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Introduction

Higher education in the United States is facing a long-overdue identity crisis. For the most part, colleges and universities in this country have historically served a predominantly white, middle-class and upper-class student population. Accordingly, the systems and cultures of these institutions—especially of four-year institutions—have evolved to privilege the experiences and expectations of those students and their families. This has created both a “hidden and overt curriculum”1 that is known and understood by students from the majority white culture and that institutions have treated as the norm when they define standards for student success, when they identify which prospective students are likely to be successful, and when they develop services to support students as they progress through their education. However, as demographics change2 and incoming cohorts of students become increasingly diverse, institutions are faced with a critical question: is it more important to preserve their traditional culture and systems or to evolve to acknowledge the identities, strengths, and expectations of their new student population?

To date, institutions’ response to this question has generally been to treat students from diverse racial, ethnic, or socioeconomic backgrounds as “at risk” due to expectations that they will struggle to conform with the institution’s prevailing norms. This approach is illustrated by one education scholar’s examination of institutions’ diversity policies, which she found generally establish “majority (white and male) [culture] as the standard against which to measure minority progress and success” by identifying a need to help students of color meet existing standards.3 Rather than acknowledging—and incorporating—the strengths that such students bring to their educational pursuits, this lens positions students’ identities as deficits. The responsibility is placed on the student to assimilate in order to succeed academically, rather than challenging the institution to critically examine its culture and practices.

While this approach affects all students with diverse backgrounds, one group identified as “at risk” has particularly elicited the view that students’ identities are something that must be overcome for them to succeed: first-generation college students. Institutions generally assume that first-generation students—commonly defined either as those whose parents or guardians have no college experience or whose parents or guardians did not graduate with a bachelor’s degree—will especially struggle with assimilating to academic culture and expectations because they lack familial educational history on which they can draw for knowledge and support. These twin assumptions—that first-generation students must adapt to the existing culture in order to succeed and are likely to fail to do so—are reinforced by data which shows that, compared to continuing-generation students, first-generation students drop out of college at a higher rate4 and complete four-year degrees within six years at a lower rate.5 Given the majority white culture of colleges and universities, it is not surprising that these outcomes for first-generation students are not distributed equally across race: black and Latinx first-generation students are more likely to drop out of college than are white first-generation students.6

Rather than assuming that first-generation students’ academic struggles are indicative of deficits that students themselves need to remedy, institutions should acknowledge that who they serve is changing—and that in order to effectively educate these students, it is the institutions that should identify and address their own deficits. This is true both across the institution as a whole and within each individual department. Every area should examine its practices to determine the ways in which it is implicitly privileging certain identities and backgrounds and presenting barriers to students who don’t conform with traditional expectations. This should not be an exercise in creating accommodations for “nontraditional” students, but rather a complete reframing of departmental approaches to privilege practices that recognize that there is a “New Traditional” student.7 And if institutions are successful in doing this for first-generation students, they should be well on their way to creating an educational environment that supports all students, regardless of family history or individual identity.

THE ROLE AND RESPONSIBILITY OF ACADEMIC LIBRARIES

While colleges and universities should be examining how their culture, practices, and services as a whole can be reframed to be more inclusive of the identities and experiences of first-generation students, the role of academic libraries merits special attention. There is an increasing trend within higher education to increase the prominence of libraries as central hubs for academic support on campus.8 Recent reports describe a variety of student services being incorporated into library space planning, including “advising support, peer-to-peer writing labs, workshops, dining services, the registrar, financial aid, and IT assistance.”9

Centralizing services in libraries in this way is seen as serving dual purposes in support of student success. Leveraging the library’s role as “the most significant academic physical space […] outside the classroom” can bring increased visibility to formerly disconnected service areas, making it easier for students to find and utilize the services they need.10 And at the same time, encouraging students to spend more time in the library can lead to greater use of library resources and services—which has been shown to be correlated with higher course grades and improved retention.11

With growing emphasis on libraries as influential factors in the success and retention of undergraduate students,12 and a push to make libraries an even more prominent part of the student experience by co-locating a variety of student services either physically or administratively within the library, it is important to consider whether library services are constructed—like their parent institutions—to implicitly privilege certain identities, backgrounds, and experiences. It is incumbent on libraries to ensure that their services and resources are helping students navigate their learning experience and not presenting a challenge for first-generation and other “New Traditional” students who will comprise an increasing percentage of campus populations going forward. If academic libraries are designed to meet the needs of first-generation students, they will be well positioned to serve every student. They will have eliminated the assumptions developed through generations of serving the majority culture of white, middle-class, and upper-class students and will have created libraries that are open, inclusive, and accessible to all identities.

THE MYTH OF INHERENT INCLUSIVITY

Proposing that academic libraries must examine their assumptions, practices, and services to ensure that they do not present unintended barriers for first-generation college students or other historically underrepresented populations may seem, on the surface, to be unnecessary. Over the past century, libraries have positioned themselves as inclusive and accessible centers of intellectual and civic community life. The current American Library Association Code of Ethics states a commitment to “service to all library users” that is guided by “equitable service policies” and provides “equitable access.”13 However, it is clear from both research and ongoing advocacy within librarianship that libraries—including academic libraries—consistently fall short of this standard. For example, research into users’ experiences in academic libraries demonstrates that some students experience library facilities, resources, and services as intimidating or uncomfortable.14 This expectation that students may find using the library or interacting with library staff daunting has become so normalized that it has been labeled “library anxiety.”15 One common approach to addressing library anxiety or other perceived barriers to student library use has been to attempt to make the library and library staff seem more approachable or accessible.16

While such efforts are important first steps in creating a more comfortable and inclusive library environment, in the past decade, there has been increasing awareness of the need to also critically examine basic assumptions and structures within libraries in general, and academic libraries more specifically, that may contribute to a library environment that is neither neutral nor inclusive. It has long been acknowledged that the ways in which libraries organize information, and the information they choose to collect, has been implicitly constructed around the positioning of a white, male, heterosexual worldview as “normal”; this was perhaps most prominently described by Sanford Berman in his 1971 Prejudices and Antipathies: A Tract on the LC Subject Heads Concerning People,17 which critically examines library classification. Within academic libraries, especially those at four-year institutions, this privileging of a specific “normative” identity has been further emphasized through spaces and instructional services that center the experiences of those who have historically had the most access to higher education: white, middle-class students.18 Academic libraries, despite their stated ideals, have (with some exceptions) become part of the “hidden and overt curriculum,” creating environments for study and learning that “are not neutral sites,” but spaces that reinforce the traditional dominant culture of their students,19 and those library environments create barriers for those students who are in any way “other.”

This disparity between libraries’ claims of inclusivity and the actual experience of minority and historically marginalized students in academic libraries has been called out by advocates within the profession, primarily through the theoretical lens of critical librarianship.20 Critical examinations of information literacy have identified ways in which traditional approaches to library instruction have reinforced dominant worldviews and ideas about how knowledge is constructed and given authority,21 further marginalizing students who don’t share that identity. Similarly, as libraries have invested in designing facilities that they believe will encourage studying and collaboration, spaces have been designed based on implicit assumptions about what will feel comfortable and welcoming for the “traditional” student.22 A recent study of students with identities that placed them in the minority among students on their campus (including, but not limited to, race and ethnicity) suggests that a feeling of belonging in study spaces like the library is “critical to […] success as a student” and that spaces that may feel safe for students with a dominant or privileged identity will not necessarily be welcoming for minoritized students.23

The implicit centering of the experience of white, middle-class students in the design of library services and spaces, and the concomitant marginalization of other student identities and backgrounds, has led to a focus on remediation when academic libraries address the challenges faced by students from other identities and backgrounds. In other words, as noted earlier, the approach has been to try to help students assimilate to, and become comfortable with, the existing library structures and expectations. Among the students who are often portrayed as “at risk” due to their lack of familiarity with, and conformity with, traditional academic culture and expectations are first-generation students. This “at-risk” portrayal has been common in higher education literature as a whole, and the academic library literature is no exception. A recent review of library literature on first-generation students discussed the prevalence of literature that positions first-generation students as having deficits that need to be accommodated and identified three common themes: first-generation students as “outsiders,” as “a problem,” and as “reluctant library users.”24

BREAKING DOWN BARRIERS: DIRECTIONS FOR ACADEMIC LIBRARIES

It is clear from the treatment of first-generation students in library literature—and from the prolific critiques of traditional approaches to library collections, services, and facilities—that academic libraries, as currently constructed, are presenting unnecessary barriers for first-generation students. If libraries continue to maintain a claim of neutrality and inclusivity without intentionally considering the identities and needs of first-generation students and other historically marginalized student groups in their design of services and facilities, it will be tantamount to “ignoring the experiences of underserved student populations […] and how those experiences impact students’ use of library space, materials, and services.”25

In order to ensure that the identities and experiences of first-generation students are considered—and centered—in library service design and that the obstacles for other “New Traditional” students inherent in traditional college culture are removed from academic libraries, libraries must first understand the nature of first-generation identity, the common needs of first-generation students, and the ways in which existing library services and resources may marginalize the experiences of these students. However, as noted in a recent critique26 of library literature’s treatment of first-generation students, there is minimal current guidance describing best practices for libraries in this area. This book is an attempt to begin addressing that gap, both by collecting and describing intentional work that is already occurring in academic libraries and by suggesting general guidelines for examining and transforming core library services.

The guidelines and practice suggestions provided in the book are informed by current efforts in libraries; by examinations of first-generation student identities and experiences in education, sociology, and psychology literature; and by our own research into the needs, concerns, and expectations of first-generation students related to postsecondary education in general and academic libraries specifically. Perhaps most significantly, we are framing our discussion and recommendations within a strengths- or assets-based approach in an attempt to move away from the view of first-generation students as requiring remediation in order to successfully engage with, and benefit from, library resources and services. While the concept of strengths-based education has been used for many years by educators,27 it is clear that forms of individual and cultural capital28 held by historically marginalized student populations that differ from those of traditional white culture have usually not been treated as assets by colleges and universities. In recent years, however, there has been a renewed call from both educators and librarians29 to intentionally incorporate the identities and strengths of minoritized students into pedagogy and practice. Within this, there has been specific emphasis on first-generation students and on moving away “from focusing on [the perceived] problems, failure, deficit, and risks” that these students bring to their educational experience and instead focusing on the ways in which institutions themselves are deficient in their ability to appropriately support and engage these students.30 We have approached our recommendations through this lens, assuming that it is libraries themselves that must change in order to truly be inclusive.

PARTS AND POSITIONING

In order to provide context for the specific strategies that we recommend for libraries, the first section of this book gives an overview of the history and complex identity of first-generation students in higher education, as well as an examination of general approaches to supporting first-generation students. This is followed by a discussion of the intersection of first-generation students and academic libraries, which places the results of our own research with educators and first-generation students within the context of prior research and practice. After this, we present our recommendations in three parts that we believe hold the most significant potential for improvement: spaces, instruction, and outreach and partnerships. In looking at spaces, we consider the design of library facilities and the ways in which they are used by students. The section on instruction examines all types of instructional activities, from basic library orientations to scaffolded information literacy instruction. Finally, the examination of outreach and partnerships considers library relationships with both students and their families, as well as with other units of the campus who have a shared interest in serving first-generation students. Each of these three sections includes examples of current services for first-generation students offered in various academic libraries across the United States.

Although we have tried to be as comprehensive as possible in presenting areas for consideration, this book is not exhaustive—nor definitive—in its coverage of strategies for supporting first-generation students. Rather, it is intended as a starting point for conversations within academic libraries around the ways in which it is necessary to reimagine our resources, services, and facilities to better serve the needs of an increasingly diverse student population for whom traditional academic culture is foreign and even hostile. These are conversations that are in the early stages at our own institutions, and as we have conducted our research and written this book, we have tried to be intentional in taking the posture of learners. The recommendations in this book are offered from that posture, of sharing what we have learned without the presumption of being authoritative. We believe this is especially critical given our individual and institutional identities. As white, middle-class, continuing-generation alumni of private colleges and universities who have worked in similar institutions for the entirety of our respective professional lives, we embody the culture and structures that we believe must change, and we have not shared the lived experience of first-generation students. In addition, although we have tried to make our recommendations as universally applicable to academic libraries as possible, we recognize that our current institutional contexts, at private, residential, four-year universities influence what we have prioritized and presented.

While we have focused here on first-generation students as a group that is emblematic of the unnecessary challenges posed by the arcane nature of academia, we recognize that these challenges are shared by many “New Traditional” students whose identities and priorities are not privileged within higher education as a whole. It is our hope that this book encourages other libraries and librarians to engage with their own campus communities in an effort to identify ways to make academic libraries—and their parent institutions—spaces in which all students are able to advance their education, to explore their identities, and to have their experiences acknowledged and honored.
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ONE

First-Generation Students in Context

A college degree has historically been a means for socioeconomic mobility in the United States. However, a degree has never been as important as it is today for ensuring the ability to attain a place in the middle class, or even to secure a job with a living wage. The number of jobs in the United States that require postsecondary education (not necessarily a bachelor’s degree) increased by 37 percent (to 65 percent) in the past 50 years,1 and the Bureau of Labor Statistics projects that occupations that require postsecondary education will continue to grow more quickly than those that don’t (with those requiring graduate degrees experiencing the most marked increases).2 This requirement is not necessarily a bachelor’s degree, but those workers who hold a bachelor’s degree or higher earn significantly more than those with less education.3 Given these factors, it is critical that the ability to successfully pursue, and attain, a college degree is available to all who seek it. It is clear, however, that this is not the case, especially when considering the experience of minoritized student populations. For example, although growing numbers of African American and Latinx students are pursuing postsecondary education, they are more likely to drop out and less likely to earn a bachelor’s degree than white students.4

As colleges and universities have struggled to reverse this trend, they have traditionally positioned minoritized students as being at an inherent disadvantage and in need of remediation to adapt to college expectations.5 In reality, it is higher education institutions that are in need of substantial change if they are going to effectively educate, retain, and graduate an increasingly diverse student population. And there is one group that brings this into relief more starkly than any other: first-generation college students. In general, first-generation students have significantly lower rates of retention and degree completion than other students; a student advocacy group describes this as “attrition [that is] is staggeringly, and unnecessarily, high.”6 The challenges that colleges and universities present to these students are broadly representative of the ways in which institutions fail to serve minoritized populations at large, and systemic changes designed to address those challenges will have a positive impact on all students.

FRAMING “FIRST-GENERATION”

In order to understand why colleges and universities need to transform to better serve first-generation students, it is critical to understand who these students are and why the nature of their identities and experiences presents a challenge to the orthodoxy of American higher education. Furthermore, the ways in which institutions choose to define, and view, first-generation students lead to, and are inextricably linked to, the design of curriculum, pedagogy, and student support services, making these definitions a crucial aspect of the experiences of these students on a university campus.

As the range of definitions in recent scholarship indicates, the concept of “first-generation” status is simultaneously simple and complex. Created thirty years ago, the label “was intended to identify underserved students” of any background whose parents did not graduate from college and were thus unable to prepare their children for the experiences or expectations of the college environment.7 Over time, however, central aspects of the term have been interpreted and applied differently as institutions and researchers have tried to account for variations in family environments (e.g., what is the benefit for students if their siblings, but not parents, graduated from college?). Both the definition of “parent” and the extent of parents’ college education (some college, two-year degree, four-year degree, etc.) have varied.8 This has resulted in at least eighteen different definitions being used by researchers that place the total number of first-generation students in the United States anywhere between 22 and 77 percent of undergraduates, depending on the definition.9 Despite this variation, the basic federal definition remains commonly used: for two-parent households, both parents do not hold a bachelor’s degree; for single-parent households, the sole parent does not hold a bachelor’s degree.

Even with a standardized definition, however, there is no universal demographic profile of a first-generation student. While they are more likely to come from a low socioeconomic background, to be people of color, to be older, to be female, and to have dependents, the fact that the first-generation identity is shared across race/ethnicity, gender, nationality, ability, and other aspects of identity means that the experience of an individual first-generation student is not necessarily shared by all others. Issues in academic achievement or social adaptation that are automatically ascribed to a student’s first-generation identity may in fact be related to one or more of these other facets of identity and the ways in which those are supported and engaged with at their particular college or university.10

Historically, institutions have not appropriately acknowledged or responded to this complexity of first-generation identity. If, as has been suggested, the primary focus for institutions is to expand enrollment through a positive “upward mobility” narrative and, once enrolled, to approach first-generation students as a group with shared deficits requiring additional support,11 exploring any further complexity or difference in individual first-generation students’ experiences has likely been viewed as unnecessary (or simply not considered). While this is regrettable, it is also understandable, given the body of research that has influenced institutional approaches to first-generation students. A 2006 Pell Institute report summarized several studies by noting that although “demographic and enrollment characteristics” are themselves correlated with lower retention and completion rates, “first-generation status itself [is shown to be] a risk factor after taking demographic and enrollment characteristics into account.”12 More recently, a 2018 National Center for Education Statistics report looked solely at the impact of first-generation status on college access and persistence, without considering the complexity within this identity.13 Although there is a general acknowledgement that numerous facets of identity affect student academic success, focusing on the perceived independent effect of first-generation status has allowed institutions to define these students’ challenges in ways that are overly simplified and that place responsibility on the student, not the institution, to change.

This simplistic view of first-generation students’ identity and challenges—as being primarily defined by their parents’ lack of postsecondary education and an assumed concomitant lack of family knowledge, preparation, and support—will only become more problematic in the coming years. While the overall number of high school graduates is projected to decrease over the next decade, Latinx and other minoritized populations will experience an increase and become a larger percentage of all high school graduates (by 2031, it is projected that nonwhite public school graduates will increase from 42 to 49 percent)14 and thus a larger percentage of the students that colleges and universities are trying to recruit and retain. Based on parent educational attainment data, these students (particularly African American and Latinx students) are also more likely to be first-generation students when they matriculate to college.15 If institutions are to be successful in supporting these students, they must realize that for racially and ethnically minoritized students, their status as first-generation students is—at a systemic level—primarily a function of their racial and ethnic identity. And that the challenges they face as first-generation students are, although superficially related to their parents’ education level, symptomatic of the “structural circumstances” that contributed to their parents’ lack of higher education.16

For African American and Latinx students, who are more likely to be first-generation students than white students, these structural circumstances are easily identified: their communities have historically been denied access, either directly or indirectly, to higher education in the United States, “excluded […] for reasons associated with racial, ethnic, socio-economic and/or linguistic diversity.”17 While access to education has improved for these communities in recent years, students of color continue to be underrepresented at top-tier four-year institutions and overrepresented in lower-tier institutions, for-profit institutions, and community colleges.18 The effect of this historical, and ongoing, marginalization in higher education is that first-generation students are more likely to be people of color and to “experience […] perennial discrimination and perceived cultural differences, particularly in comparison to their white middle-class peers,” as they move through their education.19 This discrimination is largely due to the reality that because generations of communities of color were excluded from colleges and universities, these institutions—their culture, systems, traditions, expectations, pedagogies, and curriculum—were constructed to privilege the white, middle-class students who have been the primary participants in, and beneficiaries of, higher education. Given this privilege, some white middle-class students do not experience their first-generation identity as important—or a determinant in their success—in the same way, as illustrated by this participant in a 2004 study:

“I never thought about it. […] I don’t think that there is a big difference. Everyone comes to college not knowing any one.… And we are all here, going to class on the first day. It’s all the same.”20

Clearly, first-generation status is not the only determinant in student adjustment to college life or to student success. It is the intersection of first-generation status with other identities—most notably race and class—that create significant challenges for students. And it is through that intersectional lens that colleges and universities must view first-generation student identities, their perceived challenges, and the strategies that will be most effective in addressing the “racism, classism, and other manifestations of inequity”21 that are ultimately at the root of issues with first-generation persistence, retention, and successful completion in higher education.

THE CHALLENGES OF BEING FIRST-GENERATION

The most commonly cited challenge for first-generation students is a lack of understanding of academic culture and the “unspoken expectations, specific languages, and hidden rules” that govern academic and social life in higher education.22 The long-standing approach for institutions has been to view this as a deficit of first-generation students’ knowledge that can be remedied through appropriate education—requiring students to “change themselves and adapt to the rules of academia.”23 However, given that first-generation students are more likely to be people of color and of lower socioeconomic status and that the culture and expectations of higher education are predicated on white, middle-class cultural expectations, this lack of familiarity is to be expected and should instead be seen as a failure of inclusivity on the part of institutions.

Cultural Mismatch

The incongruity between many first-generation students’ cultural background and the expectations of academic institutions, as well as the other frequently noted challenges for first-generation students, can largely be ascribed to what has been labeled by some researchers who studied first-generation students as a “cultural mismatch”: the idea that “individual performance [in this case, academic performance or engagement in college] is contingent on whether people experience a match or a mismatch between their own cultural norms and the norms that are institutionalized in a given setting.”24 The researchers specifically considered the mismatch between the “middle-class norms of independence” privileged by the dominant culture in American higher education and the “working-class norms of interdependence” with which many first-generation students are more likely to be familiar.25 This mismatch can lead to confusion for students about what is expected, or acceptable, in terms of basic activities such as interacting with faculty or pursuing assistance from campus offices. Elsewhere, one of the researchers suggests that this confusion is due not only to a lack of preparation or understanding of the new culture that will be encountered but also to the possible psychological effects of experiencing the cultural mismatch: emotional distress, internal questions about belonging, hindered self-belief, or concerns about failure.26

This type of focus on one dimension of students’ identities—for example, the relationship between cultural norms and class status—has been criticized for not considering other aspects of student identity (e.g., race or gender) that can influence their engagement or sense of belonging.27 However, other research affirms that lack of familiarity with the independent, individualistic norms of white, middle-class culture can, on its own, present a significant barrier to student achievement. In examining the experiences of lower-income students who enter higher education from both low-resourced public high schools and from more elite public or boarding schools, scholars found that the cultural “training” students received in the more elite schools prepared them better for college culture, regardless of the students’ own socioeconomic status: “Lower-income Black undergraduates who socialized in culturally, socially, and structurally similar academic settings before college feel confident engaging with college officials and report doing so earlier on and more often.”28 This experience is contrasted with lower-income students who have not received the benefit of that preparation and are more likely to be anxious about engaging with faculty and other college staff, creating “a heightened risk of waiting too long to seek support.”29

The Manifestations of Mismatch

While discussion of a “cultural mismatch” with white, middle-class, academic culture can seem broad and theoretical, the concept of a mismatch—in both identity and preparation—is broadly applicable to the range of challenges that first-generation students face when they enter college. To understand these challenges, it is important to understand not only that a mismatch exists but what the specific expectations, practices, and conventions are in academic culture that cause this incongruity for first-generation and other minoritized students, as well as the ways in which their identities and preparation (or lack thereof) for immersion in academic life present very real threats to their success within traditional academic culture. The specific challenges that these students encounter exist across multiple dimensions of their college experience; researchers have cited challenges ranging from “lack of educational institutional knowledge and academic skills,”30 to “feeling lost and at times marginalized,”31 to “competing family responsibilities,”32 to “lack [of] funds to pay for their education.”33 In general, these challenges fall into four areas: social, academic, financial, and familial.

Social challenges in college are certainly not unique to first-generation students and are not universally experienced by all students—or all first-generation students. But the fact that many first-generation students are likely to either be from racially minoritized populations or from a lower socioeconomic background (or both) means that first-generation students are more likely to experience social challenges in an environment that is designed for, and largely populated by, white, middle-class students. While there are differences across institution type—with private, four-year institutions being the least likely to be diverse in terms of race and class—white students still comprise over half of the undergraduate enrollment in the United States.34 At best, being in this environment as a minoritized student can lead to a sense of “belonging uncertainty”35; at worst, racially minoritized students can experience “a toxic campus culture and climate marked by […] overt and covert microaggressions”36 based on stereotypes and racism. For students who are also the first in their family to attend college, such experiences can exacerbate existing self-doubt about whether they belong. Given this, it is unsurprising that researchers have remarked on some first-generation students’ lack of engagement with faculty or in campus activities.37 Unfortunately, this is often framed as a deficit of the student in terms of interest or motivation,38 when in reality it is a predictable outcome of a “weaker sense of belonging”39 created by the lack of diversity of fellow students and faculty, by unfamiliar cultural expectations, and even by implicit and explicit bias in curriculum or interactions.

For first-generation students, the challenges inherent in developing a sense of social belonging are, in many ways, mirrored by the academic challenges they face. Just as the social structure and expectations of college life are centered around the identities and culture of white, middle-class students, the academic expectations and content of many colleges privilege specific approaches to learning and reflect the experiences of the historical majority population. At a more general level, student success at most institutions is defined in terms of metrics that require the attainment of specific skills or knowledge,40 at a specific level (i.e., grade point average [GPA]), within a timeframe that is considered to reflect positively on the college itself. This framing of success is problematic: it has been suggested that basic metrics like grades may not be the best indicator of academic success (particularly among minoritized populations in higher education),41 and low grades have also been used as an indicator of first-generation students’ “failure” in college, reinforcing a narrative of students’ deficits.42 However, for some first-generation students, academic outcomes that vary from the accepted norm may not be seen as failure by the students; rather, even if they take longer to complete their degree, transfer schools, or otherwise deviate from a traditional program, they may still experience a sense of success at what they experienced or accomplished.43

Beyond a potential mismatch with how institutions and some first-generation students define academic success, students’ experience in the classroom can present another challenge for them. Traditional college curricula—in terms of both content and pedagogy—are most likely to privilege the ideas, voices, and ways of learning that are most familiar to the historical majority of white middle-class students.44 When what is being taught in the classroom does not reflect the experiences and identities of minoritized students, including first-generation students, students are less likely to be engaged.45 Conversely, when students are provided opportunities and encouragement to connect their own experience—and their acquired ways of learning and constructing knowledge—to what is being taught, they are more likely to engage and learn.46

For many first-generation students, the lack of a curriculum designed to engage their identities and ways of learning, along with a weak sense of belonging, can contribute to another significant academic barrier: the knowledge of how to effectively seek and receive help from faculty and other academic support services. For example, although connections with faculty have been shown to predict academic success for first-generation students, those same students appear to engage with faculty less than other students,47 especially with regard to communication that extends beyond specific questions about course material.48 This is likely due not to a lack of desire on students’ part to develop useful relationships with faculty, but to a mismatch between their understanding of what is appropriate and the ways in which institutions expect that students will seek help. Colleges expect students to be proactive in seeking assistance, and whereas students from middle-class, continuing-generation backgrounds feel “entitled to seek help from faculty and other instructional staff,” first-generation students are more likely to believe they “are on their own to succeed.”49 This can be exacerbated by students’ “feelings of inadequacy and inferiority”50 due to their perceived difference from their classmates, to their lack of knowledge about how best to engage with faculty or other college staff, or to the “at-risk” narrative that frames some first-generation student services. Strategies that continuing-generation students may be familiar with for establishing relationships with potential academic mentors are not necessarily intuitive for first-generation students, such as talking to faculty about their scholarship, opportunities to collaborate on research, or recommendations for further study outside of class. And even when students are aware of how to approach faculty or others for help, they may hesitate to do so if they are concerned that it will somehow perpetuate others’ belief that they, and others of their same race or ethnicity, aren’t good enough to succeed on their own.51

While meaningful engagement with their instructors and coursework is critical for their academic experience, financial issues also present a constant challenge for many first-generation students that can affect their ability to progress through their education. Middle-class, continuing-generation students usually have the family and financial resources required to feel secure in the complex process of financing a college education. These resources also carry the corresponding privilege of assuming that they will be able to successfully overcome any financial obstacles (e.g., loan repayment/default) that result from their education. However, the process for most first-generation students is more challenging. Because first-generation status is commonly aligned with low socioeconomic status, these students are at an immediate disadvantage, needing to secure more funding than other students either through financial aid or through their own work. This perceived (and often actual) precarity of first-generation students’ financial situation, with less of a financial safety net, can cause considerable stress, which can have an impact on their academic engagement and even ability to persist through their degree program.52 Even those students who are able to successfully pay for their education frequently need to work multiple jobs, which can also have a negative effect on their ability to take advantage of college life, both socially and academically.53

Unfortunately, for students who work while attending school, their jobs are rarely enough to fully pay for their education, leaving most first-generation students reliant on various forms of financial aid. For example, research indicates that first-generation students take out more loans, and larger loans, than their continuing-generation classmates.54 And for these students who are most in need of financial assistance, the financial aid and loan processes can be as “illusive and mysterious”55 as other college expectations and traditions. Even first-generation students who are comfortable with the idea of taking on debt—and for some, this can be counter to their cultural norms56—usually don’t have the familial knowledge and experience available to help them navigate application processes. The Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA), which is required by every college and university as part of financial aid applications, has been criticized for being tailored to middle-class families, making it difficult to complete for low-income families who lack financial resources or even financial records.57 It is therefore unsurprising that first-generation students are among the least likely to successfully submit the FAFSA.58 Mistakes or delays in financial aid or loan paperwork can have a more significant negative impact on students without the same family financial “safety net” as their middle-class peers.59 Although some institutions have had success through targeted education for students about financial aid and about basic financial matters such as budgeting,60 many first-generation students struggle not only with affording their education but also with navigating the unnecessarily complex options available to them to pay for it, which can ultimately have an impact on their ability to complete their degree.

Financial pressures are not the only nonacademic pressure that many first-generation students face; family relationships can also be a challenge for students to navigate. Although most families of first-generation students are encouraging of their educational goals, and some even see the student as fulfilling family aspirations for a better life,61 the cultural mismatch and accompanying discomfort that students experience at their institution are often duplicated at home. Because their parents or guardians lack personal experience with college life or academic expectations, it can be difficult for first-generation students to communicate effectively with their family members about what they are experiencing and learning. This basic communication challenge can be exacerbated when students attempt to assimilate to the cultural expectations and values of their institution, which can place them at odds with their own family and community culture. Even within families that are proud of their first-generation student’s accomplishments, this can cause a rift between the student and their family and sometimes lead to perceptions that the student sees themselves as better than the family.62

Rather than trying to proactively address this distance that can grow between students and their families, some institutions have encouraged first-generation students to embrace their new identity and to further distance themselves from influences (including family) that the institutions perceive as potential threats to academic success.63 Unfortunately, this approach can have a detrimental effect on students who, while they may struggle with navigating their new role, ultimately rely on their families for support and encouragement.64 This is especially true for students from more interdependent cultures; for example, Latinx first-generation students rely on both immediate and extended family as important forms of support.65

Difference as Deficit

The contrast between an institutional view of first-generation students’ parents and families and students’ own need for family support is indicative not only of the various mismatches that students experience across academic, social, financial, and familial dimensions but also of the most significant barrier that first-generation students often encounter: how their institutions view, and respond to, these mismatches. As educators, higher education administrators, and researchers have considered the challenges that first-generation students face in college, the dominant response has been to position these students as deficient and in need of assimilation to college culture and traditional norms. Academic challenges for first-generation students have been presented as a function of low student engagement, motivation, and self-esteem.66 Issues with social integration have been blamed on students’ lack of participation in peer activities or extracurriculars.67 Lack of financial literacy and accompanying trouble navigating educational and personal finances have been ascribed to “inherent shortcomings” of being first-generation for which students aren’t willing to compensate.68 And as previously noted, first-generation students’ families are viewed as barriers—connections to a former life and culture that should be at least partly disavowed in pursuit of success.69 These discussions of perceived first-generation student deficits have rarely been veiled; research is frequently framed in terms of “engaging at-risk students”70 and “first-generation disadvantage.”71

As a result of viewing first-generation students through this deficit lens, institutions have created programming and services that are intended to address students’ “deficiencies” by helping them “reshape themselves in the likeness of the status quo.”72 This expectation—that first-generation students must change themselves in order to be successful in college—can further isolate and stigmatize the students that the programs are intended to serve.73 Even if these services are successful in helping students adapt to traditional college culture by becoming more like the students around them, this can result in first-generation students losing connection with their own unique cultural strengths.74 This is not only a disservice to first-generation students and can contribute to a negative self-image but also ultimately deprives the institution and their peers of learning from different experiences, backgrounds, and ways of thinking. For example, many colleges and universities are increasingly focused on promoting “civic engagement” and cultivating a sense of connection and community responsibility in students. For students from independent, white, middle-class culture, this sense of shared community connection may not come naturally. But many students from racially minoritized communities have deep, lived understanding of the importance of interdependence and community. Among other cultural assets, they possess “familial capital”: relationships with extended family and friends that teach “the importance of maintaining a healthy connection to [their] community and its resources.”75 Rather than forcing students to conform to a traditional, independence-focused college culture, institutions should be inviting students from these backgrounds to bring this familial capital and other forms of “cultural wealth”76 into the curriculum and into the social and academic life of the institution and to draw on it as a source of personal strength. In doing so, institutions would not only be creating curriculum and community that are more inclusive and that allow students to benefit from each other’s unique knowledge and experience, they would also be helping first-generation and other minoritized students to experience their culture, knowledge, and background as valuable and relevant to their education. And this, in turn, would improve students’ odds of being engaged and successful.77

MOVING FROM “DEFICITS” TO “ASSETS”

Fortunately, despite the historical dominance of viewing first-generation students through a deficit lens, there is growing acknowledgement that institutions must take a different approach that focuses on the strengths that students bring with them to college.78 This asset-based approach recognizes the disadvantage that many first-generation students face because “they have not grown up in an environment that acculturates them”79 to traditional college culture but simultaneously affirms students’ knowledge, experience, and cultural wealth that can both aid their successful navigation of college and improve the college experience for others.

Strengths, Assets, and Potentials: Student-First Services

The asset-based approach to working with first-generation students has its roots in existing educational theory and practice that focus on how best to incorporate students’ individual “skills, abilities, ideas, practices, and ways of knowing”80 into the classroom in order to build on existing strengths, rather than ignoring students’ assets or trying to replace them with qualities seen as a better “fit” for the academic environment. This emphasis on the assets that students bring with them from their cultural backgrounds and other aspects of their identity has been conceptualized in different ways, including as “funds of knowledge”81 and as “strengths-based education.”82 In the context of working with Indigenous first-generation students, educators in Canada have proposed a “Potentials Approach” that is an exemplar of a comprehensive asset-based model.83 Importantly, the Potentials Approach is framed with the recognition that “questions about first generation student achievement [must be] inverted to be questions about universities themselves”:84 this shifts the focus away from a deficit lens (assuming that students need to change in order to be successful) to an asset lens (assuming that students have strengths and potential and asking how the institution can build on that). The Potentials model also recognizes that an asset-based approach to first-generation students requires an intentional commitment to change on the part of the institution; that focusing on assets or potential must be “conscious, active, evidence-informed and outcomes-focused”85 and must involve a critical examination of institutional culture, structures, and ways of research and teaching. In general, the Potentials Approach emphasizes a shift for institutions:


	From “deficit” to “realizing potential”

	From “low expectations” to “high expectations”

	From “being Indigenous is problematic” to “being Indigenous is an advantage”

	From “Indigenous peoples as minorities” to “Indigeneity and responsiveness”

	From “achievement through assimilation to non-Indigenous norms” to “universities enabling Indigenous peoples to achieve education success as Indigenous peoples”86



Although specifically focused on Indigenous first-generation students, the Potentials Approach is relevant for any minoritized student population and provides actionable questions and directions for institutions seeking to reframe their approach and step away from a deficit lens.

Moving Assets from Theory to Practice

While strength-based models like the Potentials Approach appropriately call for comprehensive, systemic change in developing curriculum and services with first-generation and other minoritized students in mind, identifying where to start can be a challenge for institutions. However, given the evidence that suggests that appropriate institutional support can be critical for first-generation students’ academic success and college experience,87 it is vital that institutions begin taking at least incremental steps to improve their support for these students. There are four general areas in which existing practice and evidence suggest that by using an asset-based approach, institutions can have a positive impact on students’ sense of belonging, engagement, and academic success: affirming assets/belonging, support services/help seeking, pedagogy/curriculum, and approaches to family.

Affirming Assets/Belonging

The common deficit approach to services for first-generation students seeks to minimize or eliminate students’ differences in an effort to assimilate them to traditional college culture.88 While intended to improve students’ sense of belonging, when paired with the explicit and implicit microaggressions that many students from minoritized groups experience from both peers and faculty,89 these efforts can instead serve to reinforce a negative self-image and damage students’ belief that they belong in college. In contrast, asset-based programming has been shown to improve students’ sense of belonging—and with it, their academic outcomes. The most effective approaches have been those that emphasize the value of students’ unique identities in navigating their college experience, as well as the success that prior students have had who share aspects of their identity. For example, one institution produced a short film called You Are College Material—You Belong that was designed to affirm the belonging and shared experiences of different identities of students in college. Students from minoritized or stigmatized groups who were shown the video demonstrated improved academic success (as measured by GPA) compared to those who had not watched and participated in a discussion about the film.90 In another frequently cited study, researchers invited students to attend a one-hour discussion with both first-generation and continuing-generation student panelists who discussed how their unique backgrounds informed and influenced their college experience. The study found that the intervention, which “emphasized how students’ backgrounds can be a source of both challenge and strength, and provided students with strategies that they need to be successful,”91 had a positive impact on first-generation students’ academic success, as well as a positive impact on all students’ stress and anxiety. From both studies, it is clear that affirming the ways in which students’ identities can be assets in their college experience is an effective approach to supporting first-generation students.

Support Services/Help Seeking

An important component of affirming students’ sense of belonging is ensuring that students feel comfortable seeking help and using available support services. It has been observed that students from minoritized groups, including first-generation students, are less likely to seek out services that they need, at least in part because they may be concerned that it will reflect poorly on the racial/ethnic/social class they feel required to represent.92 In contrast, when students don’t associate seeking assistance with “feelings of inadequacy and inferiority,”93 but instead feel comfortable reaching out to faculty or other supports, they are able to develop relationships and receive assistance that helps them academically.94 There are two primary ways in which institutions can encourage first-generation students to see help seeking as a normal, and comfortable, part of the academic experience. The first is largely structural and involves attention to where student services are administratively and physically located in order to avoid contributing to a sense of stigma or confusion related to help seeking. Placing first-generation-focused programs in a financial aid office, for example, could “perpetuate the perception” that all first-generation students come from low socioeconomic backgrounds.95 In general, putting these programs in any physical or administrative location that implicitly aligns first-generation status with the need to receive special assistance to remedy a deficit may create a barrier to student use of these services. Given the intersectional identities of most first-generation students, it has even been suggested that although first-generation students need their own spaces in which they can feel comfortable, having specific support offices focused on this population may not be ideal; rather, intentional coordination between multiple support areas that serve all students will be more effective96—and could potentially reduce a deficit view of first-generation help seeking. Similarly, ensuring available services are not “on the fringe,” but are made visible in the primary places that students are—in the classroom and in interactions with faculty97—can make it less confusing for students to know what services are available to them.

Beyond addressing the location of services, the second way institutions can encourage help seeking is to change cultural norms or expectations related to the use of support services. Common approaches to student support services privilege an independent orientation that requires the student to take the initiative to identify and request assistance. This approach doesn’t necessarily work well for students of all backgrounds. Reaching out to students by connecting services with courses and using faculty as advocates for services, as noted earlier, can help address this barrier.98 Encouraging students to engage with services in a way that is comfortable for them and that recognizes the potential interdependent cultural backgrounds of some first-generation students has also been recommended: for example, encouraging students to bring a friend with them to appointments with different campus offices if they would benefit from that support.99 In general, whether through the placement of services or the ways in which students are enabled to interact with them, any institutional approach that makes services more visible and frames them as opportunities for all students—not only those from specific populations—should help first-generation students feel more comfortable using resources that can benefit them.100

Pedagogy and Curriculum

Even more than support services, the most important area for institutions to reconsider through an asset lens is the central function of a college or university: teaching. The traditional approach in college classrooms has been based both on the white, middle-class cultural identity and experiences of the “average” college student and on the implicit assumption that students are aware of, and able to successfully navigate, the “hidden curriculum” and expectations of college academics. In order to appropriately reflect the broader range of identities and experiences found in today’s students, faculty should be both inclusive and transparent in their pedagogy and curriculum.101

A more inclusive approach in the classroom recognizes that there are multiple ways of learning and knowing and provides opportunities for students to connect their backgrounds and experiences to what they are learning.102 This approach focuses on creating dialogue with students, allowing them to bring their knowledge and identities into the classroom and into course assignments. It also creates opportunities for students to build relationships with faculty and their fellow students,103 which can help address some first-generation students’ preference to “engage in knowing that is relational and connected.”104 As long as the invitation to students to bring their own experiences into the classroom and into dialogue is done in a way that is safe and comfortable (i.e., not in a tokenistic way or a way that requires them to be a spokesperson for a certain population or otherwise positions them as exotic or “out of the norm”), this can be a powerful strategy for both engaging students from minoritized populations and allowing other students to learn from diverse experiences and perspectives.105

In addition to creating a curriculum that allows students to view their prior experience and knowledge as assets in the classroom, another critical strategy is for faculty to ensure they are using transparent design principles. Transparent instruction design has been cited as an important way to make sure that first-generation students—and others unfamiliar with the traditional structure and culture of higher education—have the same understanding of academic expectations as do continuing-generation students.106 Transparent design calls for faculty to explicitly discuss with students (and potentially even co-create) the purpose of an assignment or activity, the specific tasks that students will be asked to perform, and how students’ success will be evaluated.107 Use of transparent design principles benefits all students—improving “academic confidence, sense of belonging, and mastery of skills”—but has been shown to disproportionately benefit first-generation and other minoritized students.108

Approaches to Family

While effective institutional supports are critical to students’ success and sense of belonging, encouraging students to draw on family and friends as sources of support is also necessary. Whereas a deficit-based view sees familial connections as something that students must overcome in order to appropriately assimilate to existing college culture and sees parents as relatively unhelpful due to their own lack of college experience,109 an asset-based approach recognizes students’ families as important resources for resiliency and success.110 Ideally, more than simply recognizing the role families play in students’ lives, institutions will actively seek ways to strengthen the connection between students and their families during the time students are in college. In the most general sense, presenting college life to students as necessarily interdependent—in which students should expect to rely on and collaborate with community, friends, and family—can counter prevailing narratives that students should see college as a time to separate from family and assert their independence and can help first-generation students from interdependent cultures be more successful.111 In addition to encouraging students to draw on their families as sources of support, some institutions are trying to make college more transparent not only for students but for parents as well. Recognizing that parents won’t have the context or even vocabulary to fully discuss their children’s college experience with them, schools can provide information to parents that describes college structures, academic expectations, and other relevant information as a way to help parents feel more confident serving as a resource.112 Some institutions have created events and resources specifically tailored to the parents of first-generation students and are providing advice for parents on how to engage with their children about topics related to school.113 These efforts can not only help address potential communication gaps between parents and students but can also have a positive impact on student performance; researchers have found that students who talk with their parents more often are generally more confident in school, which is a predictor of better academic performance.114

TRANSFORMING INSTITUTIONAL DEFICITS AND RECOGNIZING STUDENT ASSETS

As colleges and universities consider individual asset-based strategies to better support the growing number of diverse first-generation students entering higher education, institutions must also confront a larger—and long overdue—challenge: the need to transform academic culture as a whole so that it is possible for all students to see themselves reflected in it and to be able to successfully navigate it without abdicating their unique identities. When institutions approach this challenge, they must look beyond the “first-generation” label—an identity that can contain multiple intersecting dimensions for each student—and address the assumption behind the central challenge that first-generation students face: that academia has its own (traditionally white, middle-class) culture, with its own language, expectations, and performative rituals—a culture that is naturally exclusive, not inclusive. Transforming this culture, making the academic experience less monocultural, less esoteric, and more accessible to any student from any background, will serve not only first-generation students but all students. And welcoming, and retaining, students with diverse identities and backgrounds will enrich the educational and social experience for all students, preparing them to engage not only in their chosen disciplines but in civic life as well. Producing this change in academic culture and practice will require institutions to examine their approaches to teaching and learning, academic support, and administrative services—and to consider how all parts of an institution should collaborate to create an inclusive experience that removes unnecessary barriers to student engagement and success.
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TWO

First-Generation Students in the Academic Library

As colleges and universities consider how best to transform their cultures and expectations in order to be more inclusive of the identities and experiences of first-generation students, it will be necessary to focus on curriculum and pedagogy in order to affect meaningful change at the core of institutions. However, looking beyond the classroom, approaches to student services across the institution should also be considered—and within those, academic libraries merit special attention. As spaces that are promoted as central to students’ academic experience, conceived as inclusive to all identities, and increasingly positioned as hubs for student support services, the potential is significant for libraries to either directly support first-generation students’ engagement and success or to present discouraging challenges to students’ sense of belonging and ability to succeed. The importance of ensuring that libraries are configured in terms of space, services, and staffing to be inclusive and responsive to first-generation students’ identities and needs is emphasized by recent research that found minoritized students’ “sense of belonging in their study spaces [is] more important than feeling as if they belong in class.”1 For many students, a sense of belonging in their library could be critical to their sense of belonging within their institution—and their ability to persist and engage in their education.

DIFFERENCE AS DEFICIT: EARLY LIBRARY VIEWS OF FIRST-GENERATION STUDENTS

Unfortunately, despite libraries’ claims of inclusivity, they have historically—and currently—privileged the culture and expectations of white, middle-class students in the design and delivery of spaces and services.2 This has led to assumptions that because they have been designed with “traditional” students’ needs in mind, libraries should be comfortable and intuitive for all students to use when, in reality, the library’s implicit cultural biases present barriers to minoritized students’ engagement.3 Due to these barriers within their libraries—and their institutions as a whole—first-generation and other minoritized students have experienced difficulty navigating library spaces, services, and expectations. Rather than addressing these structural and cultural barriers, institutions (and libraries) have predominantly chosen to view these students as in need of remediation in order to appropriately assimilate to the dominant institutional culture. This approach, of viewing first-generation and other minoritized students as “at risk” due to their perceived deficits of understanding, has been common in library literature, both implicitly and explicitly.4 While there has been a limited focus on serving first-generation students in library scholarship, these students in particular have historically been framed with a deficit lens: a comprehensive review of first-generation library literature found that students were repeatedly positioned as “outsiders,” as “a problem,” and as “reluctant library users,” with librarians designing services to respond to these “risks.”5 Although this positioning of first-generation students in the literature is presented within a context of trying to understand and address students’ needs in order to support their academic success, it has nonetheless contributed to an understanding that the problem is not with institutional culture, but with students’ inability to assimilate without assistance.

This viewpoint is seen clearly in one of the most substantial early treatments of first-generation students in academic libraries, which relies on population statistics and student interviews at a large public university to propose changes in library services to accommodate first-generation students.6 The author initially describes first-generation students as “different from other students, and they need help,”7 immediately positioning first-generation students as outside the “norm” of college students and at a deficit due to their identity. This view is reinforced with further discussion that establishes academic culture as an unchangeable reality—one that “values investigation, discourse, and debate”8—that presents a challenge to first-generation students because of their own cultural values and priorities. Indeed, it is suggested that students’ academic struggles are a result of their different priorities, with the implication that because many first-generation students have family and work responsibilities, they don’t “place the same priority on higher education” and “have a difficult time competing academically”9 with “traditional” students who do prioritize their education. Implicit in all of this discussion is an acceptance of traditional academic culture and an assertion that first-generation students will only be successful in college if they are able to align with that culture or if accommodations are made to help them meeting existing expectations. The deficit-based understanding that it is students who must change, not the existing academic (and library) culture that must be disrupted, is distilled in this example of students with children being allowed to bring their children into a library instruction class: “As long as the child is not disruptive to the class, the child is allowed to stay.…”10 This is the general treatment of first-generation students in twentieth-century library literature: Accommodations are required to help them succeed due to their deficiencies, but there is no desire to disrupt the general status quo to make colleges—and libraries—more inclusive.

THE DEFICITS WITHIN: SHIFTING RESPONSIBILITY FROM STUDENTS TO LIBRARIES

Although there continue to be challenges with libraries’ inclusion efforts over the past two decades, there has more recently been an encouraging shift in the library literature away from a deficit view of first-generation students. In the past decade, library practitioners have begun to acknowledge the assets that first-generation students bring with them to college and to identify a need for institutional transformation that centers these strengths and the value of students’ diverse identities and experiences. This has been a gradual move, exemplified by a pair of studies that initially examined the research process of first-year first-generation students and next compared first-year students’ abilities to those of senior first-generation students (both at a large, public, four-year institution). The studies are notable in that instead of focusing primarily on the deficiencies of first-generation students, the authors sought to understand what research experiences and abilities students brought with them to college and the ways in which first-generation students—like other college students—grew in their research and information literacy skills over their academic careers.11 The initial study found that first-year first-generation students, coming from a range of high schools, entered college with prior knowledge of the research process and that for one-third of the students in the study, lack of use of their college library was due to the library being too large and intimidating.12 This important reframing moves away from the idea of first-generation students as unmotivated “reluctant library users” toward an appropriate centering of first-generation challenges as institutionally based, not due to student deficits. The authors’ follow-up study, comparing first-generation first-year and first-generation senior students’ research processes, builds on this framing and suggests that for first-generation students, “regardless of the disadvantages with which [they] arrive […], college appears to provide them with the tools they need to compete with their peers.”13 These two studies indicate that first-generation students should not be viewed as “at risk” as library users because of their identities or backgrounds, but should be viewed as equally capable of success.

Concurrent with the comparison of first-year and senior first-generation students’ research processes, librarians at another large public university conducted a “holistic” exploration of first-generation students’ information-seeking behaviors, with an explicit focus on “how the library functions as a facilitator or barrier to information” for students.14 Their findings are consistent with the other contemporaneous studies and are even more explicit in their rejection of a deficit view of first-generation students. For example, in direct contradiction to frequently stated deficit narratives, the authors found that “our students generally felt emotionally supported and encouraged by their parents to attend college. Most of them also reported that they felt academically prepared for college.”15 The challenges that first-generation students face—both in general and in library use—are presented not as the result of student deficits, but as the result of institutional culture and structures that are not designed to be intuitive or inclusive for those who lack the specific cultural knowledge to navigate them. Students in the study noted that “formal university support systems were not always helpful in providing information;”16 that “[f]iguring out what office, or perhaps offices, to go to [for help] was stressful and non-intuitive;”17 that university staff had unrealistic expectations about students’ background knowledge; and that “the jargon and vocabulary used in university life […] compounded their feelings of being lost.”18 As presaged by the authors’ stated purpose of determining to what extent the library may serve as a barrier for students, the library itself did not escape student criticism: first-generation students noted the difficulty they found in engaging with academic library services and spaces after their prior experiences with school and public libraries. Students’ comments were an indictment of current academic library design trends: “I’ll never use this. I didn’t see any books. There was nothing but computers and little lounge areas.”19 Design approaches, such as removing traditional library elements and signposts, are often conceived of as supporting student success; for example, libraries may remove stacks in order to create collaborative study areas. However, these changes may not be inclusive of the identities of first-generation students.

This idea of the impact of space redesign on the experiences of first-generation students is further explored in recent literature that examines library spaces and instructional practices. A 2017 dissertation study20 examines the “experiences and perceptions” of first-generation undergraduate students through a case study of students at a large public university, with the goal of understanding how the library can “best serve” first-generation students. While the author did not seek to generalize to all first-generation students, she found that students in the study saw the library as a space that was important for their success and one in which they could find models of academic life and support for their own academic pursuits. Importantly, this further diminishes the trope of first-generation students as “reluctant library users,” and although no general recommendations are provided due to the nature of the study, it is clear from students’ experiences that they want to make the library a center of their academic life—if it is designed with their needs in mind.

The need for libraries to be open to inclusive, student-centered transformation of their spaces and services is further illustrated in a library instruction/information literacy case study from another large public university that describes a model for embedding a librarian in a university first-generation student program.21 In previous years, a librarian had provided a one-shot instruction section in the university’s first-generation summer bridge program, which had resulted in minimal follow-up interactions with first-generation students. Recognizing that this model established the librarian as “an unknown authority figure,”22 the librarian attended all sessions for the academic year continuation (fall and spring semesters) of the summer bridge program, teaching in some and participating informally in others. This model allowed for the development of relationships and trust, which not only led to increased student engagement with the librarian but helped to decrease first-generation student anxiety about use of the library in general. The willingness to completely transform the existing instruction and outreach model was predicated on the librarian’s recognition that prior lack of student engagement with the library was not due to “lack of student motivation”—the historical framing of first-generation students—but to “fear or anxiety around university systems” and “fears around the potential repercussions of asking for help,”23 which are clear results of institutional deficiencies.

This recognition that traditional library culture and structure place students with diverse identities at a disadvantage—and the accompanying acknowledgement of a need to center first-generation student perspectives in the design of academic library services and spaces—is also explicit in more recent explorations of student experiences at two 4-year institutions. At the first institution, a large private university, librarians firmly rejected the deficit view of first-generation students, stating that they are “resilient and successful members”24 of the campus community, and used survey and focus group data to understand student experiences and challenges from that context. Further emphasizing the alignment of first-generation student strengths with those of other students, the data collected revealed that “both 1G and other students are generally confident in their ability to use library resources.”25 When it was noted that first-generation students were not aware of library services or had difficulty using them, there was a recognition that there were often institutional, not student, deficits to blame: services were not “adequately marketed or shared with all 1G students” or “library staff can be intimidating or even frightening.” Students noted that helping library staff to understand first-generation students’ “lack of familiarity” with academic library use would aid in students’ use of services.26 Just as training in cultural competency aids library workers in welcoming a diverse campus population, increasing familiarity with first-generation students will help library workers create an environment that these students can interact with confidently. As a result of student feedback, the university’s library is also exploring the creation of a dedicated first-generation student librarian to facilitate stronger outreach and is working with library staff at service points to make sure students are more comfortable approaching them with questions.

At the second institution, a large public university, researchers conducted two studies. The first, a case study of students’ perceptions of library staff, investigates ways in which the library may need to make improvements to facilities, instructional services, and service points to better engage with first-generation students. Unfortunately, in doing so, the study emphasizes first-generation students’ “deficit of library cultural capital” as a primary challenge to their use of library services.27 However, in a second study, one of the same authors worked with researchers from another institution to conduct parallel studies with different underrepresented student groups (including first-generation students) at their respective institutions that centered on student perspectives and experiences, rather than their lack of library knowledge.28 Using a participatory design method that is intended to “be empowering for participants, responsive to diverse cultural identities, and effective for generating and evaluating new ideas,”29 the authors worked with several first-generation students to collaboratively identify problems that the library presented for students, including a feeling that first-generation students didn’t belong in the library or felt intimidated by it.30 Focusing on this feeling of exclusion, the authors worked with the students to identify attributes that should infuse library outreach to first-generation students in order to make library use less intimidating. Most importantly, they identified that outreach should involve engaging students as knowledgeable peer-to-peer ambassadors. Whether explicitly acknowledging students’ strengths or implicitly recognizing them by giving them equal voice in the development of new library services, the efforts at these institutions help further establish the idea that it is necessary for libraries to change in response to students, rather than expecting students to uncomfortably use a library that was not designed with them in mind.

MORE THAN FIRST-GENERATION: LIBRARIES AND MINORITIZED STUDENTS

Although current library literature on first-generation students is limited—the previous studies are rare examples of centering first-generation student voices as drivers for library transformation—the general need for library services to be more inclusive of diverse student identities and perspectives is well represented in the literature. Over the past decade, there has been a substantial growth in the critical examination of academic librarianship theory and practice, including questioning of the historical narrative of libraries as inherently inclusive spaces and a concomitant focus on the need for libraries to fundamentally change to better serve minoritized students. Considering that first-generation students are themselves a minoritized group and frequently have individual identities that have been historically underrepresented on college campuses,31 it is critical for recommendations for first-generation-inclusive library services to be informed by an exploration of this literature regarding minoritized students’ experiences in academic libraries.

It is clear from the literature that the library as a place is important to minoritized students, but is frequently experienced as a space that is intimidating or in which they struggle to feel a sense of belonging. A 2008 study at a large public university32 found that students of color used the library more frequently than white students, yet had a less positive experience of their library use, including interactions with library staff. Overall, the students of color felt less welcome and less safe in the library than did white students—even though, based on the frequency of their use, it was a space that they either wanted or needed to be in. While a more recent national survey of black students found that they generally felt welcomed in academic libraries, the study also revealed factors that contributed to students feeling unwelcome, including “microaggressions performed by other library users.”33

The ways in which library spaces inhibit a sense of belonging for minoritized students—both directly, through their design, and indirectly, by facilitating or implicitly encouraging microaggressions by other library users—echo the ways in which colleges and universities as institutions structurally and culturally privilege the white, middle-class student experience. Critical examinations of library spaces point out that the design of academic libraries is based on a specific “cultural understanding of what the work of faculty and students is and should be.”34 This understanding, from predominantly white library leaders, based on experiences with white, middle-class students, leads to, for example, the creation of library spaces that “[privilege] individual, quiet study, while it has been demonstrated that many non-White racial and ethnic groups are more academically successful when they can construct knowledge in groups where study and socializing happen simultaneously.”35 However, simply creating different types of spaces in the library that are inclusive of diverse approaches to study and learning is not enough to ensure a sense of belonging for minoritized students. If library spaces are inhabited and implicitly controlled by students with social and cultural privilege, students’ sense of belonging can also be threatened. A recent study of minoritized students’ experiences at a large public university library found that “wherever larger numbers of students gather, including the study spaces in the library, some students face an increased chance of being harrassed.”36 LGBTQ, gender-nonconforming, and Latinx students in the study shared about avoiding certain library study spaces because of experiences with harassment or microaggressions from other groups of students, especially groups associated with fraternities or sororities. Encouragingly, however, students in the same study also shared the power of feeling a sense of belonging in the library. When they were in a space in which they saw other people like them, in which they were implicitly encouraged by observing others’ study habits, they felt that they belonged in the university as a whole.

In order to foster minoritized students’ belonging in the library, it is critically important that the design of spaces is inclusive of diverse “cultural norms and expectations”37 and that library workers are trained to actively “[monitor] spaces with a visible presence”38 in order to “identify and address instances of racism and discrimination”39 from other library users. But the attitudes and practices of library staff themselves as they design and deliver services are also essential in ensuring that students see themselves reflected in the library and are able to engage with the library as a partner in their academic success. This is especially true for two service areas that provide the most opportunity for in-depth interaction between students and librarians (and thus significant opportunity for either inclusion or alienation): reference and instruction. Reference services with minoritized populations (including LGBTQ, persons of color, and international students) have been the subject of attention in the library literature,40 and it has been suggested “that patrons of color may receive lower-quality reference services than do their White counterparts”41 due to a privileging of white cultural norms in reference transactions. To address this, researchers have proposed using a participatory design approach to reimagine reference services in a way that center minoritized student preferences,42 as well as suggesting strategies for improving the cultural knowledge and competence of usually predominately white library staff. Specifically with regard to serving students of color, suggested strategies include education for library staff on the impact of racism and microaggressions on students; how to recognize and eliminate race-based microaggressions in their own interactions; and the “racial and ethnic diversity of the campus community, and the history of oppression, power, and privilege experienced by various groups.”43 These strategies are intended to make sure that systemic and institutional racism are actively combated in the provision of reference services so that students do not experience library research support as yet another area of their lives in which they are seen as other or lesser.

While it is important that all students feel comfortable engaging with library reference services, it is even more critical that library instructional practices are appropriately inclusive. Unlike reference assistance, which students voluntarily seek, student participation in library instruction is usually required as part of a course; as a mandatory group experience, it can bring with it an even greater opportunity for discomfort or alienation for minoritized students. In recent years, academic libraries’ standard approach to information literacy instruction has come under increasing criticism for reinforcing and replicating a monocultural approach to creating and evaluating knowledge, much in the same way that higher education in general has privileged white, middle-class cultural experience and expectations. One critique notes that current approaches to teaching information literacy are “in essence forms of academic socialization that seek to direct students toward specific skills, competencies, and abilities, even including critical thinking,”44 at the expense of other ways of knowing and thinking that exist outside of the historically dominant culture. This approach automatically positions students with different cultural backgrounds and prior educational experiences at a disadvantage and reinforces a deficit view of students in minoritized groups. In order to better recognize different student experiences, strengths, and ways of constructing knowledge, some librarians are challenging the established practices for information literacy instruction, most notably by encouraging students to examine the social and political influences on how information is created, disseminated, and assigned value45 and by incorporating students’ own experiences and knowledge into what is taught.

An important starting point for instruction librarians is awareness that both the content and structure of class sessions are culturally informed and, as such, hold the possibility to “violate students’ [own] ingrained cultural beliefs”46 (through, for example, the topic for a class activity or requirements to participate in a certain manner). Allowing students to draw on their own experiences and explore research topics with personal meaning can also be a powerful strategy for acknowledging the value of different backgrounds. Rather than requiring students to focus on topics or ideas that may have little connection with their own experience, which can result in students feeling even more “academic isolation or alienation,”47 encouraging students to explore aspects of their own identities, communities, or experiences can not only recognize students’ cultural assets but can inspire students to engage in developing research and critical thinking skills that will serve them well throughout their college experience.

FIRST PRINCIPLES: DEVELOPING A FRAMEWORK FOR SERVING FIRST-GENERATION STUDENTS

Due to the intersectional nature of first-generation students’ identities, there is not necessarily any one service or approach that will best serve all students. Just as in library instruction, there is a general need to create space for students to integrate the unique aspects of their individual identities into their use of the library and their educational experience and to create services that speak to different dimensions of student needs and experiences. However, looking at the previously explored literature and practices related to library services for first-generation and other minoritized student groups, several common themes emerge:


	Libraries are important resources for first-generation students, perhaps even more so than for continuing-generation students—they offer a space to belong, to find encouragement for academic pursuits, and to find information and technology resources that can help offset financial challenges for first-generation students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds.48

	First-generation undergraduate students experience similar challenges to other students in using academic libraries and experience a similar evolution in their comfort and skill in using library resources over their time in college. However, first-generation students’ challenges in using academic libraries are often compounded by a sense of cultural alienation, by microaggressions, and by expressions of systemic racism (from other library users and from library staff) that are primarily experienced by first-generation students from minoritized racial groups.49

	Libraries are complicit with their parent institutions in supporting and promoting models of institutional culture and academic success that privilege white, Judeo-Christian, middle-class culture. When this is expressed implicitly (and explicitly) through library facilities and services, it presents a significant barrier to first-generation students’ ability to feel a sense of belonging or ownership of their library and of their institution.

	One of the most important strategies libraries can employ to transform their historical monocultural focus and better support first-generation students is to create opportunities to center student voices and identities in the design of library spaces and services, in the ways in which librarians teach students to engage with information resources, and in the priorities that libraries establish for partnerships with other student support areas on campus.50



Beyond these common themes, the paucity of literature that specifically examines library services for first-generation students outside of the context of single-institution case studies currently makes it difficult to identify whether there are specific principles or practices in which academic libraries should invest to remove barriers for these students and increase their sense of belonging in the library. In order to develop a set of practical recommendations for academic libraries that look across, and beyond, individual institutional experiences, the authors conducted a multiphase research study that drew on the experiences of education professionals, librarians, and first-generation students. The study is described in the following chapter, with thematic recommendations for libraries based on the study results and on existing literature presented in the subsequent chapters.
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THREE

Exploring Perceptions of First-Generation Students’ College and Library Experience

As many first-generation student studies examine the experience of students at individual institutions or focus on a single potential determinant of academic success (e.g., knowledge of academic culture, financial status, etc.), it can be challenging to generalize about the ways in which academic libraries may be able to best support first-generation students’ collegiate experience. To begin to address this, the authors’ first phase of research was designed to explore cross-institutional perspectives and practices related to first-generation students’ needs.

In addition, because the initial transition from high school is critical, understanding the concerns with which first-generation students enter college may help libraries design services to address student needs beginning in the first semester and year. To gain perspective on these concerns, the authors sought input from secondary school college counselors. It was anticipated that counselors would be able to provide a general overview of first-generation students’ expectations related to college life that would not be limited to a single institution or to a few students’ experiences.

Concurrent with exploring the needs and concerns of incoming first-generation students as perceived by college counselors, the first phase of research also examined the services and resources that academic libraries currently offer to meet the needs of these students—in part to evaluate whether there is a match between anticipated student needs and the actual services provided. Because the library literature provides very few instances of services designed for first-generation students, academic libraries were contacted directly to gather examples of current service offerings.

To obtain information about the perceived needs of first-generation students and current services offered by academic libraries, the authors conducted two qualitative surveys (see appendices).

COLLEGE COUNSELOR SURVEY

Using the National Association for College Admission Counseling membership list (limited to institutional secondary school members in the United States) as the sampling frame, the authors selected a heterogeneous purposive sample by randomly picking a total of 300 institutions from across all fifty states. It was anticipated that the total number of actual respondents would be sufficient to reach saturation and identify commonly perceived needs and concerns of counselors’ first-generation advisees; with a response rate of approximately 24 percent for most questions, this proved to be true.

College counselors at each institution were identified by a search of the institution’s website, and an online survey was emailed directly to the counselor. There were seventy-eight responses from an institutionally diverse group of counselors (no individual question received more than seventy-three responses). Respondents were relatively evenly split based on school type (twenty-one private/parochial; twenty-five private/secular; twenty-eight public; four charter); school size (thirty-one, 0–500 students; eighteen, 501–1,000 students; twenty-nine, 1,001+ students); and location (nine, rural; forty-one, suburban; twenty-eight, urban). Of the sixty-nine respondents who provided information about the percentage of their advisees who are first-generation students, there was significant variability, but fifty-six of the respondents shared that 5 percent or more of their advisees were first-generation (thirty-four had more than 10 percent).

In addition to basic demographic information, the survey included several broad, open-ended questions that asked counselors to comment on (a) the challenges they perceive first-generation students will face in college, (b) the concerns that students themselves have shared, and (c) the types of support first-generation students would need once they started college.

Survey responses were coded in order to identify common themes. Open coding was initially used to categorize responses within each survey question, and then axial coding was employed to develop a single set of themes across questions in order to identify areas of greatest concern/interest for first-generation students that could inform library service design.

ACADEMIC LIBRARY SURVEY

To supplement the available literature on library services for first-generation students, the authors surveyed a sample of academic libraries at four-year institutions in the United States. While approximately 36 percent of community college students identify as first-generation,1 service design for community college students presents unique challenges (e.g., a higher proportion of commuter students). Because one driver for the study was service development at the authors’ (four-year) institutions, four-year institutions were selected as potential comparators.

In order to increase the likelihood of response across institution type, twelve to fourteen institutions were selected within each Carnegie classification of four-year institutions to create a heterogeneous, purposive sample of colleges and universities (the total sample was one hundred institutions). At each institution, a survey invitation was sent to the library dean or director. Following distribution of the survey to the purposive sample, a survey invitation was also sent to two academic library listservs in order to increase the total number of examples of services to first-generation students. Forty-seven libraries responded to the individual invitations, and twelve libraries responded to the listserv invitation.

The survey asked whether the library had designed any services specifically for first-generation students (and what those services were) and, if not, whether any such services were planned. From the survey responses, a list of current service offerings was developed. While the authors recorded the frequency with which specific services (e.g., instruction sessions) were reported, the primary purpose of the data was to gather examples of a variety of services and assess whether these service offerings addressed the thematic areas of need identified in the counselor survey.

MAPPING FIRST-GENERATION CHALLENGES, CONCERNS, AND NEEDED SUPPORTS

As part of coding the counselor survey responses, the authors identified a set of themes that most commonly occurred across questions related to the challenges, concerns, and needs of first-generation students in the transition to college:


	Academic and tutoring: concerns and challenges with the rigor of college coursework and the need for support in academic preparedness.

	Social and cultural: concerns about connecting with peers and perceived reflections of cultural identity and values in the university environment, especially for students from minoritized groups.

	Home and family: concerns of homesickness and separation from family, as well as pressure from family to succeed or to visit home.

	Navigating college: a need to understand how the college system works and where to find help, as well as challenges with skills like time management.

	Financial: concerns about the ability to afford college and potential hidden/unexpected costs.

	Mentoring and advising: the need for university-assigned mentors, peer mentors, and academic advisors, as well as mentoring and advising done through first-generation student programs.



The first survey question asked counselors what challenges they anticipated that first-generation students would face as they transition to college. The most frequent challenges mentioned by counselors were related to the theme of navigating college. For example, one counselor wrote, “I feel they will struggle with the ‘how’ of college; finding resources and making connections in the different departments that will help them in different ways (i.e., health services, academic advising, financial questions, tutoring, etc.).” The other most commonly cited challenge was finances, especially the ability to afford college and potential hidden/unexpected costs.

Anticipated Challenges in the Transition to College


	Navigating college (29/72, 40 percent)

	Financial (25/72, 35 percent)

	Home and family (18/72, 25 percent)

	Social and cultural (14/72, 19 percent)

	Academic (13/72, 18 percent)

	Other (3/72, 4 percent)



In addition to asking about counselors’ perceptions of challenges, the authors asked counselors for the top concerns about attending college that first-generation students had shared with counselors. Financial challenges loomed large once again, with 73 percent of respondents mentioning students’ concerns with affording college. The other most prevalent worry for students was leaving their home and family. As one counselor responded: “The concerns tend to center around separation from parents and other formal and informal support providers.” A final area of concern for students, not reflected in the core themes identified, was related to the college application process.

Concerns about Attending College


	Financial (53/73, 73 percent)

	Home and family (22/73, 30 percent)

	Social and cultural (11/73, 15 percent)

	Academic (8/73, 11 percent)

	Application process (7/73, 10 percent)



From anticipated challenges and concerns about college, the survey questions moved to focus on the types of support first-generation students would need once they started college. The first of these questions asked about institutional support needed during the transition to postsecondary education. A majority of responses mentioned mentoring and advising as a crucial support system for first-generation students as they move from high school to college. Most of the comments in this category recommended general mentoring and advising practices, for example a counselor that commented that first-generation students need: “Close advising as to expectations. Lay out the scope and sequence of their academic requirements. How to effectively use what seems to be a lot of free time.” Other counselors specified a need for advising targeted at first-generation students, as well as peer mentoring programs. A smaller number of responses mentioned either student orientations at the beginning of their first year or pre-college programs as important for first-generation students:

Institutional Support Needed during the Transition to College


	Mentoring and advising (43/64, 67 percent)

	Social and cultural (10/64, 16 percent)

	Orientation (8/64, 13 percent)

	Precollege program (7/64, 11 percent)

	Financial (4/64, 6 percent)

	Home and family (2/64, 3 percent)



When asked specifically about what institutional support first-generation students would need to succeed in their coursework, mentoring and advising once again rose to the top, with over half the respondents mentioning these services as important for first-generation success. Tutoring was also frequently recommended. Finally, just under a quarter of counselors indicated that it would be important for students to receive support in navigating college, including learning skills like time management that help students prepare for and complete academic requirements, as well as understanding university systems and practices such as financial aid requirements and office hours.

Institutional Support Needed to Succeed in Coursework


	Mentoring and advising (37/63, 59 percent)

	Tutoring (17/63, 27 percent)

	Navigating college (14/63, 22 percent)

	Social and cultural (4/63, 6 percent)



The final survey question asked counselors for suggestions as to how academic libraries can best serve first-generation students. Counselor responses, not surprisingly, primarily focused on suggesting ways in which libraries could address the most significant challenges they perceived for students and the concerns the counselors had heard from students. The most notable exception related to financial challenges—only 7 percent (of the forty-six counselors who responded to the question) identified ways that libraries could help address student financial concerns. Of those who did, providing access to course texts to reduce that cost burden for students was the most common suggestion.

The most frequent library service/resource suggested by counselors spoke to the challenge they perceived students would encounter in navigating college structures and expectations and indicated that counselors expected libraries to be part of that challenge. Forty-one percent of responding counselors recommended library orientation or research skills instruction sessions, with one noting the importance of holding these sessions “in the library area to enable students to be more comfortable with the space.”

The importance of student comfort with the library space was underscored by other counselor suggestions. For example, different uses of library space was a shared focus for 15 percent of the counselor respondents, with suggestions that the library should either provide space for or directly offer services related to tutoring, peer mentoring, and other necessary academic supports. One rationale shared for positioning these services in the library was to “have areas for tutoring and writing centers [and] [m]ake it easy for them to access assistance with the centers built into the library.”

Another set of critical factors that counselors noted in terms of student comfort and engagement with academic support services in general, and with library services specifically, was the approach, attitude, and identity of library staff. Fifteen percent of counselors described ways in which library staff should approach work with first-generation students, with a consistent focus on creating a welcoming and inclusive environment for students.


	“Reach out and get to know them on a personal basis.”

	“Just [have] patience in understanding that asking for help can be nerve wracking, or embarrassing for students sometimes.”

	“Make sure a librarian is there and approachable.”

	“Be welcoming. Have a diverse staff.”

	“[Have] student help who are also diverse and first generation, a safe place to ask questions on how to navigate through library resources online and in [the] building.”

	“Serv[e] as a safe haven … getting to know students.”

	“As with any academic professional, library staff should not make assumptions that patrons know what the professionals might assume they know. Create a proactively friendly atmosphere. Groups of people behind a counter/desk could intimidate.”



In general, counselor feedback on possible roles and approaches for libraries in supporting first-generation students focused primarily on ways in which libraries could help students adjust to academic libraries’ services and spaces—suggesting that there is an expectation that libraries are not inherently intuitive or inclusive spaces for all students. At the same time, however, the potential for libraries to be central hubs in support of student academic work and success was also noted.

REVIEWING CURRENT LIBRARY SERVICES FOR FIRST-GENERATION STUDENTS

Comparing the themes identified in the counselor survey and the counselor recommendations for libraries with the responses to the library survey, the authors found that some, but not all, of the areas present in the counselor data were addressed by existing library services (some of these services are described in brief case studies in the following chapters). Of the fifty-nine responding libraries, nineteen were offering services targeted toward first-generation students, with another six identifying services that they felt would meet first-generation needs but were not designed with them in mind. Across these library services, the Academic and tutoring, Navigating college, and Financial themes from the counselor data were addressed, but there was not as much evidence of library programs addressing needs related to the Social and cultural, Home and family, or Mentoring and advising themes. This was also generally consistent with the roles that counselors recommended libraries could play in supporting students, with the exception of libraries engaging more in efforts to reduce student costs than was indicated by the number of counselor responses regarding this area.

Of those libraries that developed first-generation-targeted services, the most common were instruction programs, usually in conjunction with university-run first-generation programs. Libraries also reported textbook programs aimed at reducing the cost of course texts and outreach efforts targeted at first-generation students designed to raise awareness of library services. In some cases, outreach started with area high schools, helping bridge the gap to college for students. Taken as a whole, the library examples gathered suggest that while some libraries have considered first-generation student needs, there is room for the development or expansion of services that are more inclusive of the needs and identities of these students.

TESTING PERCEPTIONS: FIRST-GENERATION STUDENTS’ ACADEMIC LIBRARY PREFERENCES

Based on the information gathered through the counselor survey and academic library survey, as well as available information in library and education literature about first-generation student support services, the authors developed an initial set of ten recommendations for libraries. The recommendations varied in scope from broad (e.g., “Make the library an inclusive and welcoming space”) to more specific (e.g., “Have laptops and other technology available to borrow in the library”). All were intended to address ways in which libraries may need to change in order to be more inclusive of the needs and identities of first-generation students, with the broader recommendations offering possibilities for change that would be responsive to a variety of intersectional student identities. The recommendations were also intentionally written to focus on areas of potential transformation in the library that could be easily understood and evaluated by students in anticipation of the next phase of research.

The initial recommendations developed were:


	Design the library space so that it is easy to figure out how to use a university library for studying

	Make the library an inclusive and welcoming place on campus for all types of people

	Have a dedicated librarian as part of first-generation student programs to provide instruction and guidance in using the library

	Make sure library workers understand the potential needs and challenges of first-generation students

	Have the tutoring or writing center in the library to make it easier for students to find

	Make sure that signs and handouts in the library are easy to understand

	Have laptops and other technology available to borrow through the library

	Help new students become comfortable with the library by encouraging peer mentors to share their favorite library study spots and how they use the library to do research

	Offer library assistance in understanding finances, such as a financial literacy online guide and/or events to provide help with forms like the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) or scholarship applications

	Provide library information for parents and guardians, such as an online guide or newsletter, or a parent/guardian session at orientation weekends



GAUGING THE PERCEPTION GAP: TESTING THE RECOMMENDATIONS

Before implementing any of the recommendations at the authors’ institutions or recommending them for other institutions’ use, it was critical to have first-generation students evaluate the recommendations themselves. This process was intended both to directly center students’ voices in the development of final recommendations and to recognize the “perception gap” that has been observed to exist2 between librarians’ beliefs about what services will be most useful for students and students’ own evaluation of their service needs. In addition to seeking students’ perspectives on the initial set of recommendations, the authors created opportunities—through additional interview questions—for students to provide general feedback on their experience with their institution’s library as a way to further contextualize their evaluation of the recommendations.

First-generation students currently enrolled at the authors’ institutions were invited to participate in interview sessions with the authors in the fall of 2018. Both institutions are small, private universities—the University of Portland (suburban, Catholic university; approximately 20 percent undergraduates are first-generation) (UP) and Pacific University (rural, secular university; approximately 25 percent undergraduates are first-generation) (PU). Students were recruited via email through partnerships with first-generation support offices at the authors’ institutions. Only students with sophomore, junior, or senior standing were recruited, with the assumption that they would be better able to reflect on their initial transition to college and better comment on their current relationship to the library. Approximately ten to twelve total interviews were planned, dependent on whether additional interviews would be needed to reach saturation and identify common themes. After conducting eleven interviews (six at UP and five at PU), the authors determined that clear areas of both convergence and divergence had emerged; the former would allow refinement of the recommendations and the latter revealed areas for possible future investigation.

Each student interview session was held in the authors’ offices to provide sufficient privacy and lack of distraction, and sessions were recorded and transcribed to ensure accuracy of reporting. The sessions incorporated three elements: a demographic/library use questionnaire, a card sort activity using the list of initial recommendations, and semi-structured interview questions (see appendices). Informed consent forms were reviewed with participants prior to the start of the session. After the student completed the demographic/library use questionnaire, the card sort activity was presented. The student was provided a stack of ten index cards, each with a different library service recommendation listed on it, and was given time and space to arrange the cards in rank order of the value that they thought each service and approach would provide to first-generation students. Following this process, the student was asked to discuss why they had placed the cards in the order that they had, with the author asking clarifying questions as needed. When the card sort activity was completed, students were asked a series of ten questions, with additional follow-ups as needed for elaboration, that explored their experience of their university’s library. Questions addressed students’ first impressions and current impressions of the library, how students felt being in the library space, how they would describe the library to family members, challenges they had encountered using the library, similarities and differences with previous libraries students had used, and ways the library can make students feel at home or help students with their studies. Following completion of the interview session, each student was provided with $20 cash compensation; most sessions took approximately one hour.

Overall, the identities of students who participated in the interview sessions were consistent with general trends in first-generation student demographics (more likely to be female, from a minoritized racial population, and from a lower socioeconomic background). Ten of the eleven students identified as female (with the remaining student identifying as male), and nine of the eleven students identified as either Hispanic or Latinx, Asian or Asian American, Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander, or American Indian or Alaska Native (with the remaining two students identifying as white). Of the students who chose to indicate the combined annual income of their parents or guardians, six of the eleven shared that it was less than $35,000. While in general (across institution types) first-generation students are more likely to be nonresidential, only three of the eleven students interviewed commuted from off-campus. All of the students were of “traditional” college age (eighteen to twenty-two), with most students holding sophomore standing (five), followed by junior (three), and senior (three). Student experiences with the library varied, as described in their profiles throughout this section, but all shared some level of interaction with their university library.

CONVERGENCE AND DIVERGENCE: PERCEPTIONS OF THE LIBRARY

While demographically the students interviewed are largely consistent with first-generation trends and samples in previous studies, it is also important to consider whether students’ general perceptions of their libraries are consistent with that presented in earlier studies of first-generation students in libraries. The extent to which this is true (or not) can provide an indication of the degree to which these students’ perceptions of the library services may be shared by first-generation students at other institutions. To make this determination, the authors analyzed the students’ responses to the semi-structured interview portion of the session. Similar to the authors’ initial research with college counselors, student responses to interview questions were categorized using open coding. During an initial review of transcripts, common themes emerged across interview questions, so coding was performed across questions when appropriate (e.g., student initial and current impressions of the library were not grouped together). This process revealed several common areas of interest identified by students that connected with (to either confirm or challenge) earlier studies of first-generation students in libraries.

Compared to previous library experiences, college libraries are intimidating. Recent studies3 have reinforced the concept of library anxiety for first-generation students and have found that students feel college libraries are intimidating—and especially so in contrast to their previous experience with high school or public libraries. Only a small number of the UP/PU students shared that the library was intimidating or anxiety producing. This varied from a student (all names are pseudonyms) who found the library intimidating in their first year to one who still doesn’t feel completely comfortable:

“I guess I was kind of intimidated by the library just because I hadn’t been in it and nobody showed me round until later on in my FYS [First Year Seminar] class. My library was like the size of this room basically, because my high school was really, really small, so coming to a library that was really big was kind of intimidating.”—Meghan

Meghan identifies as female and white. She is a sophomore and a native English speaker. She is an infrequent library user, visiting a few times a month. While her main library usage has been study space and library computers, she has asked a librarian for help and attended library instruction.

“I usually do my studying in my dorm room, but I also go to the student multicultural center, and there I feel like I don’t have to worry about being too loud or not wanting to make any noise. And I feel like that’s something that makes me very anxious when I’m in the library, like what if my book drops or if I’m doing too much noise with my papers, it stresses me out.”—Cecilia

Cecilia identifies as female and Hispanic/Latinx. She is a sophomore and a native Spanish speaker. She is an infrequent library user, visiting a few times a month. Her main library usage is online resources, though she has checked out books and attended library instruction.

However, almost all students spoke positively about the difference between their high school/community libraries and those at UP/PU; rather than missing the more traditional, book-lined spaces, they welcomed more open, mixed-use space. For example:

“It feels nothing like my high school library at all. So my high school library, like all it had was stacks of books and then a few wooden tables. And that was it, and it’s just like no one went in there, like why would you go in there. It was just like if you had to check out a book, you went in there and that was it. But coming here, it’s like no, it’s a hang-out place as well, it’s not just like to hang out and do nothing but it’s a place to come with friends and not feel alone in doing all your work.”—Sandra

Sandra identifies as female and Hispanic/Latinx. She is a junior and a native Spanish speaker. She visits the library several times a week and stays for up to four hours at a time. She has primarily used the library study rooms and website.

“It’s different in like it’s more open and friendly and it’s more, like it has different levels for different things. I feel like the top two levels are for a lot more work and group activities to get things done. I feel like all of the libraries I’ve had previously, it’s like you walk in and it’s dead silent and it’s like OK. And it leaves you with that feeling, I don’t want to be hushed all the time, it doesn’t feel nice. So I would say that’s probably the main thing, the main difference.”—Steph

Steph identifies as female and Hispanic/Latinx and white. She is a senior and a native Spanish and English speaker. She is a frequent library user, visiting the campus library and the library website several times a day and using almost all available library services, including asking librarians for help.

“When I first saw the library, I thought like, wow, this is a really big place. And it looked really professional and very, I don’t know how else to explain it, but it just felt very like higher level versus like the libraries that we have in high school or in my hometown.”—Julie

Julie identifies as female and Asian/Asian American. She is a sophomore and a native Cantonese and English speaker. She visits the library several times a week, staying up to four hours at a time and uses almost every available library service.

While the difference from earlier studies in student perceptions of the library is interesting, it is important to note that those studies were conducted at large, public universities, which likely had even larger libraries (and in some cases, multilibrary systems on campus) than those at UP/PU. However, it’s clear that even the private university libraries represented a significant departure from those to which students were previously accustomed.

Libraries are important spaces for academic belonging and modeling. Studies of both first-generation students specifically and minoritized students more generally (including first-generation)4 have pointed to the importance of library spaces in fostering students’ sense of belonging on campus, as well as in modeling/reinforcing academic behaviors for students. These themes resonated strongly in responses from UP/PU students, including the following:

“What made me want to use the library was that my freshman year I lived off campus. […] And I found this atmosphere really well to study because everybody here was in the library. They’re really focused and it motivates you and it makes you feel like you’re not the only nerd in a way that everybody is here to learn, and that’s what I found really fascinating because at my high school, people only like the stereotypical nerds would be at the library. So it was really amazing to see that other people enjoy being in the library.”—Gracie

Gracie identifies as female and Hispanic/Latinx. She is a junior and is a native Spanish speaker. She visits the library multiple times a day and has used almost all available services, including library instruction and asking librarians for help.

“I feel like I have to get to work. And it’s just by coming in and seeing everyone focused. It really makes me feel like darn, I need to be focused. […] I used to feel very stressed coming into the library to be honest. But now it’s just like a place to go to if I need to just sit down, get to work with a friend, and go through some homework problems.”—Sandra

“I think just for any studies in general, you have that, like, access to, like, seeing someone from your class […] and you have people who can guide you, because students use other students […] I think if you’re at the library and if you even just see them working on the thing then it’s like, you’re comfortable enough to go ask them ‘Hey, how do you do that.’ ”—Ryan

Ryan identifies as male and Hispanic/Latinx. He is a junior and is a native Spanish speaker. He visits the library multiple times a day and has primarily used the library study space and website, along with receiving library instruction.

Although it was generally shared, this sense of being encouraged by having a visible community with shared activities and goals around them didn’t necessarily come naturally to all students. One in particular shared an initial feeling (since overcome) of not wanting to study in a shared space due to a fear that others would notice their lack of knowledge:

“I get so embarrassed if someone walks by and they’re like ‘Why is she Googling how to do this algebra problem, it should be common sense?’ And so that’s just me talking myself out of things. And I think that’s one thing that made me nervous about being at the library is what if people see me studying something that should be easy for them […]. And I think that goes with the FGEN identity of, you kind of feel embarrassed if you don’t know things. And so I noticed finally this past year that I need to just get over that and just [say], ‘You know what, if I don’t understand this, I’m just going to sit there and work through it. And that’s what the library is for.’ ”—Sandra

Given the value that students placed on the library as a space that was important for encouragement and academic persistence and success (both at UP/PU and in previous studies), there is a critical need for libraries to be comfortable and inclusive for first-generation (and all) students of various identities. As noted in previous studies of minoritized students in academic libraries, this is not always the case.5 Unfortunately, while several UP/PU students specifically noted feeling “safe” in their libraries, one student described their library experience in this way:

“I think part of being a first gen is feeling safe in a space. And if I feel like it’s not very inclusive or welcoming for all, especially as a person of color, that’s something that I’ve struggled [with].”—Cecilia

The student discussed their feeling of being “restricted” as being connected to the quiet atmosphere in the library and fear of making too much noise. While this negative association is not explicitly related to the student’s identity, their experience as a person of color aligns with the critique of academic library spaces and policies as being too informed by white culture that “privileges individual, quiet study”6 and positions other learning styles as unwelcome.

Library use is not initially intuitive, but can be learned. The sense that there is a “correct” way to approach library spaces and the use of library services and that that way is not immediately visible or intuitive to first-generation students (or others with no way of gaining prior knowledge or experience) has been noted in previous studies; at the same time, it has been observed that first-generation students are wholly capable of learning to navigate libraries to the extent needed for their education.7 This experience was shared by UP/PU students; although they generally reported feeling comfortable using the library at this point in their education and viewed it positively, all of them had—either at one point or currently—found some aspect of using library spaces or services to be confusing. Their responses fell into two categories: lack of awareness of services available to them or lack of knowledge of how to use known resources and services. The following responses are indicative of the lack of awareness of services:

“The confusing part was, I didn’t know what my actual resources were, I kind of just knew this as a space where you can sit and do your homework. I didn’t know what the specific resources you had, that they offer. So I didn’t actually know what people’s role that work here was, I just kind of saw this as a place where I can go sit and do my homework.”—Ryan

“I think the online aspect of it is interesting because it’s kind of like we’re expected to know how to navigate it as soon as we’re here. And maybe my workshop leader was supposed to let us know more about it, but didn’t … but I didn’t know about the online aspect until people started telling me just go online and reserve that book or reserve that room and I’ll be like ‘Oh ok sure,’ and pretend like I knew. But that aspect of the library was never extremely clear at first.”—Laura

Laura identifies as female and Native Hawaiian/other Pacific Islander. She is a senior and is a native English speaker. She has used most of the library services in her time on campus, except for library reference and instruction, and visits the library a few times a week.

Across both institutions, the most common shared point of confusion was navigating the use of physical books; for example:

“I guess I just didn’t know how to … if I wanted to check out a book, I had no idea how to go about that. I don’t think it’s still confusing, it’s just I don’t remember how to do it because I haven’t checked out a book yet and I learned at the beginning of my freshman year.”—Meghan

“I think I really struggled finding books. I think, I don’t know if it was because the book just wasn’t there or like someone had recently taken it. But I found that it was hard for me to find books online. It said it was available and then I went there and I was disappointed because it wasn’t or at least I couldn’t find it. I saw the layout of the library and it seems very self-explanatory but I think once I actually go and look for the book, it was difficult for me to find it or not knowing who to go to or where to go to ask about a book.”—Cecilia

With the benefit of hindsight, students shared ways in which they believed it would be most meaningful to teach first-year students about how to use the library—as well as at least one possible barrier to learning: library staff assumptions. One student (Sandra) cautioned staff about “making assumptions that people just know where things are,” while another shared the experience of asking for assistance and being given cursory advice in “kind of the tone of voice [that] seemed like ‘You know how to do this, go do it yourself’ ” (Gracie). In contrast, helpful strategies suggested included:

“Signs and directions […] it was nice that it was step by step on how to use [the printer] and that’s really important.”—Meghan

“[I]f first-gen students hear it from an older first-gen student […], students will relate to older students rather than they will adults.”—Ryan

“We have different tutors. So I think they should definitely stress more about how the library works and why it’s here, rather than just saying ‘there’s a library,’ because high school students I’m sure all have that same mind-set that the library is just kind of a place where maybe specific classes go to do specific work and they’re not an actual place where students can go on their own time and students can sit there and do work.”—Ryan

“I feel like an issue with first gen sometimes is that pride comes with [it], or it keeps us from asking about certain things […] and just to have somebody encourage me, especially as a freshman to just go try it out and just put your dumb pride aside, that would have been really cool because then I […] would have accessed a lot more things and been more equipped in everything really that I just wasn’t. If I was just pushed a little more by a leader or somebody.”—Laura

“If there is a video on how do I access my reserves, how do I find articles. How do I navigate the library. How do I find books. So the basics and maybe that that video could be short because students won’t watch long ones and then those could be sent out to first-generation students or maybe even the entire population.”—Gracie

Ranking the Recommendations

In general, student perceptions of, and experiences with, the libraries at UP and PU were aligned with the experiences of students shared in other recent research into first-generation students and academic libraries. The most significant point of departure—in the view of university libraries as intimidating spaces—may, as noted, be a function of different institution size across studies. This points to a need for institutions to tailor their understanding of first-generation student needs and experiences based not only on their students’ unique intersectional identities but also on their institutional profile and their libraries’ unique characteristics. However, even with that caveat, the overall similarity in student interaction with the libraries at UP and PU indicate that student feedback on the initial set of recommended services should be relevant to other institutions.

Individual student rankings of the initial set of recommendations were intended to serve two purposes: first, aid in the development of a general prioritization of recommendations that centers on student perspectives and, second, gather student feedback to shape and further define each individual recommendation. During the interview sessions, each student’s ranking of the initial set of recommendations was recorded. Following the completion of all interviews, each student’s rankings were assigned weights (in descending order from 10 to 1 for the library service or approach each student ranked as most valuable through least valuable). For each recommendation, both the average of all students’ rankings and the frequency of assignment of top weights (10, 9, 8, 7) were calculated. The recommendations are presented in descending-priority order (highest to lowest) based on averages and frequencies. Student comments on each service recommendation were reviewed, and comments that are indicative of common themes (or representative of a divergence of opinion) are shared.

Make sure library workers understand the potential needs and challenges of first-generation students. Students shared the importance of library staff not making assumptions about what is known or understood by any student and recognizing that for any student they interact with—particularly those in visible minoritized groups—there may be challenges at play of which the staff member is unaware.

“Having library workers who understand the potential needs and challenges of first-generation students but also the cultural competency that comes around that. And then also first-generation students are also students of color that have more struggles. And I think that’s something that this campus really lacks. And so it can be really hard to find spaces where you feel understood or other people are understanding of the struggles that you’re going through. And I feel like once you find a place, you tend to want to stay there.…”—Cecilia

“I believe that’s really important because most people who are educated work at universities and they tend to think that we all know how to use a library. And I just feel like that’s really critical for librarians to know.”—Gracie

“We all have different experiences. You know it’s all different for every single one of us. And I don’t want to make it seem like we do have potential needs or challenges. […] But I think library workers should be aware of the fact that [so much] of our population is first gen [and] maybe never have actually even gone to a public library like this before. You know like I’d never stepped in a library until I came to college. […] But if library workers are aware of the fact that [so many] people are first gen […] then maybe the judgment in their voice wouldn’t be as bad. You know the kind of thing that I feel at least for me being a first-gen student […] when someone’s voice kind of changes and it just kind of sounds like you know they’re not being genuine or something. […] I don’t want to be afraid to go ask them something and I don’t want to feel dumb.”—Ryan

Have a dedicated librarian as part of first-generation student programs to provide instruction and guidance in using the library. Students generally identified value in having a dedicated librarian, sharing that there was comfort in having a known advocate, someone who was familiar with their potential challenges, and someone who they knew they could go to for assistance. However, one student (included here) saw that type of dedicated support as being potentially stigmatizing:

“I think knowing this for the first-gen community to know that our library has a dedicated librarian for that would be super encouraging to us just because that saves us from—and I say ‘us’ because I do identify as first-gen—saves us from having to really explain why we feel a little, like, afraid of using the library. I think so when we come in and we have someone who understands, that they will be more open and welcoming towards us.”—Laura

“[A] dedicated librarian as part of first-generation students […] there are a lot of first-generation students on campus, but I feel like we’re not very visible, and many times […] it can be really hard when you feel like you don’t have the guidance after high school and college, like how to navigate it, especially when your parents don’t really have that knowledge to provide to you.”—Cecilia

“I don’t necessarily find that we need a FGEN librarian per se. Because I feel like [other] students would start complaining, ‘Why is it just FGEN?’ I think that while other students don’t realize we may need one, I think that would just isolate FGEN students more.”—Sandra

Have laptops and other technology available to borrow through the library. Almost all students interviewed identified this explicitly as a positive means of supporting first-generation students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds. The lack of support that was noted for this service was related to the issue of scope—whether it was the library’s role to provide this type of resource or service to students.

“I know from my background and other people’s backgrounds they’re not always able to spend money or have the resources to have a laptop or other technology that they need for certain classes. So to have that in stock and available to them so that it doesn’t affect their classes would be good.”—Alecia

Alecia identifies as female and Hispanic/Latinx. She is a sophomore and is a native Spanish speaker. She visits the library a few times a week, primarily for study space and to use the computers and printers.

“That is one of the challenges coming from a low-income family, not having the appliances or computers and having access to that—and a lot of the assignments are electronic nowadays. So it’s very hard when you don’t have a computer, you can’t afford things like that. So I think that’s also very important in the library. That’s just kind of like something that I associate with the library.”—Cecilia

“Having laptops and other technology I think is great. But I do think also about the [campus technology center], which was kind of back to the financial aid stuff, where I’m not sure if that’s strictly a library thing.”—Kate

Kate identifies as female and white. She is a senior and a native English speaker. She visits the library frequently during the week and has used many of the available library services, including asking librarians for help and checking out books.

Make the library an inclusive and welcoming place on campus for all types of people. In terms of frequency, this recommendation received the most top rankings from students. Students’ comments indicated that this was generally very important, although it was clear (as seen next) that the meaning of “inclusive” was interpreted in different ways by various students, whether it was inclusive of different types of use or of different identities. Interestingly, students who placed this as a lower priority primarily did so because they felt that their library had already achieved this or that it should be an assumed priority and not something that needed additional attention.

“I think it’s important for students to realize that it’s not just for the really studious people who are constantly trying hard. I think I felt that a lot freshman year. Like, oh I see everyone here is working really hard. It’s intimidating and then I feel pressured to be like 100 percent, which could be a good thing. But it’s also very intimidating to come in and see everyone just so intense.”—Sandra

“[A]t least at my high school, I didn’t use the library often because I didn’t feel that safe space or that space where I felt comfortable going to study and then even here I still, I still get that feeling like it’s not very, I feel very restricted. So I tend to just be in my dorm room.”—Cecilia

“I think that making the library an inclusive and welcoming place and designing it so that it’s easy to figure out how to use [it] would coincide. So they’re both up there. The inclusive part of welcoming is probably more important because if you can’t walk through the door, you can’t figure out how to use it.”—Kate

“The only reason I said that it was the least important was because I felt like that’s what it should be anyway.”—Alecia

Offer library assistance in understanding finances, such as a financial literacy online guide and/or events to provide help with forms like the FAFSA or scholarship application. Students who were supportive of the library playing a role in student financial literacy (primarily in understanding scholarships or financial aid) emphasized the need for support navigating financial aid because of lack of parental knowledge or involvement and also the general importance of financial aid for first-generation students. The most notable objection to the library’s involvement in this area was due to it being seen as enabling students to avoid necessary engagement with other campus offices.

“I thought that offering library assistance in understanding finances and things of that sort would be nice just because a lot of times I think it’s hard for first-generation students to look for things or go out of their way to kind of look for resources and understand how to use them. And I think if it was in the school library, it’s just so easy and accessible that [it] might be easy or a lot easier to ask for help that way.”—Alecia

“So I thought the offer of library assistance in understanding finances such as financial literacy, online guide, or events to provide help with forms like FAFSA or scholarship applications was the most important to me because that’s what I’ve struggled with the most coming to school, and I feel like the financial aid office, when you ask them for help, they aren’t very good at giving the help that you necessarily want. […] If there is someone specifically [to] just help you through the FAFSA. I have always filled it out with my parents, and my parents aren’t here to help me fill it out this year. Now I’m kind of lost.”—Meghan

“I chose this last just because I do think our financial aid office is really equipped with doing this. So I didn’t see it as a top priority for the library to be in charge of.”—Laura

“[I]f you have everything in the library where students know that they won’t be able to branch out and actually go and visit where our financial aid office is. So I think that this is more of, like, instead of helping people grow it’s more like, oh we can help you all in here. [And] maybe people should go, like first-generation students should go and go into [the financial aid office] to get to know people there and branch out into connections and also understand that [in] the real world, you won’t have everything in one place but you will have to walk somewhere else.”—Gracie

Have the tutoring or writing center in the library to make it easier for students to find. Although students placed less of a priority on locating tutoring services in the library, those who did support it shared a common rationale with students who supported having financial navigation services in the library: the idea that as a shared, central space, the library was an intuitive choice as a place to go for help. The resistance to both of these recommendations was due primarily to student questions about the appropriate scope of library services. Student comments at PU may have also been influenced by the recent move of the tutoring center into the library.

“I thought [having tutoring or writing centers in the library] was really important because it’s kind of hidden in the corner there and it’s not some place where students feel like ‘Oh, I can go in,” and sometimes there’s this piece of embarrassment to go in there, and I think having that in the library … a library is known to [be a place to] study and do work and so having the tutoring center in the library is just easy access, and I thought that would be really cool if that happened.”—Steph

“I think [have the tutoring or writing center in the library] is important because I feel like when a student is looking for someone to help them, they probably figure to go to the library. So if it’s not in the library, that could kind of be confusing. And so if there’s people to help them in the library, it would be more convenient because that’s where most of the students go to get their information anyways.”—Meghan

“The tutoring center, I kind of liked it better in [its previous location] because then it’s a dedicated studying area, whereas here even though it’s quiet, you have to walk up all those stairs and it’s more open so you feel like people are watching you almost. And I feel like you can’t talk too loud because you don’t want to disturb anybody else.”—Angel

Angel identifies as female and American Indian/Alaska Native, Asian/Asian American, Native Hawaiian/other Pacific Islander, and white. She is a sophomore and a native English speaker. She visits the library frequently during the week for more than four hours at a time, using most available library services, including asking librarians for help.

Help new students become comfortable with the library by encouraging peer mentors to share their favorite library study spots and how they use the library to do research. There was a general sense among students that peer assistance and recommendations would be useful in guiding library use, but there was divergence as to whether it was necessary for this to be a formalized expectation or something that would happen naturally. This mix of opinion (or lack of strong feeling relative to other options) led to a middle ranking overall from students.

“I think this Mentorship Program is amazing, and I truly do think that [for] these kids, we’re their biggest role models right now just because we were them two years ago. So I think if we just told them and just shared with them how we feel about the library or what works for us and what has worked for us, I think it would really help them out.”—Ryan

“Sharing cool spots to go to the library would be really good to building that good community here.”—Steph

“The new students and the peer mentors, I think that would be nice, but I don’t think it would be the most effective thing to have because although students do have peer mentors, it doesn’t necessarily mean that if the peer mentors share their favorite things about the library, that the students will use them. So it would be a nice added thing, but I wouldn’t say that’s the first step.”—Julie

Make sure that signs and handouts in the library are easy to understand. Relative to other ranking options, students also shared that this item—while useful—was not necessarily as important. No students opposed this idea; it simply didn’t rise to the top of their priority lists.

“I know that when I first came to college my mind-set was, ‘Okay, I’m an adult so I need to know everything by myself.’ And sometimes that’s how I would guide myself. So to have those signs that are really explicit and tell me how to navigate the library, I think that’s really helpful especially for first-generation students who, sometimes we feel like we need to know everything. And it’s hard for us to ask for help. Having signs that we can look at would be very helpful.”—Gracie

“I feel like we already do a pretty good job of that here, but it is really important to have that. Like on the desks with the computers there is a sign and directions on how to use the printer. I didn’t know how to use it when I first got here, so it was nice that it was step by step on how to use it, and that’s really important. That way the students know how to use what they’re trying to use.”—Meghan

“I want to make signs and handouts easy to understand, and I understand that it’s really important, but I feel like if something isn’t clear, it’s OK to ask for help.”—Cecilia

“I don’t think that was that important because […] there are signs and handouts kind of telling you where to go, but I think they’re pretty like self-explanatory. Oh there’s the research desk, there’s that … kind of thing.”—Ryan

Design the library space so that it is easy to figure out how to use a university library for studying. As with the earlier recommendation around signs and handouts, student comments on library space design reflected a general sense that it was important for spaces to be intuitive and usable, but that the students didn’t see any significant issues with the design of their current library spaces, so didn’t feel this needed to be a significant priority. Going even further, as noted earlier, one student noted an important dependency:

“I think that making the library an inclusive and welcoming place and designing it so that it’s easy to figure out how to use [it] are kind of, would coincide. So they’re both up there. The inclusive part of welcoming is probably more important because if you can’t walk through the door you can’t figure out how to use it.”—Kate

Provide library information for parents and guardians, such as an online guide or newsletter, or a parent or guardian session at orientation weekends. This recommendation garnered the least student support by a significant margin. Although parents and family may be important assets and factors in student resilience overall, it was clear from student feedback that, as opposed to recommendations from other researchers to create “family advising guides,”8 to help families understand the college experience, library-specific information for parents and guardians would not be viewed as helpful.

“My parents definitely never got past elementary school. So even if they did give them some more information, they wouldn’t know what to do with it.”—Cecilia

“I do like that but in my experience my parents were more supportive than like guiding because by virtue they don’t know much of what’s happening. So I think it would be great if they wanted the information to have it available for them. But I think it’s maybe not something everyone [would] necessarily find beneficial.”—Kate

“[C]oming from an FGEN background, my parents probably wouldn’t really read these things even if it were being sent to them because they just don’t know what college is really about. And I think the last thing they’re really worried about is how to navigate the library.”—Laura

“I think with FGEN especially we have learned to just kind of do things on our own without necessarily asking our parents. I don’t think, I personally wouldn’t benefit from that just because my parents wouldn’t even know … okay so there’s this resource, now what?”—Sandra

APPLYING THE “FIRST PRINCIPLES”: MOVING FROM RECOMMENDATIONS TO PRACTICE

Ultimately, the recommendations that students ranked most highly were those that did not directly address a specific need (with the exception of circulating technology), but rather would contribute to creating a library space that was inclusive and where students felt that they would be understood and not judged for anything that they didn’t know as they either sought help or engaged in academic pursuits. Given general student perceptions about the importance of the library as a space for academic belonging, this is unsurprising—and further confirms prior research that indicates the vital nature of the library as a shared academic hub for students. It also underscores the central challenge for academic libraries: the need to transform from spaces that privilege a specific set of white, middle-class cultural expectations and norms to spaces in which students of all identities feel a sense of belonging and ownership.

Building on both these general recommendations and on previous literature, the following chapters explore in greater detail possibilities for transformation in library services that can make them more inclusive of the needs and identities of first-generation students. Focusing on areas with the greatest potential for improvement, the chapters address in turn specific strategies within the broader categories of spaces, instruction, and outreach/partnerships. Regardless of the type of institution or specific identities of its first-generation student population, addressing these areas can have a significant impact on students’ engagement and success.
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FOUR

Library Space

Recent literature1 has emphasized the importance—and challenges—of creating library spaces that contribute to a sense of belonging for first-generation and other minoritized students; the library building can be a much-needed refuge and safe space for students or, alternatively, a source of alienation and anxiety. However, the majority of research into library services for first-generation students has focused on student interactions with library personnel through instruction, reference, and other public services. Intentional focus on both aspects of library facilities—the physical spaces themselves and the personnel and services that populate them—is important when designing services for first-generation students. The ways in which the library is designed, organized, and staffed and the types of services provided can all contribute to making it an inclusive space on campus for first-generation students.

CHALLENGING EXPECTATIONS: UNFAMILIAR SPACES

“Yeah, my library at my high school was super small. It was mostly just like children’s books because my school was K through 12. So it is really tiny and I only went in there to do like our state testing or whatever, I never went in there other than that because there was nothing in there for me to use.”—Meghan

“[My high school library] wasn’t really even a library to be honest, like nobody would go in there. You had computers but they wouldn’t always work and then you have all these useless books that nobody would read.”—Angel

The transition between high school and college brings many new experiences, and often even basic ways in which a student expects to interact with a space may be challenged. For example, learning how to share a bedroom with a stranger or eating dinner every night in a cafeteria can make the campus experience feel significantly different from life at home. Some of these differences may initially seem more minor than others—while living in a dormitory may be completely new, a library is a space that students have usually experienced before college. However, while most students will have interacted with libraries previously, whether school or public libraries, and have expectations about how these spaces are used, the design of a school library and the way it is used are often quite different than in an academic library. And there are some students who may not have used a school library in high school at all—only 84 percent of public high schools in the United States have a library/media center—and even those students who did likely have had a very limited experience. Only three-quarters of high school libraries in U.S. public schools have a full-time librarian/staff member, and high school libraries are generally funded at lower levels than those in elementary and middle schools.2 This lack of resources is often accompanied by a lack of use by students. Students go to their high school library when required by classes or for standardized testing, but it’s less commonly a place for self-directed studying, since the school day is usually heavily scheduled—and in high school, it is not as likely as in lower grades that this will include scheduled library time.3 College and university libraries, on the other hand, are spaces where students go by choice for a variety of reasons, including both classwork and nonacademic purposes like socializing and resting between classes. The difference in the way the space is used from high school to college can mean that students starting out on a college campus, especially if they do not have family experiences to draw upon, may not readily understand how to use the academic library or why they should go there.

Current trends in academic library design can make the potential uses of an academic library even more opaque to new students. High school and public libraries are often still organized primarily around book stacks, while academic library design has changed to focus more on collaborative work areas: in one instance, a new university library was designed to have 90 percent of its space available for flexible student use, with only minimal storage of books and other physical resources.4 Along with this focus on collaborative space and open floor plans, academic libraries are often much larger than the public and high school libraries that students have experienced. This can lead some students to question the role of the library in their academic life. As noted in a recent study of first-generation students’ experiences with an academic library at a large public university, “influenced by their past use of small school and public libraries, participants’ idea of the library was traditional, either a place with books or a place to study. Their positive experiences of the past and the confusion of the academic library led students to report, ‘I’ll never use this. I didn’t see any books. There was nothing but computers and little lounge areas.’ ”5 Subverted expectations of a library that matches prior experience can make the academic library an anxiety-producing space for first-generation students, who may already be questioning their sense of understanding and belonging. It can lead to lowered engagement with library resources and services, especially as these students initially transition to college. And even for students, such as those in the authors’ study, who feel that the design and layout of their university libraries are more impressive and present different opportunities than did their high school libraries, determining exactly how to use the library may still present a challenge.

CREATING SPACE FOR INTERACTION AND INDIVIDUAL STUDY

When executed and communicated appropriately, however, the design of the library can contribute to a better understanding of not only how to use library spaces but also how to engage in useful academic habits, especially if the library enables students to see their peers modeling such behaviors. A doctoral study of first-generation students’ perceptions of the library as place noted that “seeing fellow students studying or doing academic work in the library spaces matters for first-generation students who […] may not have personal family models about how to become a student” and went on to observe that “being around peers who are doing academic work supports their own behavior toward academic work.”6 A more recent study of library use by minoritized students confirmed that students felt that “[w]hat was important and desirable about being in the library was being among others who were motivating them to succeed.”7 Making study areas visible and easily accessible as a student enters a library can help promote awareness of the possible uses of the space and allow students to observe how others use it. For library facilities that require some navigation to access study spaces (e.g., traveling to different floors of a building), providing large, prominent maps at library entries to direct students to spaces is critical. It is also important for this type of signage to succinctly communicate differences in intended use of spaces. Some libraries have color-coded different library spaces to indicate what students can expect from their peers in those spaces; for example, at one community college, there are four library zones: Silent Zone, Whisper Zone, Hum Zone, and Collaborative Zone. The Hum Zone is described as:

energy: chill, humming, productive, neighborly, respectful

noise: quiet hum and conversation, low noise, not silent

expect: mix of moveable and fixed furniture, formal and informal, nesting8

While students can gain an understanding of how to use a space through well-designed signage or by seeing their peers at work, some peer interactions can also discourage library use. Although academic library designs that prioritize open floor plans are intended to create space for students to study, such layouts also create opportunities for large groups of socially or culturally dominant students to congregate, leading to visible exclusion of students with minoritized identities, and even group behavior that creates anxiety among those not included.9 In one university’s examination of first-generation students’ experiences in their library, student comments reflected that although the library as a whole seemed “safe,” this sense of safety was affected by groups that study together in specific areas of the library and how these groups of students tended to exclude certain individuals and identities.10 Designing spaces that are positive places for first-generation students means providing spaces where students from underrepresented backgrounds feel that they belong and are safe—that the spaces are theirs. One strategy is to create sufficient spaces for quiet and/or individual study in order to provide safe alternatives for students who may feel excluded in collaborative library environments.11

“I think part of being a first-gen is feeling safe in a space. And if I feel like it’s not very inclusive or welcoming for all, especially as a person of color, that’s something that I’ve struggled [with]. So at least at my high school I didn’t use the library often because I didn’t feel that safe space or that space where I felt comfortable going to study and then even here I still get that feeling like it’s not very, I feel very restricted.”—Cecilia

“I think one thing that made me nervous about being at the library is what if people see me studying something that should be easy for them. And I think that goes with the FGEN identity of, you kind of feel embarrassed if you don’t know things.”—Sandra

CREATING AN INCLUSIVE PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT

The overall design of the library space and incorporation of varied spaces that are inclusive of different approaches to studying and collaborative work can make a significant contribution to the comfort of students who bring different cultural expectations and academic experiences into the library. However, comprehensive strategies for creating an inclusive physical environment should stretch beyond the layout and organization of the space and extend into the signage, messaging, displays, and artwork that complete the space. These seemingly smaller elements can contribute to creating an atmosphere that encourages and supports use by all students.

At the most basic level, clear, intuitive signs, handouts, and library messaging are critical to help students understand the library space without having to continually ask for assistance (for example, the library “zone” signage noted earlier). This can help prevent anxiety in students who may already feel like imposters on campus and are reluctant to ask for explanations for things they think they should already know.12

“… signs that are really explicit and tell me how to navigate the library, I think that’s really helpful especially for first-generation students who, sometimes we feel like we need to know everything. And it’s hard for us to ask for help, having just signs that we could look at would be very helpful.”—Gracie

Language that may seem standard for libraries, such as “call number,” may not match how students think about the information they receive. For example, in the authors’ interviews with first-generation students, students spoke about standard call numbers as “serial numbers,” “labels,” and “codes.” When asked what they found confusing about the library, they frequently mentioned finding books as problematic, for example, “definitely how to find a book because they’re just labeled weird with really long chains of numbers and letters and periods.” While both continuing-generation and first-generation students may find classification confusing, especially as most public and high school libraries use Dewey Decimal classification whereas most academic libraries use Library of Congress, those first-generation students who feel anxiety about asking for help or already feel like an imposter in college may not as easily overcome these challenges. Providing point-of-need information for using library services that may seem basic (for example, simple poster-sized explanations of how to read a call number at the end of each book range) is important to support those students who may not feel comfortable asking for help. Additionally, reviewing this information for library-specific language and considering how to clarify it for easy understanding will reduce barriers to library use. Engaging students in user experience testing of library spaces, signage, and instructional materials can quickly identify barriers to understanding that may not be apparent to library staff—or even to library student employees who have greater familiarity with the library.


SPOTLIGHT: UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA, SANTA CRUZ13

Service: A renovation of a STEM (science, technology, engineering, mathematics) library focused on the needs of historically underserved populations, conceived as a center for student success.

In interviews with STEM students from underserved populations, a study funded by the University Library at University of California, Santa Cruz (UC Santa Cruz) identified four challenges for these groups: not knowing where to find support, a feeling of isolation rather than community, overwhelming academic pressure, and no clear sense of career opportunities. The prospective library building is designed with these challenges in mind. To address the challenge of not knowing where to find support, the new library will be designed with clear, consistent signage and a central service desk for asking questions. To address the need for community, the renovated building will create spaces that spark interaction and collegiality. Already completed are an active learning classroom and a fully renovated top floor with spaces that range from individual to group study. In response to the challenge of overwhelming academic pressure, the plan for the new building includes a cafe to bring people together and help them relax and feel comfortable in the space. UC Santa Cruz is federally recognized as a Hispanic-Serving Institution (HSI). Programs to support these students in the STEM fields recently opened the HSI STEM Hub in the library as a central space for their services. Finally, to respond to the need for career opportunities, the library hosts guest alumni speakers to share career insights in a program called The Human Book.

Logistics: The library’s design for the Science & Engineering Library includes a clear mapping of support services to spaces to show potential donors how each part of the building will provide services needed by underrepresented populations.



While it is valuable to make library services more transparent through clarifying signage and instructions for students who may not come to campus with knowledge about academic libraries, there is a difference between helping students understand how to use a space that was not created for them and creating a space that acknowledges the diverse knowledge and experience that first-generation and other minoritized students possess. It is the latter that can make a significant contribution to students’ sense of belonging—to feeling that they are not just welcomed into a space, but that the space is theirs. A commonly cited challenge for first-generation students, especially as they initially transition to college, is a struggle for social and cultural adaptation and acceptance. The experiences, knowledge, and cultural identities that first-generation students bring with them may not always align with the forms of culture and knowledge that are privileged on a college campus,14 and intentionally integrating and reflecting students’ identities in the library can help establish the library as an inclusive place on campus. A starting point for such efforts is to incorporate displays, events, and artwork into the library that are inclusive of a variety of backgrounds and values. Doing so can help establish community and support the various identities that first-generation students bring to campus.15 Inviting student co-creation of these displays and events and working with first-generation student groups on campus can also further contribute to students’ sense of shared ownership and belonging in the library by “affirm[ing] their cultural identities or represent[ing] their ideals of knowledge and wisdom”16 that have not historically been reflected in library spaces designed for predominantly white, Judeo-Christian, middle-class students.

CURATING RESOURCES FOR REPRESENTATION AND ECONOMIC IMPACT

As libraries examine the design of their space and the ways in which diverse student knowledge and identities can be represented in the signage, instructions, and artwork to positively influence students’ experience of the library, the collections housed in the library are an important aspect to consider. Beyond creating clear signage to ensure successful navigation of its collections, libraries can address the needs and background of first-generation students by considering how to make sure these collections are both more representative of diverse perspectives and forms of knowledge (particularly those that are connected to the identities of the institution’s students) and responsive to the academic and financial needs of students.

While the materials that a library collects should support the curriculum and research needs of the institution, there are opportunities within that to ensure that different historical perspectives, diverse scholarly voices, and varied cultural contexts are well represented in the collections. Beyond providing a more inclusive set of resources for students to access—in which they are more likely to see themselves represented—this will also feed the library’s ability to create guides, reading lists, and displays that celebrate the different backgrounds and experiences of students and faculty. Whether existing collections are sufficiently diverse to accurately reflect the range of backgrounds and experiences in the student and faculty population is a question that libraries may need to consider. Library collections can be a product of historical biases, as they are built up over the years without necessarily considering which voices are not represented. Collections may also contribute to perpetuating those biases going forward as library users are primarily able to access materials that represent white, male experiences and scholarship. As part of creating library collections that are representative and meaningful for a diverse student and faculty population, libraries may consider how these collection biases can be remedied by an intentional focus on purchasing materials that bring underrepresented voices into the content offered in the library’s physical and online space. This approach is well articulated through a collection development statement at one university library, which includes the following commitments to:


	“Ensuring that consideration of the needs of historically oppressed, underrepresented, and underserved groups is integral to collection development and management and the provision of programs and services. Regularly assessing the adequacy of existing collections, programs, and services to ensure they are reflective of the diversity of the library’s constituent populations.

	“Regularly reviewing the current and emergent demographic trends for the library’s constituent populations to inform collection development and management and the provision of programs and services.”17



In addition to supporting students’ sense of belonging within the library and institution, library collections can be a way to address the financial concerns of students, particularly first-generation students, who are more likely to come from low socioeconomic backgrounds. One of the financial concerns that is mentioned frequently in relation to first-generation students is the “hidden” costs that families may not expect, especially if they do not have experience with higher education.18 Course texts and technology are among these hidden costs. Access to these crucial resources may be difficult for students who come from low socioeconomic backgrounds, thus presenting barriers to their ability to participate fully in their coursework. In the authors’ survey of high school guidance counselors, counselors indicated that financial issues were one of the strongest concerns of first-generation students transitioning to higher education; this was echoed by student interviewees.

“The biggest challenge that I would say is financial challenges. Cause I’m first-generation only because my parents didn’t have the money to go to college. So we’re still struggling with that.”—Meghan

Libraries can address these issues by providing course texts and technology for checkout. Providing course texts for checkout can help ensure that students have access to class materials even if they are not able to purchase them. While putting required texts on course reserve is a common service of academic libraries, this is often initiated by a faculty member. However, some libraries are more proactive about purchasing required texts (e.g., pulling required course lists from campus bookstores). Beyond course reserves, libraries may promote other alternatives to student purchase of expensive course texts. Several of the respondents to the authors’ survey of academic libraries regarding their services for first-generation students mentioned textbook programs as a way they address the needs of these students, with one librarian mentioning, “We buy textbooks for course reserves. We organize donated textbooks to give away to financial aid students. We teach workshops on how to borrow textbooks instead of buying them.”19 While it can be a burden on the library budget and shelf space to purchase significant numbers of course texts, libraries may consider purchasing selectively in the areas that will affect the most students (e.g., purchasing texts for courses with the highest textbooks cost per student). The additional possibilities of organizing donated textbooks and providing resources to help students navigate the textbook market may mean libraries can assist students with course materials even on a limited budget.


SPOTLIGHT: UNIVERSITY OF REDLANDS20

Service: The Book Lending Program (BLP) at Redlands, which is funded through donations, is coordinated by the Office of Campus Diversity & Inclusion (CDI). The program provides an opportunity for students who can’t afford their course texts to borrow the necessary books for the length of the course. The Armacost Library partners with the CDI to provide logistical support for the program. This includes housing the books in the library and creating and maintaining catalog records for the books to help the program manage its collection and circulate the books to students.

Logistics: CDI staff review and approve student requests for books; staff have basic permissions in the library’s integrated library system (ILS) and are able to place holds on books for students. Library staff then fulfill the hold requests when students come in to check out their book(s).

Issues to Consider: Special loan rules needed to be developed in the ILS to allow students to check out BLP books longer than usual library items and to suppress BLP book records from the discovery layer of the ILS. The library also takes care of physical processing of books as they are purchased and added to the collection.



Technology lending may start with items like phone and laptop chargers that may be particularly helpful for commuter students, a category that includes many first-generation students. Wi-Fi hotspots are another lending option to help commuter students who may not have reliable Wi-Fi access at home.21 Some technology lending options may more directly address those students who are unable to afford the technology needed for their classwork. For example, laptops or tablets available for checkout may help students who are not able to purchase these items or not able to replace them if they are broken.

“I know from my background and other people’s backgrounds, they’re not always able to spend money or have the resources to have a laptop or other technology they need for certain classes. So to have that in stock and available to them so that it doesn’t affect their classes would be good.”—Alecia

Many libraries already provide course texts and technology for checkout, but promoting them to first-generation students in particular may help address some of the financial concerns of these students. This may mean connecting with first-generation student offices on campus to make sure they are aware of the resources available through the library and asking them to send out information to their students. One university’s survey of student perceptions of their library services found that “two services are particularly important to 1G students: the Textbooks on Reserve program … and the device-lending program.” Their internal recommendations following on the survey included targeted marketing of these services to first-generation students to increase awareness of the availability of textbooks and technology for checkout.22


SPOTLIGHT: PIERCE COMMUNITY COLLEGE23

Service: A majority of Pierce’s students are first-generation, so library services are always designed with this population in mind. In surveying first-generation and low-income students, Pierce found that technology access surfaced as a problem time and again. For example, students without a stable place to live often were not able to finish assignments. This led to a technology checkout program encompassing Chromebooks and Wi-Fi hotspots. The findings of an internal study of grade point average (GPA) and technology access revealed that when students had access to technology, their grades improved. There was also a positive correlation among African American males between borrowing technology equipment and staying in college the subsequent quarter.

Logistics: Pierce has a collection of Chromebooks, laptops, and Wi-Fi hotspots available for weekly checkout. The library is in their second year of loaning Chromebook and Wi-Fi hotspot kits for the quarter, with twenty kits per campus.

Issues to Consider: Student demand for technology loans continually eclipses the number of devices available, and equipment advances occur rapidly. Expansion of the program would require additional space, staff, and funding. Connecting students with community programs that provide low-cost Internet service and computers could benefit students in the long term.



REPRESENTATION AND PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT IN LIBRARY STAFFING

First-generation students’ experience of the library as a space in which they belong is determined not only by the ways in which the physical space and resources are designed and developed but also through their interactions with library staff in those spaces. Therefore, intentional efforts to create the library as a space that affirms students’ diverse identities and their preferred ways of engaging in their academic work must extend to identities and training of the faculty, staff, and students that work in the library. As first-generation students are more likely to come from minority backgrounds,24 one important initial step in creating an inclusive environment is employing a diverse faculty and staff, including student workers.25 This is necessary to address the reality that “students from marginalized communities often gravitate toward staff members who offer the comfort and familiarity of a shared background or a common language other than English, while a lack of diversity among the staff sometimes inhibits these students from seeking help or even using the library.”26 Recruiting a diverse faculty and staff must be paired with training for these faculty and staff in how to recruit a diverse student workforce, including understanding different communication styles and how they may appear in an interview setting. Often student workers are the most prominent and accessible staff in an academic library, and a thoughtful approach to hiring to find those who reflect the diversity of the student body will mean the library is experienced as more welcoming to all students.

Another key component of creating an inclusive environment is making sure library employees understand how to welcome students from diverse backgrounds, including first-generation students. Training for library staff on how to work with the variety of students and faculty on campus may involve basic customer service training, as well as gaining a better sense of the potential experiences and backgrounds of the people being served and how this background may affect their library use. Feeling comfortable in a space can be strongly affected by interactions with those who manage and guide the work there. If those faculty, staff, and students who work at a library are seen as intimidating, it can lead students to feel unwelcome or potentially judged for their lack of knowledge. Creating a welcoming environment can start with something as simple as establishing norms of behavior for frontline staff. In the authors’ survey of high school guidance counselors, one counselor suggested that in serving first-generation students, academic libraries should “create a proactively friendly atmosphere. Groups of people behind a counter/desk could intimidate. Making eye contact is often a simple way to encourage engagement.” While expectations of reciprocal eye contact may not be culturally appropriate for all students, the general concept of being attentive to physical cues and mannerisms that can either encourage or discourage student engagement with library employees is important. This type of training may seem unnecessary to library workers who would never intend to make students uncomfortable, but the process of establishing a baseline of service-oriented behavior can help ensure that all library faculty, staff, and students are ready to provide a comfortable environment for all students.

Library workers can build on this knowledge and customer service training by gaining an understanding of the particular needs of the populations they serve. Librarians at a large public university who interviewed first-generation students about their library experiences have recommended that “[b]uilding empathy in public service librarians for the particular challenges that first-generation students may face can help bridge the information gap and […] alleviate students’ anxiety.”27 An orientation for library employees from student services officers that work with diverse populations on campus can help build this empathy and understanding. This training would ideally include discussion of the common traits of many first-generation students, as well as acknowledgement of the intersectional nature of first-generation student identity. Depending on the demographics of the institution, training could also explore the specific “racial and ethnic diversity of the campus community, and the history of oppression, power, and privilege experienced by various groups”28 on campus as a way of alerting library employees to the unique challenges some students may face beyond the average daily rigors of a college education.

“If library workers are aware of the fact that people are first-gen here, because I don’t think a lot of people know the actual percentage of how many people are first-gen, if they knew that then maybe the judgment in their voices wouldn’t be as bad.… I just feel like workers in general should just like be aware of the fact that first-generation students might have a dumb question and you just want to be able to respond to that in a good manner and just like, be genuine about it.”—Ryan

Another way to increase understanding among library employees of the backgrounds and experiences of the students is to provide continuing education opportunities for faculty and staff. For example, a library at a public university (University of Akron) established a book discussion group for library faculty and staff focusing on nonfiction works that connected to campus initiatives serving first-generation and underresourced students. The book group is “part of a multi-faceted approach to integrate an understanding of economically disadvantaged/under-resourced students’ worldview into the [university] campus culture.”29 This intentional empathy-building practice can help broaden the perspective of library workers and help them understand the experiences and cultural wealth that students bring to the campus and the library.

Finally, beyond customer service training and increased understanding of the experiences and knowledge students bring to campus, libraries may seek out ways to understand how students entering college may initially see the library and how that differs from what they experience in the academic library. A refresher on how public and high school libraries serve students can create a better understanding of how to bridge this gap between experiences and where the students may experience dissonance. As an intensive learning experience for library employees, libraries might consider ethnographic “field trips” to public or high school libraries to gain direct exposure to what students have experienced as the “library” and what differences and potential barriers there might be in the way academic libraries deliver services.

“I guess I was kind of intimidated by the library just because I hadn’t been in it and nobody showed me around until later on in my FYS [first-year seminar] class. My library was like the size of this room basically, because my high school library was really, really small, so coming to a library that was really big was kind of intimidating.”—Meghan

CENTRALIZING ACADEMIC SUPPORT SERVICES

Addressing the physical design and use of the library space, as well as the knowledge and approach of library employees, can lead to greater comfort and use of the library’s traditional spaces, resources, and services. Looking beyond the library’s traditional functions and roles, however, can simultaneously further improve first-generation students’ comfort with the library and build on the library’s identity as an inclusive space to improve student utilization of other vital services. Bringing other academic services into the library, such as tutoring and writing assistance, can provide further opportunities for student engagement and help minimize barriers to students accessing these support systems. For example, one university’s examination30 of their first-generation students’ preferences found that positioning academic resources in the library could help address the stigma that other research has suggested is associated with help-seeking, particularly for minoritized student groups.31 Increased visibility, easy access, and normalizing of support services by making them part of a central library space may mean that they are used more by the students who need them, which can be crucial for their success and persistence.32 Furthermore, recent research has also indicated that student engagement with library services correlates with improved academic performance and student retention.33 By bringing additional support services into the library, institutions can both increase student awareness of these services and make it more likely that students using them will also avail themselves of library resources.

Even if different academic support services are not physically located within the library itself, using the library as a central clearinghouse to connect students with other campus personnel and offices could have similar benefits. A recent multi-institutional study with community college students found that students (56 percent of whom reported being first-generation) highly valued the following proposed service approach:

Knowledge Base: Imagine that the college offered a single point of contact for whenever you need help navigating any part of college, including advising, registering for classes, applying for financial aid, securing personal counseling, and obtaining tutoring or other coursework assistance. This service would offer expertise in connecting you with the right college employee for assistance.34

Students indicated that they would be “more likely” to use a central clearinghouse such as this if it were either in a stand-alone center or the library—further affirming the potential of the library to serve as a known space to seek and receive a wide variety of academic assistance.

“And then to have the tutoring or writing center in the library to make it easier for students to find, I think that’s important because I feel like when a student is looking for someone to help them, they probably figure to go to the library. So if it’s not in the library, that could kind of be confusing.”—Meghan

Co-locating services like tutoring in the library can also create opportunities for improved coordination, ensuring that students receive access to the full range of services available to them. For example, at one of the author’s institutions, peer tutors working in the library receive cross-training from library public services staff. This enables academic and writing tutors to gain greater knowledge of the resources and research services offered by the library, giving them an opportunity to direct students to these resources and help them develop familiarity and comfort with the library.

SUPPORTING STUDENTS’ FAMILY ROLES

Whether they come to the library to study, access library resources, or use other academic support services co-located there, it is likely that—especially at community colleges or urban four-year campuses—many first-generation students will be commuting to campus. And they may not be commuting alone: first-generation students are more likely to have dependent children35 than continuing-generation students, and depending on the availability of childcare, students may need to bring young children with them when they come to campus for classes, meetings, or to study. To address the needs of these students, libraries may want to consider facility designs that incorporate family-friendly spaces. Although designing spaces that support students’ roles as caregivers can help remove unintended barriers to student success, the number of campuses with such spaces has declined in recent years,36 and libraries may be well positioned to help reverse that trend. Types of potential designs include study rooms that incorporate seating for children and adults, along with toys or games to keep children occupied while a parent completes homework. One large public university library now features a Family Study Room with toys and books for children, with the rationale that student-parents gain “a safe place to study without concern about wandering or bored children.”37 Another public university library also opened a Family Friendly Study Room in 2016. Based on their experience, they recommend creating clear policies around usage and reservations, making sure that the surface spaces in the room are sufficient for parents and school-age children to study together and making sure to use inclusive language, such as “caregivers” instead of “parents.”38 Allowing children in the library with their parent or guardian has the additional benefit of helping the children gain familiarity with the academic environment, with the potential that they will be more ready for their role as continuing-generation college students.39


SPOTLIGHT: PIERCE COMMUNITY COLLEGE40

Service: Family Friendly Study Time: To help students with dependent children, the libraries piloted evening study time for student-parents, with movies and games for children.

Logistics: The libraries had reference librarians and tutors available during this time, as well as the Student Technology Assistance Team.

Issues to Consider: After two quarters, the libraries determined that the evening study nights in the library would have better attendance at an earlier time. The libraries now offer activity bags for children to use while parents study or access library/information resources. In the future they envision offering late afternoon or early evening study times, partnering with other stakeholders on campus such as tutoring and writing centers, the Child Development Centers, and student life. Pierce would like to offer tutors for the children in the future as well, so, for example, tutors would be available to help with fifth-grade math homework, as well as helping student-parents with their college work.



It is virtually assured that first-generation students’ initial experiences of their academic library will be significantly different from the smaller and more easily navigable public and high school libraries with which they are familiar. However, the nature of that experience and the degree to which students feel a sense of belonging in the library—and turn to it as a central place to find resources, to study individually or in groups, and to get help from library faculty and staff and other support services—is highly dependent on whether the library takes an intentional approach to creating an inclusive space. The design of the library spaces; the content of the library’s collections; and the knowledge, empathy, and training of library staff will all contribute to how well the library-as-place can serve first-generation students and support them in their college career.

QUICK TIPS: IDEAS FOR CREATING AN INCLUSIVE LIBRARY SPACE


	Prioritize library design that incorporates prominent, easily accessible, and mixed-use study spaces.

	Co-locate critical academic support services in the library, such as tutoring or writing centers.

	Create family-friendly study spaces and services for student-parents.

	Review signage and messaging and remove library-specific jargon to make sure it is clear how to use library spaces, resources, and services.

	Provide customer service training and training in service for diverse populations to ensure that front desk staff (including student employees) create a welcoming environment, understand different cultural expectations for interactions, and don’t make assumptions about students’ knowledge or prior experiences.

	Recruit and retain diverse faculty, staff, and student workers to reflect the campus population.

	Offer lending technology, such as laptops, chargers, and Wi-Fi hotspots.

	Implement or tailor existing textbook or course reserve programs to offset course material charges for students.
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FIVE

Library Instruction

Instruction is a core service that the university library provides for students; without instructional services, students’ knowledge of available resources and how to apply them in their academic work would be very limited. Library instruction ranges from introductions and tours in the use of library facilities and services to intensive information literacy instruction and embedded librarianship. At the most basic level, teaching students how to use an academic library, from finding a book to reserving a study room, can be critical in helping students feel comfortable and that they belong in the library. As noted in the previous discussion of library spaces, first-generation students coming to campus may have used libraries in the past, but the differences as they transition to college can be startling—one study of first-generation students found that they “expected the familiar, small, quiet, and easy-to-navigate libraries of their high school days. In contrast, they described the main university library as loud, crowded, and unfamiliar, with hard-to-locate resources.”1 Beyond orienting students to unfamiliar spaces and services, instruction about how to use library information sources to support students’ coursework; about library research methods; about academic conventions for the use and citation of information resources; or about the use and evaluation of open information sources beyond the library is important for ensuring students feel equipped for their academic work and are positioned to be successful. While this type of information literacy instruction has been shown to be beneficial for all students,2 it is especially important for those—like first-generation students—who are faced with navigating the “hidden curriculum” of academic life with limited external guidance. Examining the library’s instruction program at all levels, from orientations to in-depth information literacy sessions, with an intentional focus on the potential needs of first-generation students on campus can not only aid in that navigation process but can enhance instruction for all students.

CREATING OPPORTUNITIES FOR INSTRUCTION THROUGH PARTNERSHIPS

In order to reach the greatest number of first-generation students with library instruction services, and to best understand the specific needs of the institution’s first-generation population, a necessary first step is to reach out to campus offices serving first-generation students and underrepresented populations and asking how the library can partner with them. In their 2018 survey of academic libraries around the United States, the authors found that libraries have begun to make these connections to first-generation support offices and have established relationships with summer bridge programs, first-generation student orientations, and ongoing first-generation programming.3 In some cases, these offices may not have considered introducing students to the library as part of their programming, but are likely to be willing to integrate additional resources into their programs that will aid student success. Working with first-generation support offices to emphasize the need for an introduction to the library can help increase awareness among the staff in these offices that students may not understand the library when they first arrive on campus or be able to use it without help—which could lead to frustration and students choosing not to use the library. In contrast, introducing first-generation students to the library by building library-related programming into orientations and summer bridge programs will ensure that first-generation students encounter the library and library staff early in their time on campus and have human connections that will help them navigate library resources, services, and spaces. Establishing these connections and “normalizing” the need to ask for assistance when using the library are especially critical in reducing the reluctance that some first-generation students have to ask for help out of fear of being judged for their lack of knowledge.4

A first step in partnering with first-generation support offices may be offering the library as a physical space for orientation sessions. This might be a general orientation to campus services or a casual meet-and-greet with university faculty and staff. Bringing these events into the library, even if the content is not library-related, can establish an early sense of familiarity with the space, allowing students to navigate it more easily once they start on campus. As the staff members in the first-generation student office are often a key support system for new students, showing that these trusted adults are familiar with and value the library can be an additional benefit to providing a space for these meetings.


SPOTLIGHT: WHITWORTH UNIVERSITY5

Service: The library participates in an orientation for first-generation students and underrepresented minorities as part of the Bucs Bridge program. Library involvement includes a welcome event and scavenger hunt in the library to help orient students to the space, including the writing center and IT help desk that are located in the library.

Issues to Consider: The orientation is currently focused on on-campus first-generation students, but the off-campus student population is growing. These off-campus first-generation students often face greater challenges in getting connected and establishing a sense of belonging than their on-campus counterparts, and the library is looking for ways to incorporate these off-campus students in the orientation event in future years. The library is also considering what other events could help the library connect with first-generation students throughout the year, not just as they start college. Some possibilities are social events for nonresidential first-generation students and helping connect first-generation professors and staff with students.



Beyond providing a venue for other orientation events, offering to provide a basic library introduction and tour in conjunction with an orientation or summer bridge program can be a further step to integrate the library into first-generation support services and into students’ consciousnesses. Rather than intensive research or information literacy training at this early stage in a student’s academic career, the goals of creating these integrations may be as simple as making a positive connection between library workers and first-generation students, as well as providing an additional way to establish familiarity and comfort with the library as a space. As noted previously, the physical library building and the library’s organization of information can be difficult to navigate and intimidating,6 but increased librarian presence as part of first-generation student programs can significantly lessen these perceptions.7 As students have positive encounters with library workers and library spaces as part of first-generation programming, the library may feel less intimidating, with faculty and staff that are willing to help.

“[H]ow I felt comfortable coming here is because I attended a session on how to use the library and what the library provides and the resources that it has. And I feel, after that librarian talked, I felt more of a personal connection like OK, if I know that something’s wrong, I can go to this person because she knows that I’m not familiar with the library system at a college level.”—Gracie


SPOTLIGHT: MILLS COLLEGE8

Service: Library instruction embedded into the Summer Academic Workshop (SAW) at Mills College, a four-week residential summer program for first-generation students.

Logistics: The library teaches one to two sessions as part of the workshop. The workshop focuses on helping students transition to college, emphasizing skills like time management and taking notes. Accordingly, instead of information literacy or research, library sessions focus on getting familiar with the library space, catalog, and policies, as well as giving students informal time to relax in the library. SAW participants have a chance to color and watch movies in the library to become more comfortable in the space.

Issues to Consider: As the SAW program starts to incorporate more technology-related elements, the library is considering how to evolve its participation to match, including adding discussion of library technologies such as remote access and citation apps.



REMOVING BARRIERS TO STUDENT HELP-SEEKING

While adding a library presence to first-generation student orientations can help overcome initial unfamiliarity with the library space, staff, and services, more is needed to encourage students to seek out library help when it is needed. As noted in earlier discussions, research has shown that some students from underrepresented groups (which describes many first-generation students) can feel that a stigma is attached to seeking academic support or that they are admitting inadequacy by asking for help.9 These feelings have unfortunately been reported to extend to interactions with librarians as well.10 As one student in the authors’ study recalled of their encounter with a library staff member: “I did have an experience when I was looking for a book.… They gave me a serial number. And they said you know how to find it right? But the tone of voice seemed like you know how to do this, go do it yourself. And I was like Yeah. And so then I went to the basement. But I didn’t know how to do it. So then I was like Okay who am I kidding, I can’t do this.”11 For students who have experiences like this, the responses they receive when requesting help from library staff can increase the anxiety they feel about the library space and their ability to navigate it successfully, reinforcing the feeling that they do not belong.

There are two seemingly divergent strategies that libraries have identified for successfully addressing these concerns: either investing more in developing relationships with students or providing students with ways of seeking help that offer lower-stakes ways to interact with the library. Whereas the most common model of library instruction is the one-shot instruction session, where a librarian visits a course for a guest session, some libraries have recognized that—particularly for first-generation or other students who may feel disconnected from the academic environment—this model can create a perceived power dynamic/distance between the librarian and students and impede student connection with librarians. In order to address this and help students feel comfortable seeking help, one approach is to embed a librarian within a course. Having the librarian participate in multiple sessions, both as a teacher and a co-learner, can create opportunities for the librarian to build relationships with students and be seen as a trusted ally, as well as for students to ask questions in a more informal setting.12 When this type of opportunity doesn’t exist for a library, creating other low-risk opportunities for students to ask questions is important. One method is through online reference services, which can provide the opportunity for students to receive assistance without fear of appearing ignorant. In a 2015 study of library usage of first-year students, the authors found that first-generation students were significantly more likely to use online reference services than continuing-generation peers.13 Fortunately, many libraries already provide some form of online reference service. Marketing this service directly to first-generation students, using campus email lists and first-generation support offices, can ensure that these students are aware of online reference and can use it as an alternative entry point to requesting the library help they need.

“[T]hat anonymous chat still really helps me whenever, because there was what I didn’t know how course reserves work, like articles online. And I felt really dumb going to the desk and asking because I’m like, well everybody seems to know, like in my class everybody knew how to get there except me. But just asking there anonymously really helped me.”—Gracie

PROVIDING SUPPORT THROUGH LIAISON LIBRARIANS

While online chat can be a valuable resource for students who are less comfortable requesting help, most students will need to interact with a library worker in person at some point. To make these interactions more comfortable and to alleviate library anxiety, libraries can ensure that as students need help from the library, they can request it from someone that they’ve met and whose role in the library they understand. If embedding a librarian within a first-generation course is not an option, it can be just as valuable to establish a liaison or personal librarian for first-generation students in order to provide a known point of contact for students. As one respondent noted in the authors’ survey of high school guidance counselors’ perceptions of what support first-generation students require, “These students need as many adult contacts as they can get.”14 A liaison librarian may be the one who leads instruction sessions or library tours for these students, or may just be introduced to students as part of first-generation student programming as the primary contact for any library-related questions. The liaison can reach out to first-generation students to let them know about library events or new services or resources, thereby providing a more personalized invitation to participate in the library. If the library takes the first step to create a connection and normalize the need for assistance, students who may not have been otherwise comfortable seeking help may make greater use of the library and the support available.

A liaison librarian can also be positioned to use the relationships they create with first-generation students to learn about barriers these students encounter in using the library and advocate for changes in the space and services to better meet the needs of this population. Gaining additional training and background in first-generation student identities and characteristics, through the first-generation student office or elsewhere, can help a liaison librarian educate other library workers in how to combat library anxiety and create a comfortable, welcoming space for all students.

In the authors’ interviews with first-generation students, students generally viewed the idea of a dedicated librarian for first-generation programs very positively; for example, one student shared that “for the first-gen community to know that our library has a dedicated librarian would be super encouraging to us just because that saves us from having to really explain why we feel a little afraid of using the library. So when we come in and we have someone who understands, they would be more open and welcoming towards us.”15 For this student, a liaison librarian has the potential of being both a library worker who is a familiar face for the first-generation student community and one who knows the first-generation student perspective and can help facilitate the use of the library.

Creating connections with students through a reliable presence early in their college career can help students gain an increased sense of belonging in the library. A library liaison to first-generation student programs can contribute to this structure of support on campus, both as a resource and as a familiar and consistent presence in a new space.

CREATING MORE INCLUSIVE INSTRUCTION PROGRAMS

While a liaison librarian at some institutions may primarily provide a familiar face in the library, at other libraries they may also be responsible for library instruction. Information literacy instruction is a central element of most academic libraries’ portfolio of services and can be a valuable piece of first-generation student programming, whether as part of precollege workshops or orientations or as part of ongoing academic support services. Designing library instruction with an intentional focus on engaging first-generation students and eliminating implicit (or explicit) barriers to their sense of belonging in the classroom requires librarians to reconsider elements of both the structure and content of traditional instruction sessions. However, the approaches that benefit first-generation students can have positive impacts beyond first-generation student programming. The central ways that instruction can be modified to respond to first-generation students—engaging their unique identities, drawing on peer experiences, and utilizing transparent design—can be a support for all students, especially as they start on campus.

As with providing a liaison librarian to first-generation programs, interactions within library instruction sessions can be a part of establishing trusted adult relationships for students who are new to a college campus. Library instruction may be a student’s first chance to interact with a librarian and is therefore an important opportunity for librarians to make a connection. When students are able to create a personal connection with teaching librarians and see them as interested in their success, they may find it easier to request help when it is needed. A faculty member who has worked extensively with first-year and first-generation students recommends simple strategies for connecting, including such basics as the faculty member or librarian sharing a few personal stories with students when introducing themselves. These small insights into an instructor as a person can create a positive connection and help students feel safe to ask for assistance. Classroom time can also be used to inform students of campus activities, groups, or events as a way to help new students understand and connect with their environment.16 While these strategies are aimed at faculty outside of libraries, this practice of encouraging students to participate in campus life is just as important in library instruction as it is in nonlibrary courses. Campus engagement can be crucial to helping retain students in college,17 and the library can play a strong role in adopting practices that will support retention.

Engaging and Reflecting Student Identities

As library instruction sessions are used to create supportive relationships and connect students to campus, they should also reflect and respond to the diverse identities that first-generation students bring to campus. Including and responding to the backgrounds and knowledge of the students in the classroom when designing instruction can help engage students in the material, as well as acknowledge and validate the experience they bring to the group. An intentional focus on these identities and experiences can help make library instruction sessions inclusive and effective for a broad range of students, including first-generation students. A good way to start is to provide training for instruction librarians on culturally responsive and inclusive teaching. Resources available on campus and from other higher education institutions aimed at nonlibrarian faculty can be applied to library instruction as well, providing insight into ways to support diversity, equity, and inclusion in the classroom.
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An initial modification of library instruction is to ensure that references, images, and resources used in class include a wide range of communities and perspectives. As library instruction sessions often include hands-on searching and research exercises, whether in catalogs or databases, librarians have an opportunity to amplify the voices of those in their classroom by using search examples and exercise prompts that value the diverse knowledge and identities of students.18 This type of approach has been framed as sociocultural literacy: “The sociocultural literate librarian should take steps to use information about the cultures represented in the lesson. For instance, when demonstrating a sample search or formulating a search strategy, the library instructor could use scenarios that resonate with a non-majority culture, be it an international perspective or another socioeconomic class.”19 By moving beyond standard canned searches toward examples that better reflect a range of potential student identities and experiences, librarians can better engage students while increasing a sense of belonging in the classroom.

As a next step in valuing student backgrounds and experiences in the classroom, librarians can also bring both critical20 and metacognitive elements into their instruction. By encouraging students to evaluate the authority and privilege of the formal information sources they are using, librarians can acknowledge the importance of diverse perspectives and help diminish students’ feelings that their ideas are any less valuable in the classroom than those of more seemingly accomplished authors (or peers). For example, a librarian can ask students to consider the traditional ways in which academic knowledge is classified, evaluated, and disseminated, such as identifying bias in library classification schemes or ways that traditional peer review maintains the status quo and existing power dynamic in academia by silencing controversial ideas.21 In addition to having students critically examine the information sources they encounter in their coursework and in daily life, asking students to engage in self-reflection about the ways they use information and the ways in which conducting research can be useful and relevant in their own lives (not just for the purpose of completing an academic assignment) can help students connect more personally with the research process. It can also help the instruction librarian gain insight into students’ understanding and preparation for library research and allow activities and advice to be better tailored to students. This approach “values the skills and knowledge that students bring with them to college as the foundation for further, collaborative learning.”22 Because librarians may approach instruction with assumptions as to how students view information and understand the value of research, incorporating critical discussion of information sources and reflection on students’ engagement with information can create an environment in which students feel that their experiences are understood and valued and in which class time is structured around growing student understanding in the areas where it is most needed by each student.

Peer Learning in Information Literacy

As librarians reflect on how best to design instruction to engage students’ diverse identities and experiences, the role of peer learning is important to consider. While an instruction librarian can establish rapport and trust with students, opportunities to build on this can be limited, especially in a one-shot instruction setting. Intentionally integrating opportunities for students to connect with one another can be an effective way to amplify instruction and encourage students to learn from one another in the library classroom. Although all college students have been shown to benefit academically from peer support, peer assistance has been identified as an especially crucial support for first-generation students.23 The most effective forms of such support usually occur in intentional learning communities24 or through formal mentoring programs25 in which first-generation students develop relationships with other students with similar backgrounds. However, even limited interactions that create opportunities to learn from other first-generation students’ experiences have been shown to have a positive impact on first-generation students.26

For librarians providing instruction within the context of a dedicated first-generation program or course, there will be a built-in advantage of being able to encourage first-generation students to share their backgrounds and experiences with one another as part of instruction activities. Students will be able to both draw on the successes of others with similar backgrounds (even if that is only first-generation status) and to share strategies for approaching challenges related to beginning research and study in their new academic environment. For example, librarians at one liberal arts college encourage students to reflect on the experience of being the first in their family to attend college, as well as the “unique perspectives and contributions” they bring to school, and share that with their classmates.27 Incorporating this type of paired or small group work into library instruction can foster important peer relationships that can help these students navigate the expectations and unwritten rules of a college campus.

Although the same opportunities to encourage first-generation students to learn from one another won’t necessarily exist for librarians providing instruction in disciplinary courses to groups composed of both first- and continuing-generation students, there are still strategies librarians can employ to support any first-generation students in those classes. For example, small group activities can be constructed to guide all students to reflect on areas of challenge (whether in nonacademic life or in academic life and research) or to focus on the necessity of considering diverse perspectives and sources of information in order to allow first-generation students to see that all students encounter challenges and that their unique identities and experiences are valued in the classroom. This type of approach is also valuable as a way to normalize seeking out additional academic resources like study groups. Librarians can encourage students to work together through group assignments in class and can reinforce the value of peer assistance outside of class—positioning academic help-seeking as a positive step for all students, regardless of how well they understand the material. Framing the use of “resources such as tutoring and study groups […] as routine parts of successful students’ habits”28 by including them in the way librarians discuss the research process can be beneficial for first-generation students, who may feel that they should already know the material or will be shown as an imposter if they ask for assistance, whether that is to a faculty member or to peers. Even with sometimes limited student contact, if library instruction incorporates and values peer work and assistance, it can be a meaningful starting place for relationships and attitudes that will benefit students in their nonlibrary classwork.

Transparent Instruction Design

Although normalizing seeking help from peers and faculty is important, ensuring that all library instruction is designed so that activities, expectations, and evaluations are easily understood by all students, regardless of prior knowledge of traditional academic conventions, is even more critical. The practice of transparent instruction design, while usually discussed in relation to general academic curriculum, can easily be applied to library instruction. Basic principles—for example, employing clear, explicit statements of the skills or knowledge that a student will gain from the assignment, as well as how they will be evaluated29—work equally well in a one-shot instruction session or in a multisession setting. Designing library instruction to incorporate clear explanations of the purpose behind activities, their relevance to students, and expectations and criteria for evaluation can help provide signposts for first-generation students who may struggle with the otherwise unstated rules and structure of academic work.

One benefit of transparent design is that it requires the instructor to be explicit about the rationale for, and value of, each class activity. This provides an opportunity to examine the value of traditional activities and potentially revise them to make their application clearer to students. As one faculty member writes about her work with first-year and first-generation students, “Frustration and resentment build when students do not understand why in the world an instructor requires something that is unfamiliar to them.… It also makes some students doubt whether they belong in college at all. A simple way to mediate this dynamic is to be explicit with our students about why we require the things we do, why we dock points when we do, and what our goals are for each of our particular rules and assignments.”30 Being clear about classroom expectations and any evaluation measures for library instruction sessions can lessen anxiety for participants and help first-generation students participate on an equal footing with those who may come with more information on the structure of a college classroom. Even if a library instruction session does not have an assignment or in-class evaluation of student work, using the tools of transparent design, such as annotated examples of student work, can help students understand what successful research looks like and illustrate academic methods that will support them in nonlibrary classes.

Transparent principles are relevant not only for communicating about student classwork, they can also be part of an intentional focus on clarifying classroom expectations and procedures for students. The practice of taking a clear, explicit approach to setting expectations in the classroom can help first-generation students “feel they are on an even footing with non-first-generation students.”31 Just as at a library service desk, examining librarians’ assumptions about what students do or should know about engaging in academic activities or work can help ensure that students who are less familiar with the environment are able to feel comfortable and fully participate. This can extend to seemingly basic matters—for example, the expectation that an assignment should be typewritten.32 Depending on the time available, instructors may also wish to consider engaging students in co-creating expectations for classroom behavior or standards of work, which will make not only the ultimate expectations clear but the process behind their development as well. Bringing these and other general best practices for teaching first-generation students into library instruction can help emphasize the library and librarians as academic supports that can help make the university’s hidden curriculum clear for all students.

Many students’ first introduction to the library will be a tour or instruction session. If they are initially unwilling to use the library to study or approach a library worker for help, it is these instruction sessions, orientations, and tours that will help students understand what services and resources are available to them and help them become comfortable with library staff and faculty. To ensure that as many first-generation students as possible have the opportunity to benefit from this type of instruction, it is important for libraries to connect with first-generation support offices and integrate these points of contact with the library early into students’ time on campus so that they build a relationship with the library staff and space. Creating opportunities for library instruction for first-generation students is only the beginning, however. Ensuring that that instruction is designed to engage students’ unique experiences and connect them to the research process, as well as to employ a transparent approach that establishes all students as equally equipped learners, is vital. Intentional adherence to such approaches will not only help students better navigate library resources; it will also reinforce for students a belief that they belong on campus, and this will help support their success beyond the library classroom.


SPOTLIGHT: UNIVERSITY OF WYOMING33

Service: Library instruction integrated into the Fall Bridge program, a learning community for first-generation students.

Logistics: The library provides instruction as part of Fall Bridge first-year seminar courses and participates in the Fall Bridge orientation for new first-generation students. The Fall Bridge program office is located in the library, which helps bring first-generation students into the library space, as well as allowing for intersections between Fall Bridge services such as tutoring and library resources. Feedback from Fall Bridge program faculty and staff has been very positive, indicating that it is helpful to provide these library experiences to first-generation students in their first year.

Issues to Consider: The Fall Bridge location in the library is advantageous for students because of the integration of library and other academic support services, but imposes some limits on the available space for library collections and services.



IDEAS TO TRY


	Offer the library as a venue for first-generation programming, even if nonlibrary related, to increase familiarity with the library space.

	Ensure that orientations and bridge programs include library sessions and basic tips on using library spaces and resources.

	Market online chat reference to first-generation student lists to provide a low-stakes ways to get help and interact with the library.

	Assign a liaison librarian as a primary contact for university first-generation student programs.

	Provide information literacy instruction for university first-generation student programs, including summer bridge programs.

	Provide training for instruction librarians in culturally responsive teaching.

	Use a broad range of references, images, and resources in library instruction to value communities and perspectives of students.

	Incorporate peer assistance into library orientation programs and/or library instruction.

	Review library instruction for alignment with transparent design principles.
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Outreach and Partnerships

As libraries seek to engage first-generation students as part of their institutions’ overall student retention and success initiatives, they are often faced with dual challenges: communicating to students why the library is valuable for them and educating other support units on campus about partnership or integration opportunities that can benefit students. For both prospective first-generation students who have had limited or less-than-positive experiences with school libraries and student support staff who are not familiar with current library roles and services, the value of the academic library as a distinct campus unit or potential partner may not always be readily apparent. In order for the library to be seen as more than merely a storage place for books or a central study lounge, it must be proactive in reaching out to students and on-campus partners and creating increased awareness of the broad range of services the library offers. Pursuing strategic partnerships with other departments is an important way for libraries to reach both audiences, as collaborative programming can create new opportunities to reach campus populations like first-generation students. In addition, by focusing on outreach and partnerships and increasing their visibility and knowledge of their impact across campus, libraries will be better positioned to advocate for additional resources and to ensure that they will continue to have the ability to serve their campuses with necessary resources and services.

THE LIBRARY AS A RECRUITING PARTNER

Providing information about the library to first-generation students and families can start well before a student enrolls; intentional outreach prior to a student’s arrival or even enrollment can help ensure that students feel ready to use library resources as they first start on a college campus. For incoming students whose knowledge of libraries may be based only on public and school libraries, the potential ways in which they can interact with the university library and the library’s role in their academic success may not be clear. Explaining and promoting the services available in the academic library can help students recognize the broader role of the library as an inclusive space and resource for them on campus. This additional outreach can be especially crucial for serving first-generation students. Without familial experience in a higher education institution, a first-generation student may not understand how the library could support their academic life beyond being a source for books.

The messaging created by an institution can be an important initial consideration for libraries that want to influence how first-generation students will approach the library as they transition into college. Students’ precollege experience has been framed as “anticipatory socialization,” or a time where students are gathering information about the university through family, media, peers, and other sources.1 This process of learning about an institution and beginning to understand life on campus can help a student feel more comfortable with the period of transition and ease their entry into college. Without family experience in higher education, first-generation students may rely more heavily on media sources to learn about their institution before starting their first year. Research has found that organizationally-produced media and social media (from the university or other students) are important sources of both information and impressions about an institution for first-generation students before they arrive on campus. As one student in the study noted, “Media was my whole experience with college because I didn’t have a person who went to college to ask these questions to.”2 With media as a key source of information for first-generation students about academic and social life on a university campus, libraries should seek to understand the role that library space and services play in the marketing material available online and sent out to prospective students. Developing more explicit, targeted messages about the library for first-generation students can help create realistic expectations about the library and establish it early on as a known source of support.

The library is often not directly involved in developing messaging and outreach for prospective students, however, whether that is through media or on-campus visits and events. The majority of this information is created and disseminated by university admissions and marketing departments, and the ways in which these departments create and deliver content are often opaque to individual campus units such as the library. The work of communicating the services and resources that the library can provide starts with understanding what, and if, prospective students learn about the university library from these larger institution channels. This may entail connecting with the campus marketing or social media department to suggest ways to include the library in materials for prospective students or asking for library-produced social media to be amplified through the main university channels. Student-produced social media can also be particularly helpful for first-generation students;3 libraries may wish to consider this when deciding how to create and position their social media offerings. Engaging student library workers in creating social media content, brief introductions and tutorials to services, and other collateral may be more effective than more polished, institution-produced content. Even though the library may not be a deciding factor for most students when choosing a university,4 portrayals of the library as a central hub for academic and social interaction can both present an opportunity for students to consider additional ways in which they can engage in college life and encourage students to seek out the library earlier in their college career.

“… it just seemed like one of those places out of many places to study and I didn’t really choose the library probably because I didn’t know what it had to offer.”—Steph

While the process of institutional outreach to prospective students starts with media and mailings, it often culminates in a tour of the campus or a visit for a targeted student event. Tours are frequently led by current university students and can be another opportunity for prospective students to learn about the library. Because first-generation students can be particularly receptive to peer messages,5 tours led by current students may be influential in creating impressions of campus spaces.

Libraries may not be aware, however, of what is discussed on these tours or how the library is described. Working with the admissions office on campus to learn which parts of the library are emphasized during campus tours can be an opportunity to refine the message heard by prospective students. For example, a tour script that focuses on the number of books in the library may not spark the interest of prospective students. From experiences with public and high school libraries, students may already expect that they will use the library as a place to find books. However, a script that allows tour guides to express enthusiasm for the space as a place to study or a great resource for research help might convey to prospective students a sense of the personal connection current students feel with the library and be especially beneficial for first-generation students who might not receive information about academic library services from their parents or guardians.

As one alternative (or addition) to providing content and direction for student tour guides from admissions, libraries may wish to consider designing and delivering their own tour content as part of admissions-coordinated visits or events. Although some libraries have focused this type of opportunity on fun, creative activities that are available in the library (e.g., 3-D printing) based on the belief that “students assume that the resources they need for class, studying, and research will be available to them,”6 a slightly different approach may benefit first-generation students. Instead of assuming that students are aware of what is available to them in the library and why it can be helpful (and assuming that such information can’t be presented in a fun manner), providing tour content that focuses on ways in which the libraries can support student academic engagement, peer/social engagement, and expressions of diverse individual identities may be effective in showing first-generation students that the library is a space in which they can belong. Similar to some institutions’ efforts to showcase unique collections as part of tours,7 highlighting ways in which library collections, artwork, and spaces have been selected and designed to recognize the value of diverse identities and perspectives can potentially create a point of connection for first-generation students.

“I guess the first thing that made me want to use the library was when I had a tour. They really, like, hyped up the library.”—Julie

OUTREACH TO PARENTS AND GUARDIANS

Institutions increasingly create outreach and orientations aimed at parents and guardians, as well as prospective students. These communications are designed to create familiarity with the college campus and confidence in the institution as an educational opportunity and new home for the student. As with outreach to prospective students, libraries may consider contacting those university departments in charge of creating outreach communications to parents and guardians and learn more about the possibilities of highlighting library services and resources. Working with the institution to find ways that the library can be included in this parent and guardian outreach can help increase knowledge of the library among this group, which can then be shared with their children/students. This has been suggested as beneficial for all students,8 but it may prove particularly influential for first-generation students whose parents or guardians do not have extensive experience with higher education. While the parents or guardians of first-generation students may not have attended any college, they are often active support systems for their students, and providing information about the library can give them additional insight into their child’s experience on campus. A commonly cited challenge for first-generation students is the impact that their parents’ or guardians’ lack of knowledge of their college environment can have on their relationship.9 Providing parents and guardians with information and understanding about the spaces, routines, and people that their child is engaging with on campus—for example, in the library—may help parents feel less disconnected from their student’s experience. In addition, parent or guardian awareness of and comfort with the library as a space, a support service, and a potential home for their student on campus can also be an asset in retaining these students in college. Instead of encouraging the student to come home when faced with academic or personal setbacks (an experience shared in the literature),10 parents or guardians may be more likely to encourage the student to make use of the resources that they know about and trust.

Libraries may consider doing their own outreach directly to parents and guardians as well. Some libraries have started experimenting with this through online guides and targeted mailings. For example, the library at one large, private university offers a LibGuide called “Parents’ Guide to Library Services and Spaces.” In this guide, they summarize the main library services, provide an overview of the collections, list ways to contact the library with questions, and explain the various student jobs available at the library.11 At another private research university, which conducted an examination of first-generation students’ experiences of the library, their resulting internal recommendations included sending a letter from the university librarian to the families of these students before their first semester, highlighting helpful library services such as course reserves and the first-generation liaison librarian.12

Moving beyond online resources and mailings, some libraries have designed in-person sessions for parents as part of new student orientations. The goal is to “provide parents with pertinent information regarding the services available at the library” so that parents are able to remind their students “of the various services available at the library which can help them succeed academically.”13 As noted earlier, this may be especially helpful for the parents or guardians of first-generation students who may not have a clear idea of the resources available in academic libraries. Educating parents on the library’s support role on campus can help them direct their students to the library as academic challenges arise.14

“Because I know a hard part of navigating college is that my parents don’t know what’s going on. So I think if they had a little bit of information that they could kind of read through, that way it kind of gives them a little more background so that I could ask them or we could ask them for any help.”—Alecia

While providing resources or orientations specifically for parents and guardians is seemingly well aligned with an asset-based view of the importance of family connections as a source of strength and resiliency for first-generation students, special consideration may need to be given to the design of orientation materials for the parents and guardians of first-generation students. It has been noted that, in general, new student orientations are intended to “promote emotional connectivity between parents and students” but also “[promote] functional independency by students from their parents.”15 Although the former goal is consistent with an asset-based view of family, the latter echoes the cultural mismatch that many first-generation students from minoritized populations face when their interdependent background and family experiences come up against the traditional independent culture of college.16 Designing orientation resources and events for parents and guardians that recognize the important role of family and strike a balance between promoting students’ independence and continued connection with family may be important in engaging parents and guardians—and may also help students feel that their identities and backgrounds belong at the institution. It will also be important to not assume that either parents or their students will immediately understand why they should care about the library. In the authors’ interviews with first-generation students, the students’ rankings of a recommended library service to “provide library information for parents and guardians, such as an online guide or newsletter, or a parent/guardian session at orientation weekends” were consistently low. Whereas some students mentioned that making this connection between parents/guardians and the academic library could be helpful, others cited potential issues like parents who do not speak English, parents who do not attend orientation, and parents who do not know enough about college life in general to understand outreach information from the library. Accordingly, any libraries interested in pursuing outreach to parents and guardians should consider how to provide information in ways that are accessible to the broadest range of people, including creating materials or orientation sessions in non-English languages spoken commonly in the institution’s incoming student population. In addition, including information in any guide or orientation to help parents and guardians understand why they may need to know about the library, including potentially mentioning library services that they themselves can access, will also make this outreach more effective for parents and guardians who may not otherwise seek out this information.

“I think it is helpful to have parents and guardians involved in college. But I also understand that the student’s needs must come first since it’s the students. And many times parents and guardians aren’t going to be able to understand with like one orientation or some information. My parents definitely never got past elementary school. So even if they did give them some more information, they wouldn’t know what to do with it.”—Cecilia

DEVELOPING ON-CAMPUS PARTNERSHIPS

Reaching out to prospective students and parents can give academic libraries the ability to describe and promote their services and resources even before students start school, with the hope that students will be more comfortable with the library as they begin their first year and will understand how and why to access library resources and services. However, library outreach should continue throughout the course of students’ academic careers, and one of the most effective ways to keep library services visible to students—and to promote students’ success in general—is to partner with other campus units.

First-Generation Student Offices

The services and resources libraries provide can be greatly enhanced by on-campus collaborations, including with programs and offices that have not traditionally partnered with the library. To increase first-generation students’ knowledge and comfort with the academic library, an initial place to make a connection is the first-generation student office, if such an office exists. As the first-generation population on college campuses continues to increase, more colleges and universities are establishing offices dedicated to supporting these students and creating connections between first-generation students and campus services. Collaborating with these offices to promote library programs and provide research guidance can be a first step in building a broader set of library services aimed at meeting the needs of first-generation students. In some cases, the staff in these offices may not have considered seeking out library support for their programs, meaning that the library has an important opportunity to conceptualize and communicate the ways in which the two units can work together. In approaching these conversations, an initial goal for the libraries may be increasing first-generation student familiarity with library spaces, services, and resources, whether through orientations, tours, or casual time for students to meet library faculty and staff. However, an additional important goal should be to learn more about the unique composition of the institution’s first-generation population, about the specific goals and programming priorities of the first-generation support office, and about specific challenges that the office is seeking to address. In seeking this information, the library will be better positioned to identify ways in which library services may need to change to best support and engage the first-generation population’s identities and in which the library can partner with the support office to strengthen existing programs or priorities. After this, it will likely be easier to propose additional new opportunities that the library sees to support first-generation students.


SPOTLIGHT: EARLHAM COLLEGE17

Service: The Library Immersion Fellows Teams (LIFT) is a seven-week program that provides an opportunity for small cohorts of first-generation students to develop relationships, share their experiences, and learn about library research from a dedicated librarian.

Logistics: Students meet once a week for 90 minutes with the librarian to engage in different discussions and activities, with a final closing celebration for all sections and cohorts in the eighth week. Preliminary data show that first-generation students who complete the LIFT program have a higher first-year to second-year retention rate than those who do not participate (80 percent compared to 72 percent). Based on this success, the LIFT program has expanded to include a donor-funded off-campus program in May, a seven-week vocational planning program led by a career coach, and work-study positions for upper-class LIFT students. For a full program description, see: Neal Baker and Jane Marie Pinzino, “A Reserved Table for First-Generation Students,” in The First-Year Experience Cookbook, ed. Raymond Pun and Meggan Houlihan (Chicago, IL: ACRL, 2017), 59–60.

Issues to Consider: The LIFT program was initiated in response to a college-level initiative to improve persistence among first-generation students and has been successful, in part, due to the partnerships and connections the library established to create the program. The initial team included library liaisons, the registrar, the writing center director, a development officer, and the McNair program director, along with the library director. The intracampus nature of the program development team was instrumental in securing administrative support and funding for the program.18



Financial Aid Offices

Beyond the first-generation student support office, another potential on-campus collaboration for the library may be a partnership with the financial aid office. Affording college can be a major source of stress for first-generation students, and lack of familiarity with financial aid processes has been frequently cited as a challenge for these students. For example, first-generation students are less likely to complete the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) on time (or at all).19 While the library might be seen as an unexpected source of help for financial aid processes, the location and popularity of the library space can be leveraged to increase the visibility for students of necessary services like financial aid. To students, the library can be seen as a more neutral site of assistance than administrative offices like financial aid, and it is usually centrally located and easily accessible. Although the library staff themselves are not equipped or necessarily qualified to provide financial aid counseling or support, by partnering with the financial aid office, libraries can function as the host for events—for example, form-filling events for the FAFSA or scholarship applications that provide help for students who may need assistance with these crucial documents.

Helping students navigate the successful financial management of their education can also go further than assistance with forms. Student financial literacy is a substantial concern on college campuses, and understanding the costs and financing structure of higher education can be a particularly acute need for first-generation students. As a result of being more likely to come from a low socioeconomic background, many first-generation students may lack knowledge of all costs of a college education, experience (or comfort) with consumer debt processes, and the financial safety net to help them recover from errors or unforeseen events.20 While the library may not be seen as an obvious campus unit to provide financial literacy information, it has been suggested that the most effective financial literacy training “should be campus-wide […] and should involve staff, faculty, and students,”21 and as a central source of student support, the library can, at a minimum, play a role in improving the visibility of resources and serving as a pathfinder for students. For example, providing information about managing personal finances can fit well with library programming around the American Library Association’s Money Smart Week or the national Financial Literacy Month, both in April. The library has many potential ways to help with this effort, from creating online guides on financial literacy to book displays and recommendations on financial management topics. Indeed, in the authors’ interviews with first-generation students, the library service recommendation to “offer library assistance in understanding finances, such as a financial literacy online guide and/or events to provide help with forms like the FAFSA or scholarship applications” was highly ranked by students. While some did acknowledge that they did not consider this a primary role for the library, most students felt that they had difficulty finding these types of resources or assistance on campus and that centralizing them in a place they knew and trusted would make needed resources more accessible. Students interviewed specifically mentioned the extra help provided in understanding and completing financial aid forms in high school had disappeared in college, and they felt stressed and overwhelmed by the process.

“So I thought the offer of library assistance in understanding finances such as financial literacy, online guide, or events to provide help with forms like FAFSA or scholarship applications was the most important to me because that’s what I’ve struggled with the most coming to school, and I feel like the financial aid office, like when you ask them for help, they aren’t very good at giving the help that you necessarily want. They’re just there to tell you how much you owe and like you need to do this, you need to do that, but they don’t really guide you through any of it.”—Meghan

Assisting students with understanding and navigating the financial complexity of college is important, but for many students, the library’s ability to have a positive impact on their personal financial bottom line will be even more crucial. As noted in previous chapters, library book and technology lending programs can help put first-generation students on closer-to-equal footing with their classmates. But there is also another way that libraries can help student budgets: by providing employment. By intentionally investing in and increasing opportunities for employment for first-generation students, libraries can help provide a stable source of financial support. First-generation students work significantly more hours per week while attending college than continuing-generation students,22 and the library is often one of the primary employers of students on college campuses. Making sure first-generation students are aware of library employment opportunities can help support this group of students, who are more likely to encounter financial challenges in their academic career. It also means that the library brings first-generation voices into the student staff, allowing both for opportunities for library workers to learn from these students and for other first-generation students to find peer assistance and role models among the individuals they encounter at the library. Sharing library student worker job postings with first-generation student groups or support offices is one way to make these students aware of open library positions, as well as to show the library’s proactive interest in providing opportunities to this population. Libraries can also consider providing early application opportunities through first-generation student orientations or summer bridge programs so these students learn about the job possibilities early in their college career. If the library has connected with the first-generation office on campus and plans to be involved in student orientations, they can share talking points about the types of employment available in the library and the benefits that come with working for the library.


SPOTLIGHT: DUKE UNIVERSITY

Service: Advertising library student worker jobs on Duke’s “1G” student listserv. As part of its assessment of the experience of first-generation students with Duke’s library services, the library identified raising the visibility of student employment opportunities as one internal recommendation.

Issues to Consider: First-generation students working in the library not only gain needed income but also additional knowledge of library resources and insight into how to navigate library spaces and services. Framing job opportunities for students in a way that showcases these benefits of the position—not just the responsibilities—can both demonstrate to students that the library is invested in what students gain from their employment and can help students understand how working in the library can help them be successful. To that end, Duke’s internal assessment recommends that “position descriptions should emphasize that student assistantships offer opportunities to learn about the Libraries and develop research skills.”23



Academic Support Programs: Mentoring, Advising, and Tutoring

In addition to partnering with the first-generation student support office and the financial aid office, a final set of initial partners that libraries can consider are the campus mentoring, academic advising, and tutoring programs (whether these programs are aimed exclusively at first-generation students or not). While it has become fairly common for libraries to either partner with or house peer tutoring programs,24 mentoring and advising may not seem as intuitive a space for library engagement. However, like peer tutors, both adult and peer mentors can be crucial guides for first-generation students during their college careers, and the library has the ability to support these programs in several different ways. A starting place is to reach out to mentoring, advising, and tutoring programs to understand how they are talking about the library to students and providing these programs with any additional information needed about library services and resources. As with campus tour guides, the impressions gained from mentors, advisors, and tutors early in a student’s college career may shape how a student approaches and interacts with the library. If those assisting students—whether as peers or in staff roles—are conversant with services that the library can provide, especially services that may be unique to academic libraries, they will be able to help first-generation mentees understand how and where to access needed library resources. The information that the library is able to provide to mentors, advisors, and tutors will largely depend on the relationship the library develops with these programs, but an ideal approach would be for the library to have an opportunity to provide a “cross-training” session for these programs. For tutoring programs especially, it can be helpful to ensure that tutors who may be subject experts but may have varying experience with the library are all equally aware of how to navigate core library resources and direct students to appropriate library workers for additional assistance. This can be accomplished through a training session for tutors provided by a librarian. To incentivize participation, the library could potentially offer to transfer funds to the tutoring program so that tutors could be paid for the training time.

“I just think first-year students in general should come check it out, like have that person there saying I love the library, like talk about their experience with that library. And I think a lot of it is, you know, if they are first-gen students hearing it from an older first-gen student just because I think students will relate to older students rather than adults.”—Ryan

Connections with these academic support programs on campus can also be created by offering the library as a place to hold mentoring and advising meetings or conduct tutoring sessions. If the library has space to offer such a service, the choice of the library as a meeting spot by these trusted adults or peers can help make students more comfortable in the library and familiar with the spaces and resources it offers as a welcoming part of campus. Peer mentors and tutors, in both campus-wide and first-generation-specific programs, will have the ability to share their favorite study spots in the library and the idea of finding a place to feel at home in the space. It has been suggested that this intentional use of mentoring or tutoring relationships can help build student comfort with library spaces and can help “alleviate some of the anxiety new students have about acceptance in unfamiliar spaces.”25 In addition, tutors may have opportunities to familiarize students they are tutoring with other aspects of the library, such as ways in which the tutors have used library resources or tips for integrating library resources and services into academic life or assignments.

“I think that personal connection again with other students really helps first-generation students see what other people are doing so that they can get an idea. Since we don’t have that support at home like saying ‘Mom, what did you do?’ Instead we learn from our friends or from other people.”—Gracie

Because peer relationships have been found to be especially effective for first-generation students in academic settings,26 focusing on supporting peer-based mentoring and tutoring programs by providing space and information for mentors and tutors may prove most effective for libraries (and students). However, libraries can also consider advocating for the integration of library faculty and staff into programs as mentors, if possible and appropriate.27 Especially if they were first-generation students themselves, these library faculty and staff members can bring a valuable perspective on the university and the library to their mentees. If participation in formal mentoring is not possible, encouraging library workers to engage in informal mentoring with library student workers who are first-generation can provide the adult presence and support that will help students navigate the higher education environment. For students who may sense a stigma with seeking help or feel hesitant to approach authority figures like faculty members who have a direct role in evaluating the student’s academic work, the less formal interactions in a workplace setting may provide the encouragement or information that is needed. Libraries can make this guidance and informal mentoring an explicit part of the work of managing students, with the goal of providing all student workers—whether they are first-generation or not—a “campus ally” and a “stable presence”28 in a new environment.

Outreach has always been a central activity for academic libraries and has only become increasingly important as the proliferation of information resources and new library services have made it more challenging for even continuing-generation students to navigate what is available to them, what is useful, and who to turn to for assistance. As first-generation students enter college campuses, some without a clear understanding of the resources available through an academic library, it is imperative that libraries take the initiative to engage these students. Whether that is by reaching out to prospective students, by engaging students and their family support networks, or by creating partnerships with other university units with the goal of increasing the visibility and continuity of academic support that students receive on campus, it is important to identify strategies for increasing the visibility of what the library has to offer and why it is important for students’ success. First-generation students, and ultimately all students, will benefit from a library that proactively meets students where they are—which means meeting students where they receive communication, where they are most likely to seek help, and where they are in terms of likely understanding and knowledge. If libraries do this, and do it in partnership with other support units, students will receive the most holistic services possible.

IDEAS TO TRY


	Connect with university marketing and admissions offices to understand how the library is portrayed in materials sent to prospective students.

	Request that the library be included in marketing and social media aimed at prospective students and that library social media is reused on main university sites.

	Provide library information for parents and guardians, such as an online guide or newsletter, or a parent/guardian session at orientation weekends.

	Work with the admissions office on its campus tour script to understand how the library is portrayed and shown.

	Meet with the first-generation student office on campus to discuss potential collaborations.

	Partner with the financial aid office to host assistance sessions for financial aid form completion, such as the FAFSA or scholarship applications.

	Create library programming to educate students on personal financial literacy.

	Advertise library student jobs or provide early application opportunities at summer bridge programs and first-generation student orientations.

	Work with university mentor, advising, and tutoring programs (peer and otherwise) to incorporate library topics into trainings and work with students.

	Provide a space in the library for mentor and tutor meetings.

	Encourage peer mentors and tutors to share favorite study spots and the concept of “finding your place” in the library.Offer librarians and library staff as mentors in university-run programs for first-generation students.


	Encourage library workers to engage in informal mentoring as part of managing student workers.
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SEVEN

The Path Forward for Academic Libraries

Recent criticism of academic libraries’ attempts to change their services in response to the needs and identities of first-generation students has correctly identified that incremental, individual institutional changes are not enough. In order to create libraries that are truly inclusive, systemic racism, pervasive bias, and associated issues within librarianship and higher education must be addressed.1 However, systemic change, especially within higher education, will not happen immediately. It will be the result of individuals, libraries, and institutions making choices that collectively transform colleges and universities into spaces in which students of all backgrounds are able to engage in learning and in life without doubting that they belong. And although academic libraries are not as inherently inclusive as we have historically proclaimed, we have both the opportunity and responsibility to be leaders in making those transformative choices, in deciding to “advocate for the needs of [our] users who are otherwise alienated in their institutions of higher education.”2

OPPORTUNITIES FOR LIBRARIES TO LEAD BY EXAMPLE

The research, current practice, and corresponding recommendations described in the preceding chapters illustrate that libraries are, more and more, taking steps to advocate for their first-generation users and for others from historically underrepresented populations for whom traditional academic culture is marginalizing and disempowering. There are clear opportunities for libraries to promote an asset-based approach that fosters students’ sense of belonging, engagement, and academic success by contributing to institutions’ efforts in the areas identified earlier in the book: to affirm student strengths, to remove the stigma of help-seeking, to create inclusive curriculum, and to honor family ties of student caregivers or those from more interdependent cultures.

Affirming student strengths. By creating collections that recognize the contributions of diverse scholars, voices, and ways of knowing and designing spaces that encourage students to engage in academic work and life in ways that are most natural to them, libraries can foster a sense of belonging for students. By including student voices in the development of those collections and spaces and in the content of library instruction, libraries can recognize the value of students’ diverse knowledge and experiences. And by actively seeking to employ and mentor first-generation students, library faculty and staff can create spaces to affirm and reinforce the unique contributions that students bring to their workplaces, their classrooms, and the campus community at large.

Removing the stigma of help seeking. Acknowledging that library navigation—whether of physical spaces or digital resources—is not inherently intuitive and both working to improve spaces and systems and to provide clearer direction (signage, tutorials, etc.) can help students who wish to be more self-directed and self-reliant. But assistance will be needed at certain points, and libraries can ensure that library workers—staff and students alike—don’t assume certain types of prior knowledge in all students or approach seemingly basic queries with anything less than respect and acknowledgement that such requests are normal. Using library orientations and instruction sessions to normalize other types of academic help-seeking can also be critically important in helping first-generation students feel that they are not alone, that their questions and needs are shared, and that seeking help is a sign of strength, not a signal that they don’t belong.

Creating inclusive curriculum. By building more diverse physical and digital collections that include perspectives and works that have been historically marginalized and that represent the identities reflected in their campus communities, libraries will have immediate access to materials that can contribute to more inclusive instruction programs. Librarians are also able to design their instruction curriculum—and model it for disciplinary faculty with whom they work—in ways that incorporate student voices and ensure that all students are able to engage equally. Using transparent design principles can allow first-generation students to more easily understand what is expected and how to engage in class, and encouraging students to draw on their own knowledge as a lens for understanding the function and value of information literacy concepts both values students’ identities and provides a means for them to connect to the class work.

Honoring family ties. Recognizing the important role that family plays in many first-generation students’ lives is possible in two primary ways for libraries. By welcoming and including family in orientation activities and materials, and doing so in a way that empowers parents and guardians of first-generation students to communicate with their students about the support systems available to them through the library, libraries can move beyond the traditional institutional focus of convincing parents that their students will be cared for by the institution—and toward equipping parents who lack experience of higher education with knowledge they can use to continue to be connected with their children. For those first-generation students who are themselves parents or caregivers for children, academic libraries have an opportunity to create spaces (e.g., lactation rooms, family study areas, even childcare services) that recognize and honor those roles and that allow students to utilize library resources and services while also attending to their family responsibilities.

By engaging in these four strategies, libraries can model more inclusive approaches to higher education for other areas in their institutions. Importantly, these approaches are not inherently tailored to any specific need or perceived deficiency of first-generation students—rather, they recognize the responsibility of libraries to holistically reconsider their services in ways that allow those services to encompass and be responsive to “the complexities of [students’] lives”3 and identities. In order to do so, libraries must have a clear understanding of the students they are serving and of both general best practices for serving those specific student populations and factors in the local context that may call for adaptations to those practices.

UNDERSTANDING LOCAL STUDENT POPULATIONS

As noted in earlier chapters, developing partnerships with admissions and first-generation student support offices is integral to gaining a complete picture of the unique demographic profile of the students served by an institution and the particular challenges—academic and otherwise—that students may experience there. Understanding both student identities and student outcomes is important in order to not base library initiatives on incorrect generalizations and assumptions about first-generation student needs or challenges. The following questions, which may need to be addressed to institutional research offices in addition to admissions and first-generation offices, can provide a starting point for libraries. The first set deals with student identities, while the second addresses student outcomes and experiences.

Student Identities

Beyond basic questions such as how many first-generation students are enrolled at the institution, how many enter on average each year, and the gender breakdown of first-generation students, these additional questions are recommended for exploration:


	How many first-generation students are from historically underrepresented groups (and what groups are represented on campus)? While first-generation students themselves are a historically underrepresented group on college campuses, students’ intersectional identities should have a significant bearing on the design of library services. Students from minoritized racial groups will have a different experience on campus than students who are white and first-generation, for example.

	How many first-generation students are nonresidential? This question may be less relevant at community colleges or other schools that are entirely nonresidential, but at four-year institutions, understanding the proportion of first-generation students who commute to campus can be important when considering how to design spaces and services. For example, commuter students will be more likely to need a space in which they can “camp out” while on campus; they may also be limited in the hours that they can use certain on-campus services.

	How many first-generation students are transfer students? This is again most relevant for four-year institutions, but understanding the number of first-generation students who are transfers from community colleges in particular can help identify how many students have some familiarity with an academic environment but may still need assistance navigating the particular expectations of a four-year institution.

	How many first-generation students are otherwise “nontraditional”? Considering other variables, such as the age of students, family status (e.g., whether they have dependent children), part-time attendance, and full-time work commitments while in school, can help provide a more complete picture of students’ responsibilities and motivations outside of their degree programs that can have an impact on their engagement and ability to interact with services provided by the library and other academic support areas.



Student Outcomes and Experiences

There is some debate within academic libraries and higher education as to how student success should be defined and which student outcomes should matter. Increasingly for New Traditional students, definitions of success may look different from institutional metrics that define success in terms of graduation rates, specific types of job placements, or consistent academic progress.4 Although libraries should be working to ensure students’ self-defined success measures and desired outcomes are achieved, until institutional measures are transformed, it is important for us to “encourage alternative definitions of success while at the same time ensur[ing] success in the existing system.”5 The following questions should help libraries begin to understand both students’ own expectations and those that the institution has for them.


	Is there a difference in the need for academic support among first-generation students and continuing-generation students? Specific benchmarks for academic success or academic standing will usually be institutionally defined, but the types of information considered are fairly consistent across institutions, as they align with data requirements for accreditation and funder reporting. Grade point average (GPA), retention rates (fall to spring of first year and first year to second year being most commonly tracked), D grade/F grade/withdraw (DFW) rates, six-year graduation rates (at four-year institutions), and academic standing (e.g., a combination of GPA and credits earned at certain points in a student’s program) are all common measures that are tracked, and comparing performance across these measures between first-generation and continuing-generation students can provide an indication of differences in student achievement and potentially differences in the need for academic support.

	Is there a difference in the need for academic support among students in historically underrepresented groups by race? Considering the same metrics as earlier but comparing outcomes among students by race is especially important if there are significant numbers of first-generation students who also identify as belonging to a minoritized group.

	What is the experience of first-generation and other historically underrepresented groups of students on campus? Student academic outcomes only provide one dimension of students’ outcomes and potential challenges—understanding students’ experiences in the classroom, in receiving support services, and on campus at large can sometimes provide even more valuable information that can help identify necessary areas for transformation in library (and institutional) services. The types of data gathered on a regular basis regarding student experiences will likely vary by institution, but at most schools it is common to, at a minimum, gather information from students immediately prior to graduation. Such surveys may include data on students’ general experiences with different campus offices and services, and, if the library is not already included, it may be advisable to advocate for adding a few items that ask about library services or resources specifically. (Note: This may not be possible if the institution is using a national standardized survey such as the National Survey of Student Engagement [NSSE].)



Similar surveys about student experiences and satisfaction may also be conducted by student government organizations, and it may be easier to coordinate the addition of library items to those instruments (as opposed to surveys administered by institutional research). Looking beyond general student experiences, many institutions also assess specific dimensions of student life through campus climate surveys. These surveys attempt to gauge student experiences and perceptions primarily related to different types of interpersonal interactions on campus—whether that is with classmates; with university services; or around specific topics such as diversity, equity, and inclusion or sexual assault and misconduct. Surveys focusing on diversity, equity, and inclusion can be particularly good indicators of the environment that minoritized student groups encounter on campus and the ways in which services need to transform in order to help improve the environment for those students. For example, one standardized survey used to gather this information is the Diversity and Equity Campus Climate Survey, administered by the Higher Education Data Sharing Consortium (HEDS). Standardized surveys, such as the HEDS and NSSE instruments, incorporate demographic questions that allow institutions to pull data for specific student groups based on race, gender, or other factors—for example, both HEDS and NSSE ask student respondents about their parents’ educational status, which allows institutions to classify respondents as first-generation for reporting purposes.

Even if the library is able to request that library-specific items be placed on institutionally administered surveys, it is likely that the level of detail that will be gathered from those few items, although able to point to general satisfaction or experiences, will not be sufficient to inform specific changes in library facilities, resources, or services. Because of this, it is recommended that libraries conduct their own assessments into first-generation students’ experiences of the library as well, starting with two questions that lend themselves to qualitative research methods: What is the experience of first-generation and other historically underrepresented groups of students with regard to the library? Does it differ in significant ways from continuing-generation students or those from a traditionally majority culture? These are questions that have been asked recently in an exploration at a large private university,6 and they are ones that can branch into more specific lines of inquiry (e.g., What is the experience of first-generation students in certain library spaces?) as student experiences are shared.

The scope of assessment that is possible for a library will vary by the resources (primarily time and available expertise) that the library has available. However, it is important that whatever assessment is conducted, it is carefully considered at every stage. It has been noted that when doing research or assessment with populations of students that have historically been marginalized or who may “already […] feel alienated by the library environment” (or, in the case of first-generation students, perhaps the academic environment in general), there is the “potential to reinscribe marginalization and feelings of otherness”7 if the researcher does not consider how the research process, and the way the outcomes are enacted and communicated, can affect the participants in the assessment project. For academic libraries that are truly open to transformational change guided by the identities and ways of knowing and engaging that our increasingly diverse students—including first-generation students—bring with them, identifying assessment postures and methods that are appropriate for our communities is critical. One research and service design method that moves toward that goal, and that aligns well with an asset-based view of first-generation students, is a participatory approach.8 A participatory framework, which has been used outside of libraries for decades, can be applied in both research methods and service design and gives students greater agency in the process, establishing them as equals with librarians in the work of transforming library services.9 Further discussion of best practices for assessment is outside the scope of this book, but ample guidance is available in the library literature, including the following starting points for deeper exploration:


	Eric Ackermann, Putting Assessment into Action: Selected Projects from the First Cohort of the Assessment in Action Grant (Chicago, IL: ACRL, 2015).Donna Lanclos and Andrew D. Asher, “ ‘Ethnographish’: The State of Ethnography in Libraries,” Weave: Journal of Library User Experience 1, no. 5 (2015).


	Ebony Magnus, Jackie Belanger, and Maggie Faber, “Towards a Critical Assessment Practice,” In the Library with the Lead Pipe, October 31, 2018, http://www.inthelibrarywiththeleadpipe.org/2018/towards-critical-assessment-practice (accessed March 16, 2020).

	Joe Marquez and Annie Downey, Library Service Design: A LITA Guide to Holistic Assessment, Insight, and Improvement (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2016).

	Scott W. H. Young, Hailley Fargo, Steve Borrelli, Zoe Chao, Carmen Gass, and David Swedman, “Assessing and Improving the Experience of Underrepresented Populations: A Participatory Design Approach,” in Proceedings of the 2018 Library Assessment Conference (Houston, TX: Association of Research Libraries, 2019), 630–46.



IDENTIFYING AND BUILDING BEST PRACTICES

Along with the information gained through local assessment about the dimensions of student identity present in the institution and about students’ experiences with the broader community and the library specifically, libraries should explore current practices and approaches for serving students with demographic profiles that are similar to those at their institution. Due to the intersectional nature of first-generation students’ identities, the literature and possible best practices for serving students in all relevant populations should be examined. While the recommendations included in this book attempt to speak to strategies that will apply to large numbers of students and are inclusive of the concerns and identities of students from diverse backgrounds, there are significant bodies of literature and practice within higher education (as well as psychology and sociology) devoted to designing services that are responsive to the needs of specific groups. If, for example, the institution has a large number of students of a particular racial or ethnic background, of a certain socioeconomic background, or of a specific gender identity or sexual orientation, there will be specific dimensions of experience unique to those groups, as well as the concerns that are common to students who are not in the historical majority culture. Developing knowledge of these dimensions of experience can help library workers not only to provide more inclusive and culturally responsive service in general but to be more proactive in identifying potential areas where the library can advocate more directly for the needs of specific student groups.

As with the recommendations provided here, any suggested best practices for serving specific groups of students should be tested against both the local institutional context (i.e., the existing resources and strengths/weaknesses of the institution) and an understanding of the students within the institution, whose needs and experiences may or may not align with the generalizations made in the literature. This is especially advisable when considering applying the results of studies that examine first-generation students in general. Most data about first-generation identity, challenges, and outcomes reported in popular media and cited in the academic literature (including this book) draws on large datasets collected and reported by the federal government through the National Center for Education Statistics. This high-level data is useful for depicting broad trends and challenges for first-generation students (e.g., in retention and graduation rates), but doesn’t help identify causes for those challenges or provide an understanding of the student experience. At the other end of the spectrum exists research into first-generation students, both in higher education and library literature, that does provide in-depth information on student experiences, on specific causes of challenges for students, and on possible changes institutions can enact to better serve first-generation students. However, these studies (as in the authors’ student interviews presented here) are largely limited to students at a single institution or, at most, a handful of institutions. On one hand, this allows schools to identify studies from potential comparator institutions that most closely mirror their context, but on the other hand, this limits the generalizable nature of the findings. (There is also the issue, identified by education researchers, of over a dozen varying definitions of “first-generation” being used by institutions and researchers,10 which provides another potential confounding variable when trying to generalize from single-institution studies). This speaks to an overall need within first-generation research, and within library-focused first-generation research, for additional multi-institution studies that can develop findings and best practices that can be applied within a variety of local contexts. More specifically, there is a need within librarianship for research, and especially multi-institutional research, which examines services for first-generation students within the community college context. The majority of existing library literature looks at four-year institutions, even though community colleges have a much higher percentage of first generation students (43 percent of undergraduates in private, four-year institutions; 47 percent in public, four-year institutions; and 64 percent in public, two-year institutions11).

THE POTENTIAL FOR LIBRARY TRANSFORMATION

As libraries consider existing practice and conduct internal assessments to determine how to re-vision their services to better support first-generation students—and all students who do not fit the traditional college student profile—it is an occasion to consider how radical a transformation might be needed. Is it enough for libraries to transform individual services and practices (e.g., reference and instruction)? Or should academic libraries be exploring a more fundamental shift in the ways they are organized, the services they offer, and the personnel they employ? Perhaps ironically, given the general lack of literature exploring library-based first-generation student support in community colleges, one potential path forward for academic libraries has been well defined by recent studies that examine student needs and library services in community colleges.

The Community College Libraries & Academic Support for Student Success (CCLASSS) project, an Institute of Museum and Library Studies–funded project conducted through Ithaka S+R, examined the experiences of community college students through interviews with students at seven institutions. In an initial phase of the project, students provided feedback on how they viewed success in college, their experiences in college, and their self-defined needs and challenges. The themes identified through the research, while not specific to first-generation students (though many of the participants were first-generation), echo the experiences and challenges expressed by first-generation students in other literature, particularly with regard to understanding an academic infrastructure that was not intuitive: “[S]tudents reported having a tremendously difficult time navigating all of the resources, services, departments, and programs at their college.”12 Given students’ difficulties navigating a dispersed and confusing support system, the researchers identified a “necessity and opportunity for libraries to engage in reinvention beyond traditional roles in helping students reach their goals, and to leverage the resources that students most often associate—for example, the library as the most significant academic physical space on the campus outside the classroom—as a platform and stepping off point for adopting, adapting, or building new services […].”13 This proposed direction recalls a specific recommendation from an earlier study of first-generation students’ experiences in an academic library, which saw an opportunity for libraries to “play significant roles in connecting students to fragmented campus information sources.”14

This recommendation, for the library to play a more central role in coordinating and providing services that extended beyond traditional library services, was examined further in a second phase of the CCLASSS project. In this phase, students were asked to comment on the perceived value of various services related to academic needs, technology needs, and other basic needs (e.g., childcare and social services), along with the ways in which these services could be positioned to be most useful or accessible to them. The researchers noted that, in general, even though they were not told that the research was “library-led,” students “most often view[ed] the library as the service provider they would likely go to for these services.” To the researchers, this demonstrated that “students see the library not only as an information resource, an academic resource, or simply as a quiet place to study, but also a community resource within the campus context.”15

The potential positioning of the library as a hub of student support that extends beyond student academic information needs may lead to objections from those concerned about “scope creep” or about resources being diverted from traditional library resources and services. This is where the importance of assessment, of understanding the needs of an institution’s student community, and the ways in which they use existing library resources and services becomes important. As long as changes in the scope of services provided by the library do not negatively affect core outputs and student outcomes—for example, the ability of the library to provide access to information resources needed by students and faculty, or to aid students in developing as informed and ethical consumers and creators of knowledge—libraries should be open to changing the ways in which these goals are pursued and the ways in which they support student success (as defined by institutions and by students themselves).

For academic libraries considering this type of transformation, the experience of public libraries may prove instructive. Public libraries, in general, serve more diverse communities of users than do academic libraries. Accordingly, the facilities, services, and personnel of public libraries reflect a willingness to extend their core identity as spaces of community learning and engagement to encompass activities that move beyond traditional conceptions of a library. This extension of services recognizes that the types of information that users need often moves beyond purely academic queries and into needs that speak to basic functions of daily life—and that as publicly accessible spaces open to all, libraries are well positioned to serve as pathfinders to all types of resources and assistance. In public libraries, this includes connections to employment and career sources (e.g., partnerships with county and regional workforce agencies to provide services in libraries16) and, in some libraries, connection to other community resources.17 While the services that academic libraries provide would necessarily be different from those offered by a public library, there are useful parallels to consider. Academic libraries will continue to serve an increasingly diverse population of students that better reflects the diversity of our communities as a whole. With that shift comes a need to acknowledge that the traditional structure, functions, and scope of academic libraries must transform from those that have historically privileged the needs of a narrow segment of the population to those that are more inclusive of the needs of New Traditional students who may be older, first-generation, racially and ethnically diverse, socioeconomically diverse, responsible for dependents, working full-time, or all of the above. The students who academic libraries will serve in coming years will more and more reflect the broader communities that public libraries currently serve.

BEYOND FIRST-GENERATION

Concerns about the long-term impact of academic libraries investing in developing spaces and services that are responsive to the needs and identities of a specific student population (in this case, first-generation students) are understandable. The composition of institutions’ student populations may change over time, and specific “first-generation services” could theoretically become more or less relevant or utilized as student demographics shift. However, few—if any—of the recommendations discussed in this book are really specific to the needs of first-generation students. With the exception of participation in a program such as the federally funded TRIO Student Support Services grants, which require services be provided only to first-generation (and low-income or disabled) students, any steps that libraries take to respond to the needs of first-generation students will improve library services, resources, or facilities for all students. The “hidden curriculum” of colleges, the implicit (and explicit) unique aspects and expectations of academic culture and bureaucracy, is opaque and problematic for any students without the privilege of existing familial or social knowledge or the privilege associated with coming from the white, middle-class culture to which academia has long catered. The recommendations discussed here begin to dismantle that hidden curriculum and should position libraries as leaders in a necessary effort—to borrow from one university administrator—“to identify institutional obstacles […] and to change the university for all students.”18 Doing so will not only better serve our students but will allow academic libraries to live out our vision of being inclusive centers of learning for every student.
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APPENDIX A

Counselor and Library Surveys

You are invited to participate in a study that is examining how best college and university libraries can design their services to meet the needs of first-generation college students. This study is important because as academic library directors, we want to ensure that our libraries—and those of all colleges and universities—are set up to help first-generation students be successful.

As part of this study, we are seeking input from high school guidance counselors about their perception of first-generation student needs, expectations, and challenges related to college-level academic engagement and success. You are eligible to participate as a member of the National Association for College Admission Counseling.

Participation in this study will entail answering online survey questions about your experiences working with, and perceptions of, high school students who will be first-generation college students. Answering the questions should take between fifteen and twenty-five minutes, depending on the length of your responses. The results of this study will be shared in professional publications and/or presentations.

There are no anticipated risks to participating in this study; questions will be limited to your perceptions of first-generation student needs, expectations, and challenges or your approaches to working with or counseling first-generation students as they prepare to transition from high school to college. We will seek no personal information from you. There are also no unique benefits to you for your participation. Your responses will be confidential and will only be shared in aggregate, or in a manner in which your identity will not be readily apparent. Your identity will be not revealed as a participant in any reports or publications.

If you have any questions, please don’t hesitate to contact the investigators: Xan Arch, University of Portland, 503-943-7310, arch@up.edu or Isaac Gilman, Pacific University, 503-352-1401, gilmani@pacificu.edu.

Do you agree to these terms, and would you like to participate?


	[image: ]   Yes

	[image: ]   No



Name of school:

Type of school


	[image: ]   Public

	[image: ]   Private, secular

	[image: ]   Private, parochial

	[image: ]   Charter



Size of student population


	[image: ]   0–500

	[image: ]   501–1,000

	[image: ]   1,001+



Location of school


	[image: ]   Urban

	[image: ]   Suburban

	[image: ]   Rural



Does the high school where you work have a library?


	[image: ]   Yes

	[image: ]   No



If “Yes”

What staffing does the library have?


	[image: ]   Full-time librarian or library media specialist

	[image: ]   Part-time staff librarian or library media specialist

	[image: ]   None

	[image: ]   Other _____________________________________________________



What would you estimate is the percentage of your advisees who will be the first of their family to attend college?

__________________________________________________________________

What concerns have these students shared with you about attending college?

__________________________________________________________________

What challenges do you feel these students will face as they transition to college?

__________________________________________________________________

Are there particular approaches you use with first-generation college students that differ from your other students you serve?

__________________________________________________________________

Starting college can be challenging—what types of institutional support from the college or university do you think would help first-generation students with this transition?

__________________________________________________________________

Once these students are in college, what kinds of support would help these students succeed in their coursework?

__________________________________________________________________

Do you have any suggestions on how academic libraries can best serve first-generation students attending college?

__________________________________________________________________

Thank you for your participation! If you have any questions, please contact the investigators: Xan Arch, University of Portland, 503-943-7310, arch@up.edu or Isaac Gilman, Pacific University, 503-352-1401, gilmani@pacificu.edu.

ACADEMIC LIBRARY SURVEY

You are invited to participate in a study that is examining how best college and university libraries can design their services to meet the needs of first-generation college students. We hope to use information from this study to develop recommended best practices that academic libraries can implement to strengthen their contributions to first-generation student success and retention.

As part of this study, we are gathering information from academic libraries across the United States about their existing services and resources specifically for first-generation college students. You are invited to respond on behalf of your library, which has been selected as part of a representative sample of academic libraries of varying sizes and types.

Participation in this study will entail answering online survey questions about your institution and your library’s services for first-generation students. Answering the questions should take between five and ten minutes. The results of this study will be shared in professional publications and/or presentations.

There are no anticipated risks to participating in this study; questions will be limited to information about your institution and its library services. We will seek no personal information from you. There are also no unique benefits to you for your participation. Your responses will be confidential and will only be shared in aggregate, or in a manner in which your identity will not be readily apparent. Your identity will not be revealed as a participant in any reports or publications.

If you have any questions, please don’t hesitate to contact the investigators: Xan Arch, University of Portland, 503-943-7310, arch@up.edu or Isaac Gilman, Pacific University, 503-352-1401, gilmani@pacificu.edu.

Do you agree to these terms, and would you like to participate?


	[image: ]   Yes

	[image: ]   No



Name of institution:

Have you developed any library services specifically for first-generation students? If so, please describe.

__________________________________________________________________

If not, have you considered doing so? What kinds of services have you considered?

__________________________________________________________________

Does your university have a staff member or office dedicated to first-generation student concerns?

__________________________________________________________________

If possible, please provide an estimate of your institution’s first-generation population.

__________________________________________________________________

Thank you for your participation! If you have any questions, please contact the investigators: Xan Arch, University of Portland, 503-943-7310, arch@up.edu or Isaac Gilman, Pacific University, 503-352-1401, gilmani@pacificu.edu.


 

APPENDIX B

Student Interview Questions

DEMOGRAPHIC FORM AND QUESTIONNAIRE

Adapted from: Karen A. Neurohr, “First-Generation Undergraduate Library Users: Experiences and Perceptions of the Library as a Place” (EdD dissertation, Oklahoma State University, 2017).

  1.   Participant: ______________________________________________

  2.   Gender:

_____ Male

_____ Female

_____ Nonbinary/third gender

_____ Prefer to self-describe: ________________

_____ Prefer not to say

  3.   Age: _____

  4.   How would you describe yourself? (Check as many as apply.)

_____ American Indian or Alaska Native

_____ Asian or Asian American

_____ Black or African American

_____ Hispanic or Latinx

_____ Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander

_____ White

_____ Other preferred description: ________________________

_____ Prefer not to say

  5.   Do you know what your parents’ combined annual salary is?

_____ Less than $20,000

_____ $20,000 to $34,999

_____ $35,000 to $49,999

_____ $50,000 to $74,999

_____ $75,000 to $99,999

_____ Over $100,000

_____ I don’t know or prefer not to say

  6.   Did either of your parents attend college? No ___ Yes ___ Unsure ___

Education

  7.   List your year in school: _____________________________

  8.   List your major field(s) of study: ______________________________

  9.   Do you currently live on campus? No ____ Yes ____

10.   Did you complete any college credits prior to college? No _____ Yes _____

Activities

11.   Did you participate in any precollege programs aimed at first-generation students before you started college? No _______ Yes ______

12.   Have you participated in programs aimed at first-generation students on campus? No _____ Yes _____

If yes, please describe them briefly: ___________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

13.   Are you active in any student organizations or clubs? No _____ Yes _____

14.   Are you working at a job while you are in school? No _____ Yes _____

15.   Describe any other libraries, either on campus or off campus, that you go and use while you are a student:

________________________________________________________

Library Use

  1.   How frequently do you come to the library? (Choose one best estimate.)

1–3 times a day _____ More than 3 times a day _____

1–3 times a week _____ More than 3 times a week _____

1–3 times a month _____ More than 3 times a month _____

1–3 times a semester _____ More than 3 times a semester _____

Other, please list ______________________________________

  2.   How long do you usually stay when you come to the library? (Choose one best estimate.)

Less than 1 hour _______ 1–2 hours ________ 2–4 hours _______ More than 4 hours ______

  3.   How frequently do you visit the library online to find information you need? (Choose one best estimate.)

1–3 times a day _____ More than 3 times a day _____

1–3 times a week _____ More than 3 times a week _____

1–3 times a month _____ More than 3 times a month _____

1–3 times a semester _____ More than 3 times a semester _____

Other, please list ______________________________________

  4.   Which of the following library services/resources have you used?

(Check all that apply. If you aren’t sure what something is, put a question mark.)

Checked out a book _____

Used book in library, didn’t check it out ___

Checked out a laptop _____

Library desktop computers _____

Library printers _____

Library scanners _____

Library copy machine _____

Borrowed from Summit ______

Interlibrary loan _____

Library reserves _____

Asked librarian for help _____

Attended a library instruction class or had a librarian visit one of your classes _______

Wireless network connection in library _____

Library study rooms ______

Library databases ____

Library online journals/articles _____

Library e-books _____

Library search box on home page ______

Library website via computer _______

Library website via mobile device _____

Library online guides or tips on how to use the library or do research _______

Other, please list: ____________________________________________

CARD SORT: LIBRARY SERVICES FOR STUDENTS

On each of the ten cards in front of you, we have listed something that libraries could do to help first-generation students. Please place the cards on the table in the order of library services that you think would be most helpful for other first-generation students, with the most important card at the top and the least important at the bottom.

After you have made your final decision about the order of the cards, I’ll ask you to describe why you placed them in the order that you did and the reasons you think some services will be more important than others.

Have a dedicated librarian as part of first-generation student programs to provide instruction and guidance in using the library

Have laptops and other technology available to borrow through the library

Offer library assistance in understanding finances, such as a financial literacy online guide and/or events to provide help with forms like the FAFSA or scholarship applications

Have the tutoring or writing center in the library to make it easier for students to find

Make sure that signs and handouts in the library are easy to understand

Design the library space so that it is easy to figure out how to use a university library for studying

Make sure library workers understand the potential needs and challenges of first-generation students

Make the library an inclusive and welcoming place on campus for all types of people

Help new students become comfortable with the library by encouraging peer mentors to share their favorite library study spots and how they use the library to do research

Provide library information for parents, such as an online guide or newsletter for parents, or a parent session at orientation weekends

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

Possible follow-up questions based on demographic/library use questionnaire answers:


	I notice that you marked that your parents have attended college; could you tell me more about that?

	I notice that you [use the library quite a bit/don’t use the library much]; can you tell me more about that?



When you started at the university, what made you want to use the library? Was there anything that made you nervous or unwilling to use the library?

__________________________________________________________________

What was your first contact or experience with the library here? What impression did that give you of the library?

__________________________________________________________________

When you walk into the library, how do you feel? Has that changed since you started at the university?

__________________________________________________________________

How would you describe the library here to your parents?

__________________________________________________________________

What do you like most about the library and why? What do you use most and why?

__________________________________________________________________

Depending on how expansive answers are, could prompt with follow-ups about library staff, library facilities, physical resources, and online resources.

What did you find confusing about the library when you first started here? Are there things that still confuse you?

__________________________________________________________________

Does the library feel similar to libraries you used before college?

__________________________________________________________________

How can the library make students feel at home in their first year of college?

__________________________________________________________________

How can the library help you most in your studies?

__________________________________________________________________
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