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00:00:03 Announcer
This is the Missouri State Journal, featuring interviews on a variety of topics with members of the Missouri State University community.
00:00:12 Emily Letterman
The Pell Institute estimates about 50% of American college students were the first in their families to pursue a four-year degree last year. That's roughly 8.2 million people.
At Missouri State University, more than one-third of all students on the Springfield campus are first-gen. These students and families are navigating a new and unknown life path together. Missouri State has built a network of programs specifically designed to help these students land on their feet.
I'm Emily Letterman.
My guests today are two experts from the university's Access and Success programs.
00:00:45 Dr. Ryan Reed
I think, first of all, they just need to enjoy their last summer before college, not to be nervous or anxious about what's going to happen, to take part in things that their family finds important, to kind of enjoy that time together, especially if they're traveling away from home.
00:01:02 Emily Letterman
That was Dr. Ryan Reed, Director of Access and Success Programs. His program's entire goal is to help maximize bear potential by improving retention and persistence rates. For students, that means they're there to help answer all those unknowns. Reed says, when you don't know where to start, with the basics.
00:01:21 Dr. Ryan Reed
We call it SOAR, shorthand, it's easier than saying Student Orientation, Advisement and Registration. But that's the time where you would come to campus for your orientation and pick out your classes and those type of things.
So understanding when your SOAR is, knowing what classes you might be interested in taking, what your major is, and it's okay not to have a major. Lots of students come to college undecided. So if you are undecided, not to be nervous or anxious about, oh, I don't know what I'm studying. Don't have to get too fixated on what you're studying. If you don't know or if you're unsure,
There are ways and classes and people on campus who can help with those decisions and give you some guidance.
00:02:05 Emily Letterman
Over the summer, the university's URSA camp, so named after the star constellation that looks like a bear, is designed to help students transition.
Access and Success Assistant Director Tara Joyce also hosts another first-gen program as the school year kicks off.
00:02:20 Tara Joyce
We lead a program called Bears Lead, which is for students who are first-generation and or Pell Grant eligible. So you don't necessarily have to be both, but majority of our students are at least one of the two, if not both.
We meet with students three times a semester for two years. So their first fall and spring semester and then fall and spring of their sophomore year. We meet three times throughout the semester and also host monthly meetings throughout the semester on topics that are timely, like belonging, academic skills, financially preparing for the next year and then wrapping up so our students graduating out of the program are ready to advance in their next internships or careers.
00:03:05 Emily Letterman
While important, Reed and Joyce wholeheartedly agree academics are not the only measure of success the first year.
00:03:11 Tara Joyce
The biggest factor that helps first generation, and I would say almost any first-year student succeed in college, is their sense of belonging at that college. And by belonging, I don't necessarily meaning having a large group of friends and social events.
By belonging, I mean like you matter at the university, that you are not just a number, that you are a person and the university, someone at the university cares about your progress and your success. I think if a student is lacking that connection, then it's going to be harder for them to reach milestones if they don't feel like anyone is invested in them or they don't feel like they know who to turn to. But if you don't feel like you fit, it's going to be hard to make it past the first semester, past the first year.
00:04:02 Emily Letterman
Lastly, Reed has a few closing tips for first-gen families:
· First, check your university email this summer. There will be important information from the likes of residence life and financial aid. The university will only email you – not your parents.
·  Second, remember the logistics of physically moving to campus. Check the rules on what you can and cannot bring before loading your entire bedroom into the car.
· And third, it’s always OK to ask questions.
00:04:29 Dr. Ryan Reed
That's another thing I think first-gen students will need to understand is we use a lot of acronyms. And so when somebody says something like SOAR, don't be afraid to say, I don't know what SOAR is, I don't know what that means.
So that way everybody who works at a university would be happy to explain.
00:04:48 Emily Letterman
First-gen students headed to Missouri State can connect with Access and Success programs through the university's website.
For all the first-timers out there, enjoy your summer. We'll see you in the fall.
I'm Emily Letterman for the Missouri State Journal.
00:05:04 Announcer
This is the Missouri State Journal, featuring interviews on a variety of topics with members of the Missouri State University community.

