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Equity gaps are commonly found in 
outcomes between first-generation 
and continuing-generation college 
students. Although these terms are 
used often in the higher education 
literature, there is inconsistency in 
defining them. In various contexts, 
“first-generation college student” 
is used to describe students whose 
parents do not have any college 
experience, students whose parents 
have not completed a 2-year college 
degree, or students whose parents 
have not completed a 4-year college 
degree.

In order to inform our work on understanding and closing equity gaps at our own institution, this report 
examines how CSUN students’ outcomes vary by levels of parent education. This report is one in a series 
in which we are diving deeper into student demographic data to better understand the nature of equity 
gaps in student success outcomes. As such, this report aims to better delineate how parent education 
levels are associated with student success outcomes in order to tease apart the inconsistently-defined 
first-generation vs. continuing-generation dichotomy in this work.

Background
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Data
The current analysis includes 29,208 CSUN students who first matriculated as first-time freshmen (FTF) 
between Fall 2008 and Fall 2012 (fall entry cohorts only). Student demographic and academic data were 
compiled by the CSUN Office of Institutional Research (IR).

4-year degree: at least one parent has at least 
a 4-year college degree 

2-year degree: at least one parent is a 2-year 
college graduate

Some college: at least one parent attended 
some college but no degree

No college: neither parent attended any college 
 

Unknown/NA: both parents’ education missing 
or reported as “no response”

Parent education was categorized into 5 groups:*

*Groups are mutually exclusive and criteria are presented in order of con-
sideration. If a student meets the criteria for a group, they are then not 
considered for any of the following groups.

Parent Educational Background: 
Fall 2008-12 FTF Cohorts

Unknown/NA:

18%
4-year degree: 

28%

2-year 
degree: 

6%

Some 

college: 

14%

No 
college:

34%

We first examined the distribution of parent educational background for the students in question. The largest 
proportion of students in these cohorts were those whose parents had not attended any college.
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Parent educational background by race/ethnic group

White (n = 5,525) Asian American (n = 3,724)

Latinx (n = 14,624)

Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander (n = 62)

Not Specified (n = 1575)

Black/African American (n = 2,715)

American Indian/Alaska Native (n = 51)

Two or More Ethnicities/Race (n = 932)

Overall (N = 29,208)
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Student Academic Outcomes
In addition to examining the range of parent education levels by race/ethnicity, we also 
examined the following academic outcomes among students in the target cohorts, by parent 
educational level:
•	 GPA; first-year GPA, CSUN GPA, total GPA 

•	 First-year units earned 

•	 Academic notice status1 by the end of first year

•	 Third-term retention rate

•	 Four-and six-year graduation rates

Analyses & Results

In order to examine the association between parent education and these academic outcomes, 
we conducted ordinary least squares (OLS) regression with parent educational levels and 
student academic outcomes as the dependent variable, additionally controlling for student 
demographic characteristics such as gender, ethnicity, Pell status, college of major, whether they 
came from the local area (i.e., tier 1), high school GPA, and cohort year.

The breakdown of parent educational background varies by race/ethnic group. In particular, it is notable 
that among White and Asian American students, the largest proportions represented are those with 
parents with at least 4-year degrees, whereas among Latinx students, the largest proportion represented 
are those with parents who did not attend any college. It is also worth noting that among Black/African 
American, American Indian, and Pacific Islander students, the distribution of students with parents who 
have at least a 4-year degree, some college but no degree, and no college are relatively evenly distributed.

1 Formerly known as academic probation



Findings
Our results indicate that, overall, as level of parent education increases, so do academic outcomes, such 
as increased GPA, increased units earned during the first-year, decreased first year academic notice rate, 
increased third-term continuation rate, and increased graduation rates. In particular, students whose 
parents had 2-year degrees or some college (but no degree) consistently showed better outcomes than 
students whose parents had no college experience. The results also show that students who did not 
report parent education information had outcomes that consistently resemble that of the no college 
group more than any other group. 

The chart below depicts group comparisons after controlling for the above-mentioned demographic 
characteristics. As shown in the table, although the 4-year group performed better than the 2-year group 
in most measured outcomes, the differences were not statistically reliable in most cases, suggesting that 
the 2-year group was not different from the students whose parents had a 4-year degree. Similarly, lack 
of statistical reliability in differences between the 2-year and some college suggests that students with 
parents who had even some college experience from were similar to students whose parents completed a 
2-year degree.

Not nic ge:  we further examined these associations by race/eth roup. These findings are available in the Addendum

2.56 2.5
2.47 2.4 2.41

44.0%43.5%45.8%50.0%50.0%

68.3%68.3%70.2%72.9%73.7%

Overall
GPA

Third
Term

6-year
grad rate

n.s

***
***
***

n.s
n.s

n.sn.s

***
***

**
***
***

n.s n.s

n.s

n.sn.s

*
**

*
***
***
***

***
**

n.s

***
***

n.s

Significant di�erences between parent education levels

2.56 2.5
2.47 2.4 2.41

44.0%43.5%45.8%50.0%50.0%

68.3%68.3%70.2%72.9%73.7%

Overall
GPA

Third
Term

6-year
grad rate

n.s

***
***
***

n.s
n.s

n.sn.s

***
***

**
***
***

n.s n.s

n.s

n.sn.s

*
**

*
***
***
***

***
**

n.s

***
***

n.s

Significant di�erences between parent education levels

*** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05 For further information about statistical reliability, view the full data tables here

Student academic outcomes at each parent education level

https://acrobat.adobe.com/link/review?uri=urn:aaid:scds:US:b5441852-40e7-33e0-ad6a-789f2ef7621d
https://www.csun.edu/sites/default/files/parend-ed-appendix.pdf


Takeaways

Our analyses reveal that examining student outcomes by varying levels of parent education, rather than 
just a dichotomous first-generation vs. continuing-generation variable, provides more insight into how 
students’ family background can influence their educational outcomes. Even students whose parents 
have some college experience but no degree seem to have an advantage over students whose parents 
have no college experience. Similarly, students whose parents have a 4-year college degree show an 
advantage over students whose parents have no more than a 2-year college degree.

In sum, these findings indicate the added utility of examining finer-grained differences in parent 
education, rather than the larger groupings that are commonly used to divide students into the category 
of “first-generation college student” or “continuing-generation”. As we examine these nuances further, it 
will be important to conduct qualitative studies to better understand the impact of family background on 
students’ educational trajectory.
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