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Dear Low-Income First-Generation (FGLI) Scholars
Personal Narrative

Growing up in rural Britton’s Neck, South Carolina was not easy. I attended one of the poorest school districts in the state. Britton’s Neck School District Four was so impoverished that it was featured in the documentary, Corridor of Shame, which aired on public television. The school’s physical structure was deteriorating, water flooded bathroom floors, and teacher turnover was high, particularly in the area of mathematics. 

As a result of being schooled in an environment where educational standards were subpar, obtaining a college degree seemed insurmountable. That, coupled with the fact that no one in my family had made it far in their schooling, made the thought of attaining any kind of degree a distant dream…not a reality.

My granddaddy was illiterate. My grandma got to the ninth grade and had to trade in her school books for a sewing needle to make ends meet. Granddaddy and grandma raised four children and not one of them went to college…but one got close. 

My mother was a mastermind who briefly studied at Tech. Then she met my smooth talking, honey-hued daddy—a valiant Vietnam War vet—who convinced her that getting her MRS degree was her destiny. So, she discontinued her studies…Never did get her associates degree. Neither did daddy.

When I expressed an interest in going to college, I whispered it because I was afraid…I was afraid that I was not enough…Not smart enough and rich enough… 

‘Cause money was always a mirage in my family. Mama and daddy worked but the money they earned always seemed to be just out of reach. 

I grew up in a home where my mama had to make $50 stretch to buy two weeks’ worth of groceries for a family of four. 

Whenever my mama went grocery shopping, my sister and I always stood at the front of the line away from the cash register. We tried to distance and disassociate ourselves from the scene that was surely about to unfold. For example, our mama would wheel up the buggy to the cash register brimming over with store brand food items and have the cashier ring up all the items in cart knowing full well we only had $50 to spend. Then…she would tell the cashier to put this back and that too…simply because our family could not afford it. This happened so many times that I dreaded going anywhere we had to spend money. 

As a defense mechanism, I came to expect less when sometimes I wanted more.




Although I dreamt of going to college, I realized that thriving (not merely surviving) post-secondary schooling required that I undergo a psychological metamorphosis.   

Faith in GOD helped me to hold on and be strong when the pressures of school (grades, learning how to stretch my refund check, and tell the difference between friends, frenemies, and outright enemies) threatened to usurp me of my soul and sanity.  

Wisdom taught me this truth: knowledge without understanding is useless. I needed book sense, common sense, and an unshakable sense of self.  

I cannot lie, college was complex. Yet it was not unconquerable. 

Being over a decade removed from my undergraduate studies has provided me with some solid insights. 

I would like to share these with you in the form of a letter.

Dear Phenomenal First-Generation Low-Income Scholar:

1. Know your worth. You are not a charity case, token, or statistic. You earned your place at the table so enjoy the food and fellowship. You cannot begin to comprehend how gifted, gorgeous, generous, and grand you really are. You do not have to put up with nonsense. 

From this moment on, enter every space as though you belong there, because you do. If people are uncomfortable with your presence or the knowledge that you drop, it is their problem and not yours. 

Know your worth and display it proudly. I promise…people will notice.

I realize you are probably stressed out about your classes, worried you may not have enough funds to make ends meet, and if you will even graduate…You will.

2.Unleash the BEAST. No, I am not suggesting that you devour everyone who disrespects you. The bestiality I reference refers to your natural prowess.  

If you are gifted in a particular area do NOT conceal your abilities.  Do NOT apologize for your skills simply for the sake of making others feel comfortable.  This is a disservice to you, your peers, and society. 

I am not suggesting that you be a braggart or belittle others.  

I am, however, imploring you to thoughtfully and generously share your genius.   



3.Take responsible risks. After all, you are still learning. Once you exit student mode, folks become a lot less forgiving and wonder why you have not yet figured it out. Taking responsible risks may seem oxymoronic on its face yet it is not. You have the ability to analyze situations and make calculated steps so stop living in fear and walk out boldly with faith.

Change your inner narrative and thought processes so that you verbally proclaim and believe what will go right (and not simply what can go wrong). I know this is hard to believe but it is the honest truth…Nothing is impossible.

[bookmark: _gjdgxs]4.Finish (Period). You are the first person in your family to go to college.  Now it is your business to finish.  Network, go to conferences, publish, and make a name for yourself...if you so desire.  However, please do not lose sight of the end goal: graduating and fulfilling your divine purpose. 

Remember, you are the first.  Do your part to ensure that you are not the last.

It may not seem like it today, but I promise everything will be okay.

This…too…shall…pass. 

Thank you.

From one FGLI Scholar to Another,
Dr. Regina Sierra Carter
