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enjoy doing what I do. But I keep that in the back of my
mind all the time, I owe, I owe, I owe. So...

No matter what he has been through, Martin’s selfless nature
will always make him successful.

Martin: Voice of Support
u Kindness Counts: Martin

u If You Set Something Free (Advice to Parents): Martin
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Findings

Each of these short stories of the eight individuals presented
here represents just a small portion of their rich life
experiences. Their stories are ongoing. In the meantime,

in order to have an understanding of the FGC students’
experiences of going to college to become teachers, we
reconstructed stories based on the interviews using a technique
called “narrative smoothing” (Spencer, 1986) in which
narrative rules of focus-omission-selection-interpretation were
employed. Although our participants provided a broad range

of equally compelling life stories, we focused primarily on the
challenges and triumphs along their paths to become teachers
for the purpose of this project. Through narrative smoothing,
we retold our participants’ stories to help the reader make
sense of their complex life experiences. We hope that each story
has given you a snapshot of who they are and who they are
becoming as future teachers and experienced teachers.

As indicated by Petty (2014), much research on first generation
college (FGC) students focuses on the many barriers that keep
FGC students from being successful in college. Those barriers
include:

« FGC students are nearly four times more likely to leave
higher education institutions without a degree than their
counterparts;

« FGC students attend college less than full time and are less
involved in college activities due to personal reasons;

« FGC students tend to have multiple roles between the two
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opposite worlds, the culture of home and the culture of
higher education;

« FGC students have to bear the unfortunate title of low-
income family situation and low-income families struggle to
understand the benefits of graduating from college; and

« FGC students have unclear expectations of college, poorer
academic abilities, lack of self-esteem, psychologically less
prepared for college.

However, we argue that these identified barriers are grounded
in the deficit model of thinking and reinforce the stereotypical
ideas against FGC students (Gorski, 2005; Valencia, 1998;
Valencia & Black, 2002; Valencia & Solérzano, 1998). As a
result, blame is placed on the students themselves for their lack
of success while the lack of effective support systems in higher
education remains unchallenged (Bennett, McWhorter, &
Kuykendall, 2006). In contrast, our participants’ stories reveal
counter stories that defy these barriers. The following emergent
themes evidenced in the stories show that contrary to the
common beliefs about FGC students, our participants:

1) Receive strong emotional support and encouragement from
their parents and/or family members, which fostered their
success in reaching college to better their lives.

2) Embrace their life obstacles and use them as funds of
knowledge to become effective teachers.

3) Possess extraordinary empathy for and commitment to
their students.

In the section to follow, we describe these themes in detail,
providing excerpts as illustrations.

Strong Emotional Support and Encouragement

In relation to the first theme, participants demonstrated their
motivation to succeed in college and life not necessarily because
a teacher or administrator imposed those expectations on

them. While teachers played an important role in fostering
their resilience, students gained strength to succeed primarily
from their family members (biological or adopted), who did

not have a college education. As seen across all participants’
stories, family members showed support by making significant
sacrifices in order for their child/grandchild/sibling to get a
quality education. For example, Helene’s brothers, Vietnamese
immigrants who are working as nail technicians, provide
mental and emotional support for Helene’s college education,
which becomes the most valuable resource for Helene. She
would not have gone to college without her two older brothers’
insistence. She thought she was going to work at the nail salon
with her family to help them out, but she had brothers who said,
“No youre not. We don’t want you to touch people’s feet for a
living...We want you to get an education and get further than we
have, so that your children will get further than you have.”

As seen with Lisa, she wanted to succeed as a teacher because
she hoped to fulfill the unrealized dream of her late mother.
She said, “So, in a way, my being a teacher would make my
mom’s dream come true,” and she adds, “I don’t wanna give

up, because if I do, I will let my people down. I want to do
something with my life that I'm going to love, which is to help
other people.” In the same way, Jessica’s mother played a large
role in shaping her college aspirations. The encouragement that
Jessica received prior to enrolling in college wasn’t spoken, but
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she intuitively knew her parents desired it for her. Because her
mother had such extreme struggles academically, she stood as a
strong reminder for Jessica of the value of education.

Ciera’s parents realized her potential when Ciera was quite
young. While they were older and had not attended college, they
began to save every bit they could to assist her in paying for
college. They encouraged her and continued to believe in her
ability to succeed at anything she does. While Kris did not have
his parents in his life much as a child, his relationship with his
grandma had a profound impact. She and his grandfather took
Kris in and cared for him even though they were quite elderly.
Kris and his grandmother were very close and he loved her
deeply. Ultimately, Kris served as her primarily caregiver once
she developed cancer. During this trying time, Kris grew up
quickly but he appreciated all that she did for him.

Although Martin’s parents could not provide the monetary and
logistical support for college, his parents were always supportive
of him emotionally. They were supportive of everything he was
trying to do, even though they did not attend many academic or
athletic events because they worked long hours. They were very
proud of Martin attending and graduating from college.

Chuck’s mother, a single parent working to provide for him

and his siblings, processed great strength. She held high
expectations for Chuck, instilling in him the importance of
respect and faith. It is these life lessons that guided his steps
and influenced Chuck’s decision-making as a young adult, which
ultimately led to his success in college.

Angelica’s father and mother were extremely supportive.
Though they were not able to support her financially in college,
they were her “rock,” serving as role models, and demonstrating

hard work and dedication. Angelica’s parents were not able to
finish elementary school; however, her dad would make sure
that Angelica and her siblings were always well dressed, well
fed, and well prepared for school. He was careful to plan their
trips to visit family in Mexico; never allowing trips to infringed
on the children’s school schedule. Angelica remembers him
telling her ‘Mija, I want you to do good in school and get your
education.’

As indicated above, the notion that low-income, working class
families do not value education is challenged through the
stories of our participants’ families, as the majority consider
college the pathway to a better life for their children; one that
extends beyond their existing socially and racially marginalized
positions.

Life Obstacles as Funds of Knowledge

The second theme, leveraging life’s obstacles as funds of
knowledge, can be seen in participants’ ability to apply their
cultural and experiential understandings in educational
contexts. Lisa knows what hardship and heartbreak look and
feel like. She was left with little family or support after her
mother died, which is why she understands how critical a
support system is to student success. She developed a powerful
will to achieve her goal of becoming an effective teacher.

Helene demonstrates her ability to thrive, despite her families’
challenges. She describes how her early experiences in a highly
diverse, poor community in Los Angeles developed her sense
of self and acceptance of diversity. Helene explains despite the
wide range of cultures and languages, “everyone felt that they
were in the same boat—being immigrants” and that “English
was the common denominator.” Therefore, she has always
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viewed speaking another language as a positive aspect of her
heritage.

For Ciera, her curiosity and early love for learning has served
as her most powerful asset. Despite her learning disability,
Ciera has found ways to push through obstacles, implementing
strategies to keep herself focused and moving forward
academically. As a result, she is a highly effective tutor. She
was able to transform her struggle into strength, being able to
connect with a wide range of students.

Jessica was also no stranger to learning challenges. Throughout
her childhood, she watched her mother struggle with illiteracy
and Jessica saw the limitations that her mother’s inability to
read placed on her as an adult and a parent. Furthermore,
because her father also did not attend college, she felt alone in
the college going process. However, despite this, Jessica was
able to lead the way for her family. Figuring out how to navigate
the process alone developed in Jessica tenacity and a sense of
ownership of her future, which has allowed her to persevere
through college.

Due to the onset of his grandmother’s illness, Kris had to take
on significant responsibilities, learning to access and coordinate
resources as well as how to manage time while going to school.
Despite the difficulty that this caused him at such a young

age, he now looks back on that experience with appreciation,
knowing he developed a great number of life skills that benefit
him now as a student and a teacher.

As evident in Angelica’s story, she used her childhood
experiences as an ESL student and the daughter of immigrants
from Mexico to her advantage in the classroom. As a result,
she is able to relate to her Latino students’ families and to

effectively identify and address the language learning needs of
her ESL students in ways that other teachers often can'’t.

Martin indicated that the key for him being successful in college
was real simple. It was goal setting. More specifically, it was his
experiences as an athlete that developed the use of this strategy.
While he was naturally gifted in athletics, he was taught in high
school to establish goals and to work hard, always setting the
bar where he wanted to be. This discipline that was fostered
through the challenges set for him as an athlete continued to
serve him well on into college and adulthood.

In Chuck’s case, while he initially wanted to run from his past,
he realized later that his experiences growing up in Wyandotte
County provided him with a nuanced lens to see the struggles
of the youth living in those communities differently than

most people from outside Wyandotte. He also found that he
had social capital, given his relationships and history in the
community, which allowed him to make a greater impact on the
students and families he worked with.

Empathy for and Commitment to Students

The third theme, demonstrating extraordinary empathy and
commitment is evident in participants’ authentic compassion
for students, families and communities in need. As in the case
of Ciera, she feels that all the familial and academic challenges
she experienced have contributed to her ability to relate to
students when they struggle. As a tutor she sees her own
struggles reflected back at her in the students she works with.

For Lisa, who lost her single parent mother in a car accident
when she was 4 years old, her role as a teacher is more of a
calling than a profession. She has a “soft spot” for children
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with a troubled past. Lisa desires to emulate the kindness and
profound generosity that her adopted father showed her.

Helene, given the complex role that schooling played in her life,
wants to be a beacon of hope, particularly for English Language
Learners. She plans to do everything in her power to give
students and families who are ELLs a chance at educational
success. Helene believes that she has the power to support and
effectively teach students so “they don’t feel so discouraged
when they don’t understand English.”

As a paraeducator in the classroom, Kris revels in the
admiration of his students. He cherishes the drawings and
notes from his elementary students now and he genuinely looks
forward to the time when he has his own classroom and can
make an even bigger impact in the lives of students. As a future
high school teacher, Kris hopes to share his passion for history
as he inspires his students’ to consider the past in order to
better understand their future.

For Jessica, she wants to be the kind of teacher that pushes
students to dream bigger and work harder. She is dedicated to
helping students understand all that is out there for them, if
they just keep trying. Whether it is college or vocational school,
she believes students should always continue to do better and to
try.

For Angelica, she sees the fear and uncertainty in the eyes

of her newcomer high school students. Whether they are
struggling with relationships, home life, or academics, she
remembers how difficult her and her siblings’ experiences were
in school as they tried to adjust to a new school system, a new
culture, and a new language. Therefore, Angelica tries to treat
each student as if he/she was her brother or sister. Similarly,

Chuck’s earnest desire is to guide young people on the pathway
that leads to their greatest potential. He spends a great deal of
time at the Center pushing students to see bigger and broader
than their current situation. He challenges them to take
ownership of their learning and their future because he has
extremely high expectations for their success.

Despite Martin’s long time in the field of education, he
continues to pay it forward. He knows how hard it is to be the
first. He sees the extreme need of the students in his school and
is always looking for the “next Martin” who needs someone to
reach out and invest in him/her. He realizes all the support and
the opportunities that he was given as a young FGC student,
and he daily tries to pay that forward to others.

As the eight individuals articulate the challenges and the
successes they have had on their journeys to becoming
teachers, one can sense a profound strength in their narratives.
In the following section, we will discuss the ways in which

the compelling stories that these pre-service and in-service
teachers tell and retell have profound implications for teacher
education.
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Implications

and Conclusions
Valuing FGC Students’ Funds of Knowledge

As we mentioned earlier, much research indicates that first
generation college (FGC) students are understood with the
deficit theorizing perspective. Underlying in deficit theorizing
is that FGC students’ low success rate is a result of a plethora
of inadequacies, such as inadequate resources and support
from home, inadequate motivation, and inadequate self-
identity (Hogg, 2011). This perspective has typically been

used to characterize low-income, students of color, or other
marginalized group of students as deficient in their social and
cultural backgrounds. In this perspective, it is the students that
are blamed for their unsuccessful college experience while the
lack of institutional support systems remains unquestioned.
However, the stories of our participants serve as counter stories
to the deficit ideology, helping us rethink what it means to be a
first generation college student. Further, they help us rethink
ways to systematically support first generation college students
whose dream is to educate future generations of students.

First, as shown in our research findings, our participants
share stories that are different from what is commonly heard
regarding the role of FGC students’ families in their successes
or lack thereof. Their stories reveal that challenging life
experiences, extended family support, and their local culture,
have become invaluable resources for their motivation to do
well, and contributed to developing their funds of knowledge.
Their funds of knowledge coming from their life experiences
need to be recognized as assets, or as their capital, not as

deficiencies or hindrances (Hedges, 2012). Funds of knowledge
are defined as the “historically accumulated and culturally
developed bodies of knowledge and skills essential for
household or individual functioning and well-being” (Gonzalez,
Moll, & Amanti, 2005, p. 72). In this notion, the wealth of
students’ lived experience is regarded as “funds” that students
who are aspiring to be teachers resort to in becoming effective
teachers, which cannot be overlooked. Hence, the concept of
funds of knowledge that FGC students possess challenges the
deficit theorizing perspective while offering a new conceptual
framework for understanding FGC students whose stories need
to be honored and valued with dignity.

Lunenberg and Korthagen (2009) suggest that teachers’

funds of knowledge can be used to develop professional
knowledge and to explore the processes of teacher education
and professional learning. Our participants’ stories offer us an
opportunity to rethink how beneficial FGC students’ funds of
knowledge can be in developing their professional knowledge;
linking experience, theory and practical wisdom in teaching.

Second, our participants’ funds of knowledge worked as a
foundation for their narrative imagination. According to
Nussbaum (1998), narrative imagination is:

the ability to think what it might be like to be in

the shoes of a person different from oneself, to be

an intelligent reader of that person’s story, and to
understand the emotions and wishes and desires that
someone so placed might have. (p. 11)

As shown in our research findings, the eight FGC students
show their ability to put themselves in the shoes of others and
become capable of compassion for those in need. Compassion,
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according to Nussbaum (1997), “involves the recognition that
another person, in some ways similar to oneself, has suffered
some significant pain and misfortune in a way for which that
person is not, or not fully, to blame” (p. 90-91). Through the
funds of knowledge, our participants develop compassion that
requires “a sense of one’s own vulnerability to misfortune” (p.
01), just like their own misfortune.

Third, the empathy and compassion that our participants
possess are invaluable teacher dispositions that are
fundamental for becoming effective teachers. These
dispositional factors are particularly significant in determining
teachers’ readiness. According to Garmon (2004), if pre-service
and in-service teachers are not “dispositionally ready” to
become teachers, “even the best-designed teacher preparation
programs may be ineffective” (p. 212). Hence, Haberman

(1996) argues that teacher education programs in particular
need to carefully consider what value they place on these
disposition-related characteristics when engaged in both the
student recruitment/selection process as well as the preparation
process. As seen from our research findings, FGC students have
the advantage of possessing the kind of teacher dispositions
necessary to help teacher preparation programs effective.

Fourth, valuing FGC students’ funds of knowledge is not
enough. FGC students historically have received inadequate
school support to go to college and stay in college. These
students need a great deal of guidance and support from
educational institutions, high school and beyond—especially

at key junctures on their path to a college degree. While we
echo existing literature that speaks to the need for institutional
support to be embedded and integrated into the infrastructure
of university policies, we also argue that institutions must shift

their focus. They must foster a climate that moves FGC students
from risk to resilience.

One way to do so is by providing differently-focused
professional development, which utilizes FGC students’ funds of
knowledge, both for the administrators/faculty/staff who work
with FGC students as well as for the FGC students themselves.
As our students’ stories indicate, identity development and
managing the responsibility of being the “first” was a significant
weight to bear. Focused professional development that assists
students in understanding their shifting and emerging
identities within the context of higher education could give
them an outlet to discuss their experiences with others as well
as provide them with context to understand they are not alone
in their struggles. This type of professional development should
be designed to equip them with the tools to leverage, and the
lens to understand, their own experiences as capital.

Similarly, administrators, faculty and staff must learn to see
FGC students with new eyes. When educational institutions

are committed to an asset-perspective towards FGC students,
it is evident throughout their policies as well as in their hiring
and training procedures. By fostering an asset-perspective in
all they do, high schools and universities can create a campus
culture that embraces FGC students’ nuanced backgrounds and
holds high expectations for their success. As a result, students
are able to rise above their own expectations. In summary, FGC
students, when appropriately and comprehensively supported
within a positive, professional learning environment, are able
to bring to bear their valuable (experiential, cultural, and
dispositional) funds of knowledge to become effective teachers.
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informants. Four of them are current students of the Kansas
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