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Abstract 

Past studies have consistently demonstrated that first-generation college students in the US 

face structural disadvantages in navigating the college environment compared to their continuing-

generation peers. However, international first-generation college students studying at US 

universities are rarely represented in the existing literature. This study aims to address this gap and 

diversify the scholarly discussion by examining the lived experiences of first-generation Chinese 

international students at elite US colleges in comparison to those of their Chinese international 

continuing-generation counterparts. Drawing on Bourdieu’s theory and the concept of 

intersectionality, this research analyzes interview data from 10 first-generation and 10 continuing-

generation Chinese international students at four elite US private research universities. The findings 

reveal that, unlike American domestic students, first-generation and continuing-generation Chinese 

international students generally share similar challenges and achievements in their college 

experiences due to the rise of the “capitalist class” during China’s Reform and Opening-Up and the 

limited transferability of home-based parental capital across national borders. As a result, both 

groups similarly draw on the transnational capital they gained through elite K-12 schools to 

navigate the elite college environment. Despite these shared overall experiences, first-generation 

Chinese international students uniquely report intellectual disconnection from their parents and 

face distinct challenges shaped by China’s regional inequality. Overall, these findings contribute 

to broadening the conversation on first-generation college students, expanding Bourdieu’s theory 

into a transnational setting, and highlighting elite K-12 schools’ role in facilitating transnational 

mobility and reproduction. This study encourages future researchers to explore how elite pre-

college education influences global class structures and to reframe first-generation status as 

encompassing intersectional experiences shaped by the unique social contexts of different countries. 
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Comparing the Experiences of First-Generation and Continuing-Generation Chinese 

International Students at Elite US Colleges 

INTRODUCTION 

There has been a growing body of literature on first-generation college students (i.e., students for 

whom none of their immediate family members from previous generations had earned a 4-year 

college degree) since the early 2000s (see Nguyen & Nguyen 2018). Collectively, this research 

demonstrates that, compared to continuing-generation students (i.e., students with at least one 

immediate family member from previous generations who had earned a 4-year college degree or 

higher), first-generation college students are disadvantaged in navigating the college environment 

and face significant academic (Chang et al. 2020; Yee 2016), social (Evans et al. 2020; Santa-

Ramirez 2022), and mental health challenges (Covarrubias, Romero, and Trivelli 2015; Landry 

2022) during their college experiences.  

However, while recent studies increasingly highlight the heterogeneity of first-generation 

students’ college experience and improve the representation of racial/ethnic minority students in 

their discussions, limited attention has been paid to the college experience of first-generation 

international students from mainland China. An underrepresented group in the current literature, 

especially that focusing on elite US universities, first-generation Chinese international students 

may have unique experiences at US colleges given their international student status and China’s 

distinctive economic and social development over the past half-century.  

This research aims to address this gap by examining the lived experiences of first-

generation Chinese international students at elite US colleges in comparison to those of their 
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continuing-generation Chinese international counterparts1. Specifically, it asks: (1) How do first-

generation Chinese international students experience elite US colleges compared to their 

continuing-generation Chinese international peers? (2) How does first-generation status intersect 

with other dimensions of these students’ identities – such as class identity, international student 

status, and regional background– to shape their college experiences?  

To answer these questions, this research draws on in-depth interview data from 10 first-

generation Chinese international undergraduate students and 10 continuing-generation Chinese 

international undergraduate students from four elite US private research universities. I analyze this 

data through the lens of Bourdieu’s theory. I further employ the concept of intersectionality  

(Crenshaw 1989; Hankivsky 2014) – a perspective that investigates how overlapping social 

structures interact to create individuals’ unique experiences – to illuminate other social identities2 

that affect students’ trajectories through college experiences alongside first-generation status. In 

general, I argue that the experiences of first-generation Chinese international students at elite US 

colleges can only be understood within the broader social, economic, and historical context of 

mainland China from which these students emerge.  

Specifically, I find that, for the most part, first-generation and continuing-generation 

Chinese international students share similar challenges and achievements in their college 

 
1 In this study, first-generation Chinese international students are defined as students for whom none of their immediate 
family members from previous generations (e.g., parents, grandparents) had earned a 4-year college degree in China 
or abroad. Continuing-generation Chinese international students are defined as those who have at least one immediate 
family member from previous generations (e.g. parents, grandparents) who had earned a 4-year college degree in China 
or abroad. 

2 Notably, while intersectional studies often center on gender, this research doesn’t engage with gender analytically, as 
it didn’t emerge as a significant factor shaping the respondents’ college experiences.   
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experiences. While both groups encounter social isolation, career anxiety, and cultural differences 

as major challenges during college, most students exhibit sufficient institutional knowledge and are 

able to adjust themselves to navigate the elite college environment, regardless of their first-

generation or continuing-generation status. The similar overall college experiences between the 

two groups can be attributed to two factors. First, the economic reform in late 20th-century China, 

which allowed first-generation Chinese international students’ parents to join the “capitalist class” 

(Li 2010) – a core subclass within China’s middle-class stratum that possesses significant economic 

capital (Bourdieu 1986) despite limited educational attainment – and purchase elite K-12 

educational resources. Second, the limited transferability of home-based social and cultural capital 

(Bourdieu 1986) across national borders, which restricts continuing-generation Chinese 

international students’ parents from translating their social networks and cultural resources (e.g.,  

knowledge, skills, dispositions) into their children’s advantage in navigating elite US institutions. 

These factors thus distinguish first-generation and continuing-generation Chinese international 

students from their American counterparts; while the parental economic capital gained during the 

economic reform buffers first-generation Chinese international students against the common 

disadvantages facing many American first-generation college students, the limited transferability 

of home-based parental social and cultural capital deprives continuing-generation Chinese 

international students of the common advantages associated with US domestic continuing-

generation students.  

Hence, rather than relying on direct parental guidance, both first-generation and continuing-

generation Chinese international students draw more on the academic, social, and cultural resources 

they obtained through elite, globally oriented K-12 schools to navigate the selective college 

environment, which then contributes to the common challenges and successes in their overall 
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college experiences. In this sense, the similar college experiences of the two groups represent a 

successful conversion of parental economic capital into transnational social and cultural capital3– 

namely, social ties and cultural assets (e.g., foreign language fluency, knowledge of foreign cultures) 

that transcend national borders and help individuals navigate social fields abroad (Nahapiet and 

Ghoshal 1998; Grineski 2011; Weiss 2005). As transmitters of this transnational capital, elite K-

12 schools thus act as more powerful agents than the home in facilitating transnational mobility 

and social reproduction. 

However, first-generation Chinese international students do report two distinct experiences 

compared to their continuing-generation Chinese international counterparts. First, first-generation 

Chinese international students are more likely to experience a sense of intellectual disconnection 

from their parents. This disconnection consequently influences their communication patterns with 

their parents and turns college into an intellectual refuge for them. Second, in the context of China’s 

regional inequality, first-generation status intersects with regional identity to uniquely shape the 

college experiences of first-generation students from less well-resourced regions – that is, students 

from areas other than first-tier and new first-tier cities4 in mainland China. Specifically, these 

students tend to perceive a mismatch in “habitus” (Bourdieu 1977, 1984) – the ingrained ways of 

thinking and acting that individuals acquire through socialization and experiences within a 

particular social environment – between elite colleges and their hometowns. The habitus mismatch 

then leads these students to experience the two environments as distinct worlds in terms of class-

 

3 See Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998) for more information on transnational social capital; see Weiss (2005) and Grineski 
(2011) for information on transnational cultural capital. 

4 See the “historical and social context” section and Appendix A for more information on first-tier and new first-tier 
cities. 
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based cultural practices, inducing a number of psychological responses that shape their self-

perceptions and aspirations.  

Overall, this research contributes to the scholarly discussion on first-generation college 

students by incorporating the insights of international students from mainland China, who 

comprised the largest international student population at US universities from 2009 to 2023 and 

the second-largest in 2023-2024 (Institute of International Education 2024). Foregrounding the 

intersectional nature of first-generation status to advance a nuanced understanding of first-

generation Chinese international students, this study both extends and challenges common findings 

and assumptions in previous scholarship on first-generation college students. In doing so, this 

research encourages future scholars to broaden the conversation by highlighting the perspectives 

of international first-generation college students and to rethink first-generation status as 

encompassing intersectional and heterogeneous experiences uniquely shaped by the historical and 

sociocultural contexts of different countries. Furthermore, by integrating the concepts of capital, 

field, and habitus into the analysis, this study contributes to expanding Bourdieu’s theory into a 

transnational context, underscoring both its potentialities and limitations in examining educational 

and social reproduction on a global scale. Lastly, in identifying elite K-12 schools as key conduits 

of transnational capital and mobility, this research further sheds light on the role of privileged, 

globally oriented education in shaping the world’s class structures and stratification systems in the 

age of globalization. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW  

First-Generation College Students’ Experiences at US Universities 
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Despite inconsistencies in defining first-generation college students, past research consistently 

highlights that first-generation college students are systematically disadvantaged compared to their 

continuing-generation peers and face bureaucratic, academic, social, and mental health challenges 

in their college journeys. Specifically, studies suggest that compared to continuing-generation 

students, first-generation college students generally exhibit less institutional knowledge to navigate 

the complex administrative structures of universities (Osborne 2024), show lower academic 

achievement and persistence (Katrevich and Arruguete 2017; Longwell-Grice and Longwell-Grice 

2021), and are less likely to engage in academic help-seeking behaviors (Chang et al. 2020; Hicks 

& Wood 2016; Truong 2016; Yee 2016). Research on first-generation college students’ social 

engagement and integration reveals that while first-generation college students are actively 

involved in campus social activities (Evans et al. 2020; Ricks & Warren 2021; Truong 2016), they 

often experience a sense of alienation and a lack of fit in the higher education environment (Havlik 

et al. 2017; Nunn 2021; Osborne 2024; Santa-Ramirez 2022; Stebleton et al. 2014; Truong 2016). 

Moreover, although there is mixed evidence on whether mental health problems are more prevalent 

among FGCSs than among continuing-generation students (Gariott et al. 2021; Landry 2022; Ricks 

and Warren 2021; Smith and McLellan 2023; Stebleton et al. 2014), studies show that FGCSs may 

experience family-related stress unique to their first-generation status, which adds to their mental 

burdens and compromises their well-being and academic success (Covarrubias, Romero, and 

Trivelli 2015; Davis 2010; Landry 2022). Most previous studies attribute first-generation college 

students’ challenges in navigating the college environment either to their lack of social and cultural 

capital compared to continuing-generation college students (Evans et al. 2020; Ricks and Warren 

2021; Rosales et al. 2024; Truong 2016) or to a mismatch between the culture of their social origins 

(e.g., self-reliance and prioritizing others’ needs) and the institutional culture of US higher 
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education (e.g., self-expression and autonomy) that negatively impacts their academic and social 

integration into American colleges (Chang et al. 2020; Nguyen and Nguyen 2020; Payne et al. 2018; 

Stephens et al. 2012; Tibbetts et al. 2018). 

Increasing evidence suggests that first-generation college students are more likely to be 

low-income, non-native English speakers, and racial/ethnic minorities (Longwell-Grice and 

Longwell-Grice 2021; Redford and Hoyer 2017; Saenz et al. 2007). In response, recent scholars 

have begun critiquing the homogeneous characterization of first-generation college students in 

earlier studies and increasingly emphasized the heterogeneity in first-generation college students’ 

college experiences (Davis 2010; Longwell-Grice and Longwell-Grice 2021; Nguyen and Nguyen 

2018; Santa-Ramirez 2022). For instance, Longwell-Grice and Longwell-Grice (2021) critique that 

previous studies have commonly conflated first-generation college students with low-income 

and/or working-class students, thus overlooking the fact that first-generation college students come 

from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds and have distinct college experiences. In line with 

Anthony Jack’s study (2019) about private elite high schools’ contribution to a less challenging 

college experience for a group of low-income students, Osborne (2024) also finds that first-

generation college students with prior educational experiences with selective schooling or external 

guidance from outside organizations feel more at ease navigating the academic, social, and 

bureaucratic demands of elite colleges.  

In addition to varying socioeconomic backgrounds and levels of external support, a few 

other studies also indicate that first-generation college students’ college experiences vary across 

different types of US higher education institutions (e.g., selective vs. less selective universities; 

four-year colleges vs. community colleges). Specifically, compared to first-generation students 
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attending other types of postsecondary institutions, first-generation students at highly selective 

colleges are found to develop a heightened awareness of class identity (Beattie 2018), experience 

a stronger sense of cultural mismatch (Wildhagen 2015), and demonstrate greater academic 

preparedness and interactive engagement strategies (i.e., student engagement strategies that 

emphasize the interactional dynamic between students and higher education institutions such as 

collaborative study and talking with faculty) (Yee 2016).  A few studies also point out that first-

generation and low-income students at elite colleges can experience identity crises as they feel 

pressured to “buy in” to the elite educational landscape (aka. upper-middle-class contexts) while 

staying connected to their low-resourced home communities (aka. low-income and working-class 

contexts) (Gable 2021; Osborne 2024; Truong 2016) 

As heterogeneity becomes a growing focus in the research of first-generation college 

students, recent studies have increasingly employed intersectionality as a tool to examine first-

generation students’ college experience in relation to class (Gariott et al. 2021; Yee 2016), race 

(Change et al. 2020; Nunn 2021; Santa-Ramirez 2020), and gender (Truong 2016). However, while 

research on the college experience of first-generation college students from racial/ethnic minority 

groups is growing, Chinese students are largely left out of this conversation. Furthermore, samples 

in prior research consist almost exclusively of US citizens or immigrants who have lived and/or 

plan to live in America for a long time (Longwell-Grice & Longwell-Grice 2021). Mention is rarely 

made of the college experience of first-generation college students who are international students 

or whose caregivers had received college degrees in countries other than the US. By examining the 

experiences of first-generation Chinese international students at elite US universities, this study 
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seeks to fill these gaps and broaden the discussion on first-generation college students in US higher 

education.  

 

Chinese International Students’ Experiences at US Universities 

Most prior studies suggest that Chinese international students face numerous challenges in their 

experiences and in adjusting to US universities. Specifically, scholars find that Chinese 

international students face considerable challenges in their collegiate adjustment, including 

acculturative stress, work-life imbalance, limited interactions with faculty, underutilization of 

campus services for academic and non-academic assistance, loss of social support system, 

employment opportunities, and a lack of sense of belonging (Chen and Zhou 2019; Chi 2020; Heng 

2018; Leong 2015; Li 2016; Tung 2016; Yao 2018; Zhao 2018). Most studies attribute these 

challenges to factors such as language barriers (Chi 2020; Heng 2018; Leong 2015; Li 2016), 

cultural differences or cultural shock (Chi, 2020; Heng, 2018; Leong, 2015; Li 2016; Tung 2016), 

perceived racism (Yao 2018), and uncertainty about visa status (Yan and Berliner 2011). Among 

all the factors, cultural differences stand out as the most influential and persistent one. Specifically, 

studies have shown that Chinese international students often experience feelings of isolation due 

to the cultural distance (i.e., the degree of difference in cultural norms, values, and practices) 

between China and the US, which makes it difficult for them to forge social connections with 

American domestic peers in the new environment while losing ties with the home world (Bertram 

et al. 2014; Yan and Berliner 2011). Sociocultural challenges like this have been shown to 

compromise Chinese international students’ mental health and hinder their academic and social 

integration into the US college environment (Chi 2020; Leong 2018; Yan and Berliner 2011).  
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While recognizing the importance of addressing the challenges described above, recent 

scholars have increasingly contested the deficit view of Chinese international students by 

highlighting their flexibility and agency in adjusting to the American educational and sociocultural 

contexts (Heng 2018, 2019; Yan 2017). For instance, in a longitudinal interview-based study, Heng 

(2018) found that many Chinese international students were able to overcome the sociocultural 

challenges they faced at US colleges through deliberate efforts, such as seeking support from the 

Chinese student community. Meanwhile, recent research has growingly emphasized the 

significance and necessity of studying Chinese international students as a heterogeneous group with 

diverse experiences (Heng 2018, 2019; Kim 2020). Specifically, some studies have found that 

Chinese international students’ college experiences are influenced by a range of factors, including 

class (Garrison et al. 2023), years of study in US universities (with challenges gradually 

diminishing over time) (Heng 2019), and the types of high schools attended (e.g., traditional public 

schools in China vs. international high schools in China vs. American high schools) (Cheng and 

Yang 2019; Li 2019; Zhao 2018). Most of these factors influence Chinese international students’ 

college experiences by mediating students’ English proficiency and familiarity with the structure, 

rules, and expectations of American universities. For instance, Garrison et al. (2023:48) suggest 

that Chinese students from higher-class backgrounds tend to have higher English fluency, as they 

possess more economic resources to support their English learning within the Chinese language 

environment. Drawing on interviews with 18 undergraduate Chinese international students from 

three US universities, Heng (2019) reveals that first-year and second-year Chinese students face 

different challenges in college. In particular, first-year students struggle more with academic 

writing and classroom participation, while second-year students who have become more familiar 

with academic norms and expectations report fewer academic stressors but more concerns about 
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internships (Heng 2019:614). Several other studies further find that, compared to students who 

attended public schools in mainland China, Chinese students who attended international high 

schools or American high schools exhibit better adjustment to the US college environment due to 

their greater familiarity with the academic requirements of US education and greater confidence in 

their English abilities (Cheng and Yang 2019; Li 2019).  

A limited number of studies have specifically addressed Chinese international 

undergraduate students’ experience at elite US colleges. For example, in a study examining the 

experience of Chinese international undergraduate and graduate students at the University of 

Southern California (USC), Zhao (2018) found that undergraduate participants, in particular, 

reported having sufficient knowledge about American culture and experiencing a relatively smooth 

transition to life at USC. One possible explanation, Zhao (2018) argued, was that a large proportion 

of Chinese international undergraduate students at USC went to international high schools or 

international programs in China, which provided them with early exposure to US academic and 

societal culture and thus an advantage in college adjustment. Ma (2020) extends this argument, 

linking this advantage to students’ socioeconomic characteristics. According to Ma (2020:91), the 

admission procedures and tuition fees of international high schools and international divisions 

within Chinese public high schools effectively preselect students whose families are privileged 

enough to support their college journeys in the U.S. with greater economic, academic, and cultural 

capital. Moreover, Ma (2020) discovered that Chinese international undergraduate students at 

highly selective institutions tend to have higher English proficiency and higher levels of parental 
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education (i.e., they tend to be continuing-generation college students)5, which also helps with their 

navigation of elite college life. Together, these studies suggest that Chinese international students 

– particularly Chinese international undergraduate students  – enrolling in elite US universities may 

have relatively smoother college transition and navigation experiences than those at less selective 

institutions due to their privileged socioeconomic status and early exposure to American academic 

and societal culture in prior educational experiences. 

Notably, while prior studies provide valuable insights into the adaptation and experiences 

of Chinese international students at US universities, significant gaps remain in the existing 

literature. Specifically, research on Chinese international students’ experiences in elite US higher 

education settings is notably limited. Furthermore, first-generation students have rarely been 

examined as a distinct subgroup within the Chinese international student population. Aiming to fill 

these gaps, this research contributes to enriching the data on the diverse experiences of Chinese 

international students, thereby fostering a more thorough and nuanced understanding of this student 

population in US higher education. 

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Bourdieu’s Sociological Theories: Capital, Habitus, and Field 

In this study, I employ Bourdieu’s concepts of capital, habitus, and field to interpret and analyze 

the college experiences of first-generation and continuing-generation Chinese international 

 

5 In fact, Ma (2010) is the only scholar I’ve found to address first-generation status in studying Chinese international 
students in US higher education. Specifically, she finds that first-generation Chinese international undergraduate 
students are less likely to enroll in selective institutions than their continuing-generation Chinese international 
counterparts (Ma 2010:339). Notably, however, Ma doesn’t provide a solid explanation for this pattern.  
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students. In examining individuals’ navigation of and experiences in different social landscapes, 

Bourdieu (1986) identifies three forms of capital that shape people’s social positions and access to 

opportunities: economic capital (i.e., financial resources, such as income and ownership), social 

capital (i.e., social connections, such as peer networks), and cultural capital (i.e., cultural assets 

acquired through socialization in embodied forms, such as knowledge, skills, and manners; in 

objectified forms, such as books and artworks; in institutionalized forms, such as education 

credentials and professional licenses).  

The different forms of capital individuals possess are translated into dispositions and 

observable behaviors (e.g., educational aspirations, work ethics, hobbies, speech styles) guided by 

habitus, which refers to the ingrained ways of thinking and acting developed through one’s past 

experience and social background (Bourdieu 1977, 1984; Edgerton and Roberts 2014). Typically, 

individuals acquire and develop capital and habitus through their family upbringing and social 

environment. For instance, people born into middle-class environments possess capital and habitus 

(e.g., greater financial stability, higher educational attainment, self-expression, sense of entitlement) 

that differ from those of working-class individuals (e.g., more financial limitations, less educational 

credentials, self-reliance, sense of constraint) (Calarco 2014; Stephens et al. 2012; Lareau 2015).  

Importantly, the value of one’s capital is not fixed but determined by specific fields, or the 

settings in which social agents and their social positions are located, such as workplaces and schools 

(Riley 2017). For example, elite higher education institutions in the US are found to value the 

capital possessed by the upper and middle classes (Osborne 2024; Stevens 2009). In navigating a 

field, people who possess capital and habitus valued and expected by that particular field would 

gain greater opportunities and advantages. For example, individuals developing habitus and capital 

in upper- and middle-class families may feel their displayed cultural knowledge and behaviors (e.g.,  



 

 

 

16 

self-expression, communication styles, familiarity with professional/academic jargon, networking 

etiquette) more aligned with those expected by elite educational institutions. This alignment then 

eases their navigation of the elite college field, leading to better educational outcomes and job 

prospects that maintain their social status. In this case, the acquisition of capital and habitus in the 

family environment serves to significantly reproduce the class structure. In fact, past studies have 

long recognized the home as the primary site of social class reproduction in the US, typically 

through the intergenerational transmission of family cultural and social capital (Calarco 2014; 

Horvat et al. 2003; Lareau 2002, 2015; Parcel and Hendrix 2014). For instance, Lareau (2002) 

shows that American middle-class parents transmit social and cultural capital – such as greater 

social exposure to professionals and the cultural skills to assertively negotiate with them – that help 

their children secure advantages in institutional settings and maintain class status over time.  

As globalization garners increasing academic attention (see Carlson, Gerhards, and Hans 

2016; Choi et al. 2024), recent scholarship has increasingly focused on applying Bourdieu’s theory 

in international settings. Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998), for instance, investigate transnational social 

capital, revealing how social networks that span national borders constitute valuable resources that 

give individuals an advantage in their professional lives abroad. In a similar vein but with a different 

focus, Weiss (2005:708) examines transnational cultural capital among migrants, defining it as 

skills and educational qualifications that are “transnationally recognized” and demanded in global 

labor markets. Grineski (2011) further categorizes transnational cultural capital into linguistic (e.g., 

foreign language skills), attitudinal (e.g., ease in navigating a foreign setting), informational (e.g., 

knowledge of foreign cultures), and institutionalized (e.g., visas, passports, and certificates) assets 

that are valued and instrumental in facilitating one’s goal attainment abroad. Building on these 

concepts, some scholars specifically direct their attention to international education and study-
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abroad experiences at the secondary and post-secondary levels, which they find play a crucial role 

in individuals’ development of transnational capital through immersion in foreign language and 

cultural environments (Carlson et al. 2016; Holvoet and Dewachter 2022).  

In this study, I apply Bourdieu’s concepts of capital, field, and habitus – with a specific 

focus on their functioning in family, school, and regional settings – to examine the college 

experiences of first-generation Chinese international students within a transnational context.  

 

Intersectionality 

In addition to Bourdieu’s theories, I draw on an intersectional framework to derive a more nuanced 

understanding of first-generation Chinese international students’ college experiences. The analytic 

lens of intersectionality emphasizes “an understanding of human beings as shaped by the 

interactions of different social locations (e.g., ‘race’/ethnicity, Indigeneity, gender, sexuality, 

geography, age, disability/ability, migration status, religion)” within a context of interconnected 

and interdependent social structures (e.g., laws, policies, state governments, educational 

institutions) (Hankivsky 2014:2). First coined by Kimberle Crenshaw in 1989, intersectionality has 

been widely used in social scientific research over the past two decades to identify, examine, and 

critique how various social categories intersect to shape individuals’ unique experiences of 

disadvantages and privileges (Hankivsky 2014). This study specifically explores how the 

interconnected systems of social categories – including first-generation identity, social class, 

international student status, and regional background – interact to produce the unique and 

heterogeneous experiences of first-generation Chinese international students. 
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HISTORICAL AND SOCIAL CONTEXT 

Middle-Class Expansion, International Education, and Regional Inequality in Mainland 

China  

The experiences of the studied cohort, who were born at the turn of the 21st century in mainland 

China, can only be understood within the broader context of China’s economic and social 

transformations in the late 20th century.  

 Following the end of the Cultural Revolution6 in 1976, China underwent significant social 

changes, especially in terms of its economic and educational landscapes. Economically, the Reform 

and Opening-Up policy launched in 1978 marked China’s transition from a planned economy to a 

market-driven one, leading to a period of rapid economic growth (Bian 2002; Brandt and Rawski 

2008). Throughout the 1980s and the 1990s, booming industries such as private business, real estate, 

and foreign trade created vast economic opportunities, particularly in Eastern coastal cities (Brandt 

and Rawski 2008; Chan 2010). Meanwhile, although the National College Entrance Exam (Gaokao) 

was finally reinstated in 1977 after ten years of educational disruption caused by the Cultural 

Revolution, university enrollment remained highly restrictive in China until the implementation of 

the Higher Education Expansion Policy in 1999, which increased admission rates and expanded 

university capacity to accommodate the massive backlog of students eager for higher education 

(Gu et al. 2018; Hannum 2008).  

 

6 The Cultural Revolution refers to a sociopolitical movement in China that took place from 1966 to 1976. Initiated by 
Mao Zedong, then Chairman of the Communist Party of China, the movement aimed to preserve Chinese communism 
by removing capitalist and traditional elements from Chinese society and promoting Maoist ideology (Kraus 2012). 
With intellectuals and teachers as two major targets of the purge, the movement seriously disrupted China’s educational 
system, including the suspension of the National College Entrance Exam for ten years (Kraus 2012). For further details 
on the Cultural Revolution, please refer to Kraus’s work (2012). 
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The changing social landscapes have given rise to several phenomena. The first is the rise 

of China’s middle class. Facing limited college access alongside lucrative prospects provided by 

the economic reform, many individuals turned to entrepreneurship and private business as 

alternative mobility pathways, achieving financial success without formal higher education (Bian 

2002; Yeoh 2010). These individuals then formed what Chunling Li – one of the most famous 

Chinese sociologists studying contemporary China’s class structure – terms the “old middle class” 

and the “capitalist class,” two subclasses of China’s middle class that emerged only after the 

Reform and Opening-Up (Li 2010). Building her class classification on occupational and 

employment status, Li characterizes the old middle class as small employers, small business owners, 

and the self-employed who primarily work in the private sector, have accumulated some economic 

capital, and have generally low educational attainments (2010:143-148). The capitalist class, which 

refers to a subclass of China’s rising middle class that possesses “[the] most economic capital and 

[the] least cultural capital,” consists of private entrepreneurs with more than 20 employees who 

have acquired significant wealth despite low educational levels (Li 2010:148).  In addition, Li 

describes two other subclasses: (1) the “marginal middle class,” composed of low-wage white-

collar and other workers with relatively high educational attainments, and (2) the “new middle 

class,” which includes professionals, managers, and government officials who have attained high 

educational levels, hold most cultural capital, and are most likely to earn high incomes aside from 

the capitalist class (Li 2010:143-154). Together, these four subclasses give rise to a non-negligible 

yet heterogeneous middle class in China with varying levels of income, cultural backgrounds, and 

value systems (Li 2010:154).  
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Notably, one ramification of China’s rising middle class is the expansion of international 

education since the 1990s. As previous studies point out, despite its varying values and 

backgrounds, the Chinese middle class shares with its global counterparts the same anxiety about 

their children’s future in an increasingly intertwined global economy (Ong 1999; Tu 2022). This 

anxiety, in turn, leads many Chinese middle-class families to invest in high-quality and often 

overseas education in Western countries as a strategic move toward securing class status and their 

children’s competitive edge (See Tu 2022; Waters 2005). The educational demand of the rising 

middle class, along with a series of policies in the 1990s that encouraged the establishment of non-

public schools and allowed for more individualized school choices7 (Tsang 2000), contributed to a 

growing market of international education institutions and programs available for Chinese local 

students 8  in mainland China. These projects encompass private international schools and 

international programs within private and public schools, which have grown in popularity among 

China’s middle-class families (Jiang 2013) and prepare students for overseas studies through the 

provision of international curricula such as AP, A-Levels, and IBDP9.  

 

7 See Tsang (2000) for more details on policy changes in Chinese education. Between 1949 and the early 1980s, the 
Chinese education system was highly centralized, with school attendance largely determined by the state. It was only 
after the Reform and Opening-Up that the centralized educational policy began to loosen. In 1993, the Chinese 
government issued the Outline of Chinese Education Reform and Development, which encouraged the establishment 
of non-public schools. Since then, more private schools have been founded in China, and Chinese families have had a 
wider variety of school choices.  

8 According to Hayden and Thompson (2013), traditional international schools are primarily set up to serve the children 
of expatriates and are thus open only to non-local or multinational students.  

9 AP refers to the Advanced Placement program in the US and Canada, which offers undergraduate university-level 
curricula and examinations for high school students. A-Levels refer to Advanced Level qualifications in the UK that 
provide subject-specific curricula for pre-university students. IBDP refers to the International Baccalaureate Diploma 
Programme, which was founded in Switzerland and aims to serve students aged 16-19 in preparation for entry into 
universities worldwide. International schools and programs serving Chinese local students typically provide 



 

 

 

21 

In addition to the bourgeoning middle class and the accompanying expansion of 

international education, China’s changing social landscape also results in large-scale migration that 

widens regional inequalities. As Eastern coastal cities offered the most promising economic 

prospects, the 1980s and 1990s also witnessed a wave of internal migration from rural to urban 

areas and from inland to coastal regions. This migration pattern deepened long-standing regional 

disparities in China, further concentrating human capital and resources in the coastal urban regions 

of the East (Cai 2018; Chan 2010; Yeoh 2010). The regional disparities of resource distribution are 

partially reflected in China’s city tier system10, an unofficial ranking of China’s urban areas based 

on GDP and population size. The regional hierarchy measured by economic development in 

mainland China is thus as follows: the largest and wealthiest Tier 1 cities (i.e., Beijing, Shanghai, 

Shenzhen, and Guangzhou) at the top, lower-tiered cities spreading over in the middle, and rural 

areas concentrated in the West and Central regions at the bottom. In the recent decade, there has 

been an emerging category of new first-tier cities11, which denotes urban areas that are increasingly 

 
international curricula alongside Chinese national curriculum, or at least some elements of it, as required by the Chinese 
government (Jian 2023).  

10 See Appendix A for more information on China’s city tier system. Note: Although city tiers are cited a lot in existing 
research on China, I had a difficult time finding scholarly resources that focus on examining and unpacking the city 
tier system, probably because it is not an official ranking recognized by the Chinese government. However, since my 
interviewees frequently referred to the concept of city tiers in their responses, and the city tier system appears to provide 
useful guidance on the patterns of my data, I decided to adopt this construct to help explain my findings. The material 
presented in Appendix A, published by a small mapping project group, is the best tool I have found so far that provides 
a broad yet rough overview of China’s city tier system with reference to GDP and population size. 

11 According to the 2024 report published by Yicai Global, an English-language news service of Yicai Media Group 
in mainland China, the new first-tier cities now include: Chengdu, Hangzhou, Chongqing, Suzhou, Wuhan, Xi’an, 
Nanjing, Changsha, Tianjin, Zhengzhou, Dongguan, Wuxi, Ningbo, Qingdao, and Hefei. The China Integrated City 
Index 2022 (evaluated by environmental, social, and economic dimensions) published by the State Council Information 
Office of the People’s Republic of China in 2023 recognizes the first nine cities in the above list as quasi first-tier, 
meaning they have the highest potential to become first-tier cities in the future. 
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reaching the equivalent resource and urban development level as the four traditional first-tier cities 

(The State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China  2023; Yicai Global 2024). 

It is against this backdrop of economic, educational, and social transformations that the 

parents of the first-generation and continuing-generation Chinese international students in this 

study were born. Taking advantage of the economic reform, parents of first-generation Chinese 

international respondents were among those who were able to accumulate wealth without college 

degrees during the 1980s and the early 2000s. In fact, almost all first-generation respondents have 

at least one of their parents working as a private entrepreneur, placing most of these students’ 

families in the “capitalist class.” In contrast, parents of most continuing-generation respondents 

work in senior professional and managerial jobs, with a few working as entrepreneurs and 

university professors. According to Chunling Li’s class classification, most of these students’ 

families thus fall into the “new middle class.” Notably, while Li notes a gap in cultural capital 

between the capitalist and the new middle classes, families of both first-generation and continuing-

generation students in this study are financially stable and likely fall into the upper end of China’s 

middle class in terms of household income (see the methods section for more details). Enabled by 

their parents’ economic capital, almost all first-generation and continuing-generation respondents 

received their K-12 education in international programs in Chinese public or private schools, public 

or private schools in America, and private international schools across the world.  

 

METHODS 

Research Design and Data Collection 
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This exploratory study follows a qualitative design and employs a hermeneutic phenomenological 

approach to investigate the experience of first-generation Chinese international students at elite US 

colleges. I chose a qualitative study design given its strength in understanding “the meaning and 

experience dimensions of humans’ lives and social worlds” (Fossey et al. 2016) and its flexibility 

in accommodating the exploratory questions asked in this study. I further adopted hermeneutic 

phenomenology as the methodological approach because it is concerned with people’s lived 

experiences and seeks to examine the meanings individuals make of their lived experiences within 

specific sociocultural contexts (Ayton 2023; Creswell 2007; Dowling 2005), which aligns with this 

study’s goals. 

Following this reasoning, this research collects in-depth, semi-structured interviews and 

post-interview demographic surveys. The sample includes 10 first-generation and 10 continuing-

generation Chinese international undergraduate students at four private research universities ranked 

among the top 20 in the 2025 US News & World Report Best National University Rankings. All 

first-generation participants meet the criterion that none of their immediate family members from 

previous generations (i.e., parents, grandparents) had earned a four-year college degree or beyond 

in China or abroad. All continuing-generation participants meet the criterion that at least one of 

their immediate family members from previous generations (i.e., parents, grandparents) had earned 

a four-year college degree or beyond in China or abroad. 

I conducted all interviews myself in person (n=9) and via Zoom (n=11) between December 

2024 and February 2025. Interviews were conducted in a combination of English and Mandarin 

Chinese, with most conducted in Mandarin Chinese. Interviews lasted between one and three hours, 

with most lasting an hour and a half. All interviews were recorded via audio or video upon 
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respondents’ verbal consent. Upon completing the interview, I asked each respondent to fill out an 

online Google survey to collect and confirm their demographic information, including year of study, 

majors, past and current affiliated institution(s), place of permanent residence, K-12 education 

characteristics, parental occupations and educational attainments, educational attainments of 

grandparents, and optional reporting of annual per capita household income. 

The interviews consisted of four sections. I first invited respondents to briefly share their 

demographic background, including their year of study, major(s), places of permanent residence, 

and parental education and occupations. I then explored respondents’ K-12 educational trajectories, 

asking bout the locations and types of schools they attended (e.g., private/public, international/non-

international), curricula offered, academic requirements, language(s) of instruction, student 

demographics, and student competitiveness. Next, I delved into respondents’ college experiences, 

focusing on their perceived academic preparedness, self-evaluated academic performance, social 

involvement and relationships within campus, cultural experiences, sense of belonging, 

professional development, and mental health. I also inquired about respondents’ awareness and 

utilization of campus services in this section. Finally, I asked respondents about their perceptions 

of their first-generation/continuing-generation and other identities, as well as their relationships 

with their colleges and hometowns. Throughout the interviews, I also probed respondents’ family 

relationships, parental expectations, parenting styles, and the support they received from their 

families in their educational journeys. 

 

Sampling and Participant Recruitment 
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Given the exploratory nature of this study and the challenge of reaching the target population (i.e., 

first-generation Chinese international undergraduate students at elite US colleges), I recruited 

participants mainly through criterion sampling (n=17). Specifically, I disseminated recruitment 

flyers with specified participant eligibility criteria in the Chinese undergraduate student WeChat 

groups for each of the top 20 US private research universities. I chose such WeChat groups as the 

recruitment sites because they exist for every highly selective US university and exclusively host 

Chinese students admitted and enrolled there. These WeChat groups not only provide an efficient 

way to seek potential participants but also ensure their institutional affiliations. After volunteers 

expressed interest in participating in this study, I screened for their eligibility and scheduled 

interview appointments with eligible respondents. In addition to WeChat groups, I also posted 

recruitment flyers on RedNote to expand outreach but didn’t successfully recruit eligible 

participants through this platform. Beyond criterion sampling, I employed snowball sampling (n=1) 

and convenience sampling (n=2)12 for further recruitment, attempting to balance the gender ratio 

between participant groups. I stopped collecting data when additional interviews no longer 

contributed new insights and I felt I had reached theoretical saturation (Glaser and Strauss 1967). 

 

Data Analysis 

All interviews were transcribed verbatim and coded using MAXQDA. Thematic analysis was 

conducted to identify recurring patterns and themes that reveal the meanings of participants’ 

 

12 The two convenience samples consist of one high school friend and one college friend of mine, both of whom are 
male continuing-generation students. I reached out to these two respondents because, at the time, I needed more male-
identified students for my continuing-generation group but was unable to recruit any through WeChat and RedNote.  
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narratives and experiences. I began by applying initial and descriptive coding (Saldaña 2016:102, 

115) to capture the summative attributes and the topical elements of different segments of data. I 

also employed in vivo coding (Glaser and Strauss 1967) in this first initial round of coding to 

highlight quotes that struck me as insightful, revealing, and surprising for further grouping and 

analysis. I then applied emotion and values coding (Saldaña 2016: 124-131) in the second round to 

add another layer of codes with more analytic depth. Finally, I used pattern coding (Miles et al. 

2014) to consolidate codes from previous rounds based on their similarities. After three rounds of 

coding, categories were developed for thematic analysis to uncover key insights into participants’ 

experiences and meaning-making processes. 

 

Participant Characteristics 

Table 1 (see below) provides an overview of respondent characteristics. All respondents were born 

between 2000 and 2006. Of all the respondents, 13 are currently enrolled in a highly selective 

private university in the Midwest, 4 at a highly selective institution in the South, 2 at a highly 

selective institution on the East Coast, and 1 at another highly selective private university on the 

East Coast. Three first-generation respondents and one continuing-generation respondent had a 

transfer history in their college experiences. Except for one first-year continuing-generation 

respondent, all are second- to fourth-year undergraduate students. Among first-generation 

respondents, 6 identify as males and 4 identify as females. Among continuing-generation 

respondents, 5 identify as males, 4 identify as females, and 1 identifies as non-binary. Regarding 

hometowns, first-generation respondents come from diverse locations: 4 from first-tier cities, 2 

from new first-tier cities, and 4 from second- to fifth-tier cities. Among continuing-generation 
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Table 1. Respondent Characteristics 
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respondents, 7 come from first-tier cities, 2 from new first-tier cities, and 1 from a second-tier city. 

Nearly all participants had attended international programs within Chinese public or private schools, 

private international schools in China or abroad, or US public or private schools during their K-12 

education. One of the two respondents who didn’t attend any international educational programs 

had studied in Zambia and France from kindergarten to third grade. There is a clear distinction in 

parental occupation between the two groups. Specifically, while most parents of first-generation 

respondents work as entrepreneurs, most parents of continuing-generation respondents hold 

professional or managerial positions, with a few also working as entrepreneurs or university 

professors.  

Importantly, all respondents, regardless of their first-generation or continuing-generation 

status, reported receiving strong financial support from their families. Most are full-paying students 

with family sponsorship and are debt-free. Among the four first-generation respondents who 

provided information on their estimated annual per capita household disposable income in the 

demographic survey, one reported an annual per capita household disposable income of more than 

330,000 CNY (approx. 45,470 USD), two reported more than 250,000 CNY (approx. 34,448 USD), 

and one reported around 125,000 CNY (approx. 17,224 USD). Among the five continuing-

generation respondents who offered this information 13 , four reported an annual per capita 

household disposable income of more than 330,000 CNY (approx. 45,470 USD), and one reported 

 

13 One fourth-year continuing-generation respondent, Jayden (see Table 1), has a peculiar and interesting financial 
situation. Enrolled as an international student from mainland China when he got admitted to his institution, Jayden 
obtained a green card recently and had successfully applied for the Federal Pell Grant, even though he reported – both 
to me in the survey and to FAFSA – an annual per capita household disposable income between 167,000 and 330,000 
CNY (approx. 23,011 - 45,470 USD). Jayden suspected that his parents’ divorced marital status and his mother’s 
retirement might have contributed to this, but he himself also had no idea why he was eligible to receive the grant 
despite his family’s stable financial situation.  
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between 167,000 and 330,000 CNY (approx. 23,011 - 45,470 USD). According to the 2022 annual 

per capita disposable income of urban households in China, published by the National Bureau of 

Statistics14, the families of all reported respondents far exceed the threshold for high-income urban 

households, which have an annual per capita disposable income of around 107,224 CNY (approx. 

14,775 USD). Based on this data, it is reasonable to infer that most first-generation and continuing-

generation respondents come from families on the upper end of China’s middle class in terms of 

income level.  

 

Positionality 

The overlap between my own identity and that of my respondents significantly influenced the 

research process. As a Chinese international student, I was able to establish rapport and build trust 

with both first-generation and continuing-generation respondents. Many participants indicated that 

the use of Mandarin Chinese during interviews contributed to a more relaxed and open exchange, 

allowing them to discuss their personal experiences more freely. Furthermore, my shared cultural 

background with my respondents offered me the cultural literacy to comprehend the historical and 

contextual references that emerged during the interviews. My position as a student at an elite 

institution also afforded me an insider understanding of the academic and cultural environments 

my respondents described, enabling me to empathize with their struggles and aspirations within 

this privileged academic context. Notably, my first-generation status helped bridge the distance 

 

14 “The Middle Class in China - Growth, Policy, and Consumption.” 2023. China Briefing News. See Appendix B for 
more information on the 2022 annual per capita disposable income of urban households in China published by the 
National Bureau of Statistics. 
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between myself and many first-generation respondents, particularly given the small population of 

first-generation Chinese international students at elite US institutions. In several cases, my 

disclosure of my own first-generation status appeared to make respondents more willing to reflect 

on their own experiences with first-generation identity. Additionally, as a first-generation student 

raised in China, I was able to relate to the cultural milieu and socioeconomic conditions that shaped 

the families of many first-generation respondents. Finally, although gender is not a primary analytic 

focus in this study, my identity as a female researcher may have influenced the dynamics of the 

interviews by making me appear more approachable in the eyes of some female respondents. 

However, despite these shared identities, I recognize, in line with Song and Parker (1995), that 

researchers are always simultaneously insiders and outsiders to their participants’ experiences. 

While my commonalities with the respondents facilitated rapport, they don’t grant me an automatic 

or complete understanding of their experiences. For instance, having grown up in a new first-tier 

city, I didn’t personally experience the feelings and thoughts described by many first-generation 

respondents from more resource-limited regions. Additionally, my background in attending a 

private international high school may have limited my understanding of the experiences of 

respondents who attended Chinese public high schools or US schools, which required me to ask 

for more detailed explanations of their K-12 schooling. As a student who has remained at a single 

institution throughout college, I might also lack firsthand insight into the motivations and emotional 

adjustments associated with transferring. Furthermore, my identity as a non-religious individual 

gives me limited exposure to religious groups and organizations, particularly those prevalent in the 

US, which some of my respondents mentioned in their interviews. 
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I am aware that my subjective positionality shapes how I approach my data. My reading of my 

respondents’ narratives, for instance, is inevitably informed by my own lived experiences 

occupying a particular social and cultural position, living in a particular region in China, and 

studying in a particular institution in the US. I did, however, make deliberate efforts to approach 

my respondents with openness and humility, striving to avoid making assumptions about their 

experiences. Throughout this research, I have sought to remain reflexive, and have continually 

reflected on how my privileges and disadvantages along various dimensions might influence both 

my interpretation of the data and the conclusion I draw. 

 

FINDINGS 

Shared Experiences of First-Generation and Continuing-Generation Students 

The findings of this research are separated into two main sections: (1) the shared college 

experiences of first-generation and continuing-generation Chinese international students and (2) 

the distinct college experiences of first-generation Chinese international students. 

In this first section, I specifically examine the shared college experiences of first-generation 

and continuing-generation Chinese international students and the factors contributing to their 

similar experiences. I first show that overall, first-generation and continuing-generation 

respondents share similar challenges and achievements in their college experiences. Specifically, 

students from both groups report social isolation, career anxiety, and cultural differences as the 

major challenges they’ve encountered during college. Despite these challenges, most students 
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exhibit sufficient institutional knowledge and are able to adjust themselves to navigate the elite 

college environment, regardless of their first-generation or continuing-generation status.  

I then illustrate that their shared overall experiences are attributable to two factors: (1) the 

economic reform in late 20th-century China, which allowed first-generation students’ parents to 

acquire economic capital by joining the “capitalist class” and purchase elite K-12 educational 

resources, and (2) the limited transferability of home-based capital across national borders, which 

restricts continuing-generation respondents’ parents from translating their social and cultural 

capital into their children’s advantage in navigating elite US institutions. Specifically, while the 

parental economic capital gained during the economic reform buffers first-generation Chinese 

international respondents against the common disadvantages facing many American domestic first-

generation college students, the limited transferability of home-based parental social and cultural 

capital deprives continuing-generation Chinese international respondents of the common 

advantages associated with their American domestic continuing-generation counterparts. As a 

result, both first-generation and continuing-generation respondents draw more on the academic, 

social, and cultural resources they obtained through elite, globally oriented K-12 schooling 

experiences than parental guidance to navigate the selective college environment, which then 

contributes to the common challenges and successes in their overall college experiences. In this 

sense, the similar college experiences of the two groups represent a successful conversion of 

parental economic capital into transnational capital via schooling, highlighting elite K-12 schools 

as more powerful agents than the home in facilitating transnational mobility and social reproduction. 

 

Similar Achievements and Challenges 
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For the most part, first-generation and continuing-generation respondents appear to share similar 

challenges and achievements in their college experiences. 

Regarding successes, about half of the respondents in each group reported a smooth college 

transition academically, socially, and culturally. Most of the remaining respondents were able to 

adapt well to the academic difficulty, workload, and requirements of their college, regardless of 

their first-generation or continuing-generation status. Furthermore, almost all of the respondents in 

the sample were able to successfully navigate the bureaucratic system and demands of elite 

universities, as shown in their knowledge about when, where, and how to seek and apply for 

institutional resources such as grants and accommodations. 

In terms of challenges, respondents from both groups reported social isolation, career 

anxiety, and cultural differences as the major challenges they encountered during college.   

 Socially, first-generation and continuing-generation respondents were equally likely to 

describe a challenge in making friends – even Chinese ones –  on campus. Some of them attributed 

such a challenge to the busy schedule they and their college peers had during college. Catherine, a 

third-year continuing-generation student at a highly selective university in the Midwest, described 

this feeling. Comparing her life at college with that in high school, she suggested that it became 

much more difficult to maintain relationships with other peers in college because social time 

became less available given everyone’s busy schedule:  

 
I feel pretty lonely…I think…everyone is just so busy. For example, when I transitioned 
from high school to college, I found that having a meal with someone was something that 
needed to be scheduled on our calendars. Back in high school – since I lived in a boarding 
school – I could just knock on my neighbor’s door and find someone to eat with. Social 
time was more readily available back then. But after coming to college, I found that hanging 
out with peers became something I had to plan in advance, and that felt kind of 
overwhelming… 
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 Some others explained their feeling of social isolation as resulting from a change in the way 

people make friends at college. For instance, Leo, a second-year first-generation student in an elite 

university in the South, found it difficult to make friends with shared interests in college because 

the way people made friends became more goal-oriented: 

 
I feel like my social life became a lot less vibrant after coming to college...I feel like it's 
much harder to make friends now like I had in high school—those who shared the same 
interests and really clicked with me...Most of the time, it feels more like you seek 
out...certain people for a specific goal or purpose...So it can feel a bit lonely sometimes. 
 
 

 This feeling that people in college adopted a more goal-oriented approach to socializing 

was similarly expressed by David, a second-year continuing-generation student at a highly selective 

university on the East Coast. Feeling confused and frustrated about the fact that he wasn’t able to 

have a single close friend at college, David wondered if it was because people may prioritize 

friendship that aligned with their academic or professional goals: 

 
I can say with absolute certainty that, since the start of college, I haven’t made a single 
friend. Not even one. I spent my entire first year thinking about why this is the case. I 
consider myself a pretty easygoing and sociable person, like, I can talk about all sorts of 
topics with different kinds of people. But for some reason, I just haven’t made any 
friends…It just feels like there’s no one to connect with…(I feel like) a lot of people have 
really clear plans for themselves – like, “I want to do research, so I’m going to the lab,” or 
“I want to work in finance, so I need to get an internship.” Everyone has these super defined 
paths, and if you’re not a part of their plan, it’s really hard to be included in their lives. 
That’s what it feels like. 
 
 
It is noteworthy that the feeling of isolation described by these respondents may reflect a 

broader phenomenon that extends beyond international students on elite campuses. Following 

ninety-one domestic first-generation and thirty-five domestic continuing-generation students at two 

historically elite universities, Harvard and Georgetown, Gable (2021:103) found that many 
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participants in both groups reported difficulties forging meaningful friendships due to the colleges’ 

competitive academic and extracurricular environment, where students were either “too busy” or 

“too work-oriented” to meaningfully connect with one another. While Gable’s work appears to be 

one of the few academic studies that, albeit marginally, address the worrisome social scene at 

selective colleges, the competitive academic and social climate of these universities is not a new 

subject in prior research (Cooper and McGee 2017; Thornton 2025). This body of work thus raises 

the possibility that social isolation and loneliness, driven by packed schedules and a goal-oriented 

approach to socializing, may be more widespread among elite college students than previously 

explored and acknowledged in the literature.  

In addition to social isolation, continuing-generation and first-generation respondents alike 

commonly experienced career anxiety due to peer pressure in the elite college environment. 

Specifically, some respondents in both groups felt stressed when seeing their peers having a clear 

plan about their future career path, while they struggled with which path to choose. Lucas, a third-

year first-generation student, suggested that when entering college, he was surprised to find that 

many peers around him “had already settled their career paths, usually in relation to finance and 

computer science.” This finding stressed him out for a while, as he came to college with the thought 

that he would still have time to explore his interests and future path. Similarly, Catherine from the 

continuing-generation group described her anxiety about not finding her “calling,” something she 

felt like many of her peers had already found. Another third-year first-generation student who 

transferred from a private institution on the East Coast to a more selective university in the Midwest, 

Michael, also mentioned how peers and the pre-professional environment of his current school 

exerted pressure on him: 

 



 

 

 

36 

[My current college] is one target of career agents like OSG (One Strategy Group)15, which 
seeks to brainwash students here to go work in Investment Banking (IB). And I totally got 
brainwashed by them at the time. I became convinced that I had no future outside of IB – 
like, if I didn’t go into IB, I wouldn’t be able to do anything else. At the same time, I also 
felt a lot of peer pressure…I’m someone who’s really sensitive to peer pressure. Even 
though I hate doing what everyone else is doing, I still feel forced to constantly think about 
whether I’m making the right choice by not following their path. So back then, I was 
obsessing over it every single day – Should I do it or not? Even though I didn’t want to, I 
couldn’t stop thinking about whether I should. 
 
 
Similar to the reported sense of isolation, the career anxiety and related peer pressure 

described by the respondents here might not be exclusive to international students at elite colleges. 

Interviewing students and alumni at Harvard and Stanford universities, Binder, Davis, and Bloom 

(2015) find that extensive recruitment campaigns from high-status occupational sectors, along with 

the competitive campus climate, fuel many participants’ anxiety and push them toward a narrow 

range of career fields, including finance, consulting, and the high-technology industry. Students 

constantly fear that failing to secure prestigious career paths means they are falling short of their 

peers and the expectations of success at their colleges (Binder, Davis, and Bloom 2015:32). 

Echoing these sentiments, the career-related concerns and peer pressure described by the 

respondents in this sample may thus indicate a broader pattern tied to the competitive and 

achievement-oriented culture of elite universities. 

The challenge that came up most frequently for both first-generation and continuing-

generation respondents was probably that related to the differences between Chinese and American 

cultures. While being aware of and even experiencing some of these differences in their globally 

oriented K-12 schooling, many respondents still felt uneasy about them. The most common 

 

15 OSG (One Strategy Group) is a career consulting firm that provides mentorship and curricula to guide students in 
launching careers at top-tier finance and consulting firms such as Goldman Sachs, McKinsey, Blackstone, and Bain 
Capital. 
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example these respondents gave was America’s small talk culture, which involves casual 

conversations on non-controversial topics, such as the weather and social activities outside of work, 

that serve to establish bonds, typically between individuals who are not close to one another 

(Holmes 2000). For instance, Elizabeth, a second-year continuing-generation student who attended 

a culturally and racially diverse private international high school, expressed feeling uncomfortable 

with the small talk culture ever since she was in high school: 

 
For example, Americans have their own way of socializing… and I just don’t really fit into 
that. Of course, I can do small talk, but I really don’t like it…Like, if I come across 
someone’s friend who I only met once before, I still have to say hi and ask how everything’s 
going and all that…I just find it kind of annoying every time I have to engage in this kind 
of casual chit-chat. 
 
 
Echoing Elizabeth’s point, many respondents described small talk as unnecessary, awkward, 

tiring, and bothersome. This challenge with small talk may stem from differing sociocultural values 

about interpersonal relationships in China and the US. While focusing on the Australian context, 

Cui (2015) reveals that Chinese immigrants in Australia struggle with small talk in the workplace 

because Chinese and Anglo-Western cultures have different ways of managing relationships and 

interactions beyond the intimate social circle. Specifically, Cui (2015) notes that Anglo-Western 

culture tends to endorse more equally related and loosely connected interpersonal connections, 

where small talk serves to maintain friendliness among individuals across varying degrees of 

familiarity. In contrast, Chinese culture espouses a differential mode of association, which stratifies 

relationships by closeness and contributes to a lack of general contact beyond one’s intimate circle 

(Cui 2015). As such, individuals raised in Chinese culture may find small talk uncomfortable and 

challenging, as it forces them to engage with people outside their close social groups in ways not 

typically expected in Chinese society.  



 

 

 

38 

In addition to the small talk culture, some respondents mentioned perceiving cultural 

differences in more serious matters, such as gun ownership and political sensitivity toward race. 

Catherine, for instance, described feeling “frustrated that [she] didn’t feel safe walking back home 

from school in the evening” due to gun ownership, a concern she never had back in China. Another 

fourth-year continuing-generation student, Claire, noted that it was a challenge for her to 

understand the complexity and social construction of American politics and history, especially 

concerning the topic of race. As a Chinese person, Claire felt like she vaguely knew there was 

racism and a history of slavery in the US, but she didn’t naturally carry with her the knowledge 

about all the nuances of these issues, which she felt “a lot of her American or American-born 

Chinese friends understand without needing to go through the theory.”  

Many respondents also found it challenging to make local friends because of the cultural 

distance – manifested in different cultural references and personal interests – between them and 

American domestic students. For example, Samantha, a second-year continuing-generation student, 

described how she often lacked knowledge of the television shows and party game rules mentioned 

by her American domestic peers, which limited her ability to develop close relationships with local 

students. First-generation student Lucas also talked about how the cultural distance in personal 

interests and lifestyles between China and America hindered his attempt to develop close 

friendships with local students and blend in with the American culture in the first two years of his 

college study: 

 
Like when I used to chat with my classmates, I might…come across an interesting video on 
Bilibili16 and share it with them. But when you’re abroad, topics like that just kind of 
disappear. If you want to integrate into the local social circles, you need shared topics of 

 

16 Bilibili is a video-sharing platform based in mainland China that hosts user-generated content, much like YouTube. 
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interest and a shared lifestyle17 . But obviously, I feel like what we share the most is 
academics, so our conversations tend to revolve around academic topics. We might also 
talk about cultural differences. But I feel like… if you’re truly friends to one another, and 
all you ever talk about is cultural differences…it will be impossible for you to develop a 
deep and more meaningful understanding of each other. 
 
 
Importantly, again, both first-generation and continuing-generation encountered these 

challenges at a similar rate. More significantly, both groups reported being able to adjust 

themselves in the face of these challenges using similar strategies, such as seeking support from 

high school networks or forming their core social circles with Chinese or students with international 

backgrounds who showed a better understanding of their experiences. While the adjustment process 

can sometimes appear involuntary and painful, students of both groups didn’t report feeling that 

the challenges had hindered or would hinder them from completing their college studies. In general, 

therefore, the evidence suggested that both first-generation and continuing-generation Chinese 

international students were able to adapt to and navigate the elite college environment. 

There is one exception, though. Matilda, a third-year first-generation transfer student who 

now studies in a highly selective institution in the Midwest, showed significant challenges in 

navigating the bureaucratic structure of elite US colleges, which in part resulted in her forced 

suspension from her current institution for two years. Exhibiting depressive symptoms since high 

school and officially diagnosed with depression upon her transfer, Matilda had a particularly 

serious struggle with her mental health when she first arrived at her current institution. The mental 

health issue thus impeded Matilda’s ability to finish coursework, which eventually led her to 

 

17 The example here can be a bit vague, but past literature might help to illustrate the point Lucas was trying to make 
here: “international students who grew up in another culture usually possess different personal interests, sense of humor, 
daily routines, and perceptions on many things such as friendship, sexual relationships, and privacy concerns which 
will negatively influence their willingness and attempts to make close friends with domestic students” (Zhou and Zhang 
2014: 13). 
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receive a suspension decision from the school. To Matilda, the suspension experience was deeply 

traumatic. “I felt like my blood froze when receiving the decision email from school,” she told me. 

“And I felt like that was literally the end of my life.” Saddened by her experience, I asked if she 

had tried to apply for any course accommodations, given that she had an official depression 

diagnosis and that her depressive symptoms had clearly hindered her daily routine. Matilda, 

however, seemed surprised by my question. “I didn’t know that my situation qualified me to apply 

for accommodations,” she looked at me confusedly. “I didn’t know much about the college policies 

here.” Matilda attributed this lack of institutional knowledge in part to her first-generation identity 

and in part to her transfer status, suggesting that she received no guidance from either her parents 

or college orientations. Unfortunately, however, while Matilda’s attribution might be reasonable to 

some extent, no other first-generation respondents in the sample described or showed a similar lack 

of institutional knowledge about elite US colleges, which makes first-generation status alone a less 

convincing cause of her traumatic experience. A more likely explanation for Matilda’s lack of 

institutional knowledge and suspension experience is her mental health challenge – which, as she 

described, led her to be self-absorbed and less attentive to the information of the outside world –  

with her first-generation status and the university’s limited guidance playing some roles in the 

process18. At least in this sample, Matilda’s challenge with navigating the bureaucratic system of 

the elite US college cannot be generalized to all first-generation Chinese international students.   

 

 

18 To clarify, this is not to blame Matilda for causing her own troubles. Matilda’s mental health challenge was caused 
by a combination of factors, including her traumatic experiences in a harsh middle school and her strained relationship 
with her father. No one should be blamed for having mental health struggles. 
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Reasons Behind Similar Experiences: Economic Reform, Limited Transferability of Home-Based 

Parental Capital, and Elite K-12 Education  

Essentially, there are two factors that lay the foundation for the shared overall college experiences 

between first-generation and continuing-generation Chinese international students: (1) the 

economic reform in late 20th-century China, which allowed first-generation Chinese international 

students’ parents to acquire economic capital by joining the “capitalist class” and purchase elite K-

12 educational resources, and (2) the limited transferability of home-based capital across national 

borders, which restricts continuing-generation Chinese international students’ parents from passing 

down their social and cultural capital to help their children navigate elite US institutions. These 

factors thus differentiate first-generation and continuing-generation Chinese international students 

from their American counterparts; while the parental economic capital gained during the economic 

reform buffers first-generation Chinese international students against the common disadvantages 

facing many American first-generation college students, the limited transferability of home-based 

parental social and cultural capital deprives continuing-generation Chinese international students 

of the common advantages associated with their US domestic counterparts.  

As a result, rather than relying on direct guidance from their parents, both first-generation 

and continuing-generation respondents draw more on the academic, social, and cultural resources 

they obtained through elite, globally oriented K-12 schools to navigate the selective college 

environment, which then shapes the common challenges and successes in their college experiences. 

The similar college experiences of the two groups thus encapsulate a successful conversion of 

parental economic capital into transnational social and cultural capital – social and cultural capital 

that transcends national borders and helps individuals navigate social fields abroad – via schooling. 
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As such, elite K-12 schools emerge as more powerful agents than the home in facilitating 

transnational mobility and social reproduction. 

 The Economic Reform. Unlike many first-generation college students from economically 

disadvantaged backgrounds in the US, the first-generation respondents in this study all come from 

financially well-off families and mostly belong to the “capitalist class,” thanks largely to the 

economic reform in late 20th-century China. Most of these respondents were keenly aware of their 

economic privilege, and many associated it with China’s historical development over the past few 

decades.  For instance, Jade, a second-year first-generation student at a highly selective university 

in the Midwest, described how she believed first-generation college students carried “different 

historical connotations” in China and the US, which prevented her from associating Chinese first-

generation students with low socioeconomic backgrounds:  

 
When I hear first-gen Chinese international students, I assume their parents are both 
entrepreneurs, and…I don’t know if it’s accurate – probably not always – but this is like a 
very sort of easy association. Whereas when I hear…first-gen Americans… [it’s] like if 
your parents didn’t go to college, that’s probably because you’re from a lower 
socioeconomic background…Whereas in China, we had the Cultural Revolution and the 
stuff, and it’s like a very standard thing for your parents to not have gone to college. It’s 
like [noteworthy when you say], oh, both my parents went to this college. And it’s like even 
more noteworthy that, like, oh, both my grandparents went to university…So it’s like a very 
different assumption that I would make. 
 
 
In fact, many first-generation respondents cited their parents’ economic capital and the 

historical context behind it as key reasons why they didn’t perceive their first-generation status as 

particularly salient or as having a significant influence on their college adjustment and overall 

experiences. A third-year first-generation respondent, Emma, articulated this perspective well: 

 
I definitely don’t consider [first-generation identity] as salient or important because…there 
are many families in China that achieve financial stability without high educational 



 

 

 

43 

attainments. Children from these families won’t feel that much of a difference in their 
experience compared to continuing-generation students, as money can buy one power, high-
quality educational resources, and exposure to more elite social groups. So in China…first-
generation status can’t quite categorize you. 
 
 
As Emma and many other first-generation respondents pointed out, in mainland China, 

being a first-generation college student doesn’t always entail structural disadvantage in accessing 

economic, social, and educational resources, unlike in the US. The educational trajectories of most 

first-generation respondents truthfully reflect this, as they largely attended elite and globally 

oriented K-12 schools, including international programs in Chinese public or private schools, 

private international schools in China or abroad, and public or private schools in the US. As this 

section will show shortly, these elite K-12 educational resources are key to these respondents’ 

ability to navigate the selective college environment. And as shown in this particular subsection, 

the economic capital their parents gained during China’s economic reform serves as the foundation 

upon which they are able to access those educational resources in the first place. 

The Limited Transferability of Home-Based Parental Capital. While first-generation 

respondents don’t confront the same economic disadvantages facing many of their American 

counterparts – thanks to the economic capital their parents accumulated during the economic 

reform –  continuing-generation respondents also differ from their American continuing-generation 

peers in an important way. Specifically, in contrast to continuing-generation American students 

who can directly benefit from their parents’ social and cultural capital, continuing-generation 

Chinese international respondents don’t appear to receive the same advantage due to the limited 

transferability of their parents’ social and cultural capital across national borders.  

In a study examining Chinese urban upper-middle-class parents’ decisions to send their 

children to American private secondary schools, Tu (2022:827) notes that the conversion of 
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parental capital between educational fields might be less smooth in a global setting, thus indicating 

a limit to the transferability of capital across national borders. This is essentially what happens to 

the continuing-generation Chinese international students and their parents. While parents of many 

domestic continuing-generation students in selective US universities had themselves navigated 

elite US institutions in the past and could therefore directly pass down related cultural knowledge 

and networking resources to their children (Evans et al. 2020; Ricks and Warren 2021; Rosales et 

al. 2024), parents of all continuing-generation Chinese international respondents in this sample 

received their college degrees in mainland China, and most of them lacked firsthand exposure to 

US higher education institutions. Given that Chinese and American higher education systems differ 

significantly in terms of their organizational structures (e.g., curriculum design, class format, 

funding sources, support programs, administrative system) (Feng 2024; Liu 2024), this lack of 

exposure can mean a huge gap in the cultural know-how required to navigate elite US colleges, 

such as networking etiquette in Western academia, strategy in class and major selection, and 

classroom norms and expectations. In addition to a general lack of cultural knowledge, most parents 

of continuing-generation respondents have their work and most social networks based in mainland 

China. This further limits their ability to provide direct network resources and professional advice 

to their children in navigating their college experience and future career paths, especially if their 

children plan to work outside of mainland China after graduation.  

For instance, Claire, who planned to work in Hong Kong for a while immediately after 

graduation, described how her parents could not offer any academic or career resources during her 

time in college because they didn’t know much about American society or the education system: 

During college, my parents haven’t been very involved in my decision-making process 
because…my parents don’t really know the situation in the US…I did complain to them 
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when I was searching for jobs, but when it came to specific details, they just couldn’t help 
much, nor did they insist on telling me what to do. [I] just complained and informed them 
[of my decisions]. 
 

The same applies to David, who, despite having a mother who works as a professor at a 

university in mainland China, describes navigating everything in college on his own:  

Researcher: Would you discuss your course selection with [your parents]? 
David: No, I handle it all by myself. 
Researcher: I see. Would they offer any advice or guidance on your daily life? 
David: No. No guidance, no advice. I have to figure out everything on my own…like, they  

couldn’t really help or guide me, as they don’t know the actual challenges I face in  
the US. So I feel like it would be difficult for them to give relevant advice. 
 

For continuing-generation students who attended high schools in America, the experience 

of self-navigation could begin even earlier than college. Theodore, a fourth-year continuing-

generation student who went to a private boarding high school on the East Coast, commented that 

his parents “could hardly have any input [into his educational experiences] and played more of a 

role as listeners since high school.” Another fourth-year continuing-generation student, Jayden, 

who attended a private boarding high school in California, also reported navigating his high school 

and college experience independently. The most common thing his parents said to him during high 

school, Jayden added, was “we can no longer help you; you’ll have to rely on yourself.”  

While most continuing-generation respondents described navigating college on their own 

due to their parents’ lack of knowledge about American society and higher education, one 

continuing-generation respondent, Natalie, did report receiving direct academic support and 

guidance from her father during her college application and navigation. However, Natalie was only 

able to receive such parental support because her father works as a college counselor in a private 

study-abroad agency and is thus deeply familiar with American universities. In general, therefore, 
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the transnational context limits the transferability of home-based social and cultural capital across 

national borders, thus constraining most continuing-generation Chinese international respondents 

from receiving the same advantages that continuing-generation American students gain from 

having college-educated parents.   

Elite K-12 Schooling as a Source of Transnational Capital. As illustrated above, the 

parental economic capital gained during the economic reform and the limited transferability of 

home-based parental social and cultural capital across national borders significantly distinguish 

first-generation and continuing-generation Chinese international students from their American 

domestic counterparts. As a result of this distinct positioning, first-generation and continuing-

generation Chinese international respondents alike rely mostly on the academic, social, and cultural 

resources they obtained through elite, globally oriented K-12 schooling experiences – rather than 

parental guidance –  to navigate the selective college environment. Using the transnational capital 

transmitted through these elite K-12 schools as the common reference point, first-generation and 

continuing-generation respondents in this sample thus share similar overall adjustment and 

navigation experiences at college.     

For example, when asked whether they thought their K-12 schooling experiences prepared 

them well for college, most respondents suggested that the exposure to international curricula such 

as IBDP, AP, and A-Levels had familiarized them with the academic requirements of American 

universities and enhanced their academic preparedness to varying degrees. Majoring in child 

development and human and organizational development, first-generation student Leo described 

that the AP psychology course he took at his international high school provided the prerequisite 

knowledge that helped him navigate his major classes in college. Similarly, continuing-generation 
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student Elizabeth commented that her international high school’s IB program, particularly its 

humanities and social sciences classes, had laid a solid foundation for her academic study at a 

prestigious university and contributed to a smooth academic transition: 

IB is a really reading- and writing-intensive program… At the time, I also chose many 
humanities and social sciences subjects – Chinese, English, History, and Economics – [so] 
I started engaging in intensive reading and writing early in high school… One example is 
the IB Extended Essay, which is essentially like a thesis. It’s a fully developed paper of 
around 3,000 words, and I think it really helped improve my academic writing … So in a 
way, IB was helpful in preparing me for college by teaching me how to conduct research 
and write papers. 

 
In addition to academic skills and preparedness, many respondents also suggested that their 

elite K-12 schools provided transnational social ties to support their college navigation. For 

instance, first-generation student Jade and continuing-generation student Natalie both described 

attending the same colleges as some of their high school friends, who constituted important sources 

of emotional connection and social support for them in an otherwise busy and stressful college 

environment. Another continuing-generation student, Samuel, also said that he has remained in 

touch with his high school AP computer science teacher, whom he would occasionally consult “if 

[he] encounter[s] problems with [his] computer science coursework and research.” 

Still other respondents discussed how their elite K-12 schools supported their college 

navigation by introducing them early to the cultural norms of American society more broadly and 

US colleges in particular. For instance, both attending American private high schools, first-

generation students Emma and Daniel noted that their high school experiences helped familiarize 

them with the societal culture in America before entering college. According to Daniel, this 

included “getting to know how Americans think and socialize, and what cultural assumptions 
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Americans might have” about what is appropriate, what is valued, and how communication should 

unfold. As both Emma and Daniel concluded, this familiarity with the societal cultural norms in 

America offered them guidance in navigating the college environment.  

Regarding US college culture specifically, continuing-generation student Jayden shared 

that his elite private high school in California exposed him early to the concept and expectations of 

college office hours (i.e., the scheduled times when faculty are available to meet with students 

outside of regular class time). Learning in high school how he should approach authority figures 

and what topics to bring up during these sessions, Jayden became a frequent office hour visitor and 

felt at ease communicating with his professors in college: 

I really love going to office hours [during college]. That impression definitely came from 
my experience in the American high school, where I first heard of this concept…During 
[my] K-9 education, office hours were usually meant only for correcting test mistakes or 
making up missed exams…Like, they always had a very specific purpose. I didn’t know 
that “office hours” could mean that a professor would just sit there and be available for you 
to talk to, even casually…I remember [that in the first office hour at high school], I learned 
so much that I never would’ve learned in class because it was so personal…Honestly, if 
there’s one thing my American high school experiences did to prepare me for the 
intellectual and academic life [at college], it was helping me develop the ability and 
confidence to go to office hours. 

 

A few respondents’ narratives further highlighted how privileged and globally oriented K-

12 schooling contributed to their college navigation by socializing them into the embodied cultural 

dispositions aligned with elite academic fields. For example, when reflecting on how his K-12 

international schooling prepared him for college, first-generation student Tate suggested that it 

helped him develop skills and personal qualities valued by selective US institutions: 

This sounds really cliché, but I think [my international school experience] set me up to be 
a really good critical thinker. If someone tells me a fact, I would keep asking where it came 
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from, who made the fact, why people consider it a fact…In addition to analytic thinking 
and a global mindset and creativity, I think my international school experience also instilled 
in me a sort of attitude…or energy that dictates how I approach study or the world, 
really…It influenced my understanding of the world and made me really passionate, 
assertive, and aware of what I want. 
 
 
Offering significant transnational social and cultural capital that can’t be otherwise 

transmitted at home, the elite K-12 education – whether through international programs in Chinese 

public and private schools, private international schools in China or abroad, or public and private 

schools in the US – thus serves as a common reference point that both first-generation and 

continuing-generation respondents rely on during their adjustment to and navigation of elite 

universities. The common pre-college schooling experiences, in turn, explain why these two groups 

tend to share similar overall adjustment and navigation experiences in college. 

Importantly, for first-generation respondents in particular, the transnational capital 

transmitted through elite and globally oriented K-12 education explains the absence of structural 

disadvantages during their college transition and navigation. This stands in stark contrast with 

previous findings on the college experiences of American domestic first-generation college 

students (see Nguyen & Nguyen 2018). In this sense, the educational resources – afforded by 

parental economic capital that could only be obtained in the specific historical context of China –  

function as a buffer that helps with these respondents’ college navigation by mitigating the 

economic, academic, social, and cultural challenges commonly facing their American first-

generation counterparts, many of whom come from economically disadvantaged backgrounds.  

While these educational resources place first-generation Chinese international respondents 

in a distinct position from their American counterparts, the buffering effect of the elite K-12 
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schooling they experienced is not new to education researchers. In his work The Privileged Poor, 

Anthony Jack (2019) reveals how domestic low-income students attending elite private high 

schools in America (i.e., the privileged poor) were better familiarized with the social and cultural 

norms of elite institutions and thus had an easier time integrating into the elite college social life 

than low-income students attending under-resourced public schools (i.e., the doubly disadvantaged). 

Other scholars also hint at a similar buffering effect of elite international education. Examining 

Chinese international students’ experience at the University of Southern California, Zhao (2018) 

found that compared to Chinese international graduate students, undergraduate students showed 

better adjustment to the elite college environment because they were more likely to have attended 

international high schools in China or international programs in Chinese public schools, which 

offered them early exposure to US academic and societal culture and thus an advantage in college 

transition. In alignment with these findings, the results of this research again highlight the role elite 

K-12 schooling plays in shaping the experiences of students, particularly those who have the 

potential to face structural disadvantages, in navigating the selective college environment. 

In general, the similar college experiences and common pre-college education of both first-

generation and continuing-generation respondents represent a successful conversion of parental 

economic capital into social and cultural capital via elite schooling, though this conversion 

functions in a compensatory manner for first-generation respondents in particular. In this 

transnational context, elite and globally oriented K-12 schools appear to play a more influential 

role than the home in transmitting social and cultural capital. This phenomenon contrasts with the 

US context, where the home serves as the primary site of capital transmission and class 

reproduction (Calarco 2014; Horvat et al. 2003; Lareau 2002, 2015; Parcel and Hendrix 2014). 
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Essentially, through these elite educational programs, both first-generation and continuing-

generation Chinese international students join what Yin-lin Chiang (2022:3) and James Gee 

(2000:107) call a new generation of global elites, who share a set of practices and experiences 

across different parts of the world, surpass their parents whose social and cultural capital are more 

home-bounded, and seek new life possibilities through prestigious college education with their eyes 

on a global setting.  

 

Distinct Experiences with First-Generation Identity 

While first-generation and continuing-generation Chinese international students in general share 

common challenges and successes in their experiences at elite US colleges, there are experiences 

that are distinct to the first-generation group. This section unpacks these distinct experiences. I 

argue that, compared to their continuing-generation Chinese international counterparts, first-

generation Chinese international students are more likely to experience a sense of intellectual 

disconnection from their parents. This disconnection consequently influences their communication 

patterns with their parents and turns college into an intellectual refuge for them. Furthermore, I 

illustrate that, within the broader context of China’s regional inequality, first-generation status 

intersects with regional identity to uniquely shape the college experiences of first-generation 

Chinese international students from less well-resourced areas – that is, areas outside of first-tier 

and new first-tier cities. Perceiving a habitus mismatch between elite college and their hometown, 

these students are more likely to experience these two environments as distinct worlds in terms of 

class-based cultural practices – an experience that induces a number of psychological responses 

that in part shape their self-perceptions and aspirations. 
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Experiencing First-Generation Identity as Parental Intellectual Disconnection  

A key difference between first-generation and continuing-generation respondents appears to be 

whether they feel intellectually understood by their parents. Compared to continuing-generation 

respondents, first-generation Chinese international students are significantly more likely to 

experience a sense of intellectual disconnection from their parents. 

Specifically, within the continuing-generation group, all but one respondent reported that 

their parents would engage in intellectual conversations with them and could intellectually 

understand them to varying degrees. Catherine, for example, suggested that she and her parents 

would share and discuss their insights about the books they read with one another. During times 

when her parents couldn’t entirely understand or agree with her, Catherine suggested that her 

parents would engage in heated but healthy debates with her as an alternative way to engage with 

her intellectual development. In a similar vein, Elizabeth recounted that while her parents may not 

fully grasp her ideas all the time, they were able to understand and engage with the debate and 

research topics she was interested in.  

This, however, stands in stark contrast to the first-generation group. Among the nine first-

generation respondents willing to discuss their relationships with their parents, six expressed 

feeling intellectually disconnected from their parents, whom they felt were completely absent from 

their intellectual growth. Three of them explicitly attributed this disconnection to their first-

generation status and suggested that the gap was so large that it hindered their communication with 

their parents. Frustrated by the communication issue, these respondents then chose to shy away 

from sharing their academic and intellectual lives with their parents.    
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Michael, for instance, mentioned in this exchange his perceived intellectual disconnection 

with his parents. Perceiving he and his parents as inhabiting two different universes, Michael 

suggested that the disconnection had resulted in a complete communication failure between the two 

parties: 

 
Michael: What I talk about in school has nothing to do with what I talk about at home. We  

feel like two completely different worlds, my parents and I. I can’t communicate  
with them at all – basically, they don’t understand anything I say, intellectually  
speaking. As soon as the topics of our conversation go a bit abstract...(they don’t  
get it). I wouldn’t contact my parents throughout an entire year because they can’t  
solve anything...and wouldn’t relate. It’s like when I say that “I have to write nine  
papers this quarter”, people who have been to college would easily understand what  
it means. 

Researcher: So you feel like your parents’ inability to understand you intellectually is  
related to their educational backgrounds, or in other words, your first-generation 
identity?  

Michael: Yes, definitely. That’s the most obvious impact (of first-generation identity). 
 
 
When asked about how he felt about this intellectual disconnection with his parents, he 

answered: “I think it doesn’t matter much but...I don’t know. I guess I might have had some hidden 

frustration about it during my childhood.” 

A philosophy major, Matilda encountered a similar situation and talked about her long-time 

confusion and bitterness over her parents’ inability to understand her intellectual world: 

 
Being a first-generation student, I struggled with communicating with my parents for a long 
time before college. I would recommend books that I was reading to them, but I found that 
they couldn’t appreciate the beauty I saw in those books. And I couldn’t just push them to 
read those books or force them to understand my intellectual world. So now, I’m at a point 
where I don’t expect anything from them. So...it’s true that, for a long time, I was really 
bothered by [the communication issue with my parents]. I just couldn’t understand why it 
is that you are my mother, and I your daughter, yet we can never understand each other.  
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The respondent who felt most strongly about the intellectual disconnection is probably 

Daniel, a fourth-year first-generation student double majoring in religious studies and East Asian 

languages and civilizations. Trying to reconcile the yearning for his parents’ recognition and the 

guilt for being disappointed by his parents’ inability to understand him, Daniel found himself in an 

emotional turmoil:  

 
I’d say [my parents] have all the willingness to emotionally support me, but they lack the 
capacity to do so. They lack this capacity because they grew up in a completely different 
environment from the one I did, so they couldn’t relate to me. I’ve been constantly frustrated 
by this. Always. Even now. I feel like I’m unsatisfied with them because of it, but I keep 
criticizing myself for asking too much...Why is all this? I think...I think it might be a result 
of the difference in our educational backgrounds. Like, they are very good and supportive 
parents, but they are good and supportive in a distanced way; they can never see what I see. 
It made me feel isolated sometimes.     
 
 
The feelings of confusion, frustration, disappointment, and isolation triggered by the 

intellectual disconnection eventually led Michael, Matilda, and Daniel to withdraw from sharing 

their academic and intellectual lives with their parents. Michael, for example, described how the 

perceived communication issues with his parents led him to turn to friends for support and 

intellectual conversations. Both Matilda and Daniel haven’t told their parents about their chosen 

majors because they felt that their parents wouldn’t understand or relate to their choices. As such, 

the experience of intellectual disconnection associated with these students’ first-generation identity 

structures their communication patterns with their parents. Furthermore, it influences their 

relationships with their college, making the university the primary site where their intellectual 

activities take place. The college, therefore, becomes a shelter in which these students feel seen and 

intellectually understood.  
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Experiencing First-Generation Status at the Intersection with Regional Identity 

In addition to creating a sense of intellectual disconnection across generations, first-generation 

identity also seems to interact with regional identity in ways that uniquely shape the experiences 

of certain groups of first-generation Chinese international students at elite US universities. 

Specifically, it appears that only first-generation respondents from less well-resourced regions (i.e., 

regions other than first-tier and new first-tier cities) tend to perceive and experience college and 

their hometown as two distinct worlds. This distinction is most evident in class culture – that is, the 

shared practices and behaviors characterizing the general class norms in these two environments.  

For example, growing up in a third-tier city, Lucas suggested that he perceived his college 

and hometown as two different worlds in that “people at [his college] are part of the elite 

‘intellectual’ class that is above mere middle class,” whereas most people he encountered in his 

hometown “have low educational attainments, regardless of their differing wealth status.”   

This perceived distinction was echoed by Daniel, who was born and raised in a fifth-tier 

city in central China: 

 
Back at home, none of the people around me have high levels of education. The same goes 
for the people around my dad. I had never met anyone with overseas study experience. We 
come from a very small city, so you hardly ever have the chance to interact with the so-
called “elites” of the previous generation. Everyone around us comes from a rural 
background and has obtained their current wealth through unconventional and raw means. 
This contrasts sharply with [my college], where most people come from highly educated 
families. And the mode of interaction here is just very different from that in [my hometown]. 
The assumptions people make in [my hometown], the way you interact with others, the way 
you smile, the way you express politeness ... all of these are vastly different from how things 
are done at [my college] and in the broader American cultural context in which [my college] 
is embedded. 
 
 
Juxtaposing people he encountered in his hometown and students in his college, many of 

whom inherited a traditional “elite” status from their families, Daniel described perceiving a 
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distinction in the “modes of interaction,” or cultural practices, between these two groups in relation 

to their educational backgrounds. Notably, in characterizing the elite college culture and the 

American culture in which his college is embedded as two interrelated yet separate spheres in 

contrast to his hometown, Daniel highlighted how he experienced this distinction in cultural 

practices not only in terms of sociocultural differences between China and the US – a common 

sentiment expressed by many respondents in this research and found among Chinese international 

students according to past literature – but also in terms of differences in class culture. 

One example Daniel gave to illustrate these differences was speech style. While admitting 

that this might not be the most accurate way to describe his feelings, Daniel suggested that people 

in his hometown might speak in a more “casual” way, whereas those at his college tend to use a 

more “formal” tone19. “Like, I’ve learned during my time at college to speak in a way as if I were 

writing a paper,” he commented. “But people in my hometown are not used to this way of 

communicating. If I talk to my peers back there in this way, they might feel like I’m being 

diplomatic or pretentious.” The word choices here  – “diplomatic” and “pretentious” – are revealing, 

as they imply social posturing and are often associated with professional or elite social settings. 

This association suggests that the distinction in speech styles that Daniel and his hometown peers 

perceived would be better interpreted as reflecting a class dynamic rather than a simple difference 

between Chinese and American cultures. In fact, the formal vs. casual division in speech styles has 

long been studied and interpreted as a marker of social class and prestige (Bourdieu 1991; Irvine 

1985). Sociologist Melissa Osborne, who studied American domestic first-generation college 

students at elite US universities in her ethnographic work Polished, also hints at this class-based 

 

19 In this case, the comparison is made specifically in reference to speaking Mandarin.  
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difference, revealing that elite colleges often “polish” first-generation college students from 

disadvantaged backgrounds by changing their patterns of speech, preferences, and mannerisms in 

ways that are more aligned with those expected by middle- and upper-class cultures (Osborne 

2024:99).  

Notably, none of the students from first-tier and new first-tier cities reported perceiving 

distinctions in class-based cultural practices like these, regardless of their first-generation or 

continuing-generation status. This may be because these respondents are more likely to gain 

exposure to highly educated social circles and globalized elite culture in first-tier and new first-tier 

cities, where wealth, educational resources, and global connections have become highly 

concentrated since the Reform and Opening-Up. With exposure to these social circles and culture 

similar to those in highly selective US colleges, respondents in these areas thus experience less 

contrast between college and home in terms of class culture. This explanation is attested to by Anna, 

a first-generation student from Shanghai, who suggested that her college and hometown feel largely 

the same because people around her in Shanghai “mostly have experiences studying abroad or 

studying in ‘985’ or ‘211’ universities20.” Another continuing-generation student from Shanghai, 

Samantha, also described how she had met people with different class statuses in Shanghai before, 

“including many that were from elite backgrounds,” so social class didn’t appear to be a major 

distinction between college and home to her. 

This exposure to the globalized, highly educated elite culture found in first-tier and new 

first-tier cities is largely absent in less well-resourced regions, where people generally have lower 

educational attainments, fewer global connections, and a homogeneous but relatively lower average 

 
20 Projects 985 and 211 are the two major university classifications that represent China’s top-tier higher education 
institutions. 
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socioeconomic status21 (National Bureau of Statistics of China 2021). This social environment thus 

socializes people in these regions into a habitus – displayed in the speech style and other modes of 

interaction that Daniel and other respondents alike mentioned earlier – that differs significantly 

from the one cultivated in highly selective US universities and China’s first-tier and new first-tier 

cities, where privileged social groups are more concentrated. What respondents from less resource-

rich regions perceive as the difference in the class-based cultural practices can therefore be 

understood as stemming from a habitus mismatch – a mismatch between the habitus expected in 

the field of elite college and the habitus people in the field of their hometown are socialized into. 

Such a difference in expected habitus will remain as long as regional inequality persists in mainland 

China. Hence, students from less well-resourced regions would inevitably encounter differences in 

class culture between their college and hometown, despite the buffering effect of their elite K-12 

schooling experiences.  

Interestingly, however, continuing-generation students from less resource-rich regions 

seem to be more immune to perceiving the habitus mismatch between college and home. This is 

illustrated in the case of Natalie, a continuing-generation student coming from a second-tier city. 

While describing college and her hometown as distinct in sociocultural terms, Natalie didn’t seem 

to be suggesting a class distinction between the two, and she perceived her family background as 

very similar to that of her college peers. It is likely because her immediate home environment, or 

the social groups she had regularly met back home, was composed of highly educated individuals 

due to the social capital of her college-going parents. As Natalie indicated, the people her parents 

 

21 See Appendices C, D, and E for more information on the average years of schooling for people aged 15 and above 
by region, international trade in goods by region, and the annual income levels of city type in mainland China published 
by the National Bureau of Statistics of China. 
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interacted with generally had high educational attainments. “Most of them are bachelors and 

masters, and some of them are PhD graduates and academics,” she added. “And I met and talked 

to them rather regularly, like I may meet them once or twice a week when returning home. And 

they talked about education a lot because my father works in an education-related industry.” Hence, 

due to her continuing-generation status, Natalie was able to get access to an immediate home 

environment that was characterized by individuals with high educational attainments and 

potentially elite backgrounds. This environment might have buffered her against perceiving the 

mismatch between elite college and the broader environment of her hometown. 

Lacking both the exposure to the cosmopolitan elite environment of resource-rich cities and 

the buttress of continuing-generation status, first-generation respondents from less resource-rich 

regions are thus the only group to experience a stark distinction between elite college and their 

hometown in terms of class culture. It is therefore only when first-generation identity intersects 

with regional identity that regional disparities coupled with the misalignment between economic 

and cultural capital embodied by the capitalist class become palpable.   

To clarify, college may not be the first time these first-generation respondents have 

experienced a class divide between their school and home environments. Attending elite secondary 

schools in China or abroad where students from wealthy, highly educated families were well 

represented, many of them acknowledged detecting the contrast in class culture during their K-12 

experiences. Entering elite college spaces where “old money” global elites were even more 

concentrated than their oftentimes small secondary schools, these respondents therefore 

experienced the class cultural distinction between their college and home not so much as a shock 

that they perceived to be significantly affecting their college life, but more as an extended and 

heightened version of previously felt contrast that made the two worlds feel even further apart.  
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While the contrast between college and home might not be new for many of these students, 

it is not without any consequences for their college lives. As the following subsections will reveal, 

such contrast can evoke a range of psychological responses that play a role in shaping these students’ 

self-perceptions and aspirations in distinct ways.  

Sense of Inadequacy and Inferiority. For some first-generation students from resource-

limited areas, the intersection of their first-generation status and regional background, along with 

their internalization of China’s regional hierarchy through narratives circulated in their immediate 

environment, can occasionally produce a sense of inadequacy or inferiority that negatively affects 

their self-perception and, sometimes, social relationships in college. 

Growing up in a small county town in a third-tier city, Emma described feeling inadequate 

when consciously comparing herself to her Chinese friends at college, who were born into wealthy, 

highly educated families that were either from “big” cities in China or had immigrated to the US 

in earlier years: 

 
I don’t know why, but it seems like the friends around me at college all come from pretty 
privileged family backgrounds and... I sometimes feel that I’m not on the same level as 
them... I think, to some extent, this is a self-constructed [feeling]... And my mom also 
constantly reminds me that I shouldn’t aspire too much because I have a “lower starting 
point” than them, or whatever. I think this might have affected my mindset, like I always 
feel like I’m not good enough.   
 
 
As highlighted in this comment, the perceived difference in family backgrounds, mediated 

by Emma’s internalization of her mother’s narrative about her “low starting point” compared to 

other college peers, led her to feel inadequate, or “not on the same level” with her friends, in the 

elite college environment. While describing this feeling as more spontaneous than consistent, 

Emma also talked about how it led her to limit her aspirations and refuse her friends’ kindness for 
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a while during college. Recognizing that such a feeling arose from her internationalization of 

externally imposed social hierarchy, Emma gradually learned to move beyond her self-perceived 

inadequacy and began exploring different avenues toward defining her future path.    

Similarly, yet in a more extreme form, Matilda felt a sense of inferiority due to her first-

generation identity plus “rustic” background. While coming from a leading new first-tier city, 

Matilda distinguished it from the city district she grew up in, which used to be a rural village before 

becoming integrated into the urban area. Surrounded by people of rural roots who contrasted 

sharply with the city kids she met in her early schooling in the central area of her home city, and 

hearing stories from her parents about her early childhood spent in a village setting, Matilda 

developed a sense of inferiority linked to her first-generation and “rustic” identities early in life. 

This perceived inferiority was significantly intensified after she transferred to her current university, 

where she felt her peers were all “smart, wealthy, continuing-generation students, raised in cities, 

and received international education from a young age.” The overwhelming presence of high-

achieving students from privileged backgrounds crushed the only source of Matilda’s self-

confidence – her excelling academic performance – and brought first-generation and “rustic” 

identities, the major sources of her perceived inferiority, to the forefront. This sense of inferiority, 

compounded by Matilda’s traumatic experience in a harsh middle school that emphasized 

conformity, gave rise to her fear of authority, which inhibited her from interacting with professors 

during college: 

 
Researcher: Do you interact with professors a lot during college? 
Matilda: I’m still scared of people...I’m scared of both common people and authority. 
Researcher: So you don’t interact with professors that much?  
Matilda: Not much. Not really. 
Researcher: How about office hours? 
Matilda: I’m really scared of attending office hours. 



 

 

 

62 

 
 
Noticeably, Matilda is the only one reporting fear of authority figures among all first-

generation respondents, many of whom described approaching professors as a natural move for 

them. Such fear thus may not be generalized to the experiences of most first-generation Chinese 

international students at elite US colleges. However, Matilda’s case still suggests the potential 

influence first-generation status might have on some first-generation Chinese international students’ 

college experience when it interacts with their regional identities. 

Sense of In-Betweenness. While Emma and Matilda expressed feelings of inferiority, other 

first-generation respondents from less well-resourced regions described a sense of in-betweenness 

when reflecting on their relationships with college and home, which they perceived to be 

simultaneously challenging and inspiring.  

This sense of in-betweenness was clearly conveyed in a comment from Adam, who came 

from a second-tier city that, while remaining ahead of more resource-limited regions, still lagged 

behind leading new first-tier and first-tier cities in economic development: 

 
Oftentimes, I can feel that... it’s not that I’m not part of the social class embodied by [my 
college], but it feels... it’s like you are suddenly thrown into an elite environment, yet you’re 
still in touch with people from your hometown... And this creates a bit of a barrier in my 
communication with [people from my hometown], while also making me feel a kind of 
information or knowledge gap between myself and the elite circle at my college.  
 
 
As Adam highlighted here, his position between his college and home, or the elite and non-

elite environments, sometimes leaves him feeling as though he doesn’t fit into either world.  

Daniel also described having a sense of in-betweenness, but in a different tone. For Daniel, 

who had prior experiences coping with the class culture contrast between US private day school 

and his hometown, the challenge of the perceived in-betweenness was less about issues of 
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belonging but more about maintaining his personal or home identity amidst the pull to assimilate 

into the elite culture at college: 

 
Every time I go back to China, I feel a strong sense of contrast – on one side, there is the 
world of [my college], and on the other, the world of [my hometown]. These are two 
completely different worlds. It can be difficult to navigate [both of them] and to find a 
balance – to preserve the integrity and independence of my personal identity. By integrity 
and independence, I mean not being completely absorbed into [the world of college] or 
losing my core ways of thinking and behaving. And this can be hard. I often feel disoriented 
after returning home. This feeling stems from a sense of exclusion, or alienation. I feel like 
I’ve changed a lot. I’ve returned to the place I grew up in, but now, I am completely different 
from all others in my surrounding.   
 
 
The challenge of navigating the different worlds of college and home that Daniel describes 

doesn’t come as new. Both Osborne (2024) and Gable (2021) in their studies of American domestic 

first-generation students’ experiences at elite US colleges find that first-generation students can 

face a difficult balancing act and feel pressured to “buy in” to the elite culture at college without 

losing their home identities. The common challenge shared by Daniel and American domestic first-

generation students thus reflects an essential theme in the experiences with elite colleges for first-

generation students from across the world. 

While the in-between position resulting from the interaction between their first-generation 

and regional identities presents challenges for Adam and Daniel in navigating the two worlds, they 

also view it as a unique opportunity for growth. Adam, for instance, saw it as a chance to broaden 

his horizons by gaining more information from his continuing-generation peers. On a different yet 

equally positive note, Daniel characterized his first-generation identity as an asset that enabled him 

to understand and connect with people from both privileged and disadvantaged communities: 

 
Like, I can sense that I have some street-smart qualities inside of me – something that 
continuing-generation students, especially those from families with a “purer” intellectual 
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lineage, do not have. And this isn’t something that can be cultivated, because if someone 
hasn’t lived through those experiences, they simply won’t have the seed for it. I think how 
being a first-generation student nourishes me... is that it gives me the ability to navigate 
different worlds. If I weren’t a first-generation student, if I didn’t have this identity, I 
wouldn’t have cohered around everything I just mentioned – how it has enriched my life 
experiences and enabled me to interact with people from different worlds.  

 
 

This “cultural straddling” skill (Carter 2006), or the ability to adapt to and navigate between 

two cultural environments, appears to be vital to Daniel’s aspiration. Identifying himself as a 

cultural straddler, Daniel hopes to devote himself to rural development in mainland China after 

graduation.  

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

This research aims to expand the scholarly discussion on first-generation college students 

by incorporating the insights of international undergraduate students from mainland China. 

Drawing on in-depth interviews with 10 first-generation Chinese international undergraduate 

students and 10 continuing-generation Chinese international undergraduate students from four elite 

US private research universities, I demonstrate how first-generation Chinese international students 

have both similar and distinct experiences at elite US colleges compared to their continuing-

generation Chinese international counterparts. This similarity is in stark contrast to previous 

findings on American domestic students, which suggest that first-generation college students are 

systematically disadvantaged compared to their continuing-generation peers. Employing 

Bourdieu’s theories and the concept of intersectionality, I further examine how first-generation 

status intersects with other dimensions of these students’ identities – including class background, 

international student status, and regional identity – to shape their college experiences. In general, I 
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argue that the experiences of first-generation Chinese international students at elite US colleges 

can only be understood within the broader social, economic, and historical context of mainland 

China from which these students emerge.  

The results show that overall, first-generation and continuing-generation Chinese 

international students share similar challenges and achievements in their college experiences. 

Specifically, students from both groups report social isolation, career anxiety, and cultural 

differences as major challenges they’ve encountered during college. Despite these challenges, most 

students in the sample exhibit sufficient institutional knowledge and are able to adjust themselves 

to navigate the elite college environment, regardless of their first-generation or continuing-

generation status.  

The common challenges and successes shared across the two groups can be attributed to 

two factors: (1) the economic reform in late 20th century China, which allowed first-generation 

Chinese international students’ parents to join the “capitalist class” – a core subclass within China’s 

middle-class stratum that possesses significant economic capital despite limited educational 

attainment – and purchase elite K-12 educational resources; and (2) the limited transferability of 

home-based capital across national borders, which restricts continuing-generation Chinese 

international students’ parents from passing down their social and cultural capital to help their 

children navigate elite US institutions. These factors thus distinguish first-generation and 

continuing-generation Chinese international students from their American counterparts; while the 

parental economic capital gained during the economic reform buffers first-generation Chinese 

international students against the common disadvantages facing many American first-generation 

college students, the limited transferability of home-based parental social and cultural capital 
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deprives continuing-generation Chinese international students of the common advantages 

associated with US domestic continuing-generation students.  

Hence, rather than relying on direct guidance from their parents, both first-generation and 

continuing-generation Chinese international students draw more on the academic, social, and 

cultural resources they gained through elite, globally oriented K-12 schooling experiences – 

whether in international programs in Chinese public or private schools, private international 

schools in China or abroad, or public or private schools in the US – to navigate the selective college 

environment. The common pre-college schooling experiences, in turn, explain why these two 

groups tend to share similar overall adjustment and navigation experiences in college. In a sense, 

this similarity captures a successful conversion of parental economic capital into transnational 

cultural and social capital – social ties and cultural assets that transcend national borders and help 

individuals navigate social fields abroad – via schooling. This conversion is unique in that, as elite 

K-12 schools assume parents’ role in cultivating these international students’ social and cultural 

capital, they emerge as more powerful agents than the home in facilitating transnational mobility 

and social reproduction. Significantly, this phenomenon contrasts with the US context, where the 

home functions as the primary site of capital transmission and class reproduction. As such, it 

highlights the growing institutional role of elite, globally oriented K-12 education in shaping global 

class structures. 

However, first-generation identity still shapes the college experiences of first-generation 

Chinese international students in two distinct ways. First, compared to their continuing-generation 

Chinese international counterparts, first-generation Chinese international students are more likely 

to experience a sense of intellectual disconnection from their parents. This disconnection then leads 
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many first-generation students to shy away from sharing their academic lives with their parents, 

turning college into a shelter where they feel seen and intellectually understood. Second, in the 

context of China’s regional inequality, first-generation status intersects with regional identity to 

uniquely shape the college experiences of first-generation Chinese international students from less 

well-resourced areas – that is, students from outside first-tier and new first-tier cities in mainland 

China. Lacking both the exposure to the cosmopolitan elite environment of resource-rich cities and 

the buffering effect of continuing-generation status, these students often perceive a habitus 

mismatch between elite college and their hometown, and experience the two as distinct worlds in 

terms of class-based cultural practices. The perceived contrast between the worlds can then induce 

a number of psychological responses – including senses of inadequacy, inferiority, and in-

betweenness – that shape these students’ self-perceptions and aspirations.  

This research contributes to the theoretical literature on first-generation college students in 

several ways. 

First, the study results extend and challenge parts of the findings in previous studies on first-

generation college students. Specifically, the distinct college experiences of first-generation 

Chinese international students from less well-resourced regions align with past findings on 

American domestic first-generation college students at elite US colleges, who describe 

experiencing a habitus difference between college and home and feel pressured to assimilate into 

elite college culture while maintaining the authenticity of their personal/home identities (Gable 

2021; Osborne 2024). As such, the current study extends the themes of habitus split and college-

home identity conflict for first-generation students into an international context. Moreover, while 

this subset of first-generation Chinese international students still occupies a relatively privileged 
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position, the psychological strains they experience echo the hidden costs of social mobility 

described by Osborne (2024), who finds that socially mobile first-generation domestic students 

often unexpectedly face emotional distress, self-doubt, and social isolation from home communities 

in elite US colleges. Advancing Osborne’s line of argument, this study thus highlights how 

transnational mobility via elite higher education can also carry hidden social and psychological 

consequences for certain international student populations. By revealing how these consequences 

are linked to China’s regional disparities among Chinese international students, this study further 

illustrates how the costs of mobility for different student populations are deeply shaped by 

structural inequalities specific to their home countries and societies. These findings underscore the 

need for universities to reckon more seriously with the unseen toll of social mobility in a culturally 

responsive way.  

Not only does this research add to past literature by extending prior findings on first-

generation college students, but it also does so by challenging them. As discussed in the findings 

section, first-generation Chinese international students at elite US colleges don’t appear to 

experience many of the challenges typically associated with first-generation status, as the economic 

capital their parents gained during China’s economic reform buffers them against the structural 

disadvantages facing their American domestic first-generation counterparts. The unique 

educational experiences of first-generation Chinese international students thus challenge the 

common conflation of first-generation students with low-income and/or working-class students in 

many previous studies (see Longwell-Grice and Longwell-Grice 2021), underscoring that the 

meanings and impacts of first-generation identity are context-specific. Future researchers 

examining the college experiences of first-generation international students should therefore be 
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attuned to the specific historical, social, economic, and cultural context from which these students 

emerge. 

Second, the research findings advance a more nuanced approach to understanding first-

generation identity and its impacts on students’ college experiences. Specifically, the intragroup 

difference in the college experience between first-generation Chinese international students from 

well-resourced cities and less resource-rich regions proves that first-generation college students are 

a heterogeneous population with diverse college experiences. The fact that this difference is 

associated not only with first-generation status but also with regional identity further illustrates that 

first-generation students’ college experiences are intersectional and should always be examined in 

the interaction of multiple identities. Additionally, some first-generation respondents’ perceptions 

of in-betweenness as an advantage – allowing them to acquire valuable skills such as cultural 

straddling – highlight the diverse and valuable cultural assets students bring with them into 

educational institutions, thus challenging a deficit view of first-generation college students. 

Together, these findings encourage future researchers to approach first-generation students and 

their college experiences as heterogeneous and intersectional from an asset-based perspective.  

In addition to contributing to the literature on first-generation college students, this research 

expands Bourdieu’s framework into a transnational context by highlighting how parental capital 

and elite K-12 schooling shape the college experiences of first-generation and continuing-

generation Chinese international students. Specifically, the limited transferability of social and 

cultural capital – which deprives continuing-generation Chinese international students of the 

common advantages associated with their American domestic continuing-generation counterparts 

– illustrates that home-based social and cultural capital cannot easily transcend national borders, as 
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it is bounded not only by fields but also by the broader sociocultural contexts in which these fields 

are embedded. There are, however, forms of social and cultural capital that can transcend national 

borders and be converted from economic capital, as evidenced by the academic, social, and cultural 

resources acquired by first-generation and continuing-generation Chinese international students 

through elite K-12 schooling, which help them navigate the environment of selective US 

universities. In this sense, it is the privileged and globally oriented K-12 educational programs, 

rather than the home, that play the role of transmitting transnational social and cultural capital. In 

transmitting this capital, these educational programs function as key sites for producing a new 

generation of global elites, who connect with one another across different parts of the world with 

shared practices and experiences, surpass their parents whose social and cultural capital is more 

locally rooted, and seek life opportunities through prestigious college education on a global stage 

(Chiang 2022; Gee 2000). In line with this finding, interested researchers could further investigate 

how the transnational capital that international students develop might be different or similar in 

form across the types of elite and globally oriented K-12 schools they attend (e.g., international 

schools outside the host countries vs. boarding schools within the host countries). Moreover, future 

scholars examining educational mobility in international settings through Bourdieu’s framework 

should pay close attention to the nuanced forms of capital different groups of students possess, the 

transferability of these capitals and the contexts in which they are valued, and the role of elite and 

globally oriented K-12 educational programs in shaping students’ educational trajectories and 

experiences.  

Lastly, the research findings connect to and adapt Anthony Jack’s (2019) concepts of “the 

privileged poor” and “the doubly disadvantaged” in an interesting way. To start with, unlike 
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American domestic students, the differences between first-generation and continuing-generation 

Chinese international students at elite US colleges are quite nuanced, as both groups come from 

economically privileged backgrounds. If anything, the comparison between first-generation and 

continuing-generation Chinese international students at elite US universities may be better 

characterized as one between “the modestly privileged” (i.e., who possess economic capital but 

less home-based parental cultural capital) and “the doubly privileged” (i.e., who possess both 

economic and home-based parental cultural capital). Moreover, if we inquire into the intragroup 

difference within the first-generation Chinese international student population, we find a further 

deviation from the intragroup difference found within the American student population from 

disadvantaged backgrounds. Specifically, while “the privileged poor” and “the doubly 

disadvantaged” describe low-income students who differ in their college experiences due to 

different K-12 schooling experiences, first-generation Chinese international students attending elite 

US colleges are financially stable and differ in their college experiences along the lines of regional 

identity rather than pre-college education. In this case, first-generation Chinese international 

students from resource-rich regions at elite US colleges may be more accurately characterized as 

“the modestly privileged with a regional advantage.” Future researchers could further explore the 

nuanced educational and life experiences of these different subgroups of Chinese international 

students. 

 

Implications for Policy and Practice 

This study informs higher education institutions of possible ways they could adapt their practices 

and support programs to better serve students with diverse and unique needs.  
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Specifically, in highlighting the hidden costs of social mobility, this research supports 

Osborne’s (2024) call for universities to rethink and reframe their understanding of social mobility 

– not as a stationary economic goal measured in post-graduation income, but as an experiential 

process that shapes and reshapes individuals’ identities and perspectives. For instance, for the first-

generation respondents from resource-limited regions in particular, the costs of seeking 

international studies and transnational mobility mainly take the form of emotional and 

psychological strains, rather than a lack of institutional knowledge and resources. As such, the new 

framework of mobility prompts colleges to go beyond providing mere access to skills and 

knowledge for socially mobile individuals through traditional interventions (e.g., networking 

events, orientation programs, professional workshops) (Osborne 2024). Instead, institutions should 

consider building additional programs that directly address the impacts of social mobility and assist 

in students’ identity management throughout their educational journeys. These programs could 

include one-on-one counseling sessions and peer cohort groups that help students process their 

mobility experiences, build connections, and narrate their feelings. Importantly, when designing 

these programs, universities should be mindful that individuals can simultaneously experience 

disadvantages and privileges across different dimensions, as affected by their intersectional 

identities. Moreover, they should recognize that these experiences are deeply embedded in the 

specific social and cultural milieus in which students were raised. Therefore, it is crucial that the 

new support initiatives provide culturally responsive care tailored to individual students’ needs and 

backgrounds. It would be ideal if universities could hire culturally competent staff and staff from 

diverse cultural backgrounds for the new programs, so that they can better contextualize the 

struggles of socially mobile students and help them feel seen and supported in the campus 

environment.      
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 Another particularly concerning finding of this study is the social isolation and career 

anxiety that respondents experience on elite campuses. As discussed earlier in the findings section, 

there is good reason to suspect that these challenges are not unique to international students but 

reflect broader patterns among students at elite colleges. For the pale social scene in particular, it 

is astonishing and perhaps even worrisome that not much literature has delved into this topic in the 

selective institutional environments. There definitely is a need for more studies that investigate the 

subjective feelings and experiences of elite college students regarding relationship and connection 

building. But besides research efforts, universities can also take concrete action to address the 

issues of student social isolation and career pressure. One way that is worth considering is to 

provide mental health services that specifically aim at managing career anxiety. Colleges can also 

sponsor “slow socializing” events that prioritize deep conversations and authentic connections over 

speed-networking activities. But more importantly, when everyone is “too busy” to admit they are 

lonely and afraid, which turns loneliness and anxiety into a silent epidemic, universities need to 

disrupt the silence that allows the problems to persist. Specifically, this requires institutions to 

acknowledge students’ struggles – especially loneliness, which is less openly discussed than 

anxiety within the student and academic communities – as real and central. They can do this by 

encouraging faculty and staff to address the emotional side of college life during office hours or 

classroom check-ins, and by incorporating conversations about loneliness into orientation and 

advising programs. However, when doing this, institutions must be careful not to normalize 

loneliness and anxiety as natural and inevitable parts of student life at elite colleges. It therefore 

points to the need for elite universities to address the root causes of students’ perceived social 

isolation and career anxiety – namely, the institutional culture of individual achievement and status 

attainment that fuels overpacked schedules, hyper-competition, and fear of failure. This means that 
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in addition to validating students’ feelings, colleges would need to effect structural changes to 

promote rest and connections as core parts of college life, and adopt a broader definition of success 

that measures not by achievement and outcomes, but by relationships, meaning-making, and well-

being. Transforming the institutional culture can be difficult, but it is the very challenge that elite 

universities must confront if they hope to cultivate not only high-achieving students but whole, 

connected, and fulfilled human beings.   

 

Limitations 

Despite its theoretical and practical contributions, this research has several limitations.  

First, the small sample size and reliance on a volunteer sampling method may introduce 

selection bias and limited generalizability of the study results. Second, the research findings might 

not apply to first-generation and continuing-generation Chinese international students in other 

types of American higher education institutions (e.g., public research universities, liberal arts 

colleges) or schools with more accessible admissions. Third, as this study focuses on students from 

mainland China, its findings may not be generalized to first-generation international students from 

other countries.  

 In the future, researchers interested in studying first-generation international students can 

expand the discussion by examining students from American higher education institutions other 

than elite private research universities. Additionally, given this study’s small sample size, future 

scholars could examine whether the intersectional effects of first-generation and regional identities 

apply to different and/or larger samples of first-generation Chinese international students. 
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Furthermore, future studies could explore whether continuing-generation Chinese international 

students acquire implicit forms of parental social and cultural capital beyond direct guidance and 

resources. Lastly, given the significant differences in the college experiences of American domestic 

and Chinese international first-generation students, it can be valuable for future researchers to 

further extend the scholarly discussion on first-generation college students into transnational 

contexts and examine the college experiences of international first-generation students from 

different sociocultural backgrounds. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

76 

References 

Ayton, Darshini, Tess Tsindos, and Danielle Berkovic. 2023. Qualitative Research – a Practical  
Guide for Health and Social Care Researchers and Practitioners. Monash University  
Library. 

Beattie, Irenee R. 2018. “Sociological Perspectives on First-Generation College Students.” Pp.  
171–91 in Handbook of the Sociology of Education in the 21st Century, Handbooks of 
Sociology and Social Research, edited by B. Schneider. Cham: Springer International 
Publishing. 

Bertram, David M., Mixalis Poulakis, Betsy Shaw Elsasser, and Ekta Kumar. 2014. “Social  
Support and Acculturation in Chinese International Students.” Journal of Multicultural 
Counseling and Development 42(2):107–24. doi: 10.1002/j.2161-1912.2014.00048.x. 

Bettie, Julie. 2000. “Women without class: Chicas, cholas, trash, and the presence/absence of 
 class identity.” Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 26(1): 1-35. 
Bian, Yanjie. 2002. “Chinese Social Stratification and Social Mobility.” Annual Review of 

 Sociology 28(Volume 28, 2002):91–116. doi: 10.1146/annurev.soc.28.110601.140823 
Binder, Amy J., Daniel B. Davis, and Nick Bloom. 2016. “Career Funneling: How Elite Students  

Learn to Define and Desire ‘“Prestigious”’ Jobs.” Sociology of Education 89(1):20–39. 
doi: 10.1177/0038040715610883. 

Bourdieu, Pierre. 1977. Outline of a Theory of Practice. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Bourdieu, Pierre. 1984. Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste. Cambridge,  

MA: Havard University Press.  
Bourdieu, Pierre. 1986. “The Forms of Capital.” Handbook of Theory and Research for the 
 Sociology of Education: 46-58. 
Bourdieu, Pierre. 1991. Language and Symbolic Power. Cambridge: Polity Press. 
Brandt, Loren, and Thomas G. Rawski. 2008. “Chapter 1: China’s Great Economic 
 Transformation.” In China’s Great Economic Transformation. Cambridge: Cambridge 
 University Press: 1-26.  
Calarco, Jessica McCroy. 2018. Negotiating Opportunities: How the Middle Class Secures 

Advantages in School. Oxford University Press. 
Cai, Fang. 2018. “Perceiving Truth and Ceasing Doubts: What Can We Learn from 40 Years of 

China’s Reform and Opening Up?” China & World Economy 26(2):1–22. doi: 
10.1111/cwe.12234. 

Carlson, Sören, Jürgen Gerhards, and Silke Hans. 2017. “Educating Children in Times of  
Globalisation: Class-Specific Child-Rearing Practices and the Acquisition of 
Transnational Cultural Capital.” Sociology 51(4):749–65. doi: 
10.1177/0038038515618601. 

Carter, Prudence L. 2006. “Straddling Boundaries: Identity, Culture, and School.” Sociology of  
Education 79(4):304–28. doi: 10.1177/003804070607900402. 

Chan, Kam Wang, J. Vernon Henderson, and Kai Yuen Tsui. 2008. “Chapter 19: Spatial 
 Dimensions of Chinese Economic Development.” In China’s Great Economic 
 Transformation. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press: 776–828 
Chang, Janet, Shu-wen Wang, Colin Mancini, Brianna McGrath-Mahrer, and Sujey Orama de 



 

 

 

77 

Jesus. 2020. “The Complexity of Cultural Mismatch in Higher Education: Norms 
Affecting First-Generation College Students’ Coping and Help-Seeking Behaviors.” 
Cultural Diversity and Ethnic Minority Psychology 26(3):280–94. doi: 
10.1037/cdp0000311. 

Chen, Jia, and George Zhou. 2019. “Chinese International Students’ Sense of Belonging in North  
American Postsecondary Institutions: A Critical Literature Review.” Brock Education 
Journal 28(2):48–63. doi: 10.26522/brocked.v28i2.642. 

Cheng, Baoyan, and Po and Yang. 2019. “Chinese Students Studying in American High Schools:  
International Sojourning as a Pathway to Global Citizenship.” Cambridge Journal of 
Education 49(5):553–73. doi: 10.1080/0305764X.2019.1571560. 

Chi, Yuqing. 2023. “Individual and Social Challenges of Chinese International Students in the  
United States.” Journal of Education, Humanities and Social Sciences 8:413–20. doi: 
10.54097/ehss.v8i.4281. 

Chiang, Yi-lin. 2022. Study Gods: How the New Chinese Elite Prepare for Global Competition.  
Princeton University Press. 

  “China City Classifications and Income.” 2021. Investor Insights. Retrieved March 27, 2025  
(https://www.investorinsights.asia/china-city-classifications-and-income-factsheet). 

“China Integrated City Index 2022: Core Cities Lead Development of Megalopolises.” 2023. The  
State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China. Retrieved March 25, 
2025 (http://english.scio.gov.cn/in-depth/2023-12/05/content_116858791.htm). 

“China Statistical Yearbook 2023.” 2023. National Bureau of Statistics of China. Retrieved  
March 27, 2025 (https://www.stats.gov.cn/sj/ndsj/2023/indexeh.htm). 

  Choi, Susanne Y. P., Xiaomin Cai, Yu Pei, and Lingxi Chen. 2024. “The Cultivation of  
Transnational Cultural Capital in Childhood: Experiences of Chinese Global Multiple 
Migrants.” Global Networks 24(4):e12506. doi: 10.1111/glob.12506. 

“Communiqué of the Seventh National Population Census (No. 6).” 2021. National Bureau of  
Statistics of China. Retrieved March 27, 2025 
(https://www.stats.gov.cn/english/PressRelease/202105/t20210510_1817191.html). 

Cooper, Amy, and Lisa McGee. 2017. “‘At Such a Good School, Everybody Needs It’: Contested  
Meanings of Prescription Stimulant Use in College Academics.” Ethos 45(3):289–313. 
doi: 10.1111/etho.12167. 

Covarrubias, Rebecca, Andrea Romero, and Michael Trivelli. 2015. “Family achievement guilt  
and mental well-being of college students.” Journal of Child and Family Studies,  
24: 2031–2037. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-014-0003-8. 

Creswell, John W. 2007. Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design: Choosing Among Five  
Approaches (2nd ed.). Sage Publications, Inc.Edgerton, Jason D., and Lance W. Roberts. 
2014. “Cultural Capital or Habitus? Bourdieu and beyond in the Explanation of Enduring 
Educational Inequality.” Theory and Research in Education 12(2):193–220. doi: 
10.1177/1477878514530231 

Cui, Xia. 2015. “Small Talk: A Missing Skill in the Chinese Communicative Repertoire.”  
Australian Review of Applied Linguistics 38(1):3–23. doi: 10.1075/aral.38.1.01cui. 

Davis, Jeff. 2010. The first-generation student experience: Implications for campus practice, 
 and strategies for improving persistence and success. Sterling, VA: Stylus. 
Dowling, Maura. 2005. “From Hudderl to can Manen: A Review of Different Phenomenological 
 Approaches.” International Journal of Nursing Studies, 44(2007):131-142.  



 

 

 

78 

Emile Kok-Kheng, Yeoh. 2010. “Changing China: Three Decades of Social Transformation.” 
 International Journal of China Studies 1(2): 239-308. 
Evans, Rebecca, Don Stansberry, Kim E. Bullington, and Dana Burnett. 2020. “First in College: 

A Qualitative Exploration of Experiences of First-Generation Students.” 23(1). 
Feng, Xiuxia. 2024. “On American and Chinese Higher Education.” Asian Social Science  

 4(6):60-64. 
Fossey, Ellie, Carol Harvey, Fiona McDermott, and Larry Davidson. 2002. “Understanding and  

Evaluating Qualitative Research.” Aust N Z J Psychiatry 36(6): 717-732. doi:  
10.1046/j.1440-1614.2002.01100.x. 

Gable, Rachel. 2021. The Hidden Curriculum: First Generation Students at Legacy Universities. 
Princeton University Press.  

Garriott, Patton O., Shao-Jung “Stella” Ko, Sandra Bertram Grant, Mackenzie Jessen, and Blake  
A. Allan. 2023. “When Race and Class Collide: Classism and Social-Emotional 
Experiences of First-Generation College Students.” Journal of College Student Retention: 
Research, Theory and Practice 25(3):509–32. doi: 10.1177/1521025121995483. 

Garrison, Yunkyoung, Soeun Park, Chi W. Yeung, Zongqi Li, Yu Chak Sunny Ho, and Jennifer  
Chang-Tran. 2023. “The Social Class Worldviews of Chinese International Students in 
the United States.” Journal of International Students 13(1):40–58. doi: 
10.32674/jis.v13i1.4013. 

Gee, James P. 2000. “Chapter 3: Identity as an analytic lens for research in education.” Review of 
research in education 15(1): 99-125. 

Glaser, Barney and Anselm L. Strauss. 1967. The Discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies for  
Qualitative Research Observations. Aldine. 

Grineski, Sara E. 2011. “Why Parents Cross for Children’s Health Care: Transnational Cultural  
Capital in the United States–Mexico Border Region.” Social Theory & Health 9(3):256–
74. doi: 10.1057/sth.2011.7. 

Gu, Jianmin, and Xueping Li, and Lihua Wang, eds. 2018. Higher Education in China. 
 Springer Nature Singapore. 10.1007/978-981-13-0845-1.  
Hankivsky, Olena. 2014. “Intersectionality 101.” The Institute for Intersectionality Research &  

Policy, SFU. 
Hannum, Emily, Jere Behrman, Meiyan Wang, and Jihong Liu. 2008. “Chapter 7: Education 
 in the Reform Era.” In China’s Great Economic Transformation. Cambridge: Cambridge 
 University Press: 215-249. 
Havlik, Stacey, Nicole Pulliam, Krista Malott, and Sam Steen. 2020. “Strengths and Struggles:  

First-Generation College-Goers Persisting at One Predominantly White Institution.” 
Journal of College Student Retention: Research, Theory and Practice 22(1):118–40. doi: 
10.1177/1521025117724551. 

Hayden, Mary, and Jeff Thompson. 2013. “International Schools: Antecedents, Current Issues,  
and Metaphors for the Future.” In International Education and Schools: Moving Beyond 
the First 40 Years. A&C Black: 3-23. 

Heng, T. T. 2018. “Different is not deficient: Contradicting stereotypes of Chinese 
 international students in US higher education.” Studies in Higher Education, 43(1):1-15. 
Heng, Tang T. 2019. “Understanding the Heterogeneity of International Students’ Experiences:  

A Case Study of Chinese International Students in US Universities.” Journal of Studies in  
International Education 23(5): 607-623. https://doi.org/10.1177/1028315319829880 



 

 

 

79 

Hicks, Terence, and J. Luke Wood. 2016. “A Meta-Synthesis of Academic and Social  
Characteristic Studies: First-Generation College Students in STEM Disciplines at 
HBCUs.” Journal for Multicultural Education 10(2):107–23. doi: 10.1108/JME-01-2016-
0018. 

Holvoet, Nathalie, and Sara Dewachter. 2023. “Unpacking Transnational Social Capital and Its  
Effects: Insights from an International Study Experience in Belgium.” Journal of Studies 
in International Education 27(3):427–46. doi: 10.1177/10283153211070114. 

Holmes, Janet. 2014. “Doing Collegiality and Keeping Control at Work: Small Talk in  
Government Departments 1.” Small Talk. 

Horvat, Erin McNamara, Elliot B. Weininger, and Annette Lareau. 2003. “From Social Ties to  
Social Capital: Class Differences in the Relations Between Schools and Parent 
Networks.” American Educational Research Journal 40(2):319–51. doi: 
10.3102/00028312040002319. 

Institute of International Education. 2024. Open doors data: Open doors report on leading 
 places of origin of international students in the United States. 
Irvine, Judith T. 1985. “Status and Style in Language.” Annual Review of Anthropology 14:557– 

81. 
Jack, Anthony Abraham. 2019. The Privileged Poor: How Elite Colleges Are Failing  

Disadvantaged Students. Harvard University Press. 
Jiang, Shanshan. 2013. “The Studying Abroad Fever: A Case Study of the Rise of the Middle  

Class in China and International Education.” UCLA. 
Katrevich, Alina V., and Mara S. Aruguete. 2017. “Recognizing Challenges and Predicting  

Success in First-Generation University Students.” Journal of STEM Education: 
Innovations and Research 18(2):40–44. 

Kim, Yu-Ri. 2023. “Classed Education Trajectories and Intimate Partnering of International  
Students: A Case of Chinese International Undergraduate Students in the United States.” 
Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 49(5):1331–49. doi: 
10.1080/1369183X.2020.1828841. 

Kraus, Richard Curt. 2012. The Cultural Revolution: A Very Short Introduction. Oxford  
University Press. 

Landry, S. T. 2022. The Impact of Well-Being on First-Generation College Students in the  
 Collegiate Environment: A Phenomenological Study (Order No. 30241110).  
 https://www.proquest.com/dissertations-theses/impact-well-being-on-first-generation-coll
 ege/docview/3073165832/se-2. 
Lareau, Annette. 2002. “Invisible Inequality: Social Class and Childrearing in Black Families and  

White Families.” American Sociological Review 67: 747-776. 
Lareau, Annette. 2015. “Cultural Knowledge and Social Inequality.” American Sociological  

Review 80(1):1–27. doi: 10.1177/0003122414565814. 
Leong, Pamela. 2015. “Coming to America: Assessing the Patterns of Acculturation, Friendship  

Formation, and the Academic Experiences of International Students at a U.S. College.” 
Journal of International Students 5(4):459–74. doi: 10.32674/jis.v5i4.408. 

Li, Anke. 2019. “University Integration of Chinese Undergraduate Students in Canada and the  
United States: The Role of Secondary School Experience.” Journal of Comparative & 
International Higher Education 11(Spring):30–40. doi: 10.32674/jcihe.v11iSpring.928. 

Li, Chunling. 2010. “Characterizing China’s Middle Class: Heterogeneous Composition and  



 

 

 

80 

Multiple Identities.” Pp. 135-156 in China’s Emerging Middle Class: Beyond Economic  
Transformation, edited by Li Cheng. Brookings Institution Press. 

Li, Jian. 2023. “The International School Policy Development in China.” Pp. 1–22 in  
International School Policy Development: Insights from China, edited by J. Li. Singapore: 
Springer Nature. 

Li, Zhen. 2017. “Chinese International Students Attending American Universities: How Can We  
Help You? A Qualitative Study on Chinese International Students’ Acculturation 
Experiences.” Ph.D., Brigham Young University, United States – Utah. 

Liu, Xinyi. 2024. “Comparison of Higher Education between China and America.” 
 Contemporary Education Frontiers. 2(1):13-18. 

Longwell-Grice, Robert, and Hope Longwell-Grice. 2023. At the Intersection: Understanding  
and Supporting First-Generation Students. Taylor & Francis. 

Ma, Yingyi. 2020. Ambitious and anxious: How Chinese college students succeed and struggle in  
American higher education. Columbia University Press. 

Miles, Matthew B., Micheal Huberman, and Johnny Saldaña. 2014. Qualitative Data Analysis: A  
Method Sourcebook(3rd ed.). Thousands Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Musto, Michela. 2019. “Brilliant or bad: The gendered social construction of exceptionalism 
 in early adolescence.” American Sociological Review 84(3): 369-393. 
Nahapiet, Janine, and Sumantra Ghoshal. 1998. “Social Capital, Intellectual Capital, and the  

Organizational Advantage.” The Academy of Management Review 23(2):242–66. doi: 
10.2307/259373. 

Nguyen, Bach Mai Dolly, and Mike Hoa and Nguyen. 2020. “Extending Cultural Mismatch  
Theory: In Consideration of Race/Ethnicity.” International Studies in Sociology of 
Education 29(3):224–49. doi: 10.1080/09620214.2020.1755881. 

Nguyen, Thai-Huy, and Bach Mai Dolly Nguyen. 2018. “Is the ‘First-Generation Student’ Term 
Useful for Understanding Inequality? The Role of Intersectionality in Illuminating the 
Implications of an Accepted—Yet Unchallenged—Term.” Review of Research in 
Education 42(1):146–76. doi: 10.3102/0091732X18759280. 

Nunn, Lisa M. 2021. College Belonging: How First-Year and First-Generation Students  
 Navigate Campus Life. Rutgers University Press. 

Ong, Aihwa. 1999. Flexible Citizenship: The Cultural Logics of Transnationality. Duke 
 University Press Books. 

Osborne, Melissa. 2024. Polished: College, Class, and the Burdens of Social Mobility. University 
 of Chicago Press.  

Parcel, Toby L., and Joshua A. Hendrix. 2014. “Family Transmission of Social and Cultural  
Capital.” Pp. 361–81 in The Wiley Blackwell Companion to the Sociology of Families. 
John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. 

Payne, Taylor, Katherine Muenks, and Enrique Aguayo. 2023. “‘Just Because I Am First Gen  
Doesn’t Mean I’m Not Asking for Help’: A Thematic Analysis of First-Generation 
College Students’ Academic Help-Seeking Behaviors.” Journal of Diversity in Higher 
Education 16(6):792–803. doi: 10.1037/dhe0000382. 

Redford, Jeremy, Kathleen Mulvaney Hoyer, and John Ralph. n.d. “First-Generation and  
Continuing-Generation College Students: A Comparison of High School and 
Postsecondary Experiences.” 

Ricks, Jonathan R., and Jeffrey M. Warren. 2021. “Transitioning to College” Experiences of  



 

 

 

81 

Successful First-Generation College Students.” Journal of Educational Research and 
Practice 11(1): doi: 10.5590/JERAP.2021.11.1.01. 

Riley, Dylan. 2017. “Bourdieu’s Class Theory: The Academic as Revolutionary. Catalyst 1(2): 
 107-136. 
Rosales, Oswaldo, Clarissa Gutierrez, and Amado M. Padilla. 2024. “Understanding the Nuances  

of First-Generation College Students: How the Culture of College Factors Into Academic 
Success.” Journal of College Student Development 65(1). 

Saenz, Victor B.,Sylvia Hurtado, Doug Barrera, De’ShaWolf, and Yeung Yeung, F. 2007. First 
in my family: A profile of first-generation college students at four-year institutions since 
1971. Los Angeles, CA: Higher Education Research Institute, UCLA.  

Saldaña, Johnny. 2016. The Coding Manual for Qualitative Researchers. Sage Publications Ltd. 
Santa-Ramirez, Stephen, Timothy Wells, Jorge Sandoval, and Mirka Koro. 2022. “Working 
 through the  experiences of first-generation students of color, university mission, 
 intersectionality, and post-subjectivity.” International Journal of Qualitative Studies in 
 Education, 35(2): 109-124. https://doi.org/10.1080/09518398.2020.1783012. 
Smith, Donna, and Ros McLellan. 2023. “Mental Health Problems in First-Generation University  

Students: A Scoping Review.” Review of Education 11(3):e3418. doi: 10.1002/rev3.3418. 
Song, Miri, and David Parker. 1995. “Commonality, Difference and the Dynamics of Disclosure  

in In-Depth Interviewing.” Sociology 29(2):241–56. doi: 10.1177/0038038595029002004. 
Statista. 2025. “Annual per capita disposable income of urban households in China in 2023.” 

Retrieved March 5, 2015 (https://www.statista.com/statistics/377878/available-per-
capital-income-in-china-by-income-group/) 

Stebleton, Michael J., Krista M. Soria, and Ronald L. Huesman Jr. 2014. “First-Generation  
Students’ Sense of Belonging, Mental Health, and Use of Counseling Services at Public 
Research Universities.” Journal of College Counseling 17(1):6–20. doi: 10.1002/j.2161-
1882.2014.00044.x. 

Stephens, Nicole M. 2010. “A Cultural Mismatch: The Experience of First-Generation College  
Students in Elite Universities.” Ph.D., Stanford University, United States – California. 

Stevens, Mitchell L. 2007. Creating a Class: College Admissions and the Education of Elites.  
Harvard University Press. 

“The Middle Class in China - Growth, Policy, and Consumption.” 2023. China Briefing News.  
Retrieved March 27, 2025 (https://www.china-briefing.com/news/china-middle-class-
growth-policy-and-consumption/). 

Thornton, Jack. 2025. “Classmates or Colleagues? How Elite Students Learn to Manage One  
Another.” Qualitative Sociology 48(1):121–49. doi: 10.1007/s11133-024-09585-7. 

Tibbetts, Yoi, Stacy J. Priniski, Cameron A. Hecht, Geoffrey D. Borman, and Judith M.  
Harackiewicz. 2018. “Different Institutions and Different Values: Exploring First-
Generation Student Fit at 2-Year Colleges.” Frontiers in Psychology 9:502. doi: 
10.3389/fpsyg.2018.00502. 

Truong, Loc V. 2016. “First in the Family: How High-Achieving, First-Generation Vietnamese- 
American Students Navigate the Elite College Environment, a Study Using Portraiture 
Methodology.” 

Tsang, Mun C. 2000. “School Choice in the People’s Republic of China.” Pp. 64-195. In  
Choosing Choice: School Choice in International Perspective. New York: Teachers 
College Press. 



 

 

 

82 

Tu, Siqi. 2022. “In Search of the ‘Best’ Option: American Private Secondary Education for 
  Upper-Middle Class Chinese Teenagers.” Current Sociology 70(6):824-842. 
Tung, Mei-Ling. 2016. “The Roots of the Challenge: Undergraduate Chinese Students Adjusting  

to American College Life.” International Journal of Higher Education 5(3):121–30. 
Waters, Johanna L. 2005. “Transnational Family Strategies and Education in the Contemporary  

Chinese Diaspora.” Global Networks (Oxford) 5(4): 359-377.  
Weiss, Anja. 2005. “The Transnationalization of Social Inequality: Conceptualizing Social  

Positions on a World Scale.” Current Sociology 53(4):707–28. doi: 
10.1177/0011392105052722. 

Wildhagen, Tina. 2015. “‘Not Your Typical Student’: The Social Construction of the ‘First- 
Generation’ College Student.” Qualitative Sociology 38(3):285–303. doi: 
10.1007/s11133-015-9308-1. 

Yan, Kun. 2017. Chinese International Students’ Stressors and Coping Strategies in the United  
States. Vol. 37. Singapore: Springer. 

Yan, Kun, and David C. Berliner. 2011. “Chinese International Students in the United States:  
Demographic Trends, Motivations, Acculturation Features and Adjustment Challenges.” 
Asia Pacific Education Review 12(2):173–84. doi: 10.1007/s12564-010-9117-x. 

Yao, Christina W. 2018. “‘They Don’t Care About You’: First-Year Chinese International  
Students’ Experiences With Neo-Racism and Othering on a U.S. Campus.” 

Yee, April. 2016. “The unwritten rules of engagement: Social class differences in 
undergraduates’ academic strategies.” Journal of Higher Education 87(6): 831–858. 
https://doi/10.1353/jhe.2016.0031 

“Yicai’s Rising Lab Adopts New System to Evaluate Chinese Cities’ Attractiveness.”  
2024. Yicai Global. Retrieved March 25, 2025 
(https://www.yicaiglobal.com/news/ranking-of-cities-business-attractiveness-in-china-
2024-part-1). 

Zhao, Yongfei. 2018. Chinese Students’ Preparedness for University Studies in the United States 
[Ed.D., University of Southern California]. 
https://www/proquest.com/docview/2178739688/abstract/402CC878EB44333PQ/1 

Zhou, George, and Zuochen Zhang. 2014. “A Study of the First Year International Students at a  
Canadian University: Challenges and Experiences with Social Integration.” Comparative 
and International Education 43(2). doi: 10.5206/cie-eci.v43i2.9253. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

83 

Appendix A: 

China’s City Tier System with Reference to GDP and Population Size (2024) 

  

Source: https://landgeist.com/2024/08/27/chinas-city-tier-system/ 
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Appendix B: 

Annual Per Capita Disposable Income Quintile Distribution (2022) 

 

Source: https://www.china-briefing.com/news/china-middle-class-growth-policy-and-
consumption/ 
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Appendix C: 

Average Years of Schooling for People Aged 15 and Above by Provincial Region (2020)  

 
Source: National Bureau of Statistics of China 
https://www.stats.gov.cn/english/PressRelease/202105/t20210510_1817191.html 
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Appendix D: 

International Trade in Goods by Provincial Region (2022) 

 
Source: China Statistical Yearbook 2023, National Bureau of Statistics of China 
https://www.stats.gov.cn/sj/ndsj/2023/indexeh.htm 
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Appendix E: 

Annual Income Levels of City Type in Mainland China (2020) 

 

 

 

Source: National Bureau of Statistics of China 
https://www.investorinsights.asia/china-city-classifications-and-income-factsheet 
 


