Each limitation to the study however also presents a unique opportunity that this project 

could fulfill.  For instance, my role as a researcher and former college counselor helped me 

understand the responses of the participants at a deeper level and formulate a clearer 

interpretation of the study.  The diversity within LAUSD provided insight into the different types 
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of interactions between first-generation counselors and first-generation students as well.  This 

diversity factor allows for the study to be applied to a variety of schools with similar 

demographics and school environments with first-generation students of color.  In addition, 

schools that are currently struggling to send more students to college may be able to gain 

knowledge from this study and understand the unique ways that these college counselors work 

with their students. 

Researcher’s Background 

 

 Being a first-generation student of color myself and later a first-generation college 

counselor of color, this research study is of great importance to me.  In addition, I am an 

immigrant and spent some parts of my childhood growing up outside the United States.  My 

story begins at nine years of age when my late grandpa told me that anything I dreamt of could 

become a reality if I put hard work and dedication into it.  At age 10 I was working hard in the 

fields, milking cows at 4am, and catching three buses to get to school.  Maybe it was the pain 

that drove me or the dream of something better that kept me going.  I dreamed of going to 

college even though there was only one college on our island and that was far away from home.  

I pushed myself to do well in school and loved my teachers who were “givers of knowledge.”  

Being an immigrant in the United States, I found that there were many more opportunities that 

were available to me and I recognized that college was my ticket to a better life.      

 Coming to the United States was a great opportunity for me.  I had more time to focus on 

school.  I never ever saw my counselor when I was in high school.  I don’t know if we had a 

college counselor and college options weren’t too many.  I talked to some my peers and my 

friends who were children of my parents’ friends to find out what options I had.  I wish I had a 

college counselor in high school.  It would have helped me make some better decisions about my 
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life.  My parents did not want me to go away to college so I stayed local and went to college 

from home.  I worked full-time, while attending college. 

 I had the aspiration, the work ethic, the strength to make it through my school years but I 

never had the guidance and support from any adult on campus on options that were available to 

me.  As a college counselor, I was surprised to find that many of my students were still 

struggling with similar issues that I faced over 20 years ago.  There were many barriers that 

stood between their world and college.  I worked hard to get as many students into college that I 

could.  I wanted to find out if there was something unique about the way first-generation college 

counselors of color worked with first-generation students of color.  I conducted this generational 

status study to reveal any data that could be used to help college counselors to work with this 

particular population.         

Organization of the Dissertation 

 

This section describes the organization the dissertation.  Chapter One is an introduction to 

the study and explains the significance of first-generation counselors of color and college access 

as related to first-generation students of color.  It situates the problem in a broader context and 

how it is a critical issue at the state, regional, and national levels.  This chapter identifies the 

need for the study and how it will contribute to professional knowledge and practice.   

Chapter Two delves into the literature that exists in relation to the current topic of study. 

There is some information on the work of counselors, college access, and first-generation 

students of color but the gap in the literature indicates that there is a need for a study that looks 

closely at the first-generation college counselors of color and their interactions with first-

generation students of color to gain college access.  The gaps in the study provide a rationale for 

the study. 
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Chapter Three describes the methodology of the study.  The research study is situated in a 

large urban school district with a diverse student and counselor population.  The research design 

and tradition was discussed as well as the rationale for choosing these specific qualitative 

methods.  This inquiry method further illuminates the data sources, instruments, and procedures 

utilized for the study. Chapter three also discusses my role as the researcher and how my prior 

work in the college counseling field may have created biases and assumptions, yet how this in-

depth knowledge of the work that counselors perform could aid in further data analysis.  My 

knowledge of college counselor jargon and methods of rendering college services was useful in 

accurately analyzing data from the study.  The human subjects’ toolkit at the end of the 

methodology chapter includes the research invitation, informed consent form, and interview 

protocol that were used for the study. 

Chapter Four discusses the results and the findings of the study.  It sets the counselors in 

the context of their individual school sites and shares unique background information about 

them.  The chapter notes similarities and differences between the responses of the college 

counselors and themes that emerged from this comparison of data. 

Chapter Five provides a summary of the results and explores the implications of the study 

on policy, practice, and research.  Recommendations for future studies are also included in this 

chapter.   
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CHAPTER TWO:  REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

The review of literature covers in-depth research on counselors, college access, first-

generation students of color, and lastly first-generation college counselors of color.  This study 

examined the impact of college counselors as they assisted first-generation students of color in 

high school navigate through college access and the college choice process. This literature 

review covers the following themes: 1) history of counseling, 2) types of counselors, 3) college 

access, 4) first-generation students of color, 5) first-generation college counselors of color, and 

lastly 6) a review of the theoretical framework that guided the study, social capital theory.  

History of Counseling 

 

 Counseling in public schools came into play in the late 1800s during industrial 

revolution.  The first counselors in public schools were actually teachers who took on additional 

roles outside the classroom (Gysbers & Henderson, 2000).  The early 1900s signified a time of 

vocational guidance and counselors would help match students to careers and occupations based 

on their personal characteristics.  The goal was to prepare students for the work world (Gutek, 

1995).  Vocational planning, character education, remediation, promotion, and retention were 

some of the other major aspects of counseling (Gysbers & Henderson, 1997).   

In the 1950s and 1960s, there was a mental health movement in counseling.  Counselors 

would provide remedial services to students especially minorities, low income students, English 

language learners, and students with different abilities (Gysbers, 2001).  The launching of 

Sputnik set into motion educational reform to improve in areas of science and technology 

(Wittmer, 2000).  As a result of this reform, counselors were hired using federal monies to 

provide guidance and the position of counselor was separated from the initial out-of-classroom 
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teacher position.  Counselor preparation programs were also implemented to begin training these 

counselors (Wittmer, 2000).   

From 1960s to 1980s, schools brought about the concept of developmental guidance and 

primary prevention focus on counseling.  Goals included increasing student achievement, student 

development, career counseling, and more services to reach all students.  This was a turbulent 

time for counselors with staff reductions due to budget cuts.  Counselors were easily targeted 

because there was no clear understanding of their work and were unable to demonstrate their 

work and its impact on the students (Baker, 2000).   

The 1990s to 2000s signify the importance of counseling to students’ education and 

environment.  Counselors began using data to drive their agendas of improving student 

achievement and development (Gysbers, 1990).  Counseling took on a proactive approach as 

counselors began to develop and implement a school wide support system for students.  They 

began to focus on developing social, personal, educational, and career skills in all students 

(Baker, 2001).   

In 1997, the American School Counselor Association (ASCA) utilized the contents of 

national surveys that were given to counselors all over the country, to create national standards 

for school counseling programs (ASCA, 2003).  ASCA’s national model emphasizes the 

overarching themes of leadership, collaboration, advocacy, and systemic change (ASCA, 2003).  

In addition, the No Child Left Behind Act called the nation to narrow the achievement gap 

between students of color and white students (USDE, 2001).  The NCLB act further solidified 

the role of the school counselor with emphasis on goals such as school climate, effective 

development, and high school graduation (USDE, 2001).   
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The American School Counselor Association (ASCA) is an organization that represents 

counselors and provides on-going professional development to improve the field of counseling 

(ASCA, 2004).  It provides a national model which is a framework for school counseling 

programs and outlines competencies that school counselors should have in the form of 

knowledge, skills, abilities, and attitudes to meet the increasing demands of pre-K-12 students 

(ASCA, 2005).  The ASCA domains promote a comprehensive school counseling program that 

addresses 1) academic achievement, 2) career planning, and 3) personal/social development in 

students (ASCA, 2004). 

ASCA supports school counselor efforts in establishing and enhancing the three domains.  

In the academic development domain, students will learn skills that will help them achieve 

academically, become life-long learners, and use critical thinking skills to become contributing 

members to society.  In the personal and social development domain, students learn 

competencies that will help them become effective communicators and acquire personal and 

social skills.  In the career development domain, students will learn life skills and prepare for the 

21
st
 century demands.  This venture will lead to postsecondary planning and career education, 

training, and preparation (ASCA, 2004).   

The role of school counselors in recent years has expanded to include even more 

specialized counselors to meet the changing needs of students (Jones, 2001).  These specialized 

counselors include college counselors, attendance counselors, intervention counselors, and 

dropout prevention counselors.  School districts now realize the importance of the role of 

counselors beyond academic advising to encompass many areas that students are struggling in 

and need extra support and guidance.  
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Types of Counselors 

 

There are many types of counselors in the public and private school settings.  Academic 

or guidance counselors are the most common at secondary schools.  Their function includes 

programming students, providing academic guidance, responding to socio-emotional needs of 

students, and building a system of support (Jones, 2001). Attendance counselors are mainly 

involved with daily attendance monitoring of students, creating incentives to increase attendance 

rates at the school, conducting home visits to locate students who may have too many absences, 

and providing resources and support to families.  These attendance counselors help students feel 

safer about attending the school in their area (Lapan, Gysbers, & Petroski, 2001).   

Dropout Prevention counselors work with students to improve their chance of graduation 

(Blount, 2012).  Their function includes locating students who have dropped out by conducting 

home visits or contacting other schools to find and enroll these students (Blount, 2012).  They 

also work with students and families to build a network of support and resources to meet the 

needs of students so they can receive their diploma.  Counseling services focused on dropout 

prevention, have shown to reduce the number of students dropping out from school (Kaufman, 

Klein, & Frase, 1999).  Intervention counselors work with students who are considered at-risk 

because they are not meeting the credit requirements to promote to the next grade level and in 

turn will be unable to graduate due to credit deficiency.  These counselors are also shown to be 

effective in preventing student suicide (Jones, 2001).  They provide group sessions, individual 

counseling services, and parent conferences to help the student succeed in school.  According to 

a study conducted by Baker & Gerler (2001) students who participated in intervention 

counseling showed decreased negative behaviors and more positive attitudes towards school 

thereby reducing discipline problems. College counselors are the experts on the college 
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admission process as well as a resource for financial aid and scholarships for secondary school 

students.   

High School Counselors 

 

 Counselors play a major role in helping students during their time in secondary education 

and as they prepare for life beyond high school (McDonough, 2004).  High school is very a 

critical time in the lives of students and is often filled with personal and academic struggles for 

first-generation students of color (Vargas, 2004).  Secondary school counselors can be extremely 

involved in establishing a support system for high school students so they are guided towards a 

path of high school graduation and postsecondary success.  School counselors complete a variety 

of tasks on a daily basis and implement the school counseling program by providing classroom 

guidance, individual student planning, responsive services, and system support (Gysbers & 

Henderson, 2006; Jones, 2001; Borders & Drury, 1992; Corwin, Venegas, Oliverez, & Colyar, 

2004; Akos, Cockman, & Strickland, 2007; Amatea & Clark, 2005; Foster, Young, & Hermann, 

2005).   

Counselors are in a position to impact the lives of students on a daily basis through 

individual interactions.  In particular, one study found that school counselor looping to students 

was a successful practice; in essence, the counselor follows the same group of students across 

grades, rather than remain at the same grade level (Gysbers & Henderson, 2006).  This practice 

provided consistency in building and maintaining relationships between the counselor and the 

student. 

School counselors in California have to undergo stringent requirements of completing a 

pupil personnel services program and acquiring a valid credential.  They are uniquely qualified 

to meet the developmental needs of a diverse population (ASCA, 2007).  The expanding role of 
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school counselors together with the increasing student to counselor ratio has impacted students in 

many ways including lack of time to provide counseling services (Corwin, Venegas, Oliverez, & 

Colyar, 2004).  The high national and California averages for student to school counselor ratio 

are an indicator of the rising need for more counselors (ASCA, 2011).     

A new program called Destination Equity launched by College Board (2014) stresses the 

importance of counseling practices and school systems that provide access and equity for all 

students as they prepare for college and future careers.  The increasingly rigorous college 

admission protocols and selectivity of colleges have created a demand for specialized counselors 

in the form of college counselors at the secondary schools.  Many school districts in California 

have met this need by hiring college counselors to support and guide students to focus on the 

career development domain (CDE, 2011).  The new efforts in counseling are based on years of 

study on the nature of counseling and the counselor’s changing role at the school site.   

College Counselors 

 

There are various college readiness tasks undertaken by college counselors to prepare 

students for postsecondary education and access (González, Stoner, & Jovel, 2003; McDonough, 

1997, 2004, 2005; Plank & Jordan, 2001).  McDonough (1997) indicates that schools and 

counselors create certain environments that send messages about college and the availability of 

resources.  She argues that college counselors are vital for creating a college-going culture.  

Students find that meeting with their college counselor helps them develop postsecondary plans 

(McClafferty, McDonough, & Nunez, 2002).  In California, college counselors prepare students 

to apply for various higher education systems including the University of California, California 

State University, California Community Colleges, and private colleges.  They must be familiar 



 

21 
 

with the different types of higher education systems with the varying degrees of applications and 

requirements.  

Students who are first-generation and are from low socioeconomic backgrounds are 

perhaps the most in need of counseling services and meeting with the college counselor is 

significant for this group in helping consider postsecondary options (Belasco, 2013; Lin 2001; 

Kim & Schneider, 2005).  In particular, these counselors may build relationships with their 

students and these interactions may play an important role in promoting college processes (Lin, 

2001).  First-generation students are unaware of the resources that counselors can provide and 

often times it is the counselor that has to make a concerted effort to meet with these students    

College counselors are often unable to provide the high quality counseling to students 

due to competing job demands, thus adding to the inequities that exist for low income students of 

color (Roderick, Nagaoka, & Allensworth, 2006; Gonzalez, Stone, & Jovel, 2003; Freeman, 

1997; Farmer-Hinton & Adams, 2006).  These dire circumstances are even more evident in 

schools serving first-generation students of color (McDonough, 2005).  Counselors can serve as 

an important source of social capital for low income families (Gonzalez, Stone, & Jovel, 2003).  

These families are unable to pay for private college counseling services that wealthier families 

can afford.  Counselors should be ethically responsible to provide culturally appropriate 

counseling services and to ensure that all ethnic groups at the school have equitable access to the 

counseling services (American Counseling Association, 2005).  Counselors are the first line of 

support at the schools and have a very important role in providing overall college access to first-

generation students of color.   
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College Access 

 

 The goal for high schools in California is to improve college access for all students, 

including students of color (Gandara, 2005; Castellano, 2008; McDonough, 2004).  However, 

college admissions processes have become more bureaucratic and complex in nature 

(McDonough, 2004).  Students must learn to navigate the complex college processes to gain 

access to college.  Many students aspire to attend college and require support to remove the 

barriers in their path (McDonough, 2004).  Creating a college-going culture at every high school 

paves the way for more students in gaining college access. 

College-going Culture 

 

First-generation students of color who are low-income students are often lacking 

economic and educational resources at home and can be more dependent on the school to 

provide resources in attending college (Gandara, 2005).  Some factors that may influence 

students’ access to college are high school grades and standardized test scores (Hoffman & 

Lowitzki, 2005).  Another factor is the high ratio of students to counselor which translates to the 

lack of necessary time and energy devoted to students in need such as first-generation students of 

color (McDonough, 2004).   

The college application process often involves many steps and intricate knowledge that is 

complex in nature (Litten, 1982; Kolter, 1976; Jackson, 1982; Hossler & Gallager, 1987).   Litten 

(1982) describes a five step process that includes:  college aspirations, beginning search process, 

gathering information, sending applications, and enrolling.    Kolter (1976) describes the seven 

step process that students enter into that includes the following: decision to attend, information 

seeking and receiving, specific college inquiries, applications, admissions, college choice, and 
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registration.  Jackson (1982) further simplified them into three stages:  preferences, exclusion, 

and evaluation.  Lastly, Hossler and Gallagher (1987) identify three stages:  predisposition, 

search, and choice.    

This college choice model is the most applicable to the study due to its correlation to 

students of color and the many factors that affect each stage.  The first stage is the predisposition 

stage, where the student considers college as an option or not an option.  There are several 

factors which may influence the student at this stage.  These factors include peer influence, 

parent influence, gender, financial aid availability, location of colleges, resources at the school 

site such as college counselors, student interactions with counselors, and college aspirations 

(Perez & McDonough, 2008; Fann, Jarsky, & McDonough, 2009; Ceja, 2004;  Luna De La Rosa, 

2007; Hill, 2012;  Bryan, Moore-Thomas, Day-Vines, & Holcomb-McCoy, 2011;  Bryan, 

Holcomb-McCoy, Moore-Thomas, & Day-Vines, 2009).   

The second stage is the search stage where students use internal (home-based capital) and 

external resources (school-based capital) to search and apply to colleges.  Many of these internal 

factors are based on the individual student’s cultural capital, which are the resources available in 

the community such as familial, linguistic, navigational, social, aspirational, and resistant capital 

(Yosso, 2005).  The external resources at the school involve the extent of the interactions and 

involvement with the college counselor, the college-going culture at the school, and the 

academic achievement of the student.   

The third stage is the choice stage where students use the predisposition-related factors 

and the search process based on the home-based capital and school-based capital to make a final 

choice of attending a postsecondary institution.  Financial aid availability can become a critical 

determining factor in this stage together with counselor support and parent influence (Cabrera & 
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La Nasa, 2000).  In addition, location of the college becomes a determining factor for students of 

color as they choose the college they decide to attend.  First-generation students of color tend to 

look for and pick colleges that are close to home.  Many of them do not gain the full experience 

of living on campus at a college or travelling to another city or state to attend a college.  College 

counselors are often the ones that discuss other college options with students, encouraging them 

to look at colleges out of their comfort zone.  College access for students of color can be 

achieved by successfully navigating through the college choice process and relying on the role of 

college counselors as a form of social capital (Farmer-Hinton, 2008). 

 In addition, research indicates that the increasingly challenging coursework including the 

completion of advanced mathematics and science courses, increases college access for students 

of color (Horn & Kojaku, 2001; Horn & Nunez, 2000; Trusty & Niles, 2003; Trusty, 2004; 

Warburton, Bugarin, & Nunez, 2001).  However, mathematics courses are usually the source of 

failure and matriculation for many of these students, thus restricting their chances of going to 

college (Trusty & Niles, 2003).  College counselors are sometimes the primary source of 

information on determining which courses the students need to take for application to colleges.  

Financial aid availability becomes a critical determining factor in whether students 

choose to attend college (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000; McClafferty, McDonough, & Nunez, 2002; 

Rosenbaum, 2001).  Students’ future goals are often affected by schools that can push college for 

all students without meeting the needs of individual students with extenuating circumstances 

(Rosenbaum, 2001).  Students have many misconceptions about financial aid and this skewed 

knowledge affects their college choice process (Luna De La Rosa, 2007; Hill 2012; Perna, 2000). 

Researchers continue to determine student perceptions of financial aid, their financial aid 

awareness, and how this influences their college aspirations (Perna, 2000).  Findings from 
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several studies suggest that financial aid knowledge is important for students so they can realize 

their college aspirations and understand that counselors are the main source for this knowledge in 

high school (Luna De La Rosa, 2007; Hill 2012; Perna, 2000).    

 College Aspirations 

 

School counselors can have a positive impact on college choices for students (Bryan, 

Moore-Thomas, Day-Vines, & Holcomb-McCoy, 2011; Bryan, Holcomb-McCoy, Moore-

Thomas, & Day-Vines, 2009; Vargas, 2004).  Counselors aid students in building and realizing 

college aspirations (Bryan, Moore-Thomas, Day-Vines, & Holcomb-McCoy, 2011).  The 

counselor’s postsecondary aspirations for students can be a strong factor in students pursuing 

college paths (Bryan, Holcomb-McCoy, Moore-Thomas, & Day-Vines, 2009).   

 Unfortunately, college access, resources, and the quality of counseling are often related to 

the socioeconomic status of the students and the school they attend (Holcomb-McCoy, Moore-

Thomas, & Day-Vines, 2009).  The number of African American students who seek help from 

their counselors to attend college is low (NCES, 2011).  In retrospect, the number of African 

American students who apply and attend college is very low compared to their White 

counterparts (NCES, 2011).  Counselors must be more aware of their actions and work on 

sending positive messages to all students (Vargas, 2004).  Students are easily alienated by 

negative interactions with the counselors which are then translated to a lower chance of students 

applying to college (Rosenbaum, 2001).   

In one particular study, it was revealed that small, intimate high school settings provided 

a comfortable environment for students and increased college access (Holcomb-McCoy, Moore-

Thomas, & Day-Vines, 2009).  There were significant differences in students who contacted the 

college counselor and those who did not as it pertains to college applications.  As the school size 
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increased, there was a decreasing trend of students who saw counselors for services.  It clearly 

stresses the importance of manageable student-counselor ratios and their impact on students’ 

aspirations to attend college. 

Even though low-income minority students consistently revealed high aspirations for 

college, they often lack tools and knowledge to prepare for higher education (Vargas, 2004).  

This may be a variety of knowledge such as completing basic admissions procedures, making 

connections between career goals and educational requirements, and financing a college 

education (Vargas, 2004).  Counselors and college outreach programs can counter negative 

school or community influences and help students aspire and prepare for college (Vargas, 2004).  

The school can provide the social capital necessary for first-generation students of color to gain 

access to college through relationships and resources (Farmer-Hinton, 2008).      

First-generation Students of Color 

 

There are many studies on the factors that influence students as they make their transition 

from high school to college.  These factors include peer influence, parent influence, gender, 

financial aid availability, resources at the school site such as college counselors, student 

interactions with counselors, and college aspirations (Perez & McDonough, 2008; Fann, Jarsky, 

& McDonough, 2009; Ceja, 2004;  Luna De La Rosa, 2007; Hill, 2012;  Bryan, Moore-Thomas, 

Day-Vines, & Holcomb-McCoy, 2011;  Bryan, Holcomb-McCoy, Moore-Thomas, & Day-

Vines, 2009).   

First-generation students of color are often affected by the lack of knowledge regarding 

college and lack of sufficient school-based personnel to assist them (McDonough, 2004; Choy, 

2001; Nuñez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998; Tym, McMillion, Barone, & Webster, 2004).  These 

students can be at a disadvantage with the college application process because they come from 
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homes where there is limited knowledge about the college process (Choy, 2001).  Thus, first-

generation students may rely completely on the help and support of counselors.  First-generation 

students are affected by the availability of counseling resources and their interactions with the 

counselors.  Furthermore, this limits their chances of attending college which is vital for their 

growth and success in life.       

Students with a college degree may have more options in finding a suitable career and 

moving from poverty into a more comfortable life style.  Employment rates for students with a 

Bachelors’ degree are much higher than students who are high school graduates or high school 

dropouts (Snyder & Dillow, 2013).  In 2012, students with a Bachelors’ degree demonstrated an 

employment rate of 87%, while students with a high school diploma were at 64%, and high 

school dropouts were at a mere 48% (U.S. Department of Education, 2012).  

Many students of color are unable to gain the benefits that a college degree can provide 

such as increased income, suitable careers, and societal status because of barriers of poverty and 

related circumstances (Gandara, 2002, 2005).  Latino/a, African American, and Native American 

students are enrolled mostly in high poverty elementary and secondary schools compared to 

White and some Asian American students (NCES, 2011).  The numbers of underrepresented 

students in high poverty schools are double the number of White students (NCES, 2011).  

Additionally, the numbers of White students in public schools decreased while the numbers of 

students of color increased with Latina/o students actually doubling in numbers (NCES, 2011).  

Many of the first-generation students come from low income households and lack of college and 

career knowledge (Ayala & Striplen, 2002). 

Counselors as Social and Cultural Capital 

 

 Schools are sites to gain social and cultural capital for students of color (Farmer-Hinton, 
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2008; McDonough, 1997; Hill, 2012).  Due to the financial crisis in many urban districts, 

resources that were previously available at schools to help students transition to college are not 

available (Hill, 2012).  District policy can influence the college counseling activities used by 

counselors and affect the college-going culture of the schools (Hill, 2012).  District budget cuts 

can break down counseling core strategies.  The lack of resources from the district translates into 

cuts in counseling, administrative, and clerical staff.  This means either the counselors are laid-

off or they must take on additional responsibilities to remain at the school.  This takes away from 

their college counseling time, college outreach, and college preparation activities, and directly 

affects students from accessing college (Vargas, 2004).  

 Many counselors are inaccessible or unavailable to students (Vela-Gude, Cavazos Jr., 

Johnson, Fielding, Cavazos, Campos, & Rodriguez, 2009; Corwin, Venegas, Oliverez, & Colyar, 

2004; McDonough, 2004).  They are unable to meet the needs of students on a daily basis 

because of the lack of time and resources allocated to them (Corwin, Venegas, Oliverez, 2004).  

In one study, students shared that they were often unable to meet with their counselor when they 

had a pending need (Vela-Gude et al, 2009).  However, one of the limitations of this study was 

that it was based on the results of only eight student interviews. 

 Counselors are often unable to reach students early in their high school years to provide 

them with guidance and information about the college preparatory pathway (McDonough 2004).  

By the time the students reach senior year and begin having conversations about college, it is 

often too late and they are unable to take classes they have missed and improve their grades 

(Hoffman & Lowitzki, 2005).  This can be one of the reasons for lost opportunities to attend a 

four-year college and instead their future plans include community colleges or regional 

occupational centers (ROP) where they receive job training and certification (Bermeo, & 
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O’Brien, 2006).  There is a lack of a knowledge base of prevention and intervention strategies 

available for counselors to use in counseling first-generation students of color (Fallon, 1997).   

Counselor and Student Interactions 

 

 Student contact with school counselors about college information affects the college 

application rates of these students (Bryan, Moore-Thomas, Day-Vines, & Holcomb-McCoy, 

2011).  There is a relationship between student counselor contact for college information and 

number of counselors at the school (Bryan, Moore-Thomas, Day-Vines, & Holcomb-McCoy, 

2011).  In high poverty schools, the student to counselor ratio is higher, therefore allowing for 

less interaction with students (Radcliffe & Bos, 2011; McClafferty, McDonough, & Nunez, 

2002).  Findings from one study on counselor and student interactions indicate that the number 

of counselors had a positive impact on the college application rates (Bryan, Moore-Thomas, 

Day-Vines, & Holcomb-McCoy, 2011).  At schools that had smaller student-counselor ratios, the 

counselors were less likely to be tied down to numerous non-counseling related tasks such as 

administrative duties and thus were able to provide more access and services to the students 

(Bryan, Moore-Thomas, Day-Vines, & Holcomb-McCoy, 2011).   

Also, the earlier the student-counselor contact (earlier grades) the better the results as far 

as the college applications are concerned (McDonough, 2004).  Schools, which typically have 

low-college going rates are benefiting from counselors that are providing college knowledge to 

students and families, guiding the students through the college application process, and creating 

a college-going culture that can influence more students to apply to universities (Vargas, 2004).  

There is a great deal of information about how important these student-counselor interactions are 

but there is limited information on the content and frequency of these interactions and its impact 

on students.  Further research must be conducted to find out more about the nature of the contact 



 

30 
 

with first-generation students of color. 

Student interactions with counselors can help them gain capital and benefit from the 

relationship (Stanton-Salazar, 1997).  Many of these students relied heavily on aid from the high 

school as they navigated the college choice process (Perez & McDonough, 2008).  High school 

contact could be teachers, academic counselors, college counselors or administrators.  The role 

of specific support personnel can also undermine student college plans and future aspirations 

(Rosenbaum, 2001).  Thus, student and counselor interactions can help students gain college 

access or hinder their path to college.   

First-generation College Counselors of Color 

 

This study aims to expand on the literature that has been researched for decades and uses 

a lens of the social capital framework to review the impact of first-generation college counselors 

on first-generation students of color in gaining college access.  This involves micro-level 

research of the experiences of first-generation college counselors of color and their daily 

interactions with first-generation students of color.  If school personnel, such as college 

counselors have high expectations for their students, then these students have a better chance of 

college attendance (Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2004). 

 There is positive influence of counselor contact with students in their college aspirations 

and college-going process.  However, gaps in the literature exist due to the lack of research 

conducted from the first-generation counselors’ point of view and how their shared generational 

status with students of color who are also first in their family to attend college impacts their 

counseling. Despite other strong influences in their lives such as peers, siblings, and parents, 

counselors remain the primary source of college information for students especially in 

impoverished area high schools (Perez & McDonough, 2008; Fann, Jarsky, & McDonough, 
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2009; Ceja, 2004;  Luna De La Rosa, 2007; Hill, 2012;  Bryan, Moore-Thomas, Day-Vines, & 

Holcomb-McCoy, 2011;  Bryan, Holcomb-McCoy, Moore-Thomas, & Day-Vines, 2009).  From 

a large group of ethnically diverse students, the major concern seems to be the graduation and 

promotion of students of color.  Thus, the focus of my study was to investigate how first-

generation college counselors of color advise first-generation students of color regarding college 

access.  The study explored the vital connection between social capital and college access.  

Social capital networks between counselors and students are very valuable because they help 

students transfer this capital to education, income, status, and career.  I framed my study using 

social capital theory to explore the nuances that may exist in the way first-generation college 

counselors of color work with first-generation students of color.       

Social Capital Theory and Related Frameworks 

 

College access for first-generation students of color continues to be a critical issue in the 

educational field.  For many of these students, schools are the main source of capital needed for 

college access.  Schools are the centers for transfer of human capital, cultural capital, and social 

capital (McDonough, 1997; Farmer-Hinton, 2008; Hill, 2012).  These key theories in different 

forms of capital originate from the field of sociology and attempt to explain college access, 

education, and counseling.  Capital is also a key subject of study in economics and education 

because it provides a different method of thought on human attributes (Becker, 1964).  These 

attributes, skills, and knowledge are part of the person’s identity and are considered to be a part 

of a person’s personal wealth.  Thus, instead of addressing financial capital, this study will 

research human, cultural, and social capital and are considered investments in a person’s future 

career aspirations. 
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Human Capital Theory 

 

Human capital theory posits that education is an investment for human beings (Schultz, 

1961). The different forms of human capital include skill formation, education, values, and 

personal attributes (Becker, 1964).   This form of capital is different from physical capital such 

as money and assets because it cannot be separated from a person and becomes part of them 

(Becker, 1964).  People receive training, skills, competencies, and knowledge through education 

which they can then put to use in the economic market, which are examples of human capital 

such as social skills or the ability to be a team player or a leader.  These labors can then help 

humans attain social returns in the form of physical capital or wealth (Woodhall, 2001).  The 

initial investments by humans in primary and secondary education affects their capital gains later 

in life and these rates have been measured to show growth in economic development (Woodhall, 

2001).  By attending school, students gain knowledge and skills to build their human capital so 

they can use this capital to gain success in life. 

Furthermore, the original human capital theory models have been used to study college 

enrollment of students and how these decisions are made (Becker, 1964).  Using “cost-benefit 

analysis” students are able to weigh the costs of going to college and what the future gains would 

be of these decisions.  One of the benefits of attending college is the actual human capital they 

would gain, but this may not always be visible to young high school students.  Often times, 

school officials in the form of counselors are able to guide these students to see the potential 

benefits and capital of their investment in college (Dynarski, 2003).   

Cultural Capital Theory 
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Cultural capital refers to the cultural assets and status of the students and their families 

(Bourdieu, 1986).  Wealthy families are able to transfer certain forms of cultural capital and 

wealth to their children, allowing them to continue with the same elite status and position.  This 

behavior continues to lead to many inequalities in society, e.g. for students who are less 

fortunate, education provides a pathway for students to gain cultural capital and achieve success 

in life (Yosso, 2005).   Examples of cultural capital are speaking another language, ability to 

work with diverse group of people, awareness of cultural norms, and community values (Yosso, 

2005). 

Bourdieu (1986) proposes that students who have less capital are less successful in 

schools because they are lacking the cultural and social capital that middle class families have.  

In contrast, Yosso (2005) shares that many students of color have their own cultural capital 

which may not be recognized and valued by the dominant society, even though it is relevant and 

meaningful.  Many of these factors are based on the individual student’s cultural capital, which 

are the resources available in the community and self, such as familial, linguistic, navigational, 

aspirational, resistant, and social capital (Yosso, 2005).  This interpretation of cultural capital is 

different from the prior definition of Bourdieu (1986), which consisted of attributes and skill sets 

created by the dominant class of a society (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977).   

Familial capital refers to the knowledge and skills imparted by the family, the family 

history, relationships, and sense of belonging to a community.  Parents of first-generation 

students have high expectations for them and want them to succeed in life.  Many of these 

parents understand that education is the path to helping their children build a better life in the 

United States.  This is contrary to the belief that immigrant families are not involved in their 

child’s education (Lopez, 2001).  These parents work hard, sometimes working two jobs to 
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support their children and providing an opportunity for them to go to school.  Students of color 

learn about forming healthy connections with their families and learning aspects of coping, 

caring, problem-solving, and making moral choices as an extended family unit (Auerbach, 2001). 

Linguistic capital refers to the student’s exposure to secondary languages at an early age 

and the ability to translate for their parents, thus learning good communication skills.   The 

ability to learn English in addition to a secondary language should be seen as cultural capital 

(Trueba, 2002).  In a global economy, knowledge of more than one language adds value to an 

individual and prepares him/her for the changing work force. 

Navigational capital refers to student’s ability to maneuver through difficult situations at 

school or in the community including discrimination and meeting demands with courage.  There 

is also some relativity in that one capital can be converted to another and thus navigational 

capital may transfer to seeking out tutoring opportunities at school (Bourdieu, 1999). 

Aspirational capital refers to the student’s ability to nurture their dreams and hopes for a 

better future.  This ability helps them forge through new territory and attack new challenges with 

inner strength and determination.  Even immigrant groups who may be at the lowest education 

levels have high aspirations for their children and continuously communicate this message to 

them (Gandara, 1995; Auerbach, 2001). 

Resistant capital refers to student’s ability to challenge inequality at the school based on 

their experiences in the real world.  This oppositional behavior can act as a catalyst to push 

students towards attaining college and career goals in the face of adversity.  Students of color are 

aware of the formidable structures that are in place at the school and are able to break these 

barriers and move forward to achieve success.  They are able to transform this resistance against 

oppression into a conduit for change (Solorzano & Yosso, 2002).   
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Social capital refers to the student’s ability to use community resources and networks to 

move forward in unfamiliar surroundings (Hill, 2012). Many immigrant populations are rich in 

social capital as they rely on each other to find jobs, learn about resources in the community, and 

help each other in times of need (Stanton-Salazar, 2001).  First-generation students of color are 

cognizant of these mutually beneficial relationships and may apply this concept at school.  These 

forms of cultural capital constitute the framework of community cultural wealth and challenge 

the traditional definitions of capital.  Social capital is one of the components of community 

cultural wealth and is seen as crucial component for the success of first-generation students of 

color (Yosso, 2005).   

Social Capital Theory in Education 

 

Social capital theory posits that social contacts, relationships, and connections between 

people can build capital in humans (Bourdieu, 1986).  There are three integral elements of social 

capital:  1) networks or relationships, 2) trust (specific trust among network members), and 3) the 

network or relationship that provides access to resources (Putnam, 1993; Bourdieu, 1986).  

Social capital refers to the access and information to resources and the people that provide these 

resources (Coleman, 1988).  

Social capital may be home-based capital or school-based capital and are influenced by 

several factors.   These factors include peer influence, parent influence, gender, financial aid 

availability, resources at the school site such as college counselors, student interactions with 

counselors, and college aspirations (Perez & McDonough, 2008; Fann, Jarsky, & McDonough, 

2009; Ceja, 2004;  Luna De La Rosa, 2007; Hill, 2012;  Bryan, Moore-Thomas, Day-Vines, & 

Holcomb-McCoy, 2011;  Bryan, Holcomb-McCoy, Moore-Thomas, & Day-Vines, 2009).   
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Home-based Capital 

 

 First-generation students of color often experience barriers in their communities and are 

seeking ways to elevate themselves through educational attainment (Gandara, 2005).  First-

generation students are more likely to come from low-income families and lack adequate 

academic preparation to successfully transition through the educational pipeline (Engle, 2007; 

Thayer, 2000; Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin).  Students who are not first-generation often have an 

economic advantage.  Thus, first-generation students of color suffer the consequences and this 

experience can negatively affects their decision to apply and attend college.  Major home-based 

capital includes parent influence and peer influence on the lives of student.     

Peer Influence 

 

 First-generation students rely on a number of factors such as peers, parents, family 

members, and high school contacts in making their college choice (Perez & McDonough, 2008).  

A study conducted by Perez and McDonough that examined the Latino college choice process 

found that students would often ask their siblings about their experiences at colleges and their 

experiences would impact the students’ college choice decision (Perez & McDonough, 2008).  

Often times, this information came directly from a sibling or family member. 

First-generation students benefit from resources and close relationships, as they move 

forward in educational institutions (Perez & McDonough, 2008).  There is a specific process 

used by some Latina/o students in the college choice process and the final selection is made 

based on their knowledge of or connection with someone who attends that college or who is 

applying to that college (Perez & McDonough, 2008). 

In addition, peer relationships were quite influential on the level of academic success 
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(Zhou & Kim, 2006).  Some students who are tracked into college bound classes would mimic 

their peers in preparing for college and actual college application procedures (Gandara, 2005).  

African American students would listen to the opinions of friends and former students when 

deciding which colleges they should attend (Freeman, 1997).  Students are influenced by the 

friends and community and may think about applying to college if that is something that is 

brought up through their interactions and experience with others (Cushman, 2006).   

Parent Influence 

 

 Parents of first-generation students of color had high aspirations for their children but 

were unclear of how to help their children with the college process (Auerbach, 2004).  One study 

on parent workshops regarding college admissions indicated that parents wanted to learn more 

about college and found the parent workshops effective and useful (Fann, Jarsky, & 

McDonough, 2009).  The parent workshops consisted of broad college information topics such 

as overview of the college choice process, the systems of education, financial aid, parental roles, 

and strategies that parents can use at home (Fann, Jarsky, & McDonough, 2009).  Parents 

understand that they may be lacking in knowledge to help their children with making good 

college decisions (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000).  Latina/o and African American parents play a 

strong role in influencing their children with colleges and yet they are lacking vital information 

to make an informed decision.   

Many first-generation students can be influenced by their parents in their college choice 

process.  Findings from one study on high school students supported the initial claim that parents 

of Chicana students held strong values towards education and instilled these values in their 

children (Ceja, 2004).  These explanations were mostly based on their realistic, day-to-day life 

experiences and propelled their children to achieve something more than their struggling parents 
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did (Ceja, 2004).  Another study indicated that parents encouraged their children to do well in 

school and go on to college (Gandara, 2002).  Despite their lack of knowledge of the education 

systems in the United States, they found ways to explain to their children why they should 

continue on the educational path (Gandara, 2005).    Furthermore, parents in another study 

indicated that they were not clear on what college entailed and thus seldom went into details 

about college (Kimura-Walsh, Yamamura, Griffin, & Allen, 2009).  However, they emphasized 

the importance of college and how getting an education would help their children move forward 

in life by getting better jobs.   

 A review of the literature indicates that although parent positive influence is a strong 

determining factor in college enrollment for their children, there are many variables that affect 

this interaction (Engle, 2007; Choy 2001, 2002; Auerbach, 2001; Bermeo & O’Brien, 2006).  

The access to college for many students is limited by their parental knowledge of the education 

system and college process (McDonough, 2004).  First-generation students of color can be 

immediately at a disadvantage when compared to their second generation college peers whose 

parents are much more aware of and involved in the college-going process (Choy, 2002).   

Even though there is a need to educate parents in the college-going process, these types 

of workshops are not readily available at the schools and thus these students and their parents are 

left without much support.  Thus despite high parent aspirations for their children, variables such 

as limited knowledge about the transition to college, less encouragement and support, 

educational status, socio-economic status, and lack of resources to pay for college can attribute to 

the low rates of college enrollment for first-generation students of color (Fann, Jarsky, & 

McDonough, 2009; Cabrera & La Nasa; Choy 2001, 2002; Engle, 2007).  Engaging parents into 

the college-going process can positively influence student enrollment to college (Bell & Perna, 
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2008; McDonough, 2004).  Females in particular are very much influenced by their parents in 

college choice.  In retrospect, the postsecondary enrollment of Mexican female college students 

is heavily influenced by their parents (Rosas & Hamrick, 2002).      

School-based Capital 

 

Social capital in schools is seen in the form of counselors and other school staff who are 

instrumental in providing college access to students (McDonough, 1997; Farmer-Hinton, 2008).  

School capital refers to the availability of the resources at the school site and the student’s ability 

to utilize these resources in the college application process (McDonough, 1997).  These 

resources include the presence of a college counselor and a college center.  Other school 

personnel include academic counselors, teachers, and administrators who may participate in the 

college process.  Putnam (2000) stresses the importance of relationships between agents and 

those that are receiving the social capital.  Counselors act as “institutional agents” who are able 

to affect the students’ social network and transmit resources or social capital (Stanton-Salazar, 

2011).    

The college counselor as a primary resource can facilitate college knowledge via 

classroom presentations, guest speakers, college representative visits, college campus field-trips, 

college application workshops, parent workshops, financial aid workshops, college placement 

tests, SAT/ACT workshops, Advanced Placement courses and exams, and college essays 

(McDonough, 1997).  It is often the counselor’s responsibility to foster a college-going 

environment so students can work in peer groups which promotes achievement and success 

(Zhou & Kim, 2006).  School capital can be seen as the resources at the school and the extent of 

the interactions and involvement with the college counselor, the college-going culture at the 

school, and the academic achievement of the student.   



 

40 
 

 Students need assistance when they are deeply involved in the college process; filling out 

applications, acquiring recommendation letters, applying for financial aid and scholarships, 

building networks, and meeting with college representatives (McClafferty, McDonough, & 

Nunez, 2002).  Counselors are able to use home-based capital such as familial, linguistic, 

navigational, social, aspirational, and resistant capital and school-based capital (college 

counselors, academic counselors, teachers, and administrators) to access these resources and 

strengthen the search process (Yosso, 2005).  Overall, counselors can be a conduit for the 

transfer of capital to first-generation students of color.       

Summary 

 

A review of existing literature indicates that while some research has focused on the pre-

college behaviors, aspirations, and college access of first-generation college students, there is 

limited research on first-generation college counselors of color and how they impact first-

generation students of color college access.  Many studies have shown that structured college 

counseling and built-in support for students’ impact college access for first-generation students 

of color (McDonough, 1997; Gandara, 2002; Plank & Jordan, 2001; Rosenbaum, Miller, & Krei, 

1996; Stanton-Salazar, 2011).  Through the findings of this study the overall purpose is to build 

upon the existing body of knowledge regarding the shared generational status between first-

generation counselors and students of color.  This study utilizes a social capital framework to 

identify the transfer of social capital between the counselor and the student.  The unique aspect 

of studying first-generation college counselors who were themselves first-generation students of 

color sheds new light on the context of social capital in schools.  
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CHAPTER THREE:  METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this study was to examine the ways in which first-generation college 

counselors of color advise first-generation high school students of color with college access.  In 

this study, I wanted to find out how the similar generational status of these college counselors 

may affect or influence the students’ postsecondary plans.  I hoped to find out if the presence of 

a college counselor at their high school impacts students gaining college access in Los Angeles 

Unified School District. 

Due to ongoing budget cuts and personnel reduction in LAUSD, first-generation students 

of color may not have access to personnel and resources to learn about college or navigate 

through the applications process to get to college.  More specifically, the problem relates to a 

recent practice where some schools in LAUSD have a college counselor while others do 

not.  Many of the schools with a high number of first-generation students of color may not have 

college access because of the absence of a college counselor.  These college counselors have 

unique methods of working with first-generation students of color, given the many hurdles that 

these students face.  A closer look at these relationships between college counselors and students 

with similar generational status gives new perspectives in understanding college counseling.  

This study answered research questions regarding the specific ways that these counselors may 

utilize in meeting the needs of first-generation students.   

The social capital conceptual framework identified in the literature review framed my 

study (Stanton-Salazar, 1997).  The study focused on the relationships that college counselors 

have with their students and the transfer of social capital through these relationships.  Through 

these concepts, I was able to develop codes to use for my data analysis.  The concepts and 
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research questions further helped me develop questions for my interview protocol and were used 

for data collection.   

This chapter describes the methodology of the study and situates the study in a particular 

research setting and context.  The research design and tradition were discussed as well as the 

rationale for choosing these specific methods.  The qualitative method of inquiry was used to 

explain the data sources, instruments, and procedures utilized for the study.  There was a detailed 

overview of the data collection methods and data analysis procedures.  This section also covered 

my role as the researcher and how my work in the college counseling field may have created 

biases and assumptions about the study.  Finally, the human subjects’ toolkit at the end of the 

dissertation included the research invitation, informed consent form, and interview protocol. 

Research Questions 

 

1.  In what ways do first-generation college counselors of color advise first-generation 

students of color about college access? 

2. How do first-generation college counselors of color foster and promote social capital 

in first-generation students of color? 

3. How do first-generation college counselors of color see themselves in the role of 

institutional agents as they build on the cultural capital that students bring?   

Social capital theory was used to guide the research questions.  It is valuable to understand the 

relevance of social capital and how its transfer between counselors and their students may impact 

their access to college.  By understanding that there is a transfer of capital and how this capital 

manifests in the students is vital to the study and helped ascertain how to further build on this 
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capital.  First-generation students need extra help and support from counselors when navigating 

through applications and exploring post- secondary options (Villalba, Akos, Keeter, & Ames, 

2007).  The study enabled me to identify factors that may promote or constrict college access for 

first-generation students of color.  The research allowed me to make recommendations for 

schools to improve their counseling services for first-generation students of color.  Also, it was 

important to identify supports that were in place at the school sites for first-generation college 

counselors of color as they work with these students.  This was made possible with the in-depth 

case study analysis at the various school sites.   

I used a qualitative inquiry method to conduct my research.  Qualitative interviewing is 

appropriate for my research as the purpose of my study is to understand the person’s perspective 

and experiences (Patton, 2002). In this case, I hope to understand the college counselors’ 

perspectives about their students.  Following this introduction and research questions, I discussed 

the research tradition in detail.  Furthermore, I provided more specifics on the proposed research 

setting and context.  Then, I outlined the methods I utilized to choose the research sample.  I 

examined the data sources and instruments and procedures.  Then, I discussed and unpacked the 

data in the data analysis section.  In addition, I discussed the role of the researcher and 

summarized the methodology chapter.   

Research Design 

 

This study was conducted as an ethnographic case study.  It is a collective case study that 

involved looking at multiple cases to provide insight into an issue (Creswell, 2012).  These cases 

pertained to studying college counselors at various sites in the school district.  The case study is a 

bounded system and restricted by boundaries of place and time (Creswell, 2012).  A case study 

examines an event or a series of events or procedures that are common to a group of people 



 

44 
 

(Glesne, 2011).  In this research study, participants within a school district were chosen, who 

were college counselors and who provided similar services to their students.  The participants 

were interviewed separately within a short period of time.  This manner of case study required 

multiple sources of data and a detailed description of the participants’ physical environment 

conducted via a document review.  Thus, the case study provided information about the 

participants and the unique contexts of their schools.   

Research Tradition 

 

 My study of first-generation counselors of color and students of color, involved the 

investigation of specific cultural and ethnic groups.  Thus, I utilized ethnography as my research 

tradition.  Ethnography is the cultural study of a group using both emic and etic perspectives 

(Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008).  An emic account is one that is shared by a participant who is part 

of the culture being studied (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008).  An etic account is one that is shared by 

an observer of the study (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008).  As a researcher, I had to immerse myself 

into the research and collect data at a deeper level.  The first part of my study involved 

conducting semi-structured interviews with the college counselors.  The second part of my study 

involved creating a document review to gain further understanding of the participants, the 

population they serve, their physical environments, their roles on campus, and the differences 

that existed between the school sites such as API, graduation rates, college-ready rates, and 

information about the college counselors.  These conversations and document review lead me to 

understand the role that a first-generation college counselor of color plays in the life of a first-

generation student of color.  
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Although case studies involve in-depth study of cases, an ethnographic approach allows 

for cultural themes that emerge as participants interact with each other (Creswell, 2012).  In this 

case, I was focused on the responses of first-generation college counselors of color as they 

described their interactions with first-generation students of color.  It is important to study the 

cultural group and observe the participants’ behavior, communication and interaction 

(Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008).  Through their responses I was able to derive similarities and 

differences that existed in their work with students.  I was able to study the socio-cultural 

behaviors that existed, the processes that were in place, and the reasoning behind these 

processes.   

Research setting/context 

 

I conducted my study in LAUSD.  It is a large urban district located in Southern 

California.   The total area of the LAUSD is 720 square miles. In addition to the city, the district 

serves many other neighboring cities and several unincorporated areas of the County.   The total 

LAUSD enrollment is 919, 000 students in 1,235 schools.  There are 103 high schools within 

LAUSD and typically there is one college counselor designated to each high school.  There are 

four mini-districts within LAUSD and these are known as Local Service Areas North, South, 

East, and West.  The overall district student demographics consist of 70% Latina/o, 10% Black, 

8% White, 4% Asian, and other populations.      

 I was able to select at least two high schools from each mini-district totaling to 10 high 

schools to conduct my research.  The high percentage of Latina/o students in the district also 

translates into a higher percentage of students of color attending these schools.  The exact 

number of students that are first-generation is not available but this number is presumed to be 

high as well, given the large immigrant population of the Los Angeles area.  Since my research 
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question relates to interviewing first-generation college counselors of color, I had to identify 

these participants within these mini-districts.  As a fellow employee in LAUSD, I may have 

worked with many of these college counselors and I had to tread softly to make sure that they 

were comfortable with this study.  I had to follow protocols beginning at the district level offices 

to gain information and permission to meet with these counselors.   

 Table 1 consists of demographic information on the counselor participants from the 

interviews.  The data for this table were gathered from responses on the interview.  There were 

10 college counselors selected with at least one representative from each Local District area such 

North, South, East, West, and Central.  Most of the participants were female and Latina.  They 

had a range of the years of experience as a college counselor with less than five years, more than 

5 years, and more than 10 years.  The age range was also quite broad with counselor 

representatives in their 20s, 30s, 40s, 50’s, and 60’s.  100% of the participants were first-

generation college counselors of color.  50% of the participants came from a K-12 teaching 

background while the others went straight into counseling.  70% of the participants also worked 

as a Guidance counselor prior to going into college counseling.  100% of the participants had 

additional roles and job duties such as AP coordinator, Test coordinator, PSAT coordinator, and 

guidance counselor with a case load.  60% of the participants were LAUSD students when they 

were younger.  Only 30% of the students attended an out of state college.   

 Table 2 consists of demographic information of the school sites.  All information on this 

table was gathered from an intense document review that involved the CDE website, individual 

school websites, and counselor interviews.  The most recent data that was available on the CDE 

website was from the 2013-2014 school year.  Most of the schools were large comprehensive 

high schools.  The school API range was mostly in the 600’s and the 700’s.  Most of the students 
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at each high school were students of color.  The graduation rates at the schools ranged from 58% 

to 89%.  However, the students who were college-ready ranged from 30% to 60%.  For example, 

school 1 had an 80% grad rate but only 30% of the students were college-ready.  All schools 

were Title I schools and had a college office on campus.  The following are the two tables:                   

Table 1 

Demographic Information of Counselor Participants 

Name Julia Annie Ariel Cindy Karin Disha Sean Jayne 
Sooju

ng 
Giancarlo 

Age 30’s 40’s 50’s 20’s 40’s 60’s 40’s 30’s 30’s 40’s 

Gender F F F F F F M F F M 

Ethnic 

Identity 
Latina Latina Latina Latina Latina Latina Asian 

African 

American 
Asian Latino 

Position CC CC CC CC CC CC CC CC CC CC 

School 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Local 

District 

Area 

North West Central Central East North East South North West 

Years of 

college 

counselor 

experience 

>5 10+ 10+ <5 >5 10+ 10+ <5 <5 10+ 

First Gen Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Product of 

LAUSD 
Yes Yes No Yes No No No Yes Yes Yes 

K-12 

Teaching 

Background 

No Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes No No No 

Guidance 

Counseling 

Background 

Yes Yes No  Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes 

BA/BS out 

of state 
No No Yes No No Yes Yes No No No 

Additional 

roles 
Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
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Table 2 

Demographic Information of School sites 

 

2013-2014 
School 

1 

School 

2 

School 

3 

School 

4 

School 

5 

School 

6 

School 

7 

School 

8  
School 9 School 10 

Counselor Julia Annie Ariel Cindy Karin Disha Sean Jayne Soojung Giancarlo 

API 680 700 650 730 690 750 660 640 670 680 

School 

Population 
1800 315 1000 1200 1100 1300 750 1300 1700 800 

SOC 1750 315 990 1080 1096 1150 745 1290 1685 795 

# of  

Graduates 
500 70 55 300 275 400 200 250 520 90 

Grad Rate 80% 75% 65% 84% 75% 89% 77% 58% 80% 73% 

UC/CSU 

Ready 
30% 45% 60% 50% 52% 37% 38% 29% 32% 55% 

Local 

District  

Area 

North West Central Central East North East South North West 

Title I 

school 
Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

College 

office 
Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Physical 

Environ-

ment 

Old New New New Old Old Old Old Old New 

High # 

First Gen 
Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
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Research Sample 

 

 To begin the sampling process, I applied for my university’s Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) process and then checked with the district that I would be studying to determine their IRB 

process and the protocol they had in place for conducting research on human subjects.  I 

completed the application and submitted my study proposal to the LAUSD IRB office.  Once this 

IRB proposal was approved in both places, I sent out an invitational flyer via email to college 

counselors in the district.  I contacted the counseling coordinator for the district in order to gain 

access to all the college counselors’ email addresses.  I let them know to contact me if they were 

interested in participating in my research.  I asked them to reply back to the email with their 

name, school site, mini-district, first-generational status, gender, and ethnicity.  It was important 

to make the flyer as informative as possible so the college counselors would understand what 

specific criteria I was searching for in conducting my research.   

One of the questions on the flyer asked them if they were first-generation and if they 

worked with first-generation students.  Through another question, I asked them if they identify 

themselves as a “counselor of color”.   Once they responded, I compiled a list of first-generation 

college counselors of color and then narrowed it down to two college counselors per mini-

district.  I worked on coming up with at least 10 counselors out of the operating 103 high 

schools.  I received 18 responses.  After this pre-screening, I emailed 10 of the counselors back 

and let them know that they were chosen for the study.  I informed them that I would contact 

them to arrange an off-site location for our interview to be conducted.   

I tried to maintain a gender balance in selecting the participants.  Since I was conducting 

an ethnographic case-study, I was interested in selecting college counselors from different sites 

that may or may not have different experiences.  I tried to select at least one college counselor 
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from each Local District Area North, South, East, West, and Central.  Another reason for 

choosing my participants resulted from the knowledge that the college counselors in this district 

have an extremely large case load of students and may have numerous experiences with first-

generation students of color that they can discuss in an interview.   

 Thus, I was able to use this purposeful sampling method to identify participants and sites 

that will present rich data (Creswell, 2012).  My interviewing gave me an opportunity to learn 

about what I could not see at the school sites and inquire deeper about what I did see.  This type 

of in-depth inquiry helped access information that is rich and useful for understanding 

participants and their work (Creswell, 2012).  Part of the data collection also consisted of a 

document review to study the environment of each school where the college counselor works.  

This type of detailed information placed the study in context and provided necessary background 

information to further understand the participants (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008).  This involved 

further analysis of the demographics, the services provided, and the varying roles of the college 

counselor that are site-specific.  

 As a researcher and prior college counselor, I was aware that my roles could affect the 

research via interviews, data collection, data analysis and conclusions.  I continued to journal 

throughout the study to monitor my biases and remained cognizant of how I may be affecting the 

responses of the participants (Glesne, 2011).  This improved the quality of my findings and 

influenced how I presented the data. 

In studying the ways that first-generation college counselors of color advise first-

generation students of color, I used two sources of data.  These included interviews with college 

counselors and document review of student and school data which were available on the school 
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website and California Department of Education website.  The student and school data included 

Academic Performance Index, graduation rate, college promotion rate, and percentages of 

students of color.  

I conducted interviews with10 college counselors.  The data collection involved one-on-

one interviews with the participants at a location away from the school site, such as a restaurant 

or cafe.  The semi-structured interviews consisted of questions that related to specific college 

counseling tasks and the resources that first-generation counselors of color provide first-

generation students of color.  It was important to provide participants a comfortable environment 

where they would be prone to respond more honestly without fear of being interrupted by other 

staff members.  I used the research questions as a basis for creating 12 to 15 interview questions.  

I conducted a preliminary test of my interview questions with a college counselor who is not part 

of a study.  Based on the responses I receive from this preliminary test, I reframed the questions 

so that they would engender the type of responses that would address the research questions.  I 

aimed to answer my research questions and the preliminary test was a great way to ensure that 

this takes place (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008).   

 LAUSD is divided into five mini-districts and each district has a unique culture.  Thus, it 

was my objective to select participants from each mini-district to ensure a diverse case-study.  

Unlike quantitative research which involves studying large numbers of participants, I conducted 

my study with a small number of participants to provide rich detailed data (Glesne, 2011).  This 

type of purposeful sampling allowed me to select participants who were first-generation college 

counselors of color and who served first-generation students of color.  Although all participants 

who were selected were first-generation college counselors of color, this purposeful sampling 

allowed for variety within this large district and in turn allowed me to compare and contrast the 
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different college counselors based on their school sites and ethnic makeup.   

Instruments and Procedures 

 

  The data collection instruments that I used in this study were interviews and document 

reviews, all developed and conducted according to ethnographic traditions.  The ethnographic 

approach of the study focused on the interactions between first-generation college counselors of 

color and first-generation students of color.  Data gathered from different college counselors at 

different school sites added to the diversity of the responses and presented a holistic picture of 

the ways first-generation college counselors of color advise first-generation students of color 

with college access.  The ethnographic nature of the study allows us to learn about the cultural 

group of students and counselors through the participants and from the researcher’s perspective 

as well (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008).  The interview protocol and document review instruments 

can be found in the appendices of this dissertation. 

Interview Protocol 

 

 The first instrument was an interview protocol used to conduct semi-structured interviews 

with first-generation college counselors of color.  The questions were open-ended in nature and 

stemmed from the research questions in this study.  For example, they were asked to reflect on 

their own experiences as a first-generation college student of color and how this impacted the 

way they did work with their students.  They were asked about their experiences in working with 

first-generation students of color and the challenges these students faced and the support they 

provided to this group.  Based on the answers to these questions, other questions were asked to 

explore, clarify, and reflect on participants’ responses.   
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The interview protocol began with an introduction, which included some background 

information about the research study, and a summary of the informed consent.  I used a recording 

device to record the interview with the participant’s prior assent.  The protocol ended with 

thanking the participant and allowing him/her to ask any clarifying questions he/she may have 

had through the interview process.  As part of the data collection process, I created a matrix to 

indicate the relationship between the research questions and the interview questions as they were 

being developed.  Furthermore, I used member checks to review and gather feedback after the 

interviews were conducted.  This involved sending drafts of the interview script and asking 

participants if their responses were accurate on the documents.  This process added to the 

validity of the data being collected (Creswell, 2012).   

Document Review Guide 

 

 Since I was studying college counselors at 10 different school sites, I also conducted a 

document review to place the college counselor in the context of their school environment.  The 

document review consisted of using public data such as information from the California 

Department of Education website, to gather details about a particular school.  I was examining 

the general demographics of the school, graduation data, and college promotion data.  I used a 

document review table to compile the data collected from the review.  The results of the 

document review are on page 56-57.  In order to make the data relevant, each college counselor 

was described within the context of their school, including demographics, physical environment, 

and available resources on campus.   

 Document review was used as a secondary method to gather data for this study.  The 

document or archival data review enabled us to place the college counselor in the context of their 
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school and understand the culture and trends of the school that may exist.  Using a descriptive 

observation guide, a document review was conducted by gathering data from the California 

Department of Education website.  A laptop was used to store all the information gathered from 

the document review.  The document review is another way in which the researcher is able to 

interact with the data (Glesne, 2011). 

Data Analysis 

 

 Data analysis occurred before, during, and after data collection.  These data analysis 

procedures involved preliminary data analysis, thematic data analysis, and interpretation of data.  

In order to conduct the study in a reflective manner, I used memos through the entire process 

(Glesne, 2011).  I collected pieces of information from the beginning of the study including 

documents from the site, demographic information, graduation and college promotion statistics, 

and interview transcripts.  I also used the memos continuously as I interacted with the research 

findings on a daily basis, such as setting up a time to meet with a counselor and coming to an 

agreement of where to meet.  This type of note-taking enabled me to write about the data 

analysis procedures and how they might affect my study.  Other examples of using memos in my 

research involved writing down behaviors of the participant during the interview process to 

gauge the comfort level of the participant in answering the interview questions (Creswell, 2009).  

I also reflected on the research throughout the process using the memos.  I also sent our 

transcripts to participants to check for accuracy.  None of the participants suggested any changes 

to transcripts that were sent to them.    
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Preliminary Data Analysis 

 

 College counselors from each of the schools were interviewed separately for 30-60 

minutes at a location away from the school site.  These interviews were audio recorded using an 

audio recorder.  Once they were audio recorded, the recordings were stored in a secure laptop 

with a security code.  I used random digit identifiers to de-identify the transcripts so as to avoid 

personal identification information on the transcripts.  I sent the interviews for transcription to a 

reliable outside source.  Then, I conducted a quick examination of the transcripts and circled 

words or phrases that seemed relevant to the study.  Each transcript was an average of 16 pages 

and ranged from 12 pages to 20 pages in length.  There were a total of 160-200 pages of data that 

I went through and coded.   

Similarly, I conducted a document review of the 10 school sites and examined and 

analyzed the documents.  I was able to find and circle words and phrases that seemed relevant to 

the study such as advising, communication, and capital.  Gathering and analyzing data from 

multiple sources and interacting with this data in multiple ways can bring about authentic 

representations of the data (Glesne, 2011).  I created a large binder to store all the documents that 

I collected.  I used the CDE website to run numerous data reports to calculate demographic 

information such as the number of graduating seniors, college-ready rate, students’ of color, 

school API, and ethnic breakdowns of students.  I spent about an average of 8-10 hours per 

school site, totaling to approximately 100 hours of data search, compilation, and reporting.         

Thematic Data Analysis 

 

Once the interviews were transcribed, I was able to use a computer assisted qualitative 

data analysis system (Dedoose) to further analyze my data.  I chose this software program 
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because it is a systematic way of identifying, organizing, and managing codes (Creswell, 2012).  

This program allowed me to upload the transcribed files and the document review files to this 

system and then I followed procedures to code and analyze the data.  Using this program, I was 

able to identify codes, categorize codes, and develop code families (Rossman & Rallis, 2003).  I 

was also able to add codes from my preliminary data analysis, specifically from the literature 

review and initial review of the interview transcripts.  This process also involved exploring the 

codes to see how they related to the original data in the literature review.  For instance, I was 

able to identify key codes from literature review and research questions and these served as a 

template.  As I found more codes, I was able to group them under these original templates.  

Examples of codes included capital, advising, communication, networking, and barriers.  I 

initially found about 34 codes that used for the initial coding.  Then I was able to combine them 

into 15 large code families.  Finally, I was able to see six major themes emerge from this data.  It 

took me about an average of four hours to code each transcript using this software.  This resulted 

in about 40-50 hours of coding time for all the transcripts.   

Interpretation 

 

Once the data analysis techniques were utilized on the data that was collected, it was time 

to find and interpret the themes that emerged.  As a researcher, it is important to interact with the 

data and describe patterns that I may see.  Since it is an ethnographic case study, I found 

patterns, themes, or issues among the participants (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008).  Furthermore, I 

had to formulate meaningful conclusions based on the data that I collected and analyzed.  Again, 

I was using the conceptual framework and research questions to guide the interpretation of the 

data.   
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Role of the Researcher 

 

 As a first-generation college counselor of color, I had to face the reality that I am 

bringing my subjective views to the research study.  I chose to conduct this study because it is of 

value to me as a college counselor, educator, writer, teacher, and doctoral student.  As a principal 

investigator, it is also important to remember that I am a researcher and a learner of this study.  

Even though I may be considered an expert or authority in the college counseling field, it was to 

my benefit to interact with my participants as a learner (Glesne, 2011).  Of special interest, was 

studying the process of how social capital is transferred from counselors to students.  Social 

capital theory indicates that social capital may be used and converted to other capital such as 

education.   

Effects of the Researcher on the Case 

 

As a researcher, I understand that I have an enormous effect on my case because I am 

personally coding and transcribing data based on the themes that emerge.  One way to minimize 

error on this study is to collect multiple sources of data (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008).  As I 

worked with 10 different school sites, I was able to get varied responses and expand my sources 

of data.  Also, by conducting a document review at the different sites, I was able to put the 

college counselors in perspective of their locale.   

Researcher Bias 

 

 I am aware that my role as a researcher was affected by my previous position as a college 

counselor.  I entered the study with the assumption that first-generation, students of color may 

engage better with first-generation college counselors of color; similar to how a White student 

may connect with a White college counselor, or a Spanish-speaking college counselor may 
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connect with a Spanish-speaking student, or an LGBT college counselor with an LGBT student.  

I have viewed such interactions between educators and students at several school sites and have 

seen the rapport between individuals that share commonalities of this nature.  I often assumed 

that the similarities of the circumstances that they may have experienced helped them relate 

better with each other.  To counter the effects of this bias, I continuously used memos, where I 

allowed for my subjective thoughts to be written down (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008).  This 

ongoing self-reflection helped me monitor my thoughts and behavior as I interacted with my 

participants.   

Participant Reactivity 

 

 I also needed to be aware of the fact that I was conducting the study in the district that I 

was employed in.  This information may have affected how participants reacted to my study.  

Their responses may not have reflected their true feelings.  I purposefully chose not to conduct 

the research study at my school site because it would be too close to me and I would have had 

difficulty maintaining objectivity.  I work in a fairly large urban district and this worked to my 

advantage in allowing for a variety of data to be collected.  I prefaced the study by informing my 

participants that I was conducting a research study on the work that college counselors perform.  

Sometimes, my roles shifted between being a participant and observer during the interview 

process.  Researchers can find themselves moving along the participant observer continuum, 

with the participant role on one end of the spectrum and the observer role on the other end of the 

spectrum (Creswell, 2012).   I found that the procedures and strategies I put in place allowed for 

rich and authentic responses from my participants.  It is important to observe and take into 

consideration the participant behavior during interviews (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).   
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Effects of the Case on the Researcher 

 

 As a college counselor working in the school district, where I was conducting my 

research, I presumed to understand the interactions that were underway at the school sites and 

potentially understood the outlook of the counselors.  Because of the prior knowledge that I 

brought with me about the status of the district I was quickly able to pick up on practices that 

were popular at the school sites without deep immersion into the field (Glesne, 2011).   

I was aware that this case would affect me deeply.  I knew that if I saw unfair practices, I 

may respond without thinking.  Thus, I had to continually monitor myself and not allow my 

personal feelings to enter any conversations.  I also needed to be aware of my own first-

generation status and how that may play a role in how I viewed and reviewed all the data that I 

collected.  I did feel a sense of camaraderie with other first-generation college counselors who 

had similar educational experiences but I did not let this constrict my view of what I was hearing 

or experiencing.  I had to learn how to filter information and successfully lead myself to 

nonjudgement on the responses and observations.   

Researcher Strategies 

 

As I collected my data, I utilized the help of my mentor, who is a former first-generation 

college counselor from LAUSD, for peer debriefing to ensure that I was looking at the data from 

different viewpoints.  I met with the participants at different locations so that there was a limited 

effect of the school environment as they interviewed with me.  I used semi-structured interviews 

with open-ended questions and avoided questions that were leading in any way.  In addition, I 

continued to work with my dissertation chair in the peer review process to determine the 

accuracy of the findings (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008).  It was important for me to remain aware 
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of my biases and beliefs throughout this entire research process, not just at the end when I would 

be faced with the findings (Peshkin, 1988).  It continues to remain my responsibility as a 

researcher to share research that is accurate to the best of my knowledge.      

Ethical Issues 

 

 It was imperative that I protect the identity of counselors and the schools that they work 

for.  As they talked to them about their students and on-campus staff, I had to assign pseudonyms 

to all people that were mentioned during the course of the interview.  I purposely eliminated any 

identifiable characteristics of people or their school sites as they described their stories.  I 

described my research protocol in detail to my University IRB committee and the district IRB 

committee.  I submitted all necessary documents to the committees including informed consent 

forms, description of project and procedures involved, and convinced them that none of the 

subjects would be harmed in any way during this process (Creswell, 2009).  I used approximate 

numbers and percentages so that they cannot be traced back to the specific school site.  Though 

tedious, this review process ensured that the human subjects remained anonymous during the 

research study.  I used member checks to ensure the validity of the findings. 

Summary 

 

 In this chapter, I described the rationale for the qualitative methods approach.  I 

emphasized the need for using the chosen data sources in gathering relevant data for this study.  

The interviews and document review helped triangulate the study and provided different 

perspectives on the data that is gathered.  As mentioned, social capital theory and the research 

questions framed this study and helped guide the development of codes and themes to analyze 

the data.  My role as a researcher consisted of self-reflection in the form of memos.  All 
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guidelines for the IRB process were followed and the study was conducted in an ethical manner.  

The following chapter will describe the findings of this study and how they were used to answer 

the research questions.  
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CHAPTER FOUR:  FINDINGS AND RESULTS 

 The intent of this chapter is to report the results from the data analysis that was conducted 

as part of the research. The data was collected from interviews and a review of documents to 

interpret the work of college counselors with first-generation students of color.  A participant 

profile has been compiled to share demographic information about the participants and the 

context of their schools.  The major themes from the data analysis will be outlined and discussed 

via quotes and information collected from the document review and interviews.  The chapter 

concludes with a summary that leads to a discussion of the findings provided in Chapter Five, the 

final chapter.   

In this ethnographic study, the purpose was to take a closer look at the role of college 

counselors of color and their shared experiences in working with first-generation students of 

color to improve college access.  College access is often determined by the presence of a college-

going culture at the school and the ability to adequately prepare students for college 

(McClafferty, McDonough, & Nunez, 2002).  College counselors are the agents on campus that 

are working closely with students to encourage them to consider postsecondary options.   

This study highlighted the college counselors’ own first-generation college student status 

and how this aspect of their personal and academic background influences the way they advise 

first-generation students of color.  College counselors act as a bridge for students for the 

transition from high school to college.  There needs to be an increase in the awareness of the 

relationships between counselors and students and the benefits of this relationship, which in turn 

can be then used to improve college access for students of color including LGBT students, 

English Learners, and students with disabilities (Thayer, 2000).  
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Many first-generation students rely completely on their counselors to help them identify 

and apply to colleges (Vargas, 2004).  There is very little knowledge however on how a 

counselors’ own first-generational status impacts their college advising.  The backgrounds of 

high school counselors needed to be explored to gain insight of their experiences as prior first-

generation students of color and how this affects their current work with first-generation students 

of color.  There is some literature that explores the demographics of college counselors, such as a 

recent national survey conducted in 2012 of college directors that indicates 69% of the college 

staff is female compared to only 19% in 1982 (Gallagher, 2012).  To date however, I have found 

no further information on who secondary counselors are and how their background affects their 

work. 

Participant Profile 

 

 The participants were college counselors from LAUSD serving at local high schools.  

Participants from each of the Educational service centers such as North, South, East, and West 

were included in the research study.  There are 103 high schools in LAUSD with an average of 

3000 students at each school.  Each school has an average of about 3-5 guidance counselors.  

The ratio of LAUSD guidance counselors is 700:1 and sometimes Title I monies are used to pay 

for additional counselors as needed at the school.  Each high school usually hires one college 

counselor for the entire school.  There are approximately 40 college counselors in LAUSD.   

I interviewed 10 college counselors as mentioned in chapter three; six were Latina 

females, one Latino male, one African American female, one Asian American male, and one 

Asian American female.  They were all first-generation college counselors of color, the first in 

their family to attend college in the United States.  They worked in LAUSD comprehensive high 
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schools that were composed mostly of first-generation students of color.  The actual numbers of 

first-generation students at the school was not available at any of the schools.  It is important to 

note that 80% of the students in LAUSD are on Free and Reduced Lunch Program.  Thus, many 

of the schools in the study were classified as Title I schools, where most of the students are from 

low income families.  Students from low socioeconomic status and students of color continue to 

face many barriers in gaining access to college (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000).  College counselors 

play an important role in helping students at these schools access college.  The above 

information about counselors can be seen on Table #1 in chapter three.  

Counselor Profiles 

 

 The 10 college counselors were interviewed and their responses provided a deep 

knowledge of the procedures that occur in the college admissions process.  There were eight 

females and two males that were interviewed.  The following will include brief backgrounds on 

each of the college counselors.  A summary of this information is also available on table#1 in the 

chapter three.   

Julia, a college counselor in her 30’s had recently moved to a new high school.  At her 

previous school site, she was given an academic case load of students and this situation had 

made it very difficult to continue to perform her duties as a college counselor.  Julia grew up in 

the San Fernando Valley and spent her school days travelling back and forth from Mexico.  She 

said that was important to her parents because they wanted her to learn about their culture and 

speak Spanish fluently.  She was the first in her entire family (including cousins) to attempt to go 

to college.  Being the first in her extended family, she had no guidance from anyone on how to 
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go about applying to college.  She understands how it feels to be alone and struggling on this 

new path that no one seems to understand. 

 Annie is a Latina college counselor in her 40’s.  She is a product of LAUSD and didn’t 

feel like there was much college or career counseling available to her in high school.  But, she 

went to college, earned a credential and became a teacher.  It was later in life that she answered 

her true calling and entered the field of college counseling. 

 Ariel is a Latina college counselor in her 50’s.  Even though her parents didn’t even 

finish elementary school, they emphasized the importance of going to college.  She became a 

teacher in LAUSD and worked for a school in the South Central area.  She was appalled at the 

way her students were treated and how limited their options were for going to college.  She 

started helping her first-generation students with college applications and the results prompted 

her to go back to college and get her counseling credential so she could become a college 

counselor and assist her students in a better way.     

 Cindy is a Latina college counselor in her 20’s.  She did not have many college options 

available to her as a first-generation student of color.  In addition, her parents did not want her to 

attend a college far away from home.  So, she ended up going to California State University, Los 

Angeles and lived at home during her college years.  She realized her passion was working with 

students and helping them go to college and went back to school to get a Masters in Counseling 

so she could work with them.  She provides her students with many options of in-state, out of 

state, public, and private colleges that they could apply to and gain admission. 

 Karin is a Latina college counselor in her 40’s.  Her parents were immigrants and worked 

in a small town in Northern California.  She remembers that some of her peers went to 
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community college but one of her teachers pushed her to apply to a University.  She applied to a 

University in Southern California and was accepted.  However, the cost was too much, but a 

Library assistant who did some college counseling at the school helped fill out the financial aid 

and scholarships applications and made it possible for her to afford this college.  Her teacher 

helped convince her parents to let her go so far away to college, which was unheard of in her 

community.  Now, Karin works with her first-generation students to provide such opportunities 

to them as well. 

 Disha is a Latina college counselor in her 60’s.  Her passion for her students and her 

work is overwhelming.  She came from a country riddled in war, turmoil, and poverty and 

understood the need for education to better her life.  She became an ESL and language teacher 

and realized that there was much to be done because her students were not going to college.  This 

population was barely graduating high school.  Most of them were dropouts.  She went back to 

college to get her counseling credential and entered college counseling with full force to rectify 

the situation at her school.        

 Sean is an Asian American college counselor in his 40’s.  His immigrant parents always 

emphasized the importance of college.  His high school experience was traumatic as he applied 

to 9 colleges, 8 out of them were Ivy League.  He was rejected by all 8 of them and didn’t have 

too many options afterwards.  He ended up attending an out of state public university.  He spends 

a great deal of time assisting first and second generation students of color at his school, many of 

them who are having a difficult time with the application process and parental pressures. 

 Jayne is an African American college counselor in her 30’s.  She did not have many 

options for college as a first-generation student of color and many of her peers chose not to 
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attend university and instead joined the workforce.  Her parents, who worked long hours, 

definitely emphasized the need for her to go to college.  She attended a local State University 

where she received a Masters’ degree in Counseling and Marriage and Family Therapy.  There 

was an opening for a college counselor when she was doing her internship hours and she applied 

and was hired.  She has been at this school for less than five years. 

 Soojung is an Asian American college counselor in her 30’s.  She grew up in war-

stricken country and spent time in refugee camp before finally arriving to the United States.  She 

was a product of LAUSD and attended California State University, Northridge where she went 

into the field of counseling and psychology and wanted to help children.  She worked for many 

years as a guidance counselor and just recently began working as a college counselor. 

 Giancarlo is a Latino college counselor in his 40’s.  He is a product of LAUSD and 

became interested in college when his college counselor took him on a field trip to visit a 

college.  His parents were immigrants from Mexico and they always emphasized that college 

was the ticket to a better life but they did not know how to help him get there.  As a teacher in 

LAUSD, Giancarlo saw a great need for college counseling at his school and took on the 

challenge to help his students succeed.  Giancarlo also became a college counselor leader in the 

district and shares various resources with the other counselors in the district. 

 I created Table 1 to indicate the similarities and differences between the college 

counselors that were interviewed.  The participants were spread across the different age groups.  

Their years of experience also varied adding to the diversity of the sample.  100% of the college 

counselors interviewed were first-generation counselors of color.  Some students were 

immigrants themselves while others had parents who were immigrants and were born in the 
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United States.  Some of the participants began as teachers in the classroom in LAUSD.  Other 

participants worked as guidance counselors (indicated by guidance counseling experience) prior 

to becoming a college counselor.  Since this position requires earning a PPS credential and 

Masters’ degree, the participants had to make a conscious decision to return to school to earn this 

degree.  Thus, it is important to note that it was a career of choice that these participants chose to 

enter.        

Qualitative Findings 

 

This ethnographic case study was conducted to learn about the interactions of first-

generation college counselors with their students.  These college counselors were interviewed for 

30 to 60 minutes at a location of their choice to gain insight about their background and their 

work with first-generation students of color.  The interviews were then transcribed and analyzed 

using the Dedoose data analysis program.  As a reminder, the following research questions were 

used to guide the study:  1)  In what ways do first-generation college counselors of color advise 

first-generation students of color about college access? 2)  How do first-generation college 

counselors of color foster and promote social capital in first-generation students of color?  3)  

How do first-generation college counselors of color see themselves in the role of institutional 

agents as they build on the cultural capital that students bring?   

The data analysis was derived from counselor interviews and document review of the 

school data.  These data analysis procedures involved preliminary data analysis, thematic data 

analysis, and interpretation of data.  I was reflective throughout the process and used memos to 

analyze my own behavior and thoughts (Glesne, 2011).  I collected a great deal of information 

during the study, including documents from the site, demographic information, graduation and 
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college promotion statistics, CDE statistics, and interview transcripts.  The research questions 

guided the creation and delivery of the interview questions.  These questions were meant to 

provide a deeper understanding of the work that first-generation college counselor of color 

conduct with first-generation students of color.  In interviewing these college counselors, several 

major themes emerged from the data analysis.  These themes included:  1)  First-generation 

counseling methods, 2)  Common struggles of first-generation students, 3)  Transfer of social 

capital, 4)  Building on cultural capital, 5)  Impact of budget cuts, and 6)  Counselor preparation.  

The similarities of the responses of the counselor participants helped build some of these themes 

that are highlighted in this chapter.  The differences in the responses provided additional 

understanding of the numerous issues that affect the first-generation community at the schools.   

First-generation counseling methods 

 

Amongst the college counselors I interviewed, I found that they utilize similar 

methodology for providing counseling for first-generation students of color.  The data revealed 

that first-generation college counselors of color utilize similar tasks, skills, and strategies to help 

students.  The counselors in the study mentioned that they use small group, large group and one-

on-one advising while counseling based on the students’ needs.  These college counselors are 

specialized counselors who provide expertise in the area of applications and pathways to college 

(Rosenbaum, Miller, & Krei, 1996).  There were three sub-themes that emerged from the data:  

1) Presentation methods, 2) Advising sessions, and 3) Student engagement.   

Presentation Methods 

 

The college counselors in the study shared that there is a great deal of information that 

has to be presented to students regarding college.  The method of presentation was considered an 
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important aspect in the dissemination of this vital information.  One counselor begins with whole 

classroom presentations and then continues with more individualized counseling.  Julia said, ‘It's 

doing classroom presentations and then doing individual advising…they have very little 

background so you have to start with the basics…you need to spend a lot of time with them 

[individually] and break it down for them in terms of what’s required, a lot of hand-holding.’ 

These counselors decide which type of presentations would work best, based on the 

audience (particularly if there are a large number of first-generation students of color) and the 

population at the school of how college presentations are set up.  When dealing with a larger 

group, college counselors have to conduct larger group presentations and try to cover as many 

topics as possible during these presentations.  This way, the smaller meetings can cover more 

individually based questions.  Cindy, a fairly new college counselor at school reveals: 

Well, I do a lot of presentations in groups, but I noticed with individual contact and small 

groups contact, it works much, much better.  So, it’s a combination of doing large group 

presentations and then smaller ones.  Also, because of the size of the school, I mostly 

work with kids during their senior year. 

Cindy is describing the high numbers of students at the school that forces her to focus her efforts 

only on seniors to provide them with the individualized sessions that they need.  Due to a large 

case load, counselors are unable to provide intensive counseling that students need (Bryan, 

Moore-Thomas, Day-Vines, Holcomb-McCoy, 2011).  Ideally, college counseling would begin 

freshman year not delayed until senior year.  Similarly, Soojung, who is at a large comprehensive 

high school, adds:   
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A little of everything, involving large group presentations or small group presentations.  

So definitely one-on-one, if they come in and they need individual help, we offer that.  

We offer a lot of workshops; college application workshops; FAFSA workshops; we’re 

going to be doing a big Cash for College FAFSA Festival with different workshops there. 

Soojung finds that students need to hear the information as many times as possible and in 

as many ways as possible for them to make sense of the process.  Counselors find out which 

methods may work for their students and improves their access to college and apply these 

methods in their work (Vargas, 2004).  Jayne, another new college counselor believes that she 

needs to make herself available to students on a daily basis and reveals her flexibility in meeting 

student needs, ‘It’s not really like an organized advising session; kids come in and go as they 

need me.  I’ve had several workshops.  Then, I actually summon individual students and meet 

with them and go over checklists.’  This affects Jayne’s day by putting off some of her work for 

after school time so she can get to her students during school hours.  She does not get 

compensated for working after school hours.  These one-on-one meetings can turn into advising 

sessions for first-generation students of color.   

Advising Sessions 

 

The college counselors also mentioned specific strategies they had to use to target their 

first-generation students during these initial advising sessions.  It is a little different because they 

have to “sell their audience” on the option of going to college first.  Annie, a college counselor 

who primarily works with Seniors stated, ‘It’s more like in an advising session because those 

first-generation kids, I mean, honestly, they have very little background or none so you have to 

start with the basics when you talk to them.’  The complicated college applications and financial 
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aid applications can be very intimidating to first-generation students of color (Nunez & Cuccaro-

Alamin, 1998).  Initially, Annie tries to find out more about her students such as what they are 

interested in studying, career goals, and how much they know about college options.  Similarly, 

Karin, an extremely enthusiastic college counselor, tries to gauge her student interest:   

So first thing what I do is I ask about the background as well and find out if they are the 

first-generation and once you find that out, you start asking how much do they know 

about college? What are their interests?  What colleges have they thought about?  And 

then, after that you will look at their transcripts and then start analyzing and describing to 

them what you see.  Okay, if you want to go to [specific college], this is what you have to 

do. 

 Some of the college counselors reflected on their own first-generation student experience 

and noted that they were never counseled in this manner.  They were never guided to explore the 

college opportunities that were available to them, while they were in high school.  It was more a 

self-exploration of what colleges they could apply to and what some of their peers were applying 

to at that time.  Therefore, their advising was purposeful and based on their past experiences. 

During their individual meetings, college counselors use data to assess their students, 

gauge their interest in college, and gain background information about them.  At least five out of 

the 10 college counselors used some form of interest survey to learn more about their students in 

order to provide appropriate guidance.  The interest survey asks questions such as if they are 

first-generation students, what their career interests are, and what colleges they are interested in 

attending.  Other counselors use the transcript as a starting point to guide their initial 

conversations with students.  The high school transcript consists of a summary of the courses 
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with final grades listed next to them.  Factors that may influence students’ access to college are 

high school grades (Hoffman & Lowitzki, 2005).  Annie uses the information on the transcript to 

learn more about the student and help understand their academic needs:   

But basically, we look at first their transcript; see how many Cs, Ds and Fail’s they have.  

If there’s any Ds and Fail’s, they need to make up.  That’s number one.  We try to do that 

as early as their sophomore year and their junior year, revisit that.  I never want to hear a 

kid say, “I didn’t know a D wouldn’t get you into college."  That’s the last thing we want 

to hear.  So, we always let them know make up those Ds especially in the core classes, 

make up all the Ds as soon as possible.  Don’t wait until you’re in senior year or junior 

year to do it.  It’ll cost you time and it’ll cost you your GPA. 

This type of counseling differs from the counseling provided by guidance counselors at the 

school since a “D” is a passing grade and sufficient for graduation from high school.  The goal of 

guidance counselors is to get their students to graduation and awarding them with high school 

diplomas.  In contrast, the goal of college counselors is to their students into a college.  Thus, 

these advising sessions were found to be important forms of interaction between these college 

counselors and their students.  College counselors had to find ways to motivate and engage first-

generation students of color in the college process.  

Student Engagement 

 

Some counselors mentioned that they struggle with stage one of the student college 

choice process (predisposition), in trying to convince their students to consider college as a 

viable option.  They have to find ways to improve student perceptions about college via college 

knowledge presentations (Radcliff & Bos, 2011).  Many of the college counselors mentioned that 
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college was definitely something that was important them when they were in high school.  

Sometimes, they found students similar to themselves and were able to help them by answering 

their questions.  These students already knew they wanted to go to college.  However, they did 

not always know which colleges they wanted to attend.  Thus, college counselors would spend 

much time on college knowledge presentations.  These college knowledge presentations involve 

presenting about the different types of colleges that are out there such as public and private 

universities, community colleges and the cost to attend these different types of colleges.   

In contrast, other students did not show any inclination of going to college.  They were 

just considering taking a couple of community college classes or joining the work force.  College 

counselors had to attack this situation in a different way.  Disha, a college counselor, with 

several years of experience in college counseling continues to spend a great deal of time 

convincing students to think about college as a viable option:   

First is to convince them that it’s for them. I’ve had students who would come, I'd call 

them in and they’d come here and say no I'm not going to college, college is not for me, 

nobody in my family has gone to college, the usual conversation. I'm just going to go to 

work. Then I used to pull up a transcript on the computer, show them the UC transcript or 

the Cal State transcript and say, “this is your GPA, see all these requirements, you’ve met 

all these requirements. You’ve got the GPA, you’ve done a fabulous job, and you 

absolutely can go to college. You’re prepared.” And they look at me like I’m from 

another planet [laughing] and I say “you're going to humor me and you’re going to apply, 

OK.” 
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Counselors like Disha have to work hard to get students to trust them and believe that they have 

a chance of going to college.  Some of the counselors shared that they did not trust anyone when 

they were high school students.  Karin shared that her parents always cautioned her to not trust 

anyone since they were in a different country and they didn’t know these outsiders.  Most of the 

counselors or teachers at school were White and considered to be outsiders and different from 

them.  Karin reminds her students that she is just like them and has endured similar hardships as 

a first-generation student. 

The data from the study indicates that first-generation college counselors of color utilize 

similar tasks, skills, and strategies to help students.  They pinpoint common focus areas for first-

generation students of color as being the presentation methods, advising sessions, and student 

engagement.  They present information to students using large group presentations, small group 

presentations and one-on-one counseling.  College counselors find ways that work best for the 

students at their school and vary their methods to meet the needs of their students.  Some 

counselors use an interest survey to gauge the college knowledge of their students, while others 

use transcripts or a graduation plan as a platform to discuss college options with their students.  

These college counselors see a distinct difference in the interest surveys from first-generation 

students because it is evident that they are not even aware of what colleges there are and where 

they might want to attend.   

Other college counselors used transcripts as a base for beginning these important 

conversations with students. They found that first-generation students were surprised that their 

transcripts were good enough for them to attend a college.  Many college counselors continue to 

focus their efforts on the first stage of college counseling, and try to convince their students to 

consider college as a viable option and help them believe that they have the ability to attend 
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college.  College counselors find themselves in the critical juncture of educating students and 

families even before assisting them with their college applications.  Often, first-generation 

students are less aware of how to access college due to a lack of knowledge at home and come 

across many barriers in their path (Kimura-Walsh, Yamamura, Griffin, & Allen, 2009).  There 

are many struggles that first-generation students of color face during their high school years.   

Common struggles of first-generation students 

 

College counselors discuss some common issues that first-generation students of color 

face including:  familial issues, financial issues, lack of college knowledge, and having 

undocumented status.  These students are the first in their family to go to college and this opens a 

new world of uncertainty for these students and their families.  The college counselors in the 

study have experienced similar struggles while they were in high school.  Many of them felt that 

they did not have any adults on campus who understood what they were going through because it 

was very unfamiliar to them. 

Familial issues 

 

Many of the college counselors shared that they found that their students and families had 

to struggle with the idea of going to college.  Students had a difficult time convincing their 

parents about wanting to go to college.  They found that going to college ended up being a whole 

family decision.  Julia, who had experienced similar struggles as her students, mentioned the 

difficulty that students faced when discussing college with their families:   

It’s the issues related to the whole first-generation kids going to college and some of 

those changes are going to occur, right, like, leaving your family behind, which is 
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normally not done, separation because you’re traveling, an hour away or to another state.  

So, I think, talking to them about that and preparing them for that; these are some of the 

things that we are adding to the mix because, otherwise, they might not go to college.  

And I do understand what it’s like because I know that, as a first-generation student 

myself; it’s difficult to break that home attachment.  And telling them, “It’s okay”…that 

it doesn’t mean that you don’t love your family, it doesn’t mean that you’re ungrateful, it 

just means you need a little time to go away and grow.” 

Julia emphasized that if she did not take the extra step and talk to students to prepare 

them, they would not even apply to colleges that were not in the local area.  She added that she 

has to help students deal with the guilt of making the decision to leave for college.  Karin shared 

her own college experience, ‘I needed someone to talk to my parents for me.  I was the first one 

who wanted to go so far away to college and I knew they would not understand.’  Students deal 

with the guilt of choosing to leaving their families and going off to college and trying to balance 

both the cultures in their life; their home culture and school culture (Striplin, 1999).   Sean, who 

went away to college, realized what an experience like that can mean to his students.  He shared, 

‘Some of my students have never left the city and they have never seen the ocean.  They need to 

do that, to see the world that is out there.  College can make that happen for them.’   

Furthermore, Cindy realized the struggle that female students in particular face with their 

families in choosing a school that is far away from home: 

So I do think that’s how I contribute to that as well, is talking to them about the 

experiences that you have now that you’ve been through it yourself as an older child, 

especially with the females.  I think, both males and females experience this but 
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especially with the females because you’re not, you’re different from what they’re used 

to seeing at home.  Usually, they either stay home with mom, or sometimes it’s not, 

they’re working and they’re raising children but they are not always, like I said, they’re 

not as comfortable with a lot of topics because they have no one to talk to so the 

conversation is not happening. 

Cindy mentioned how Latina students see their mothers at home and then they see her, a 

female, in the college office and they are able to realize that they could choose a different life if 

they choose to go to college.  They are able to see that their counselor has created a different life 

for herself with education, as a Latina and a first-generation woman of color.  It pushes them to 

strive for more and speak with their parents about going to college even if it is far away.  Many 

families depend solely on the college counselor to help their children get into college (Vargas, 

2004).  They have no other person who is able to help them, teach them, and show them the way 

of accessing college.  Annie says, ‘We have to empower the families.  They're not familiar with 

the process.’ 

Financial Issues 

 

Financial hardship is an issue that many of these students face when they consider 

college.  There is an immediate effect on their family with one less person in the home who is 

able to contribute financially to the family.  The idea of going away to college is definitely a 

decision that is not easy to make and college counselors have to step in and help their students 

through this difficult time.  The college counselors mentioned the financial hardships they 

endured on their path to college.  Many of them worked part-time jobs during high school to help 

their families and pay bills.  Soojung shared, ‘I knew money was a struggle for my parents and I 
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tried not to give them any additional burden of paying my college fees.  I applied for 

scholarships and loans.’      

Going to college was a financial struggle and burden for these counselors.  They applied 

for scholarships and loans to pay for college since some of their families could not afford it.  

Their experience makes them empathetic to the financial struggles that their students face.  It is 

not a cut and dry solution that others would think of but a very specific way of explaining to 

students and parents about the importance of college and taking into consideration their financial 

situation.  Julia, whose family was always struggling with paying bills, shared:  

Sometimes they feel like they can’t go to school because they need to go get a job so that 

they can help their family.  So I explain to them that going to college, you will be able to 

help them as well; you have to wait four years but you’re going to be able to do so much 

more for them because you’re going to have an education, so you will make more money.  

You will receive a higher income and knowledge but it does take waiting four years.  But 

even so, even while they’re in college, if they got a part-time job, they’re probably going 

to be making more than they would by staying locally and making minimum wage, right? 

Many of the college counselors shared that financial issues are a large part of the decision that 

affects first-generation students as they apply and are accepted to colleges.  Jayne shared, 

‘Parents hear about the high cost of going to college and immediately shut down.  They tell their 

children, “We can’t afford to send you to college; we barely have enough to put food on the 

table.”  These college counselors realized how important it was to help students with the 

financial aid process and thus spend ample time explaining to parents how everything is going to 

work out.  Karin said, ‘We begin early January with the financial aid application and we are still 
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talking about money when May rolls around.  This is an extremely important part of the process 

and without it many of our students will not be able to set foot on a college campus.’  The 

college counselors run several financial aid workshops to help students and parents understand 

the entire process.      

Lack of College Knowledge 

 

 Educating the parents and families is another integral element of the college application 

process.  Parents whose children are the first in the family to go to college are unaware of all the 

steps involved and the how rigorous the process is for these students.  Often, students and parents 

are unaware of what colleges are available to them.  Soojung shared: 

Many first-generation students are limited in their knowledge of what colleges are 

available to them.  Living in the valley, many of them think community college or 

California State University, Northridge are the only schools available to them.  They can 

ride the bus there and everything is doable.  When I talk to them about the University of 

California system, well that changes the whole dynamics.  For me UCLA seems like it is 

right over the hill, but for them that is another world.   

Soojung has to describe the different colleges and uses pictures and websites to show the 

students and families what options are available to them.  Ariel shared her story of one of her 

students who was admitted to both UCLA and UC Berkeley.  She said: 

This bright young woman really wanted to go to UC Berkeley.  She had visited the 

campus and was in love with the place.  Her mom was adamant that she had to stay local.  

I had to explain to her how going to Berkeley would benefit the student because she was 

in this special program for minority students, and she was going to receive extra help 
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including tutoring and counseling.  Mom wanted her to be local so she could baby sit the 

young kids when she was busy working.   

Ariel and the other counselors had to dedicate some time to explaining the significance of getting 

accepted into such prestigious colleges.  They noticed that to some of the parents, it really did 

not matter if their child was attending community college or a university.  It was all the same to 

them because they did not understand the differences.  Some of the college counselors had to 

choose to go to a local university because their families did not see the point of attending a 

university out of state.  Their families understood that a university was a university and so it 

would not matter where they were going as long as it was a university.  Thus, these college 

counselors strive to teach students and parents about college and all the different options that are 

available to them.  But, they see that students have many barriers that affect their admission and 

attendance to college.   

Undocumented Status 

 

Undocumented students face many obstacles including legal issues and financial aid 

issues when applying to college.  Undocumented parents and students face additional constraints 

in the college application process (McDonough & Gildersleeve, 2006).  They are hesitant to even 

approach college counselors or school personnel for fear of what questions may be asked of them 

regarding their status.  Disha, an immigrant college counselor who has herself seen the turmoil of 

being in a foreign country tries to lower the anxiety of her students.  She provides them with a 

safe haven in her college office where they can ask difficult questions without feeling any kind 

of repercussion to their legal status.  She says, ‘I make sure that their information is kept 

confidential and that they do not feel threatened in any way.  There are a lot more financial aid 
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programs available now for undocumented students and I share everything that I find out.’  Many 

of college counselors bring in specialists in this area to talk to their students about colleges they 

can apply to and scholarships that they can qualify for if they get accepted.  Cindy shared: 

I make announcements on the PA system (Public announcement) to let students know 

that there will be advisers in the college office at lunch that can answer their questions 

about the different opportunities for undocumented students.  My students feel very safe 

coming in my office and voicing their concerns.  It is a trust that we have built over time 

so they can come to me with questions.  They know I understand and won’t judge them. 

The significance of this trust that college counselors build with their students is very evident 

from the conversations.  Having an undocumented status is such a sensitive issue and has to be 

handled in a very appropriate way.  College counselors shared that they have to be cognizant of 

even their tone of voice when addressing such delicate issues so as to not offend the student of 

their families. 

 The college counselors in the study have recognized that there are many common issues 

that their first-generation students of color face at the schools.  These included familial issues, 

financial issues, lack of college knowledge, and having undocumented status.  College 

counselors were able to relate to some of the issues which they faced as students themselves and 

are able to help students find solutions so that college is still an option for them.  These first-

generation college counselors have experienced first-hand some of these issues and are helping 

their students solve them.      

Schools are essential environments that provide social capital in the form of relationships 

and resources, which are very necessary for the growth of first-generation students of color 
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(Perez & McDonough, 2008).  This aspect of the college process for first-generation students 

involves educating parents, discussing options with students, and helping students who are 

undocumented as well.  These counselor-student interactions are extremely valuable in this 

process. 

Transfer of social capital 

 

The interaction between college counselors and students is a source of social capital to 

these students.  Social capital can be defined as the social networks and interactions of students 

with adults on campus and access to resources that these interactions provide (Bourdieu, 1986).  

Counselors prepare students for college by providing resources and creating experiences such as 

field trips to colleges, which are especially helpful for first-generation students (Hudley, 2009).  

In this study, college counselors shared the following ways of transferring social capital to their 

students:  1) Teaching communication skills, 2) Exposure to college activities, 3) Teaching life 

skills, 4) Connecting to community resources, and 5) Connecting to college outreach personnel.  

The answer to research question #2 can be found in these sub-themes. 

Teaching Communication Skills 

 

Many college counselors find that their students are limited in their communication skills 

and they have to build these skills for college.  Ariel finds that: 

There are many skills that you need to teach them, like I tell them, you need to call the 

university yourself and ask these questions so they start to become more independent.  

There’s a mentoring and practice that happens here so that, hopefully, they’re more 
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prepared when they go to college, when they go out into the real world.  So, I do think we 

help and guide them on how to interact with college personnel.   

These college counselors have discovered that many first-generation students of color are lacking 

in their abilities to communicate with college personnel.  They find that they may have find ways 

to practice these conversations to prepare them for college life. Some counselors find that first-

generation students are often nervous and need a lot of one-on-one interaction to help them 

improve their skills.  Annie notes that she needs to provide step by step guidance to her students:   

What happens in the 12th grade is the kids learn how to -- the word I use with them is 

they learn how to navigate red tape.  “You're looking in your portal.  They're saying they 

didn't get your test scores or they didn't receive your residency questionnaire.  What 

should you do?"  I get a blank stare. I say, "We're going to call them.  What you're going 

to say is, I'm looking in my portal right now and it says that the residency questionnaire is 

still on my to-do list.  Did you receive it?  No, we haven't received it.  Would it be 

acceptable for me to fax it?"  We fax it.  Now what do you do?  "Honey, you have to call 

back and make sure that they received the fax." "Did you receive my fax?"  What 

happens is they learn these skills. Like this is how you help yourself.  "Honey, the devil's 

in the details. You've got to manage every detail.” 

Many of the college counselors in the study related similar experiences in coaching their students 

to improve their communication skills.  Other counselors also feel that just by visiting the college 

office and participating in the activities and conversations that take place, they are able to 

improve on many abilities needed to survive in college.  These students were being exposed to 

the activities in the college office.   
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Exposure to college activities 

 

Many of the college counselors mentioned that first-generation students of color 

benefitted from being exposed to college-related activities.  These included visiting colleges, 

college presentations, peer counseling, and informational workshops.  Julia worked closely with 

a group of seniors, who were peer college counselors and worked in the college office for class 

credit.  She feels that they hear a great deal of what is happening in the college office and are 

learning many skills and techniques that better prepare them for college.  Julia points out:   

Definitely, with the smaller group that I have, like the peer college counselors, because I 

get to see them every day so they, I think, they reap the most benefit from our 

interactions.  They observe how I work with students and copy my behaviors and 

presentations when they in turn work with other students.   

Julia shared how she models the behaviors that she would like her students to learn and exposes 

them to college lingo and processes in the college office.  Cindy shared: 

They love going on field-trips to visit colleges.  It is sad because they have never seen 

one before.  I know what that is like because I went by California State University, Los 

Angeles many times but never actually visited as a student in high school.  I have to work 

my magic to find funds to get a bus to take the kids.  But it is worth it when I see the look 

on their faces when we come back from a college visit.  It is like a switch was just turned 

on.  We do scavenger hunts at the college and visit classrooms in session.  It is an 

amazing experience for our first-generation students. 

Cindy acknowledged that it is not easy to get funding to provide college activities for her 

students.  She has to be very creative and resourceful in finding monies to help her students.  



 

87 
 

College field-trips and other such college-related activities provide much needed exposure to the 

college world.  It is a new world to many of these students who have never had this experience.  

The college counselors mentioned how their college fieldtrips were an eye-opening experience 

and motivated them to apply to college.  Thus, they try to get their students to feel the same 

excitement about going to college.    

Teaching Life skills 

 

Annie understands how important basic skills are for her students to learn and perform as 

they prepare for the next step of going to college.  She is constantly coaching her students to look 

up aspects about college that they do not know so they can learn what is needed to take that next 

step.  First-generation students don’t have examples or role models so these counselors who 

share similar backgrounds model these behaviors and guide them.  Similarly, Disha understands 

how important social capital is for her students and how difficult it is for them to survive in 

college or even get to college without it.  She says:   

It's a tremendous handicap, lack of a social capital. I mean sometimes when I have time I 

teach them table etiquette. When I have kids going to Ivy Leagues or going to smaller 

more prestigious schools where they're going to where most of their classmates are going 

to be upper class and stuff. I said look you’re going to be invited to a lunch or a 

Thanksgiving or a dinner or something like that. You’re going to sit at a table that there’s 

going to be so much flatware and different glasses and so on that you’re going to be 

puzzled. You’re not going to know what to do. And I say when all else fails you stay put, 

you do nothing until the lady of the house starts. When she starts you do what she does. If 

everything else fails this is what you do, you just sit there with your hand on your lap and 
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you wait until the lady of the house begins to eat and you get the same utensil and you do 

the same thing she does.  You just watch. And they look at me and I say, “Yes, because 

there is a knife for the fish, there is a knife for the meat and there is a spoon for this kind 

of soup and a spoon for the desert and the fork for the desert and fork for the salad and 

fork for the fish and the this and the this and the this.” 

Disha points out a key hurdle that first-generation students may face because of their lack of 

exposure to the dominant society.  She shares table etiquette as just one example of a hurdle that 

these students face in privileged settings; other hurdles may include attire and vocabulary.  They 

are lacking in knowledge and resources to survive in the college world, which is often part of the 

dominant culture.     

Often, the basic knowledge that many students may have gained from their home and 

community experiences is not necessarily present in the lives of first-generation students of 

color.  Sean, who had to take a flight out to his college, mentioned that many of his students have 

never travelled on a plane.  They would not know how to prepare their documents and travel to 

their college because it was never taught to them.  Students’ relationships with their counselors 

can act as social capital and improve their chances of going to college (Stanton-Salazar, 1997).  

These college counselors recognized that many of their students need certain skills to survive in 

college and find ways to help them grow and develop so they are well prepared for the future.  

College counselors had to help these students gain some life skills to help them gain access to 

college and survive in college.      
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Connecting with Community Resources 

 

Some of the counselors work hard to connect their students with community resources 

and college outreach personnel.  They find mentorship and internship programs to connect their 

students to in order to help them grow and gain social capital.  Ariel, a veteran counselor has 

cultivated relationships with community liaisons and makes it a point to find people to connect 

her students to these people.  She shared the following:   

As much as I can I use any opportunity that I have to bring somebody in campus from 

different professions and things like that, I do it.  I mean every time I get an opportunity 

to be part of a program that brings people to campus, I always do it.  It is good for 

students to hear from other community groups and find out about the many things that are 

available to them. 

Karin, who is extremely busy like the other counselors, has to allocate time to set-up these 

meetings and presentations for her students.  She realized the value of these interactions for her 

students and so makes time in her schedule to accommodate their needs.  She approaches her 

teachers about these options:   

Anytime there are mentorship programs, yes I am eager to find out.  They usually come 

through me and then I give it to the advisory teachers.  I set up meetings so that they do 

presentations.  There are people in our community that come to me.  I then present it to 

the teachers and then invite them to these presentations.  So yes, I feel like a cruise 

director sometimes.   
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These mentorship programs and counselors acting as mentors help to transfer social capital to 

students.  In addition, Giancarlo is constantly working on building social capital in his students 

by providing growth opportunities for them:   

I always have been promoting internships and positions in volunteering, I really like 

pushing those kids as many as I can get to and I provide them with locations where they 

can go and take advantage of those opportunities.  And they come back as a different 

person because they are much more social and more talkative and more inquisitive about 

their future and how to access it.  So yeah we are trying our best to get them to gain on 

social capital because it's important to understand what networking is and employment 

how important it is and volunteering and that's from looking at other fellow students.  

Giancarlo realized a long time ago that such programs are vital to first-generation students of 

color who have never experienced mentorship of this nature.  Many of the college counselors 

shared that their students sometimes do not have even one adult that spends time with them and 

guides them on choices to make in life.  They are surrounded mostly by their peer groups.  

Connecting with College Outreach Personnel 

 

Many college counselors shared that it was important for students to hear from other 

adults about key college elements that are important and relevant to them.  First-generation high 

school students may need additional assistance and support from counselors when exploring 

post-secondary options (Villalba, Akos, Keeter, & Ames, 2007).  Jayne, who remembered 

talking to a college outreach representative in high school, confided: 

I guess just building relationships with the student, and when I have schools [college 

representatives] come in and talk with the students, we kind of collaborate so it’s not just 
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me promoting college, it’s actually people coming in and telling the students that they 

should go to college as well.  They are able to share the specific requirements for students 

to get into that particular college. 

Jayne stressed how each college is unique in their admissions policies.  Jayne remembered how 

confusing the information about different colleges seemed to her at that time.  Although Jayne 

and other college counselors are able to share some general admissions criteria, they need in-

depth information about a particular college or program so their students can increase their 

chances of getting admission into that university.  This is a great example of the transfer of social 

capital.  College counselors are able to bring direct experts from the Universities to converse 

with these students.  Their own experience helps them realize the importance of bringing 

representatives from the universities and presenting them to the students.     

Thus, Soojung, another college counselor builds relationships with college 

representatives and personnel to facilitate this process of connecting her students to resources: 

Oh absolutely, even with all of the different college rep visits, and then the different 

colleges that come and visit; just helping them make those networking connections, and 

helping them feel comfortable, like you need to learn how to ask appropriate questions, 

and speak to the right people to navigate to where you need to get.  A lot of times they 

want me to make phone calls for them.  I’m like, “No, you and I can sit down together; 

you can put it on speaker if necessary.  But I will help you, but I will not do it for you 

necessarily.” 

This is similar to Annie’s method who urges the students to make their own phone calls and talk 

to personnel directly and ask whatever questions they may have.  Their emphasis is on building 
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these skills in their students because they are so vital to their survival in the next phase of their 

life.  Soojung continues to work on connecting students with external resources and improving 

their skills in the college application process.  She seeks help from her local college 

representatives to help her during application season so they can reach a larger audience.   

These college counselors stress that it is not just about getting the kid to college but 

providing him/her with tools so he/she can be successful by building social capital early on.   

These college counselors transfer social capital by teaching communication skills, providing 

exposure to college activities, teaching life skills, connecting them with community resources, 

and connecting them with college outreach personnel.  All staff on and off campus can support 

the college process with activities such as class assignments, guest speakers, college outreach, 

field-trips to colleges, college related paraphernalia on campus, and college presentations to 

build on social capital (Bryan, Moore-Thomas, C, Day-Vines, & Holcomb-McCoy, 2011).  

These experiences provide much needed exposure for first-generation students of color.       

Building on cultural capital 

 

College Counselors create and build a college-going culture at the high schools and 

helping students navigate the college pathway (McDonough, 2002).  They work as institutional 

agents to build on the cultural capital that first-generation students bring to school (Stanton-

Salazar, 2011).  Cultural capital is defined as the attributes, assets, skills, and behaviors that 

students possess (Bourdieu, 1999).  Many students of color have their own cultural capital which 

may not be recognized and valued by the dominant society (Yosso, 2005).  Cultural capital are 

valuable assets to the students and may exist in the form of familial, linguistic, navigational, 

aspirational, resistant, and social capital.  This type of cultural capital is different from the 
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interpretation of Bourdieu (1986), which recommended that individuals aspire to the skill sets 

held by the dominant culture.  In this study, first-generation college counselors of color shared 

that they used some of their cultural capital to navigate through the college process when they 

were students in high school and did not have anyone guiding them through the process.  They 

recognize this cultural capital in their students and nurture this capital so their students can 

become successful.  The sub-themes that emerged from this study included:  1) Acknowledgment 

of cultural capital, 2) Building on aspirational and navigational capital, and 3) Building on 

linguistic capital.  The answer to research question three can be found in these sub-themes.    

Acknowledgement of Cultural Capital 

 

 The primary theme that was evident from the responses of the questions on cultural 

capital was that students needed to be made aware that they do possess cultural capital.  Karin 

who is quick to hone in on her students’ capital, tries to emphasize their cultural capital when she 

talks to them and shares its value:   

Well, I do let them know that it’s important that when they write their personal 

statements for instance, that they mention that, especially if they’re first-generation or if 

their parents weren’t born here. Also, that they know about other cultures that they could 

be an asset in a company that’s trying to bring more people of color into their 

community, into their workplace, or if they’re selling items to the people of color. Their 

background can help college and organizations.  

Karin, who is bilingual, realizes that the cultural capital that her students possess can make them 

eligible for admission to colleges who are seeking students from diverse cultures and who are 

multilingual.  She says she has to make them believe in themselves and to see that they have 

many positive elements to add to the college or workplace.   
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Building on Aspirational and Navigational capital 

 

Some first-generation students have high aspirational capital; they want to go to college 

but they do not know what types of colleges are available for them.  Sean, a college counselor 

who personally experienced the difficulty of applying to colleges without really knowing about 

any of them is able to describe his experience to the students.  Sean shared: 

I had heard these college names from some friends and my parents said I should apply to 

Ivy leagues, so I did.  I had no idea what I was doing, whether or not I wanted to go there 

or whether I had all the requirements to go there.  I just did it.  And when I was rejected 

from all these colleges, it was the worst time of my life.  I felt so low and had no one to 

talk to.  Thus, I know the importance of explaining about target schools, safe schools, and 

reach schools so I can help my students aspire, yet understand the repercussions of what 

they are doing.    

Target schools are schools that the student has a good chance of getting admission into as 

long as he/she has completed the eligibility requirements for that college including GPA, college 

entrance exams, and A-G coursework.  These colleges may include California state universities 

or other public school systems and some private schools.  Reach schools are schools that the 

student may have a desire to attend and may meet some of the eligibility requirements, yet there 

is no guarantee because these colleges are highly selective in their admissions process.  These 

colleges may include the Ivy League colleges, University of California system, and private 

colleges.  Safety schools are the schools the student can get into easily and can serve as a back-

up in case students are not able to attend their target or reach school.  These schools may include 



 

95 
 

the community college system and some private colleges.    Many of the college counselors in 

the study admitted that they help their students create these lists to include all three types of 

schools. 

Some students have learned ways to navigate through the different barriers that lay in 

their path.  Giancarlo shared his thoughts on these special students: 

I don’t know how to describe it.  It’s this sixth sense that feel about some of these kids.  I 

can tell they have a potential to make it to college and they just need a little push.  I push a little 

harder on these kids.  They are able to navigate through difficult situations in their lives, catch 

buses to get to school from so far away, ask for help, and just figure things out.  They are 

survivors and will make it in college.  I just have to get them there. 

Giancarlo has noticed that some of his students have high navigational capital and he has to find 

ways to help them grow and get to college.  Other college counselors also shared similar stories 

of how they just are able to pick up on student abilities and capabilities.      

As first-generation students of color themselves, these college counselors are so aware of 

the cultural capital that students bring to school.  They have thrived and achieved much success, 

despite the barriers they faced as first-generation students themselves (Duggan, 2001).  College 

counselors want to harness these abilities and help their students reach their potential.  Soojung 

described her own experience as a first-generation student of color to her students:   

Yes, I share my own personal experiences with my students quite a bit.  And you know 

what’s funny is, they’re curious anyway; they’re going to ask me those questions, and 

I’m not one to hold back, because I think that’s what connects us is, they also need to 

understand like, “Hey, I totally get what you’re going through, because I was in the same 
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place.  And I’m here to service you basically, because I know what it feels like to be from 

that place where it’s like you have so many responsibilities, but yet you want to strive for 

more.”  

Soojung has faced many similar struggles that her students are facing now but she also realizes 

that she had cultural capital that helped her navigate through her own high school and college 

path.  She continues to share her past experiences with her students.  

Building on Linguistic capital 

 

Cindy remembered that her ability to speak Spanish served as an asset in college and later 

in her career.  She never realized it was that big of a deal when she was in high school and it was 

the main language she used to communicate with her parents and her community.  She shared 

her thoughts on being bilingual:  

For instance, if they’re first-generation and their first language is not English, that it’s 

important that they mention it because being bilingual is something very important.  

Many colleges and work places are looking for students that are able to speak another 

language.  I was able to get a job on campus that worked with English Learners which 

was great.  I never thought that knowing my home language was an asset.  All through 

my school years, I never perceived it as an asset. 

Cindy is able to share this story with her students and helps them realize that being bilingual will 

take them far in life.  She prompts them to take the Advanced Placement tests in Spanish 

language and literature.  She feels this helps her students feel even more empowered and see the 

value of their language abilities.  Other college counselors also mentioned that they helped 
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students recognize their abilities of speaking a second language as a great asset and help them 

use this important skill. 

 The college counselors in the study are able to see that their students have cultural 

capital.  Unlike the deficit thinking model (Valencia, 1997) that claims that students of color in 

low socioeconomic areas are unable to gain access to college because they are lacking in cultural 

capital, these counselors believe that many of their students are coming in to school with strong 

cultural capital (Yosso, 2005).  Counselors in turn, use this cultural capital as a base to build on 

students’ knowledge and experiences and help them achieve more.  They are able to use the 

students’ background in parts of the college application such as the college essays, 

work/volunteer experiences, cultural experiences, and linguistic abilities and experiences.  They 

feel that their students feel valued that their backgrounds and cultural aspects are taken into 

consideration as part of the college application process.   

Impact of budget cuts 

 

College counselors are facing the impact of budget cuts in LAUSD.  There is usually an 

average of 3-5 guidance counselors at a high school in LAUSD.  Some high schools may have 

one college counselor who often takes on the additional responsibility of the Advanced 

Placement testing.  Many schools have been forced to make difficult budgetary choices such as 

cutting counselors.  This action has translated into college counselors taking on additional roles 

and responsibilities on campus.  This information is of significance because the number of 

counselors at a school and the number of student contacts affects the college application rates 

(Bryan, Moore-Thomas, Day-Vines, Holcomb-McCoy, 2011). Cindy explains her added work 

with testing: 
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Yeah, definitely, so I am the Advanced Placement (AP) coordinator which means testing the 

whole month of May and preparation for months prior to that.  And now I also am the 

Testing coordinator; I test all students during testing time.  So in addition to being the only 

college counselor on campus, I have to find time to run testing for students at the school.   

Similarly, Disha has to do testing at her large, comprehensive school, ‘Not all the testing, just 

APs and PSATs, the college-board tests and senior awards.’  Her administrators understand that 

her position is so demanding and much needed, so they limit her testing responsibilities to the 

AP testing and PSAT testing.  Ariel mentions other duties that she has in addition to testing and 

college counseling, ‘I do AP testing, PSAT testing, graduation ceremony, senior awards, serving 

on school committees, whatever they need me to do.’  She is willing to help with whatever the 

school staff and administration needs.  However, she does mention that these additional duties 

take her time away from students and her work with them. 

Other college counselors have seen much turnover at their schools and have been at a loss 

on how to provide quality counseling for students.  Giancarlo has experienced job loss in the 

college counseling field:   

I was offered to return to my first school as a college counselor with a caseload of twelfth 

graders, I refused it because college counseling has to be 100% for it to be effective.  It's 

not just focused on seniors alone and I can't focus on graduation requirements and adult 

school and Individualized Education Plans (IEPs) and Student Success Teams (SSTs); all 

that comes with the guidance counseling and try to do my components as a college 

counselor for all grades, there's just no way. 
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Here Giancarlo shared how his former school wanted to add enormous responsibilities to his 

already full plate.  As a guidance counselor, he would have to complete graduation plans/checks 

with each student, sign them up for adult school to make up classes, attend meetings such as 

IEPs and SSTs which would translate into barely any time for college counseling of students. 

Nine of the ten counselors shared their concerns about budget cuts and how it is 

impacting their work at their own schools and the impact it has had districtwide.  Disha 

mentioned how neighboring charter schools and private schools were increasing the number of 

college counselors at the school.  Recent years have expanded the roles of counselors to include 

many specialized counselors including college counselors, intervention counselors, and 

attendance counselors (Jones, 2001).  Disha is worried that LAUSD is not even ensuring that 

each high school would receive one college counselor.  She claims, ‘It is a matter of social 

justice, that all students have access to college and to a college counselor who can help them get 

to college.  The expanding role of school counselors together with the increasing student to 

counselor ratio has impacted students in many ways including lack of time to provide counseling 

services (Corwin, Venegas, Oliverez, & Colyar, 2004). The most impacted students are those in 

low socioeconomic areas and now they do not even have a college counselor that they can go to 

for help at their schools.    

This trend of cutting college counselors at the schools, or adding duties and 

responsibilities for existing college counseling positions has limited the work that they can 

perform with their students.  First-generation students of color are at an even greater 

disadvantage because they have limited resources or personnel that they can turn to at home or in 

their neighborhood, when it comes to gaining information about college (McDonough, 2005).  

They are often completely dependent on the counselor at the school to guide them through this 
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process.  Unfortunately, these high ratios of counselors to students forces college counselors to 

pick and choose what aspects of college counseling they can focus on and limits the group of 

students they can work with on a regular basis (McDonough, 2004).  Often, first-generation 

students of color are unable to navigate the intricacies that are involved in the college application 

process without sufficient help from a college counselor and thus limiting their chances of 

enrollment in postsecondary options.   

Counselor Preparation 

 

 There is a lack of college counselor preparation (education and training) for new and 

veteran counselors.  High schools from low-income neighborhoods have a low availability of 

resources and experienced counselors (Hill, 2012).  College counselors have to depend on their 

personal experience and knowledge in working with first-generation students of color.  Julia 

mentions her educational experience: 

Obviously, the educational background, the Masters in Counseling was really good, did a 

good job at teaching us how to talk to students and approach the students.  But, I think, 

one thing that when you talk specifically about college counseling, there really isn’t a 

specific class for that, or training for that.  I think, once you get to the job you just have to 

learn yourself.   

Julia wishes there was more training for college counselors especially for new college 

counselors.  Jayne, a novice counselor adds: 

And when you’re a new counselor, the students are going to a teacher to help them write 

college application essays; the first couple of years, the students suffer.  When you gain 

experience, the students are going to benefit from that but until then, it’s those first 
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couple of years that students are struggling, especially students who are first-generation 

students because they are not as savvy as the other students. 

Ongoing professional development (PD) training is also not readily available by the school 

district.  Ariel is upset that she has not received any professional development for college 

counselors:   

No Professional Development for counselors at all.  The conferences that we have are the 

Cal State conferences and UC conferences but they cost money and our schools do not 

pay for these conferences because there is no money allocated for counselor PD.  

Sometimes, I will pay from my pocket and go to the conference because it is so important 

and beneficial information for my students that I need to learn and bring back to school.   

Ariel further explains that many of her students apply to the California State University and the 

University of California systems.  These conferences provide the most current information for 

college counselors to utilize at their schools in the college application process.   

When it comes to counseling first-generation students of color, there seems to be a lack 

of preparation and training at the school district and at the university level.  Sean states that he 

had minimal university preparation as part of his counseling degree:   

Yeah, there was one diversity class in college, I mean, honestly, I think, it’s just more and 

more out of my own experiences.  Very little training from the district.  The thing I was 

very fortunate with is that there was a college counselor here before me and she helped 

me learn a lot of the duties I needed to learn.  I also did the college counseling certificate 

at UCLA and that helped me quite a bit. 

Similar to Sean, Jayne wishes that there was more training from LAUSD:   
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Well, I’m new to the district, so nothing here yet.  But just my experience personally, and 

my previous experiences helped with that…Well, with diversity classes in college, that 

kind of prepared you on how to deal with those students.  But here in LAUSD, there’s 

never been any specific training like, “Jayne, this is what you need to do.  And this is 

what we do in September or October.”  Not yet.  Nothing. 

College counselors receive a counseling credential as part of their preparation in graduate school.  

Some of the coursework may include a diversity class and working with students from diverse 

cultural backgrounds.  When they begin work at LAUSD, they are placed in their positions 

without much training and education on all the duties and responsibilities of a college counselor.  

Sometimes, they receive training from previous college counselors or attend college conferences 

to learn more about the college application process.  There is however, a lack of education and 

training for college counselors who are primarily working with first-generation students of color.   

Summary 

 

The data from study indicated that there were six major themes that emerged from the 

analysis.  There were similarities in the first-generation counseling methods which included 

specific skills sets and strategies that were unique to this population.  These college counselors 

identified that there were common struggles that the first-generation students of color seem to 

face at the high schools.  There is indeed some transfer of social capital from the college 

counselor to students.  College counselors recognize the cultural capital that many of their first-

generation students bring and work hard to build on this capital.  There is an increased impact of 

budget cuts on the role of college counselors and it limits the work that they conduct with their 

students.  There is a lack of college counselor education and training in LAUSD.   
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Through this ethnographic case study, college counselors responded to a series of open-

ended interview questions.  They were quite forthcoming in their methods of working with first-

generation students.  They shared the daily struggles they face as they work with students who 

do not have background knowledge about college and realize that they are often times the sole 

source of information and capital for their students.  The college counselors reflected on their 

own experiences as first-generation students of color during their high school years and relayed 

how this affected their current work with the similar population of students.  They found that this 

personal knowledge and experience gave them better abilities to meet the needs of their first-

generation students.  Often, they were able to connect with their students in a manner that was 

extremely useful in motivating and propelling their students forward. 

The college counselors were also able to share how their positions were impacted by the 

budget cuts and how this decision is in turn affecting the lives of first-generation students of 

color by limiting their access to college knowledge.  Unfortunately, many of the areas that are 

facing counselor cuts are the schools where their services are so integral to students who may 

have no postsecondary options (McDonough, 2005).  The college counselors spoke with 

authentic and similar voices as they described their deep passion and vision for their students in 

helping them gain access to college. 

The results indicated that the work of the college counselors is so essential to first-

generation students of color and each and every step matters in their high school career.  College 

counselors learn about the different colleges available to their students and then share these 

options and guide their students through the college pathway.  Through their own life 

experiences college counselors realize that a college education may be the only way to a better 

life for many of their first-generation students of color (Gandara, 2005).  They have to work 
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closely with students and families to educate and support them through this intricate process.  

There is a great deal to be learned about the work of first-generation college counselors of color 

and how other counselors can learn and benefit from this knowledge as well. 
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CHAPTER FIVE:  DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 

 The purpose of this research study was to understand the interactions between first-

generation college counselors of color and first-generation students of color from the counselor’s 

point of view.  A generational study has never been conducted to see how this unique 

characteristic would affect the way that college counselors advise their students.  Through this 

ethnographic case study, I sought to answer three research questions related to the work that 

college counselors conduct with students in the high school setting.   These research questions 

include: 1) In what ways do first-generation college counselors of color advise first-generation 

students of color about college access?  2)  How do first-generation college counselors of color 

foster and promote social capital in first-generation students of color?  3)  How do first-

generation college counselors of color see themselves in the role of institutional agents as they 

build on the cultural capital that students bring?   

The research was conducted in LAUSD at different comprehensive high schools.  I 

collected data by conducting semi-structured interviews with 10 college counselors from 10 

different high school sites in LAUSD.  These counselors were selected from different mini-

districts all over LAUSD creating a pool of diverse participants.  The college counselors were at 

comprehensive high schools that enrolled primarily first-generation students of color.  A 

document review was also conducted to place the college counselors in the context of their 

school and community, to provide a better understanding of the various elements that affect the 

study.  The interviews were transcribed and analyzed using the research questions and theoretical 

framework of social capital theory.  Dedoose, a type of coding software, was used to code the 

data collected and develop them into code families using social capital theory as a guide in data 

analysis.  These code families led to the emergence of six major themes.   
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The six major themes included the following: 1)  First-generation counseling methods  

which were geared towards reaching and working with this special population; 2)  Common 

struggles of first-generation students  which discussed the many barriers and constraints these 

students face in high school; 3)  Transfer of social capital which discussed the interactions 

between first-generation college counselors of color and first-generation students of color; 4)  

Building on cultural capital which focused on the ways that these counselors assist students in 

improving their skills and knowledge; 5)  Impact of budget cuts which brought to light the major 

issues that students are facing; and 6)  Counselor education and training which brings attention to 

what is still needed in the field.  These themes help educators understand the work of first-

generation college counselors of color and how they help students gain access to college.   

Chapter Four provided an account of the first-hand experiences of these first-generation 

college counselors as they worked with first-generation students of color.  The findings in the 

chapter answered all three research questions and helped us better understand the role of first-

generation college counselors in providing college access for first-generation students of color.   

The common generational experience had its own advantages.  Soojung, an Asian American 

college counselor, mentioned her shared generational experience with her students.  Counselors 

like Soojung use their background as a springboard to connect with students.  This unique and 

shared experience is an asset to the counseling community and needs to be tapped into my school 

districts and other entities to help inform the work with first-generation students of color. 

Soojung shared the following: 

Yes, I share my own personal experiences with my students quite a bit.  And you know 

what’s funny is, they’re curious anyway; they’re going to ask me those questions, and I’m 

not one to hold back, because I think that’s what connects us is, they also need to 
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understand like, “Hey, I totally get what you’re going through, because I was in the same 

place.  And I’m here to service you basically, because I know what it feels like to be from 

that place where it’s like you have so many responsibilities, but yet you want to strive for 

more.” 

Soojung and other college counselors have a special insight into the lives of first-generation 

students of color as they have walked the path themselves.  These college counselors were able 

to share their specific methodology in working with their students.  They were able to bring to 

light common issues that their first-generation students of color face as they prepare for college 

and participate in the college application process.  During the interactions between the college 

counselors and students, there was found to be a transfer of social capital to the students.   

 The counselors shared that they recognized cultural capital in their students and helped 

them develop this capital.  The college counselors also emphasized their concerns about the 

budget cuts within LAUSD and how it was impacting their positions and in turn the students that 

they served.  Lastly, college counselors also indicated their education and training prior to and 

during their work as college counselors in the school district.  A summary of the major findings 

within each theme will be provided down below. 

First-generation counseling methods 

 

 Through my first research question, I wanted to learn about the ways in which first-

generation college counselors of color advise first-generation students of color in gaining college 

access.  My interviews with 10 college counselors revealed that they use similar methodology 

when working with first-generation students in particular.  There were three sub-themes that 

emerged from the data:  1) Presentation methods, 2) Advising sessions, and 3) Student 

engagement.   
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The college counselors begin with large group and classroom presentations where they 

provide general college information.  They then provide more one-on-one or individual 

counseling, which they have found to be more worthwhile to first-generation students.  

Individual counseling seems to be most effective but there is a limitation because of the high 

caseloads of students and lack of time available for this type of counseling.  Lower caseloads 

would give counselors more time to work individually with each student and give each student 

the attention they need (Bryan, Moore-Thomas, Day-Vines, Holcomb-McCoy, 2011).  

The college counselors shared that many first-generation students did not even consider 

college as an option.  Their students faced many barriers such as poverty, lack of knowledge 

about college, cost of attending college, low grades, and lack of mentors motivating them to go 

to college.  College counselors found that students were pleasantly surprised to learn that they 

would have an opportunity to go to college.  Disha, a Latina college counselor in her 60’s, 

realized the importance of college for her students, shared that she had to convince her first-

generation students to go to college.   

First is to convince them that it’s for them…see all these requirements; you’ve met all 

these requirements. You’ve got the GPA, you’ve done a fabulous job, and you absolutely 

can go to college. You’re prepared. And they look at me like I’m from another planet 

[laughing] and I say “You're going to humor me and you’re going to apply, OK.” 

Similar to Disha, many of these first-generation college counselors used similar methodology 

when working with first-generation students.  This is vital information that helps educators 

understand that getting the student to consider college as an option is one of the first steps in the 

college going process.  

Other counselors used the transcript as a base document to begin their conversations 
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about college.  College counselors found the transcript to be a useful piece of information to 

share with the students.  They were able to advise students if they needed to retake a class 

because they received a “D” or “F”, or if they were missing some A-G college application 

requirements.  This is a very essential part of the advising process that college counselors 

engaged in with their first-generation students.  There is a difference between this type of 

advising and the advising by Guidance counselors on campus.  Guidance counselors focus on 

getting students to graduate high school while college counselors are looking to getting their 

students into college, which translates into additional class requirements that students have to 

complete.     

Furthermore, other counselors built a graduation plan with the individual student and 

created a college application plan. The college application process required college counselors to 

connect with their students at a deeper level with the goal of motivating students to apply to 

college.  They had to use their own experiences as first-generation students of color to share the 

importance of going to college.  Every counselor stated that they helped students create a list of 

target schools, reach schools, and safety schools.   

Thus, college counselors utilized a particular set of skills, strategies, and methods to 

advise first-generation students of color.  Due to their unique background as identifying as first-

generation college students of color themselves, these college counselors were particularly aware 

of the barriers these students faced and how to streamline their advising process to help more 

students gain access to college.  Many of the college counselors in the study shared that they 

received little or no assistance from college counselors or other staff on campus when they were 

in high school.  They remembered that many of their peers, who did not go to college, joined the 

work force, got married young, or had kids early because college was never given as viable 



 

110 
 

option for them. They saw many of the similar trends that existed during their era but they also 

saw that students had a lot more opportunities and information about college available to them.  

Giancarlo, who had to actively pursue his own college path by himself, shared: 

I had to fill out those college applications by hand, one for each college.  It was a lot of 

work and energy.  Our kids now have it so much easier.  Everything is online and you 

need to fill out only one application for all the California State Universities and one 

application for all the University of California schools.  I just have to get kids to the 

computer lab and then we do it together. 

Giancarlo realized the importance of his presence and motivation in engaging his students in the 

college application process.  The presence of a college counselor at the school ensures that there 

will be college presentations, advising sessions, and other actions that promote student 

engagement in the college-going process.   

Common Struggles of First-generation Students 

 

 College counselors also described some common struggles of first-generation students of 

color including: familial issues, financial issues, lack of college knowledge, and having 

undocumented status.  Some of these college counselors who faced similar struggles growing up 

were able to recognize that these barriers needed to be considered as a part of the college going 

process at the school.  Some recounted their own struggles in explaining to their parents why 

they had to go away to college.  

 First-generation college counselors were keenly aware that many first-generation students 

had a hard time discussing this aspect of college with their parents.  They set up meetings where 

students brought in their parents and sat together to discuss college options and how it would 

benefit the student to go to a particular college.  Julia, who was not allowed to leave town to go 
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to college, mentioned such an experience with her student, ‘This child got into UC Berkeley, its 

Berkeley for crying out loud, do you know what your child had to do to get into Berkeley?’  But 

the parent was adamant and refused to let her daughter go away to college to another city. 

Julia, a Latina college counselor in her 30’s mentioned that her students faced many such 

common issues on the college pathway.  She herself went through a personal struggle of wanting 

to go away to college but was not able to do so.  She spends a great deal of time working with 

students and families in helping them work out these issues.   

It’s the issues related to the whole first-generation kids going to college and some of 

those changes are going to occur, right, like, leaving your family behind, which is 

normally not done, separation because you’re traveling, an hour away or to another state.  

So, I think, talking to them about that and preparing them for that; these are some of the 

things that we are adding to the mix because, otherwise, they might not go to college.  

This is an important function because without this intervention, students would not be choosing 

colleges to attend.  Many of these college counselors play a key role in administering this part of 

the college going process far away.  

 Other college counselors described the importance of getting parents involved in the 

college process from the beginning.  Parents benefitted from attending parent nights and sought 

to be more knowledgeable about the college going process (Fann, Jarsky, & McDonough, 2009).  

They conducted parent informational nights that helped parents understand the intricacies of the 

college application process.  These parents were faced with college as an option for the first time 

in their lives and were unaware of what they needed to do.  Ariel, who struggled with her own 

immigration status as a college student, mentioned how she had to explain to parents why 

students needed their tax forms to complete financial aid applications.   
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Financial aid was one of the biggest hurdles that college counselors found that was 

keeping their students from applying to college. College counselors spent a great deal of time 

convincing students to apply to college and explained to them that they were eligible to receive 

financial aid, scholarships, university funds, grants, and loans. College counselors also found fee 

waivers for students who are unable to pay for the expensive college applications and college 

entrance exams such as the SAT and ACT.  

 Many of the counselors described the difficulty of helping undocumented first-generation 

students of color with the college process.  There was so much fear and mistrust involved in this 

group of students and with their parents as well.  They were afraid of the consequences of 

sharing the fact that they were undocumented and were ashamed to tell school staff that they did 

not have a social security number.  The counselors made announcements, conducted 

presentations, and offered confidential help to aid these students’ fears.  Overall these counselors 

shared the same struggles that their first-generation students faced but now were able to offer 

networks and resources to assist them with their college decisions. 

Transfer of Social Capital 

 

Through my second research question, I wanted to learn and understand how college 

counselors fostered and promoted the transfer of social capital to first-generation students of 

color.  College counselors found themselves connecting their students to networks and resources 

on and off-campus as part of college application process.  In addition, the relationships that 

college counselors cultivated with their students also acted as social capital in improving the 

student’s knowledge and exposure to societal norms. The answer to research question two can be 

found in the subthemes that describe the transfer of social capital.  In this study, college 

counselors shared the following ways of transferring social capital to their students:  1) Teaching 
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communication skills, 2) Exposure to college activities, 3) Teaching life skills, 4) Connecting to 

community resources, and 5) Connecting to college outreach personnel. 

Many college counselors found that their students were lacking in basic communication 

skills when applying to college.  Some of the college counselors had to focus on developing their 

students’ communication skills, in person, on the phone, via email, and during interviews.  Many 

first-generation students, who are also low-income students did not have access to a computer at 

home and were not able to check their college portals in a timely fashion as required by the 

colleges.  College counselors had to guide these students step by step through the initial college 

application process, financial aid process, and furthermore communicating with the college for 

other necessities such as arranging for transfer of records, dorm assignments, sending test scores, 

appeals, and various reasons. 

Annie,-a Latina college counselor at a smaller school, shared the one-on-one coaching 

she provided her students.  Things that may seem very simple to other students are an arduous 

task for a first-generation student who has never done it before, such as answering an email, 

sending a fax, speaking to a college representative, asking about their financial aid status: 

What happens in the 12th grade is the kids learn how to -- the word I use with them is 

they learn how to navigate red tape.  “You're looking in your portal.  They're saying they 

didn't get your test scores or they didn't receive your residency questionnaire.  What 

should you do?"  I get a blank stare. I say, "We're going to call them…” What happens is 

they learn these skills. Like this is how you help yourself.  “You have to call to check if 

they received the fax.  You've got to manage every detail. 
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This is an example of Annie sharing her social capital with this student so that they do not lose 

their admission because they did not meet a deadline or fulfill some requirement mandated by 

the university.  

The college counselors also worked hard to connect their students to resources in the 

community and college admissions representatives. The college counselors worked closely with 

these community liaisons to ensure that they were able to designate time to meet with the 

students at the school. They improved the college process with activities such as class 

assignments, guest speakers, college outreach, field-trips, and by providing college related 

paraphernalia on campus, and college presentations.  They were able to connect students with 

opportunities on and off campus such as volunteering, mentoring, internships, and leadership 

development.  

Despite the numerous duties of the college counselor, he/she worked hard to make time 

for students to be connected to external resources and college personnel and opportunities to 

build their social capital through interactions and networking.  This transfer of social capital was 

evident in the processes of teaching communication skills, exposing students to college activities, 

teaching life skills, connecting students with community resources and college outreach 

personnel.  The absence of a college counselor at the school would translate to a lack of transfer 

of social capital to first-generation students of color.     

Building on Cultural Capital 

 

Through my third research question, I wanted to learn and understand how college 

counselors acted as institutional agents to build on the cultural capital of first-generation students 

of color.   The college counselors in the study recognized the important role they play in their 



 

115 
 

students’ lives.  For many first-generation students, college would not be in an option if their 

college counselor wasn’t there lead them on the college path.  The answer to research question 

three can be found in the sub-themes that build students’ cultural capital.  The sub-themes that 

emerged from this study included:  1) Acknowledgment of cultural capital; 2) Meeting students’ 

socio-emotional needs; 3) Building on aspirational and navigational capital; 4) Building on 

linguistic capital; and 5) Building on resistant capital.    

 The similar generational status of the first-generation college counselors of color 

provided an insight into the lives of their students and helped pinpoint skills that were prevalent 

in these students.  Many college counselors saw cultural capital in their first-generation students 

of color in the form of language capital, navigational capital, social capital, aspirational capital, 

resistant capital, and familial capital (Yosso, 2005). Counselors were able to tap into these areas 

that students have in order to shape them into individuals that can succeed in the path to college. 

Cindy, a Latina college counselor who was bilingual herself as a student, tapped into this 

cultural capital and helped students write about it in their personal statements. This is important 

because many first-generation students may be devalued in a school community that does not 

recognize their particular set of cultural skills leading to low self-esteem. 

For instance, if they’re first-generation and their first language is not English, it’s 

important that they mention it [in their college essay] because being bilingual is 

something very important.  Many colleges and work places are looking for students that 

are able to speak another language.  I was able to get a job on campus that worked with 

English Learners which was great.  I never thought that knowing my home language was 

an asset.  All through my school years, I never perceived it as an asset. 
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Cindy and the other college counselors helped their students realize that they have cultural 

capital and they could use these attributes and skills to improve their chances of getting into 

college. They were also able to write recommendation letters for students that highlighted these 

special abilities and other talents.   

 College counselors were aware of the fact that colleges are seeking diverse groups of 

individuals to populate their freshman class and were able to help the students highlight their 

abilities in their college applications, thus giving them a good chance of getting into college.  

College counselors acknowledged the value of this cultural capital and made first-generation 

students feel valued and important.   

 The college counselors in the interview had never heard the term “Institutional Agents” 

used to describe them but definitely agreed that they were strong proponents for their students to 

succeed in gaining college access.  When asked, “Who would help your students if you were not 

here?” the college counselors all replied, “No one.” College counselors shared their own 

background and growth with their students to demonstrate that others similar to them had been 

able to attend college.   

Impact of Budget Cuts 

 

Another important finding of the study was that there was a severe impact of budget cuts on 

the role of college counselors at the schools.  In LAUSD, the recent budget cuts since 2008 have 

impacted the role of the college counselor.  As a result of this budget dilemma, many schools 

have been forced to remove their college counselor.  Counselor norms are set by LAUSD at 

ratios of 790:1 (CDE, 2012). It is at the discretion of the principal and budget committee at the 

school to decide if they want to hire only guidance counselors or to add a college counselor as 

part of the norm.  Schools who realize the valuable work of the college counselor are still 
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holding on to their college counselors while other schools are getting rid of the college 

counseling position as a difficult forced choice.  Interestingly, the LAUSD vision is to prepare all 

students for the A-G pathway and to graduate students who are “college-prepared and career-

ready” which can be difficult to achieve without a specially designated college counselor. 

   Ariel, a Latina college counselor, who took on many additional responsibilities at her 

school, discussed the importance of her work with first-generation students and how these 

responsibilities take her away from focusing her energy: 

I am the coordinator for AP testing, PSAT testing, help with other testing, graduation 

ceremony, senior awards, serving on school committees, supervision, whatever they need 

me to do.  These additional duties take my time away from college counseling of 

students.  The ones that suffer the most from budget cuts are the first-generation students. 

Unfortunately, this translates to less time for students and less students being able to access 

college. 

Other schools are improvising by adding additional duties and responsibilities to the role 

of college counselor such as carrying a caseload of students. Many college counselors from the 

study were extremely concerned about the changing dynamics at the schools and the lack of 

focus on the college counseling aspect.  One counselor shared, “When you have an entire 

caseload of students to advise and get to graduation, you do not have any time to focus on 

college counseling, applications and financial aid.  Then, it’s the students who suffer the 

consequences of the lack of college counseling.”  Due to budget cuts, school administrators felt 

that they were unable to improve access to college counseling for students, and in particular first-

generation students of color. 



 

118 
 

Disha, who fought hard for her own access as first-generation college student, mentioned 

that it was a matter of social justice and equity that first-generation students of color were not 

receiving college counseling while neighboring charter schools and private schools were able to 

hire more than one college counselor per school.  Many of the counselors shared how they were 

frustrated at the way things have been going for the last several years and that their students were 

not being served properly when it comes to college access.  These budget impacts and the 

reduction of vital resources such as college counselors can be translated to larger inequitable 

future outcomes such as college degrees and employment opportunities for first-generation 

students of color.  

College Counselor Preparation 

 

 I interviewed college counselors about their education and training on entering the 

college counseling field.  Since this is such a specialized counseling position, I wanted to find 

out what additional education or training they were receiving in order to provide counseling 

services to students.  The college counselors mentioned that they received minimal education on 

working with first-generation students of color.  

  All counselors in LAUSD are required to possess a valid pupil personnel services 

credential (PPS credential).  In addition to this credential, most college counselors did not 

receive any education in their university programs that provided information on college 

counseling.  One counselor mentioned a UCLA college counseling certificate that he opted to 

take on his own but it was not required by LAUSD and it did not provide any additional skills of 

working with first-generation students of color.  Some college counselors mentioned taking one 

diversity class in college but they could not remember anything of significance from that class. 
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Sean, an Asian American college counselor shared that he has received very little training 

on how to counsel first-generation students of color.  There are no particular trainings or 

orientation for new college counselors and a lack of PDs available for veteran college 

counselors.  He stated the following: 

Yeah, there was one diversity class in college, I mean, honestly, I think, it’s just more and 

more out of my own experiences.  Very little training from the district.  The thing I was 

very fortunate with is that there was a college counselor here before me and she helped 

me learn a lot of the duties I needed to learn before I started this position. 

Sean and other college counselors also mentioned that they did not receive any specific type of 

training by the district prior to beginning the college counseling position. College counselors in 

local district area north shared that they try to attend monthly college counseling meetings at a 

local community college where they meet and share ideas and best practices.  They described 

this meeting as a place where new college counselors were able to learn more about the college 

counseling process and create tools that would help them with their work at the school site.     

 Most college counselors learned while “on the job.”  They asked other college counselors 

for help and shared forms and knowledge with the new hires.  Most college counselors attend the 

yearly UC, CSU, and private college conferences to learn about the application process and any 

updates that these universities may have.  These conferences are not paid for by the schools and 

the counselors have to pay out-of-pocket to attend these vital conferences.   

 When it came to working with first-generation students of color, most college counselors 

shared that they had to use their own personal experience as a first-generation student of color to 

create an appropriate college counseling program.  They experienced similar struggles as their 

students and had to find their own way to college without much help and support from the school 
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site. Many of the first-generation college counselors of color understand the barriers that exist in 

the lives of their students. College counselors are sometimes the only person in a student’s life 

that is helping them get to college and this venture is even more difficult when you add other 

intersecting identity factors such as foster care status, homelessness, being undocumented having 

medical issues, and/or living in poverty.  Many counselor preparation programs are now focusing 

on addressing social justice and advocacy issues that when working with first-generation 

students (Bemak & Chung, 2005).      

Contributions to Theory and Literature 

 

 This study attempted to analyze how social capital theory can be used as a method to 

examine the work of first-generation college counselors of color with first-generation students of 

color in gaining college access. I found that social capital networks exist between college 

counselors and students.  These interactions are very valuable because they help students transfer 

this capital to education, income, status, and career.  The school can provide the social capital 

necessary for first-generation students of color to gain access to college through relationships 

and resources (Farmer-Hinton, 2008).  

At the school site, social capital is the ability and practice to use community resources 

and networks to move forward in society (Hill, 2012). Many immigrant populations are rich in 

social capital as they have often figured out how to navigate new systems in the United States 

(Stanton-Salazar, 2001).  Some of the first-generation students of color at the school sites were 

also immigrant students.  These groups often rely on each other to find jobs, learn about 

resources in the community, and help each other through difficult times (Stanton-Salazar, 2001).  

Growing up in this environment, first-generation students of color are well aware of these 
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mutually beneficial relationships and may apply this concept at school. 

In my literature review, I was not able to find any prior shared generational status studies 

done on first-generation college counselors of color and first-generation students of color.  This 

was the gap in the literature that I attempted to fill by understanding how being a former first-

generation college student impacted a counselor as they gave college advice to current first-

generation students of color.  I found that this unique background that counselors shared with 

their students helped them understand and empathize what their students were going through.  

This shared similar generational status also added a bit of pressure. These college counselors felt 

an added burden or a sense of duty that they had to do the best possible for these students 

because no one else would think about them.  This could apply to people in other professional 

fields as well.  For example, a first-generation professor of color who is sought after by many 

students of color at the university because of his/her shared generational status.  There would be 

an added burden on that professor to work this particular group and a sense of responsibility that 

his/her colleagues may not experience. 

McDonough (1997), one of the most notable scholars on college access and counseling, 

argues that college counselors are vital for creating a college-going culture at the school site.  I 

found that this was true in my study.  College counselors are the essential personnel at the school 

who are able to spearhead a college-going culture at the school.  This begins with the existence 

of a college counselor, the establishment of a college office, and various resources and activities 

that promote college.   

Schools create certain environments that send messages to students about college and the 

availability of resources through a college going culture (McDonough, 1997).  In this study, the 

college counselors remembered attending their former schools where the college pathway was 
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not well emphasized and they are fully aware of it now as they work at their own school sites.  

This realization made them work diligently to send a message out to students that college is for 

them.  They made an extra effort to reach out to first-generation students of color who were 

primary population at the schools that were studied. 

  The college choice process literature states that there are many steps to choosing a 

college and that one must have intricate knowledge that is often complex in nature to make an 

effective decision (Litten, 1982; Kolter, 1976; Jackson, 1982; Hossler &Gallager, 1987).  My 

study found that this literature is not only true but that the college application process has 

become increasingly more complex and colleges as colleges have become highly selective.  The 

college counselors in the study are the experts in the college application process.  They keep 

abreast on the most recent developments in the college application process and guide their first-

generation students through this process.  

Unfortunately, these counselors are often unable to provide the necessary high quality 

counseling to students, thus adding to the inequities that exist for low income students of color 

(Roderick, Nagaoka, & Allensworth, 2006; Gonzalez, Stone, & Jovel, 2003; Freeman, 1997; 

Farmer-Hinton & Adams, 2006).  My study found that due to budget cuts, college counselors 

have such high caseloads and so many additional roles on campus that they are unable to service 

all students adequately.  This adds to the lack of resources and availability of these resources for 

first-generation students of color. Each college counselor agreed that first-generation students of 

color needed much more intensive college counseling services than their peers.  They had many 

more challenges that had to be dealt with before the journey for college could become a reality.  

College counselors found that student engagement was a vital first step in working with this 

group of students.  
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   A majority of the college access literature states that school counselors can have a 

positive impact on college choices and aspirations for students (Bryan, Moore-Thomas, Day-

Vines, & Holcomb-McCoy, 2011; Bryan, Holcomb-McCoy, Moore-Thomas, & Day-Vines, 

2009; Vargas, 2004).  My study found that college counselors are able to act as institutional 

agents and build on the cultural capital that students bring with them.  Vargas (2004) found that 

although low-income students of color consistently revealed high aspirations for college, they 

often lack tools and knowledge to prepare for higher education.  The college counselors in my 

study agreed that their first-generation students of color had high aspirational, navigational, and 

linguistic capital.  However, they needed a great deal of guidance, acknowledgement of their 

cultural capital, and specific experiences that helped them build on this cultural capital. If school 

personnel, such as college counselors have high expectations for their students, then these 

students have a better chance of college attendance (Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 

2004).  The college counselors in my study shared their passion and high expectations for their 

students’ future.  They believed in their students and their students continue to do amazing things 

such as going to college.   

Overall, several researchers and scholars state that the goal for high schools in California 

is to improve college access for all students and more specifically for students of color (Gandara, 

2005; Castellano, 2008; McDonough, 2004).  Even though the mission for LAUSD is to prepare 

all students for college, they are not able to meet the goal of improving college access for all 

students.  Many of the schools in LAUSD do not have a college counselor and thus students at 

these schools are at a disadvantage to gain access to college.  The findings of my study indicate 

that LAUSD is far from reaching its goal of providing college access to first-generation students 

of color which is a large population of students most high schools within the district.     
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Implications for Policy 

 

 There are some important implications of this study for policy and practice.  These 

recommendations include hiring a college counselor at every school and improving the 

preparation for new and continuing college counselors.  It is absolutely necessary for every high 

school in LAUSD to hire a college counselor whose sole purpose is to provide college 

counseling to all students.  This position should not be part of the counselor norm (the number 

allocated by the district based on student count) but a mandated position such as a Principal or 

Assistant principal at the school.  If the position is part of the counselor norm, then schools tend 

to inundate the person in this position with additional duties and responsibilities which takes 

away from college counseling.  This would defeat the purpose of having a college counselor at 

the school because they would be too busy to help the students. 

 Many of the college counselors in the study shared their experiences working for 

LAUSD.  They had to take on additional roles and responsibilities on campus such as academic 

counselor, testing coordinator, work permit coordinator, and career counselor.  They were 

burdened with so many tasks that they were unable to provide adequate guidance to students on 

attending college.  Some could not even find time to write a letter of recommendation for 

students because there were so many other administrator-driven tasks that had to be completed.     

All new and existing college counselors require some formal education and training in 

the field of college counseling.  One possible avenue to achieve this would be to develop a 

curriculum for a college counseling certificate through the District Intern (DI) program in 

LAUSD.  The DI program provides classes for novice teachers to earn credentials to become 
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Special Education and General education teachers.  They also provide authorization certifications 

in early childhood special education and autism disorders.  The DI program could develop a 

similar program for counselors so they would receive certification to work with first-generation 

students of color.  This program would be useful and provide much needed guidance for 

interested personnel in the school district.  This program could be available to all LAUSD 

employees who work as college counselors, academic counselors, pupil service and attendance 

counselors, diploma project advisers, intervention counselors, assistant principals in secondary 

counseling services (APSCS), and teachers who have a pupil personnel services credential.   

Currently only one university central to LAUSD provides a college counseling certificate 

(UCLA) and there is a cost associated with it.  Through the DI program, this counseling 

certificate could act as an official program that would prepare college counselors to work with all 

students, in particular first-generation students of color.  The DI staff could work closely with K-

12 coordinators and veteran college counselors to create a program that includes a focus on the 

intersectionality of race and college generational status. The Instructor Facilitators of the 

program would be experts in the district who would be able to teach specific courses related to 

the study.  For example, a course on multicultural study and diversity could be offered to 

participants so they would be able to implement this learning at their school sites.  Other courses 

could include: Understanding the Needs of First-generation Students of Color, How to Utilize 

Your Own Background through Counseling; College Application Procedures, Financial Aid 

Procedures, Parent Information 101, and College Counseling Basics.   

The DI program operates under Human Resources and the classes are tuition-free, while 

the participants have to purchase their own books. The impact of this program could provide the 

much needed status that the college counseling position needs so that administrators and key 
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players in the district can recognize the importance of this role.  First-generation students of 

color and other students on campus would benefit greatly from a program of this caliber.  

Thus, it is recommended that LAUSD should put a policy in place that there should be at 

least one college counselor at every high school site.  This would improve the college attendance 

rate at the school, which directly increases the graduation rate and decreases the dropout rate of 

the school and district.  It is also recommended that LAUSD should put in place a college 

counseling certification program via the DI program.  This program would provide the much 

needed education and training that novice and veteran college counselors may need to support 

first-generation students of color at their individual school sites.           

Implications for Practice 

 

 One very important recommendation from this study is that all college counselors in the 

district and other school districts need to be provided with professional development that will 

help them improve their practice in working with first-generation students of color.  First-

generation college counselors of color are unique individuals who have experienced what it is 

like to be a first-generation student of color. These first-generation college counselors of color 

must be brought together to create PDs that are geared towards first-generation students of color.  

This PD should be shared with all college counselors in the school district so they may be able to 

learn the best practices of working with first-generation students of color.   

The PD should consist of the definition/description of a first-generation student of color, 

college advising methodology, ways to transfer social capital, ways of building cultural capital, 

discussion of common issues that these students may experience, how to do more with less (due 

to budget cuts), and how to improve the education and PD for new and continuing college 
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counselors.  This type of action plan would put into motion a ripple effect that could be felt by all 

high schools in the district.  The end result would be more awareness of first-generation students, 

higher college going rates (which translates to higher graduation rates and less dropout rates), 

and the preparation of students to become college prepared and career ready which is the district 

mission. 

Another recommendation from this study would be for universities and counselor 

preparatory programs to incorporate more courses on diverse groups such as first-generation 

students’ of color.  This could be part of the regular PPS credential program or as part of the 

college counseling certificate that some universities provide.  As mentioned earlier, LAUSD 

should also consider creating a college counseling program for new college counselors and for 

continuing college counselors who would like to improve their practice.  Counselor Interns could 

also benefit from such a program at the school district while they are completing their counseling 

field hours. 

In addition, college counselors need to find creative ways to address the common issues 

that many of their first-generation students of color face such as familial issues, financial issues, 

lack of college knowledge, and undocumented status.  These may be addressed via college 

knowledge nights, parent workshops, programs for undocumented students, counseling for 

students who have to leave home for college, financial aid workshops, college survival toolkits, 

and so much more.  The college counselors in the study personally experienced many of the 

barriers that affected their path to college and have shared the details of what can be done by 

other college counselors to remove these barriers for first-generation students of color. 
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Other districts in the state and in the country can adopt some of the findings from this 

study.  Part of the findings of the study can be outlined in a four-step process that can be used by 

college counselors to help and guide first-generation students of color through the college 

process.  The four-step process, which closely resembles the major findings of the study, 

includes the following: 

1)  First-generation counseling methods 

a. Student engagement – motivating students to apply 

b. Presentation methods – clear dissemination of college information 

c. Advising sessions – filing college applications and financial aid applications 

2)  Common struggles of first-generation students of color 

a. Familial issues – provide counseling and resources 

b. Financial issues – provide financial aid resources and counseling 

c. Lack of college knowledge – parental workshops, financial aid workshops 

d. Undocumented students – provide applicable programs and scholarships  

3)  Transfer of social capital 

a. Teaching communication skills – provide guidance for communication 

b. Exposure to college activities – college fairs, field-trips, guest speakers 

c. Teaching life skills – etiquette, ability to navigate search engines 

d. Connecting with community resources – networking and internships 

e. Connecting with college outreach personnel – networking and mock interview 

4)  Building on cultural capital 

a. Acknowledgement of cultural capital – recognizing a student’s capital 

b. Building on aspirational and navigational capital – using it as a base to grow 
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c. Building on linguistic capital – provide opportunities to build on capital 

This four-step process can be used to improve knowledge at the school sites when 

working with first-generation students of color.  The key is to increase awareness of the needs of 

this population and how schools can find ways to help them.  

Implications for Future Research 

 

 Recommendations for future research include a comparison study between the counseling 

of first-generation college counselors of color and those that are not first-generation college 

counselors.  A comparison study between counselors of color and White counselors may also be 

conducted to determine the similarities and differences when advising first-generation students 

of color.  A generational status study could also be conducted between a teacher and a student, or 

a professor and a student to see if there are any similarities to this study.  This would help us 

understand if there are some advantages to being counseled or taught by personnel of the same 

generational status and if it would improve chances of academic success.   

In addition, a study that conducts interviews and surveys of first-generation students of 

color may also provide a different perspective on the effect of college counseling.  This study 

can be duplicated to include second and third generation students of color to see how college 

counselors impact their lives in the college process.  The methodology could also be expanded to 

include a focus group of college counselors with a series of interview questions and gain 

knowledge from their group discussions. In addition, it would be interesting to interview students 

directly and observe actual counseling sessions as well. 

It might also be valuable to also study teacher preparation programs and compare them to 

counselor preparation programs.  Of particular interest would be the role of diversity and first-
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generation student awareness and preparation that is present in each of these programs.  It would 

be a good way for one program to learn from another. 

Limitations of the study 

 

 As can be expected, there are some limitations of the study.  The study was conducted in 

large urban district in Los Angeles which is unique in its own way.  First-generation students of 

color in this area consist mainly of Latino, African American, and Asian American students.  

This may differ from the composition of first-generation students of color in another district or 

another state.  The study involved interviews of 10 different college counselors at different 

comprehensive high schools in LAUSD.  This group may differ from college counselors who 

work in small schools or districts, charter schools, and private schools.   

 There is some generalizability of the findings when it comes to first-generation students 

of color.  The themes that emerged from this study and analysis give educators a general idea of 

the nature of the work that college counselors perform and how this work can potentially transfer 

social capital and build cultural capital in students.  College counselors in other areas may find 

similar issues that the first-generation students of color in this district are facing such as lack of 

college knowledge, lack of parental guidance and knowledge, undocumented students, financial 

aid issues, and other issues of this nature.  College counselors who work with second or third 

generation students may also notice some of these similar issues coming to light. 

 Another limitation is that during the study, I realized that there was a lack of data 

transparency available in the district regarding the college counseling position.  Although this 

study has strong recommendations and implications from the findings, it can be expanded to 

include other districts, generational studies at college, and other student groups such as 
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undocumented students; I had problems gathering data for the study.  I had a difficult time 

finding out exactly how many college counselors were employed by the district.  There are 

numbers of elementary and secondary counselors available but there is no designation if there is 

a college counselor present at the school.  I checked many different school websites and was 

unable to ascertain if there was a college counselor designated to their school. 

The college counselor is part of a counselor list that is maintained by LAUSD central 

office; however, there is no separate designation that indicates if there is a college counselor 

available at that school.  There is no indication on the individual school websites, LAUSD 

website, CDE website of any data related to college counselors, such the number of college 

counselors and the demographics of college counselors.  A researcher would have to call all the 

high schools in LAUSD, one by one to find out if they had a college counselor and a college 

office available at the school.  There is also lack of disaggregation of student data.  There wasn’t 

any specific data maintained by the schools as to whether students had first-generation status.  

The college counselors shared that they worked with mostly first-generation students but there 

weren’t any specific numbers that they could share as to the actual percentage at the school.    

Personal Reflection 

 

 As a first-generation college student of color who later became a college counselor I can 

see the importance of this study and its place in scholarship and practice.  As a high school 

student, I never received any college counseling at my school and had no idea what colleges 

were available for me to apply to and to be able to attend.  I learned information on my own, 

from my friends, and those that were friends of my parents who had someone who went to 

college in their family.   



 

132 
 

I didn’t realize that there was so much more to the college process until I became a 

college counselor.  The intricacies and complexities were intimidating and difficult for me as an 

adult.  I can only imagine how difficult and intimidating it must seem to a student of color who is 

also first-generation.  When I was working at my school site, I sought out every opportunity I 

could to improve my knowledge and training of the college counseling process.  Unfortunately, I 

took over the position when the previous college counselor left and had little guidance at my 

school site because no one really knew the nature of my work.  I contacted the college counselors 

in the neighboring schools, got on the email listserv for college counselors in the district, and 

started attending college workshops at the universities and colleges.  Through conducting this 

study, I have found that many college counselors felt the same way that I did and executed 

similar plans to be able to excel at their position.  

Now as I reflect back, I realize that my background as a first-generation student of color 

experience helped me with my counseling work with students.  I was empathetic to their needs, 

whether it was a student who was homeless, or a student who was living with a grandmother and 

lacking in resources.  I understood that life was difficult for them and sought out many 

scholarships and resources to help them navigate to college.  Many of the students felt very 

comfortable talking to me about their problems, especially financial issues that they were facing, 

and felt that they could trust me and that I wouldn’t judge them.  I could see the aspiration for 

college on their faces but they did not know how to get there and I felt my work was important in 

guiding them on the college pathway.  Also, many of the students had personally experienced 

hardships as I did, such as working on a farm, travelling great distances on the bus to get to 

school, and combating prejudice, sexism, and bigotry along the way.  I was able to share some of 

the ways that I had overcome these struggles in my childhood.           
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This study made me realize that the college counseling position is one of the most 

important positions at a high school, yet it is not recognized as such.  It has been more than 20 

years since I left high school and yet there is no proper college counseling available for students 

such as myself who do not have many resources available in our home and community.  I am 

saddened that if the situation is so dismal in LAUSD, which is the second largest school district 

in the United States and operates on a multibillion dollar budget, then what is the situation in 

other high schools through the nation?  Ultimately, I am afraid to research that question. 

Equitable College Counseling Framework  

 

 This study has indicated that there are three main areas that form a framework that can be 

used to deliver equitable college counseling to first-generation students of color.  It is important 

to recognize that providing college counseling to this growing number of students is a matter of 

equity and social justice when examining the dismal college going rates of first-generation 

students of color on a local and national scale.  In order to address this problem I offer the 

following thoughts on a developing framework with the three main areas: 1) college counseling 

specific to first-generation student of color needs (can be seen in the previously included four-

step counseling model); 2) committed leadership and support from the school site and district; 

and 3) a data collection framework in place.   

 The first area of college counseling centers the work that first-generation college 

counselors of color conduct with first-generation students of color.  The four-step counseling 

model indicates that college counselors can use these methodologies in working specifically with 

first-generation students of color and improving college access for them.  The transfer of social 
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capital through these interactions between college counselors and students plays an important 

role in the college access process. 

 The work of these college counselors at the schools needs to be supported by leadership 

at the school sites and district offices which can be seen in the second area of the framework.  

The school administrators play a key role in ensuring that every high school receives a college 

counselor and that the counselor is dedicated to the work of providing college counseling for all 

students.  Extra supports need to be put in place to help first-generation students achieve access 

to college.  School and district officials also need to ensure that college counselors are receiving 

the necessary education and training to conduct their work with students.  This includes 

orientation and college counseling certificates for brand new college counselors and continued 

professional development for continuing and veteran college counselors.  Schools and districts 

should provide funding for college counselors to attend college workshops such as UC and CSU 

conferences so they can improve their knowledge of what college expectations are and can tailor 

their programs to prepare their students. 

 Lastly, for the third area, schools and districts need to improve their data collection 

system of student and counselor demographics.  There needs to be surveys conducted to collect 

demographic information about the college counselors employed at the school district.  It would 

be important to find out how many high schools have a college counselor and how many still 

need one so the district can meet these needs as funds become available.  In addition, this is vital 

information that should be maintained by the school district as first-generation college 

counselors are valuable assets to the school districts and can be called upon to share their 

expertise in district-led PDs.   
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 There should also be data collected from students indicating if they are first-generation 

students, Title I students, and/or bilingual students.  This could help college counselors in 

providing appropriate services and building on the cultural capital that students bring.  It is also 

important to collect college-going data from the schools and input this into a central district 

system.  Examples of data can be the answers to the following questions: How many of your 

students apply for FAFSA? How many apply to college? How many apply to multiple schools? What 

type of schools? What are the numbers of financial aid awards that are given?  This data can be useful 

in determining how to improve the college-going culture at the school and increase the number 

of students going to colleges and universities. 

 Overall, these three areas are very important in facilitating equitable college counseling 

practices at schools.  The findings of this study indicate that there is a great deal of work that 

needs to be done in order to improve college-going processes at the school and supporting the 

work that college counselors do with first-generation students of color and other students as well. 

Below is an illustrated figure of these three areas represented as separate circles, where the 

intersecting overlap represents an ideal equitable college counseling framework.  Often in 

practice and research we discuss these areas as separate entities with very little discussion and 

interaction, however for equitable college access to become a reality there should be a seamless 

congruence between counseling methods, school/district support, and a viable data collection 

process. 
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Figure 1: Equitable College Counseling Framework 

 

 

                        Equitable College Counseling Framework 

 

Conclusion 

 

 First-generation college counselors of color can have a significant impact on college 

access for first-generation students of color. This study revealed how college counselors had to 

use many different skills and strategies to motivate and guide students to apply to college.  

Through the relationships they cultivated with their students, they were able to transfer social 

capital in the form of resources and networking opportunities.  They were also able to recognize 

the cultural capital students bring to school and build on this capital to improve student 
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outcomes.  Students were able to gain valuable information and experiences from their college 

counselors that set them on a path towards success and improvement of their lives.   

 There is a need for at least one college counselor at every high school in LAUSD.  This is 

a recommendation that would increase graduation rates, college application and attendance rates, 

and ensure that all students have access to college. College counselors are able to act as 

advocates for the students in helping them find a good college and even convince parents, if 

needed, to allow their students the opportunity to attend college.  The interviews revealed that 

college counselors are a dynamic and hardworking group of individuals who are extremely 

passionate about their students.  They have a strong conviction about supporting and paving the 

college pathway for all students.  As first-generation college students, they have experienced 

similar barriers and recognize some of the problems that are prevalent in the lives of first-

generation students of color.  Thus, these college counselors are able to have a unique insight and 

expertise on how to help solve the common issues that these students face and put them on the 

path to college. 

 College counselors have a wealth of knowledge and experience in working with diverse 

groups of students.  Their presence in schools can create a college-going culture and sets the 

precedent of all students having a chance to attend college.  If college counselors were able to 

focus on their work with students without the added duties and responsibilities, it would affect 

the students they impact in a positive way.  This venture would make an immense difference in 

low-income neighborhoods where college counselors and resources and few and far between.  

First-generation students need to be aware of all college entrance requirements so they may have 

a better chance of gaining access to college (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000). Although racial and 

ethnic disparities persist in college enrollment of students, schools can attempt to repair these 
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disparities by providing college counselors to all students.  Public schools should provide equity 

and access for all students to succeed and when some schools have access to a college counselor 

while others do not, it becomes an issue of social justice. 

    This is the first study about college access that looks at the role of the first-generation 

college counselor of color through the lens of social capital theory. There is some literature on 

first-generation students of color but this is the first study that examines a shared generational 

relationship between counselor and student. This study found that there are unique ways in which 

these counselors work with the first-generation students of color and transfer social capital to 

their students in the form of information, resources, and networks. The emerging equitable 

college counseling framework can be used to improve and support the work that college 

counselors conduct with first-generation students of color.    
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Appendix A:  Research Invitation 

 

 

CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY, NORTHRIDGE 

COLLEGE COUNSELORS AND COLLEGE ACCESS STUDY 

INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 

 

Email from Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD) office to college counselors in 

LAUSD: 

 

Dear College Counselor, 

I am writing to inform you about a dissertation study that is being conducted at CSUN regarding 

college counselors and students in LAUSD high schools.  Neena Agnihotri, a doctoral candidate 

is conducting the study as part of the Ed. D. degree requirements. 

The purpose of Neena Agnihotri’s dissertation study is to explore the ways in which college 

counselors advise their students with college access.  This study will add new knowledge to 

existing information regarding college counseling of high school students.  The participant 

would be a first-generation person of color.  This applies to you if you are the first-generation in 

your family to attend college or university in America and if you identify yourself as a person of 

color.  Your participation in this study would be to participate in one 60-minute interview.   

Any personally identifiable characteristics such as your name or school will not appear in the 

study.  Participating in this study is completely voluntary and you may withdraw at any time. 

Your time investment in this study is greatly appreciated.  If you would like to participate, please 

contact Neena Agnihotri at nxa2293@lausd.net or 213-241-5468.  Thank you in advance for 

considering participation in this study. 

Sincerely, 

Neena Agnihotri 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:nxa2293@lausd.net
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Appendix B: Consent to Act as a Human Research Participant 

 

CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY, NORTHRIDGE 

CONSENT TO ACT AS A HUMAN RESEARCH PARTICIPANT 

COLLEGE COUNSELORS AND COLLEGE ACCESS STUDY 

 

 

You are being asked to participate in a research study.  College counselors and college access, a 

study conducted by Neena Agnihotri as part of the requirements for the Ed.D. degree in 

Educational Leadership and Policy Studies.  Participation in this study is completely voluntary.  

Please read the information below and ask questions about anything that you do not understand 

before deciding if you want to allow your child to participate.  A researcher listed below will be 

available to answer your questions. 

 

RESEARCH TEAM 

Researcher: 

Neena Agnihotri  

Department of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies 

18111 Nordhoff St. 

Northridge, CA 91330- 8265 

213-241-5468 

nxa2293@lausd.net 

 

Faculty Advisor:  

Dr. Dimpal Jain 

Department of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies 

18111 Nordhoff St. 

Northridge, CA 91330- 8265 

818-677-7895 

dimpal.jain@csun.edu 

 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to explore the ways in which college counselors advise students with 

college access during their high school years.  The study will involve understanding the 

perceptions of college counselors as they work with their students.   

SUBJECTS 

Inclusion Requirements 

You are eligible to participate in this study if you: 

 are a college counselor  

 were a first-generation student (first in your family to go to college in US) 

 identify as a person of color 
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Appendix B Continued 

 

 

Time Commitment  

This study will involve approximately 30-60 minutes of your time at one meeting.  If you elect to 

participate in this study, you will be asked to complete a 30-60 minute one-on-one interview.  In 

addition, a document review of your school will be conducted using data from California 

Department of Education (CDE) website and your school website. 

 

PROCEDURES 
The following procedures will occur: 

If you decide to participate in this study, you will be asked to meet with me for any interview 

about your work and how you advise your students with college access.  The meeting will take 

place at a mutually agreed upon time and place, and should last about 60 minutes.  You may feel 

uncomfortable answering some of the questions.  You do not have to answer any questions that 

you do not wish to and still remain a participant in the study.  If after your participation in the 

study, you feel that you need to seek support services, please contact CSUN’s University 

Counseling Services in Bayramian Hall, Suite 520, 818-677-2366, 818-677-7834 (TTY), or 

email coun@csun.edu.  You will remain anonymous for the purposes of the study and have the 

option to withdraw from the study at any time. 

 

RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS  

If you decide to participate in this study, you will be asked to meet with me for any interview 

about your work and how you advise your students with college access.  The meeting will take 

place at a mutually agreed upon time and place, and should last about 30-60 minutes.  You may 

feel uncomfortable answering some of the questions.  You do not have to answer any questions 

that you do not wish to and still remain a participant in the study.   

 

BENEFITS 

Although you probably won’t benefit directly from participating in this study, we hope that 

others in the general education community will benefit by learning more about college 

counselors and college access for students.  Findings from the study may contribute to your 

knowledge of your work.  The information gathered from the study may lead other college 

counselors in the field to reexamine the ways they use to advise students and make changes as 

necessary. 

COMPENSATION, COSTS AND REIMBURSEMENT  

Compensation for Participation  

There will be no compensation for your participation. 

 

  Costs  
There is no cost to you for participation in this study.  

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:coun@csun.edu
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Appendix B Continued 

 

Reimbursement  
You will not be reimbursed for any out of pocket expenses, such as parking or transportation 

fees.  

WITHDRAWAL OR TERMINATION FROM THE STUDY  
You are free to withdraw from this study at any time. If you decide to withdraw from this 

study you should notify the researcher immediately. The research team may also end your 

participation in this study if you do not follow instructions, miss scheduled visits, or if your 

safety and welfare are at risk.  Your participation in this study is voluntary.  You are free to 

respond in any manner to the questions.  You may refrain from answering any questions or part 

of the questions if you are uncomfortable answering any of the questions.  There is no penalty for 

answering questions a certain way or for not completing the interview.  You may request the 

audio recording device to be stopped at any time and/or leave the interview at any time without 

giving a reason and without facing any consequences.  Once the interviews have been conducted, 

you have a period of 30 days to request and review the audio files and/or transcriptions 

(whichever are available) from your interviews.  If you withdraw consent after participation in 

the interviews, your digital audio files and/or transcription files (whichever are available) will be 

immediately destroyed. 

CONFIDENTIALITY 

Subject Identifiable Data  

Every effort will be taken to ensure your confidentiality as a participant in the study.  Any 

information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can be identified with your 

name will remain confidential.  This information will only be disclosed with your permission or 

as required by law.  Pseudonyms will be used for the entire study.  If you consent to participate, 

you will be assigned a pseudonym to protect you.  No other identifying information will be used 

and your school or district will not be identified by name in any published report. 

Data Storage  

Audio Recording of Participants 

During the interview, participants may be audio recorded.  Your initials here _________ signify 

your consent to be audio recorded.  You will be audio recorded for purposes related to data 

analysis and interpretation.  During the audio recording, you may request the audio recorder 

turned-off at any time.  Digital audio recordings will be stored on the laptop of the primary 

researcher.  The laptop will be password protected at all times.  De-identified records in the form 

of transcription files will be maintained on the laptop of the primary researcher for the duration 

of the study and until the findings of the study are disseminated.  After this period, the digital 

audio files and transcription files will be destroyed. 

Data Access  

The researcher and faculty advisor named on the first page of this form will have access to your 

study records.  Any information derived from this research project that personally identifies you 

will not be voluntarily released or disclosed without your separate consent, except as specifically 

required by law. Publications and/or presentations that result from this study will not include 

identifiable information about you. 
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Appendix B Continued 

 

Data Retention  

The researchers intend to keep the research data until analysis of the information is completed 

and then it will be destroyed. 

 

Mandated Reporting  

Under California law, the researcher(s) is/are required to report known or reasonably suspected 

incidents of abuse or neglect of a child, dependent adult or elder, including, but not limited to, 

physical, sexual, emotional, and financial abuse or neglect.  If any researcher has or is given such 

information, he or she may be required to report it to the authorities.  

 

IF YOU HAVE QUESTIONS 

If you have any comments, concerns, or questions regarding the conduct of this research please 

contact the research team listed on the first page of this form.  If you have concerns or 

complaints about the research study, research team, or questions about your rights as a research 

participant, please contact Research and Sponsored Projects, 18111 Nordhoff Street, California 

State University, Northridge, Northridge, CA 91330-8232, or phone 818-677-2901. 

 

VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION STATEMENT 

You should not sign this form unless you have read it and been given a copy of it to keep.  

Participation in this study is voluntary.  You may refuse to answer any question or discontinue 

your involvement at any time without penalty or loss of benefits to which you might otherwise 

be entitled.  Your decision will not affect your relationship with California State University, 

Northridge.  Your signature below indicates that you have read the information in this consent 

form and have had a chance to ask any questions that you have about the study.   

 

I agree to participate in the study.  

___ I agree to be audio recoded 

___ I do not wish to be audio recorded 

 

 

___________________________________________________ __________________ 

 Participant Signature        Date 

 

___________________________________________________ 

 Printed Name of Participant 

_______________________________________________ __________________ 

 Researcher Signature        Date 

 

___________________________________________________ 

 Printed Name of Researcher 
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Appendix C: Counselor Interview Protocol 

 

CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY, NORTHRIDGE 

COLLEGE COUNSELORS AND COLLEGE ACCESS STUDY 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

  

I. Pre-interview Session: Introduction/Background  

 Welcome and introduction:  

Hello, how are you?  Thank you for meeting with me today.  I have the consent form here if you 

would like to read it and sign it if you agree with participating in the study. 

 

Purpose of the interview: 

 

As you know this is a one-on-one interview with college counselors to gather information about 

your work, your perceptions about your students and how you help them gain access to college.  

This is part of research study being conducted at CSUN.  

 

Timing: 

Today’s interview will last approximately 60 minutes. Are there any questions before I get 

started? 

 

II. Interview Session 

 

Main Questions: 

 

1. So I understand that you are a first-generation counselor.  Why did you go into the field 

of college counseling? 

 

2. Do you work with a large number of first-generation students?  How many of this group 

are students of color? 

 

3. Describe your work with first-generation students. 

 

4. How do you advise first-generation students regarding post-secondary options?  

 

5. In what ways do you help first-generation students with accessing college? 

 

6. Are your first-generation students on the college pathway?  What are some tasks that you 

conduct to help them navigate the college pathway? 

 

7. What are some ways you may talk to a first-generation student of color that may be 

different from the way you talk to other students at the school? 

 

8. What were some of the struggles you faced as first-generation student?  Do you see 

similar struggles in your first-generation students? 
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Appendix C: Continued 

 

 

9. As a first-generation counselor of color, what in your experience has prepared you to 

serve students of color? 

 

10. What are some of the struggles that your first-generation students of color face in gaining 

access to college?  Can you give some examples? 

 

11. Do you feel that your current position as a college counselor is helpful for first-generation 

students of color gain access to college?  If so, in what ways? 

 

12. What are some limitations to your role as a college counselor and limitations of your 

work site that may affect your work with first-generation students of color? 

 

13. Do you think that your interaction with your students transfers social capital?  If so, in 

what ways? 

 

14. Do you think your first-generation students of color have cultural capital?  If so, how do 

you build on their cultural capital? 

 

 

Closing Questions: 

 

Those were some of the questions I wanted to ask you about your work.  Is there anything you 

would like to add about your experiences at work?  If there is anything else you would like to 

add, please email me or call me.    

 

 

III. Post-Interview Session: Debriefing and Closing 

 

Thank you for spending your valuable time with and participating in this interview session. I 

greatly appreciate your willingness to share this information with me.  Please be assured that no 

part of our discussion that includes names or other identifiable characteristics will be published.  

As we conclude our meeting, I wanted to give you an opportunity to ask me any questions you 

may have about the interview.  Can I clarify anything for you at this time?   
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Appendix D:  Definition of Terms 

 

First-generation students are defined as students for whom neither parent has more than 

a high school diploma in the United States (United States Department of Education, 2001). 

Students of Color are students who identify as non-white persons. 

College Counselors of Color are counselors who identify as non-white persons. 

Historically underrepresented students: are defined as those who fall in the bottom half of the 

racial achievement gap in education.  These include students who identify as African-American, 

Latino, Native-American, Filipino, and Pacific Islander. These students have lower persistence 

rates in graduation and promotion to college compared to their White and Asian counterparts 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2009) 

Social capital is defined as “intangible social resources based on social relationships that one 

can draw upon to facilitate action and to achieve goals” (Coleman, 1990).  

Home-based social capital is defined as the ways in which parents, peers and extended 

family members have the social capital to assist students in their transition to college and the 

student’s ability to harness this capital.   

School-based social capital is defined as a social network of counselors, teachers, 

administrators, and other school site staff who have knowledge of and access to the 

college application process (Stanton-Salazar, 1997).  This also involves the student’s ability to 

harness this capital. 

College planning activities are defined as activities associated with the college office such as  

The college application and acceptance process including completing the application, taking the 

college entrance exams, participating in an orientation, creating an educational plan, applying 
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for financial aid, meeting with college representatives, college field-trips, and acquiring 

recommendation letters. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


