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Coping with Stress and Developing Self-Care Skills for First-Generation College Students

Introduction

First-generation college students often face new challenges and stressors that can be

difficult for them to cope with. Lack of coping skills for first-generation college students can

have adverse effects on mental health such as increased symptoms of stress, anxiety, and

depression. When college students develop coping skills and self-care strategies, they may

become more successful in navigating college life and responsibilities. To support

first-generation students, I will develop a three-part interactive workshop for students enrolled in

college support programs attending California State University, Monterey Bay in Seaside,

California.

Needs Statement

First-generation college students face stressors that can make it challenging to cope with

college life. The status of being a first-generation college student is often linked with low

socioeconomic status and less access to social resources, which are part of the stressors faced

(Garriott & Nisle, 2018). Some of the common stressors that first-generation students have to

navigate include increased academic demands, building a social network, navigating autonomy

in daily activities, living away from home, and exposure to systematic social stressors such as

lack of resources. According to Kroshus et al. (2021), the transition to college is a period of

vulnerability and first-generation students are more susceptible to experiencing stressors

throughout the school year. A lack of self-care and coping skills can make managing these

transitions and stressors more challenging.
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Lacking stress management skills to manage stress, especially as a first-generation

college student, can lead to poor mental health outcomes. According to Martin (2021), increased

symptoms of anxiety and depression caused by stress can adversely affect important aspects of

college life such as academic performance, social functioning, personal growth, and more. The

unique social characteristics of first-generation students can also make them more vulnerable to

stress and its effects on mental health (Jenkins et al., 2013). Given their unique characteristics,

first-generation students may find it difficult to achieve personal and academic goals due to the

impact of stress.

Self-care and coping skills are essential in order to support mental well-being and

mitigate the symptoms of anxiety and depression, among college students, caused by stressors.

According to Amirkhan et al., (2022) when there are social demands that exceed one's coping

resources, the body responds to them as a threat leading to extreme emotions that disrupt mental

processes. This means that it is important to learn how to cope with stress to manage mental

health, which can be a difficult process for first-generation college students with limited

experiences and a lack of support while navigating the demands of a college education. One

study following the COVID pandemic demonstrated that training for undergraduate students on

coping strategies and mindfulness exercises can be beneficial for self-care development

(Klonoff-Cohen, 2022). If all college students can benefit from self-care development, then

first-generation students can benefit even more because as the previously mentioned research

shows they are more vulnerable to stress and its effects on mental health.

There are resources available to students that can aid in the process of coping such as

social support, academic programs, mental health programs, and more. Supportive peer

relationships are important in adapting to college but can also be more difficult for
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first-generation students to establish because they may differ from their peers (Jenkins et al.,

2013). This demonstrates that if students are provided the tools to build social circles with peers

they will also build a support system in the process. Stephens et al., (2015) show that there is

also evidence that participating in some early academic intervention programs can strengthen the

way students respond to situations in a positive way when navigating through college. If first

generation students are given the opportunity to participate in these types of early intervention

programs, they have advanced opportunities to connect with peers and build a support system.

This finding exhibits that utilizing various social and academic support resources can make a

positive difference in developing coping skills for first-generation college students.

Self-care strategies are beneficial for coping with symptoms of stress. The focus of

practicing self-care is an effort to take part in activities and behaviors that enhance one's

well-being (Martin 2021). There are resources available to first generation students to practice

and build self-care skills. Research supports that first-generation students report higher levels of

stress but use support services less compared to their peers (Garriott et al., 2017). This shows

that first-generation college students may not be aware of and not utilizing resources. One

resource that can be accessible is online virtual mental health resources which have expanded in

recent years and can be used as a form of self-care. Research on a digital mental health program

mobile app demonstrates evidence of a reduction in symptoms and an increase in the

development of self-management tools (Lattie et al., 2020). This suggests that using self-care

strategies such as online resources as a way to manage symptoms caused by stressors can assist

first-generation college students as they navigate the challenges and responsibilities experienced

in college.
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First-generation college students are more vulnerable to the effects of stressors which

make it more difficult to successfully navigate through college life. This increased vulnerability

can negatively impact mental health and well-being. Bringing awareness to students about

resources, coping skills, and the benefits of self-care strategies can alleviate the negative

outcomes of stressors. In order to increase their awareness and aid in developing coping and

self-care strategies, I intend to provide a three-part interactive workshop to first-generation

students at CSU Monterey Bay enrolled in a college support program.

Theory

The theory that relates to my project is Arnett's theory of emerging adulthood as it applies

to the age of the participants. The theory proposes that the time of life roughly between the ages

of 18 to 25 is considered a distinct period called emerging adulthood. Emerging adulthood is

characterized by five distinct features: the age of identity explorations, the age of instability, the

self-focused age, the age of feeling in between, and the age of possibilities (Arnett, 2004). Since

first-generation college students are emerging adults, they should be at this stage of development

and adjusting to the college environment. According to Munsey (2006), some emerging adults

are more successful in their transitions than others, if they had a good foundation set in

childhood and adolescence. The two main aspects of this theory that my project will address are

the age of instability and the self-focused age. Emerging adults begin to explore more aspects of

their lives such as relationships and work, but their lives are also unstable due to frequent moves

and changes in their lives. As previously addressed, first-generation college students face

adversities and are more vulnerable to stress, which can increase the instability of this stage in

emerging adulthood. The self-focused stage demonstrates that during the emerging adulthood

years, they focus increasingly on themselves as they develop the knowledge, skills, and



COPING WITH STRESS AND DEVELOPING SELF-CARE SKILLS 6

self-understanding they will need for adult life. This applies to first-generation students because,

as previously discussed, they often lack the knowledge and skills to help them be successful such

as coping with stress and developing self-care skills. This theory applies to my participants and

project application because it will expand on developing emerging adults' skills to aid in

decreasing the effects of the instability that they face in this stage. With available support,

emerging adults can strengthen their skills to improve the ability to cope with stress. Therefore I

am creating an interactive workshop to help first-generation college students increase their

awareness of the impact of stress and develop coping and self-care skills.

Consideration of Diversity

My project will be conducted in a hybrid format in person and via Zoom, with

first-generation college students enrolled in college support programs at CSU Monterey Bay. The

participants for this project are first-generation college students and are not reflective of the

entire CSUMB community because CSUMB has a community of only about 50%

first-generation students. The college support programs serve students from various

underrepresented backgrounds such as first-generation students, low-income students, students

with disabilities, students from migrant backgrounds, current and former foster youth, and

undocumented students. These communities do not represent all of CSUMB nor all

first-generation college students due to the limitations of their group affiliations and the

qualifications and criteria for support program enrollment. The demographic information

available of all CSUMB students shows that the ethnic makeup consists of 3% African

American, 9% Asian American, 46% Latino, 1% Native American, 1% Pacific Islander, 29%

White, 8% Two or more races, and 4% other/decline. The content of this curriculum may not

apply to all first-generation college students because it is only being presented to students
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enrolled in the college support programs at CSUMB, which is also not reflective of all CSUMB

students. The information presented from the curriculum may not be generalizable or useful to

all college students since it is geared toward first-generation students and the population of

participants is drawn from CSUMB only. The content being delivered has limitations because it

does not go in-depth on specific mental health conditions that can coincide with stress or impact

first-generation students as well as the content does not include cultural background influences

that may be applicable. An additional limitation is that the content can only be applicable to

emerging adults enrolled in college and would need to be modified to apply to any other age

demographic. Due to the discussed limitations, this project overall is not inclusive of all

emerging adults and age demographics therefore changes would need to be made for the content

to apply to a wider audience and participants.

Learning Outcomes

I intend to provide a three-part interactive workshop to first-generation college students

enrolled in college support programs attending CSU Monterey Bay.

By the end of the project, participants will be able to:

1. Name three common stressors faced by first-generation college students.

2. Indicate three effects of stress that impact mental health in first-generation students.

3. Indicate three coping skills or self-care strategies to aid in coping with the effects of

stress on mental health.

Method

First, all students enrolled in a college support program at CSUMB were contacted via

email about two weeks before the workshop, so they could fill out an RSVP form and pre-survey.
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Then, on the day of the workshop, as attendees arrived, they were told to sign a sign-in sheet to

track attendance. I started the workshop with a 5-minute icebreaker activity where I asked

participants to introduce themselves with their name, year in school, and what it means to them

to be a first-generation college student. Then, I started my interactive presentation by introducing

myself and the purpose of the workshop. On the second slide of the presentation, I asked the

group to participate by raising their hands for a series of brief questions: please raise your hand if

you have often experienced stress due to college life as a first gen student, you have often had

difficulty coping with the stress you have experienced as a first gen student, and you have felt it

difficult to find self-care strategies to help you cope with stress. These questions for the

participants covered the three main points of the presentation: stress, coping skills, and self-care.

See Appendix A. Then, I presented slides with information about the impacts of stress,

developing coping skills, and practicing self-care. The first half of the presentation took about 15

minutes.

Then, I led a guided journaling activity to practice self-care skills. The guided journaling

activity consisted of a packet that included two pages with information on different types of

self-care, a daily journaling questions worksheet about daily self-care practices, and a self-care

routine planning worksheet. Each part of the activity took about 15 minutes overall with 10

minutes to fill out each page of the worksheet, and 5 minutes to share in pairs about what they

wrote on each page. See Appendix B. I wrapped up the activity with a group discussion on what

was shared in the small groups. This segment was about 5 minutes. Then, I closed the

presentation with a wrap-up of the key takeaways from the workshop presentation, which took

about 5 minutes. Finally, one day after the workshop concluded, participants were sent a

10-question post-survey via email. See Appendix D.
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Results

Learning outcome 1 was that the participants would name three common stressors faced

by first-generation college students. To see if participants could name three common stressors

faced by first-generation college students, I distributed a post-survey to all workshop

participants. The questions asked in the survey for learning outcome 1 can be seen in appendix D

in questions 8, 9, and 10. I reviewed all the participants’ answers from the survey. Based on the

seven responses from the post-survey of those who participated in the workshop, all seven

participants named three common stressors faced by first-generation college students. Table 1

depicts the results of the post-survey. As shown in the table participants were able to name a

variety of stressors that were covered in the workshop content. I believe this learning outcome

was partially met.

Learning outcome 2 was to indicate three effects of stress that impact mental health in

first-generation students. This learning outcome was also measured by the aforementioned

post-survey that was distributed to workshop participants. See appendix D questions 8,9, and 10.

Based on the 7 participant responses from the post-survey, 6 were able to indicate three effects of

stress that impact mental health in first-generation students. See Table 2. The post-survey shows

that almost all the workshop participants were able to indicate three effects of stress based on the

content that was presented to them. Therefore I believe this learning outcome was partially met.

Learning outcome 3 was to indicate three coping skills or self-care strategies to aid in

coping with the effects of stress on mental health. In the workshop, this outcome was assessed

through the interactive activity, using the self-care worksheets as seen in Appendix B. The results

were gathered by the post-survey as well. Of the 7 responses from participants in the post-survey,
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all 7 indicated three examples of coping skills and self-care strategies based on the workshop

content. See Table 3. Therefore I believe that this learning outcome was met.

Discussion

I believe this project was successful overall. The participants that attended the workshop

actively participated and were engaged in the material and information that was presented. Since

the participants were all in the emerging adulthood stage, according to Arnett’s theory, the

project was relevant to their experiences as first-generation college students at this stage in their

lives. Each of the learning outcomes was met partially or successfully; therefore, I believe it

worked. I think that the participants responded best to the self-care development workshop

activity because during the activity I observed a lot of positive responses, interactions, and

discussions. The self-care activity helped students practice developing skills on their own with

the guidance of the information that was presented to them. To assess the participant's knowledge

before attending the workshop I sent out a pre-survey form to fill out. Based on their responses

each of the participants had some previous knowledge of the topics discussed in the workshop

content but those who also completed the post survey showed an increase after the workshop.

Based on the responses from participants in the post-survey, there is clear evidence that the

workshop left an overall positive impact.

For being inclusive of diversity, I think that my project could have included a bigger

audience of first-generation students. If I had not limited it to only first-generation students

enrolled in a college support program, it would have been more reflective of the first generation

community of students as they are not all in support programs that require additional

demographics or affiliations. In addition to this, the content is limited in the fact that it is focused
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on emerging adulthood which limits the first-generation audience of those outside of this age

range.

If I had to do this project again I would edit the content to be more comprehensive. This

would have been done by having a more in-depth two-part workshop with more information

presented and additional measurable activities. For the pre and post-surveys that were given to

participants, I would edit the questions to get clearer answers based on the content for more

clarity in the results of addressing the learning outcomes. Even without the possibility of making

these changes I still feel this project was successful and each of the participants learned more

about the topic. In the future, I hope that the participants learned what the impacts of stress are

on them, how to cope in a healthy way, and continue to develop their self-care skills.
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Table 1 - Post Survey
Question 1: Based on what you learned in the workshop please give 3 examples of
common stressors faced by first-generation students.

Participant
Number Response Correct based on content?

1 Navigating college by yourself, feeling like many people
look up or follow you (feeling like many eyes are on you in
terms of family and friends), and having to juggle with
school and outside events (job, family, etc).

Yes

2 Some common stressors faced by first gen students are
academic demands, learning to say “no”, and set
boundaries.

Yes

3 financial, coursework, family, mental health Yes

4 Finances, grades, imposter syndrome Yes

5 First-generation students experience stress through feeling
out of place, not getting the resources they need, and lack
of time-management.

Yes

6 One example of a stressor faced by first generation
students is not knowing knowing what to do after
graduation. Another example is feeling scared and alone
throughout the educational journey. A final example is
feeling pressured to follow through with higher education for
the sake of making parents proud.

Yes

7 academic, financial, and social Yes
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Table 2 - Post Survey
Question 2: Based on what you learned in the workshop please give 3 examples of the
effects of stress that impact mental health in first-generation students.

Participant
Number Response Correct based on content?

1 Lack of sleep, mentally exhausted, and overworking one
self (not being able to say no to certain things)

Yes

2 Stress can effect the impact of mental health of first gen
students because you tend to feel alone or like a failure
and it is hard to communicate these emotions with your
family. I personally begin to feel like I’m letting people
down.

Yes

3 It can increase mental health issues which can lead to
problems with personal relationships, academic
performance, or work

Yes

4 Lack of sleep, depression, burn out Yes

5 Stress can make us feel depressed leading to things like
not engaging in physical activity, not socializing, and not
eating well or drinking water.

Yes

6 An example of the effects of stress that impact mental
health in first-generation students is feeling overwhelmed
and lost. Another example is that when you're mentally
distressed, it can affect you're physically and emotionally,
too. A third example of the effects of stress is neglecting
self-care habits.

Yes

7 If I'm honest, I don't remember. No
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Table 3 - Post Survey
Question 3: Based on what you learned in the workshop please give 3 examples of
coping skills and self-care strategies.

Participant
Number Response Correct based on content?

1 Add breaks in your schedule, sleep in or exercise, and
journal

Yes

2 Some examples of self care strategies are yoga,
mediation, and keeping your body healthy by drinking
water and eating meals.

Yes

3 personal self-care, emotional self-care, and financial
self-care. Three examples would be a hot shower, taking
medicine, or going to the gym

Yes

4 Journaling, taking walks, controlled breathing Yes

5 Some self-care strategies include meditation, physical
exercise, and talking through emotions with a therapist or
someone you trust.

Yes

6 Three examples of self-care strategies include yoga,
eating healthy, and socializing.

Yes

7 yoga, going on walks, and deep breaths Yes
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Appendix A

Workshop presentation
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Appendix B

Self-care practice worksheets
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Appendix C

Pre-Survey Questions
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Appendix D

Post-Survey Questions
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Appendix E

Presentation from Capstone Festival
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