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ABSTRACT

RUNNING A RACE WITH WORN OUT SHOES: WORKING CLASS STUDENTS
AND THE FULFILLMENT OF COLLEGE ASPIRATIONS.

By

Michael E. Stone

The focus of the study is the relationship between class background and the
fulfillment of college aspirations. The study features life histories of three working-ciass
students who chose to attend a small, private, selective liberal arts college iccated in the
Great Lakes Region. The scope of the life histories extends bevond what is typically
referred to as “college choice” to include the obstacles faced by the three students once
they arrived on campus. The study is framed using Larcau's (1987) definition of cultural
capital as the "social and cultural elements of family life."

The life histories highlight the importance of educational resources, namely the
educational history of the parents, in helping students make it to and ultimately succeed
in college. Further, the study highlights the importance of the “success orientation™ that
many middle class students bring with them as they attempt to fulfill their college
aspirations. By contrast, the working class families featured in this study approached the
cellege experience with a sense of having little control over the final outcome.

A discussion of implications for practice and pelicv follows the life histories. The
discussion centers on two aspects of the effects of one’s working class background. First.
I discuss how high school counselors and college admissions perscnnel can work with

working class farmilies to teach them how to deploy what resources they have ai thewr
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disposal to improve the chances that their children will actually make it to college.
Second, I discuss how college faculty, particularly those teaching first-year orientation
courses, can help working class students overcome the cultural and psychological barriers
that can prevent them from fulfilling their college aspirations.

I discuss the ways that the college aspirations of these three students were
mediated by the availability of social and cultural resources. Using the latest research on
college choice, I discuss ways that practitioners can work with working-class students
and families to offset the disadvantages that result from discrepancies in social and

cultural resources.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Jason began talking about going to college as early as the ninth grade. Although
neither of his parents had attended college, Jason was very much aware that one of his
uncles had graduated from college, as did one of his aunts. In addition, the two cousins
closest to him in age were planning to go to college. All of this is to say that the idea of
going to college was familiar to Jason, if only vicariously. As far as his career
aspirations, Jason could not be specific about what he wanted to do after college. Even
today, Jason has difficulty imagining himself doing anything beyond construction and
carpentry work, things he has come to know through direct experience, though he thinks
that he might enjoy doing something with computer technology. Nevertheless, Jason is at
least thinking about his future and what part college might play in shaping it.

Jason is now eighteen years old, in what should be his senior year in high school.
It has been a difficult year for him academically and otherwise. Rather than making his
final decisions about where to attend college, Jason spent the past spring tending to other,
more pressing matters. About six months ago Jason decided to move out of his father’s
home, with whom he had been living during the past two years, and moved into an
apartment with a friend. In order to pay his portion of the rent, Jason has been working
two part-time jobs in the evenings and on weekends. His schoolwork, which was
suffering already from lack of attention, was shoved further down Jason’s list of
priorities. Eventually, the demands on his time became overwhelming. Jason came to

terms with the fact that it would be impossible for him to graduate on time because of his
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poor performance in the classroom. So at the advice of his father, Jason dropped out of
school.

Jason had performed well academically in elementary and middle school, but
once he entered high school his grades began to slip. He was required to attend summer
school following his sophomore to stay on grade level, and from that point on it seemed
that school steadily became of decreasing importance in Jason’s life. Consequently, his
grades accelerated in their downward spiral until the point where the only left for Jason to
do was to abandon the mission altogether. Despite the sudden turn of events in his life,
Jason still holds out hope that he may be able attend college in the fall. But as he knows,
much has to happen over the next few months to make it possible. Jason’s mother has
agreed to let him live with her while he sorts out his personal affairs, which relieves him
from a huge financial burden. Once he completes his GED, something he plans to do
over the summer, he will have to contact the colleges in the area to find out who will
accept him without ACT or SAT scores. Once he is able to find a job near his mother’s
home, he will be able to purchase an automobile, which in turn will allow Jason to
commute between home, school, and work. Only then will this very complicated puzzle
of Jason’s educational aspirations be complete.

Although he is not one of the three students featured in this study, the story of
Jason’s college aspirations encompasses many of the issues presented within it. My
perspective on Jason’s experience is shaped by two important factors. First, Jason is my
nephew. As such, I have known Jason literally from the day he was born and have had
the opportunity to watch Jason’s life circumstances unfold over the years from up close.

In addition to sharing a common family and social heritage with Jason, I know his




temperament and personality very well, I know the educational and work history of his
parents, and I am privy to some intimate details of his sometimes-troubled home life.

The second important factor shaping my perspective on Jason’s college
aspirations is my own professional work. I have spent the last twelve years as a college
administrator working with families on issues related to college. In the course of my
work I have had numerous conversations with students like Jason, often centering on the
most basic of concerns related to going to college. In addition, I have spent the last six
years engaged in the systematic study of higher education, out of which I have developed
an interest in the relationship between social class and one’s experience in the formal
system of education. Thus, I have enjoyed a dual relationship with Jason over the past
several years: looking for ways to intervene in the life of my nephew in order to nurture
his aspirations for college, while periodically stepping back to try and make sense of
predicament from the appropriate analytical distance.

There is no question that Jason’s poor academic performance in high school is a
problem he created for himself. It would be difficult for any student to set their sights on
college when the prospect of getting through high school grows dimmer each year. And
one might rightfully question the advice given to Jason by his father. But I can’t help but
wonder what might have led to a different set of circumstances for Jason. While I
recognize that the explanation for why Jason finds himself in his current predicament is
multi-faceted and complex, in my mind I keep going back to a conversation I had with
Jason’s mother when Jason was in the seventh grade. My question to her at the time was

straightforward: “Is Jason planning to go to college?”




Lurkh |

TR E N

arally e

Do vou arie
te coiiee-

AW Wh

2o college
question it
wih she
thience <
NO’._";:; ks
h
s 1o
ram shy |
et himgg

Bt the Sa




Lurking behind my question were several follow-up ones based on what is known
to make a difference in whether or not students who express a desire to go to college
actually end up going to college. Questions like: Have you started a savings account?
Do you attend parent-teacher conferences in his school? Are you going to enroll him in
the college-prep track in high school? Will he take the PSAT? In other words, I wanted
to know what she was planning to do to increase the odds that Jason would actually make
it to college. Her response to my question, surprisingly, was as straightforward as the
question itself. But her response was straightforward not in the degree of certainty with
which she expressed it, but in what it revealed about her perception of how much
influence she has over the final outcome. “I want him to,” she said to me. Nothing more.
Nothing less. She wanted Jason to go to college.

While she did not attend college herself, her response suggests that she does at
least recognize the benefits of going to college. Knowing the family like I do, I am
certain she knows that a college education is the surest way for Jason to have a chance to
better himself in terms of the types of employment opportunities that will be available.
But the statement also suggests that the idea of Jason “going to college,” though a
possibility, is not something she will take for granted. Partly, this is due to her lack of
knowledge of how to make it happen. Not knowing the importance of starting a college
savings account, for example, or how taking the PSAT puts students on the radar screen
of guidance counselors and college admissions personnel, can render parents passive in
pushing their children toward college. Lacking the confidence and sense of control that
accompanies such knowledge, her response “I want him to” is most fitting for the “wait

and see” attitude that characterizes her approach to Jason’s college aspirations.



Framing the Study

Educational and social science researchers have long been interested in the
college-going behaviors of America's high school graduates. Most of the research related
to college attendance is aimed at one or more of the following: 1) the development of
aspirations for college; 2) the formulation of a choice set of institutions from which a
student selects a college to attend; and 3) the factors that influence the selection itself.
The range of a single study may highlight one of the three aspects in particular, while
others are more comprehensive in scope. Regardless of the range of a particular study,
these streams of inquiry are grouped together under the tradition of research known as
"college choice."

Within this genre of college choice research is a particular emphasis on the
development of "aspirations” for college. More specifically, educational researchers have
sought to understand what leads one to aspire to go to college. (In the college choice
literature "aspirations,” "predisposition,” "expectations" are terms used to describe the
process by which an individual decides whether or not to continue education beyond high
school [Hossler, et el, 1989]). The early research on college aspirations (e.g., Boyle,
1966; Brookover et al, 1967; and Sewell and Shah, 1968) examined the relationship
between family characteristics, student characteristics, and high school activities in
search of combinations of variables that were correlated with college attendance. With
the exception of the occasional critical ethnography (e.g., Willis, 1977; MacLeod, 1987,
Foley, 1990), the notion of aspirations has received little attention apart from their role in

initiating the larger college choice process.
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One of the more useful forms of college choice research is the comprehensive
choice model. Hossler and colleagues (1998) identify the four major combined models of
college choice, each of which presents a series of stages through which students and
families pass as they make decisions about college. Chapman's (1981) model of choice
reflects the influence of both student characteristics and external influences on the choice
of colleges to be considered. According to this model student background characteristics
(family SES, aptitude, aspirations, and high school performance) interact with external
influences (significant persons, fixed college characteristics, and college communication
with the student) to shape the students' general expectations of college life.

The Jackson Model (1982) consists of three stages, beginning with the preference
stage. It is during this stage that students develop the desire to go to college, a process
that is strongly related to academic performance (in Hossler et al, 1998). From there, the
* student moves to the exclusion stage, whereby they begin to narrow down the range of
possible institutions by a process of elimination. Finally, the student moves to the
evaluation stage, at which time the final selection is made based on the relevant
institutional characteristics. The Hanson and Litten Model (1982) is similar in scope to
the Jackson Model, except that the former model consists of five steps, ranging from
“having aspirations” to “enrolling.”

The model presented by Hossler and Gallagher (1987), and later affirmed by
Hossler, Schmit, and Vesper (1998), represents a “simpler yet more conceptual model of
college choice, based partially on a synthesis and simplification of previous work”
(Hossler et al, 1998). This combined model highlight the factors that influence student

and family decision-making at each phase of college choice. In the predisposition stage
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the student considers college and non-college options. Stated another way, predisposition
represents the decision on whether or not to continue formal education beyond high
‘school (Hossler et al, 1989). During the search stage the student develops a set of
institutions from which they will select a college or university to attend. The final
selection is considered the choice stage of the process, and is represented by the selection
of a particular college or university. This model is useful because it identifies points in
the process where certain individuals, such as peers, parents, and high school guidance

counselors, are most influential in shaping decisions related to college choice.

Jason’s “College Choice” Experience

One conclusion reached from a review of this literature is that class matters in all
aspects of college choice. In many ways Jason’s predicament reflects some of the major
findings from the college choice literature. Unfortunately, his experience is devoid of
many of the behaviors that are known to increase the likelihood of going to college. The
latest research by Hossler, Schmit, and Vesper (1998), for example, points to the
importance pre-planning activities in increasing the likelihood of college attendance,
behaviors such as ongoing parental encouragement, taking the PSAT, and starting a
college savings account. Further, they remind us of the importance of relationships with
college-bound peers in nurturing college aspirations. The fact that Jason did not consult
with his guidance counselors in high school and has not yet applied to colleges is
consistent with findings from early research on the relationship between class and college
choice behaviors (Gilmour, 1981). And if Jason does end up attending college he

probably attend one of a small group of geographically-bound colleges (Zemski and
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Oedel, 1983) and will probably attend his first choice institution by virtue of self-
selection (Manski and Wise, 1983). Chances are, he will end up either at a community
college or a low-selectivity four-year institution (Alexander et al, 1987; Hearn, 1991;
Karen, 1991).

Further, many aspects of Jason’s college choice experience graft neatly on to
Hossler and Gallagher’s (1987) combined model of college choice. The fact that Jason is
still considering going to college suggests that to some degree he was predisposed to the
idea in the course of growing up. Time will tell whether or not to Jason decides to follow
through on his expressed desire to attend college. If he makes the decision to go to
college Jason will soon move in to the search phase, where he will begin to gather
information about the institutions in his geographic area. From there Jason will move to
the choice stage, with the final decision about where to go following consideration of the
institutional characteristics that are most relevant to Jason given his current
circumstances: proximity to his mother’s home, affordability, and low selectivity.

But there are also aspects of Jason’s experience that are not represented in the
college choice models. What is missing from the descriptions of Jason’s predicament in
the vocabulary of college choice is an account of the effects of Jason’s family
background that shape his current predicament, and which ultimately determine whether
or not Jason will be able to fulfill his college aspirations. For example, it is one thing to
be able to situate Jason in the college choice scheme, but where would one turn for an
explanation of why he is in this predicament in the first place? How do you factor into
the college choice equation the “wait and see attitude” that he and his mother take toward

his future? How do you properly weigh the impact of a general lack of knowledge about
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the system of higher education and the lack of clarity and certainty surrounding his
expressed desire to go to college? And how will this general orientation toward college,
devoid of certainty and purpose, affect his ability to attain his degree once he arrives on a
college campus?

Thus, the story of Jason’s college aspirations is still in progress. Knowing that
Jason is slowly moving through the college choice process, it remains to be seen whether
or not he will actually make it to college and, if so, where he will attend. And perhaps of
more importance is the question of what will happen to him once he does make it to
college. It is this aspect of Jason’s educational predicament that shapes the study at hand:
how trying to make it to college without a clear sense of what lies ahead, without the
benefit of a guide to see you through, and with the feeling that ultimately you have little
control over the final outcome can determine whether one’s educational and career

aspirations are delayed, compromised, or fulfilled.

Focus of the Study

Featured in the study are life history accounts of the college choice experience of
three students who chose to attend the same small, private, liberal arts college (referred to
by the pseudonym “Central College”). But the three students in featured in the study
share characteristics that differentiate them from Jason. Unlike Jason, Hannah’s, Ethan’s,
and Rhonda’s notable academic performance in elementary and middle school continued
into high school. Ethan struggled a bit in high school but was still able to graduate with a
respectable grade point average. All three students scored above the national average on

the ACT. The results of a recent study suggests the greatest predictor of whether or not a
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student will attain the bachelor’s degree is the degree of “academic resources” that
students have in their background (Adelman, 1999). The effects of academic resources, a
variable that takes into account the strength of the high school curriculum and test scores,
is more pronounced than the effects of socioeconomic status. “Students from the lowest
two SES quintiles who are also in the highest academic resources quintiles,” Adelman
reports, “persist at a higher rate than a majority of students from the top SES quintile” (p.
vii).

The aspect that most differentiates Hannah, Ethan, and Rhonda from Jason is the
outcome of their college choice experience. Unlike Jason, these three students made a
smooth transition from high school to college. Even if Jason does make it to college he
will more than likely not end up at a private, selective liberal arts college. In this respect
Hannah, Ethan, and Rhonda are unlike most other students with similar family
backgrounds, given what is known about the relationship between class background and
college attendance patterns. As the review of the literature will show, students from the
lower and working classes are becoming increasingly more likely to attend community
colleges and less-selective four-year colleges and universities. This growing tendency
toward increased stratification supports the earlier conclusion that “the patterns of college
choice are stitched deeply into the social and economic fabric of the nation” (Zemski and
Oedel, 1983, p. 44).

Despite these differences, Hannah, Ethan, and Rhonda share characteristics with
Jason that are of particular importance in the study of college choice. First, they are
similar to Jason in that they come from homes in which neither parent attended college.

Consequently, their parents work histories, at least for those who did work, are made up

10
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of jobs that are not considered professional or managerial. Hannah and Rhonda share the
additional characteristic of having grown up in homes with a single mother and spending
at least part of their childhood on welfare. Rhonda’s mother did not work at all and
Hannah’s mother went to work once Hannah reached middle school, taking a job in a
nearby factory. Ethan’s parents both worked steadily throughout his primary and
secondary school years.

While the educational and work histories of Ethan’s and Hannah’s parents place
them securely in the working class, Rhonda’s background is perhaps more accurately
described as lower class. However, the differences between the conditions of the lower
class compared to the working class are less useful in this study than are their similarities.
Namely, the students are bound together by the educational histories of the parents and
the fact that they are not in the professional middle class. Thus, for the sake of simplicity,
Hannah, Ethan, and Rhonda will be referred to as working class students.

Second, despite the fact that their parents did not college, Hannah, Ethan, and
Rhonda knew at a relatively early age that they would attend college. Like Jason, the
three students remember thinking about going to college as early as middle school, even
though they are unable to trace their desire to go to college to a specific episode or event.
This is perhaps due to the fact that they are part of a large cohort of late twentieth-century
students who, despite the fact that many end up missing the target, at least grow up
thinking that “going to college” is where you aim. The early expression of the desire to
attend college is of particular importance given that students whose aspirations are in
place by the ninth grade are more likely to actually attend than students whose aspirations

are formed later (Hossler et al, 1998).

11



Qe asy:
o aects
Sieze chu
e Cer::

feonre the

Ini.
&t Y'd.n.g: i
Toegh

O
& 0ng




The most important characteristic that the three students share with Jason is that
the stories of their college aspirations extend beyond the college choice models. Thus, in
this study I examine the relationship between family background and the fulfillment of
college aspirations. In focusing on the fulfillment of college aspirations I bring together
two aspects of the students’ experiences. First I seek to uncover the aspects of their
college choice experience, despite the fact that it ended successfully with their decision to
attend Central, are not represented in the traditional college choice scheme? Specifically,
I explore the following:

e What were the experiences within the family, with their peers, and in their

high schools that shaped their ability to get to college?

e What resources were available to them that would help ensure that they would

actually make it to college?

e What obstacles did they have to overcome in order to fulfill their desire to go

to college?

In keeping with the comprehensive view of college choice, the life histories cover
the range of events and experiences beginning with the predisposition toward college,
through the selection of Central College. Returning to Jason, the story of his college
aspirations will not end once he makes it to college. Only when he is able to attain the
bachelor’s degree will his aspirations be fulfilled. And the same is true for Hannah,
Ethan, and Rhonda. As such, I extend to scope of the life histories beyond their arrival at
Central College to include the delays, disruptions, and tensions that accompany their

college experience. In other words, I seek to illustrate the small margin for error facing

12
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working class students in the fulfillment of their college aspirations, even after they have
been successful in getting to college.

So despite the unusual nature of their choice, the primary aim of the study is not
to explain how it was that Hannah, Ethan, and Rhonda were able to make it to Central
College. Rather, the value of the study is in what these college choice “success” stories
reveal about the relationship between class, aspirations, and mobility. By examining the
effects of family life on the fulfillment of college aspirations beyond college choice we
begin to see how vulnerable these college choice success stories come to being stories of

delayed, compromised, or unfulfilled aspirations.

The Effects of Class: Social and Cultural Capital

McDonough (1997) notes that there have been three basic approaches to the study
of college choice. Social psychological studies examine the effects of internal and
external influences on students' choices, including the students' assessment of fit with a
particular institution. In economic studies, college choice is viewed as a rational
investment decision, and rests on the assumption that families have access to perfect
information, which in turn allows them to carefully weigh the costs and benefits
associated with a particular choice. Within this strand of research two types of choices
are modeled (Hossler et al, 1989): in one type, the student chooses between college and
other non-college options; and in the other the focus is on the choice of a particular
college or university from a pre-determined choice set.

By comparison, this is a study in status-attainment, meaning that the focus in on

“how the socialization process, family conditions, interactions with peers, and school

13
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environments shape the college choice experience” (Hossler et al, 1998, p. 144).
Underlying the status-attainment approach is an emphasis on the relationship between
social class, resources, and educational attainment. The effects of cultural capital are
manifest in part in the academic achievement of students. Schools, according to
proponents of the cultural capital view, valorize the cultural competencies of the middle
class (i.e. cultural background, knowledge, disposition, and skills [Swartz, 1977]) and
undervalues those same attributes as they are embodied in working class students.
Hence, cultural experiences in the home facilitate academic achievement for the middle
class student, thereby transforming the family's social and cultural resources into
educational "capital” (Lareau, 1987 p. 74). By converting these social hierarchies into
academic hierarchies, Bourdieu (1977) writes, the education system fulfills a function of
legitimation of the cultural capital of the middle class. Consequently, the differences
between the two groups on the measure of cultural competencies become translated into
educational distinctions based on merit.

The cultural capital framework has spawned a collection of well-known
ethnographies aimed at understanding how working class culture shapes the educational
and career aspirations of working class high school students (Willis, 1977; MacLeod,
1987; Foley, 1990). The aim of these studies was to understand, in the words of Willis,
how it is that “working class kids get working class jobs.” The cultural capital
framework has also been employed extensively in studies of college choice. DiMaggio
and Mohr (1985), for example, attempted to assess the impact of cultural capital, defined
in this study as having "high cultural interests" and participating in "high cultural

activities [p. 1231]) on the likelihood of individuals attending college. They concluded,
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in part, that cultural capital does indeed increase the likelihood of attending college. By
facilitating access to information about educational opportunities, they argue, students are
exposed to settings in which education is valued.

Two recent studies of note are Valadez's (1996) study of the effects of cultural
capital on a group of working class community college students and McDonough's
(1997) study of how social class and high schools shape a student’s opportunity structure.
Valadez looked at how class position, as a form of cultural capital, facilitates success in
higher education. Specifically, he explored students' definition of what knowledge is,
and how they proceed to claim the knowledge they need to know to make educational
decisions. McDonough, in examining how students formulate their choice set of
institutions, concluded that the amount and quality of pre-college guidance offered was a
reflection of the prevailing cultural values, a form of collective habitus, of the community
in which the school was located.

Despite its popularity in the educational and social science research communities,
an exact definition of cultural capital remains elusive. Bourdieu himself has used the
term to describe a number of phenomena, including informal academic standards,
indicators of class position, power resources, and class attributes (Lamont and Lareau,
1988). Lamont and Lareau (1988) offer a definition of cultural capital as "widely shared
cultural signals" in the form of attitudes, preferences, formal knowledge, behaviors,
goals, and credentials used to differentiate members from non-members (p. 156). In this
study I employ Lareau’s (1987) definition of cultural capital as "the social and cultural
elements of family life" (p. 73). This definition narrows the concept of cultural capital

while preserving the features most relevant to this study: the ability to draw on the social
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and cultural resources, both in the home and outside of it, to enhance the educational
outcomes of the children in the family.

The distinctions between social capital and cultural capital, though useful in some
contexts, are intentionally blurred in this study. In employing Lareau’s definition as
cultural capital as “the social and cultural elements of family life” I am able to take into
account the features family life that are relevant to the purposes of the study. The social
elements family life include the following:

e Students’ peer relationships
e Parents’ family and social networks
e Access to community resources, including college preparation and

planning support available in the high school

The cultural elements of family are manifested in, among other things, the
family’s attitude toward and relationship with the formal system of higher education.
Specific aspects include:

e Involvement in the education of children

e Orientation toward education, such as whether one acts as a passive
recipient of education, or one deploys resources to gain advantage

e Knowledge of “the rules of the game” when it comes to college

An analysis framed by the social and cultural elements of family life also takes
into consideration the predisposition that develops from observing the behaviors of those
in the immediate environment (what Bourdieu [1986] refers to as habitus). Aspects of

predisposition include the use of leisure time, the availability of books in the home, and
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topics of dinner conversations, the result of which is a set of expectations, beliefs, and
hopes that the student comes to take for granted about his or her future.

Although working class culture is not uniform or monolithic, writes a working
class faculty member, it does socialize its member to view the world with different
beliefs, hopes, and attitudes than middle class people (Dewes and Law, 1995). In this
study the concepts of social and cultural capital are used to understand the challenges
faced by these three students in the fulfillment of their college aspirations. Though the
effects are played in different ways, the phenomenon is the same — how their working
class background shaped the construction of their day to day experiences as they moved

through and beyond “college choice.”

How Class Affects College Choice

A review of the college choice literature shows that all things are not equal when
it comes to going to college. The effects of family background are evident in the pre-
planning stages of college choice. Stage and Hossler (1989) measured the effects of
background characteristics on parents' expectations, parents' savings for college, and
discussions with students about college. For males, fathers' education and marital status
both positively influenced the tendency to discuss college, while the strongest influence
for females was number of children already enrolled in college, which was a negative
influence. In addition, the authors found that family income and parents' education
positively influenced parents' expectations. Not surprisingly, student aspirations were

most strongly influenced by parents' expectations.
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And we know from a long tradition of college choice research that working class
families behave differently from middle class families in aspects of the search and
application phases. Gilmour (1981) interviewed college freshmen, parents, and guidance
counselors. He divided the college choice process into six phases and found differences
between those students whose parents attended college and those whose parents did not
attend college in all phases of the choice process. The more significant findings are
highlighted below:

e Of those students whose parents did attend college themselves, 52%

considered their parents as the primary influence on their decision to attend.
Of those students whose parents did not attend college, only 23% considered
their parents as the primary influence.

e Students whose parents attended college were more likely to consult with
guidance counselors, write to colleges for information, consult with their
parents, consider academic program more heavily than cost, and develop a
longer list.

e Students whose parents attended college were more likely to apply earlier,
apply to more institutions, and show less interest in cost.

e Students whose parents attended college were more likely to make a final
choice by the winter of the senior year, be accepted at two or more
institutions, place less emphasis on cost, and consult with parents.

Zemski and Oedel (1983) studied, among other things, the effects of parental

education on college choice. In general, they found that "students and their families

organize the process of college choice by choosing from among just a handful of often
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very similar institutions” (p. 30). In deciding which group of institutions to consider,
parents operate within the limits of family income and the distance of the institutions
from home. Students, on the other hand, are sensitive to peer influence and tend to
consider particular institutions out of a need to "maintain a sense of social belonging" (p.
29). They conclude that college-educated parents encourage a wider range of institutions
for their children to consider than do parents who did not attend college, citing their
finding that just over 70% of the students from families in which both parents have
college degrees concentrated their college choices among regional and national
institutions (p. 32).

In an attempt to more fully understand the application, admission, and attendance
patterns of students, Manski and Wise (1983) analyzed data from the National
Longitudinal Study of the High School Class of 1972, which included data from over
23,000 seniors from over 1,300 high schools. Among the more relevant findings at the
application phase was that the likelihood of applying to a four-year institution increased
with high school class rank, SAT scores, and parents’ education. Parents' income is
relatively unimportant at this stage of the choice process. They also found that most
applicants in their study were admitted to their first-choice school, and that the likelihood
of applying to a four-year institution increased with high school class rank, SAT scores,
and parents education level. Thus, the authors conclude that "self-selection is the major
determinant of attendance” (p. 4), a process which itself is heavily influenced by parents.

As one would suspect, a similar relationship exists between family background
and patterns of attendance. Thomas et al (1979) found that students whose father's had

gone to college were two-and-a-half times more likely to attend college than were those
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whose father's had not completed high school. This influence was "very strong and
consistent across all race and sex groups” (p. 139). Hearn (1984) found that Blacks,
women, and lower SES students were less likely to attend the more selective colleges and
universities, even when controlling for "educationally relevant factors" (p.25). He
concluded that social characteristics at least partially influence the placement of students
within the educational hierarchy of the U.S., and states that "in the high school-to-college
transition, the academically and socioeconomically rich become richer while the
academically and socioeconomically poor become poorer” (p. 28).

This phenomenon was supported in a later study (Hearn, 1991) in which he
focused on the relationship between personal characteristics and the type of college and
univeristy attended. Among the more significant findings was that student with less
educated parents were especially likely to attend lower-selectivity institutions even if
their academic ability and achievements were high (p. 164). Thus, Hearn observes,
"contrary to meritocratic norms, entry into the most prestigious and selective colleges has
been found to be a function not only of test scores, grades, and the like, but of ascriptive
factors” (p. 160). “The most fundamental threats to equality of opportunity,” Hearn
concludes, “may lie in the realm of choice” (p. 169).

The results from other research on attendance patterns by family background
point to a similar conclusion. Alexander and others (1987) found that students from
lower socioeconomic backgrounds have become increasingly likely to attend community
colleges rather than four-year colleges. And the same pattern holds true for when we
compare the attendance rates for students from lower socio-economic backgrounds at

elite and non-elite universities and colleges (Karen, 1991). Thus, as Karen (1991)
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concludes, "it may be the case that the relationship between being from a low socio-
economic background and being located lower in the higher education hierarchy has

become stronger" (p. 218).

Conclusion: The Effects of Class

Stated simply, working class students differ from middle class students in all
phases of the college choice process. In general, working class parents are less likely to
initiate the idea of going to college than are middle class parents; working class families
begin the application process later and are more likely to look outside the home for
support with the process; and working class students apply to fewer institutions and are
more bound geography. And not surprisingly, these differences in choice behaviors
result in stratified attendance patterns. The tendency for lower and working class
students to attend community colleges and less-selective four-year colleges, when
compared to middle class students, has actually strengthened over the past decade. A
careful reader of the growing body of college choice research will conclude that the
meritocratic foundation on which the relationship between our system of higher
education and the hope of social and economic mobility rests is beginning to show signs
of stress.

This study exposes another area of weakness in the foundation of meritocracy: the
relationship between class background and the ability to actually fulfill one’s college
aspirations. In one sense, Hannah, Ethan, and Rhonda are a subset of the larger
population of working class kids with aspirations to attend college, in that they were able

to at least make it to a private, selective, liberal arts college. And, as has been
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demonstrated, where one attends college matters. Students who attend more selective
colleges show higher immediate gains is socioeconomic status (Smart and Pascarella,
1986) and in long-term earning potential (Grubb, 1995). So while the decision whether
or not to go to college is still the crucial one, the range of economic and social mobility is
shaped in part by the decision about where to attend. If we stop telling the story at the
point of choice, then Hannah, Ethan, and Rhonda are examples of college choice success
stories.

Even considering their experiences within the traditional college choice scheme,
the three life histories provide another layer of insight into the college choice experience
by the highlighting, among other things, the difficulties faced by these three students in
actually getting to college. However, the story of a student’s college aspirations does not
end once the student makes his or her way through the college choice model. Economic
and social mobility is possible only if students are able to fulfill their aspirations by
graduating from college. As such, in this study I extend the scope of aspirations beyond
college choice and into the domain of persistence, illustrating how the effects of class
continue to shape the fulfillment of aspirations even after a student has been successful in
getting to college. Thus, this study bridges the concepts of “college choice” and

“persistence” and reconstructs the two into the notion of the fulfillment of aspirations.
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The Study of College Choice

Researchers working in the domain of college choice, despite the variety of
methods by which an individual inquiry may be made, generally adhere to a common set
of assumptions about the proper study and representation of the college choice
experience. Consequently, the way the inquiry is conducted, the types of questions
asked, and the scope of application of a given study is determined by these assumptions
about what can be known about the phenomenon. While I recognize the contribution
made by researchers operating within the college choice framework, I also recognize the
inherent limitations imposed by it: the way we understand college choice is shaped by the
way the educational and social science research community conceives of it, the methods
used to study it, and, ultimately, by the claims we can make as a result.

Through the presentation of life history I am able to present an alternative telling
of the college choice story by showing what the process looks and feels like for those
involved in it. The decision to approach the topic in this way is founded on the
recognition that "college choice," despite the confidence and regularity with which
educational researchers invoke it, is merely a construct fostered by educational
researchers as a way of managing what is in reality an idiosyncratic and complex
collection of individual experience. Hossler and his colleagues (1998) readily
acknowledge that college choice does not occur in a linear, predictable fashion, and that it
does not occur the same for all students. However, in order to “inform marketing
approaches and help those charged with recruiting students” (Hossler et al, 1998, p. 142),
they posit, the complexity and ambiguity of the college choice experience must to be

contained within a simple, manageable framework.
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My purpose in conducting the study using life history is to recapture those
idiosyncratic aspects of experience that are left out of choice models or stage theories.
Rather than imposing the college choice template over their experience, I seek to
understand how the students themselves make sense of their college aspirations and their
college choice experience. In unpacking the notion of “aspirations” within the context of
the study of college choice I seek to restore the complexity of the experience to
complement the descriptive approach as represented in college choice models. In doing
so, I am able to reveal aspects of the aspirations of these three students that are not
typically included in the traditional telling of the college choice story: the varying degree
of certainty and specificity surrounding their expressed desire to go to college; the subtle
shades of influence coming from family, peers, and the high school; and the ubiquitous
pushes and the pulls working on and against their expressed educational and career
aspirations. This nuance of day to day experience, while difficult to categorize or even
contain, nevertheless contains insights that can lead to improved policy and practice. The
challenge for college choice researchers is to find a way to include some of these

variables into future college choice research.
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Methods and Procedures

Selection of Participants

With assistance from the Registrar at Central College, twelve students who
entered Central in the fall of 1995, and whose parents did not attend college, were
identified. The parents’ education level was taken from admissions data that became part
of the students' permanent records. Each of the twelve students was then contacted by
phone to see if they would agree to participate in a series of interviews related to their
decision to attend Central College. Of the twelve, eight agreed to participate. Those
eight students were then sent a short questionnaire asking for details about the
educational and work histories of their parents. One student was unable to participate
due to scheduling problems, which left a total of seven students who were interviewed for

the project. From the seven students, three were selected for inclusion in the study.

Participant Interviews

In gathering the data for the study, Hannah, Ethan, and Rhonda were invited to
literally tell their stories of how they got to college. The vignettes that make up the three
narratives are organized around different dimensions of the students' college choice
experience. First, there is the issues related to the very act of going to college: when they
first knew that they would go to college, how they ended up at Central College, and why
going to college is important given their life predicament as they understand it. Second,
in considering the pursuit of their college aspirations, our attention turns to how the

students were able to make it to college: where they found for support of their college and
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career aspirations, the resources that were available to them, and the obstacles that had to
be overcome in order to make it to college. And third, the significant events,
experiences, and relationships that take place in any or all of three contexts: the family,
the high school, and the community.

In gathering the information to construct the individual narratives I engaged the
students in in-depth, life history interviews (Seidman, 1994) over a six week period.
Each student was interviewed four times with each interview lasting from between sixty
and ninety minutes. I interviewed the students again eighteen months after the initial
round of interviews to check the accuracy of my interpretations, as well as to allow them
to offer their reflections on their experience with the project).

This interview method differs from more conventional approaches in several
ways. First, the interviewer uses primarily open-ended questions. The participants were
presented with general categories ("the family," "the community," "the high school," and
"significant others") within which they were allowed to describe events, experiences, and
relationships that were significant in the shaping of their college aspirations. Second, the
participants were invited to reconstruct their experience rather than remember it. As
Seidman points out, reconstruction is based partially on memory and partially on what the
participant now senses is important about the past event (p. 67). And third, the
participants were invited to offer storied responses to the questions, which includes
descriptions of the events, experiences, and relationships that were influential in shaping
their college aspirations as well as reflections on the relative significance of each.

The interviews were guided by a three-stage interviewing protocol. The first

stage of the interview process was semi-structured and allowed the participants to tell the
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story of how they came to decide to go to college, how they were able to realize their
college aspirations, and how they came to select Central College. This phase was by
design participant-centered in that the students were allowed to talk at length about
experiences and events within the three major contexts. The information gathered in the
first interview was analyzed in search of significant themes, events, or actions that in turn
served as points of departure for the second stage of the interview process.

During the second stage the participants were given the opportunity to clarify and
then elaborate on the information gathered in the first interview. This served to focus the
conversation on those aspects of the student's background that seemed to be the most
significant to them. The first task was to confirm with the participants my understanding
of the relative importance of certain events, experiences, and relationships in shaping
their college aspirations. From there I sought clarification on particular aspects of their
previous responses, including factual information and the sequence of particular events.

Finally, in the third stage the participants were invited to offer their reflections on
the relative significance of the key events, experiences, and relationships that were first
identified and then elaborated on during the two previous interviews. In other words, the
conversation shifted from the descriptive to the relational aspect of the experiences that
comprised their individual stories. It was during this stage of the interview process that
we began to uncover the themes that gives unity to their stories.

As Polkinghorne (1988) reminds us, "we are in the middle of our stories and
cannot be sure how they will end; we are constantly having to revise the plot as new
events are added to our lives” (p. 150). This has particular relevance when we consider

aspirations as evolving and fluid, rather than as a one-time event. While our stories never
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end, we can revisit them on occasion in light of new insights that often accompany new
experiences. As such, I visited Hannah, Ethan, and Rhonda eighteen months after our
initial meeting to provide the reader with a sense of where each of their stories (and their
lives) stand now. They were given the opportunity to offer comments on the
interpretations and conclusions drawn by the researcher. Hearing their experiences in the
context of a unified story gave the participants the opportunity to clarify pertinent details,
to reallocate the amount of emphasis given individual experiences, and to respond to the

conclusions about their college choice experience drawn from the individual accounts.

Writing Life Stories

Contained within each of the three narratives are elements of both "life history"
and "life stories." With life history the researcher presents experiences in chronological
sequence, and the emphasis is placed on the significance of the experiences at the time
they happened (Rosenthal, 1993). In the context of this study the life history approach is
useful because it allows the students to "retrace their steps” and to point out those events
and experiences that were of particular significance in their college-going experiences.
From a life history perspective, the researcher attempts to tie together specific events,
conditions, and significant others in such a way that we have an understanding of how
something came about.

"Life stories," on the other hand, are regarded as but one part of a life history, the
part that is told to another (Kotre, 1996, p. 34). Whereas life history is aimed at
explanation of outcomes, the purpose in gathering life stories is to provide interpretation

of significance and meaning from the point of view of the participant. As utilized in this
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study, the life stories shared by the students provide an additional layer of insight by
helping us to see the relative significance of certain events, as well as the relationship
between the various events, experiences, and relationships that make up the life history.
More importantly, the life story aspect of the narrative enables the students to reflect on
the significance of going to college, itself an action that is situated within a larger
narrative structure.

Because life history (the events) and life story (the narrative) always come
together, attention needs to be paid both regardless of which one is of primary interest
(Rosenthal, 1993). One the one hand we are interested in what we can learn from the
actual events and experiences related to going to college. In treating the narrative as
"data" (Sewell, 1992) we take at face value what the students tell us about their
experiences. We must assume that the accounts of that significant events, experiences,
and relationships influenced their college aspirations are accurate and that they actually
did contribute to the outcome in the way the students' perceive that they did.

The first step in organizing the interview data was to chart the flow of content
from one interview to the next. This was done separately for each student. To begin the
topics from each individual interview were listed sequentially in a column. The
remainder of the interviews were catalogued in the same fashion and placed in columns
alongside one another. From there, I looked to see what themes carried over from one
interview.-to the next and which ones received little or no additional mention. This
allowed me to determine which experiences were of greater significance in the larger
scheme of the college choice experience. Relationships or connections between separate

topics were also noted with the use of arrows and other visual notations.
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What emerged from this process was a visual representation of the component
parts of the narrative and their relationship to one another. This allowed me to identify
the threads that ran throughout the interview process and to see how the participants
organized the events, while also allowing me to discern the relative significance of each
one. As one would expect, some aspects of the story were relegated to the background,
or were discarded altogether, while others serve as central features of the narrative. It is
this core theme, comprised of both description and reflective commentary, that serves as

the organizing principle around which each narrative is constructed.

Limitations of the Study

The Limitations of Narrative Inquiry

While the use of life history is well suited for my stated purposes, the reader
should be aware of the limitations of narrative inquiry as advanced by its critics (see
Philips, 1994). First, it is important to recognize that narrative inquiry deals with
perception and interpretation on the part of the participant, and, therefore, is subject to
distortion and inaccuracy. The fact that a story is credible, Philips argues, tells us nothing
about whether it is true or false. But as Philips goes on to state, the desire for truth
depends on your research purpose: "if we want to know what about a person's beliefs
makes him or her behave in a certain way, it might be of little consequence to us that his
or her key beliefs are unfounded” (p. 19). In the context of this study, it is the persons'
beliefs, and their responses to them, that are of the greatest concerned.

Further, even in cases where the account of an event may be true, in the sense that

the participant's account is consistent with others' perceptions of the same event, the
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interpretation of the significance of the event may be inaccurate. To state it another way,
the researcher may have a more theoretically correct interpretation of the action than the
participant -- or the participant may have no theoretical interpretation of the event at all.
In either case, the researcher is left to choose between the participant's own intuitive
sense of importance, and the imposition of a meaningful, more useful framework from
the outside.

Because of the subjective nature of perception and interpretation, and hence the
somewhat suspect nature of the stories they produce, narratives can serve as justifications
or rationalizations of behavior that is undesirable or that contradicts the image that the
participant prefers to project for him or herself. An example of this potential for
distortion is found in the story of Ethan, who frames his educational experience in terms
of his deficiency of economic, social, and cultural resources relative to the other students
in his school. While as the researcher I find his interpretation credible, a critic of
narrative inquiry could argue that framing his story in this way may in fact be Ethan's
way of masking the possibility that he failed to commit himself to the degree that others
did, or that he simply lacked the innate intelligence of those around him.

Lastly, Philips asks us to consider two fundamental questions in judging the value
of narrative inquiry: 1) what is the role of scientific inquiry in narrative? and 2) what
follows from a good narrative? The value of the narratives presented in this study is
found both in their capacity to stand alone as individual stories, and in their ability, when
considered collectively, to broaden our understanding of the phenomenon around which
they are organized. As individual stories, the narratives are presented as examples of the

ways in which going to college takes on meaning only when understood within the
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context of the life of the individual. Considered in this way, the three narratives are meant
to be read and understood as separate, self-contained stories, each of which adds texture

to descriptive accounts of how students get to college.

“The Problem of Induction”

I employ the cultural capital framework in this study fully aware of "the problem
of induction” (Guba and Lincoln, 1994) in choosing to reduce the students' experiences to
a single interpretation. "Not only are facts determined by the theory window through one
looks for them,” Guba and Lincoln write, "but different theory windows might be equally
well supported by the same set of facts" (p. 107). In truth, each story is "about" many
things: they are working class; they are male or female; they are white; and they live in a
particular time in our nation's economic history. However, my theoretical interpretation
is intended as one version of a multi-faceted story, an interpretation well suited to the
stated purpose of this study: to inform the practice of those whose work brings them in

direct contact with working class students who aspire to go to college.
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Chapter 2: Hannah

"Survival means being able to take a position and withstand criticism, so you can
maintain your own identity. And in this sense my mom is not surviving. She just doesn't
have an identity all her own. She goes to work because she has to do a job she doesn't
like, in an environment she shouldn't be in. And she does it just to survive. She hasn't

known any other way. And I don't want to be stuck that way."”

Introduction

The many academic awards that Hannah has won over the years are proudly
displayed on the main wall of the living room in the apartment that she and her brother
share with their mother. The wall contains "everything I have ever won," according to
Hannah, and is the first thing people see when they enter the apartment. The awards on
the wall are a testament to the academic ability that Hannah began to show at an early
age. Hannah always enjoyed school, she recalls, and much of the work she was required
to do seemed to come naturally to her. As a result she received much encouragement
from her teachers and from some members of her family to continue on in pursuit of her
ultimate dream, which is to become a lawyer. While Hannah is proud of all that she has
accomplished up to this point, there is little doubt that a diploma from Central College

will become the center attraction on the living room wall.
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That Hannah is now enrolled at Central is not surprising at all. Quite literally,
Hannah has known from the time she was in grade school that she wanted to go to
college. She began setting her sights on college when, in the seventh grade, she wrote a
paper on careers in the legal profession. This experience, Hannah recalls, solidified her
desire to become an attorney, an interest originally sparked by the portrayal of lawyers on
television. But Hannah's aspirations for college and career were developed beyond the
point of knowing what she wanted to be when she grew up and the recognition that, in
order to realize this dream, she would need to go to college. Hannah even knew where

she would attend college:

"I've always been interested in Central because I live in the town. To see
the kids walking back and forth to classes and see the various activities that go on,
like the football games..I always thought it was neat how college kids got to live
in dorms and got to get away from their parents, got to go to classes at various
times...They looked so grown up and it was just intriguing.

"It's odd, but -- because I grew up with it, I think it was always here, I
could always see it. 1 always saw some aspect of it, whether it was watching
the students paint the rock, or hanging up sheet signs, or doing the cardboard sled

race. Just everything about it.”

If Hannah's choice of a college was driven largely by the desire to remain in

familiar surroundings, she had several options from which to choose. She could have

chosen to attend one of the two community colleges that are within twenty miles of her
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home. Or she could have made a somewhat longer commute to one of the two or three
universities located within an hour's drive from the town of Central. Any of these options
would allow her to live at home and maintain her current way of life, while
simultaneously fulfilling her desire to go to college. But as Hannah points out, her

expectations for the college life includes more than maintaining a sense of comfort and

familiarity:

"Even though it was my same town, I would be living with somebody and
learning to get along with them. Over the last four years living at home, it was
just me and my mom...I guess I was ready for this idea of having close friends,
and being friends forever...I had that in a sense at home, but I only had my mom.
And so we were close. So I guess what I was looking for was a living
environment so I could get away from what I had at home, but in a sense get the

same there."

Now in her sophomore year at Central, Hannah is doing well in her classes,
although she admits that she was not expecting college-level work to be as demanding as
it turned out to be. But like most other students she quickly learned to devote more time
to her studies than in high school, and she has developed the self discipline needed to
handle the new freedom and independence that was handed to her when she went away to
school. Hannah has also learned to get by on less sleep than in high school, a

requirement given that she works between twenty and thirty hours per week to fill the gap
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between the total cost of attending Central and what she and her family are able to pay.
All of this she does so that she can maintain a full-time class load and graduate on time.
Hannah's self discipline and strong work ethic will suit her well as she continues
to pursue her educational and career goals. It is her focus on the goal of graduating from
Central, the first step toward law school, that compels Hannah to make the sacrifices
necessary for her dream to become a reality. And there have been many sacrifices.
Because of her work schedule she is unable to take advantage of many social and cultural
events available to the other students on campus. In fact, for many of the large campus
events she is required to attend as one of the "on duty" student officers from the
department of campus safety. On most weekends when she is not working for campus
safety she goes to her job as a waitress at a restaurant in town. And this semester has
particularly difficult for Hannah. Whatever free time she is able to find in between work
and school she spends at home, providing comfort and support as her mother goes
through a serious of medical evaluations in search of the cause of her sudden illness.
Although other members of the extended family live in the area, Hannah feels a particular
sense of responsibility for her mother's well-being. As the only daughter Hannah and her

mother have developed a special kinship based on years of mutual reliance and support.

36



Har

e eatd
was Jevek
wrih t

¥ eache

Taon




Hannah's Story

The explanation for how Hannah ended up at Central serves as background to the
main features of her story. As we have seen, Hannah's commitment to her own education
was developed during her earliest years of schooling. Because schoolwork came rather
naturally to her, and because she enjoyed being in school, she garnered the attention of
her teachers in the form of encouragement and formal recognition. Further, her career
aspirations, defined in terms of the professional image in which she sought to create
herself, were also developed at an early age. And because she grew up in the town of
Central she developed a rather detailed and accurate image of what college life was
supposed to be like. It was this sense of familiarity, combined with her desire to remain
close to her home, that accounts for her decision to attend Central College.

Thus, no one had to convince her of the benefits of a college education. In fact,
Hannah has known from the time she was in the seventh grade that she was going to go to
college. Further, she received much support for her educational and career goals from
certain members of her family, and was fortunate enough to attend a high school where
students were encouraged from their freshman year to set their sights on college. In this
sense, Hannah's story begins with her aspirations clearly defined and already in place.

And yet contained within Hannah's story are illustrations of the difficulties she
faced in trying to make it to college, even though her aspirations were within her reach
academically. As a working class student with middle class aspirations, Hannah would
come to know firsthand the tension and conflict that accompanies life on the margin of

two cultures. Not only did Hannah have difficulty integrating herself into the middle class
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ethos of her high school, she must now find ways to deal with certain members of her
family, who harbor resentment over her wishes to leave behind her working class roots.
In the last section, entitled "The Origins of Aspirations,” Hannah offers her
reflections on how she hopes to improve her life circumstances by going to college.
Using her mother's lifestyle as a reference point, Hannah talks about how going to college
will help her to create a version of family life different from the one she experienced with
her mother. But before she can consider starting her own family, Hannah feels she must
first establish a strong personal and professional identity. The literature on the career
psychology is employed as a framework for understanding the origins of Hannah's

college aspirations.
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I. Getting to College

Hannah's parents have been divorced from the time she was three years old. From
that point until she entered college Hannah has shared and apartment in the town of
Central with her mother and older brother. Her mother did not work outside the home
until Hannah was fourteen years old, a choice she made out of her desire to spend time in
the home with her children. Hannah's mother, in choosing to stay at home rather than
work outside the home, was like most of the other moms in the neighborhood. "The
neighborhood I lived in," Hannah recalls, "all the moms stayed at home and took care of
the kids. So there was always a mom in every house." And, like most of the other kids in
her neighborhood, Hannah recognized the benefits of having a mother in the home.

But unlike most of the other families in the neighborhood, Hannah and her family
did not have a father who provided for them financially. Hannah has little recollection of
her father and has had no contact with him to speak of over the past fifteen years. She
does have vague memories of her father coming around during the first few years after
the divorce, visits related to his obligation to provide alimony and child support to
Hannah's mother. But her father made little money himself, which meant that Hannah,
her brother, and her mother could not count on the money always being there.
Consequently, as Hannah recalls, the family was able to get by financially, but often just
barely so. Needless to say, Hannah's father has had little positive influence in her life.

Hannah has had little actual contact with her father over the years, at least until
very recently, seeing him only periodically as a child, and even then for only brief

amounts of time. This past year, however, her father has attempted to reestablished
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contact with her. For the first time since she can remember, Hannah spent Christmas in

the company of her father:

"It’s awkward, actually. I see my father trying to fit into my life and
there’s no room for him. Because I have the role model I need. I see it as that. I
have my uncle who owns his own company. He’s successful and he’s always
there.

"I really don’t think he [my father] is ready to offer anything. I don’t
think he knows how. I’ve always seen him as kind of like a dead-beat dad in a lot
of ways. For not being there. He’s not as you see'people getting a divorce and
the father or the mother takes them'.you know'scheduled weekends, every other
summer or whatever it is. He never did that. I don’t even think he paid his child

support. So, don’t come around now."

Hannah's recent contact with her father has re-ignited the resentment that had
been lingering in her mind due to her father's absence from her life. What Hannah
resents most is that he wasn't around to share in the joy, the excitement, and the pain as
she moved closer to her goal of going to college. "He wasn’t around in high school when
I was making all these accomplishments and doing everything," Hannah says with a tinge
of anger still in her voice. "It goes back to graduation and saying he was proud of me. I
thought, you have no right to be proud of me. You didn’t do anything. You weren’t

there." As far as Hannah is concerned, her father simply has been "out of the picture" too
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long for her to try and find a place for him now. His appearance in her life at this point

is, in her words, "too little too late."

The "Snotty" High School

Despite his absence from Hannah's life, her father left an unusual legacy that
would prove to be of vital importance in helping Hannah move toward her dream of
going to college. In her parents’ divorce contract it was stipulated that Hannah and her
brother were to attend private schools through the twelfth grade. Even today, this
arrangement sounds strange to Hannah, given her father's lack of involvement in her life
otherwise. But at the time of the divorce Hannah's older brother was enrolled in a local
Catholic grade school and, according to Hannah, was doing pretty well. Her parents
attributed his success to the fact that the school was private, and thus it was agreed that
her father would pay for the first eight years of private schooling and her mother would
pay for the last four.

In order to take advantage of the opportunity to attend a private high school
Hannah had to commute to the town of Logan. Holy Cross, a Catholic high school, is
located about twenty miles from the town of Central in an affluent suburb of Logan.
Expectations for student performance at Holy Cross are high, and the messages about the
importance of academic success and college preparation were sent early and often to
Hannah and the other students. The amount of emphasis placed on college preparation
by the high school teaching and guidance staff served as a constant reminder to the
students that the goal is not simply to graduate from Holy Cross, but to gain access to a

quality college or university. Hannah remembers how they would always refer to the
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importance of preparation and planning for the "college-bound student, affirmation that

she credits with reinforcing her own aspirations:

"My high school really pushed going to college, whether it was a
community college or a big university. They talked about colleges from your first
day until your last day...I thought that was really neat. They brought in colleges
about twice a week during the main recruiting time. And I just remember things
were always geared to help you to get into school, especially the college-bound
student... You know, you should take four years of this and four years of that.
"And we had counselors who always pulled us in and would ask ‘well, what
are you thinking about doing when you get out of here.'...They were always
evaluating the scores of your tests and exams and grades...I saw college pushed a
lot more in my high school than some of my friends who went to public
schools... They weren't even talking about it in their freshman and sophomore
years, where we were and we were already sending out flyers saying we were
interested, and getting brochures...I guess that all the ideas I got about college, the

high ideals I got in grade school, were just reiterated in high school.”

Looking back Hannah credits Holy Cross with fueling her college aspirations. To
begin, Holy Cross provided with the academic preparation she would need to be
successful in college. The classes were rigorous, she recalls, and the students were
motivated by a strong sense of competition both in and out of the classroom. Hannah

also credits Holy Cross with predisposing her to the liberal arts. "They would always
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bring in graduates of Holy Cross who had gone on to college and then on to successful
careers,” Hannah recalls. "And a lot of them talked about the importance of a well-
rounded education." And just as important as the academic preparation Hannah received
from Holy Cross was the time and energy the teachers and counselors devoted to college
preparation and planning activities. Even though she came in with the desire to go to
college already in her mind, Hannah left Holy Cross with an even more deeply ingrained
image of herself as a future college graduate.

Hannah also benefited from being around the other students at Holy Cross. While
the attitudes of parents are most influential in shaping students attitudes toward higher
education, peers "may at least have a reinforcing effect upon each other in the choice
process” (Hossler and Gallagher, 1987, p. 211). Hossler and others (1989) suggest that
the composition of the student body in the high school leads to the formation of "peer
subcultures,” which in turn influence the motivation for students to make plans for
college attendance (p. 239). As we might expect, relationships with college-going peers
increase the likelihood that a student will attend college (Hossler et al, 1998).

While the middle class culture at Holy Cross would ultimately serve Hannah well
in the pursuit of her college aspirations, it did not feel that way to Hannah at first. For the
first time in her life Hannah would have to interact on a daily basis with people whose
family backgrounds were far different from her own. Most of the students at Holy Cross
came from homes where at least one parent had attended college, and many now hold
positions of relative prominence in the community. "My high school was very 'snotty,"

Hannah remembers. "They had money and didn't think twice about not having it."
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Despite her academic ability and her clearly defined aspirations, characteristics
that she held in common with the other students, Hannah began her experience at Holy
Cross High School very much an outsider. Coming from the town of Central, Hannah had
to fight against the prejudice that she felt greeted her when she entered the doors at Holy
Cross. "They looked at you as being different, that you were from Central, this godawful
town," Hannah remembers. In some ways, this perception of the town of Central was
accurate. Dubbed "little Detroit" by the locals because of its declining industrial base and
high level of unemployment, the conditions in Central do stand in stark contrast to the
way of life that most students at Holy Cross were able to experience in the affluent
suburb of Logan. And because she attended grade school and middle school in Central,
Hannah did not have the opportunity to connect socially with the students and families of
Holy Cross prior to attending there. "We didn't go through the same Logan schools that
they did and so we were different,” remembers Hannah. "And they weren't very
accepting of that, especially if you did well."

But what most separated Hannah from her classmates at Holy Cross was not
geography, finances, or educational pedigrees. Her biggest fear, she recalls, was having

the shortcomings of her family life exposed for all of her classmates to see:

"Here I am trying to sit in this snotty school and I come from a single
parent home. Even though most of them probably knew my background, it's not

something you go around talking about. I would just hope that it wouldn't come

up.
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For Hannah, the feelings of discomfort over being the outsider were present

from the start:

"One of the first things I remember is the first day we went to school. You
know, we rode the 'Central’ bus, there was a group of about 20 of us who got off
the bus. We all looked the same, we all had the same uniform on. You can't tell
that we are Central people, you can't tell that we weren't one of the Logan elite,
but it was very different. It was like when we walked into the school they just
turned and looked, and then went back to the little groups that they were talking
to...My cousin is the same age as I am and we were in the same grade, and we
shared lockers. So we were walking in the building arm in arm and thinking
‘what are we doing here,’

"Then you go to class...We had to go through and tell, you know, 'my
name is Hannah and this summer I did this,’ this kind of thing. I was so scared. I
was just so scared. I mean the first day was just awful. I just wanted to cry
because I felt so excluded. You'd walk into the lunchroom and everybody was in
groups at the table, and it was just my cousin and me...So we just sat in the corner

eating our lunch thinking 'what are we doing here.”

Eventually, Hannah would come to terms with exactly "what she was doing" at
Holy Cross High School. In fact, once she came to recognize that this was exactly the
type of environment she would need to accomplish the goals she had set for herself, she

began to flourishe both intellectually and socially. Once she proved to herself that she
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could hold her own in the classroom, she gained the confidence and poise that made her
feel equal to her middle class peers in other ways. The risks she took in trying to become
fully integrated into the culture at Holy Cross paid off. In Hannah's words, "they came to
know me as just Hannah, and not as Hannah from the single-parent home in Central."

Hannah's feelings of being the outsider who had to earn her way into the peer
groups at Holy Cross shaped her view of the significance of her high school experience.
It was the type of experience that would make her confront the reality that she was indeed
entering a different world of sorts. As a working class student she could indeed attend a
middle class high school. But Hannah didn't stop being working class once she entered
the doors at Holy Cross. But with her feelings of inferiority over her family background
safely tucked away, Hannah pressed forward in pursuit of her goals. But those same
feelings of discomfort over her background, the ones she had worked so hard to
overcome in those first few months at Holy Cross, would again surface before she left
there.

Considering Colleges

In a place like Holy Cross, college selection is considered a routine aspect of the
high school experience. Like most of the other students there, Hannah entered Holy
Cross certain in her own mind that she was going to go to college. Yet, Hannah was able
to envision her aspirations even a step further than simply expressing the desire to go.
Hannah knew, in fact, she had known for some time, that she was going to attend Central
College. Stating simply, Hannah came to believe that "college" was supposed to be like

what she had come to know from years of observing the students at Central College. The
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fact that Central is a small, residential liberal arts college made it even more appealing to
Hannah. She had the opportunity to spend a weekend in the residence halls as part of a
visitation weekend, she recalls, and that experience instilled in her the desire to become
part of a close, intimate community that she felt characterized life in the first-year
residence hall. "I thought it would be nice," Hannah remembers, "to be part of a close
knit family like that, where your door was always open and where you could cry, and it
would be okay."

All in all, Central seemed to offer just what Hannah was looking for in a college:
it was a liberal arts college, something she had come to appreciate through her experience
at Holy Cross; it was small and intimate; and, perhaps most important of all, Central was
close to home, which, Hannah believed, allowed her to "go away to college without really
going away." As far as Hannah was concerned, she could not have made a better choice.
Even if she was not able to get enough money to support herself living on campus,
Hannah was prepared to go to Central anyway, knowing that she would have to live at
home with her mother in order to do so. Whatever it would take, Hannah remembers, she
would have done it in order to realize her lifelong dream of attending Central College.
And all was going according to plan for Hannah until she realized how some of the other

students at Holy Cross approached the college selection process::

"We were in an English class working in small groups putting together
writing portfolios to send to colleges. And everyone was talking about where
they would send them. They were like, 'who's your portfolio going to, well mine's

going to the University of Michigan, Dartmouth.' I mean, they were everywhere.
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They were all going away, and they were all going to big universities that are
half-way across the country.

"They never said anything to me about going to Central, but I was always
afraid that they would. It was like commuting was this bad word that you
shouldn't say. They associated it with, I thought, less of an education, like you
weren't good enough to get into a good college, so you commute. And I guess
they thought it was more economic status, like you had to commute because you

didn't have the money to go away to school. That's what I was always afraid of."

Proximity, the distance a student must travel to attend college, is an important
consideration in college selection. As Zemski and Oedel (1983) discovered, working
class students tend to consider a more narrow geographic range of institutions compared
to middle class students. Proximity takes on added significance for students whose
choice set of institutions may be limited by their life circumstances. For adult students
who work and attend college on a part-time basis, for example, the choice of a college is
limited to those that are within a reasonable commuting distance from home. Stated
another way, these students simply may have no other choice. In Hannah's case the effect
of proximity on her college selection took on even greater importance. Because she grew
up in the town of Central she grew up thinking that college was supposed to look like
Central College. Hannah's decision to enroll at Central College following graduation
from high school was, in reality, a foregone conclusion.

After the episode on English class Hannah began to wonder if indeed she was

being to narrow in her thinking about where to go to college. She began to think that
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maybe she should go away to school. "It started sinking into my head," she recalls. In
response to the perceived scrutiny from the other students, Hannah applied to St. Mary's
in Notre Dame. As Hannah points out, St. Mary's is similar to Central College in almost
every respect except that St. Mary's is all female. But the distinction that mattered most
to Hannah was that St. Mary's is not in her hometown. It is not even in the same state.
And the difference in location seemed to matter. "Once I applied and got accepted,”
Hannah recalls, "it became a change in topic. People were like, ‘where are you going?
And I would say, 'oh, I might go to Central and I might go to St. Mary's.' And people
would say, 'oh, St. Mary's, that's cool.' So that right there kind of changed things, the
way they looked at my decision to go to college."

Hannah did end up at Central College, but not before she called into question all
that she had assumed was important for her to consider in selecting a college. To begin,
she wanted to remain close to home so that she could be near her mother. And as the first
in her family to go to college, the opportunity to do so in an environment that was
familiar to her gave her a sense of comfort that took away many of her fears about
college. And as a liberal arts college, Central would offer her the type of educational
experience she felt she needed to achieve her personal and professional goals. What
Hannah did not anticipate was that her desire to attend Central, despite all the benefits of

doing so, would serve as yet another reminder of her working class background:

"I didn't want them to think that if I was'staying at home it was because of

the money issue. That probably played into it a lot. It sounds odd, but in high
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school you have all kinds of things to worry about, including the way people look

at you."

Hannah's experience at Holy Cross brought her face to face with her feelings of
inferiority about her social and economic background. Through the course of her
experience she learned about the psychological and emotional conflict that accompanied
her middle class aspirations. Attending a middle class high school and harboring college
aspirations, Hannah would learn, does not mean that you suddenly stop being working
class. Whether or not the other students at Holy Cross viewed Hannah and the other
students from the town of Central with disdain, her own feelings of insecurity over her
family background dramatically shaped her high school experience. She found herself in
a situation where her ability to benefit was potentially hampered by her perception of
herself as an outsider, in constant fear that the subject of her background would find its
way into casual conversation. Yet, despite the trepidation with which she entered Holy
Cross, in the end she flourished. So for Hannah, the most important thing she took away
from Holy Cross may not be the diploma, but rather the sense of accomplishment
knowing that she had navigated her way through the first stretch of unfamiliar cultural

territory on her way to realizing her middle class aspirations.
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Preparing for College

Hannah responds with warm admiration as she remembers the reaction of her
mother whenever an envelope with the return address of a college arrived in the mail.
"She would get so excited,” says Hannah. "She would always say 'is this the one, is this
the one.' She just didn't know how the process worked." Her mother's excitement was in
anticipation of the news Hannah had been waiting for. Hannah had applied to Central
College months before, and now, as her senior year at Holy Cross was drawing to a close,
she was waiting to find out if she was going to be allowed to pursue her lifelong dream of
attending Central College. Up until this point, her mother had not been actively involved
in Hannah's college selection. "I know that my mom gave me the decision to go
anywhere," Hannah recalls. "She said it's your decision, you know about college, I don't
know anything. But wherever you go I'll back you." Sharing Hannah's excitement over
getting accepted to Central was one way that her mother would be able to participate in
this important phase in Hannah's life.

The excitement over Hannah's impending news was her mother's way of
"backing" Hannah, and is a good illustration of how she would find ways to become
involved in the educational lives of her children. Hannah remembers her mother always
being supportive of anything she or her brother did. "She went to any activity, any event
that we had," says Hannah. "That's one of the positive sides of not having to work." In
her desire to push Hannah along toward her goal of attending college, Hannah's mother
showed interest in Hannah's academic life any way she could. The support continues
today, and Hannah attributes much of her own diligence in pursuing her educational and

career goals to these expressions of support offered by her mother. Lacking the
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wherewithal to do so in concrete ways, Hannah's mother expressed her support for

Hannah's college aspirations in ways that were familiar to her.

"I think that's one of the reasons why I'm still in college because every
time I pass a semester and my grades go home, my mom opens them and she's
like 'wow, you're doing so well in college, I could never do that.! That's a phrase
she comes up with a lot, T could never do something like that.! She has ideas that
college is some place, you know, for the gifted. Only certain people can go there
and if you survive its this magnificent thing."

"But most of her support was verbal. Because the homework I was doing,
she had no clue. I did well in high school so the support was mostly when grades
came, or when I received an award. I mean she always made sure she got the day
off and attended the ceremony. Just always being there. Like if |hada bad
grade and I came home upset she would make me dinner or something and tell me

it would be OK, that she knew I could do it."

Parents become involved in the educational lives of their children at different
levels (Epstein, 1995). At the lowest level parents provide for the basic needs of the
children at home. This includes making sure that students receive proper nourishment
and rest so that they are able to attend school on a regular basis. When they are able,
parents may become involved more directly and more visibly by serving as a volunteer or

by supporting events that take place at the school. Moving along the involvement
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continuum, parents may choose to participate in the learning activities of the students.
Examples of this type of involvement include attending teacher conferences, helping with
homework, and, when necessary, attending meetings at the school to discuss the
individual educational plans for their student. At the highest level, parents will deploy
community, family, and school resources to enhance the education of their children.

A parallel scale of parental involvement is useful for understanding how parents
shape and nurture the college aspirations of their children. At the lowest level, parents
will express what might be called "benign support” for their children's educational and
career aspirations. This usually takes the form of statements that parents will support
their children in whatever they decide to do, even if the choice made by the student does
not involve going to college. From there, parents may become more direct in shaping
college aspirations by verbally expressing their desire for their children to attend college.
At the higher levels of involvement parents begin to deploy resources to enhance their
children's chances to attend college. For some families the goal is not simply to go to
college, but to make it to the best college possible. The deployment of resources at this
level takes various forms, ranging from the purchase of a home computer, to the
establishment of college savings accounts, to the enlistment of tutors and test preparation
courses for the ACT and the SAT.

Hannah appreciates at the deepest level the fact that her mother was always there
to support her academic pursuits, whether in the literal sense by taking time off from
work to attend awards ceremonies, or in the emotional sense by sharing Hannah's
excitement as she waited to get accepted into college. But as Hannah would discover, the

verbal encouragement she received from her mother, while vital to Hannah's emotional
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well-being, was not sufficient to ensure that she would make it to college. Stated another
way, her mother's verbal and emotional support was not matched by the actions required
to see that she would make it to college. The limitations of her mother's support were felt
by Hannah at the most basic level as she found herself trying to negotiate a process that
was complete unfamiliar to both her and her mother. But when it came to getting ready
to go to college Hannah was fortunate to have someone who could compliment the verbal

encouragement she continued to receive from her mother:

"I remember sitting at the dining room table with my typewriter trying to
answer these questions on the college applications, and my mom would want to
help me because she could see that I was frustrated, but I couldn't ask her because

I knew that she wouldn't know. So I would call my uncle.”

Seeking Approval: Extending the Support Continuum

Hannah describes the family environment in which she grew up as supportive,
loving, and caring. Hannah feels that in a way her mother's side of the family, most of
whom live in the town of Central, pitched in to compensate for what might have been
lacking due to the absence of a father in Hannah's home. To this day, members of her
extended family get together to celebrate birthdays, holidays, and other special occasions.
One of the things Hannah appreciates most about her aunts and uncles is the nature of her
relationship with them. They really were, as Hannah says, more than just "extended"

family. They showed an interest in the each other's lives, and saw it as part of the
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obligation to the larger family unit to help in the raising of each other's children. "Even
though I came from a single parent home," says Hannah, " I was still taught to love, obey,
and respect other people.” As a result of this close kinship Hannah feels a deep sense of
connection and belonging with the members of her family, both the immediate and the
extended one.

Hannah enjoys a special relationship with one uncle in particular. He, too, lives
in the town of Central and has been involved in Hannah's life from the time she was very
young. Hannah is especially close to her uncle in part because he has a daughter who is
the same age as Hannah. Growing up in the same town, Hannah and her cousin were
virtually inseparable. They spent many days and evenings together in their younger days,
and even now they talk on the phone almost daily. To Hannah, her cousin is the closest
thing she has ever had to a sister.

Hannah has come to value her relationship with her uncle even more over the past
few years. As she began to think more seriously about going to college, she found herself
turning to him more and more for support. Her mother's support continues to encourage
Hannah forward in pursuit of her educational goals, but there is something different about
the support she receives from her uncle. Unlike the other members of her extended
family, Hannah's uncle went to college, graduated, and, as a result, now owns his own
business. It is hard to describe the difference in precise words, Hannah acknowledges,
but the best way she can describe her relationship with her uncle is to say that he treated

her just like a father would:
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"He's always asking me 'are you still going to be a lawyer; are you doing
this, are you doing that.! He's done that since grade school. There would be times
when I would be talking to my cousin on the phone, and he would pick up the
other phone and be like, 'girls, don't you think you should be doing homework,' or

he'd pick up the phone and ask if I had gotten any letters back and how the

application process is going."

In surrogate fashion, Hannah's uncle was able to step in and provide the tangible
forms of support to complement the verbal encouragement Hannah was receiving from
her mother. First, he helped Hannah with the application process itself. "He was on me
from the first day of my junior year about applying to colleges,” Hannah recalls. He also
provided financial support to Hannah by paying the application fee and the tuition deposit
that would allow Hannah to apply to Central. Even now, as Hannah is beginning to think
more seriously about law school, his support continues. Through his regular contacts he
keeps tabs on Hannah's academic progress, knowing full well the importance of good
grades in getting into graduate school. Because he had been through it himself, Hannah
says, he wants to make sure that she is doing it right so she could get into the law school
of her choice.

Hannah knows that without the material support she might not have been able to
afford to go to college at all. But beyond providing the material support and guidance
that she needed in the college selection and application processes, she appreciates her
relationship with uncle for the intangible ways that he supports Hannah's career

aspirations. Perhaps it is this aspect of their relationship, the informal yet persistent
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conversations about colleges and careers, that Hannah appreciates most. "Compared to
my mom," declares Hannah, "he seemed to ask the right questions. He got me making
sure that I was on the right track. "

Indeed, Hannah is on track to realize her educational and career aspirations.
What her uncle has provided are the intangible forms of support that emanate from his
own educational history. But the most important contribution that her uncle has made to
Hannah's educational and career aspirations defies easy categorization. Hannah's own
intuitive sense tells her that her life is headed in the right direction. But what she was not
able to get from her mother was the validation that can only come from someone who has
been where you want to go, who understands what it takes to get you there, and who is

willing to invest themselves in your dream:

"I was always looking for his approval on things that I did, things that I
didn't do. Because I didn't have my dad to go to do that. And also, because he
had gone through college. He'd been there before and he knew what was going
on. It was that kind of support from a person who had already been through what
I wanted to go through. And I always thought that I was doing something right
when he would say 'good job,' or showed interest in what I was doing or in what I
wanted to do.

"It's always easier when it comes from somebody who knows you. He
treats me just like a father would. It's really nice. He still keeps in touch with me,

he'll call and I'll have a voice mail message from him like, 'you'd better be doing
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well in school, can't wait to see those grades.' That kind of thing. He's always

been there."

Conclusion: "Who Does She Think She Is?"

We have long recognized the importance of parental support and encouragement
in shaping the college aspirations of young people. Not surprisingly, “parental
expectations” is the most influential factor in determining whether or not a student will
aspire to go to college (Stage and Hossler, 1989). But when it comes to college choice
activities, students whose parents attended college, the primary determinant of the family
socio-economic status, differ from students whose parents did not in important ways.
Murphy (1981), for example, found that parents who had attended college themselves are
much more likely to initiate the idea of attending college than are parents who did not.
Stage and Hossler' (1989) found that parents' education level positively influenced
educational planning activities, such as parents' savings for college and discussions with
students about college. In a later study Hossler and his colleagues (1998) confirmed the
importance of these pre-college planning activities in increasing the likelihood of college
attendance.

Perhaps encouraged by her early academic success, Hannah's mother knew that
Hannah displayed the aptitude, the ambition, and the determination to "make something
of herself." And, as one who knew firsthand the drudgery and alienation of life in the
factory, Hannah's mother committed herself to doing everything in her power to see to it

that Hannah would have a better life than what she was able to provide for her. Thus,
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despite the fact that neither of her parents attended college themselves, Hannah knew
from the time she was in grade school that she was destined for college.

Hannah's ability to realize her college aspirations is shaped by a combination of
influences. In terms of the influence of the family members on Hannah's ability to get to
college, her mother and uncle each in their own way are significant in Hannah's life. The
verbal and emotional support offered by her mother and the guidance and direction from
her uncle each show the vital role that family members play in the development of
college and career aspirations. But at the same time, the ways in which Hannah's mother
and her uncle express their support for of her educational and career goals points to an
important distinction between active support on the one hand, and verbal encouragement
on the other.

The verbal encouragement offered by Hannah's mother represents her best effort
at contributing to the eventual success of her daughter. Fortunately for Hannah, she was
able to look to her uncle to compensate for her mother’s lack of resources. In essence, the
different types of support given by mother and her uncle illustrates the difference
between wanting the best for your children and knowing how to actually make it happen.
This disconnect between parents' high aspirations for their children on the one hand, and
the required knowledge, experience, and resources to facilitate the process of getting into
college on the other is critical to our understanding of the various roles families can play
in helping students realize their college aspirations.

Indeed, the types of support Hannah received for her college aspirations span the
continuum. The encouragement shown by her mother and the support provided by her

uncle, each in their own way, have proven to be vital in helping Hannah succeed. If she
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continues in her current direction she will indeed graduate from Central College, and she
hopes to add to this accomplishment the distinction of graduating with honors. She hopes
to maintain her level of performance as she leaves Central and goes on to law school.
Seemingly, the long journey toward the type of future she wants for herself is well
underway. But there remains one more obstacle that Hannah must overcome if she is to

continue on in the pursuit of her college and career aspirations:

"It's weird because I get in different places I get really mixed support. I
mean | get the most support from my uncle and his wife, and my mom. But
outside of that they think that I'm crazy, you know, they think that -- I'm weird.
Probably because I'm doing it and I'm going into debt. And I'm going into debt to
get a degree to go into law school but they don't see it that far. They just think 'oh
my gosh, she's paying how much to go to college and what is she actually
learning from it." Because they don't know.

"They don't know anything about the college life and so it's odd to them
and they think it's odd for someone like me to do it all by yourself and -- it's
strange because I get support when I do something really great, like when I bring
home really good grades. But if I have a bad semester, and I beat myself up over
it, they're like ‘what are you doing in college.' So you get this kind of mixed,
strange support going on. Whereas people who have supported me from the

beginning are like 'it's OK, you'll do better next semester.' "
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As Billson and Terry (1982) point out, "the new values and behaviors that first-
generation students must develop if they are to achieve their long-term goals of securing
white collar or professional jobs carry some degree of conflict with the norms of their
families and peers in the community of origin” (p. 67). Despite the range of support
provided by her mother and uncle, Hannah must deal with the resentment from other
members of her extended family over her desire to "become something better." She fully
recognizes that in pursuing her career goals she is choosing to give up the way of life to
which she is accustomed. She is also fully aware that the rejection of her family's
lifestyle that is implied in pursuit of her career aspirations does not sit well with
everyone. This balancing act reminds Hannah that while she has publicly expressed her
desire to become middle class, she must maintain relationships with those family

members whose lifestyle she is trying to leave behind:

"I think that maybe they think I treat them like they're not good enough.
Like when I go to Christmas dinner, they're like 'she just doesn't want to be like
us. What's wrong with her, what's wrong with the way we live.' But I think there
is something wrong with the way they live. I want to be -- I mean, what are they
doing? I guess if they're happy, then no there's nothing wrong with the way they
live...But if they're not happy, then yeah, there is something wrong with it. If all

they care about is me failing then they're obviously not happy."
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I1. "The Professional Woman"'

Hannah has talked about becoming a lawyer from the time she was eight years
old. At the age of eight Hannah's desire to become a lawyer is perhaps no more
significant than my four year old son's current plans to become a firefighter. His
knowledge about what firefighters do is based on what he has observed in movies and in
books. While he may decide later in life to pursue something else, from where he sits
right now the appeal of sirens, hoses, and rubber boots is strong enough to shape his
desire for what he wants to be when he grows up. Similarly, Hannah's understanding at
that early age of what it means to be a lawyer lacked any real substance. What she knew
about the legal profession was limited to what she was able to learn about the work and
lifestyle of lawyers from how they were portrayed on television. Hannah may not have
understood much about the work that a lawyer does, but, as she recalls, "it was cool when
you were eight to walk around and tell your friends that you were going to be a lawyer
when you grow up."

Hannah's dream of becoming a lawyer has endured. In fact, as Hannah worked
her way through junior high and then high school her resolve to achieve her goal grew
even stronger. No doubt encouraged by her early academic success, Hannah continues to
do well academically at Central College. She is beginning to think about preparation for
the LSAT, which she plans to take some time within the next year. Hannah has also been
talking to her uncle, himself a college graduate and successful businessman, about her
goals. He has been a key figure in Hannah's life, especially in the support he has shown

for her educational aspirations from the time she was in grade school. Thanks in large
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part to the support of her uncle, Hannah's dream of becoming a lawyer, once a childhood
fantasy drawn from television, day by day moves ever closer toward becoming a reality.
Hannah plans to pursue another dream following graduation from law school.
What Hannah wants as much as anything in life is to marry and have a family of her own.
She loves spending time with children, often volunteering to baby-sit for the children of
Central College faculty and staff members. But when Hannah decides that she is ready to
start her own family it will not be at the expense of her other priorities. "A family will
have to fit into the plan somewhere along the line," she says, "but I want to do something
more than just stay at home." Having grown up in a single parent home, Hannah saw
firsthand the consequences of placing family over career. To Hannah, her mother's
decision to stay at home rather than work outside the home has robbed her mother's soul

of any sense of personal identity. Stated in Hannah's words, her mother is not surviving.

Mothers and Daughters

The mother-daughter relationship is a critical aspect of the psycho-social
development of adolescent women (Rainey and Borders, 1997). One area where the
effects of this relationship are manifested is in the development of the self-concept of the
adolescent woman (Gilligan, 1982). Adolescent women, Gilligan argues, develop a
strong sense of identification and affiliation with the primary caregiver, which for most is
the mother. As a result of this close affiliation and identification with their mothers,
adolescent women develop the ability to empathize with others, to try and understand
circumstances and their effects as others experience them. In the realm of moral decision

making, adolescent women, as a result of their highly developed sense of empathy, tend
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to focus on the relational aspect of situations where a framework for moral decision
making is needed. In practice, this means that rather than making moral judgments
simply on the basis of objective standards of right and wrong, women first seek to
understand the motivations of the person who commits the act in question. Rather than
deciding whether stealing a loaf of bread is wrong, women might reason, let us first seek
to understand the circumstances of the person involved that would lead them to steal.

This work in the realm of women's moral development causes us to consider how
the personal identification daughters develop with mothers leads adolescent women to
define their own self-concept in the context of this relationship. One important aspect of
the mother-daughter relationship we can discuss with a great deal of confidence is its
influence on the career choices of adolescent women (O'Brien and Fassinger, 1993). In
the most general of terms, the career choices of adolescent women are characterized by
the extent to which they develop a strong career orientation versus a strong family
orientation. One of the strongest predictors of a career orientation in adolescent women
is the presence of a "pro-feminist attitude." High ability women, like Hannah, who
possess a pro-feminist attitude are likely to favor nontraditional, high prestige jobs over
traditional, "feminized" occupations (Fassinger, 1987, 1990).

Thus, it is apparent that the relationship between mother and daughter is crucial in
the development of career aspirations in adolescent women. At the most basic level, the
career choice of women is characterized by the extent to which they display a strong
family orientation versus a strong career orientation (Fassinger, 1987). As we might
expect, one of the strongest predictors of the development of a career orientation in

women is the presence of a "feminist orientation," defined in part as the presence of



liberal gender role attitudes (Fassinger, 1990). This characteristic, along with high ability
and the presence of agentic characteristics successfully predict high levels of career
orientation, as well as career choices that were high in prestige in adolescent women
(Fassinger, 1990).

Theoretical explanations of the influence of the mother-daughter relationship on
adolescent women's career identity development divide into two camps. Psychoanalytic
explanations emphasize "daughters' unconsciousness internalization of maternal values
and behaviors, as well as the meaning of these values and behaviors" (Boyd,1989, p.292).
The consequences of close identification of the daughter with the mother, argues Boyd,
are felt as adolescent women begin the process of separation and individuation. During
this time adolescent women begin to develop their own self concept, a process that
requires them to first define themselves in relation to the values and behaviors they see
expressed by their mothers. This process of separation, the time when adolescent women
begin to differentiate themselves from their mothers, serves as the backdrop against
which women begin to develop their own views toward, among other things, the
relationship between gender, family, and work.

Social learning theorists, on the other hand, rely on the principles of modeling to
explain the process by which young women come to identify with their mothers. By
having their imitative behaviors reinforced during early adolescence, young girls
eventually internalize the mothering behaviors as their own. Viewed in this way, young
women literally learn to be like their mothers. Regardless of the theoretical explanation,
Boyd writes, the mother-daughter relationship is the primary influence in shaping the

self-concept of adolescent women. One area where this relationship takes on particular
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significance is in the development of views toward gender roles. Using their mother as a
baseline, adolescent women begin to form their own views of the relationship between
gender, work, and identity. In Hannah's case, her mother's expression of her identity
served as a backdrop against which Hannah began to develop her own sense of gender
and work.

"Part of my reason for wanting to be a lawyer," Hannah recalls, "was because at
that age my mom was at home." Granted, there was nothing unusual about her mother
being at home while Hannah was growing up. Hannah didn't know anything different
because, as she puts it, "everybody else's mom was at home doing the same thing. 1
didn't know what else to expect." As might be expected, her mother was the first real role
model that Hannah had. But Hannah would soon discover another role model, one whose
choices were very different from her mother's and, by consequence, whose very way of
life was vastly different that what Hannah had come to know with her mother. "So I had
my mom," says Hannah, "and that was good enough for a while." But then, as Hannah

puts it, this striking woman rolled into her neighborhood, "this knight in shining armor:"

"We had a neighbor that was really good friends with my brother. She's
an interior designer and she is just brilliant. She is a professional and she owns
her own business, and any time I talked to her I was just in awe. You know, look
what she's done. She went through college and she did this and she did that.
She's doing it for herself because she enjoys it.

"...I was really impressed with her. I was young and she used big words

and I had no clue what they meant. And to see her when she left the house, she

66



was always dressed so perfectly, had this briefcase, the portfolios with designs in
them. To see her work and to go in and see the office that she had in her home
with the big drafting board. It was cool, you know? Every other mom on the
block they just stayed at home and did laundry and cooked and cleaned and she
didn't do that. I mean she did that too when she came home, but to see all of that
was just like 'wow,' you know, 'a woman can do it." And I want to do it. 1 wanted

to be a professional woman."

The differences between her mother and her neighbor were stark. What Hannah
saw in her neighbor was a strong personal and professional identity, one based on a solid
educational foundation. She was impressed with the fact that her neighbor had waited
until she was forty before starting her family. What this said to Hannah was that it was
indeed possible to work a family around a career. And her neighbor seemed to make it
work. She appeared confident in the way she carried herself, she was professionally
competent and, above all else, she seemed to genuinely enjoy her work. By contrast,
Hannah saw in her mother the consequences of missed opportunity brought on by
extreme self-sacrifice. "I saw that my mom was just, you know, a mom and raising kids,"
recalls Hannah. "I decided right there that just wasn't me. I'm glad mom stayed home
with us, but I couldn't see myself doing that."

As Hannah reflects on her aspirations for college and career she points to the one
aspect of her background that she identifies as exerting the most influence on the
development of her strong career orientation is her mother's life circumstances. Hannah's

ambivalence toward her mother's way of life centers on the void between the separate
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worlds in which they seemed to live. Thus, the orientation toward family as expressed by
her mother held little appeal for Hannah as she began to imagine the type of relationship
she desires to have with her own children. By going to college Hannah hopes to develop
the parental voice that will allow her to participate in the daily lives of her children in a

more meaningful way:

"I felt like it was very hard to talk to her about things because she wouldn't
understand. It's not that I think my mom is stupid, but things like current events,
current issues, she couldn't relate to. And I began to link that to her staying at
home...She was always home, always there. I saw other parents who worked,
they were able to relate to issues. I just began to think that she was so secluded in
this house, never did anything without us, and because of that she was so isolated.

"If there was something that we had to talk about in school, or that we had
to write about and I didn't understand, or I didn't know which side I was on, I kind
of wanted to be able to talk to her about it and say ‘well, what do you think." And
she didn't have an idea, or couldn't tell me what it was or what it was about. I just
thought that was something that was missing in our relationship. Because other
people could go home and talk to their parents about it. And I think I missed out

on that. I think we could have been closer...In high school we weren't that close."”

The story of family life was conveyed to Hannah in the form of the words and

actions of her mother. First and foremost, her mother’s story is one of traditional gender

roles. Watching her mother she began to question the "selflessness” that characterized

68



her mother's commitment to her family. While she appreciated having her mother at
home, Hannah nevertheless preferred a more balanced approach to the family-career
continuum. One aspect of family life Hannah feels she missed out on is a core set of
beliefs and values on which the members of her family could agree. To Hannah, one of
the most important responsibilities of parenthood is to provide a baseline of values that

guides the decisions of the children:

"] see a lot of kids having the same ideas or the same beliefs about issues
as their parents because they were able to talk about it...They were able to show
their kids, you know, I see the connection, I see that point." Whereas I didn't have
anyone like that to talk to and I just think that's a vital connection. When you
have questions about something you should be able to answer it to the best of
your knowledge, and I think that my mom didn't have that knowledge because she
was so isolated.

"] think that ideas about certain issues are kind of like values that get
passed down from one family to another. And I think that I missed that because
my mom wasn't aware of it. I didn't have anyone to guide me in my thinking,
didn't have anyone to say ‘well, legally this is right and legally this wrong.'
Whereas is she was able to talk about it she would be able to say T see it this way
and I think that it's the best because of this." And so I had to talk about these
issues, or to think about these issues, I had to do it myself and establish my own

opinions, which is good in a way, but it's that missing out on the family link."
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Despite the benefits of having her mother at home, Hannah feels that in the final
analysis both she and her mother missed out on a critical aspect of family life. The sense
of loss runs deeper than the inability to talk about current events, or even the missed
opportunity to be closer to her mother. What is lacking in the relationship Hannah shares
with her mother is the one aspect that for Hannah is most crucial in her view of the family
life: the opportunities for parents and children to participate in the shared construction of
systems of values and meaning. "It is through attentive love," Belenky writes, "the
ability to ask 'what are you going through? and the ability to hear the answer that the
reality of the child is both created and respected” (p. 189).

What her mother was not able to do was to provide an atmosphere where she and
Hannah could work together to create a common ground on which a family identity could
be forged. The common ground for Hannah is not necessarily a forum within which her
mother could impart a prescribed set of values and standards to guide her life. Rather,
Hannah longed for a common ground defined as a forum for conversations, where she
and her mother were equal participants in sustained parent-child dialogue. To put it
another way, what was missing in Hannah's relationship with her mother was the parental
voice that would enable her mother to participate in the creation of Hannah's story.
"Daughters,” Belenky states, "wish their parents to have voices of their own so that they

might be full participants in an ongoing conversations" (p. 176).

"] think that I would like to have a family and be able to raise the child

with the same values. That's part of the identity of the family, I think. And that

it's not so much to say that they have to see it the same way, but they need to be
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aware of how I would see it. I just think that they would have a better
understanding.

"When I have children I want to make sure that I always know what's
going on, not only in their school but the world that they live in. I see it as two
different generations have two different worlds. And my mom was kind of stuck
in her world. She didn't take an active way to try to make this bridge between our
worlds. And that's what was really hard. Because when I had a problem she was
like 'we didn't have that kind of problem in school.’ And I want to make sure that
when I have kids that I know what's going on in their world and how it's different

and learn how to maybe help them or show them that, you know, it's OK."

The "significant other" can play a role in shaping the college choice experience at
various points along the way. Indeed, significant others play a central role in the
Hannah's story of how she was able to realize her aspirations by making it to college.
The person who had the most direct influence on Hannah's ability to make it to college is
her uncle. In addition to the direction he provided in the college selection process and the
financial assistance he provided so that Hannah could complete the application process,
the significance of that relationship continues in other ways. The periodic calls to offer
encouragement, his insistence on seeing her semester grades, and the gentle prodding she
receives to make sure she is on track in the law school application process all remind
Hannah that she is not alone in the pursuit of her aspirations.

But there is present in Hannah's story the presence of a significant other of

another sort. Hannah's neighbor, whom she refers to as the "professional woman," played
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no direct role in helping Hannah get to college, nor did she influence Hannah's decision
to attend Central College. Further still, her neighbor provided no material support. Yet,
her presence of in Hannah's life profoundly shaped Hannah's educational and career
aspirations. Rather than exerting influence in the form of direct involvement in her life,
her neighbor projected an image that Hannah would use to define the kind of life she
hoped to create for herself by going to college. For Hannah, the image of the
"professional women" as projected by her neighbor was crucial in helping her to imagine
herself living an adult life other than the one she saw expressed by her mother.

As a smart, ambitious, career oriented woman, Hannah faces the challenge
confronting most college women today whose desire it is to "have it all" (Machung,
1989). In this sense we can view Hannah's college aspirations as an expression of her
feminist views toward women and work. Within this framework we can understand
Hannah's aspirations for law school as the rejection of the traditional gender roles as
expressed by her mother, an orientation manifested in her desire to "do something more
than just stay at home." But while Hannah's career orientation will indeed allow her to
construct a work identity different than that of her mother, there is another aspect of her
college aspirations related to her new image of the "professional woman." In addition to
allowing her to find meaning in her work, Hannah's college aspirations are significant in
helping her build and maintain a strong identity, for both herself and the family she hopes
to have someday.

In the final analysis, Hannah recognizes the conflict and tension that often
accompanies the educational and career aspirations of adolescent women. For Hannah,

the options from which she can choose in defining her educational and career aspirations
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are personified in her mother and her neighbor, the two women whose lives Hannah
knows best, and whose own choices have sharpened Hannah's thinking on what she
wants to accomplish in her life. She has weighed the benefits and the costs of each
choice in her mind, and is more convinced now than ever that the only way to be true to
herself is to keep her eyes on the prize she identified back when she was eight years old.
And Hannah has not lost sight of the fact that her ability to continue on in the pursuit of

her career goals is due in large part to her mother's willingness to sacrifice her own:

"My mom would always tell me that she was at home for me. I loved

having my mom at home, it was great. But now that I look back on it I feel that

maybe it deprived her of something she could have done."
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III. "Trying to Survive"

The mother-daughter relationship provides a useful framework for understanding
the origins of Hannah's college and career aspirations. Through Hannah's reflections we
begin to understand the complex ways in which her own career aspirations continue to
develop against the backdrop of her relationship with her mother. On the one hand, her
aspirations for college reflect a strong career orientation, a preference developed at an
early age, and which was strengthened as she became more aware of the limitations of
being a "stay-at-home" mom. With the help of her college-educated, career-oriented
neighbor, Hannah was able to see a new model for the working-women, one in which
career success and professional fulfillment serve as the foundation upon which a strong
personal identity is formed.

While a college degree is the first step toward Hannah's goal of becoming a
"professional woman," there is aspect of college aspirations that speaks to another, less
apparent expression of her feminist orientation. In response to her predicament Hannah
is attempting to create a new story of the family life in contrast to her mother's. Hannah's
image of the family life is founded on the ability of parents to bridge the gap between
themselves and their children, to provide moral and ethical guidance, and to impart a set
of values. Thus, Hannah's desire is to create this new version of family life for herself
and her children, one in which parents and children together build a family identity
around the shared construction of systems of meaning. In this sense, going to college
will provide her with the credential necessary to continue on in pursuit of her ultimate

career goals and, more importantly, will provide her with the parental voice necessary to
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participate fully in the lives of her children. Her decision to attend college, her desire to
become liberally educated, and her image of the lifestyle that will accompany her status
as a lawyer are all moving her toward this new version of the family life, a version
founded upon her own story of the relationship between gender, work, and identity.

A degree from Central College, then, represents many things to Hannah. At the
most basic level graduating from college represents something unique in her family, as
she will become the first in her immediate family and only the second in her extended
family to earn a college degree. Her college degree also represents an important step in
acquiring the credential necessary to gain access to law school. In this sense, a degree
from Central represents a first step toward life as a practicing attorney and her standing as
a professional woman. But graduating from a liberal arts college means something much
more profound to Hannah than racking up another academic accomplishment or
enhancing her opportunities for law school.

By going to college Hannah hopes to avoid the shortcomings of her mother's
decision to stay at home and raise children. In Hannah's estimation, the only way to
ensure that she is more open-minded than her mother is to push herself into unfamiliar
academic and intellectual territory. She looks forward to her last two years at Central in
part because of the changes she knows will take place within her. "I have positions and
opinions on certain issues now, she explains, "but I know that with two years left those
views will probably change.”" One view that she knows will not change is her resolve to
expose herself to "everything that's out there" so as to strengthen the relationship between
her and her own children. For Hamnah the college degree will provide her with the

foundation upon which the other aspects of her college aspirations will rest:
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"To graduate from a liberal arts school, and a private one at that. To be
able to apply to law school and say that I will be graduating from Central College
in'99. I just have this image that this diploma, once you get there, it will help you
in other places. To help me get out of here, to help me get out of Central so I
don't get stuck in the same place, the same run of the mill thing that I watched my
older cousins or my mom and all of her family do, and I just don't want to do that.

"...I think that a liberal arts education is important to survival and success,
and if you want to be successful then you have to expose yourself to everything
that's out there. And I think that might trace back to my mom when I saw her at
home and she's so narrow minded, and she hasn't seen everything. I want to make
sure that I get exposed to everything and that I'm more open-minded than my
mom. So it was very important that I had a school that backed my ideas about

reaching out to all these different areas and become familiar with them."

So for Hannah, going to Central College is helping her achieve what she has

decided is most important in her life. Once she graduates from law school she will

consider going back and raising a family. "If it all works out," she cautions. At that

point in her life, Hannah hopes to have a better idea of who she is and what she

ultimately wants to achieve in her life. "And I won't be stuck in a family rut where

family comes before," she goes on to say. "I hope to have this career established and then

build my family around that. And hopefully by doing that I wouldn't be restrained by a

family. Because I don't think that my mom ever reached an identity of her own. She

married, had kids and that's it. She didn't reach anything that she wanted to."
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Trying to Survive

Hannah talks about the meaning of her desire to establish a strong career identity
for herself and a common identity for her own family in terms of her ability to survive.
As the central metaphor for the feminist movement, "survival" is a response of women to
the withdrawal of men from family life (Belenky). Women became strong and
independent, Belenky argues, because their survival and the survival of their children
depend on it (p. 173). In Hannah's case, survival takes on added significance. On a
practical level she attributes her successful experience at Holy Cross High School to
surviving those difficult first few months, during which time she questioned the wisdom
of her decision to attend there at all. And on a larger scale, her goal of graduating from
Central and going to law school has survived despite the resentment from members of her
extended family. And of more immediate concern to Hannah is surviving her two
remaining years at Central. Although she has done well academically she has had to
sacrifice much of her social time in order to earn enough money to remain at Central.

While Hannah has proven that she is indeed a survivor she knows that the real test
of endurance has only begun. And when Hannah considers all that is at stake in her
attempt to complete college and go on to law school, the need to survive takes on
profound importance. In a world of moral relativism and multiple realities, the key to
Hannah's survival is to develop a strong personal identity for herself, which she can then
use to provide a common framework through which family members can participate in
the shared construction of a system of values and meaning. As Hannah tries to capture

the essence of college aspirations, she once again looks to the plight of her mother for

grounding:
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"I think that in order to survive in society today you have to be aware of
everything, every aspect and every side to an issue to be able to go out there and
have a belief and let it -- to let that belief actually live, survive. You have to be
open to all areas of that. And if you don't know then someone comes along and
says 'well, what about this?” And then it just isn't there anymore.

"...So survival means being able to take a position and withstand criticism
because you're aware of the different aspects of the position, and you can
maintain your own position and you own identity. And in this sense my mom is
not surviving. She just doesn't have an identity all her own. She goes to work
because she has to at a job she doesn't like, in an environment she shouldn't be in.
And she does it just to survive. She hasn't known any other way.

"Survival for her means just getting by. Even if it means not being
yourself. Because she's not herself when she goes and works on the line. When

she comes home she's not herself. And I don't want to be stuck that way."
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Epilogue

As I had become accustomed to doing throughout the interview process, I called
the campus security department at Central College to arrange a follow-up interview with
Hannah. I was surprised to learn from one of the officers there that Hannah no longer
worked for campus security. Hannah had been a student officer from the time she
entered Central, often working as many as twenty hours per week so that she could afford
to stay in school. Not only did Hannah no longer work for campus security, the officer
went on to tell me, Hannah was no longer a student at Central. I found this bit of news
rather surprising, to say the least. Fortunately, I had saved the phone numbers from the
other places where Hannah had worked during the school year, as I often would have to
contact her at work to make arrangements for our meetings. 1 was finally able to reach
her at a local business in town, a distributor of satellite equipment, where Hannah had
been working part-time for about two years. Hannah was very interested in meeting with
me again to update me on her story. As she told me at the time, it had been a very
interesting eighteen months.

Indeed, it was true: Hannah was no longer a student at Central College. Because
of her busy work schedule, Hannah had chosen to drop one of the courses she was taking
in the spring semester of her sophomore year. The course was part of the pre-law
curriculum and was unusually demanding, she recalls. Rather than risk failing the class,
Hannah withdrew from the course, with the hope of making it up over the summer. But
she was not able to make up the course over the summer because, in her words, "I was

literally working four jobs over the summer. I just didn't have time to take a course.”
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The four jobs, of course, were necessary so that she could make enough money to return
to Central in the fall. Ironically, what Hannah didn't realize was that in dropping a course
she had fallen below the minimum number of credit hours to maintain eligibility in the
fall. Caught in a dilemma, she chose to take a leave from Central because without the
financial aid she simply could not afford to return.

Over the course of the summer, Hannah had managed to weed out a few of the
part-time jobs she held and settled on the two she enjoyed most. One of the jobs she kept
was the one with the satellite company. She was given a full-time job, promoted to sales,
and was asked to stay on full-time once the summer was over. The situation worked well
for Hannah. Not only would she be able to save money by working full-time, she would
be able to take a few courses at the local community college, which Hannah felt was
important in keeping her connected with her educational goals. The company even
offered to pay for the remainder of Hannah's college education if she would agree to stay
on indefinitely. "It's enticing to want to stay here,” Hannah admits. "But I can't. It's a
real learning experience, but it's not what I want to do." What she wants to do, she must
continually remind herself, is to move ahead with her plans to graduate from college and
go on to law school.

When Hannah does return to college to pick up where she left off, it will not be
the same as it was before: She is fairly certain that she will not return to Central College.
In her time away from school she has come to realize that the things that attracted her to
Central in the first place are no longer as important to her as they once were. There are
some things about Central that still appeal to her. She enjoyed her time in the classroom

and she treasures the relationships she developed with the other students in campus
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security. But in other ways, she has gotten all she can out of her time at Central.
Whereas she once took comfort in the familiarity of the surroundings, she is now ready
for something completely different; and whereas the desire to be close to her family once
made it difficult for her to consider going anywhere else, she now feels ready to prove
that she can make it on her own. "It changed from going to the school that you have
always known,” Hannah says, "to being stuck in the environment.”

Working full-time and taking classes in the evenings at a community college is a
far cry from the life of a full-time college student on the campus of a small, private,
liberal arts college. But Hannah keeps it all in perspective, knowing that the present
situation is temporary. But as she expected, the reactions among the members of

Hannah's family to her circumstances have been mixed:

"My uncle, he's letting me do it. He keeps asking me 'what are your plans,
what's going on.' And it's nice because we can also talk about the business
aspects. We understand each other. He is still there.

"But he wants me to go back, of course, as soon as possible. Because he's

afraid, too, that maybe I won't go back."”

As for her aunts and cousins, who have resented Hannah for her career aspirations

all along, the reaction was also predictable:
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"They think I have failed. They don't think I will ever go back. They
think they were right. 'Look what Hannah's doing. She's messing up her life.' I

hear that a lot. That I'm ruining my life."

Hannah is quick to defend herself against the suggestion that by taking a leave
from Central she is ruining her life. However, she does admit that the recent change in
plans is the result of shifting priorities in her life. A degree from Central College is
something Hannah has been aiming for from the time she was in grade school. By not
returning to Central College, she knows that she is settling for something less from her
college experience. "I think that when I get my degree," she says, "wherever that may be
from, it's not going to be as rewarding as if it were from Central." But on balance,
Hannah feels that she has much more to gain by moving on to another college, in another
town, where she can continue to pursue her educational and career aspirations free from

the scrutiny that has plagued her thus far:

"Being able to live my own life and do what I want. I want to live my
own life and not have somebody watching it or trying to live it for me. A degree
is important. And I will have one. I'm not sure where from yet, but just being
able to live my own life -- that's what I want.

"You don't want to stay in an environment when it's that negative. When
people are just waiting for you to ruin your life. IfI'm going to ruin it, I want to

do 1t in secret.”
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Tl;e one person who is having the most difficult time with Hannah's changing
circumstances is her mother. On the one hand, Hannah's mother knows the importance of
a college education. Like Hannah herself, she wants a life for Hannah much better than
the one she was able to provide. And also like Hannah, she other has full confidence in
Hannah's ability to finish college. But when it comes to the unexpected change in
Hannah's educational circumstances, her mother finds herself unable to make sense of it

all:

"I think it was very hard on her that I decided to do this. She hears a lot of
stuff. But it's really hard on her because she doesn't know what to do, what to
say, what to think. She doesn't know what to say when people say to her 'your

daughter is ruining her life.' "

Still Surviving

Seemingly, Hannah had all of the elements in place to enhance her chances of
attending and eventually graduating from college. First, she knew from the time that she
was in the seventh grade that she would go to college. Recent research has shown that
students whose aspirations for college develop before the eighth grade are more likely to
attend college than those are students who wait until high school before considering
going to college (Hossler et al, 1998). Second, she was fortunate to be able to attend a
high school in a middle class suburb of Logan, where most of the other students came

from homes where at least one parent was college-educated. As McDonough (1996)
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would argue, the educational values of the middle class families who attend Holy Cross
are reflected in the amount of emphasis that the teachers, counselors, and administrators
there place on college preparation and planning. And underlying both of these important
factors is the fact that Hannah, from the time she was in grade school, displayed a high
level of academic ability.

But there were also circumstances working against Hannah in her attempt to
realize her college aspirations. First, because her mom was not equipped to offer more
than verbal encouragement for her college and career aspirations, Hannah had to seek
support from outside the home in order to be able to go to college at all. Not only was
her mother unable to help Hannah, she deferred to Hannah as the "expert” in such
matters, which reinforced that Hannah was indeed alone in trying to make everything
work out. Second, during those first few months at Holy Cross, Hannah's fear of having
her background exposed almost prevented her from being able to take advantage of the
supportive environment. Wondering to herself, "what am I doing here,” it is easy to
imagine that Hannah had serious doubts about whether she belonged at Holy Cross at all.
And perhaps the most difficult obstacle Hannah had to overcome is the resentment from
some members of her family, and their expectations that she will fail in her attempt to
leave behind their way of life for something better.

Although Hannah was able to make it to college, the challenges to the full
realization of her college and career aspirations continue. To begin, Hannah has had to
work twenty to thirty hours per week during the school year, often having to juggle three
work schedules along with her class schedule, just to be able to remain at Central. While

she has been unable to take advantage of many of the ancillary benefits of attending
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Central because of her busy schedule, she was at least able to keep her head above water
academically. That is, until last spring, when she was unable to keep up in one her
classes and chose to drop it. The consequence of the drop, Hannah discovered after the
fact, was that she failed to earn the minimum number of credit hours required to maintain
her eligibility for financial aid. And even three years into her college career, the
resentment from her aunts and cousins continues. The recent change in Hannah's
circumstance is seen by those same family members that, just as they predicted she
would, Hannah has failed.

Hannah sees things very differently than those members of her family who look
upon her circumstances as failure in progress. Rather than dwelling on the most recent
turn of events, Hannah continues to take the long view in making sense of her
predicament. Where she is now, rather than representing failure, is merely a disruption
from a journey that never promised to be smooth in the first place. Thus, despite the
unexpected delay in the realization of her college and career aspirations, Hannah looks
upon her current circumstances, and the fact that she has made it this far, as indications of

her instinct for survival:

"Even though you are not raised in the proper environment, one that's
conducive to developing goals and then sticking to them, you kind of search out
what you think you need to survive. I obviously needed role models. So whenI
grew up I picked out two. I didn't honestly realize I was doing it, but looking
back, I did. I have my uncle -- he's successful and he's always been there; then I

have my other mom -- the professional woman."
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Hannah knows that she will eventually graduate from college and go on to law
school. In fact, her work with the satellite company has helped her sharpen her thinking
about her career goals by exposing her to the field of business law. And with the
opportunity to live on her own and support herself, Hannah continues to move ahead in
other important areas of her life. If she were writing a book about her life, Hannah
explains, the major theme would be, not surprisingly, survival. But the chapter in which
she situates herself now, she says, is still being written. Stated another way, her present
circumstances are simply one episode in a much larger sub-plot. This is how the current

chapter would read:

"Something about being on the right path, but it being a winding path.

Because you know, I go forward — but yet I'm still here. But I've still got a

couple of pages left to write. Hopefully, in the fall I'll be back on a straight path."
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Chapter 3: Ethan

"I think the worst thing about it is feeling like I'm limited in what I can do.
That's the worst thing. Sometimes I felt like I was just being held down, I didn't
have any choice. Everything was going on without me. I felt like I was running a race

with worn-out shoes."

Introduction

The system of education in the United States is based on the idea of contest
mobility, in which the governing objective is to give elite status, in the form of
educational distinction and college credentials, only to those who earn it (Turner, 1960).
"Under contest mobility," Turner writes, "the object is to train as many as possible in the
skills necessary for elite status so as to give everyone a chance to maintain competition at
the highest pitch” (p. 863). This ideology of meritocracy emanates from the belief that
ability and effort count for more than privilege and inherited status in a democratic
system of education (Hurn, 1985). Underlying the meritocratic thesis, Hurn writes, is a
conviction that achievement is a far more rational way of allocating status than ascription
(p- 49). In this scheme the contest is open at all times and anyone can choose to play.
And because the results are based on the achievements of the individual, those who come
out on top are, rightly so, entitled to the privileges that accompany their new social

position.
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In theory, then, our system of education offers all students a level playing field on
which to compete for the economic, social, and cultural rewards that await the winners.
But we have learned from a strong tradition of research into the relationship between
social class, education, and occupations that the competition for credentials and middle
class status is far from open and fair. Social reproduction theorists in particular challenge
the meritocratic underpinnings of our system of education. "Roulette," Bourdieu (1986)
writes, "gives a fairly accurate image of this imaginary universe of perfect competition
and perfect equality of opportunity, a world without inertia, without accumulation,
without heredity or acquired properties, in which every moment is perfectly independent
of the previous one" (p. 241). The position of Bourdieu and others is that while the
competition for educational distinction and college credentials may be open to anyone,
not all participants began at the same place and thus not all have an equal chance of
coming out on top. While this strand of social reproduction theory is not without its
critics, a careful reader will find it difficult to deny that socioeconomic factors weigh

heavily in the outcome of educational competition.

Ethan's Story

Ethan will probably transfer from Central College at the completion of the current
semester, a decision dictated by his inability to afford what it would cost for him to
continue at Central. He was forced to take out an additional loan in order to come back
this year, and the interest payments on the loan requires him to work twenty hours per
week during the school year. To compound his financial problems, his parents have

informed him that the small amount of financial support they have been able to contribute
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up to now will no longer be available. Ethan's only option is to transfer to one of the
regional state universities, probably the one nearest his home, so that he can afford to
finish college. He regrets that he will miss out on much of what attracted him to Central
in the first place, namely small classes, a small student body, and more personalized
attention in the classroom. But he also realizes that he really has no other options. Much
to his dismay, Ethan's plans for his last two years of college are being shaped by his
inability to secure the necessary financial resources.

Indeed, resources play a central role in Ethan's story of how he was able to make
it to college. His financial difficulties are simply the latest, and the most obvious,
example of the way his educational aspirations have been mediated by the availability of
resources. Despite his inability to clearly articulate his career goals, Ethan never doubted
that he would attend college. And despite the interruptions that have delayed his plan, he
is on track to finish college and fully expects to find a position as a teacher once he
graduates. In this sense, his story is not about overcoming seemingly overwhelming odds
to graduate from college. Rather, his experiences and his reflections on them highlight
for us at the most intimate level the ways in which family background, whether defined in
terms of class, culture, or the all-encompassing designation of socio-economic status,
affects one's ability to succeed in the educational system. As Ethan understands it, his
educational predicament has been shaped more by the lack of social and cultural
resources than by his financial situation.

Social classes are differentiated in part by the cultural dispositions that are formed
unconsciously as people observe the patterns of behavior of those around them

(Bourdieu, 1986). As we shall see, Ethan's social relationships have been shaped in large
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part by his cultural disposition, which rendered him unable or unwilling to connect with
his peers in meaningful ways. In high school the resource discrepancy between him and
many of the other students, which he feels ultimately manifested in a disparity in
achievement, created an animosity for Ethan that prevented him from joining the circle of
"good" students. Later, as a college student returning to his hometown, he found himself
working alongside mostly uneducated, unmotivated co-workers whose lifestyle did not
appeal to him on any level. Consequently, he was unable to form meaningful
relationships with his work peers as a young adult.

Ethan's experience illustrates the paradoxical nature of the relationship between
family background and educational achievement: the ability to obtain valuable cultural
capital in its institutionalized form (i.e., the college credential) is a function of the
embodied cultural capital (i.e., disposition) one possesses in the beginning. Ethan aptly
captures the essence of his predicament in his description of his educational experience as
"running a race with worn-out shoes." For Ethan, graduating from college will signify
that he has caught up with those whose positions at the outset of the race were far ahead
of his own. As he makes clear with his actions and his words, you can still finish a race

wearing worn out shoes. It just takes a little longer and is a little more painful.



I. The Elements of Family Life

Lifestyle and Aspirations

A lot of kids come home from school and there's no one home to watch after
them, so they just sit and watch TV all day. Because they must find ways to occupy their
time, many of these kids end up with no real direction in their lives, at least as far as their
educational plans are concerned. As a consequence, they end up hanging out on the
street. And once on the street, they become bored because they really have nothing
worthwhile to do, which usually means that they end up getting into trouble. By contrast,
some kids come home from school and their mom has dinner ready for them, she helps
them with their homework, and maybe their dad checks over it to make sure that it has
been done correctly. These kids, because their parents are involved in their education,
probably spend their time very differently than those other kids. Rather than hanging out
on the streets, they find ways to occupy their time more constructively. Maybe they are
involved with a church youth group; maybe they attend plays and other events at the local
school; or maybe they simply devote more time to their studies.

Ethan offers the two scenarios to illustrate what he understands to be the
relationship between class and education. If the two scenarios represent opposite ends of
a continuum, Ethan sees himself more toward the former. Indeed, much of his
description is autobiographical. He was one of those kids who came home after school
and watched television all afternoon. He did hang out on the streets with his friends
instead of doing his homework. And he did get himself into trouble as a result, the most

serious being the time he and a friend were caught drinking beer in the park -- when they
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were in the sixth grade. And Ethan does attribute his behavior to a general lack of
direction in his life.

Admittedly, the line that runs from lifestyle to educational outcomes is a
circuitous one. But for Ethan the complexity of the equation can be distilled down to a
few essential elements: "Whatever you do with your time," Ethan adds, "that's what you

think about as being important.” He goes on:

"I don't know how to explain it, but I think there's a relationship between
the families, the parents and jobs they have and the people that are around them,
and the children, and then what happens to them in school. Money is definitely a
factor too, but I think these are much more important.

"Some people are successful and a lot of it has to do with their family.
And a lot of people are not so successful in school and it has to do with families.
A lot of it has to do with just what's talked about at the dinner table, that type of
thing. Or the parents might have friends who come over and talk and ask you
what you want to do, then you'll think about that. The company you keep.

"I just think some of your lifestyle affects your relationships with people,

and then your relationship affects the choices you make."

Ethan never really though much about careers when he was growing up. "In
fact," he says, "I didn't know what 1 wanted to do for a career until my senior year when
colleges started asking me what I wanted to choose for a major." He attended church

frequently when he was younger, and so for a while he considered getting involved in
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some aspect of religious life. He also knew a little about the work his father did, which
Ethan now describes simply as "blue-collar work," and he was aware of what some of the
other parents in his neighborhood did for a living. One guy drove a Coca-Cola truck,
Ethan recalls, and a few others worked in the pickle factory in town. Again, blue-collar
types bf things. But beyond that Ethan knew little else about the world of work.

To make matters worse, Ethan did not know where to turn to look for help in
deciding what he might want to do with his life. Much to his dismay, Ethan received
little guidance from his parents. Not that they were indifferent to Ethan's educational and
career aspirations. To the contrary, his parents had always expressed confidence in
Ethan's ability to do well and to become successful in life. "When high school came
around I didn't do very well," recalls Ethan. "And my dad's typical comment would be
‘well, I'm proud of you no matter what grades you get." These words of support were
common in Ethan's early educational years. "But," Ethan adds, "my parents didn't really
give me any direction, like you should really think about what you want to do. They
didn't give me options, really. They just said 'you're capable of doing what you want to
do.' That's pretty much it."

The importance of a college education was understood by Ethan and his parents,
even though neither of them had ever gone. So despite the vague expressions of support
offered by his parents, Ethan always knew that he would go to college. Despite the
wishes of his parents for him to be successful and the confidence they placed in his
abilities to succeed, Ethan feels that the general ethos that characterized his home life did
not support the words. The problem from Ethan's perspective is the incongruence

between the words of encouragement offered by his parents on the one hand, and the

93



intentionality of attitudes and behaviors that might have helped ensure his success on the
other. To put it another way, his lifestyle simply did not push him toward specific

college and career aspirations.

"I think my parents had a goal for me. I think they had this idea that I
would do well in school. My parents didn't really teach me much as far as college
and careers go, they were always a loving family and that's important. So I felt
like I had a place to be loved. That has a lot to do with it, I think.

"...]I think my parents encouraged me to do well and I think they always
encouraged me to be successful and do what I want to do. My dad has always
said T'll support you, whatever you want to do.' But I don't think he had the

resources to tell me what to do. Maybe they didn't think it was important.”

Critical Conversations: The High School Experience

High school represents a critical crossroads in the pursuit of educational and
career aspirations. The choices made by students during these four years in many ways
determines whether they will go to college, which college or university they will attend,
and whether or not they will persist to graduation. A study of high school students in the
state of Indiana (Orfield and Paul, 1993) found that the vast majority of ninth grade
students expressed a desire to go to college. But in later years many of the students with
expressed college aspirations were not taking the college prep courses required for

admission to four-year colleges and universities. The authors conclude that the low
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college attendance rate in the state may be due less to lack of aspiration on the part of
students, and much more to the poor, uninformed choices students make in high school.

From a theoretical standpoint, much has been written about the disparity in
college attendance patterns. McDonough (1997) suggests that high schools contribute to
attendance patterns through the amount, type, and quality of college counseling offered
by the school, all of which is intended to reflect the prevailing values of the families
whose children attend the school. As an example of this phenomenon, Karen (1988)
found that elite prep schools concentrate on gaining access to elite colleges and
universities for their students. My aim is not to reduce the complexity of these theoretical
positions for the sake of simple comparison. For my purposes the lesson drawn from this
body of work is this: while high school attendance is universal, it is meaningful to
consider the ways in which the high school experience influences college aspirations only
at the most local level.

‘Ethan’s high school experience was shaped by his inability to participate in
important conversations in the ways other students did. The term "conversation" refers
metaphorically to the various forms of dialogue, both in and out of the classroom, that are
part of the high school experience. His inability to participate in classroom discussions,
for example, made it difficult for him to project himself as a "serious” student. Similarly,
his lack of focus and clarity about his career goals made it difficult for him to be taken
seriously as "college material” by his teachers and counselors. Ethan shares with us his
experiences as a non-participant in these critical conversations, and the consequences for

him as he attempted to give form and substance to his vague aspirations.
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"Showing Signs of Being Capable”

Ethan noticed that many of the students in his classes seemed to be much more
engaged in the material than he was. As a case in point, he recalls a biology course he
took, a course that Ethan found rather boring and uninformative. "We just went through
each section in the book and did fill in the blanks." But Ethan noticed one student in
particular who apparently held a very different view of the class than he did. She seemed
to always engage in the classroom discussions, and her level of participation indicated to
Ethan that she was probably doing well in the class. Ethan approached her after class one
day and began sharing his complaints about the class: he found it boring, and he didn't
think the teacher was actually teaching the class much at all. The student, who Ethan

knew was planning to go to college, responded to Ethan in a most surprising way:

"She said 'well, you just have to know how to ask the right questions.'
You have to know how to get things out of him, you have to ask him the questions
so he can teach you.' And I thought about that, and that keeps coming back to me.
If you don't really have a general understanding of what the subject is or what
you're trying to ask, then you can't even ask the logical or intelligent question. I
never knew what questions to ask him. I didn't even really know what biology

was, what it really was, until after that class was over."

At the time Ethan concluded that the students who were participating in the

discussions in biology class were simply more interested in the material than he was. He

was even prepared to accept that they were "smarter." In retrospect, however, Ethan sees
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his relative inactivity in the classroom as an insidious by-product of his lifestyle. These
other families, Ethan now believes, were more adept at utilizing their available resources
to the benefit of their children's education and, in many cases, they simply had more
resources to deploy. Rather than a reflection of native ability, Ethan has concluded, the
discrepancy in classroom participation reflects a much larger discrepancy in the amount

of resources available to students in the home:

"I think her parents probably talked to her about biology. And I'm sure her
parents had biology in college, maybe had conversations, and it kind of piqued
her interest and so she came in the biology class and asked the biology teacher
'well, what does this mean, I talked to my dad about this' and so she was able to
have a good discussion in class.

"It happens that way in math, for example -- this really bothers me.
Seventh grade, I think we took a math exam or test to determine whether we're
going to take algebra or not the next year. And I remember one kid telling me
that the day of the test, he said ‘well, I think I'm going to do real great on this.

The last couple weeks my dad and I sat down and he taught me some algebra and,
so0, I'm going to do really well'. And he told me that if I do well, if I'm going to
get in the algebra class I'm going to get a jet ski this summer.'

"And I think about it now and that test just didn’t seem very fair to me. So
he's going to go on and take the algebra the next year, and it's going to be easier
for him to take the more advanced math in the future. And the first time I ever

saw an 'x' or a'y' was on that test and I didn't know what it meant. And the kid
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that sat next to me he had his father, who knew what algebra was a little bit. It
was really elementary algebra that was on that test but if you knew anything about

it you, I think that you showed signs of being capable."

From Ethan's point of view, what he lacked in high school is that which the
students around him seemed to possess in abundance: the ability to participate fully and
actively in the educational experience. Ethan noticed that some of his classmates seemed
to take a more active role in classroom discussions. They would ask questions and make
connections between concepts that signaled to Ethan a comprehension of the material that
far exceeded his own. By comparison, Ethan simply did not feel comfortable or
confident enough about his abilities to engage the teachers or the other students in ways
that would perhaps help him to refine his own thinking on issues. Nor did he feel secure
enough in his knowledge of specific subject matter to contribute to the discussion in the
classroom.

Ethan's inability to ask the right kinds of questions in order to derive the most
benefit from the educational experience rendered him a passive observer in most of his
classes. While he does not dismiss the relevance of native ability in determining
academic success, Ethan has come to believe that the primary cause of his own mediocre
academic performance lies not in his inability to master the subject matter, but rather in
his attitude toward school that led him to view himself as a passive recipient of education.
His approach was to try and learn as much as he could and let the meritocratic process
take care of the rest. It never occurred to Ethan that there might be ways to seek out a

competitive edge beyond the bounds of natural ability and work habits. In this sense,
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Ethan's inability to ask the right kinds of questions is merely an indication of a much
deeper deficiency on his part. Beyond not knowing what questions to ask, Ethan was not

predisposed to understand the importance of asking questions at all.

From the Dinner Table to the Classroom: The Relevance of Education

Ethan was excluded from full participation in his educational experience because
of the sets of rules and assumptions under which he was operating. Knowing the
importance of "asking the right questions” in the classroom, for example; or further still,
recognizing that there are ways to work within the educational system to gain a
competitive advantage over the other students in earning markers of educational
achievement, have obvious implications for the way a student approaches their own
educational experience. Ethan's assumptions about education, by contrast, led him to
passively absorb that which the school had deemed important and rendered him content
to compete "on his own," confident that the meritocratic process would sort things out
accordingly.

While this aspect of the educational experience, understanding the rules of
engagement, may have contributed in part to the nature of Ethan's educational experience,
another more obvious form of exclusion was also taking place. "There is no doubt in my
mind," Ethan suggests, "that students were treated differently by teachers and by the
administration." The differences in treatment, according to Ethan, have to do with the
varying expectations that were placed on the students. What seemed to make the
difference was whether or not students had demonstrated academic promise in the past,

and whether they were bound for college. If the student had a need for what the teacher
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could offer, Ethan believes, then the teachers though they were doing their job by paying
more attention to those students. But for the vo-tech students, who past performance and
career interests suggested that they might not be "college material,” the expectations, and
thus the actual classroom experience, was very different. In essence, as Ethan puts it, the

teachers "took an interest in the kids who had something to bring already:"

"Like in our government class, when NAFTA was a big deal a lot of
people were talking about it. I didn't know anything about it and a couple of kids
were talking about it with our teacher and he seemed to have a real interest in
talking to them about it but not an interest in telling us all what it really meant. I
had no idea what it really was. But they were having an intelligent conversation
about it, I mean they were talking about it and obviously understood it. But it
would seem useless for other people and he didn't seem to want to talk to us about
it.

"Or our stock project, for example. Maybe some kids knew what stocks
meant and what they are all about, but he didn't really describe them or what the
significance of them was and why they are important. So, we did this entire stock
project for the last month of our class and we were supposed to spend all this time
in it, but a lot of kids didn't really understand why they are important. And so the
teacher really spent time with the kids and talked about it with the students who

had a general understanding of it."
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It is easy to imagine a teacher feeling frustrated over a classroom climate in which
students are not aware of current events such as NAFTA, or are not familiar with the
workings of the stock exchange to a degree that would allow them to engage in
meaningful classroom discussion. In a scenario such as this one the impulse on the part
of the teacher to engage those students whose baseline of prior knowledge about the
subject at hand closely mirrors their own is understandable. And even if Ethan's teachers
did not intentionally engage the more knowledgeable students to the exclusion of the
others, it is reasonable to accept that they were acting on the assumption that everyone in
the classroom possessed roughly the same amount of prior knowledge. After all, anyone
who reads the newspaper and pays attention to important events should be aware of the
issues surrounding the introduction of NAFTA. Hence, some teachers might conclude
that the lack of participation must be a symptom of something more attitudinal than
substantive, revealing something about the low motivation level of the disengaged
students and the lack of seriousness with which they approach their education.

But Ethan’s version of his experience with these classroom discussions causes us
to consider an alternative interpretation of the participation scenario. When the
conversations in the classroom centered on middle class themes, like how to successfully
negotiate the stock exchange; or when the ability to participate in discussions about
current events was heavily dependent on lifestyle habits like dinner discussions, Ethan
found himself once again on the outside. While we have an easy time imagining a
frustrated teacher in a classroom partially made up of seemingly uninterested and
disengaged students, it is just as easy to imagine a classroom in which some of the

students are simply disinterested in the subject of the discussions. In other words,
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Ethan’s experience brings to light the possibility that there may have been students in the
classroom, himself among them, who felt that neither the implications of NAFTA nor the
workings of the stock exchange were relevant to the lives they were living. To state it
another way, the conversation taking place in the classroom seemed to him to have no
direct bearing on Ethan's life and, consequently, was a conversation for which his own

life experience provided no vocabulary.

"What's a Kid Supposed to Say if He Doesn't Know What's Out There?"

Ethan's experiences in his biology and government classes shed light on what it is
like for a student who is hindered from full participation in classroom discussions. In the
cases of NAFTA discussion and the stock market project, Ethan was hindered by a
perceived lack of relevance of the subject matter to his own life. But there exists within
the high school a form of conversation that is both more pervasive and arguably much
more important in its implications for students who aspire to attend college. Unlike the
exchanges in the classroom, the conversation about college and career aspirations
requires that students be fluent in yet another language.

One area where Ethan felt he lagged far behind many of his high school
classmates was in his knowledge about various colleges and careers. By his own
admission, he had given little thought to his future while growing up and even as late as
his senior year in high school had still not clarified his options for college and career. He
grew up believing that, in his words, "whatever would happen next would just happen.”
Consequently, he never felt the need to think about it much nor was he encouraged to do

so by his parents. But despite the lack of clarity about his career goals, and his apparent
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lack of concern about it, Ethan knew for sure that he wanted to attend college. He admits
that he and his parents had bought into the ideology that defines success as going to
college, getting a "good job," and "doing well" financially. Unfortunately for Ethan, he
approached this critical crossroad with little else other than his vague notion of wanting
to be successful.

Specifically, Ethan's lack of knowledge about college, both in terms of the
different types of institutions and the process for getting there, and his inability to talk
with clarity about his career goals affected his ability to present himself in a serious light.
The consequences of non-participation in this conversation, as Ethan would learn, could
be the difference between being thought of by teachers and counselors as a serious,
career-minded prospective college student or as someone whose aspirations outpace their

potential. Ethan shows us what it is like to be cast in the latter category:

"Some students knew what they wanted to be. Even people who wanted
to go to vo-tech, I think they knew what questions to ask. 'Well, I want to run this
mechanics garage. Well, go to vo-tech.' That sort of thing.

"I had no idea what I really wanted to do. There were times when 1
wanted to be a mechanic, times when I wanted to be a firefighter, times when I
wanted to be a pastor. I remember going out to vo-tech to visit one time. I
didn't know anything about it. Then I remember going to take the tutoring class
for people who were planning on being teachers. I had no clue what I wanted to

be."
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"...I don't know how to explain it except that sometimes I feel like I didn't
know anything about any side of it. I was just kind of in between somewhere. I
don't think I really identified with any group. I mean I went to vo-tech and I was
interested in what that was all about. I took the honors English my senior year,
the composition class that everyone took who was planning to go to college. I
was interested in what that was like. I took the tutoring opportunities for people
who wanted to be teachers. I was interested in all of that, but I don't think I cared

too much or thought about what any of it would actually be like."

Once again, Ethan found himself excluded from a conversation from which he
could have benefited had he been able to participate. What separated Ethan from the
middle class students in the domain of aspirations was his inability to talk with clarity
and with focus about college and his career goals. In this instance the conversation was
dominated by students with lofty career goals and by a staff of teachers and counselors
who were more interested in working with amphibious, career-minded students. Lacking
this capacity Ethan was assumed to be lacking the ability and the desire that one need to

be taken seriously as a prospective college student:

"I remember talking to my high school counselor. In tenth grade we do
our schedules for our junior and senior year, and a lot of people chose vo-tech as
an option. And so I went out and visited a building trades class or something like
that and I just didn't like it. It was mostly the people, but I -- she just asked me

'well, what do you want to do? Well, what's a kid supposed to say if he doesn't
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really know what's out there? So, I just said 'well, I really don't know what I want
to do.! Maybe that sound like I just don't care, but maybe that means that I just
don't know what options were out there for me...I think the counselor interpreted
that as 'he doesn't care.' She probably interpreted it as 'he really doesn't care.'

"So I was encouraged to go to vo-tech, to go see. So I went to vo-tech
with all the kids who were thinking about vo-tech. I didn't like it but that was
something I was encouraged to because I didn't like my math class. Just because I
didn't like my math class doesn't mean I couldn't have used it.

"...In my mind the counselor should be the person that is encouraging
people to think about all their options and what that means for them. But, instead
they seemed to just ask questions like "What do you want to do?" And if
someone doesn't really understand what it means to take these different routes

then I don't think that is just a stupid question."

Asking someone "what do you want to do" when they finish high school is to

assume a baseline of knowledge and awareness on the part of the person being asked.

First, the question assumes that the student has been exposed to enough of what's "out

there" to know where he or she may fit within the contours of the labor market. It also

assumes that the student understands the differences between the various types of

occupations, whether in terms of amount of education required, range of income, or

measures of status and prestige. Second, the question assumes that the student is aware

of the differences between types of postsecondary institutions. To simplify the point, the

student needs to understand the differences between the community college located
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within his or her own neighborhood, the major research university located downtown,
and the private liberal arts college located in the next county. Each potentially affects the
student's life trajectory in different ways and he or she needs to understand which type is
most likely to get them where they want to be in the short term and in the long term. As
some of us find out after the fact, it is not true simply that "college is college."

By his own admission Ethan’s thoughts about his future included everything from
youth pastor to English teacher to homebuilder. When a high school guidance counselor
asks the question of someone who has not been encouraged to give it serious thought the
question takes on new significance. Though he had aspirations to become successful, he
was unable to pinpoint with any degree of specificity what becoming successful for him
entails. Did he mean he needed to make a lot of money? If not, then what type of
occupations best suited his interests and personality? And perhaps most importantly,
what level of education does he ultimately aspire to? Add to his uncertainty in these
areas his lackluster academic record and it would seem entirely reasonable to conclude
that Ethan, despite his internal convictions to the contrary, that he was indeed more suited

for vo-tech.

Peer Conversations

As we will see later in this story, part of what Ethan most values about his time at
Central College is the opportunity to learn from those around him. Beyond the obvious
desire to become educated and earn a degree, Ethan is benefiting from being surrounded
by students who can expose him to points of view different from his own. One of the

greatest benefits for Ethan is that he is around people whose points of view include high

106



aspirations for themselves, as well as knowledge of the available resources to facilitate
their attainment. Consequently, Ethan's career goals have become more clear since he
arrived at Central, and he continues to challenge himself to experience as much as he can
during his remaining years in college.

The students in Ethan's high school represented a wide range of abilities and
aspirations. Ethan would later learn from one of the counselors in the school that there
was about an even split between students from blue-collar families and students from
college educated, professional families. As such, Ethan found himself on a daily basis in
contact with students who exhibited the full range of educational and career aspirations:
students who aspired to go to selective colleges; students who were content to obtain job
training while in high school; and some, like himself, who were unable to talk about their
future plans with any degree of clarity and certainty. And yet, as Ethan describes it, he
never felt comfortable with a lot of the groups in high school. "I was really solitary,"
Ethan goes on to say. "I would sit with these people one day at lunch, and then the
football players the next day at lunch. I just didn't try to become close to people. I just
didn't want to become part of a group and then be influenced by them."

It is difficult to ascertain whether Ethan was completely free from peer influence
in high school. It is safe to assume, however, that how Ethan chose to relate to his peers,
especially those who had clearly defined educational and career goals, determined the
extent to which he would benefit from being around them. We can only speculate along
with Ethan as to why he was.not more fully enculturated into one of the various peer
subgroups or, to use Ethan's words, why he "didn't want to be part of a group and then be

influenced.” Had his grades been better perhaps Ethan would have identified more with
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the woman in his biology class; or maybe had he made the effort to learn more about
NAFTA, or had he summoned the courage to ask the teacher for an explanation of it, his
perception of himself as an outsider in the classroom may have been altered.

Yet, rather than associating himself with those students in order to better himself
he responded to these students very differently. As it stands, we can only conclude along
with Ethan that unwillingness to try and form meaningful relationships with his college-
bound high school peers was shaped by his perception of gaps in the way they view the

world:

"I didn't like a lot of those other people. This one girl in my biology class
was so determined to get into the good colleges that she didn't care about learning
anything. When I suggested that we don't have the answer sheet before the test so
we could actually learn, she said ‘no, I have to get good grades so I can get into
college.' And I said 'what? I didn't understand that. I didn't like some of those

people and I didn't like some of those attitudes."”

The Elements of Family Life: Conclusion

Ethan recognizes the power of the mundane aspects of family existence, those
seemingly benign daily rituals, habits, and conversations that in the aggregate comprise a
way of life. For Ethan, it is these aspects of his life, the things that are often taken for
granted, that are most powerful As he has reflected on the relationship between his

family's lifestyle and his experiences in high school, Ethan has come to recognize the
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consequences of having to compete with students and families who were more able to
deploy social and cultural resources in order to gain an educational advantage. Lacking
the background and experience to help Ethan develop specific college and career goals
and concrete plans for getting there, his parents defaulted to the type of support they
could readily give: they simply wanted Ethan to be happy and to "do well." But
strategies for gaining a competitive advantage, including recognizing the importance of
class participation and extracurricular involvement, was not something about which his
parents were qualified to speak in concrete terms.

By contrast, many of the students in his class whose parents attended college were
at a distinct advantage because they understood how to play the educational game.
Further, many of these families were able to deploy educational and social resources and
convert them into markers of academic achievement in ways that he was not able to. At
one level we heard Ethan talk about his inability to participate in certain classroom
discussions because he was unfamiliar with the subject matter, and because of he had no
one at home to turn to for help. He also felt that he was handicapped by his inability to
talk with specificity about his career goals, which he feels led the counselors to not take
his stated colleges aspirations seriously.

But another important feature of knowing how to play the educational game is
revealed in the general orientation one has to their role as a participant in the process of
formal schooling. While having the ability to deploy resources on behalf of your children
can result in educational advantage, knowing the importance of such behavior is often
less a question of available resources than of background and experience. Things like

encouraging students to participate in outside activities like student government, for
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example, have the potential to fundamentally alter both the educational experience and
the outcome for an individual. Involvement in these activities gave his classmates
detectable advantages within the educational system, many related to the expectations for
future performance placed on them by the staff at the high school based on past
participation and achievements. So perhaps of more significance than Ethan's inability to
actively participate was a lack of understanding of the inherent value of such
participation. As Ethan aptly summarizes the phenomenon, the teachers seemed to
respond more favorably toward those students who brought middle class educational

histories and social backgrounds to the discussion.
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II. A System of Trial and Error

Ethan characterizes his college experiences as a process of trial and error. To
illustrate the analogy he points to the fact that he is now enrolled in college for the second
time, following a dism<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>