
Ela Joshi
 Education 

Researcher, Center 
for Education 

Research & 
Innovation at SRI 

International

Carolyn Heinrich
Professor and Chair

Department 
of Educational 

Leadership, Policy, 
and Organizations
Peabody College of 

Education
Vanderbilt 
University

July 2021

An Introduction to First-Generation 
College Students in Tennessee
It is well documented that first-generation students face numerous obstacles in accessing 
postsecondary education. Prior work has examined several factors that relate to first-genera-
tion students’ college access and success once enrolled, including (1) demographic character-
istics, (2) academic preparedness, and (3) college costs and access to financial resources.1 In 
this brief, we describe differences in the demographic, academic, and financial characteristics 
of first-generation and non-first-generation students in Tennessee. 

Data

This analysis uses Tennessee administrative data obtained through the Tennessee Postsecond-
ary Evaluation and Analysis Research Lab (TN-PEARL), a research-practice partnership be-
tween Vanderbilt University’s Peabody College of Education, University of Tennessee’s Boyd 
Center for Business and Economic Research, and the Tennessee Higher Education Commis-
sion (THEC). The data are collected by THEC and the Tennessee Student Assistance Corpo-
ration (TSAC) and maintained by the state’s P-20 data repository. The sample includes eight 
cohorts of first-time, first-year students enrolled in state community or four-year colleges in 
the 2010-11 through the 2017-18 school years. The sample contains 189,358 students in their 
first term of enrollment who have filed for federal financial aid, are Tennessee residents, are 
dependents between ages 17-24, and have complete information on the variables in the larger 
study (Joshi, 2020).2 See Appendix for complete list of variables in study, including variables 
for students’ demographic characteristics, academic preparedness, and financial resources.

Identifying First-Generation Students

Using data from the Free Application for Financial Aid (FAFSA), we compare two definitions 
of first-generation students: either as (1) students with exactly one degree-holding parent or 
(2) students without a degree-holding parent, to non-first-generation college students, i.e., 
those with two degree-holding parents. TDOE defines first-generation college students using 
the second definition (see Appendix for more information).



Figure 1 presents the composition of 
students in the sample based on level 
of parental education. Blue represents 
first-generation students without a de-
gree-holding parent, orange represents 
students with exactly one degree-hold-
ing parent, and grey represents 
non-first-generation students, i.e., 
those with two degree-holding parents. 
Of the 189,358 students in the sample, 
35.1 percent were non-first-generation 
and 64.9 were first-generation. 36.3 
percent of first-generation students 
came from households where neither 
parent completed college and 28.6 per-
cent of first-generation students had 
exactly one parent who had completed 
college.

Demographic 
Characteristics

Prior studies show that first-genera-
tion students’ demographic character-
istics are associated with their post-
secondary outcomes. First-generation 
students are more likely to be female, 
older in age, and students of color, and 
are more likely to have children. Sev-
eral studies show that first-generation 
students’ backgrounds differ from their 
non-first-generation peers.1,3

Our findings using Tennessee data 
are comparable to existing work. As 
shown in Figure 2,  a greater propor-
tion  of first-generation students in 
Tennessee were female. For instance, 
of first-generation students without 
a degree-holding parent, 59 percent 
were female. 

Furthermore, as shown in Figure 3, 
first-generation students were more 
likely to be students of color, while 
non-first-generation students were 
more likely to be White. For instance, 
73 percent of non-first-generation stu-
dents were White, compared to 69 per-
cent of first-generation students with 
one degree-holding parent and 65 per-
cent of first-generation students with-
out  a degree-holding parent. Greater 
proportions of first-generation students 
were Black or Hispanic.

Academic Preparation

Another key barrier to college access is 
academic preparation. Students from 
first-generation backgrounds may 
face obstacles accessing or completing 
coursework and opportunities to be 
prepared for college. First-generation 
students on average have lower grade 
point averages (GPAs)3, complete few-
er rigorous high school courses4, have 
lower scores on standardized tests5 
and lower cognitive skills as measured 
by reading, math, and critical think-

ing pretests.1 Lower levels of academic 
preparation may make it more chal-
lenging for first-generation students to 
enroll in the postsecondary institution 
of their choice or create lower academic 
aspirations.

To examine differences in first-genera-
tion students’ academic preparedness, 
we compare the percentage of stu-
dents who fall into different quartiles 
of achievement based on their high 
school ACT Composite score. Figure 
4 shows the distribution of students 
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Figure 1: First-Time, First-Year Students in Tennessee,  
by Parental Education

Note: Figure shows the percent students in the study sample by parental education 
(N=189,358). Sample includes eight cohorts of first-time, first-year students enrolled in state 
community or four-year colleges in the 2010-11 through the 2017-18 school years. The sample 
contains 189,358 students in their first term of enrollment.

Figure 2: Percent Female, by First-Generation Status

Note: The figure plots the percentage of first-generation and non-first-generation students 
who are recorded as female in the study sample. 
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within each group of first-generation 
and non-first-generation students by 
ACT Composite quartile. Students 
were grouped into quartiles based on 
their ACT Composite score such that 
there were about even numbers of stu-
dents in each quartile.

We observed that both groups of 
first-generation students were more 
likely to be in the bottom two quar-
tiles of achievement, while there 
was a relatively even distribution of 
non-first-generation students across 
the quartiles. As shown in Figure 4, 
40 percent of first-generation students 
without a degree-holding parent fell 
into the bottommost quartile of the 
ACT Composite score distribution and 
just 11 percent fell into the topmost 
quartile. In contrast, 22 percent of stu-

dents with two degree-holding parents 
fell into the bottommost quartile and 26 
percent fell into the topmost quartile.

Financial Resources

A third barrier is college costs and a lack 
of access to financial resources. College 
tuition is a significant barrier to col-
lege access since tuition has increased 
over time, while family incomes have 
remained stagnant for over a decade. 
Furthermore, obtaining financial aid 
requires having insight and informa-
tion about the process, such that many 
students who would qualify for aid are 
unable to access funding due to a lack of 
procedural knowledge. First-generation 
students in particular may come from 
households with fewer financial resourc-
es and greater financial constraints.1,5

We examine students’ access to pa-
rental financial resources, as mea-
sured by parental expected family 
contribution (EFC) and adjusted 
gross income (AGI), by first-gen-
eration status. As shown in Figure 
5, both groups of first-generation 
students had parents with lower 
EFCs and AGIs than those of their 
non-first-generation peers. In par-
ticular, the difference in EFC and 
AGI was large when comparing 
non-first-generation students to 
first-generation students without a 
degree-holding parent. For instance, 
non-first-generation students had 
parents with an average AGI of 
$102,600, while first-generation stu-
dents without a degree-holding par-
ent had parents with an average AGI 
of $44,000—about $58,600 fewer. 
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Figure 3: First-Generation Students, by Race/Ethnicity

Note: The figure plots the percentage of first-generation and non-first-generation students who are recorded as White, Black, Hispanic, 
Asian, or other race/ethnicity in the study sample. 
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Figure 4: First-Generation Students, by ACT Composite Score

Note: The figure plots the percentage of first-generation and non-first-generation students in the study sample who fall into each quartile 
based on students’ ACT composite score. ACT scores within each quartile range are as follows: top quartile (24-26), upper middle (22-24), 
lower middle (19-21), bottom quartile (1-18). 
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Figure 5: First-Generation Students’ Access to Parental Financial Resources

Note: The figure shows the mean parental EFC and AGI by first-generation status in the study sample. Values have been rounded. Study 
sample excluded independent students without information on parental EFC and AGI. 



Next, we explore students’ eligibility for 
merit and need-based grants and scholar-
ships. The Pell and Tennessee Student As-
sistant Award (TSAA) are awarded based 
on students’ financial and other needs-
based eligibility criteria. The Tennessee 
HOPE, Aspire, Access, and General As-
sembly Merit (GAM) are merit-based 
scholarships. The Aspire is specifically 
targeted towards higher achieving stu-
dents who are low income.

As seen in Figure 6, greater proportions 
of first-generation students without a 
degree-holding parent were eligible for 
the Aspire scholarship, the Pell grant, 
and the TSAA than students with one 
or two degree-holding parents. A high-
er proportion of non-first-generation 
students were eligible for the Tennessee 
HOPE. See Appendix for details on the 
grants and scholarships.

Conclusion

In this brief, we examine descriptive 
differences between first-generation 
students’ demographic characteris-
tics, academic preparation, and access 
to financial resources in Tennessee. 
Our findings show that gaps in aca-
demic preparedness and family re-
sources between first-generation and 
non-first-generation students exist and 
are similar to differences documented 
in the literature. 

Our findings are consistent with 
prior work on first-generation stu-
dents. Gaps are largest between 
first-generation students without a 
degree-holding parent and students 
with two degree-holding parents (i.e., 
non-first-generation students). Stu-
dents with one degree-holding parent 

appear to have similar ACT scores 
as their peers with two degree-hold-
ing parents, but fewer family finan-
cial resources. Students with one de-
gree-holding parent are similar to 
their non-first-generation peers with 
respect to eligibility for aid and ACT 
scores.

Gaps in resource access between 
first-generation and non-first-genera-
tion students motivate further research 
on how these gaps relate to differenc-
es in student outcomes. In a follow-
ing brief, we explore differences in 
first-generation and non-first-gener-
ation students’ first-term college out-
comes. We examine variation in dif-
ferences depending on the number of 
degree-holding parents a student has 
as well as how first-generation students 
are defined (Joshi & Heinrich, 2021).6

Figure 6: First-Generation Students’ Eligibility for Merit and Need-Based Grants and Scholarships

Note: The figure shows the percentage of students within each group of first-generation/non-first-generation students who are eligible for a 
given scholarship or grant. Indicators denote eligibility, and not receipt, of each award.  
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Defining First-Generation College 
Students: The Free Application for 
Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) form 
asks families to provide the highest 
level of schooling completed by par-
ents. Families select from the follow-
ing: (1) Middle school/Jr. High, (2) 
High School, (3)  College or beyond, 
or (4) Other/unknown (treated as 
non-college-going). A degree-hold-
ing parent was defined as one whose 
highest level of schooling was “college 
or beyond”. Since a goal of this study 
was to compare varying definitions 
of first-generation college students, 
the study examines several defini-
tions. TDOE defines first-generation 
students as students without a de-
gree-holding parent. Of the 189,358 
students in the study, 68,717 were 
students without a degree-holding 
parent, 54,239 with exactly one de-
gree-holding parent, and 66,402 with 
two degree-holding parents. 

Demographic Characteristics: Stu-
dent race is a categorical variable de-
scribing whether a student recorded as 
Black, White, Hispanic, Asian, or oth-
er race/ethnicity. Student sex is a bina-
ry indicator equaling 1 when a student 
is female and 0 if male.

Academic Preparedness: Students’ 
academic preparedness describes the 
academic skills students may have 

when navigating college and complet-
ing collegiate work. ACT composite 
score is a continuous variable ranging 
from 1 to 36.  

Financial Resources: Students’ access 
to financial resources is measured us-
ing data from the Free Application for 
Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) form, 
which provides information about 
students’ access to family resources 
and their eligibility for various feder-
al and state awards and scholarships. 
Expected family contributions (EFC) 
towards postsecondary education  is 
calculated using a formula revised 
annually by the U.S. federal govern-
ment. This formula considers house-
hold size, parental income, work 
status, savings, and investments (see 
here for the most recent EFC formula 
guide). Households may have an EFC 
of zero if household income falls be-
low a certain threshold. Parental ad-
justed gross income (AGI) is reported 
using information from federal tax 
forms and includes wages, alimony, 
Social Security, and business income. 
In a few of cases, parents had negative 
incomes or incomes of 0. A negative 
AGI indicates that individuals expe-
rienced financial losses greater than 
their total yearly income. AGI and 
EFC values of 0 or less were replaced 
by values of 1 for use in the larger 
study (Joshi, 2020).2 

Additionally, binary indicators for 
students’ eligibility for frequently ac-
cessed federal- and state-level schol-
arships and grants were also included 
from data provided by THEC. These 
include measures for whether a stu-
dent was eligible for the Pell grant, a 
state needs-based grant (TSAA), the 
Tennessee HOPE scholarship, the 
HOPE Access grant, the Tennessee 
HOPE Aspire award, and the General 
Assembly Merit (GAM) scholarship. 
These indicators denote eligibility, 
and not receipt, of the award. The Pell 
grant is a federal grant that is awarded 
to students who meet the government’s 
basic eligibility criteria, amongst other 
financial, school, and family factors. 
For more information on the Pell 
grant, visit here. The Tennessee HOPE 
scholarship is a merit-based scholar-
ship for eligible Tennessee high school 
students. The Tennessee HOPE Aspire 
award is awarded to students who are 
eligible for the Tennessee HOPE schol-
arship and who have an income less 
than $36,000. The Tennessee HOPE 
Access grant is a merit-based scholar-
ship for low-income students who just 
miss the HOPE scholarship criteria. 
The GAM is an additional merit-based 
scholarship that supplements the 
HOPE scholarship for high-achieving 
entering first-year students. For addi-
tional information, visit the following: 
TSAA, HOPE, Aspire, Access, GAM.
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