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INTRODUCTION
First-Generation college students (FGCS) comprise nearly 56% of students enrolled in post-secondary education today
(NASPA, 2016), and are generally referred to as students whose parents have neither attended college nor earned a degree. Unlike
continuing-generation students, FGCS are more likely to be students of color, immigrants, student-parents, low-income, and above
the age of 24. According to Jehangir (2010), FGCS are often stereotypically categorized as “at-risk,” and are perceived as students
that need to be fixed or saved. Libraries and librarians are in the unique position to employ critical pedagogy and learning
communities as a means of engaging, validating, and learning from FGCS by bringing their narratives and identities to the
forefront through compassionate communication.
The term “critical compassionate pedagogy” first emerged with Hao (2011) and the perspective that educators should
criticize institutional and classroom practices that place underserved students, such as FGCS, at a disadvantage. The four
components of compassionate pedagogy include observation, feeling, need, and request. This pedagogical approach helps teachers
and librarians better counter institutional barriers and practices that inhibit FGCS success. The hidden curriculum refers to the
ways in which the cultural wealth of historically marginalized students is devalued or ignored in both what is taught, and how one
teaches in the classroom. By engaging in compassionate communication in conjunction with critical pedagogy in a learning
community, FGCS students can cultivate a sense of belonging and increase their involvement in social and academic areas, leading
to an increase in retention.
In this interactive workshop for LOEX 2020, participants explored the four components of compassionate pedagogy—
observation, feeling, need, and request—to understand how librarians and FGCS can improve their pedagogical interactions in and
out of the classroom. Then, in groups, participants developed a learning community framework for building curricular and
pedagogical bridges that invite students’ stories, experiences, and cultural wealth into their library and more broadly for the
campus community. Participants’ ideas, activities, and potential campus partners for their future FGCS learning community that
challenge the isolation and marginalization their students experience on their campus are included in the appendices.

FGCS OVERVIEW
According to NASPA, up to 56% of students enrolled in postsecondary education are first generation. Although there are
varying definitions of the term “first generation,” most agree that it refers to students whose parents have neither attended or
earned a degree from a postsecondary institution. This is also the definition that West Chester University uses. Students who are
first in their family to attend college are a diverse group who juggle numerous life roles and identities. Being a college student is
one of these many identities, and it is viewed as an avenue for upward mobility for not only the student but also their family and
community. Unlike students whose parents attended college, first-generation students are more likely to be students of color,
immigrants, student-parents, low-income, and above the age of 24. Given the lack of financial resources, first-generation students
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are also more likely to live off-campus and work at least part-time, which constrains their academic and social integration on
campuses.
Constraints on social and academic integration might explain why even though more and more first-generation students
do attend college, not enough are earning a degree. In fact, first-generation students are the least likely subpopulation to earn a
degree. The attrition rate of first-generation college students within the 1st year of college is 26% compared to 7% for their
traditional counterparts. In public four-year institutions only 34% of first-generation students earned a bachelor’s degree within six
years compared to 66% of their peers (NASPA, 2016).
So, to understand the experience of first-generation students it is necessary to contextualize the ways in which these
demographic constraints are translated into the feelings of isolation and marginalization, particularly at large, predominantly White
institutions. Most first-generation students have to figure out how to navigate the complex path to college (e.g., financial aid,
housing, registration) with little help from families who are not equipped with this navigational knowledge of the system—
sometimes this is referred to as the ‘hidden curriculum.’ Once they get into college, they carry not only their own individual hopes
but often the aspirations of their families and communities.
Critical compassionate pedagogy through learning communities is one means of engaging, validating, and learning from
first-generation students to bring their narratives, identities, and successes to the forefront of a university. By doing so, first gen
students can begin to feel as though their prior experience and knowledge is accepted and gain friendships and meaningful
connections on campus, which ultimately leads to higher retention rates.

CRITICAL COMPASSIONATE PEDAGOGY
Critical Compassionate Pedagogy (CCP) is a blend of Critical Pedagogy and Rosenberg’s (2003) theory on Compassionate
Communication strategy to intersect not only being critical about academia’s role in oppression, but to also explicitly be
compassionate educators. There are four components to this reflective pedagogy practice, and the following sections will provide a
definition and some practical applications for each component. Those components are Observation, Feeling, Need, and Request and
will provide the base theory for building a learning community.
Observation
As Rosenberg (2003) states, observation is the intent to observe without making an initial judgment or evaluation. As we
already discussed, first gen students have been (stereo)typically categorized as at-risk students, and are perceived as students that
need to be fixed, intervened, and saved. Due to systemic and institutional barriers in education, first gen students are often not
asked what they need first before assumptions are made about them. By observing or surveying students, we can find out what
students on our individual campuses need from us to help them succeed.
For example, librarians can:
• Observe first gen students working in the library—are they sometimes late to work? Can you ask them about their
transportation needs, or if they possibly have another job or family need that makes it difficult for them to get to campus
on time?
• Survey students to find out what they need from the library—maybe that looks like lockers for their stuff, or a quiet or
private space for breastfeeding their child.
• Ask them what you can do specifically to help them learn.
Feeling
After observing these needs, we need to ask ourselves as educators how we feel about accommodating those requests. It is
important that we examine our feelings toward FGS because we must be prepared to teach them in our classrooms and learning
communities. If all we perceive of FGS is that they are at-risk and are likely to fail, then we are not prepared to teach them and
only continue the process of under-serving them.
For example, librarians should:
• Examine their own assumptions about FGS
• Self-reflect on their own approaches to pedagogy and teaching
• Consider whether they are able to make adjustments that enhance the first gen experience
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Need
With our knowledge of how we feel about meeting the needs of FGS, we must ask what we need from our students and
vice versa to create a culturally inclusive pedagogy.
For example:
• What kinds of pedagogy do we need to develop to help FGS succeed? This could look like encouraging faculty to include
an assignment where students can discuss first-gen experiences. This empowers first gens to feel included and accepted in
the academy— their voice as academic work.
• What do our FGS need from us to succeed in and out of our classroom or library? How can we be advocates for their
success?
Request
Open communication and ask our students what they can do to become the best they can be not only while in the
classroom, but also for their overall personal, academic, and professional development. Many first gen students might not know
about the supports available across campus, and we are in a unique position as librarians to share that information while also not
being the bearer of grades.
• Get out of the library and find ways to connect to other offices who are doing things for first gen students and see if you
can get involved.
• Go back to observation—do you notice a student who comes to the research help desk who seems to need extra support
beyond the library? Connect them.
Librarians and libraries really are the heart of campus. We serve as the connectors between students, faculty, staff, and the
community. If we as librarians are able to apply these moments of compassion for students’ needs, we can really change the course
of their academic career. And one way to do that without our own credit-bearing class is to start a learning community where first
gen students can meet, connect, and have their stories heard while also receiving academic support.

LEARNING COMMUNITY APPLICATIONS FOR LIBRARIES
Research has demonstrated that learning communities can lend themselves to increase retention of historically marginalized
students by cultivating a sense of belonging, increasing student involvement in both social and academic areas, and developing a
supportive network of peers (Jehangir, 2010). Participants in this LOEX 2020 workshop then worked together to develop and build
a framework for cultivating a learning community that is both compassionate, critical, and collaborative. Appendix B provides details
regarding participant ideas towards in building their own campus learning community framework.
Considering the four components of Critical Compassionate Pedagogy, participants were asked to think of some goals or
learning objectives that would be appropriate for a First Gen learning community at their libraries. This time allowed participants
to think about their own students’ needs, and think of some goals they would like students to leave with. Some examples of goals
from my own work include:
• Bring the storied experiences of First Gen students out and validate them.
• Build connections among other First Gen students to help anchor them to campus.
• Connect students to supports across campus.
• Educate faculty on how best to support First Gen students in their classrooms.
Participants were then asked to think of some activities that could be incorporated in and out of the classroom that would
help support those goals. Some examples of activities for my own goals are:
• Have students meet in the library for study hall/structured lab time, asking them of course when would work best and
which modality is easiest.
• Provide definitions of commonly misunderstood campus lingo.
• Inform students of supports available and take the stigma out of it with my own narrative.
• Host an info session for faculty advisors on how to support First Gens.
Finally, participants were asked to think about how we can celebrate first gen students with larger events. What campus
connections do we have that might want to partner on these events? More traditional learning communities are often between
classrooms and living spaces--could we invite those folks into the library’s learning community? This might look like:
• Creating a digital archive project of first gen student stories and experiences. Remember these students are not only first
gen, but also the first generation to attend your institution
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• Host a first gen mixer
• Connect students with other first gen faculty/staff across campus—maybe a checkout a first gen professor event
Potential Campus Partners:
• New student programs office
• Multicultural center
• Campus housing office, etc.

CONCLUSION
First-generation students face a series of challenges to get to college and must take on new battles as they try to find their
way on our campuses. One way to enrich their journey and enrich the academy is to draw on their cultural capital, bring their stories
and lived experiences into the learning process, and allow them to voice and author their selves. Bringing the lived experience into
the classroom or learning community is messy and imperfect, but its authenticity allows students to be co-teachers and participants
in knowledge construction. In doing so, we build the necessary bridges to sustain students who have been marginalized and silenced.
Supporting first gen students is not only mission critical, it’s compassionate and necessary. We have an ethical obligation to support
all student needs and by making small pedagogical changes to show we care and understand, and that we can help bridge the gap.
Through the work of building a compassionate learning community, we were able to increase our 2nd year retention rate by 11%.

REFERENCES
Hao, R. N. (2011). Critical compassionate pedagogy and the teacher’s role in first generation student success. New Directions for
Teaching and Learning, 127, 91-98.
Jehangir, R. (2010). Stories as knowledge: Bringing the lived experience of first generation college students into the classroom.
Urban Education, 45(4), 533-553.
NASPA (2016). First generation college students: Demographic characteristics and post-secondary enrollment. Retrieved from
https://firstgen.naspa.org/research-and-policy/national-data-fact-sheets-on-first-generation-college-students/national-datafact-sheets
Rosenberg, M. B. (2003). Nonviolent Communication: A Language of Life (2nd ed.). Encinitas, CA: PuddleDancer Press.

4

LOEX-2020

PAJEWSKI

APPENDIX A
Participant Activity: Describe first gen students in one word
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APPENDIX B
Participant Activity: Padlet Learning Community brainstorming notes
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