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WHO WE ARE

PRIMIS is about recognizing the lived experiences of First-
Generation Students at Utah Valley University. First-Generation 
Students are those whose parents/guardians have not 
completed a U.S. bachelor’s degree.
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MISSION STATEMENT

I Am First is committed to assisting first-generation students 
on their journey to achieve academic success and to create a 

legacy of hope for future generations.



LETTER FROM THE MANAGING EDITOR

When staff and faculty at Utah Valley University first came together to build a 
First-Generation Student initiative, they knew they were attempting to create 
something that would serve over a third of the student body. In its first year, I 
Am First brought students together for socials, resource presentations, and a lot 
of free food. For all the events and workshops, however, the greatest potential 
of the I Am First initiative is in its mandate to respond to student needs and 
interests. 

But what are the needs of First-Generation Students at UVU? Who are they? 
What are they looking for in their college experience? And how can staff get to 
know them? These are questions we are still attempting to answer. But there 
is one thing we do know: 

First-Generation Students at UVU have a story to tell.

We created PRIMIS as an outlet for these stories. It began as a project for 
the 16 students selected to be a part of the 2017-18 I Am First LEAD Program 
cohort. Chosen for their academic success and commitment to being leaders 
at UVU, these students have created extraordinary pieces that represent their 
intersecting identities. We are also thrilled to include contributions from several 
first-generation graduates who now work at UVU.

This inaugural issue of PRIMIS represents our appreciation for the diversity of 
students who come to our university. Their stories are here, on display, for their 
peers, professors, families, and communities. As you read them, I encourage 
you to consider the magnitude of what they are accomplishing here. They are 
truly remarkable.

Garrett Nagaishi
Program Manager, First-Generation Students

GARRETT NAGAISHI



LETTER FROM THE STUDENT EDITOR-IN-CHIEF

KIMBERLY NERI

My name is Kimberly Neri and I am a first-generation student at Utah Valley 
University. My parents had high hopes for me and they always did their best to 
lead me in the direction of success. In turn, I always worked hard and learned 
the most that I could. That is why from a young age, I decided that I would 
graduate high school and then head off to college, but it had not occurred to 
me how that would happen. 

You see, my parents come from poor backgrounds—both were born and raised 
in Mexico with very little education. My mom was only able to complete grade 
school because it was too expensive for her to continue past that point. Not only 
that, but her family needed her to work in the fields and help provide.  My dad 
only completed middle school for the same reason. When they immigrated 
to the US, they realized that their experiences alone were not enough to be 
successful and have financial stability. We lived paycheck to paycheck and could 
never afford to purchase a home, were never able to become home buyers, so 
we rented all through our lives; we had just enough for basic necessities. They 
didn’t want that type of life for me or my siblings so they pushed us all through 
our education in hopes that we would become more successful in that matter. 
They taught me to  appreciate the opportunities I was given and in doing so 
education became a strong value of mine.

It was not until senior year of high school that I began to think seriously about 
college. I didn’t have money saved up and neither did my parents. I felt stuck and 
a little discouraged. Fortunately, the high school I attended set aside a week to 
aid seniors in applying to and registering for colleges. At this point there were 
a few universities I wanted to apply for, but I didn’t feel like I was good enough 
for any of them. In addition, paying for college became problematic seeing as 
how I didn’t know the first thing about applying for scholarships, FAFSA, or 
any other financial resources for that matter. My teachers really pushed 
me to apply to at least one university. Utah Valley University was my last 
chance to go to college, so I took it.

My life has been a whirlwind of events since then. I am currently a sophomore 
at UVU working towards a bachelor’s degree in English, with an emphasis in 



creative writing. I wanted to transition into journalism, but with the experiences 
and new things I’ve learned, I’m thinking I might try something else. Figuring 
this out took some time and the journey here has been very difficult and 
emotional.

My first semester here wasn’t all that bad, but it was very draining and stressful. 
My parents weren’t able to help me with much since they’d never attended 
college themselves. Neither was I. Then I wasn’t even able to get advice from 
extended family or friends because it was also a new experience for them. I am 
the first grandchild on both my parent’s sides of my family and everyone was 
waiting to see how things turned out for me. It was a lot of pressure, knowing 
that if I failed I would be letting my family down. It was too much to handle 
emotionally and mentally. Then I made the mistake of working two jobs while 
being a full-time student. I was also involved in the LEAD program and was 
part of the I Am First Club. This led to a melt down at the beginning of spring 
semester and I was convinced the best thing to do was to drop out of school. I 
managed to find my way to some great mentors who helped me find resources 
that would help my situation.

I can definitely say that I’m now in a better place and I’m a lot happier than I 
was a while ago. I’ve been doing really great things for myself and the school. 
I’m really appreciative for what these hardships have brought me. I was able to 
earn a scholarship for becoming a Team Leader for first-generation students, 
which has allowed me to quit one of my jobs. Now I only work a few hours per 
week, giving me time to focus on school. I’ve met a variety of new people all 
around campus who can help me find all the resources I need. I’ve also made 
great new friends who motivate me to continue through the obstacles 
and difficulties in my life. Lastly, I’m full of “firsts” and experiences I thought 
I would never have. I don’t know what would have happened if I had 
decided to do have done something different with my life after high school. 
Although this may sound like a “happy ending,” I’m not quite at the end yet. 
I’m looking forward to future adventures, experiences, friends and 
obstacles. I am First and I will keep being First in everything I do. 

Kimberly Neri
Student Editor-In-Chief
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ANONYMOUS
“I have had people in my life tell me to just give up 
because I would never do more than what my par-
ents have done. I have chosen to ignore them and 

aim for a higher level of education.”
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DAKOTA EDENS
“All of these words were labeled to me, like a stamp 
on a product. These words were inflicted to influ-
ence me and who I am—but they do not define 
me. These words are temporary and only accurate 
in the moment, or not accurate at all. These labels, 
good or bad, are only an outline of who I am and not 
my own definition. I am human and have flaws, I’m 
constantly changing and I’m never the same per-
son. My college experience as a first-generation stu-
dent has been nothing about me being first-gen-
eration, but about finding myself and who I am. 
The labels given to me have clouded my mind and 
my purpose. Who I am is simple: I am simply...ME!”
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RYLEE SHARP
“I drew this picture to detail how I felt about going 
to college. I was nervous and scared at first but I 
was excited to explore my new opportunities that 

would lead to my success.”
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CRYSTAL S.
“I wanted everyone to know that there are more of 

us that were on the same boat as me.”
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Let’s just say that college is a totally different ball game than high school. High 
school is supposed to prepare you for college. Well, for me, that was not the 
case. I struggled up until my first day of college. I decided to see how every-
thing would go until I understood what was going on.

Throughout my high school career, the teachers didn’t care as much as they 
should. It wasn’t until my last semester of high school that our counselors and 
teachers cared to know if we were going to graduate and whether we would 
go to college. No one told me what college was going to be like or how to fight 
for scholarships. The counselors told us about local scholarships, but gave no 
guidance. My high school didn’t help me prepare for college or give students 
the skills to pursue their educational goals.

After graduation, that’s when all the “grown-up things” were expected of me. 
I had received a letter from my insurance company saying that that would be 
my last year of coverage; unfortunately, they only operate in the state of New 
Mexico. Emails kept coming in from UVU, the bank, and my car insurance com-
pany. I was so overwhelmed during the summer because either I needed to 
talk to someone, or someone needed to talk to me. And being an out-of-state 
student made things that much harder. To top it all off, I didn’t work during the 
summer and wasn’t able to help my mom with the bills that I needed to pay. 
That summer was just a struggle to get a grip on what I needed to get done.

I had signed up for a Jumpstart Orientation in July so my mom would be able 
to come with me. After orientation, I needed to email and call some people 
at UVU that I didn’t really get a chance to meet in person. They were helpful. 
Those people tried to get me as many scholarships as they could because I had 
applied so late and missed many deadlines. With their help, I joined the I Am 
First LEAD Program, Latino Educators of Tomorrow, and the Women’s Success 
Center. All the help I received that month was a blessing.

When I moved into my apartment here in Utah, I had no idea who my room-
mates were going to be or what they looked like. At first, I was frustrated. Who 
moves into an apartment without knowing who they’re going to live with? On 
move-in day, I only met one of my roommates. She was surprised when I walked 
in the door. I explained to her that I was moving in, but she was shocked be-
cause no one had told her that I was coming. In the end, she was okay with it. 
Now, I am not a bad person. But I am a clean freak. As I walked in, the apart-
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ment was a complete disaster. There were dishes everywhere: in the sink, on 
countertops, and on the stove. My mom and I were not impressed. But despite 
how the apartment looked, the rooms were very nice. 

That weekend, I still didn’t know who my other roommates were. I asked my 
first roommate who the other two were and she told me it was just us two and 
one other person. We didn’t have a fourth roommate, which I said was okay. 
That Sunday, my mom left and my older brother, who lives nearby, had to work. 
I was very depressed and didn’t have anyone to talk to at the time. Later that 
night, I finally met my other roommate. She was very nice and gave me a hug 
when I came out of my room. This surprised me because she didn’t know me 
yet, but it was a nice feeling to get a hug that night.

That first week of school was such a rollercoaster for me. I was feeling excited, 
scared, sad, stressed. But it was an adventure that has made me stronger. Class 
was scary and I quickly became shy. I didn’t know anyone and everyone looked 
older. I was used to immature and young faces. It just proved that I needed to 
be there. With so many homework assignments and other obligations piling 
up, I was confused and stressed. It became easier after a while, going to classes 
and such. I came to understand course expectations and how professors like 
to do things.

I am grateful for having a brother that also goes to UVU, lives nearby, and helps 
me experience college life. When I first told him I was going to apply to UVU, he 
was the first to be excited for me and couldn’t wait for us to be together. Ever 
since moving to Orem, he has taken me out to see every movie that I wanted to 
see, soccer games, volleyball games, and every event he hosted at his housing 
apartment. I enjoy the fact that my brother knows my neighbors because he 
gets along with them well and we all do things together.

Since I’ve moved to Orem, there have been so many blessings in my life. I am 
amazed at myself for having two jobs and still finding time to do school work. 
I have developed a wonderful friendship with one of my roommates. I am for-
tunate to have the greatest neighbors. And the friends I’ve made up here are 
spectacular. 
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JENNIFER MOLINA
“I wrote my story about being a first-generation 
student and all the struggles and benefits I had 
throughout my senior year of high school to my 

first semester in college.”
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My dad moved from Mexico to the United States when he was 16 years old. He 
came with nothing but a few dollars, not knowing any English. He struggled a 
lot but made it through without any help. Fourteen years later, he had my older 
brother. I came three years later and my sister two years after that. My mom, 
my siblings and I lived in Mexico, while my dad lived in the U.S. trying to find 
a stable job and buy a house—making sure that when we moved in with him, 
we would live a good life and not have to worry about anything. In September 
2008, we moved to the U.S. I’m not gonna lie, it was a hard transition. Going 
into 3rd grade without knowing any English was hard. What kept me motivat-
ed was my family, since we all struggled in different ways. 

Flash forward, my brother graduated from high school and I’ve never seen my 
parents more proud. He was the first one in our family to graduate and go to 
college. Unfortunately, he couldn’t go out of state because it was too expensive. 
With hard work, my parents could just barely afford to pay for him to go to col-
lege in the city. He was able to get a scholarship and financial aid, which that 
helped a lot.

School was always hard for me, I was never a “good student”. I especially strug-
gled a lot through high school. My freshman year I never had an ‘A’, and I failed 
math. Little by little I started to realize I had to get my stuff together because I 
wanted to go to college and make my parents proud. By my senior year, I was 
taking two honors classes and a AP statistics class. I tried my best to graduate 
with a good GPA and earn scholarships so my parents wouldn’t have to worry 
about paying for my education. I submitted at least eight scholarship applica-
tions and applied to five colleges. The process of applying for scholarships and 
applying to colleges was kind of hard and stressful. I didn’t know how to fill out 
the application properly and, because my parents never graduated from high 
school, I had to wait until my brother returned home from work to ask him 
about it. Completing a FAFSA was the hardest thing to fill out. I had so many 
problems with the application. It took over two months to get all my informa-
tion correct, but it finally went through and I got financial aid with some loans.
I ended up being accepted to 4 out of the 5 colleges. I got into the university I’d 
been wanting to go to since freshman year: UVU. Being accepted to UVU was 
one of the best things that happened to me. I really wanted to go there, but I 
knew that I wouldn’t be able to go because it was too expensive for my parents. 
I started to look into the scholarships at UVU and I saw the housing scholarship. 
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I hoped I would get it because it would be a big help for my family and me. One 
day, I was on my way to work and I got the email saying that I had received the 
scholarship. I started to tear up, because I was so happy that there might be a 
chance that I was going to go there. I went home and I told my parents about 
it and they were so happy for me and extremely supportive. 

I am so fortunate to be a first-generation student and the first in my family to 
go out of state for college. I am so thankful that my dad sacrificed everything 
for us to come to the U.S. and have a better life with a great education. Being a 
first-generation student is truly hard but rewarding at the end.
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KAILEE TAPIA
“I wanted to try and give people advice and build 
them up so they know they can achieve the impos-
sible. Tell them things I wish someone would have 

told me.”
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TO the people who are afraid, the people who think they can’t, the people who 
think that they aren’t good enough, smart enough the people who want a 
chance at something better. I’m here to tell you everything in life is scary, hard, 
and sometimes seems impossible. But there are so many people that believe 
in you, who know you can, who think you are good enough and smart enough. 
There are also so many experiences that can help you achieve the things you’ve 
always dreamed of. You can have a shot at having the life you’ve always want-
ed. You are capable of anything.

Life after high school may seem scary and you may think that you can’t go to 
college because your parents never did. You may think that obtaining a higher 
education is something that you can’t do or is too hard. Trust me, at one time, 
I’ve had these thoughts, and sometimes I still do. Despite that, I want you to 
know that there are so many resources available to help you get through col-
lege, especially if you are a first-generation college student.

I want to tell you all a little story. I hope in some way you can relate to my story. 
I hope somehow it will help you make some decisions you’ve been afraid to 
make. 
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When I first started thinking about college, I was terrified. I wasn’t quite sure 
what I wanted to do with my life and I definitely wasn’t sure what I wanted to do 
after high school. Throughout school we all hear about our fellow classmates 
talking about college and which ones they planned toapply to. Sometimes that 
was really intimidating. There are so many different factors that come in when 
you think about college. How much is it going to cost? How will I get there? Will 
I get accepted? Will I be able to make new friends? What do I actually want to 
get out of college? But they all depend on you. With me, neither of my parents 
graduated from high school and never had the opportunity to go to college. 
I wanted to set a new example for my younger siblings. So my main focus in 
high school was doing what my parents never did...graduating. Once I knew I 
was on track for graduation I started focusing on colleges.

At the time, I knew I wanted to get more involved in film and that’s where I 
started. I looked up every college that had a film major from NYU and USC to all 
local colleges in Utah. Seeing all the options was really intimidating and I knew 
that I’d never be able to afford to go to a college outside of Utah. So I started 
looking more at the colleges here in Utah. Choosing a college is stressful, scary, 
intimidating, and a lot of work. After I looked more into Utah colleges, I nar-
rowed it down to two different schools: Dixie State University and Utah Valley
University. A big factor at the beginning, for me, was choosing a college to go 
to with my sister. Throughout all of school we were always together. I thought 
that’s how I wanted college to be, so I chose Dixie State, because that’s where 
my sister was going.

After we both applied and got accepted, I thought I had everything figured 
out…until I got a little pep talk from my Student Government Advisor. She told 
me, “Follow your heart. Go where you think will benefit you more. If one doesn’t 
work out that’s okay, you just need to find where you fit. College is about meet-
ing new people and experiencing new things. I know doing things on your 
own is scary, but usually scary things lead you to the best experiences of your 
life.”  What she told me stuck with me for a while and it made me start ques-
tioning my choices a little bit. Am I doing this to benefit me? Am I only going 
here because I’m afraid to go somewhere else on my own? At the end of the 
four years will I have achieved everything I was hoping for? After thinking about 
my choices, I realized one college would benefit me more in the long run. In 
January 2017, I applied to Utah Valley University, was accepted, and chose to 
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major in Digital Cinema. I chose UVU because it was what I wanted: it would 
give me more experience and it could give me more at the end of my four 
years. Not choosing the same college as my sister was a hard decision to make 
and it shocked a lot of people. I honestly didn’t really care what other people 
thought. I needed to focus on what would help me more in the long run. Since 
starting college in August 2017, I’ve learned a lot. I learned that life’s hard, that 
you’ll miss your friends from high school, that you’ll miss how easy-going ev-
erything was, and that you’ll really miss being around your siblings no matter 
how much they annoyed you at times. But I also learned that I will never regret 
my decision to go to college. UVU has been everything I’ve wanted and more. 
I started a job at UVU and it’s giving me great experience learning different 
tips and tricks about filming and editing. I’ve also learned that I don’t want to 
go as big in the film industry as I originally thought. Since then I changed my 
major and I am now minoring in digital media. Lastly, I learned that, at some 
point, everything isw scary. It may all seem hard and impossible to achieve, but 
if I can start conquering the things that scare me, then I believe any one of you 
reading this can too.

Sometimes you just need someone to believe in you, someone to let you know 
you can do anything as long as you try your best and give it everything you’ve 
got. I hope that my story will give you at least a little sense of hope. If you ever 
feel like you aren’t good enough, I’m here to tell you to take the jump and risk 
everything for this opportunity. You’ll always regret not trying or believing in 
yourself. You’ve got this and you’llbe great. You never know, this might be the  
best experience of your life. So after reading this, here’s to the believers, inspir-
ers, achievers, to the people who know they can, to the people who are good 
enough, smart enough, to the people who are getting the chance to do some-
thing better, to the people who are going to change their story and change the 
world. Here’s to your never- ending opportunities, adventures, lessons, trials. 
And, mostimportantly, here’s to having the best time of your life.

Sincerely,

Kailee Tapia
(a fellow believer and someone who is attempting 

to do what she thought was impossible)
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MAKINLEY JENSEN
Makinley Jensen, 18, is the oldest child of a single 
parent family from Logan, Utah. She graduated 
from Logan High School in the spring of 2017 and 
just recently finished her first semester at Utah Val-
ley University. Makinley is still exploring her career 
options, but plans to study social work. She hopes to 
be able to use her life experiences to connect with 
and help otherindividuals and families throughout 

her career.
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“What do you want to be when you’re older?”
That question was exponentially easier to answer at age four than it was each 
following year. When my teacher asked me, I confidently told her. My answer 
didn’t come from a place of insecurity, doubt, or fear. 

I shopped with play money and took care of plastic baby dolls, built houses out 
of blankets, and used a fake phone to make free phone calls. I was capable of 
anything. Nothing could keep me from following my hopes and dreams. Well, 
that is, until reality kicked in and ripped a good chunk of my confidence at the 
seams. It’s quite a feeling, watching your parent cry, unsure about how ends 
are going to meet.

Understanding the context behind the tears made them a lot bigger, sad-
der, and wetter. It put a strange pressure-filled anxiety into my being, from 
my head to my feet. I couldn’t fix my family’s situation, but I needed to work 
toward something better. Toward a life where “money” isn’t a scary word, be-
cause there will always be enough to live a comfortable life with a sensible 
shopping spree here and a family vacation there.

My children can worry about juvenile children things instead of the stuff
that kept me awake at night as a young girl, the burdens I don’t want them to 
bear. Fast forward to high school, when each and every grade had to matter 
because scholarships were the only way that college was going to be in the 
cards for me. I learned that success and opportunity weren’t going to roll in on 
a silver platter, but would come with hard work. Work that I needed to put in 
to be what I hoped to be. Before I knew it, the word “College” was in every sen-
tence muttered around the school halls. 

The more I heard it, the more my heart sank. Would I have enough money to 
attend? I spent weekends upon weekends writing scholarship essays and mak-
ing important phone calls, crossing my fingers that everything would work out 
in the end. 

Thankfully, my adolescent stress ended up paying off and I am now at a won-
derful College, unsure of exactly what I am doing here, but confident that com-
ing was the right decision. I’m working toward something much different than 
what I come from, but I must acknowledge that without my background, I 
wouldn’t have the same amount of heart behind my vision. 
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I am the First in my family to walk this road, which is an honor filled with re-
sponsibility. The ride will be bumpy, full of frustration, and days where I need 
lots of help, but I’ll pick myself up, keep going, and find tranquility  by remem-
bering that I am doing this for so many others besides myself.

I am the First because my family supported and empowered me to do and be 
more. I am the First because I had wonderful teachers who pushed and be-
lieved in me. I am the First because a University saw potential and gave me an 
amazing opportunity. I am the First because I want my children to have a life 
of security and stability. I am the First because this is only the beginning of a 
new line of college educated people. I am the First, but just that. The First, but 
certainly not the last. 
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POETRY
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CATERINA ZAPATA 
“I am from a school where most kids have trust 
funds, but not me. I am a first-generation college 

student.”
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I am from a family that values education,
yet no one has one.
Where work trumps play and money is scarce.

I am from grandparents who put their childhood aside
so their siblings could have food on the table each night.
Who worked at age 10,
And still do today.

I am from a single mother who put her dreams aside,
to work for mine.

I am from a school where most kids have trust funds, but not me.
I am a first-generation college student.
I work hard every day so that my kids will
have trust funds,
go to college,
have childhoods,
value education.
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EDUARDO MIRELES
“College is going to be tough, but if you’re commit-
ted to it, you can pursue your dream job. It comes 
down to how much time and effort you want to put 

into your success.”
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A brand-new experience
Loads of opportunities
It can make you or break you
Some will succeed and get closer to their dreams
And others will fail 
Many, like myself, are here to find ourselves
As we urge to discover our calling
Zoning our focus from one thing to another
In our insanely busy lives
Not everyone will find what they’re looking for here
Granted, college is not for everyone
Although we may doubt ourselves 
The thing is to never give up
Unfortunately, we don’t know when our time will come so 
Value your time right now as a youth 
U are in control of what can happen to U
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RYLEE PETERSON
“But yet we stand tall finding a way to make it 

through the long haul.”
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I am first, does this mean worst?
The guinea pig isn’t that big.
For parents who are ashamed of saying their first-born’s name.
But yet we stand tall finding a way to make it through the long haul.
Now they go on to school, trying to come off as cool.
Decorating a dorm, trying to shape life into form.
Going to school making friends we won’t lose till the end.
But life could never be this easy—I know, I know, this is cheesy.
Life gets in the way and sometimes we all have bad day.
When finals make you cry, or even want to die.
When a group project tells you to go to the next.
And they make you realize you are getting an F.
But what about tomorrow as you can hear it crow?
A good or the bad, happy or the sad?
But I guess since we’re the first, advice from parents is probably the worst.
You’re so stressed it may lead to a stroke. But don’t let that demon stay woke.
Good luck as the first, hope it’s not your last.
Try to get through college, with something known as knowledge will be a blast.
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ANONYMOUS
Picturing a family of a loving mother and father. 
Both dropped out of middle school raising and en-
couraging a child to develop into a student. As me-
dia and politics go hand in hand, she is pictured on 

top of it all.
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CHRISTOPHER SLATE BLACKBURN
“I’m a First-Generation Student. Love sports. UVU 
student. I’m a vacuum enthusiast, passionate, and 
love the outdoors. Video gamer, boyfriend, and I’m 

a Mormon.”
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MADELINE McBRIDE
“One of the most important things in life is to take 
time for yourself and do something you love; some-

thing that calms you.”
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TIA NERO
“Fire and Desire”

“Although “Fire and Desire” is a great song by Rick 
James and Teena Marie, I chose this title because in
each one of us there is a fire and a desire to do 
something big. To do something that will either 
help ourselves or others. With this simple drawing, 
I wanted to portray a black woman who is doing 
her best to hold on to her fire and keep it alive de-
spite all the things that are told to her on a daily 
basis. Knowledge is power. Determination is every-

thing. Desire is the spark.”






