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Abstract

In mass media, there are lots of success narratives about people who have lower-class

origin entering into selective universities, and which advocate educational upward

mobility. However, few reports talk about the follow-up stories of these people. Does

educational upward mobility really bring about an overall change of the family,

bringing them to the upper-class world? In this research, I investigate how elite liberal

arts first-generation college students conflict with their parents after higher education,

and how they deal with and adapt to the conflicts. Drawing on 20 interviews with

first-generation college students, I find the conflicts can be attributed to two kinds of

gaps between parents’ and children’s imagination and reality: one is how they

perceive and expect the changes brought by higher education, the other is how they

imagine an ideal middle-class-centered parent-child relationship. The former is about

an anticipation of class mobility and its discursive power projected on higher

education, and the latter is a dream born in the higher educational environment with

many middle-class peers. Moreover, gender is also intertwined with class between

parents and children, which is manifested on the difference of parental authority

between fathers and mothers, the disparity of family resources between sons and

Xi
doi:10.6342/NTU202003006



daughters, and the coming-out strategies of LGBT children. Thus, first-generation

college students are confronted with many challenges in their family, becoming

psychological obstacles put on their route to upward mobility.

Keywords: first-generation college student; upward mobility; higher education;

cultural capital; parent-child relationship
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