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Abstract

This study explores the pressures that first generation
and/or immigrant students experience in the Learning
Enrichment Academic Program (LEAP) at Loyola
University Chicago. In order to obtain the subjective
view of the students, an exploratory, qualitative study
was completed, In a one-time-only focus group, seven
students from the LEAP program described the
pressures they experience in the areas of preparedness
for college, family and friendships, academic success,
and financial stability. Students most frequently
acknowledged they felt the most pressure with regard
to their underpreparation for college, financial instabil-
ity, and lack of emotional support.

Introduction

Around the same time that I began working as a
counselor in the Learning Enrichment Academic
Program (LEAP) at Loyola University Chicago, 1
became a graduate student in the School of Social
Work., The LEAP Program assists immigrant and
first-generation (neither parent has earned a college
degree) undergraduate students with the academic
challenges they face when they arrive at Loyola. The
focus of the program is primarily to provide aca-
demic support. As I began to develop relationships
with these students individually and in the classroom,
I soon recognized that the cause of their academic
problems was quite complex. As a counselor, [
discovered that many of the struggles my students
faced academically were not simply due to a lack
of academic preparation for college. Rather, some of
the difficulties these students experienced in making
the transition to Loyola stemmed from emotional,
social, and cultural issues. In my classes and field
placements in social work school, I was learning
about cultural differences and building therapeutic
alliances. The social work principle, “meeting the
client where he/she is," provided a good foundation
to assess and understand the students’ strengths
and struggles. I wanted to learn from the students
themselves about the pressures they experienced in
entering university life.

The LEAP Program at Loyola University
Chicago offers students an opportunity to attend
Loyola who would otherwise not be admitted at
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the undergraduate level. LEAP admits no more than
72 freshmen who are considered underprepared for
college; that is, they come from high schools not
considered to have strong college preparation, as
determined by the University Admissions office. The
profile of a LEAP student is either a first generation
student (neither parent has attended college) and/or
an immigrant (within the last five years) who gradu-
ated in the top 25% of his/her high school class, but
scored on standardized college entrance exams below
Loyola’s admission criteria (Learning Assistance
Center, 2000). These students are traditional stu-
dents, graduating from high school and directly
entering college, all approximately age 18. The
program works with these students to teach them
study skills and monitor their academic progress to
ensure success (Learning Assistance Center, 2000).

LEAP students potentially differ from other college
freshmen in several areas besides academics. As
defined by Loyola University’s admission require-
ments, these students do not have the prerequisite
skills or preparation to succeed at Loyola University.
Many come from families with no previous history of
collegiate success or have family responsibilities that
could adversely impact their academic experience.
Students' families may view college as unnecessary or
place additional pressure on the student to succeed.
Moreover, many of these students speak English as a
second language or have diverse cultural experiences
that may make the transition to college difficult.
These differences are examples of some of the diffi-
culties LEAP students may face while attending
Loyola University.

An exploration of the pressures LEAP students face
during the first semester at Loyola is necessary in
order to fully understand the experiences of these
students. It is conceivable that these students may
experience a range of difficulties that LEAP staff are
unaware of and, therefore, are not addressing, Once
the students’ experiences are better understood, the
staff can design the LEAP curriculum to more fully
meet the needs of the students, helping to lessen the
gap between LEAP students and other freshmen.

While this study specifically addressed Loyola’s
LEAP population, the findings are useful for other
first-generation programs, such as federal TRIO (or
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