
A l u m n I

First-Generation Challenges
New alumni mentorship program aims to support undergraduates.

luis ubiñas ’85, M.B.A. ’89, grew up 
in the South Bronx during the 1970s. 
His father had died young, so Ubi-
ñas and his four siblings lived with 

their mother, who made money as a seam-
stress. At that time, the neighborhood resem-
bled bombed-out Dresden: buildings burned 
amid piles of rubble and garbage. Poverty and 
drugs were rampant. Most days brought a 
simple struggle: to get to and from school 
safely. “You train yourself to be successful in 
the moment,” Ubiñas reports, “and hope that 
the accumulation of those successes leads to 
something good later.”

An ambitious, hard worker, Ubiñas land-
ed at Harvard thanks to a series of scholar-
ships and a guidance counselor who, sens-
ing his capacity, told him, “Harvard makes 
leaders.” Ubiñas was simply glad Harvard 
made meals. “It was the first place I was as-
sured of having breakfast, lunch, and din-
ner,” he notes. “Other kids would complain 
about different things. But for me, Harvard 
kept me safe, housed, and fed. And they 
taught me. I thought, ‘This is good.’”

Ubiñas spent 18 years at McKinsey & 
Company before being named president 
in 2007 of one of the nation’s most power-
ful philanthropic organizations, the Ford 
Foundation. (Its offices are about eight 
miles down the East River from where he 
was raised.) “It’s hard for many to under-
stand the transformative nature of going to 
Harvard as a first-generation student,” he 
asserts. “It doesn’t just ed-
ucate you, it changes 
the trajectory of 
your life, your fam-
ily’s life—and may-
be even the life of 
your community.”

Not every first-
generation student’s 
experience at Har-
vard is as dramatic. 
But the sorts of chal-
lenges many of them 
face—ranging from more 

acute academic and financial pressures to 
social/cultural isolation to a general discon-
nection between their lives at Harvard and at 
home—are complex enough to warrant a new 
Shared Interest Group (SIG), First Genera-
tion Harvard, which aims to increase alumni 
and institutional support for these under-
graduates (defined as those whose parents 
did not graduate from a four-year college 
or university).

Founded by Kevin Jennings ’85 (a close 
friend of Ubiñas), the SIG has launched a pi-
lot mentoring program this fall that matches 
about 20 alumni with first-generation fresh-
men on a voluntary basis. Jennings was a 
first-generation student himself. “I fulfilled 
all the stereotypes,” he jokes now, having 
grown up in rural North Carolina in a trail-
er, the son of Southern Baptist evangelists. 
Ashamed of his background then, he hid it. 
Before arriving in Cambridge he 
studied Harvard’s view books 
to see how kids dressed, and 
then spent his summer earn-
ings (working the overnight 
shift at an ice-packing ware-
house) on clothes. “Except I 
looked a lot preppier than 
everyone else because I had 
also read The Official Preppy 
Handbook and didn’t real-
ize it was a satire,” he adds. 
“I didn’t want anyone to 
think I didn’t belong.”

The first six months at Harvard are critical 
for these students, he says, in terms of ori-
enting them to the culture and establishing 
communication around support, resources, 
and opportunities. Last February, Jennings 
and fellow “first-gens” involved with the 
new SIG—Paris Woods ’06, Ed.M. ’08, and 
Precious E. Eboigbe ’07—led a focus group 
with students from the Harvard Financial 
Aid Initiative (HFAI) (www.admissions.
college.harvard.edu/financial_aid/hfai/in-
dex.html), the University’s push to make 
higher education more accessible. Among 
the findings was a general sense among the 
undergraduates of feeling terribly underpre-
pared academically. “It comes as a big shock 
because these kids are by a million miles the 
academic superstars of their high schools,” 
Jennings explains. “At Harvard they get 
their first Expos paper back and it looks like 
someone stabbed them because there’s red 
ink all over it.” Woods, who grew up in an 
African-American neighborhood of St. Louis 
and attended a magnet high school with an 
equal number of white and black students, 
recalls that at Harvard, she had to adjust to 
the “sheer amount of reading and the lev-

el of individual analysis and thought 
required in papers and discussion 
sections. In high school,” she says, 
“I was used to there being a right 
or wrong answer, rather than be-
ing evaluated on how well I could 

articulate an opinion.”
Also unfamiliar to 

many first-gens is the 
possibility of a clos-
er relationship with 
teachers who, at home, 
are generally authority 
figures “around whom 
you sit down and shut 

up,” reports Jennings, 
now CEO of Be The 
Change, a nonprofit that 
creates national campaigns 
around social problems. “I 
remember going in to see 
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Simon Schama [then Harvard professor 
of art history and history] because I guess 
he liked my term paper. But I thought I 
had done something wrong and that every 
question he asked was designed to trap 
me. I answered everything with one word, 
‘yes’ or ‘no,’ because I was scared to death.” 
For Jennings, there was the added fear that 
if he did not do well, the College would 
eliminate his scholarship: “There is a sense 
among many first-generation students that 
you are always on probation.”

The focus group also showed that many 
students feel immense pressure around 
family finances, or expectations/reactions 
at home. Jennings worked 20 hours a week, 
often sending money to his mother. “Kids 
who were the family earners actually feel 
guilty about being away at school,” he re-
ports. Some first-generation students hide 
the fact they go to Harvard when back in 
their old neighborhoods, wary of arousing 
envy or even hostility. “Going to Harvard 

definitely created a disconnect between me 
and people back home,” says Wood, who 
also sent money to her family during col-
lege. “Whereas classmates could find com-
munities of selective-college grads among 
their family and friends, I felt like I had been 
placed on a pedestal as ‘the girl who went 
to Harvard.’ It was and still is a tremendous 
responsibility.” This summer she worked as 
an education pioneer at the Broad Center, 
a Los Angeles-based organization that re-
cruits, trains, and supports leaders to help 
transform urban school systems.

While at Harvard, first-gen student 
Marie Appel ’12 completed an independent 
research study on assessing and address-
ing the needs of students like her. Her rec-
ommendations included forming an alum-
ni support group (akin to the new SIG), 
increasing accessibility to pre-orientation 
programs, and raising awareness on cam-
pus among students and faculty members 
about this “invisible minority that does 

not feel empowered to speak up about 
who they are.”

Growing up in a farming town of 300 
people near Syracuse, New York, Appel 
came into contact with college-bound 
teenagers only through her extracurricular 
passion: sailing (which her parents drove 
her to a country club to learn). “They are 
the ones who told me about studying for 
the AP exams and how to prepare for col-
lege,” she recalls. “When I told my guid-
ance counselor that I wanted to go to Har-
vard, he asked me what state it was in, then 
urged me to go into the armed forces.”

At Harvard, Appel had three roommates, 
all legacy students, including one from New 
York City and another whose father was a 
governor. One of them asked if she lived in 
a trailer. She learned of the classification 
“first-generation student” only when an 
upperclassman tapped her for a series of 
interviews on the subject. She remembers 
“crying during that, realizing for the first 

 “Fully part of  
the harvard Family”
The new First Generation Harvard Shared 
Interest Group (SIG) is “the natural out-
come of Harvard’s very laudable HFAI 
[Harvard Financial Aid Initiative] program,” 
notes Kevin Jennings ’85, who founded the 
SIG and is launching an alumni-mentoring 
program for first-generation undergradu-
ates (see page 70). “We cannot just open 
the door,” he explains. “We have to sup-
port people once they are here. Many rec-
ognize this is an issue and want to make 
sure these students are fully part of the 
Harvard family.” Among them is dean of 
admissions and financial aid William R. 
Fitzsimmons ’67, Ed.M. ’69, Ed.D. ’71. A 
first-generation student himself, he values 
engaging alumni on the topic: “Many alums 
who come from these kinds of backgrounds 
and even those who did not are very inter-
ested and willing to help out and serve as 
role models and resources.”

HFAI is the cornerstone of the Univer-
sity’s continuing efforts to make higher 
education more accessible by expanding 
scholarships to middle- and low-income 
students. Announced in early 2004 under 
former University president Lawrence H. 
Summers, HFAI first opened to candidates 

for the class of 2008 (who entered Har-
vard in the fall of 2004). It currently en-
sures that students with family household 
incomes under $65,000 “have no expected 
parental contribution for their education.” 
Students with family incomes of up to 
$150,000 “will have an average expected 
parent contribution of 10 percent or less 
of their income.” According to Fitzsim-
mons, about 19 percent of Harvard under-
graduates come from households with in-
comes of $65,000 or less. (That group 
rises to 25 percent at the $80,000-income 
benchmark.)

Although lower household incomes and 
first-generation students do not strictly 
correlate, the new financial policies have 
generated higher numbers of “first-gens” 
on campus. Statistics provided by the Uni-
versity’s Office of Institutional Research 
show that an average of 10 percent of 
those in the classes of 2008 through 2013 
are first-generation students. The highest 
percentage since HFAI was implemented 
was 13 percent of first-gens for the class of 
2012. These numbers have at least doubled 
from the 5 percent reported for the pre-
HFAI class of 2007. 

The office is currently studying College 
student achievement “with a particular 
focus on identifying any meaningful differ-
ences between groups of students (e.g., 

men and women, first-generation college 
students, low-income students, etc.),” ac-
cording to Erin Driver-Linn, director of 
institutional research and the Harvard Ini-
tiative for Learning and Teaching. “This 
ongoing project examines the relationships 
between precollege experiences (geogra-
phy, high school, admissions qualifications, 
etc.), college experiences (courses taken, 
concentration, extracurriculars, etc.), and 
college outcomes (as defined by college 
grades and honors received).”

Harvard looks at a panoply of factors 
when considering candidates for admis-
sion, Fitzsimmons points out, including 
income and educational levels of their 
families. “Correlations between parents’ 
educational levels and their children’s 
various advances in life are quite strong,” 
he says, yet Harvard practices a “holistic 
admissions approach....In every case you 
really have to look at everything in that 
folder, not simply whether or not that 
person has parents who have not gone to 
college.”

It’s a topic close to home. Fitzsimmons 
grew up on Boston’s South Shore, where 
his family owned a gas station. He tells the 
story of how the nuns he first approached 
at his high school refused to write him a 
recommendation to Harvard because of 
its radical student body and rich kids.
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The College, he says, seeks to orient, 
educate, and shepherd first-generation 
students, and is always looking for ways 
to improve those services. Financial aid 
counselors, for example, are a consistent 
resource and avenue of support: “I had 
two or three issues I needed help with as 
an undergraduate and they were very 
helpful in getting me through Harvard 
smoothly,” he recalls. Harvard’s Advising 
Programs Office (APO) is a growing re-
source (the number of advisers for the 
College has doubled during the last de-
cade). Through the Peer Advising Fellows 
(PAFs) program, upperclassmen volun-
teer to be paired with 10 freshmen each, 
to help the first-years with the transition 
to Harvard. This year, PAF training will 
include a section on understanding the 
specific needs of first-gens. The Student 
Employment Office has expanded the 
number of jobs available, including re-
search jobs that can be a rich source of 
professional mentors. The Bureau of Study 
Counsel provides academic services, such 
as tutoring and time-management discus-
sion groups. Fitzsimmons also notes that 
the number of freshman seminars has 
risen from about 30 to 130. “These small-
er classes would have been good for stu-
dents like me, who were a bit intimidated 
to go to office hours because a lot of 

what we had were large lecture courses,” 
he says. The seminars give students the 
chance to get to know faculty on a per-
sonal level, “and that is a giant step for-
ward for people who do not know the 
ropes of a place like this.”

The Student Events Fund, run by the fi-
nancial-aid office, makes campus happen-
ings more affordable to lower-income stu-
dents through free or discounted tickets. 
“They can pick them up without embar-
rassment,” Fitzsimmons says. “We want to 
make sure students have a level playing 
field. I had a brother at Yale and I remember 
at one point he was walking around for 
three weeks with a quarter in his pocket.” 
HFAI has published a 71-page booklet, Shoe-
string Strategies for Life @ Harvard (http://
isites.harvard.edu/fs/docs/icb.topic556953.
files/ShoestringStrategies.pdf), for students 
of modest means, while administrators 
hold meetings and events for them and send 
out a monthly newsletter that covers op-
portunities like summer internships, pro-
fessional training and recruitment events, 
and other programs.

How else can Harvard best help these 
students succeed? Fitzsimmons is among 
those collaborating with the Graduate 
School of Education’s Pforzheimer pro-
fessor of teaching and learning Richard J. 
Light (author of Making the Most of Col-

lege) on a new study of first-generation 
students at Harvard, Duke, Brown, and 
Georgetown. About a dozen students 
from the class of 2015 who experienced 
successful freshmen years at these insti-
tutions will be interviewed, followed by 
in-depth interviews with a larger study 
group of first-generation students chosen 
randomly, along with a control group, ac-
cording to Light. He also plans to evaluate 
efforts to support first-generation stu-
dents at other selective colleges and uni-
versities, such as MIT, Dartmouth, 
Wellesley, and Stanford, to assess what 
best practices could be applied at Har-
vard. In addition to this emerging re-
search and that being conducted by the 
Office of Institutional Research, the ex-
periences of students admitted under 
HFAI in general are being studied by Paul 
Barreira, the new director of Harvard 
University Health Services (see page 64). 
“First-generation students are an increas-
ing presence even at America’s most se-
lective campuses,” Light concludes. “Ev-
eryone has their personal best guess 
about how to help these students suc-
ceed both inside the classroom and out-
side as well. The point of this project is 
to do a serious bit of data gathering from 
the students themselves to learn from 
their actual experiences.”

time that that’s why I was different.” She is 
now following a long-time dream of becom-
ing a teacher through training at Teach For 
America in Mississippi.

First-gen student Cherone Duggan ’14 
(one of only about seven undergraduates 
from Ireland) was bored in high school. She 
came to Harvard’s summer program using 
money she’d earned by working since the 
age of 12. There she realized that Harvard 
and the American college system would 
offer her more of the broad, liberal-arts 
education she sought, yet it meant leaving 
her family, including four younger siblings, 
who jokingly complain she has set the “col-
lege bar” way too high for them. The expe-
rience has widened overall communication 

gaps. “It’s hard to explain to them what is 
going on here when they don’t have the im-
mediate understanding of what classes or 
degrees mean or how they progress,” she 
says. “That includes internships and navi-
gating the system of what a college degree 
would offer—what are the job prospects? 
How do you go about that process?”

Much of her new practical knowledge 
has come from her international host family 
in Boston, whom she has found invaluable. 
Kevin Mulcahy is an Irish native, and Diane 
(McPartlin) Mulcahy ’88, M.P.P. ’94, has the 
College experience to guide Duggan, help-
ing her acclimate not only to America, but 
also to Harvard’s idiosyncrasies and social 
structures. The couple also helped her get 

an internship at a writing organization, 
which led to her becoming a student proc-
tor at Harvard Summer School.

A social-studies concentrator, Duggan 
is fully enjoying the breadth of her edu-
cation by also diving into philosophy as a 
Mellon Mays fellow, and has plans to go to 
graduate school. “I see the chance to come 
here and be educated as the chance to do 
anything,” she says, “because my parents 
didn’t get to do whatever else they wanted; 
their jobs were all about being a source 
of money. I felt if I were to come here and 
do that [focus only on a preprofessional 
track] that would be counterproductive.” 
She feels both the freedom and fear that 
comes with breaking out. “The future is 
completely uncertain for me,” she says. 
“Nobody I know at home has come to this 
situation in life before.” (For more about 
Duggan, now a Berta Greenwald Ledecky 
Undergraduate Fellow at this magazine, 
see “Summer Reflections” on page 66.)

“the future is completely uncertain for me,” 
duggan says. “nobody I know at home has 
come to this situation in life before.”
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