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Abstract 

Institutions of higher learning are becoming increasingly diverse. This diversity includes first 

generation college students and professionals, as well as, an intergenerational community of 

stakeholders. Using personal narrative and critical dialogue, this session centered the experiences 

of two facilitators representing two primary roles, student and faculty, and two generational 

perspectives, Generation X and Generation Z. Reflecting on the similarities and differences of 

their shared identities (i.e. the intersection of being Black women who have experienced being 

first-generation college students) facilitators shared examples of their intergenerational work and 

service to their campus community and invited others to consider ways to maximize 

intergenerational resources. 

Keywords: college students, faculty, staff, higher education, generational cohorts 

 

Introduction 

Firsts’ Perspectives: Intergenerational Work, Dialogue and Opportunities in Higher Education 

Important work, for society and the academy takes place within our higher educational spaces.  

These spaces are becoming increasingly diverse, and this diversity includes individuals who 

Russell (2018) describes as “Firsts”. Firsts are individuals who were once first-generation 

college students, who successfully matriculated through their undergraduate degree programs, 

and now find themselves navigating life in their respective personal and professional spaces.  

Firsts may be found among the ranks of faculty, staff, and administrators, doing the important 

work of socializing and developing leaders, while negotiating their nuanced personal and 

professional lives. At the same time, many of the learners within our institutions may be 

characterized as first-generation college students, those individuals who are the first in their 

families to pursue a four-year degree (Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenenzini, 2004). Thus, 

while doing the work of higher education, Firsts are likely to encounter first-generation college 

students who will follow similar paths, stepping into the footsteps of those before them, and 

facing similar developmental experiences. 
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An additional layer of diversity may be found within the varied generational cohorts that are 

present at our institutions. Today’s institutional communities are likely comprised of Baby 

Boomers, Generation X, Generation Y (or Millennials), and Generation Z which results in varied 

perspectives based on the experiences and contexts of the times associated with their lived 

experiences. This creates the potential for barriers, (i.e. as related to perspectives and 

communication) as well as opportunities. These facilitators contend that there are vast 

opportunities to maximize the benefits of intergenerational diversity on campus and to overcome 

the barriers. They may be empowered by drawing from African-centered cultural tools and 

ideologies such as collectivism, orality, and the extended self-concept. A collective orientation, 

which is often attributed to people of African descent, reinforces the notion of interdependence 

and motivation that is driven in support of the group rather than an individualistic and 

competitive focus (Belgrave & Allison, 2019). Orality, a preference for receiving stimuli and 

information from the external world orally, is a construct that has been embedded within 

African-centered philosophies and traditions (Belgrave & Allison, 2019). It has been used to 

promote cultural retention, resilience and uplift. Nobles (as cited in Russell & Duncan, 2018) 

introduced the ideas of the extended self in which the focus of African self-concept is on the 

“We” instead of the “I”. Such thinking likely contributes to a sense of social responsibility that is 

acted upon within our higher educational spaces. 

 Using personal narrative and critical dialogue, this session centered the experiences of 

two facilitators representing two primary roles, student and faculty, and two generational 

perspectives, Generation X and Generation Z.  Similarities and differences encountered at points 

of their shared identities which include the intersections of being Black women who have 

experienced being first-generation college students were considered.  Examples of their 
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intergenerational work and service to their campus community were shared, and attendees were 

invited to consider opportunities to realize and maximize intergenerational resources within their 

institutional contexts. 

 

Who are the Firsts? 

 The session title begins with “First Perspectives”, and it captures one of the shared 

identities of the facilitators. They both shared the experience of being a first-generation college 

student. First Generation College Students (FGCS) have been defined as individuals whose 

parent(s) or legal guardian(s) did not complete a baccalaureate degree (Vuong et al, 2010). As 

previously mentioned, Firsts refer to individuals who were once FGCS and they are currently 

living life beyond matriculation. This aspect of their identity may intersect with others to create 

unique life experiences, challenges and or opportunities.   

 During preliminary discussion of this shared identity the facilitators also learned that they 

represented two generational cohorts—Generation X and Generation Z. Using an intersectional 

lens, they expanded on these matters, sharing their perspective. Terms and definitions were 

introduced to allow for the use and understanding of a ‘common language’. The lens of FGCS 

and a First were used to promote intergenerational work.  

 

Generational cohorts 

 To provide additional context for the discussion, the concept generational cohorts was 

defined, and some basic descriptions or characterizations of some of the cohorts currently in 

higher educational spaces were offered. A generational cohort refers to a group of persons who 

travel through life together and experience similar events at a similar age (Williams, Page, & 
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Petrosky, 2010). This shared space in time contributes to a common social, political, historical, 

and economic environment (Williams, Page, & Petrosky, & Hernandez, 2010). According to 

Meriac, Woehr and Bannister (2010) it has been widely postulated that generational cohorts tend 

to develop similarities in their attitudes and beliefs, based on shared life experiences, and this 

lends to identifiable characteristics that tend to be associated with specific cohorts.     

 At present, four generational cohorts occupy most higher educational spaces.  Many 

faculty, staff, and administrators represent “Baby Boomers” and “Generation Xers” while 

traditional university students are largely from the Millennial or Generation Z cohorts (Mohr & 

Mohr, 2017). There are exceptions to these characterizations, as there are Millennials serving as 

staff and faculty, just as there are non-traditional students who may be Boomers or members of 

Generation X. Regardless of the role, it is important to consider who is sharing the academic 

space, and it is helpful to consider the characterizations and or stereotypes that are attributed to 

each group.    

 Each cohort has been known for certain characteristics which were likely a function of 

their socialization and the times. The Baby Boomers, also known as Boomers, represent the 

eldest of the groups discussed (Williams, Page, & Petrosky, 2010). They have often been lauded 

for their major societal contributions, and they have often been defined by their careers 

(Williams, Page, & Petrosky, 2010; Hernaus & Vokic, 2014). Boomers have been described as 

being goal-driven, idealistic, self-centered, and materialistic (Hernaus & Vokic, 2014).   

 Chronologically, the next group in line, is Generation X; they have also been known as 

the “Latch-key” Generation (Williams, Page, & Petrosky, & Hernandez, 2010). It is noted that 

they were reared during difficult economic times and often grew up quickly due to circumstances 

requiring a sense of independence early, such as parental work hours and high rates of parental 
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divorce (Williams, Page, & Petrosky, & Hernandez, 2010). Considering these things, Generation 

Xers have been described as, adaptable, resourceful, and pragmatic (Hernaus & Vokic, 2014; 

Mohr & Mohr, 2017). 

 The two younger cohorts which likely comprise a considerable portion of the student 

population, include Generation Y also known as the Millennials and Generation Z, who are also 

known as the Tweens or the Digital Natives (Mohr & Mohr, 2017). There is much discussion 

about the Millennial group in scholarly and popular mediums. This group is characterized as the 

most diverse, protected, and observed of them all (Mohr & Mohr, 2017). They are described as 

being overwhelmed, over-connected, over-protected, and over-served (Mohr & Mohr, 2017).  

Williams, Page, Patrosky, and Hernandez (2010) suggest that they grew up in a time in which the 

fabric of society seemed to be unraveling. While they are often considered self-absorbed and 

self-reliant, they have also been known for a strong sense of independence and autonomy 

(Williams, Page, Patrosky, & Hernandez, 2010). They have been described as being image-

driven, goal-oriented and motivated by perceptions of success. Generation Z, on the other hand, 

has been described as having much to offer but being in need of direction. They have also been 

known as “Ebay Babies” and ‘information curators’ who resort to their ‘Google Reflex’ to 

interpret the world (Mohr & Mohr, 2017). Interestingly, some have described them as the new 

conservatives—having returned to old school values like trust and respect (Williams, Page, 

Patrosky, & Hernandez, 2010). They have been characterized by some as being more 

conforming, planned, structured, and self-controlled (Williams, Page, Patrosky, & Hernandez, 

2010). 
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The intersections—Generational status, race, multiple identities  

 As previously discussed, a focus on generational cohorts highlights similarities within 

groups that are bound by shared space in time and experience. However, it is important to 

recognize and acknowledge the reality of within group differences and diversity. These cohorts 

are not monolithic. Each individual is unique and bears multiple identities. These identities 

contribute to who they are, how they experience the world, and how the world experiences and 

responds to them. They contribute to their membership and or categorization in other groups 

which impact their worldview and lived experiences. These important aspects of self, include 

characteristics such as race, gender, and socioeconomic status, to name a few.      

 Dungy (2011) focused on testing assumptions about generational cohorts—with a 

particular focus on the Millennial generation. She suggests that while the population may cohere 

due to their chronological age, interests, and common contextual experiences of their time, some 

members within the group may have different experiences related to specific personal 

characteristics and identities. For instance, first-generation college students and their more 

privileged peers are described as occupying two different worlds within the same academic 

community (Dungy, 2011). Such differences are not exclusive to any one generation; thus, it 

may be deduced that they and their related impact have been present across generations with 

their manifestations being reflective of the times. After being asked a pointed question about 

whether research findings regarding Millennial populations were applicable to students of color, 

Strayhorn (2011) expressed a need for additional research to help educators to understand 

whether and how central tendencies often associated with today’s students, related to students of 

color. This led to research which sought to examine intra-racial, intergenerational comparisons 

between African American Millennials and their previous generations. The subsequent findings 
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support the need to understand, work within, and appropriately respond to that which reflects the 

intersection of race and generational status, as well as other identities that place certain students 

at the margins. In other words, intersectional identities should be taken into consideration when 

serving and engaging within the context of higher education.    

 

Needs and possibilities 

 Literature and scholarship provide us with important information but sometimes we 

overlook some of the most valuable resources at our disposal—our human resources—

relationship, interpersonal connection, conversation, etc. Representing two perspectives, our 

preliminary participatory research caused use to realize similarities and key differences that may 

be leveraged for meaningful work. This work allows us to learn from, support and contribute to 

the elevation of one another, our peers and the community. It allows us to acknowledge the 

interconnected nature of self and to consider circumstances through an expanded and potentially 

empathic lens.     

 According to Mohr and Mohr (2017), “In order to make the most of academic 

opportunities, novice and veteran university instructors must consider the dispositions and needs 

of their students” (p. 84). Within the context of the discussion, this quote was introduced for 

what it presents ‘on its face’ (i.e. what it explicitly states), and the audience was also invited to 

imagine ‘beyond the period’. The facilitators highlighted key words and phrases. The first phrase 

of focus was “academic opportunities”. While the word academic contextualizes or provides the 

setting for the work, the word opportunities has been stressed to position the minds for 

empowerment and privilege. This frame was used to help the audience to be open to thinking 

differently and to see value in new perspectives and ways of knowing and being. The phrase 
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“novice and veteran instructors” was used to issue a call to action for those who teach inclusive 

of those who are new, as well as, those who are senior to the work of higher education.  

Regardless of the length of tenure, this action should be considered by all. The next phrase of 

focus was “dispositions and needs”.  These elements, specifically as related to students were 

deemed worthy and necessary of attention, as we seek to promote student success. Disposition 

has been defined as a person’s usual way of feeling and behaving or their natural tendency 

(Cambridge Dictionary, n.d.).   

 

A duo-dialogue case study 

 In preparation for the session, the facilitators employed a reflective practice, using 

themselves as a case study. Yin 2002 (as cited in Yazan 2015) defines a case as “a contemporary 

phenomenon within in its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between a 

phenomenon and context are not clear and the researcher has little control over the phenomenon 

and context” (p. 138). A case study involves the empirical investigation of such cases in an effort 

to gain greater insight into the phenomena of focus. This investigation employs what Yin (as 

cited in Stejela 2015) describes as an exploratory cases study approach, as it serves as the 

preliminary step for future research. Inspired by the tradition of qualitative research, 

duoethnography, the facilitators engaged in a critical dialogue. As a research practice, 

duoethnography connects the narratives of two individuals such that the researchers’ lives are the 

‘sites of research’, and their narratives are used to support deeper exploration and understanding 

of a phenomenon (Nusbaum & Sitter, 2016). In this case the facilitators engaged in conversation 

centered on their experiences as first-generation college students, reflecting on pre-enrollment, 
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matriculation, and post-graduation in the case of the faculty member. The discussion also 

touched on the intersections of race and gender. Questions considered included: 

What has your experience been like as a first-generation college student—leading up to, 

transitioning into, and matriculating with this identity? 

In what ways, if any, have your experiences been influenced by your gender? 

Reflect on some of your experiences a Black woman college student—on and off the 

college campus.  Are there things that stand out as most salient because you are a 

woman? 

  

 Norris and Sawyer as cited in Nusbaum and Sitter (2016) point out that an aim of 

duoethnography is to make explicit how people can experience the same phenomena differently.  

The encounter allows the participants to explore and juxtapose their experiences and beliefs 

(Nusbaum & Sitter, 2016).  In this instance, the facilitators considered how their generational 

lenses may influence their worldview relative to topics of focus. Summarized highlights from the 

facilitators’ dialogue are included in the discussion that follows. 

 The facilitators, who have been working together on a departmental initiative, set out to 

discuss a signature element of their programmatic activity—intergenerational presence and 

representation. During various programmatic debriefs, the team has reflected on the varied 

perspectives which emerge during discussions and the positive feedback received by attendees 

and participants. Thus, this faculty mentor-mentee team decided to more intentionally explore 

and encourage investigation into the potential value of intergenerational work on campus. It was 

decided that the identifying commonalities might be helpful for creating a bridge or garnering the 

attention of groups or individuals that may hold differences based on their generational 
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perspectives. With this in mind, they opted to focus on their first-generation status while also 

acknowledging the intersections of race and gender as salient commonalities.They sought to 

determine the potential role that generational position would play in their perspectives and to 

consider how all of these factors potentially impact their work.   

 Throughout the presentation, the facilitators highlighted their shared identity 

characteristics. As they discussed their individual experiences, they noted that despite their 

shared identities and other similarities, their personal accounts and major recollections reflected 

notable differences. For example, each of them are Black women who were the first in their 

immediate families to pursue their undergraduate degrees, and they both majored in psychology.  

They similarly reflected on being active and engaged high school students and agreed that their 

secondary school careers influenced their college decisions. Yet, their choice of schools and 

rationale for their selections differed. The student shared that her decision to attend a Historically 

Black College was based on location and her interest in HBCUs.  For her, this interest developed 

as a result of exposure and nurturing experienced from an engaged administrator. Whereas, the 

faculty member attended a Predominately White Institution (PWI) based on relatively superficial 

reputation knowledge, location, and financial considerations (i.e. access to in-state tuition).  

Upon reflection, the student concluded that the notable differences in their college experiences, 

could be attributed to their “preparation for college”. She asserted that although they were both 

first generation college students, from working class backgrounds she seemed to receive more 

guidance and support in preparation for and during her early matriculation as undergraduate 

student. She learned that her mentor navigated through her undergraduate years without the type 

of mentorship that she offers to her students. 
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 During the session, the faculty mentor, representing Generation X, and the undergraduate 

student, representing Generation Z, shared about their discussions about being first-generation 

college students. The faculty member recounted the experience of knowing that she was the first 

person in her family to attend college from the onset and participating in a retention-focused 

program supported this reality. However, beyond that, there had not been any focused support 

around her ‘first-gen’ status. She discussed relying on her intellectual ability to figure things out 

and to perform well academically. She noted that she had emotional and financial support and 

encouragement from her family; however, for the day-to-day college experience, she would 

simply ‘find her way’. She shared that she did not become keenly aware of the nuance of her 

experiences as a FGCS until the latter portion of her undergraduate experience. She became 

more aware as she began to contemplate her next steps, beyond college.  She found that the 

further she traveled along her academic journey (as a student scholar and professional) the more 

the effects of her being a First seemed to impact her experiences. This would influence her 

personal development and how she would show up for and engage her students. 

 

A generational divide?  The so what… 

 Beyond their example, the facilitators invited a continued dialogue centered on 

intergenerational challenges and opportunities. Attendees were asked to consider whether they 

believed that a generational divide exists.  If so, how did the collective we get there and what 

might be done about it? The group seemed to affirm that challenges do arise within personal and 

professional relations which may be attributed to generational differences, as reflected by 

affirming nods and comments from attendees. Contributors reinforced the importance of 

intergenerational considerations through the sharing of personal accounts and examples of 
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dissonance experienced within the context of personal and professional encounters. The audience 

was largely comprised of individuals who served in faculty, staff, and or administrative 

capacities; however, the graduate student perspective was also present.     

 The discussion touched upon the influence of bias, stereotypes, and dogmatic thinking 

that may exist as a function of worldview. Such influences may be related to inflexibility, faulty 

attributions, and narrowly-focused thinking. Worldview may contribute to people from different 

age groups seeing and responding to the same things differently or their having certain ideas 

about how things should be done. People are influenced by their socialization and learning that 

has taken place over the course of their lives. Regardless of context, it is a natural tendency to 

apply what has been learned and what has worked in the past. Time and experience reinforce 

such tendencies and behavior. Similarly, people’s perspectives and worldview tend to be 

reflective of their learning, thoughts, and attitudes acquired during their formative years.  

 Mohr and Mohr (2017) state, “Bridging the possible divide between older and younger 

generations can be stimulating and affords an opportunity to rethink who current students are and 

what they need and want as learners” (p. 85). The facilitators contend that this same line of 

thinking should be applied to intergenerational professional relations as well. Essentially, in 

order for higher educational communities to create a culture and climate in which students may 

thrive, colleagues may be productive, and its community feel heard and respected, efforts toward 

bridging existing divides are necessary. This leads to an important question. How do we bridge 

the divide? While there is no definitive answer to this question, the process of the case study 

discussed and the facilitated conference discussion suggest that intentional reflection and 

communication may be used as tools to move progress in a favorable direction.  
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Reflection and communication   

 Drawing from the African-centered concept of orality, case study and conference 

participants were able to reflect on their experiences and share them in ways that reinforced the 

value of reflection. Those involved noted the benefits of sharing their perspectives with others 

and being heard. They described the process of dialogue as enlightening and useful and indicated 

that they would strive to be more mindful and open to intergenerational exchange in their daily 

lives. Thus, reflection and communication were identified as key anchors because of their 

usefulness in facilitating improved self-awareness, community, and promoting metacognition 

and compromise.     

 Through this exercise, the facilitators found value into two simple yet impactful 

practices—reflection and communication. These processes were used to enhance self-awareness 

and to facilitate learning and understanding through mutually respectful, reciprocal exchanges.  

These activities were easily executed within the context of the mentor-mentee relationship and 

the facilitator’s involvement in their departmental initiative, and they were readily implemented 

within the conference session.   

 Intentionally reflecting on one’s own experiences helps a person to note the factors which 

contribute to their perspectives and worldview. It allows them to build on lessons learned, and to 

reflect on progress. At times, it allows the individual to understand the influence of past 

experiences on present day perceptions of reality, and it may also help them to see things that 

were missed or that they did not know to attend to at the time. When considering the individual’s 

role in human interaction, it is helpful to note that self will always be a common denominator; 

thus, reflecting allows people to remain aware of themselves and what they ‘bring with them’.  

The African-centered construct, the extended self-concept, allows one to consider how their 
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actions impact the ‘collective we’. Reflection allows for mindfulness and self-awareness that 

may be helpful to fostering empathy and openness in interpersonal relations. Understanding 

oneself in context may make it a bit easier to seek to do the same for others.   

 Communication, both the sending and the receiving of a message, involves opportunities 

for growth, learning, and ‘bridging gaps’ which often contribute to miscommunication and or 

misperceptions. The facilitators stressed the importance of acknowledging and participating in 

both parts of the communication process. Drawing from the information regarding generational 

cohort characteristics and perspectives and accounting for variation due to individual differences, 

the group reflected on the challenges that may arise when communication is one-sided.  

Intentional efforts to communicate effectively across generational lines were discussed as 

opportunities for improved communication and increased understanding which may create room 

for improvement in various areas. It offers the chance for individuals to grow through new 

knowledge and broadened perspectives. It may help individuals, units, and institutions to gain 

exposure and be more open to innovative thinking and practices. Additionally, it allows people to 

benefit from the knowledge and experience of others while fostering a climate of mutual respect, 

professionalism, and collegiality.   

 

What does this look like in practice? 

 The faculty facilitator is an advocate and user of a tiered mentoring approach. This 

involves her continuous engagement in the mentoring process as both mentor and mentee—being 

open about and modeling the process for students, and embedding mentoring-inspired exposure 

into co-curricular activities. Reflection and communication are deemed as critical elements of the 

mentoring process.   
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 The facilitators, along with other students involved in their initiative, often work together 

to conceptualize and deliver co-curricular activities that are designed to engage the campus 

community in critical dialogue around important issues, such as stigma and mental health. The 

events utilize cultural artifacts (i.e. music, video clips, or poetry) or current events to anchor the 

experience. The planning process intentionally includes discussion and processing that   

considers various perspectives as related to the cultural artifacts being used. This often informs 

the selection of potential contributors (i.e. panelists, discussants, or guest speakers). The invited 

participants tend to represent a cross-section of generational perspectives.   

 A recent program delivered during Black History Month, You’re All That I Need: Black 

Women, Black, Men, and Hip Hop used Mary J. Blige and Method Man’s song (and video) 

You’re All I Need to center a discussion about cultural influences on relationships among people 

within the Black community. The panelists represented varied perspectives and professions (e.g. 

psychologist, community activist, “DJ”) and the audience included representation from each of 

the generational cohorts previously discussed. Questions were posed by the co-facilitators of the 

event and a rich intergenerational dialogue ensued. Attendees continued conversations in small 

groups upon completion of the event. Many verbalized their appreciation for the experience and 

that they found it interesting to hear the diverse perspectives while also realizing commonalities 

across age groups. During the conference session, this event was introduced to illustrate the 

ability of individuals to focus on a common interest, to share their perceptions of and experience 

of that interest, and to generate a meaningful and thought-provoking dialogue across generational 

lines. Such activities may be helpful as the community endeavors to decrease the space across 

the generational divide.   
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Recommendations for practice, policy, and research 

 Each generational cohort shares the unique and often colorful experiences of their time.  

Yet, the diversity of these experiences are impacted by the intersectional identities of its 

members and the resulting worldviews, which impact how they see and operate within the world.  

Thus, the presence of multiple generational cohorts and the diversity within the higher 

educational community should serve as an asset. It would be advantageous for researchers and 

the higher educational community to tap into these resources.   

 Within the educational environment, learning, growth and development should be 

recognized to be shared and interactional. The case and practice examples previously discussed 

demonstrates that connecting on points of commonality created opportunities for the participants 

to grow from learning across their differences. As such, it would likely be beneficial for the 

communities and their stakeholders to adopt and cultivate a collective orientation which values 

the “we” as much as the “I”. Higher educational contexts should promote cooperative and 

collaborative work in tandem with individual development. To that end, faculty, students, and 

staff are encouraged to reevaluate their approach to relationships within their roles in pursuit of 

effective, empathic, and mutually respectful engagement.    

 It is also important that we recognize, acknowledge and support the differences that exist 

within generational cohorts as a function of multiple and often marginalized identities. A 

strengths-based focus on the value and contributions of each generational cohort may help to 

improve communication, openness, and receptivity across generational lines and those of 

specific identity difference. Having opportunities to showcase the value and strengths associated 

with and across each group may make efforts toward improving growth areas more well-

received.   
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 To promote individual and collective growth, higher education should support the 

creation of space and opportunity for formal and informal reflective practice and critical 

intergenerational dialogue. Information from collective convenings may be disseminated via 

multiple modalities to maximize exposure and promote participation in such processes.    

 Institutions and organizations should adopt policies and endorse practices that support the 

practical application of intergenerational work. This may include inclusive team and committee 

involvement to ensure that diverse perspectives are a part of planning and decision making-

processes. Representation matters. 

 Additional research is needed to help stakeholders to more fully realize the opportunities 

that may be associated with intergenerational work in higher education. It is recommended that 

researchers continue to explore the lived experiences, perspectives, and attributes of generational 

cohorts, as well as, the intersections of intergenerational status and various marginalized 

identities (i.e. race and first-generation college status). Qualitative inquiry should be used to 

deepen the understanding of groups and the individuals who comprise them so that their needs 

may be appropriately addressed.   

 

Conclusion 

 Overall, this session used the experiences of two members of the higher educational 

community—a student and a faculty member—to consider and discuss their experiences from a 

point of commonality, their being first-generation college students, and difference, their being 

from different generational cohorts. Attendees were invited to intentionally consider the 

influence of various identity factors on their engagement and experiences with others, with a 

particular focus on intergenerational interaction. Throughout the session African-centered 
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cultural frameworks and tools such as orality and the extended sense of self were used to 

demonstrate their utility in creating an enriched environment conducive to intergenerational 

communication, awareness, connectivity and respect. Such things may be used to promote 

greater empathy and cohesion within higher education communities.   
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