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OPINION: Bridge to acceptance: Creating a program to
support �rst-gen, low-income students
By Daniel Garcia

The message, “DoS only listens 2 them,” was spraypainted on Walker Wall. (Talia Bernstein • The Student Life)

Hold on to your open minds and keep all prejudices outside of the vehicle at all times — we are entering an era of unprecedented diversity in higher
education.

Elite private colleges and universities around the United States are admitting more underrepresented minorities, women and �rst-generation, low-
income (FLI) students than ever before.

Pomona College has admitted a greater proportion of �rst-generation students in the last two years, from 16.8 percent in 2020 to 19.2 percent in 2022.
However, despite the growing visibility of FLI students on college campuses, the institutional resources provided don’t always re�ect the needs of this
changing demographic.

An increasingly common solution that does re�ect these needs is the creation of a summer bridge program for incoming FLI students, something that
Pomona has lacked even in the face of peer institutions jockeying for high-achieving FLI students.

According to a New York Times estimate, only 21.8 percent of Pomona’s student body comes from the bottom 60 percent of incomes, while 67 percent
come from the top 20 percent.

These statistics con�rm that Pomona is still a rich and elite institution, so lower-income and middle-income students are outnumbered by wealthier
peers.

Despite the bene�ts they provide students, college administrations often question the need for summer bridge programs. The answer? First-generation
and/or low-income students start their college experiences at a disadvantage in terms of resources, so bringing equity to that disparity should be a
priority.
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As The Washington Post has documented, even at institutions that claim to have a no-loan policy or claim to meet 100 percent of student need, students
still have �nancial obligations such as student contributions, health insurance costs, personal and book expenses, support from family members and
many other costs that aren’t covered by the school. Student need is determined by the FAFSA, and may not accurately re�ect what students will be able
to contribute toward tuition and costs.

Additionally, these colleges often overlook the academic differences of students coming from high schools that are under-resourced. They don’t address
the need to play catch-up while also balancing the additional �nancial burdens and time constraints that come with being in school.

The Pell Institute has noted that the combination of these stresses has led to lower retention rates and graduation rates for FLI students, with the lowest
quartile of incomes being particularly susceptible.

Summer bridge programs and their continuing support for FLI students throughout their four years are seen as exceptional tools to promote student
success across a range of metrics. Increased retention rates, higher GPAs, more time spent in co-curricular activities and leadership roles and more
meaningful staff and faculty connections have all been reported by many other private, elite institutions.

Some of these programs include Stanford University’s Leland Scholars Program, Princeton University’s Freshman Scholars Initiative and Washington
University in St. Louis’s Summer Start Program. Perhaps most notable is Tufts University’s Bridge to Liberal Arts Success program, which has a 100
percent retention rate, graduating three cohorts as of this past May.

And college success extends beyond the classroom.

Both Brandi Pretlow of the Leland Scholars Program and Michael Fitzpatrick of Yale’s Freshman Scholars bridge program, told me via email that they
have recorded increases in student participation in co-curricular activities and leadership roles after participating in their bridge programs.

By increasing FLI student involvement beyond the classroom walls, we solidify the institutional belief that learning occurs everywhere, from the
residence halls to the tree-lined sidewalks of Claremont.

However, if we don’t make sure that a program like this is accessible to FLI students, then it will be ineffective. That means that we must make it like the
others — free. For both Tufts and Princeton, alumni donations cover almost all of the program expenses.

If Pomona explained the bene�ts of a summer bridge program to alumni, the school could easily gather enough resources to fund such a program.

If colleges like Pomona are serious about diversity and inclusion, as well as ensuring that all students thrive, they need to do more than just admit FLI
students; they must provide effective support to help them succeed.

The groundwork and the trailblazing has already been done. Now it is Pomona’s turn to build a bridge.

Daniel Garcia PO ’21 is the chair of the Pomona FLI Scholars Community Building Committee. A road trip connoisseur, he has also driven 40,000 miles in
the last year and a half.
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Existing Summer Bridge 
Programs

This Bridge on Our 
Backs: 

The First-Generation 
Low-Income 

Summer Bridge 
Program Initiative 

Archiving the history of the 
FLI Summer Bridge 

Program’s conception and 
planning led by students, 

faculty, and staff

A project made by Alejandra 
Davila, Corina Oroz, Ivette 
Fernandez, and Jocelyn 

Rodriguez for SOC150 with 
Professor Ochoa in 2019

UC Santa Barbara
UC San Diego
UC Berkeley

UC Irvine
UC Davis

Cal Poly Pomona
University of Southern California

Stanford University
Tufts University

Williams College
Amherst College

Loyola Marymount University
Northwestern University

Occidental College
Princeton University

Vassar College
Redlands College

Harvey Mudd College
Carleton College

In order to respect the privacy of the 
people we interviewed, we are not 
disclosing all the names of our sources.

“When we started this we were 
operating under the assumptions that 
the need was perceived by the 
institution and that there was some 
commitment to it. And we have to go 
back to OK. We first got to figure out 
that everyone is OK and then we can 
start building relationships that will 
allow us to again show that this is 
needed and then we can work 
towards actually getting it done. So it 
was taking a few steps back.” 
-Anonymous Faculty

“We had gotten as far as drafting 
documents and working with Travis 
Brown and admissions. We made  
sure we could coordinate and be on 
the same page. Then at this point, 
things were moving. It was no longer 
just an idea. We were doing it.
-Anonymous Student

“Through having a very first  FLI 
Summer Bridge Program, we wanted 
to show administration that this was 
possible and that it helps students 
improve.”
-Anonymous Student

“Data shows that summer bridge programs 
positively affect the data on retention rate, 
grades, and, more importantly, the feeling 

of overall school belonging.”
-Anonymous Student

“The possibility is there and in the 
minds of everyone involved. When 
will this happen? I don’t know 
anymore, but at least we know it 
can.”
-Anonymous Faculty

Why doesn’t Pomona have a 
Summer Bridge Program?

- Pomona FLI Students



Timeline of Summer 
Bridge

Costs of NOT Having 
Summer Bridge

“[Travis Brown]...mentions that a long 
time ago before he started working on 
it...he had found records of a summer 
bridge program that existed. But 
there’s no documentation as to why it 
ended.” - Jovani Azpeita (PO ‘19)

Before November 9, 2017: 
Discussions of a summer bridge 
program amongst FLI students.

November 9, 2017: FLI Executive 
Board presents President Starr a 
list of grievances by FLI students; 
one of the solutions presented was 
to “develop a summer 
bridge/orientation program for 
incoming low-income, 
first-generation students in the 
Class of 2022.”

February 13, 2018: FLI E-Board 
presents the FLI Summer Bridge 
Program to Pres. Starr as a project 
Administration should take on to 
address the needs of FLI students.

April 11, 2018: In a meeting with FLI 
E-Board & Pres. Starr, Te’auna 
Patterson (PO ‘18) presents a 6 
page summer bridge proposal. 
Pres. Starr okays a task force of 
faculty & students to plan the 
project.  

April 11- October 19, 2018: Te’auna 
Patterson & Travis Brown begin 
planning a pilot summer bridge 
program, with Deans Dickerson & 
Townes on board. By the summer, 
Professor Bacio & the CENTRO Lab 
join the meetings, using their 
research on First-Gen students to 
inform the summer bridge 
planning. 

“It was always an idea of collaboration that 
went through the project itself. It was 
saying, ‘let's see where we can pull other 
students into this. Let's see where we can 
pull experts in the field… Let's bring people 
who've put together other programs like 
this together.’... We wanted to try to get 
something off the ground before the 
summer of 2018.”- Te’auna Patterson

October 19, 2018: Travis Brown 
meets with Dean Hinkson regarding 
the proposed summer bridge 
program plan  Te’auna Patterson, 
Prof. Bacio, and the CENTRO Lab 
students created in the summer. 

October 25, 2018: Travis Brown 
confirms that Dean Hinkson rules 
the proposed summer bridge 
program a “no-go” in an email to the 
summer bridge planners.

April 26, 2019: From the meeting 
notes with Travis Brown regarding 
Cohorts and summer bridge, FLI 
learns if they can secure funds by 
Dec. 2019, Travis Brown can pilot the 
bridge program.

“When Pomona can [provide resources for 
its first-generation, low-income students] 
that's when I think Pomona can truly call 
itself a leader within higher education, but 
as it currently stands it's not enough to 
simply admit students if it's not willing to 
put in the work to support them.” - Jovani 
Azpeita 

Prolonged adjustment time for 
low-income, first-generation 
college students to Pomona’s 
academic and social environment. 

Reduced navigational capital for 
low-income, first-generation 
students. 

Benefits of Having 
Summer Bridge

“Research has shown that if someone is 
put in a situation where they do similar 
tasks under less pressure, they're able to 
succeed at a much higher rate once they 
do that taska at greater pressure. So the 
idea of the bridge program was to be able 
to put students with low stress 
environment where they would be able… to 
practice what the college experience was 
supposed to look like. Because many of our 
FLI students haven't had [that] 
opportunity... [We looked] at social 
development, academic development and 
professional development as well.”- 
Te’auna Patterson  

Students begin their semester at 
Pomona knowing that they have both 
academic and personal support.
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