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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.

I Am First is a community of students, staff, faculty, and other key stakeholders 
that seeks to provide first-generation students with the crucial supports 
needed to thrive in their university experience. Engaging with students through 
evidence-based opportunities for community, mentorship, and scholarship, I 
Am First creates a foundation upon which first-generation students can build 
success in college and beyond.
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MESSAGE FROM 
THE EDITORS

We are nearing the end of the 2020-2021 academic year at UVU–a year 
full of challenges, adjustments, and resilience. This has been a year of 

struggling through a world-wide pandemic that has impacted every aspect of 
our lives in ways we couldn’t have imagined just a few years ago.  

Hello first-generation wolverines…Thank you for choosing UVU as your 
institution for higher education. We are so proud of you…The impact of 

your choices to attend UVU, to persevere, and to graduate, will affect your 
families now and your families in the future. 

I am also a first-generation student. Neither one of my parents attended 
college, and I know that education has shaped my life in truly miraculous ways. 
I know that you will have a great life ahead. I know that having gone to college 
will help you be a better thinker, a better worker, a better mother, a better 
father, and a better citizen.

PRESIDENT OF UTAH VALLEY UNIVERSITY
President Astrid S. TuminezHannah Horan Rachel Montalvo

PROGRAM COORDINATORS

Marcy Glassford

DIRECTOR

Ezra Mintz-Fernandez

PROGRAM MANAGER

Throughout this struggle, UVU’s first-generation students have shown 
tremendous strength and resiliency. UVU has in turn acknowledged the 
strength of our first-generation community by creating The First-Generation 
Student Success Center, the first in the state of Utah and recognized nationally 
as a premier Center.

The publication of PRIMIS this year highlights the tremendous strength and 
courage of our first-generation students, providing validation for everyones’ 
efforts to support and strengthen the incredible students here at UVU. It is 
our hope that these student voices provide all with the courage to persevere 
through challenges.
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THE FIRST-GENERATION LUNCH TABLE

The kids pinched their noses as I unraveled my lunch container. I felt the 
weight of the room at the mere sight of my lunch. Other kids packed acceptable 
lunches like sandwiches and pasta. I quickly shut my lunch box, and opted 
for apple slices instead. My mom packed me a noodle dish instead, Burmese 
Mohinga. I’ve always wanted my mom to pack sandwiches or something so 
badly in elementary school. As a result, I was always embarrassed to sit at the 
lunch table with everyone else whenever she packed it.

Entering college as a first-generation student, the pressure at the lunch table 
became uncharted territory. The lunch I brought to the table was far different. 
I wanted to pack success, and pridefully let everyone else see what I had. 
Trying to prove accomplishment was a key factor that drove my fear in college. 
I wanted to pursue success in a way that everyone else did. However, I doubted 
myself. I doubted my skills, talents, and abilities.

Along with the pressure of being first-gen, labels such as “smart” and “well 
achieved” lingered over my head. However, I was often confused about what 
resources were available, and what pathways I should take. I was filling out 
forms that I lacked any understanding of. I was watching my savings drown out. 
I felt immense pressure to not show my weaknesses of being lost; as college 
was ‘proof’ of my intelligence.
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Metaphorically, deep down, we all have our own “lunch” we crave in life. We 
often neglect things that define us to facilitate society’s version of “success.” 
First-generation students, similarly, often feel that they need to meet these 
standards to be deemed as successful.

Sitting at the ‘lunch table’ in college is equivalent to that of a different demon; 
especially being first-gen. We often idolize each other’s ‘meals’ because they 
look the best or often preferred by everyone else on the table. However, 
someone else’s meal may never satiate your seemingly never-ending hunger. 
Similarly, someone else’s pathway towards success does not equate to my own. 
Eating what I’ll enjoy and to have pride in it is inherently what’s most important.

I realized that my lunch is my own comfort and choice. That sitting down at that 
lunch table with confidence changes how you feel. Looking back as a college 
student, I realized that Mohinga embodies who I am. My heritage, my sense of 
accomplishment, and my value for success is deeply rooted in what I want to 
eat. I decided to pack Mohinga the next morning. 

I scrambled for the ingredients, sliced up the ginger and minced up the garlic. 
I packed up the noodle dish in a container and brought that to the table the 
next day. I opened up my lunch and felt the piercing eyes again. I didn’t opt for 
apple slices this time. I ate my lunch with confidence. I belong at the table, and 
I more importantly deserve to be at the table. Regardless of what everyone else 
packs, I have my own lunch that I will most certainly enjoy.

RODRIGUEZDANIELLE
OCTOBER BABY

 Happy to be in the home stretch finishing my student teaching and 
preparing to graduate as an honors student at Utah Valley University with a 3.8 
GPA, I am about to celebrate my 43rd birthday with my family, including seven 
children ranging from 1 to 26 years old. But I was not supposed to be here…

 It all started in 1977 when my teenage mother became pregnant by her 
abusive, alcoholic teenage-boyfriend and was pressured into an abortion by 
her mother. I was about to be a goner as my mother lay on an operating table 
of an abortion clinic, but fortunately for me, she ran out of there because she 
could not do it. The next miracle was my mom walking away heavily pregnant 
from a car accident in a convertible that overturned with my intoxicated father 
behind the wheel. She had holes in her sweater from being dragged under the 
car, but I made it. 

My life began in poverty, to dysfunctional, unwed parents. I moved around to 
so many cities and schools I could never name them, and my parents were not 
even in the military. I had many stepparents and lived with different family 
members so my education suffered. I repeated the cycle and became pregnant 
at 15. I had no goals, but I knew this baby did not ask to be born and I needed to 
try for him. By the time I graduated from a continuation school, I was pregnant 
with my second child, living on my own as a welfare mom. I met my husband 
at twenty and got married in a couple months. We had twins by the time I was 
21 years old. I attempted college but quit after the twins. I could not do it, I did 
not have any help and four young children. 

 At 29 I found God, self-improvement, and Al-Anon and began to mature 
and turn my life around. I began to learn my strengths and weaknesses and 
committed to a lifelong journey of growth and change. I moved from California 
to Highland, Utah searching for a calmer family-oriented way of life for my 
young children. I was introduced to the teaching program at UVU and thought, 
“How hard can it be?”
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POETRY

Ignorance is bliss. I could not write this paper when I started at UVU. I thought, 
“‘I will do this for my kids and set the example. I cannot expect them to do 
anything that I will not do first.” I wanted to pay it forward and give back to my 
community as a servant leader, a health teacher because I am so passionate 
about health. 

Now I have many goals. Next, I want to get into the master’s program at UVU. 
I learned that if I remove the drama in my life, I have determination, drive, and 
persistence.  I am an all or nothing person and cannot quit. My lack of talent 
is made up for by my hard work. For this task I have no special talent to offer 
but an inspirational story of a girl that beat the statistics and is continuing to 
break the cycles. 

I want to help young girls make goals and stay out of trouble, trouble like I 
was in. Change is hard but regret is easy. Most people live with regret but I 
want to face the pain of change. All the great stories are of the underdog and 
the least of these. I am proud of my past because I have a story to tell. I am 
a second-generation Mexican American woman that will graduate as a first-
generation graduate and honors student in Spring of 2021. The story is only 
halfway through for this October baby.
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A POEM

Write an autobiography, they said
But my story is just too cliché
Lonely, insecure, depression
Dysfunction, religion, and yearning
Falling short and always in fear, never thriving
Stuck in the same trauma loop for years
Who has time for education when they’re so busy surviving?

I found myself sitting in a hole
Right next to rock bottom
Future bleak
I finally surrendered

“Pray for a willingness to be willing” 
they said.
So, I did
    
I would sit in disbelief for years as I watched the 180 turn
Fairytale-ish, I would call it
Knowing the underlying sentiment would be lost to most 
as I professed in joyous tears
miracles
I can say for sure are real
and there came a point when college
Didn’t seem like a pipedream
More like no big deal

Surviving, a thing of the past
I dared to dream 
I might be smart enough, capable
Loving support cradled me
And walked me into UVU doors

ADAIRDANIELLE
At 36, I remember the hall of flags terrifying me
How could I possibly survive all those eyes?!
So afraid they might look at me and see
I shouldn’t be there.
But we live in an era of technology!
There were no eyes
Everyone too busy, in their own world
I often think I would’ve never survived that hall if it were 1985
But college wasn’t full of bullies!
Who knew?

After years and years of believing I wouldn’t be smart enough
Aware of how easily I become overwhelmed
Fearing financial survival 
sure
I’d never be able to juggle with the ease others did
…But with loving support continuing to surround me,
Believe in me, trust in me, and have faith in me,
(are those the same things?) 
I took the first step
a nontraditional, first-generation student

4 years now
1 divorce, 1 major life change
Support dwindled as our family parted ways
But I carried on and here I am

My struggle is real, though
Problems learning, retaining, duplicating
But of course, It could just be age…right?
Math 1020 x 2, 1050 x 2
ethics x 2
anatomy x 3
chemistry x 2
physiology x 2 too
6 classes in all I’ve had to take over
So embarrassed, I considered giving up
Yet, here I am
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BLOCKS IN HAND

A blank canvas is in front of me
Those who came before
Have given me the tools
The building blocks of life
Building high
Building short
Building low
Building wide
I can be what I want
I will be what I need
“Come play with me”
My eyes refocus 
Snapped out of a trance
A glance over my shoulder
Reveals a small little girl
In her hands are blocks
“Come play with me”
Lost in thought I’ve been
I join over with my daughter
Building cars
Building walls
Building chairs
Building towers
She can be what she wants
I will help her become what she needs
With the blocks in hand.

CLARKSEAN
Each time I found myself sitting on the brink of despair
Were all my fears real?
The ones that kept me down,
from trying college way before now?
An upward battle
how hard, each time I tried
You’re not smart enough, those thoughts scream
But I persevere
And here I am

One class left till nursing school,
my calling,
Taking care of others.
Hospice, home health, caregiving
An accidented-upon talent
a natural. 
Only now I could be licensed and certified
“It takes a special kind of person to do that job”
I often hear.
That is when I remember and know why I persevere
And here I am.
Confidence           
Gratitude
I could have never gotten this far alone
A higher power
Love and Hope
An adopted family’s love and support
And programs like these
Are why I am here, now
Thank you!
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I AM FIRST

Being the first,
isn’t the worst,
but it can be hard to prepare for that 
day. 
Much needed help is necessary, in order to
pave the way.
Being alone with nowhere to go
Might make you say no no no.
But one pull in the right direction,
will help you learn a valuable lesson.
At first, frustration might occur
and it will make you feel unsure. 
You might not know how to figure it out, then
all your stressing will lead to doubt.
Many questions will start to arise,
which will fully occupy your mind.

Then, you’ll realize the reason why.
You’ll see why you need to try.
You’ll envision your family
and education as a necessity.
You’ll have that desire to be more prepared for life
and know that it will not come easy, but with hard work and time.
You’ll be proud of who you are and what you will become
You’ll cry, smile, whine, win, and even lose some. 
Nevertheless, at the end of the day, you will say yes yes yes
and appreciate that you are first, which is definitely the best.

SOLE SURVIVOR

I come from a family, not rich or poor.

Just one that helps me with the right door.

No other member has gotten this far.

Not extended or immediate, so I must be the star.

CS is my choice, programming has always been my style.

I know that the difficulty will be worthwhile.

Each year gets tougher, classes get more daunting.

The degree is the endgame, it has me wanting.

3 years deep, the end seems in sight.

I keep pushing and pushing, with all of my might.

Once I am done I know I will look back

As the sole-survivor of the family pack.

COOK GARRETT GONZALEZALEEZA I AM
Being the first,
isn't the worst,

but it can be hard to prepare for that
 day.

Much needed help is necessary, in order to
pave the way.

Being alone with nowhere to go
might make you say no no no.

But one pull in the right direction, 
will help you learn a valuable lesson.

At first, frustration might occur
and it will make you feel unsure. 

You might not know how to figure it out, then
all your stressing will lead to doubt. 
Many questions will start to arise, 
which will fully occupy your mind.

First Then, you'll realize the reason why. 
You'll see why you need to try.

You'll envision your family 
and education as a necessity. 

You'll have that desire to be more prepared for life
and know that it will not come easy, but with hard work and time.

You'll be proud of who you are and what you will become
You'll cry, smile, whine, win, and even lose some.

Nevertheless, at the end of the day, you will say yes yes yes
and appreciate that you are first, which is definitely the best.

By: Aleeza Gonzalez
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MAHONEYBRYNA
FIRST-GEN FRESHMAN

Look
If you were
The first
To attend university
To pursue a higher education
In your fam’ly
Would you measure up?
Or would you fall short?
Ok
Prep for the first year, fines climb, Lord it’s cursed here
You’re knee deep in homework already, pouting is petty
You’re drowning, and you start doubting that this route is healthy
For your mind, your feet are not sound or steady
Calc is your bane, and your pain stirs up shame
Your mind clocks how fast it can make you drop this class
You’re dropping fast, pick yourself up off your ass
You got this task, get up, block the past

My mind is my enemy, psych, he’s my frenemy
By my side reminding me, “mind
Your time constantly, like a dad’s cash when he’s sky
High in debt,” but me? I would rather spend money. My
Weaknesses conquer me, shining ain’t that easy, time
To show the best of me, rise toward my destiny, climb the possibilities
“Possible” is only defined by the drive in me,
I breach impossibility; pride is what I feel in me.

You better stay on top, never stop when you’re blocked
Don’t you drop ‘til you finish what you’ve started now
This is your first shot, do not miss your final bow
The opportunities come after the fields are plowed

MANGESSTOCKTON
I DECIDE

This year, everyone is telling me what I can’t do. 

I can’t stand there.
I can’t breathe here.
I can’t walk into that room. 
I can’t touch you. 
I can’t. I can’t. I can’t. 

But let me tell you what I can do. 

I can choose to stay in school. 
I can choose what I study. 
I can choose to get good grades. 
I can choose my path. 
I can. I can. I can. 

No one can tell me “you can’t” when it comes to my education.

I decide. 
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I AM FIRST

First to wake up early in the morning 
To have or not have breakfast before a long day of work and school
To wake up and get things done

First to feel lost
To wonder where or who I will go to for help 
To see unfamiliar all over campus 

First to see my bank account drain
Will I have to pick up an extra shift?
How will I pay for school?

First to stay up late
To not sleep because of an assignment that is due
To drink caffeine and energy drinks to get me up for the hour

First to experience a great amount of stress
To cry over homework 
To go on drives to calm me down 

First to feel pressure
I have people proud of me, what if I fail?
I’m the first, I can’t let my family down

I am first

First to feel accomplished 
To reach my goals and make my dreams come true
Those sleepless nights will be worth it 

MORALES REYESMINERVA

First to try new things
To meet new people
To take risks

First to feel good 
To know that I am trying my best
To feel good because I have family who supports me

I am first 
To attend college 
To know that it is okay to have setbacks

This what it is like being a first-generation student 
To feel like you’re drowning trying to balance work, school, and life

Though there are obstacles that come along with being first-generation
I can overcome these obstacles
Then I can proudly say 
I am first. 
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QUIJANOMAKAELY
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NOT THE LAST

I am first

Plans of growing up to graduate

Learning for my Future

Hoping to make a difference for my generation

With my family’s love and support

Grateful for the sacrifices of them before

The Importance of education learned from them

Praying that I had it better than them

For my Parents

For my Children

Praying that they will have it better than me

The love of education I hope to inspire in them

Grateful to do the same for them after

With my love and support

Hoping for theirs to be brighter

Learning and Creating for theirs one day.

Plans for my children to follow, hopefully

I will not be the last

WALKERELIJAH
THE ROOTS THAT GREW ME

My roots are what made me a first-generation student
The roots of my parents that sprouted from Venezuela and Uruguay 
Creating a branch that was born in the US with no guidance or help
I rely on my parents to be the trunk of my tree while I grow the stems of knowledge

Waking up at dawn each morning, dragging my days out and wearing me down
I did not know being a first-generation student would ever be this hard 
Exhausted and sad, I feel my bones wilting 
Crying has become a dreadful routine that I cannot seem to stop 

The branches of my family tree finally in college 
And yet I lost all motivation to come due to financial struggles at home
But after receiving a scholarship to give me water and sunlight 
I was able to nurture my dream and pursue my goals 

Seeing the smiles on my parents’ faces light up the whole room
Getting butterflies in my stomach because I can finally say I’m the first to make it 
I still have a long way to go, but I’m glad I’ll be able to guide my brother right behind me 

I will become a first-generation dentist after almost a decade of work
Having a biology major in order to plant my future 
Excited for what is to come, scared for the storms ahead 
I can’t wait to walk across the stage and thank my parents for believing in me
With kisses and hugs, no matter what gets in my way, I’ll be able to overcome it 
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LAYER BY LAYER

As I knelt in the snow to examine these interesting ice patterns, I recalled 
learning about how water is frozen in tiny little layers over time. This beautiful 
pattern was not created all at once, it was created over the course of a few 
weeks as the fallen snow would start to melt in the sun and then refreeze once 
the sun went behind the hills. This pattern also explains my experience as a 
first-generation student. I started out not knowing anything about college or 
higher education. As time goes on, and with the help of incredible mentors, I 
am slowly able to add microscopic layers to my knowledge and understanding 
with the hope that I will look back one day and see a beautiful pattern created 
by hard work and determination. Sometimes, as a first-generation student, it 
seems like everyone else is so much further along than you. But it is important 
to remember that it doesn’t matter where you start, it only matters that you 
add a little bit every day and the end result will be beautiful.
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BALANZATEGUIKATHLEEN

THANK
YOU

a  warm  note  to  say

( f rom  your  future )
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BIGLERKAYLEE
UNTITLED

We’ve all seen the Christmas classics Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer and Elf, 
and for my PRIMIS project I wanted to illustrate a scene that is seen in both 
films. 

The scene I’m talking about is the one when Rudolph and Buddy go off on an 
iceberg for their own greater purpose, such as Buddy going to find his dad. 
Being a first-generation student feels a lot like that in a sense. We’re going off 
to start this new adventure with no real sense of direction and we’re left to 
navigate this strange new place, college. 

In my piece, I have a student with a backpack floating on an iceberg all alone. 
The sky is filled with the colorful northern lights and in the background we 
can see UVU. The student on the iceberg is floating towards UVU. I chose to 
portray this digitally because I’ve never used digital art before and I think that 
relates to my experience as a first-gen student, which is that I had no previous 
experience with college. 

Before starting my project I knew I wanted to use a medium I was unfamiliar 
with to further illustrate my inexperience as a first-generation student. The 
difference between first-generation students and Buddy or Rudolph, is that 
we don’t have to face our greater purpose alone. It may seem like that, and I 
illustrated it that way, but UVU has so many great resources to help students 
(especially first-generation students). So while we may not be getting that 
guidance from our families, we can get it from the administration and students 
at UVU.
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CHACONMCKENNA CLYDESAVANNAH
ODYSSEY

This painting is a representation of not only my journey here at UVU, but also of 
some of the values that come to mind when I think of what it means to be a first-
generation college student. These values have shaped me over the past three 
years and helped me remain focused on growing academically, professionally, 
and as a person. I’m forever grateful for the support I’ve received from my 
friends, family, professors, and internship supervisors in making my dream of 
getting an education a reality. Go Wolverines!

FIRST-GENERATION DEDICATION

As a first-generation student, I always felt like I was supposed to know how 
to do this whole college thing. But being the first one in my family to pursue 
a degree, it felt as if I was figuring it all out on my own. It felt like everyone 
around me was climbing a ladder to success and I had to climb a rope because 
no one before me had built me a ladder. However, despite not having a ladder, 
I am still climbing my way towards success and I have some wonderful people 
around me cheering me on!
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DYSONTRINITY KOTTEROAKLEE
NOT SO LONE WOLF

I painted this painting because I have always really liked wolves and they have 
always been my favorite animal. They represent independence and bravery to 
me, and I also think those attributes are similar to first-generation students. 
I think we often are more independent, being leaders for our generation in 
furthering our education, but that although it can sometimes feel as though we 
are lone wolves, we have a pack who relate to us, being all the other students 
who are first-gens and understand the struggles that come along with that.

AN UNFORESEEN PUSH

My family has been my biggest support system this year. I have them seated 
behind me to symbolize their push from behind to stay in school. Online classes 
have been faceless this year, so my family’s smiling faces have stepped in my 
classmates’ places.
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HENSLEYJESSIE CURIOUS
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JOLYCHANDLER

MY EXPERIENCE
AS A FIRST-
GEN-STUDENT

STAGE 3:
CANNONBALL
THE DEEP END 
Finally, I've gotten everything in order.
Classes were going great, I was making
friends left and right, and I even made
leadership in that club. It was time to keep
that momentum going and I jumped into
the deeper, harder end. I knew I was
ready for this because I've already proven
I could do it! 

STAGE 4:
MENTOR THE

NEW WIDE-EYES
After five years, seven leadership

positions, and three jobs, I did it! I am on
top of my game! I successfully navigated
the rapids of college and I am on my way

to being the first graduate in my family.
LET'S GOOOO! Now it's time to use my

experience to help those other wide-eyed
first-gen students who are low-key

freaking out be their first.  
www.uvu.edu/iamfirst/

STAGE 1: WIDE-
EYED
"Don't freak out!", that's what I had to tell
myself going through this stage of figuring
out which college to go to, what to study,
where to live, and how to balance my day.
I was terrified! Want to know how I got
through it? Deep breaths, positive talks,
and I asked for help. Truth is, you don't
have to do this alone, always ask
questions.

STAGE 2: SMALL,
SLOW STEPS

Once I had my feet on the ground and
finally figured out where my classes were,
what a syllabus was, and the bus route to
get home, it was time to take small steps. I
decided to make a friend here, looked into
a club there, and just let my curiosity take 

 me peeking through new doors.

BY: CHANDLER JOLY
DIGITAL MARKETING
SPRING 2021
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NIELSENMADELYN
WHEN THINGS COME INTO FOCUS

It is definitely hard as a first-generation student because throughout elementary, 
junior high, and high school my dad was able to help me understand when I was 
confused on assignments. He still helps me when he can, but now that I have 
gone beyond him in learning, I have to find help with assignments elsewhere.  
I definitely have to focus more because it is all on me. I want to be able to 
graduate and that requires a lot of focus and self-discipline. This picture is 
focused on a railing. As I focus on schooling, things tend to become clearer and 
the things that don’t matter often fade out of my life. This is probably the same 
for all college students though. 

QUICKCLAIRE

THE BALANCING ACT

Between school, work, family (and more), my first semester of college could 
be described best as a balancing act. This picture puts to paper the feeling of 
being overwhelmed and trying, sometimes without success, to keep up with 
everything that may be going on in life. As tasks and responsibilities stack up, 
it’s important to find a balance in priorities before it all comes crashing down.
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