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ABSTRACT
Despite estimates that First-Generation College Learners (FGCLs) constitute approximately half of India's higher education students, systematic research remains limited. This thematic review synthesizes 14 Indian studies (2017–2025) using a stratification framework distinguishing four vertical clusters (capital deficits, preparation gaps, geographic and structural barriers, peer and social influences) and four horizontal clusters (academic integration, social integration, contextual constraints, aspirational and career factors). Findings reveal first-generation status as a layered condition shaped by capital deficits, weak preparation, geographic marginalization, and limited guidance. FGCLs navigate campus cultures reproducing caste, class, and regional hierarchies while managing economic precarity. Targeted scholarships and comprehensive institutional support demonstrate capacity to improve outcomes, though research remains geographically concentrated and focused on marginalized populations. The review emphasizes how distinctive Indian contexts, caste hierarchies, occupational stigma, linguistic barriers, require context-specific analytical approaches rather than imported frameworks. Findings underscore the need for institutions and policymakers to recognize FGCLs as a distinct cohort requiring targeted support beyond access expansion.
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1. INTRODUCTION
First-Generation College Learners (FGCLs) are typically defined, in higher-education research, as students for whom neither parent has a college degree, making them the first in their nuclear families to cross the threshold of higher education without inherited 'college knowledge' or direct parental guidance (Engle & Tinto, 2008; Evans et al., 2020; Redford & Hoyer, 2017). International studies indicate that such students are more likely to come from lower-income households, belong to racial, ethnic, or linguistic minority groups, and work alongside their studies and they typically enter college with weaker academic preparation and limited familiarity with institutional processes, heightening risks of fragile social integration, academic difficulty, and early departure, even when motivations for upward mobility remain strong (Antonelli et al., 2020; Barsegyan & Maas, 2024; Gibbons & Shoffner, 2004; Kim et al., 2020).

In India, the label 'first-generation learner' has been used in at least two ways. Much of the school-level literature applies it broadly to children whose parents have little or no formal schooling or have not progressed beyond basic education, regardless of higher-education participation (Sinha & Raj, 2025). Emerging work at the higher-education level, by contrast, defines first-generation learners more in relation to parents' lack of college experience, bringing the Indian usage into closer alignment with international definitions while raising distinct questions about access, experience, and outcomes in colleges and universities (Fernandes & Sheth, 2024; Sinha & Raj, 2025; Wadhwa, 2018a, 2018b). Existing Indian studies suggest that FGCLs are concentrated in socially and economically disadvantaged backgrounds and in rural or under-served regions, where families have limited prior exposure to higher education systems and many students have attended under-resourced schools (Maurya, 2018; Tambe & Dyahadroy, 2023; Wadhwa, 2018b, 2018a). Despite estimates suggesting that around half of India's higher-education student population are first-generation learners, research at the higher-education level remains scarce compared and government policies explicitly targeting FGCLs within universities and colleges are limited (Sinha & Raj, 2025; Wadhwa, 2018b).

What remains unclear is how the Indian context, marked by caste hierarchies, linguistic diversity, regional disparities, and varied institutional types, shapes FGCLs’ access to and experiences within higher education. Existing studies have focused variously on access barriers (Wadhwa, 2018a), campus cultures (Maurya, 2018; Renukuntla & Mocherla, 2023), policy interventions (Annadurai & Sahoo, 2025; Vijayakumar, 2020), and regional contexts (Ganie et al., 2025; Renschler, 2025), but these contributions have not been synthesized through a common analytic framework distinguishing vertical stratification (inequalities in access to higher education) from horizontal stratification (inequalities in adjustment, participation, and achievement after enrollment). This review examines 14 Indian studies published between 2017 and 2025 to address this gap, organizing them through a stratification lens, distinguishing inequalities in accessing higher education from inequalities in experiences within institutions. The selected studies represent available published research explicitly addressing first-generation status in Indian higher education. This sample reflects limited scholarly attention at the tertiary level, as existing first-generation research predominantly focuses on school education. Given India's distinctive contexts, caste hierarchies, occupational stigma, and linguistic barriers, the analysis prioritized locally grounded studies over imported frameworks. The review maps this emerging literature to inform wider debates and provides conceptual grounding for an ongoing mixed-methods study in the Darjeeling hills, a region with distinctive educational challenges, that examines FGCLs’ academic difficulties, available institutional support, and pathways to achievement.

Three questions guide the analysis. (1) How do vertical stratification processes shape first-generation learners' access to and readiness for higher education?  (2) How do horizontal stratification processes differentiate their experiences within higher education? and (3) How do these dimensions intersect across Indian higher education contexts to produce compounded academic challenges?

2. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
The review distinguishes vertical from horizontal dimensions of stratification to analyze how inequality shapes FGCLs’ academic experiences. Vertical stratification refers to hierarchical processes determining who accesses higher education and the following four vertical clusters organize findings on access and entry. Capital Deficits include economic, social, cultural, informational, and psychosocial disadvantages stemming from family and community backgrounds. Preparation Gaps encompass uneven school learning, language skills, and limited exposure to academic practices. Geographic and Structural Barriers involve rural–urban divides, regional deprivation, institutional concentration, and policy regimes determining institutional access. Peer and Social Influences cover family expectations, community norms, and informal guidance channeling entry decisions (Bell & Santamaría, 2018; Ives & Castillo-Montoya, 2020; Jehangir, 2010; O’Shea, 2015).

Horizontal stratification refers to differentiation within higher education and the following four horizontal clusters address post-entry processes. Academic Integration involves participation in teaching-learning, skill development, and academic progress. Social Integration covers belonging, peer and staff relationships, campus participation, and experiences of support or exclusion. Contextual Constraints include wider conditions such as conflict, economic precarity, occupational stigma, or family obligations shaping possibilities even when enrolled. Aspirational and Career Factors address how learners imagine futures, choose fields, and translate education into mobility (Ahmad et al., 2020; López et al., 2023; Schademan & Thompson, 2016; Petty, 2010).
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	Vertical stratification
	Horizontal stratification

	Capital deficits
	Academic integration

	Preparation gaps
	Social integration

	Geographic and structural barriers
	Contextual constraints

	Peer and social influences
	Aspirational and career factors



These frameworks emerge from FGCLs’ research, conducted predominantly in the United States with limited contributions from other contexts, and are adapted here to Indian empirical work. The Indian higher-education context introduces distinctive stratification dynamics, including vast geographic disparities, caste hierarchies, tribal identities, linguistic diversity, regional conflicts, occupational stigma, alongside other contextual specificities that require examination through India-focused research rather than extrapolation from international findings.

3. METHODOLOGY
This study adopts a narrative review approach to synthesize Indian research on first-generation learners in higher education. A narrative review examines and organizes studies around key themes and debates to construct a coherent account of current knowledge. This methodology facilitates theory development and conceptual clarification in diverse or emerging fields (Sukhera, 2022). The review focuses on studies published between 2017 and 2025 that examine undergraduate, postgraduate, or doctoral students, rather than school-level learners. Searches used combinations of terms such as "first-generation learner/student/college/higher education", and "higher education/India", in academic databases and journal platforms, complemented by manual screening of reference lists in relevant Indian reviews and empirical papers.

Studies were included if they: (a) clearly defined or operationalized first-generation status in relation to parental higher-education background, (b) explicitly addressed access, experience, or outcomes in higher education (UG/PG/PhD), and (c) were published as peer-reviewed journal articles, book chapters, research reports, doctoral theses, or discussion papers situated in the Indian context. School-only first-generation studies without a clear link to higher education were excluded. When the same author had multiple publications, more than one was retained only if each offered distinct empirical or conceptual insights.

The final selection consists of 14 studies, including one narrative review, several qualitative, quantitative and mixed-methods analyses spanning diverse Indian regions and populations. While modest in number, these 14 studies represent the current state of higher-education-focused FGCLs research in India, providing sufficient material for initial conceptual mapping. Each study was read for (a) how first-generation status was defined, (b) which dimensions of higher education were examined, and (c) how patterns of inequality and academic issues were described. A transparent coding framework was employed to ensure analytic clarity. The studies were coded to identify recurrent concepts, which were iteratively compared and grouped into categories. These were combined into four vertical clusters (capital deficits, preparation gaps, geographic and structural barriers, peer and social influences) and four horizontal clusters (academic integration, social integration, contextual constraints, aspirational and career factors), guided by the stratification framework distinguishing access-related and experience-related inequalities.

Trustworthiness was established through repeated comparison across studies, verification of themes against the articles, and attention to contextual variation. While investigator triangulation was not employed, analytic rigor was maintained through systematic documentation, rereading, and expert consultation during theme refinement.

4. FINDINGS
In this section, the 14 Indian studies are studied through the stratification lens outlined above, with findings grouped into four vertical and horizontal clusters that trace how inequalities and academic experiences shape first-generation learners' routes into and through higher education.

The vertical clusters address factors shaping access to and entry into higher education:

1. CAPITAL DEFICITS (VERTICAL):
Capital deficits refer to lacks in economic, social, cultural, informational, and psychosocial resources rooted in family and community backgrounds. FGCLs come from households with low income, low parental education, and limited direct experience of higher education, creating 'unequal origins' for educational planning (Wadhwa, 2018b). Parents’ lack knowledge of higher-education systems and struggle with finances, leave students with weak informational and financial capital at entry (Fernandes & Sheth, 2024; Renschler, 2025; Sinha & Raj, 2025; Tambe & Dyahadroy, 2023). For caste-marginalized learners, religious-minority women learners, and youth from stigmatized occupations, limited social capital restricts access to guidance, role models, and support networks (Gulzar & Daneshyar, 2023; Maurya, 2018; Tambe & Dyahadroy, 2023). Psychosocially, trajectories are constrained by neighbourhood and occupational limits on aspirations and institutional choices, though many are motivated to break intergenerational cycles and achieve socio-spatial mobility (Renschler, 2025; Tambe & Dyahadroy, 2023; Wadhwa, 2018a). Graduate Scholarship increased enrollment and completion in professional degrees when it covered tuition costs, but the support reached relatively better-off FGCLs more effectively than the poorest, indicating that inequalities exist even within the first-generation category (Annadurai & Sahoo, 2025).

2. PREPARATION GAPS (VERTICAL): 
Preparation gaps concern uneven school learning, language competence, and familiarity with academic practices. Longitudinal work shows that FGCLs are more likely to have attended under-resourced schools and to report weaker subject mastery at the end of secondary education, which affects both entry into and adjustment within higher education resulting from ‘unequal treatment’ (Wadhwa, 2018b). Comparative research finds that intrinsic factors such as subject knowledge and study skills are reported as barriers more often by FGCLs and are closely linked to lower academic performance (Fernandes & Sheth, 2024). A study of first-generation English learners documents substantial difficulties in academic writing, vocabulary, grammar, paragraphing, coherence, directly limiting their ability to perform in English-medium courses (Perumal & Ajit, 2022).

3. GEOGRAPHIC AND STRUCTURAL BARRIERS (VERTICAL): 
Geographic and structural barriers refer to how place, geographical proximity of the higher education institutions, and policy arrangements shape who reaches higher education and under what conditions. FGCLs are more likely to come from rural or peripheral regions with weaker schooling and fewer colleges, constraining options and making transitions harder (Wadhwa, 2018a). These rural settings, often associated with particular caste and social categories, face material constraints and systematic institutional marginalization at points where support is most needed (Maurya, 2018). Studies in conflict- and lockdown-affected regions show that disruptions, mobility restrictions, and digital divides hit FGCLs particularly hard, threatening continuity of study (Ganie et al., 2025). Ethnographic work with tribal FGCLs highlights that moving from remote areas to urban universities involves negotiating new linguistic and institutional environments, often with limited structural support (Renschler, 2025). 

4. PEER AND SOCIAL INFLUENCE ON ENTRY (VERTICAL): 
Peer and social influences on entry capture family expectations, community norms, and informal networks in shaping higher-education decisions. FGCLs report receiving less informed guidance from parents and relatives and relying more on teachers, peers, and occasional role models when planning higher education (Wadhwa, 2018a, 2018b). Among youth from stigmatized occupational groups, strong occupational identities and community narratives both fuel aspirations for change and cast doubt on the feasibility of higher education (Tambe & Dyahadroy, 2023). Research conducted on the group of religious minority first-generation women shows that encouragement and constraint coexist: some families support college entry, while others negotiate or resist mobility and changing gender roles (Gulzar & Daneshyar, 2023). Even where parents offered strong emotional encouragement, students arrived at university without substantive guidance on programme choices or possible career paths (Renschler, 2025).

Having examined vertical inequalities affecting entry, the analysis now turns to horizontal inequalities, experiences within higher education, that shape trajectories once students are enrolled:

5. ACADEMIC INTEGRATION (HORIZONTAL): 
Academic integration refers to participation in teaching–learning processes, development of skills, and academic progress and completion. Longitudinal evidence shows that FGCLs are more likely to experience academic difficulties resulting in ‘unequal attainment’ especially, when earlier preparation is weak and support limited (Wadhwa, 2018b). Comparative studies indicate that FGCLs more often cite both intrinsic barriers (knowledge gaps, study skills, confidence) and extrinsic pressures (financial stress, lack of parental academic support) as obstacles to success (Fernandes & Sheth, 2024). Research conducted on English writing confirms that language deficits directly affect engagement with coursework but can be reduced through sustained remedial teaching and practice tasks (Perumal & Ajit, 2022). Evidence from a structured support programme in an engineering course suggests that when institutions provide continuous academic, language, and placement support, FGCLs can achieve high completion and employment rates (Vijayakumar, 2020).

6. SOCIAL INTEGRATION (HORIZONTAL): 
Social integration encompasses belonging, peer and staff relationships, and participation in campus life. Caste-marginalized FGCLs experience classroom neglect, biased evaluation, and discrimination, contributing to alienation and self-doubt (Maurya, 2018), while language, appearance, food practices, and everyday sociality push caste-marginalized first-generation women to the margins of informal campus spaces (Renukuntla & Mocherla, 2023). FGCLs from stigmatized occupations report that parental work-related stigma follows them into college, manifesting as moral scrutiny and labelling (Tambe & Dyahadroy, 2023), and religious minority first-generation women likewise report discomfort linked to language, dress, and religious practices (Gulzar & Daneshyar, 2023). These studies reveal campus cultures reproducing wider hierarchies of caste, class, religion, and occupation. Faculty and staff interactions critically shape these experiences: already more reserved, shy, and less confident than their non-first-generation peers (Ganai, 2019), FGCLs depend heavily on institutional support due to lack of family guidance. Unsupportive and discriminatory environments foster 'learned self-devaluation' and 'internalized submissiveness' among these vulnerable learners (Maurya, 2018). Positive faculty interactions and supplementary curriculum enable development of essential competencies including English proficiency, self-confidence, and teamwork abilities (Maurya, 2018; Vijayakumar, 2020).

7. CONTEXTUAL CONSTRAINTS (HORIZONTAL): 
Contextual constraints encompass wider social, economic, and political conditions that shape FGCLs’ options while enrolled. Quantitative and qualitative studies show that rural residence, low income, caste category, school type, and family work patterns jointly influence both planning and attainment (Wadhwa, 2018a, 2018b). In conflict- and lockdown-affected regions, FGCLs get support though community solidarity and cultural practices (Ganai, 2019; Ganie et al., 2025). For children of stigmatized workers, economic precarity and family obligations can interrupt study and limit time for academic work (Tambe & Dyahadroy, 2023) while caste and religious minority FGCLs juggle domestic responsibilities and restrictive gender norms that influence higher education choice, course selection, and willingness to pursue further study or employment (Gulzar & Daneshyar, 2023; Maurya, 2018).

8. ASPIRATIONAL AND CAREER FACTORS (HORIZONTAL): 
Aspirational and career factors concern how FGCLs imagine futures and attempt to convert higher education into mobility. FGCL aspirations in India are strongly shaped by caste, class, gender, and region, with families investing higher education with hopes of transforming intergenerational trajectories (Sinha & Raj, 2025). Scholarships shift FGCLs toward professional courses and salaried work, reducing likelihood of remaining in agriculture or casual labour (Annadurai & Sahoo, 2025), while targeted support helps secure formal employment in white-collar or technical roles (Vijayakumar, 2020). Degree completion enables family economic upliftment through asset purchases, funding siblings' education, and meeting financial obligations (Vijayakumar, 2020). Within a single generation, dramatically improved higher education access has created substantial gaps between largely illiterate parents and their degree-pursuing children, fundamentally reshaping family educational landscapes (Renschler, 2025).

This thematic analysis of the Indian studies reveals how vertical and horizontal stratification processes intersect to shape FGCLs’ educational trajectories. Despite these layered barriers, targeted institutional support demonstrates that academic integration and degree completion are responsive to institutional design when FGCLs needs are explicitly recognized. Overall, the eight clusters underline that first-generation status in India is not a single disadvantage but a layered condition. This makes questions of accompaniment, campus climate, and context-specific policy central to any serious attempt to improve FGCLs' chances within Indian higher education.

5. DISCUSSION AND SUMMARY
This thematic analysis reveals how vertical and horizontal stratification processes intersect to shape first-generation learners' educational trajectories in Indian higher education.

Vertically, FGCLs enter from positions of compounded disadvantages as they come from households with limited economic, social, cultural, and informational resources, creating unequal starting points for educational planning (Fernandes & Sheth, 2024; Wadhwa, 2018b). Weak schooling backgrounds and limited academic preparation, particularly in English-medium instruction, systematically disadvantage them at entry (Perumal & Ajit, 2022; Wadhwa, 2018a). Geographic isolation in rural and peripheral regions, compounded by conflict contexts and uneven institutional distributions, further constrains access (Gulzar & Daneshyar, 2023; Renschler, 2025; Wadhwa, 2018a). Entry decisions emerge through complex family and community negotiations where encouragement and constraint coexist, with students often arriving without substantive guidance on programme or career choices (Gulzar & Daneshyar, 2023; Renschler, 2025; Tambe & Dyahadroy, 2023).

Horizontally, once enrolled, FGCLs face ongoing challenges shaped by institutional cultures and wider contextual constraints. Academic difficulties are common but respond to targeted remedial support, language instruction, and mentoring interventions (Fernandes & Sheth, 2024; Perumal & Ajit, 2022; Vijayakumar, 2020). Campus cultures reproduce hierarchies of caste, class, religion, and occupation, with marginalized FGCLs experiencing discrimination, social exclusion, and navigating hostile environments (Gulzar & Daneshyar, 2023; Maurya, 2018; Renukuntla & Mocherla, 2023). Economic precarity, family obligations, and restrictive gender norms shape choices and experiences while enrolled (Renukuntla & Mocherla, 2023; Tambe & Dyahadroy, 2023), yet strong aspirations for mobility persist, and when institutional support aligns with financial aid, FGCLs achieve professional qualifications and formal employment  (Annadurai & Sahoo, 2025; Sinha & Raj, 2025; Vijayakumar, 2020).

While these patterns share features with international FGCL research, particularly regarding capital deficits, preparation gaps, and challenges in academic and social integration documented in American and European contexts (Engle & Tinto, 2008; Gibbons & Shoffner, 2004), several dimensions appear distinctive to Indian higher education. International research emphasizes class-based disadvantage, delayed integration, and faculty relationship challenges as primary barriers (Antonelli et al., 2020; Barsegyan & Maas, 2024; Kim et al., 2020), whereas Indian studies foreground caste-based discrimination, occupational stigma, and other marginalization as central to campus exclusion in ways that have no direct parallel in Western literature. Geographic barriers in conflict-affected regions and tribal contexts extend beyond the rural-urban divides emphasized in Western research. While both contexts recognize FGCLs as agents of intergenerational educational mobility demonstrating resilience, Indian research reveals how this mobility must be negotiated through distinctive structures of caste hierarchy, communal relations, and occupational stigma that require context-specific rather than imported analytical frameworks (Sinha & Raj, 2025).

6. CONCLUSION
This review mapped current knowledge about FGCLs in Indian higher education using a stratification lens to synthesize 14 studies published between 2017 and 2025. Reading these studies through four vertical and four horizontal clusters, the analysis traced how inequalities shape FGCLs' routes into and through higher education. The literature reveals that first-generation status in India is best understood as a layered, intersectional condition, where capital and preparation gaps, geography, caste, religion, occupation, and gender intersect with institutional cultures and support structures to shape academic and social trajectories.

Within this framework, the evidence suggests that background disadvantages are powerful but not immutable. Policies such as targeted scholarships and institutional practices combining academic, language, mentoring, and placement support can materially improve progression and labour-market outcomes for FGCLs. At the same time, the review remains bounded by a small, geographically uneven, and methodologically heterogeneous literature, and by prioritizing higher education over the school-level literature. Many regions, institution types, and school-to-college pathways remain under-documented.

These patterns underline the importance of recognizing first-generation learners as a distinct cohort in institutional planning and national policy, requiring support, funding, and accountability mechanisms that explicitly attend to their needs. Future research should extend this emerging work through more systematic, regionally diverse, and intersectional studies. Such research must treat FGCLs not as an isolated category but as participants in complex histories of inequality and educational transformation in India, while also attending to the cultural wealth, navigational strategies, and aspirational capital they bring to higher education.
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