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Toles of Tenacity: (rom First Gen Wolverines

Being a first-generation student feels like juggling without ever
having learned the act. No matter how hard you try to keep every-
thing in motion, there’s a constant fear of dropping the ball.

Being a first-generation student feels like speaking a language no
one has taught you. Every conversation is a lesson, but misunder-
standing is a frequent companion.

Being a first-generation student feels like being the only one
without an umbrella in a rainstorm. You're constantly adapting to
circumstances that others seem prepared for.

Being a first-generation student feels like trying to build a bridge
without blueprints. Every step is foreign, yet you know reaching
the other side is essential.

Being a first-generation student is a journey of growth. With every
hurdle passed, you pave the way for others to follow, proving to
yourself that you are capable of great things.

The first-gen journey is not just about personal growth but about
opening doors for those who will walk this path after you. This
special edition of the Wolverzine showcases the struggles and
accomplishments of not only the first generation students here

on UM-Dearborn’s campus but also the first-gen faculty and staff.
These stories reflect the courage and determination that each first-
gen embodies.

This project has been in the works for over a year, and I could not
be more proud and excited to share it with you all. This project
would not have been possible without the amazing student and
faculty Zboard members, as well as all of the student, faculty, and
staff members who submitted pieces. Thank you for supporting
First Generation Students on our campus, and I hope you enjoy
Tales of Tenacity: from First Gen Wolverzines.

Anna Lariviere
First Generation Student Organization President

JLON SYOLLAT



They Made a Mistake
by Troy Murphy

“They made a mistake.” “Thete were fewer people that applied this
year.” “They lowered their standards.” | just got lucky.” “T think

someone was just doing a favor for my high school counselor or
teacher.”

For some students — and more first generation students than almost
any other demographic — the very first feeling they don’t
college is the acceptance notification. It's
about to enter into a place where every
qualified than you are. Smarter. More
capable of success.

“belong” in
a subtle feeling that you are
body around you is more

prepared. And certainly more

Research suggests that first generation college students are more

likely to experience many of these feelings -- what is often called the
“imposter syndrome” or “imposter phenomenon” - that sense of
not truly belonging, just acting like an “imposter” until you are found
out! The result is often that first gen students don’t take advantage
of many resources on campus, they get involved less, have fewer
relationships with faculty. This go-it-alone-or-I-might-get-found-out
response only exacerbates the stress of college. Ev

abilities are proven (good grades, compliments fro
students still often feel they are
matter of time!

en when student
m professors, etc.),
just fooling people and it’s only a

In a recent study (2024) Chelsey Holden in her colleagues suggest
that “being the first” in a family to attend college catries with it a high
burden of expectations for success: “As these expectations increase,
S0, too, do the feelings that they may be incapable or unworthy of




actually meeting those expectations.” The good news is that etucs
Suggest even simple activities — getting involved, Visiting 2 learning :
center, joining a club (such as the First Generation Student
(')rgani'/,ﬂti(m.'), going to professor office
impact. One recent study (Ramsey & Brown, 2017) suggests that
taking advantage of a University library and all it has to offer can
serve as a fantastic Wway to get connected and feel 4t home. So check

out the AIardigian, hang out for a while, attend 2 library event, and
you might lessen those feelings!

hours -- can have 3 lasting

Most of all, with upwards of 50 percent of all U
now First Generation students, we all have
this is exactly where we belong!

M Dearborn students
to remind ourselves that
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Growth Through the SURE Program
By Amalia Jamaludin

My journey as a SURE researcher began with an exciting
opportunity: meeting with my professor, Dr. Antonious
Koumpias, to discuss potential research projects. I didn’t
have a specific idea in mind, but I was eager to take on a
challenge and dive deeper into my fields of study, software
engineering and economics. I was fortunate to meet a
professor who saw my potential and was willing to help me
grow into it. Even though I didn’t know exactly what I
wanted, I knew I was ready to learn and explore.

The research we embarked on was in the field of health
economics, an area that was completely new to me. I also
had the privilege of meeting another student,
Mouhamadou, from Ann Arbor. He was completing a
similar summer research experience and became an
incredible source of inspiration. Together, we navigated the
complexities of research, and with his guidance—
particularly with Stata, the statistical software we used for
analysis—I gained my first hands-on experience with the
research process.

Stata, which is widely used in economics, allows researchers
to perform data management, statistical analysis, and create
visualizations. Mouhamadou, who has been Dr. Koumpias’
research assistant for the past two years, was particularly
helpful in sharing his expertise and guiding me through the
intricacies of using Stata efficiently. This process opened my
eyes to the ways in which technology, especially software
engineering, intersects with fields like economics and
healthcare.



As we worked through the project, I realized how much
reseE}rch involves—conducting thorough statisti
manipulating data to reveal insights, and creating
visualizations that help others understand our findings. [
gained a deeper understanding of models and their
outcomes, and my biggest achievem
Stata effectively.

cal analysis,

ent was learning to use

Despite our different campuses—Ann Arbor and Dearborn—
the research opportunities Mouhamadou and I were exposed
to were remarkably similar. It was reassuring to know that
no matter where we study, we can still engage with
important research that has real-world applications.
Working on this project deepened my understanding of
statistical models, data manipulation, and visualization, and
it was incredibly rewarding to see our analysis come
together.

One of the most eye-opening lessons I took away from this
experience was recognizing the interconnectgdnegs of
fields. Technology, particularly software engineering, plays
a crucial role in many areas beyond traditional - ]
applications. It helps solve complex probl.ems efﬁc1}elantly y
integrating equations and models, and this researc ;
demonstrated how closely intertwined technology an

economics can be.

Another significant realization was the ﬂex1b11.1ty't}irdt :
economics research offers. Unlike lab-based discip 1n$v e, o
much of our work could be done remotely, as long lals i ol
access to a laptop with the necessary Sta.tlstl(;:ll too sm i
flexibility was invaluable, especially during the summer,




it allowed me to manage my time effectively while still
producing meaningful outcomes. It also underscored the
ways in which software engineering can be applied to
uncover real-world insights.

Iam particularly proud of
especially the visualization
times for medical appoint
without retail health clini

the work we accomplished,

map I created comparing wait
ments in counties with and
¢s (RHCs). This visualization

As a first-generation student, I often feel timid
place when talking to my peers about their parents' careers
and the insights they have into future career paths. As I
navigate university life, I've met people from diverse
backgrounds, and over time, I've realized that we al] share a
common goal: to create a better future for ou rselves.

Programs like the SURE research opportunity have been

and out of




instrumental in bridging the gap, showing me that I'too |
e g can
aningful contributions to the world

make me
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Determination: My First Gen Story

Gabriella Scarlatta
The University of Michigan-Dearborn

[ wasn’t meant to go to university. My parcnts’ plan was for me to
work in my mothet’s panetteria store, eventually take it over, and
spend the rest of my life there and in our hometown.

But I had a different path in mind.

Since my first year in middle school, I had been telling my parents I
wanted to go to university. Their response was always: “Yeah, yeah,
of course!” In high school, I often expressed my love for foreign
languages, literature, reading, and stotytelling. Their casual
responses wete always, “Brava. That’s nice, interesting, bene, bene.”
Though my parents often fought, they were unusually united in
their resistance to my educational aspirations, which made me both
suspicious and a little scared

'Mv father was a baker, and my mother sold his breads and other
spécialties like brioches, breadsticks, cookies, cured meats, a-nd
candies in her store. When my mother bought a new, prominent
store on the chicest pedestrian street downtown and told me it was
for me to eventually take over, my suspicions grew. My ponceens
were always met with a vague, “But of coutse, don’t wotty, we 11

Fast forward to May of my senior year in high school (Italian. high
schools have five years), it was time for my parents to commit tO
letting me enroll at a university. It was just a matter of \‘thrg,\as my
hometown didn’t have one. T could cither go to the Universita di
Totino ot to I'Université de Savoie in Chambéry, France. My
region, Aosta Valley, is bilingual, with French and Italian equally

taught and spoken, so cither was an option. When 1 received a full




" @Yy L )
I

scholarship to attend the university in Chambéry and loving F
) ) /Ing Hrance

AN TR 1 T

8 it was an easy decision.

My high school principal organized a campus visit to the universi
Q ¢ and invited me to join. All I needed was a 50 0()6 lire re ri:]trrm i

fee, fully refundable, to secure my spot for tl;c upcomiriD : atcli(m i

i year. It was time for my parents fo turn their “but of cofriﬁ’;t 'lec

r_f “go ahead and register, here’s the 50,000 lire!” They promis‘c'dmto

the money—after all, I had been working in my mother’s Q;oremc d
L my father’s bakery every summer since I was 12. But the\ \;feek o
bcf()rc I was scheduled to go to France, they decided to take a tri
just the two of them. : ; %
They assured me they'd leave the money in their bedroom drawer
where they kept cash, documents, and jewelry. When I checked, the
drawer was empty. Desperate, I asked my brothers for help bu;
they had no money to spare. ’

ol o .
. didn’t want me to go to college and didn’t love me. My father

insisted he had forgotten and told me, “J
friend. Tell him T will reimburse him, an

) That night, I sobbed on the phone to my parents, convinced they
L

ust go see Signor Caridi,
my d he will give you the
money.”

ed at the thought of asking a ncat-

less. But my father insisted. So, if
to visit Signor Caridi.

y Embarrassed and humiliat
stranger for money, I felt hope

: 1
wanted to go to college, I had no choice but [
3 i

ﬁ . He owned a furniture store and was friendly but always busy. When
I entered, a salesperson approached me. In a trembling voice, | said’
v I was Francesco Scatlatta’s daughter and was there to se€ Signor .
r _T Caridi. “Abh, si, the baker! I know him. I’ll get Signot Caridi straights
away.” That interaction left me petrified and insecure, but then 1SS
—

L, heard a warm voice calling my name.

= g : & . ize me._
not Caridi was walking towards me an gn =

Sig d seemed to reco
d. T was too embarrasscd to Speﬂk

“How can I help your” he aske




%
“How old are your

But sensing my unease, he made small talk:

my n 71uh(ul

vou in school?”

a seniot,” I shared.

“Yes, 1 go to high school in Courmayeur, | am
|

ou plarming to do with your

“Ahsi,y .r told me. What are y
Ah si, your fathe etabie s

high school diploma? You don’t really need it to run'y

store.”

ollege.”

That was my opening. “T am plarming togo toc
A gasp. «Oh?” He was shocked!

“Yes, my father told me I could come to you for help. He forgot to
leave the 50,000 lire I need to enroll at the university. I need it for
tomorrow because my principal is driving me and some classmates
to the university for a campus visit. My parents left and promised to
leave me the money, but they didn’t, and I—" Tears welled up.

Signor Caridi’s demeanor changed. He softened, smiled, and

assured me he would help. He opened his wallet and handed me a
50,000 lire bill.

And that’s how I became the first in my family to attend university.
Signor Caridi launched my incredible and fulfilling educational
journey. I completed my undergraduate and mastet’s degrees in
France, and later, a second mastetr’s and a Ph.D. at WSU.

That summer, like every summer until graduation, I worked in my
mother’s store from 7 am to 8 pm, June to September. My mother
often remarked that I didn’t need a college degree to work in the
store. But I persevered. When fall came, I prepared for my dorm
room and classes, though my fears and insecurities began to

surface. I confided these at the dinner table, and despite seeming



indifferent, my parents started expressing pride that | would be the
first in the family to attend college.

At the university, I felt supported and at home, My advisor wqg
helpful and genuinely interested in my success. It was e
professots and classmates with whom I shated much in common,
My determination had served me well, T also came to understand
that my parents, deep down, were supportive in their own way.
They, too, wete afraid of the unknown, of what an advanced
education entailed. Ultimately, they were proud to see me graduate,
from my B.A. to my Ph.D. and to find 4 fulfilling and cherished

career as a uni\'crsity professor.

asy to talk to




Supports for First Gen Students with Disabilities

by Hala Alazzawi

There are a wide range of considerations to be made when
supporting first generation students with disabilities. For most of
these students navigating campus life on their own can feel
daunting, particularly in the first years of their academic journeys in
higher education. To empower first gen students with disabilities,
faculty may direct them to the disability services on campus in
order for them to learn more about advocating for academic
accommodations. While students may feel hesitant to request
accommodations at first, faculty and staff can empower students to
seek support by including first gen resources in their syllabi and
implementing universal design policies in their coursework and
expectations. Universal design policies are focused on meeting the
learning needs of all students.

The research I conducted on universal design included policies
such as implementing grace periods with assignment due dates,
avoiding ambiguity in assignments and allowing students to
evaluate the courses periodically to assess the effectiveness of
instructors’ implementation of these methods. These practices can
also advance the success of first gen students with disabilities and
reduce any overwhelm they may be experiencing in class.

From an intersectional perspective, first generation students who
also come from immigrant backgrounds may find it difficult to
assimilate to campus life in the US while also meeting their family’s
cultural needs and expectations. For example, students with
disabilities who do not drive may need time to procure
transportation to attend a support group after class. For a
concerned parent, providing details about a patticular support
group in their first language can be helpful to addressing the
family’s concerns while reducing the onus of translation on the
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student. Additionally, immigrant families may need their child to
work outside the home due to financial constraints. This may
reduce the time a first generation student may have to join silpport
groups on campus. Therefore, the availability of information on
financial aid assistance and scholarships in different languages can
allow immigrant families to learn more about financial assistance
and resources that can help reduce both financial and cultural
disparities for students and their families.

First gen support groups for students from various cultural
backgrounds can help students build a sense of community,
especially when disability justice is addressed in these groups. This
sense of community can empower all students to advocate for
themselves. In this way, first gen students with disabilities will feel
less isolated while also balancing familial expectations as well. The
collaboration of various offices on campus such as the DEI and
disability services Offices as well as support from faculty and staff
can propel first generation students with disabilities towards
success.
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Associate Professor Nick Iannarino and English Major Madelyn
Gatteri recently worked together on a research project for UM-
Dearborn’s Summer Undergraduate Research Experience (SURE).
The title of their project is "Seriously Funny: The role of humor in
illness narratives.” Both lannarino and Gatteri are first generation
college students, and the Wolverzine talked to them about their
experience of undergraduate research and their own journeys as First
Gen students.

Wolverzine: Tell me about the project you worked on together.

Nicholas Iannarino: My M.A. thesis was on how comedians told
humorous stories about near-death experiences, usually around health
issues. One of the stories I read was by Julia Sweeney, who was on
Saturday Night Live in the early 1990s. Her memoir was about how
her brother was dying of brain cancer while at the same time she was
diagnosed with ovarian and uterine cancer. It was really funny in
places, and I was curious about how people can tell funny stories about
really serious things. The question for us was whether humor serves to
make these stories more relatable, whether it serves to build a bigger
community around these illnesses and these experiences.

I also knew that there were two other memoirs written by female
comedians about reproductive cancers. Probably the most notable one
was Gilda Radner. And then Fran Drescher from The Nanny had a had
a memoir about uterine cancer. And so I was interested in expanding
on what I had already found with the Sweeney project to look at how
these forms of humor were comparable or differed across these
different experiences. Maybe Madeleine could talk a little about what
her experience was like reading the books

Madelyn Gatteri: Something else that we looked a little bit more
closely at was different types of humor, and more specifically, irony
and absurdism, because those seemed to be what these comedians use
to not only make sense of their experiences, but also boil down their
experiences to make it more palatable for their readers and for
themselves It really kind of opens up the audience a little bit more




from just other people who've had these cancers—or people who know
about these cancers—to the general public. (The public) can hear their
comedic voice, but the comedians also have a chance to talk about this

very personal and scary experience and raise awareness and advocacy
for it.

Something I noticed is that each memoir focused on a different aspect
of healing. I know that Julia Sweeney's was more familial: she really
stuck to her family and her significant other. Fran Drescher’s was
about advocacy, and just really fighting to figure out what's wrong if
you feel something's wrong. And then Radner's was a lot about
outreach and community support. And she talked a lot about how

important it was to find people in similar experiences because it's
healing.

Madelyn: This project was also kind of personally meaningful to me
because I lost my grandma to breast cancer in the middle of Winter
2023. Had she been able to communicate about her cancer a little bit
more, and felt more comfortable communicating about it, [ think she
might have lived a little bit longer because a lot of that she kept to
herself. And her death definitely affected my academic performance
for a while—it felt a lot harder to see the light at the end of the tunnel.
There's been multiple points throughout my college career where I've
considered just dropping out, because that's what everybody did before
me, and that was definitely one of those moments where that grief just
really kind of—I felt buried, and it was hard to kind of dig myself out,
but I'm glad I did, because I wouldn't be here.

Wolverzine: Speaking of the value of making personal stories
heard, though you obviously come from different generations and
different backgrounds, you are both First Gen college students.
Did you know previously that you were both First Gen?

Madelyn: I was not aware that we were both F irst Gen students. But
learning that is really cool, because a lot of the faculty members that I
look up to, I'm finding out, are first generation students. So these




people that I respect and admire, they come from a similar first
generation background that I do. And knowing this and seeing where
you guys have gone, it makes my career goals a lot less daunting. And

it's just even more inspiring and motivating to know that we come
from this same background.

Nick: Ididn’t know Madelyn was First Gen either when we started
the project. In fact, I didn't even know the term First Gen until I was a
PhD student. I remember my parents feeling very uncertain about how
to do FAFSA, for example. [ was the guinea pig child in a lot of ways.
I picked a college that was very similar to my high school culturally. I
feel like my parents were not a primary source for information, but
~ they were still incredibly supportive during the process. Luckily I also
had professors who were able to shepherd me through the process, and
especially getting into grad school. If T wasn't performing decently in
my studies, I don't think I would have known much about going to
grad school and getting a research or a teaching assistantship or things
like that. And so I think one of my favorite things now is just helping

students figure out what they want to do after school, whether that's
more school or looking for a job.

Madelyn: Being a first-generation student was something that I used
to my advantage in high school, but I was a COVID grad, so the plans
[ really had in place fell through, so it became less of a focal point. I
ended up going to community college and I didn't really feel
important. It was when I got to my sophomore year and beyond where
I really kind of felt helpless because I was choosing a degree that
nobody in my family knew anything about. My mom has an associate's
degree, but she never finished the four-year degree. She's a respiratory
therapist, so she knows nothing about the English major. My Dad
knows nothing about English. So it was really confusing, trying to
figure out how I could turn this into a career.

Wolverzine: What do you know now about being First Gen that
you wish you knew

going into college? What advice would you give to incoming first
generation students.




Madelyn: I began college as an art major. [ did that for a year before I
got sick of it. I probably changed my major like three times. So my
biggest piece of advice—just to save money, time, and headaches—is
maybe go in undecided. And then, as you go through, figure out what
you like, figure out what you want to do, and then commit to that
major. Don't force yourself into something that you know you won't
enjoy. Everybody was suggesting teaching, so I changed my major to
teaching, and I hated the classes I was in. I feel like if you don't enjoy
what you're going to school for, you're not going to give it your all. If
you hate what you're doing, what's the point of doing it? And so just
following your own compass, I guess, and giving yourself some grace.

Because yes, it is nice to finish college within that four-year time span.

But you have all the time in the world. It's not a race.

Nick: My initial thought was to push beyond your comfort zone. But |
remember thinking it's so easy in retrospect to be critical of decisions
we made when we were 18. It's easy to criticize what I feel are
somewhat safe choices now, but I was plenty past my comfort zone
then. I didn't have a clear example in my life to show me that moving
away from home and succeeding academically and socially in college
was doable and attainable. And so I did the best I could with the
information I had.

Wolverzine: Madeline, I saw you nodding your head a couple of
times related to college and comfort zones.

Madeline: At first it was really hard because I was a very high
achiever in high school. I graduated with a 3.9. And so, from going to
Central Michigan (I had originally planned to go to Central before
COVID) with a scholarship to going to community college with
nothing, it was a really hard adjustment. But I think that because I
made that choice, I was actually able to finish

and it gave me the chance to really learn about myself and figure out
what [ wanted to do.

And then coming to U of M, you know it's right. I was never a big
“move away” kind of person. I like being close to home. But this was
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far enough away to where I could be exposed to new cultures and new
perspectives, because I grew up Downriver. So there's not really much
going on down there.

Wolverzine: We talked a bit about how our parents lacked certain
experiences that perhaps put us at a disadvantage when we started
college. At the same time, one thing that has really become clear in
putting these First Gen stories together is that non-college

educated parents have a heck of a lot to offer too! A lot of “non-

college” or “working class” jobs require elements of problem -

—
solving, intuition, hard work, attention to detail, and different
ways of seeing things that are immensely valuable even if the skills
are put to different uses. Can you tell us about how your own
parent’s perspective on work and career helped you achieve
success in college?
Nick: Absolutely. My dad took over the family pizza place that my

grandpa started in, I think, 1959. And so my dad picked it up basically
the day he graduated high school. My grandpa started to phase out and
retire and my dad kept it up at a really high standard. He didn't offer a
lot of tangible advice about college, but just what I saw from him, and
the level of attention to detail, no matter how he was feeling or how
much he wanted to do it or not, he still kept that place running at an
extremely high level and having extremely high standards. And, you
know, he's kind of like me—that level of effort can be kind of
consuming in some ways. My mom also worked. She's a registered
nurse. Back then you only had to have a nursing certificate, or a
nursing diploma, not a college education like you do now. From her I
learned more of the self-care and the work-life balance.

Madelyn: So I grew up in a blended family. My mom divorced when I

was four, remarried when I was seven. My parents were both about

hard work because both of them came from their previous marriages —
with debt. And so that was their primary focus, was paying down that —
debt, but also supporting my two sisters and a stepbrother. You know,

they were bringing together their two separate lives, four kids under
the same roof. Both of my parents were very big on hard work. It was



always all or nothing. Everything that they had us do, they wanted us
to perform at 100 percent effort. So that kind of led me to being
pushed a lot in school, which is probably why T was such a high
achiever and why I'm so bright because my mom really advocated for
giving me the resources I needed to really build my academic
performance.

My dad, we’re not 100% sure, he has either dyslexia or dysgraphia, so
he didn't perform well in school. So that was a big push for him, too,
that he didn't have those opportunities that we had. So both of them
really gave it a big push for at least one of us to finish school. So the
idea of giving it my all and going 100%, I made that promise to myself
and my parents, and I feel like that's really been the driving factor
behind me actually finishing. My siblings make good money doing
things that don't need a college degree. My mom got an associate's
degree, and she's been a respiratory therapist for almost 30 years. So
I've grown up knowing that I don't need this degree, and really I could
do a lot without it. But just the idea of giving it my all and following
my dreams, that's really been what's inspired me to keep going and
continue.
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My Education Superhero

By: Lewa Qayed

Superhero Name: Our Big Brother

Origin Story:

In a family of eight, the oldest sibling took on the role of a hero from the
very start. He was the first in the family to attend college, taking on the
challenge not just for himself but for all his siblings. His late-night study
sessions and dedication to learning were fueled by his desire to create a
path for his family to follow. One night, as he helped his younger siblings
with their homework, his true powers emerged: the ability to absorb
knowledge instantly and share it in a way that anyone could understand.
Our Big Brother was born, a hero whose mission is to guide, protect, and

uplift his family.

Appearance and Costume:

Our Big Brother proudly wears a blue graduation cap with a golden

tassel, symbolizing his journey and commitment to education. The large

«B” on his chest stands for “Brother,” reminding everyone of his

strength, wisdom, and love for his siblings. Dressed in calming blue, his

costume represents hisroleasa steady and supportive figure. Inone

hand, he holds a chemistry book t0 symbolize his knowledge, and in the

: 1%
other, a stack of assignments, showing the hard work he embraces. Hi

glasses and curly hairadd a familiar, comforting touch, making him both

wise and approachable.




Superpowers:

Our Big Brother’s main power, Infinite Insight, lets him instantly

understand and teach any subject, making him a trusted guide for his

siblings and friends. His Focus Field creates a distraction-free zone that

helps everyone stay on track, perfect for study sessions. With his
Motivation Pulse, he radiates confidence and positivity. He caninspire
those around him, giving them the boost of confidence they need to
push forward. As Our Big Brother, he is not just a superhero; he is family

guiding his loved ones toward their dreams.



A Lucky Buck
By Maureen Linker

My journey from the wild, wacky streets of Brooklyn in
the 1980s and 90s to the Administration Building at the
University of Michigan-Dearborn in 2024 is a story of
discovery, mentorship, and the transformative power of
education. As a first-generation college student, my path
was neither linear nor easy. It was paved with the
sacrifices of my immigrant family, the strength of my
mother who had seen it all and didn’t flinch, and the grit
of my Brooklyn bar owning father, combined with the
unwavering encouragement of mentors who saw
potential in me even as I doubted myself along the way.

Growing up in a tight-knit working class neighborhood

in Brooklyn, my life was anything but glamorous, but it

was complex, loving, and in many ways, empowering.

My grandparents had traveled across the Atlantic from

Ireland and Germany with very little except the hopes

for a better life. My father worked long hours as a

produce manager ata local grocery store with the goal

of one day buying a bar with his brother. They realized

their dream when they opened up “The Lucky Buck” (a .
reference to the first dollar they saved for this —
enterprise) a neighborhood bar where truck drivers,
secretaries, factory workers, and yes, whole families,

could come for a cold one, a coke or a beer, a burger and

shoot some pool or play the juke box. My mother

meanwhile spent most days at home in our apartment




raising me and my brothers, “six kids in five rooms” they
always joked, where every piece of furniture seemed to
pull out to a bed except, as my dad would say, “the
toilet!” My parents’ aspirations for me were simple yet
profound: yes they wanted me to have opportunities
they never had but they also wanted me to retain the
values of family, community, and humility. More than
anything else they wanted me to watch out for the
“phonies” the big talkers, the arrogant, self-centered
people (as a kid that read as “rich” people) who lacked
humor, intelligence, or empathy . Despite our financial
constraints and some cultural barriers, my family
instilled in me the importance of education, integrity,
and hard work.

My academic journey began at Brooklyn College, one of
the jewels in the City University of New York system. The
federal grants I received were a lifeline, making higher
education feasible for my family. At Brooklyn College, |
found a community of like-minded individuals—many of
whom were also first-generation students—each
navigating the complexities of college life with a shared
sense of purpose and camaraderie. There were students
who had just graduated from Yeshiva, ready to argue
points in class with gusto and good will. There were sons
and daughters of Italian, Haitian, Greek, Polish, and
Puerto Rican families and students whose families had
been in Brooklyn for generations. There was art, music,
poetry (Allan Ginsburg, one of the world’s most
influential “Beat” poets was a professor of mine),

-
L




science, history, politics, all buzzing around every
building and at every table in the cafeteria. But most of
all there was for me, philosophy.

My passion for philosophy was ignited in a classroom
that was both diverse and intellectually stimulating.
But it was Dr. Jonathan Adler, my first philosophy
professor who was himself a first-generation college
graduate, who changed the trajectory of my life. Dr.
Adler recognized a potential in me for logical reasoning
but most of all, he celebrated and valued my persistent
interrogation of what makes life meaningful. He
became an intellectual mentor, providing

guidance, support, and the occasional tough love

that I needed to thrive in my studies.

"Ms. Linker," he once told me during office hours, "you
have a mind that can contribute significantly to
philosophical discourse. It just needs to be combined
with a significant amount of self-discipline. Don’t let
your doubts hold you back from doing either." His
words resonated deeply, and for the first time, |
considered a future I had never deemed possible - a
Ph.D. program.

Dr. Adler encouraged me to attend lectures and events at
Columbia University and NYU, exposing me to rigorous
academic environments beyond the confines of Brooklyn
College. Although I often felt the grip of imposter
syndrome, questioning my place among the ivy-covered




walls and polished academics, these experiences
broadened my horizons and sharpened my resolve.
Eventually, when I framed an intelligent question during
a Q&A session, or provided clarification during a public
discussion, I felt no more scared than when I steadied
myself in an argument with my four older brothers or

stood up to some street bully in my Brooklyn
neighborhood.

Despite the challenges, including the grind of working
multiple part-time jobs to make ends meet, [ completed
my undergraduate degree with honors. With Dr. Adler’s
guidance and letters of recommendation, I applied to
several Ph.D. programs and was accepted to the City of
New York Graduate Center, a nationally recognized
philosophy program that offered full funding.

After years of study, teaching assignments, and
countless hours in the library, [ earned my doctorate
in philosophy. My academic pursuits took me through
various institutions, but it was the offer from the
University of Michigan-Dearborn that felt like destiny.

The sense of familiarity and community | found among
the many first-generation college student commuters at
Dearborn reminded me of my own journey. Here, [ saw
reflections of my younger self—students brimming with
potential but often doubting their place in academia. I
was determined to make a significant impact by
providing the same mentorship and encouragement that




[ had once received.

Today, | am now a “senior” professor and administrator
at the University of Michigan-Dearborn. I have moved
from the classroom to the administration building with
the hope of “turning a bigger gear” toward the truly
transformative power of education. I take so much pride
in the mentoring of first-generation students I did in my
more than 20 years in the classroom, guiding students
through the maze of academia, and helping them
navigate the complexities of their educational journeys.

My story really is a testament to the power of
community, mentorship, and resilience. It's a narrative

that underscores the importance of institutional support
systems like those provided by the City University of
New York. My journey from Brooklyn to Dearborn is not
just my own; itis a

shared experience, one that [ continue to honor by
looking back and giving forward to the next generation
of scholars.




Learning to Ask: Overcoming Isolation
as a First-Generation Student

By Heba Sayed

Navigating college—and life in

general—can be incredibly
lonely,

generation student. Without family or

overwhelming. Each decisi
out financial aid formg stre

competitive field. A part
about these things—may

Through all of this, I knew I was struggling. I also knew that if |
had sought help, I would have surely found it. Byt instead of
seeking out help, I fell into 4 pattern of extreme self-reliance. |
became so hyper-independent that asking for help felt almost
impossible, even when | knew it would benefit me. Part of me




believed [ needed to figure things out on my own. Perhaps a part
, \ : a
f)f me e.V en felt embarrassed to admit how lost I felt or how :
iexperienced I was. I saw classmates who seemed to know th
e

rules” and felt like I was behind them simply because [ w
first-generation student. s

Recognizing that my hyper-independent mindset was holding me
back. I decided to take small but meaningful steps to break free
from this isolation. I began attending office hours, meeting with
my advisor, joining clubs, and making new friends. I gradually
became more open about my struggles and started seeking advice
from others. While these changes felt uncomfortable—and
sometimes still do—they have been crucial in my growth.

Even now, I occasionally catch myself reverting (0 the belief
that I don’t need anyone’s help, but I've come to understand that
this mindset only hinders my progress. Being a first-generation
student can often feel isolating, yet I've realized that asking for
support is not a weakness—it’s a strength. No one succeeds
entirely on their own, and seeking guidance is a vital part of
learning and growing. It’s okay to be vulnerable, to
acknowledge when you're struggling, and to ask for help—

because that’s how we grow and move forward.




Marty Hershock
Professor of History

Finally, the application was ready to submit. | was really
applying to the History PhD program at the University of
Michigan in Ann Arbor. | was really doing this!

My path to this day had been a long and circuitous one. As
the first member of my working-class Detroit family to attend
college (my mother was from a family of seventeen children
and my father’s parents had immigrated to the United States
from what became Poland early in the 20" century) | had
struggled to navigate the vagaries and complexities of my
undergraduate studies at UM-Dearborn. Never in my wildest
dreams could | have imagined continuing my education at
the graduate level (in fact, | was not even cognizant of what
graduate education was) when | began my undergraduate
career. That | had made it to UM-Dearborn was, actually, a bit
of a miracle itself. Certainly, my parents and other members
of my family knew about the existence of colleges (if only
minimally, as a place where football was played) but

- attending university had never been presented as more than
something to think about throughout my middle and high
school years. | can honestly say that | did not know anyone
(except for my family doctor) who had attended college. That
changed when a young couple bought the house next door to
ours. Mr. C was a University of Michigan trained accountant .

working at Ford. He was young, he liked to play football,
baseball, and basketball with the neighborhood kids, and he &&=
was the first college graduate that | really came to know on a —
personal basis. It wasn’t long before he began taking my

brother and | to sporting events in Ann Arbor. These trips

always included time strolling around the Ann Arbor campus.
| loved everything about those trips, and it was because of



them that | started to think that maybe college was
something | could consider. | wasn’t enthralled by the reality
of what going to university was (as | had no clue) but was in
love with the idea of the university.

The idea of college was one thing, putting myself in a position
to gain admission and to actually succeed in my studies was
altogether another. My high school—Redford Union, or RU
High? as it was more commonly known—was not exactly
known for its rigorous college preparatory curriculum or
university preparation advising. Far more of my friends
enrolled in shop classes than AP History or English and
almost all of them intended to follow a well-worn path
passed on from father to son for generations into area’s auto
plants or various trades. That’s just how one did things. It had
worked for our parents and grandparents why would we
consider anything different? And so | set out to try to
decipher the mysterious world of college. With only the
vaguest sense of what | probably should take to gain
admission to a university (I followed the lead of the smart
kids except in math where | struggled to keep pace even with
my peers in the middle of the bell curve). | was not a stellar
student. | did not really understand how to study. | did not
come from a world where academic success was highly
valued (on the contrary, it made one different and thus
“weird”) and | was far more interested in my television shows
and sports than the material presented to me at school. Still,
| somehow managed decent grades; generally, not Awork—
except in history—but good solid Bs and B+s. Somehow, |
never really considered that this unspectacular academic
record might not get me into UM-Ann Arbor. | wanted to go
there and | pretty much thought that, because | wasn’t an
abysmal failure in the classroom, that would be enough.
Surprise, surprise, it was nowhere near enough and | did not




gain admission to UM-Ann Arbor. Fortunately for me,
because | had no idea that UM-Ann Arbor and UM-Dearborn
were separate entities (other than requiring different
applications) | had also applied to UM-D where I was
admitted. | now realize how fortunate | am to have had my
cards fallinto place in just this way.

Working full time as | did, | knew that | would have to be
careful about taking on too many courses in any given
semester. | did know that there were some general education
courses that| needed to take as this had been explained to
me at orientation and so | plunged in and signed up for some
of those. COMP was a requirement, SO | took that. | had also
been urged to take a particular MATH class by the person |
spoke with at orientation and so | signed up for it. Little did |
know that the MATH course that | was now enrolled in and
paying for (along with @ Physical Fitness course | was
taking—surely you must need a gym class atsome point),
counted for nothing toward my actual degree requirements.
I’d learn this lesson much later. My grades were mediocre,
and | drifted through my courses without any real direction. |
had no idea what | wanted to major in but, given that Mr.C
had a nice life, | determined that maybe accounting or
business was the way for me to go. | looked into that and
learned that there weré some specific courses that | needed
to take, and that only after taking these could | apply for
admission to the School of Management (Huh? Wasn’t|
already a student atthe university?). To qualify | had to take a
series of courses ranging from Calculus and Economics,
Accounting and Business Computing and to earn atleastaB|
in them. Let’s do this! Except, | hated it; every bit of it. | found
the courses uninteresting and (no offense to my COB peers)
lacking a human element. Needless 10 say, my grades
reflected my lack of interest—yes, | stilLhave that D+onmy




transcript along with a slew of Cs and C-s. Fortunately,
however (and | mean this as | was seriously considering
leaving the university), | had also enrolled in an elective
history course that | had fallen in love with. | couldn’t wait to
attend that class and to engage with the material that we
were studying and the Professor—Donald Proctor—quickly
began to complement my work and encourage my interest in
the subject. Doctor Proctor’s impassioned storytelling and
the links he traced between varied historical threads, along
with his relaxed and impertinent classroom persona, drew -
me in. | was hooked and | eagerly became (in spite of my
family’s incessant refrain of “what are you going to do with a
history degree?”) a history major.

It was while studying history and working with the kind,
thoughtful, encouraging and accessible history faculty (they
really cared about me and my success) that the idea of
graduate school first cropped up when | asked one of these
faculty members “what would | need to do to become a
history professor like you?” My understanding of their work
was minimal but the idea of being able to share my love of
history with others and to help guide students along their
educational path, the way that I’d been guided, seemed like a
dream job. To my surprise, as | never considered myself
smart by any measure, my faculty mentors strongly
encouraged me along this path and so, | began to think about
earning a PhD (though I really had no clear understanding of
what this entailed other than further study) in history and |
began searching for pote