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Abstract:

The purpose of this qualitative research was tdoegow educational identities were
formed and transformed within educational instdng over the lifespan and how the
identities were related to decisions about edunatultural (re)production theories
provided the framework for analyzing the ways whindquality was reproduced through
social institutions, specifically educational imstions. This research utilized a life-
history approach to explore the educational idestiof first-generation, adult students
enrolled in the first year of an associate degregnam at an urban, multi-campus
community college in the Midwest. The life-historgrratives revealed that schools are
important sites where students interpret messagm# a/ho they are within educational
institutions. These messages form educational ittesthat impacted educational
decision-making. Educational identities were need, but transformed over time. For
the participants in this study, distressing eadyaational experiences contributed to the
formation of educational identities that were dgsged, self-critical, and dejected. These
educational identities contributed to the studedégisions not to attend college directly
after high school. Later in life, life circumstasgeushed first-generation, adult students
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

This research was an examination of how educatidealtities were formed and
transformed within educational institutions ovee tiiespan and how the identities
related to decisions about education. The resafestribecand explained the social
construction of educational identities from thenslfaoint of the participants. A life-
history approach was used to explore the educdtideatities of first-generation, low-
income adult students enrolled in the first yeaammfissociate degree program at an
urban, multi-campus Midwestern community college.ghin information-rich data for
in-depth study, a purposeful sample of 15 open-gseéeni-structured, life-history
interviews were conducted with individuals who madently entered a degree program at
a community college.

Studying educational identities was the intersectibtwo areas of sociological
interest: education and identity. In the contexigher education, adult students
provided the opportunity to study two social pheeamof interest to sociologists. The
social phenomena of interest included how instingiof education reproduced social
class (Bourdieu and Passeron [1977] 1990; LeviasahHolland 1996) and how
identities were shaped through social interactighiw specific settings. The knowledge

gained through this research may help to provid@gi to inform educational and social

policy.



This chapter includes a summary of the backgrounadcantext that framed this
study, followed by a description of the problem &mel purpose of the study, and leading
into the specific research questions that guidedsttudy. The chapter continues with a
description of the researcher’s background andnagsans prior to beginning the study,
followed by the overall research design. A disaussif the rationale and significance of
the study are included, followed by definitionskefy terms used throughout the study.
BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

The changing nature of work and the increased esiploa credentialing to
obtain and/or keep employment has led many adukstoll in undergraduate degree
programs to begin or complete a college degreeeSiA70, the number of adults 25 and
older enrolled in college has nearly tripled (NaibCenter for Educational Statistics
2004). As of 2006, this age group accounted forlpn&8 percent of the total number of
students enrolled in U.S. colleges and univers(tskes 2006). Many community
colleges and universities, both public and privegeponded to this need by offering
degree completion programs for adult students (Reayid, and Ball 2005). Unlike
specific job-related training programs, enrolimena college degree completion
program, whether supported by or required by anl@yep, represents a substantial
commitment of time and resources by the adult studedult students find themselves
looking for new employment after workforce reduatia jobs they have held for a long
period of time (Elman and O’Rand 2002).

The importance of a college degree for improvifg ¢hances is now recognized
at the national level. On July 14, 2009, Presid@mama presented the American

Graduation Initiative to an audience at Macomb Camity College. The main point of



this initiative was to increase access to and egbiiity of degree programs at
community colleges. The goal was to provide trartim students, including many adult
students, as well as to help workers find new egmpknt and alleviate the economic
downturn. In his remarks, President Obama recodrtizat community colleges offered
“a place where people of all ages and all backgiedaven in the face of obstacles, even
in the face of very difficult personal challengesrd¢ake a chance on a brighter future for
themselves and their families” (Obama 2010:para. 8)

The American Graduation Initiative provides grastsommunity colleges to
create programs related to regional employmentrardident Obama wants to create a
research center to determine which educationalrpnog work. He stated,

If a parent is going to spend time in the classra@mh away from his or her

family—especially after a long day at work—that egreally has to mean

something. They have to know that when they gdtdblgree, this is going to

help advance their goals. If a worker is goingpersl two years training to enter

into a whole new profession, that certificate liamean that he or she is ready,

and that businesses are ready to hire. (Obama pai#. 33)

The third part of the American Graduation Initi&is to fund programs that will
track student progress both inside and outsidel#ssroom to determine the barriers that
prevent students from finishing a degree and to tekenove those barriers. President
Obama remarked, “Maybe it becomes too difficultdgrarent to be away from home, or
too expensive for a waiter or a nurse to miss f. shiThe point is, we need to figure out
solutions for these kinds of challenges.” (Obama®@ara. 35)

As recognized in President Obama’s speech, adwdests generally hold full-
time employment, have family responsibilities irdilug children and aging parents, and

are engaged in community activities. When aduliiestis enroll in a college degree

program, they have to learn how to juggle all the¢irer responsibilities (Hammer,



Grigsby, and Woods 1998; Home 1997). The cost ikége attendance is an additional
financial burden and is compounded by accruingestutban debt. Many adult learners
hope that the additional student loan debt wilabeviated by higher earning power.
However, for many adult students, such loans mayay not be paid in full by the time
the adult student reaches retirement age, makagrtancial payoff of completing a
degree questionable (EIman and O’Rand 2004).

In addition to the complications associated witkerading college as an adult,
many adult students are the first person in tlaily to attend college. First-generation
college students are defined as those who arergénftheir families of origin to attend
college (Billson and Terry 1982). First-generatimiiege students are likely to be older
than those who are not first-generation collegdestts. Among first-generation college
students, 31 percent are 24 years old or oldemempared to only 5 percent of those
whose parents have a bachelor’'s degree (Choy 2BD4{.generation college students
often face more challenges in college than do thds®se parents attended college
before them.

An abundance of literature relates to the challerigeed by first-generation
college students. The documented challenges facsddh students include a lack of
college preparedness and knowledge, low familynmeanconsistent family support
(Choy 2001; Horn, Nunez and Larry Bobbit 2000; $tagd Hossler 1989; Thayer
2000), and difficulties making cultural transitiofisman and Mayes 1999; London 1989,
1992). Interestingly, even though a high percentddest-generation college students

are also adult students, very little research ddsessed the challenges and strengths of



this specific sub-group of first-generation collesgedents: adult students (Zwerling
1992).

Adult, first-generation college students face mahthe same obstacles, but also
encounter some potential areas of divergence. be&ades adult students face vary from
those faced by their 18-22 year old counterparthli*students chose not to attend
college directly after high school; must balancekyfamily, and community
responsibilities; and made a decision to returcoltege later in life. Their life
experiences in the labor force and as parents geeausights and knowledge that can act
as strengths when entering the college environifiBantt and MacDonald 2005;
Giancola, Munz, and Trares 2008). This particutanbination of life circumstances
provided an interesting opportunity for sociologjicevestigation.

PROBLEM, PURPOSE, AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The economic and social benefits of attendingeg@ldirectly after high school
are well-documented (Aud et al. 2011), yet manyppedo not attend college at that time
(National Center for Higher Education 2012). Mangial factors influence the decision
to attend to college, such as academic preparaemmomic ability, and parental
influences. Often, individuals make decisions tlegroduce the economic realities of
their parents, and in effect, reproduce inequatityociety (Bourdieu and Passeron
[1977] 1990; Levinson and Holland 1996; Willis 1973uch decisions are often
embedded in the individuals’ identities and ecorworaalities. Later in life, economic
and social influences again propel the individdalsnake new decisions about their
education, when they must reconcile previous edutatidentities with the new reality

of attending college. Little research has takegglan how identities are formed and



transformed within educational institutions ovee tiiespan. This study provided a way
to explore how education and the social constrnatifodentity coalesce to shape the
identities and decision-making processes of fisstagation, adult students.

This research contains descriptions and explamatd how educational identities
are formed and transformed within educational fnstins over the lifespan of a group of
participants. The findings revealed how the idetditelated to decisions about
education. The research results descréatiexplained the social construction of
educational identities from the standpoint of taetipipants.

Multiple avenues are available for sociologicaluimyg into this particular
phenomenon. My original motivation for studying didearners developed from a desire
to understand how early educational experiencésented students’ beliefs about their
educational aptitudes and their decisions aboutiaddl education over the lifespan.
Studying adult learners allowed for an inquiry ibtoader, more fundamental
sociological concerns such as the social constmdf identity, (re)production of
inequality, resistance to inequality, and intersatlity. The research questions below
guided this research project. Understanding thepeitant aspects of the social
construction of positive educational identities &olult, first-generation students
enhanced understanding of the development of eidnehidentities.

(1) What is the role of early educational experienoeshiaping students’

educational identities? How do these early expegsraffect decisions
about attending college?

(2)  What life experiences or changes in the field @eashift in dispositions
that lead to enrollment in a college degree prodeder in life?

3) How do students (re)align the educational idergtitleveloped in early
educational experiences with their new role asegallstudent? How does



the culture of higher education support or detfiaech the development of
positive educational identities?

RESEARCHER BACKGROUND AND ASSUMPTIONS

While conducting this study, | worked in academuininistration at a community
college. Prior to entering a doctoral program icislogy, | was employed full-time in a
student services capacity, working primarily wittuli students beginning or returning to
college after a gap in their education. Many ofghelents were first-generation college
students. As a student counselor, | heard maniestabout what led students to enroll in
college. The stories were as varied as the indalglwho told them, but patterns emerged
in their stories and commonalities of experientes [ began to notice over the years.

My experience with these students and their st@itacted me to this particular
research.

The commonalities | noticed in the stories ledtmbegin to formulate
suppositions that guided this research. Firstticed a trend in stories revolving around
early childhood educational experiences. The egpeds in educational institutions were
influential in the students’ beliefs about themsshas knowledgeable or capable learners.
The beliefs became part of their identity, leadimgpecific self-talk about their college-
readiness or college-worthiness. The beliefs wergliied when the students’ stories
had links to specific family experiences relate@doication that discouraged or repressed
the student’s ability to attend college directlteathigh school.

Second, many of the students recounted a signifldarevent that led them to
reconsider and eventually enroll in college as@&dilhird, enrolling in college forced
the students to reflect on and sometimes redefmethey identified themselves as

knowledgeable and capable learners. Over the maang yof hearing such stories, |



began to articulate some ideas about how familycation, and economic factors
interacted to influence students’ beliefs about@edl their decision-making processes.
RESEARCH DESIGN

To explore the research questions, a qualitagsearch design using a critical
sociological approach was chosen. SpecificallyratiBed purposeful sample was
enlisted to select individuals with particular cheteristics related to the research
guestion and to provide a means for comparisormr&ficluded participants who
identified as male and female, multiple racial atithic identities, and ranging from 30
to 59 years old to explore how educational idesgitvere shaped by the intersection of
age, social class, race, and gender. First-genarstiuidents between the ages of 30-59
were recruited for in-depth interviews focusingtbair educational experiences across
the lifespan. Each student was currently enrolteal @mmunity college, had completed
less than 24 total credit hours, and received tredm@id based on financial need. In total,
15 students participated in interviews. The intews lasted approximately one and one-
half hours, were digitally recorded, and were tcaihed verbatim. The interviews
provided the information for the findings in thisigy.

To explore the educational narratives and idestibieadult students, the in-depth
semi-structured interviews had a critical and fastiqualitative research design. Critical
research paradigms focus on how power, controlj@ealogy are involved in
understanding social reality, while feminist resbgparadigms aim to uncover parts of
the human experience that may be hidden or sulgdgatder traditional or positivist
research paradigms (Hesse-Biber and Leavy 2008ic&and feminist research

methodology has the potential to transform theaeteprocess away from the researcher



as sole power and authority to a collaborationrmiidedge construction between the
researcher and the participants (Greenwood anch12808; Miskovic and Hoop 2006).
Using critical research is consistent with the gadlresearch as an applied function.
Critical research is consistent with my theoretjmaispective and with the ideals of adult
learning in general.

According to Hesse-Biber and Leavy (2006), therinésv is a meaning-making
process between the researcher and the intervieviese the goal is to reduce the
division between the roles and to form collaboraiiothe knowledge creation process.
The overall goal of in-depth interviews is to gdescriptive and explanatory data on a
specific topic in a single interview. In-depth intews allow the researcher to obtain
knowledge from the participants. The knowledgeudel complex information that
results in rich data for later analysis and intetation. In-depth interviews are useful to
understanding the social realities of those whaaaigginalized from society and are
used extensively in feminist and critical methodpds. In-depth interviews are useful in
“accessing subjugated voices and getting at sutgdganowledge” because “those who
have been marginalized in society, such as woneoplp of color, homosexuals, and the
poor, may have hidden experiences and knowledgééve been excluded from our
understanding of social reality” (Hesse-Biber amay 2006:123).

Drawing on feminist research methodology, which bagizes reflexivity, this
study focused on the importance of interaction iatefpretation on meaning
construction. An inductive, thematic analysis wassen to determine the meaning adult
students attached to these issues as well as leoisstihes affected their view of self in

relation to others. The interview data were orgedtito identify themes across narratives.



Storytelling is an important process of human comication and is used to make
meaning of experiences and communicate with otieosit the meanings of the
experiences. Through storytelling, people are abf@ocess experiences, reflect on
them, and contextualize events into personal likégnson (1998) posited that the life
story narrative is an important experience for hbthresearcher who is gathering data
and the persons telling their stories. The proaéiesss the storyteller to make sense of
important experiences, influences, and life lessAtiganson explained, “[S]tories are our
way of organizing, interpreting, and creating megrfrom our experiences while
maintaining a sense of continuity through it all'908:7). The life history narrative can
highlight how the storyteller “uses adaptive stgste to reconcile and resolve conflicts of
the past” (1998:7). Therefore, the most suitablg twaanalyze the negotiation of
educational identities was through life-historye@sh or life story interviews (Atkinson
1998).

A life-history approach allows people to highlighe turning points in their lives,
a process that addresses the primary questiohssaftudy: How educational identities
are formed and transformed within educational fnstins and what social forces push
individuals to enroll in college later in life. Oé the primary benefits of life-history
research is it allows the understanding of devekamal processes. The narratives
produced through the life-history interview are best way for a researcher to
understand a person'’s life experiences and thesopal interpretations of events and
feelings (Atkinson 1998).

Life-history interviews (Atkinson 1998) were conded with individuals who had

entered a college degree program as an adult, veénesen the ages of 30 and 59, were

10



first-generation college students, and receivednoml aid based on need. The life-
history interviews were semi-structured, allowihg tesearcher latitude to follow up on
emerging issues and themes that were not appatentgthe interview. Although
primary questions were asked, the focus was onipgdhe respondents’ answers for a
deeper and more extensive understanding.

After identifying a line of inquiry (Hesse-Biber @heavy 2006), an interview
guide for the semi-structured interviews was depetb The purpose of the interview
guide was to identify key issues relevant to tesearch while allowing the participants
some freedom to discuss issues relevant to thethidmesearch, the emphasis and scope
of the life-history interview evolved around eagyperiences in educational institutions,
identity development within those institutions, ©®s made about education, and
educational identity transformations within theiabcontext of educational institutions.
RATIONALE AND SIGNIFICANCE

U.S. society commonly believes that higher educasa means through which
people can gain access to the middle class. Thentertted benefits of higher education
include higher earnings, lower unemployment rategl(et al. 2011), and more optimism
about the future (Mbilinyi 2006). For those who Wwam higher education, a significant
issue is providing equitable access as well asrprog for those who are historically
underrepresented in higher education institutions.

Social and cultural reproduction theory providdsaanework for analyzing the
ways in which inequality is reproduced through abiistitutions, specifically
educational institutions. The foundational wdrkarning to Laboyby Paul Willis (1977)

investigated how working-class “lads” interacted amerpreted messages through

11



schooling and labor. Often the lads actively regdanessages about succeeding in school
because of their knowledge that their “place” wakabor. Other researchers built on
Willis’s research, adding gender and race intcatiaysis (Levinson and Holland 1996).

One of the ways this study investigated the (re)pation of inequality through
education was through the examination of the s@oaktruction of educational identities
over the lifespan. Social constructionism provitiesl foundation for understanding how
experiences are interpreted and given meaning. istasheling how students interpret and
give meaning to educational experiences and hogetheeanings affect behavior
informed the central research question regardiagttial construction of educational
identities. Previous studies on first-generatiom-income, or adult students tended to
have a psychological perspective on identity foramaand adjustment to the college
environment (Kaufman and Feldman 2004). My resesgpetifically focused on the
meaning first-generation, low-income adult studexttasched to educational experiences,
using the sociological perspective of social cardton. This perspective in turn
developed the framework for understanding the $goiastruction of educational
identities.

Empirically studying identities is difficult excefitrough how individuals enact it
within a specific cultural context. The social cbastion theory proposes that culture
emerges through interacting actors. Through humemaction, actors negotiate and
produce cultural understandings. Actors do not srmgact to the environment, but
interpret and give meaning to interactions. Sodetyreated through these interactions.
Sociologists also argue that not only is sociegatad through these interactions, but also

the “self is created through social interactiormytver, cultural interpretations of the
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“self” are not fixed. New experiences offer actthre opportunity to revise and amend the
meanings attached to various interactions (Bergérlaickmann 1966; Blumer 1962;
Mead 1934).

The investigation of the social construction of eational identities helps to
refine theories of cultural (re)production and sesnce. Theories of cultural
(re)production and resistance examine how socggjualities are reproduced through
social institutions. Educational institutions aeykocations for the formation of
identities. The ways in which individuals interpagtd give meaning to educational
messages can reproduce those messages, producgessages, or resist messages
altogether. Reproduction, production, and resigarie@ducational messages may result
in similar social outcomes. The theory informed ¢katral research questions and the
guiding questions by determining how early expeargsnkept students from entering
college directly after high school and what broutipeim to higher education in later life.

Findings in this research illuminated the ways mal educational institutions
reproduce inequality. However, first-generationydmcome adult students actively resist
their place in the class system by seeking a oeltegygree. Through the life-histories of
these students, this research examined how inéguals reproduced in early
experiences but later resisted, leading studerdgarall in a college degree program later
in life. For example, the interpretation and megradult students attach to early
educational experiences affects their decisiortamattend college earlier in life, but
later, such educational identities were transfornesitling adults to enter into a college

program. Students revise and refine their educatiolentities based on educational
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experiences within the college environment. Throsigth evaluation, cultural
(re)production and theories of resistance can pamded and refined.

Because education is often criticized for reprodgénequality, its implicit bias
surfaces in the ways students from higher incono&draunds usually excel over low-
income, first generation students. In the soci@rses, categories of difference, such as
class, race, and gender, often are treated andiatieas of analysis. The concept of
intersectionality provides a way to begin to reaagrhow systems of oppression and
privilege are interrelated and interconnected.

Patricia Hill Collins (1991) offered a frameworkrfonderstanding the
interlocking systems of oppression, which she esgwéd as eatrix of dominationThis
framework illustrates the commonalities among systef inequality, rather than using
an additive analysis of the systems. Collins pdditat all groups experience both
oppression and privilege within a socially constiedcsystem. Because the experience of
each person is unique, we must understand thextsntewhich inequality exists. Such
understanding shows how inequality is constructdth does the construction, and the
interlocking nature of the systems of inequalitse\Rous research, particularly on adult
college students, tended to treat social class,gegeler, and race independently of each
other. Intersectionality is directly related to twncepts of interest in this study.

In addition to the contributions of this study &mrciological theory in social
constructionism, cultural (re)production theorydamtersectionality, the findings offered
practical applications. Educational institutiongenested in providing equitable
educational experiences can learn how specificant®ns in a student’s early education

can influence the educational identities of thelstul by identifying common experiences
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that lead students to develop disadvantageous eoo@kidentities. Moreover, this
research can help educators develop curriculunpesgtams that are more likely to lead
to beneficial educational identities.

Educational identities are reflexive and continué&ransform over a person’s
lifespan. Higher education institutions interestederving adult students, particularly
first-generation, low-income students, can appéy/fthdings from this study to program
and curriculum development and implementation. Oddkilt students may also find this
research helpful in their own pursuits of a collelggree.

DEFINITIONS OF KEY TERMINOLOGY

o Adult student: defined as a student age 30 to B8.Baseline age of 30 is
higher than the federal financial aid definition“mfdependent” student,
which is 24, because | was interested in studehtshvad significant life
and work experiences after high school. The upgeneas limited to 59,
to limit age-specific cohort effects to a 30-yepars.

. First-generation: defined as a student whose paargrandparents did
not attend or graduate from college. This moreavelyr defined first-
generation than did Billson and Terry (1982) byledmg those whose
parents or grandparents attended college, butatignaduate.

o Low-income: defined as a student who qualifiedRederal Pell Grants or
received other state benefits or scholarships basédthancial need, such

as displaced worker grant.
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First year: defined as students who had completddden 6 and 24 credit
hours, including non-credit developmental coursé&emn on a college
campus. The student could be enrolled full- or-tiare.

Identity: defined as a person’s understanding af Wwé or she is. The term
includes those with whom the individual identifeasd those with whom
the individual does not identify, and the percemsiof social groups by
the self and others (Vincent 2003). Theoreticalkvar identities suggests
that identity is not a fixed or static concept, kather a fluid and
transforming concept. Hall (1993) explained, “Crdidudentities come
from somewhere, have histories. But. . .far fronmgp@xternally fixed in
some essentialist past, they are subject to thencah play of history,
culture and power. . .identities are the namesiwe tg the different ways
we are positioned by, and position ourselves withenarratives of the
past” (Hall 1993: 394, as cited in Vincent 2003).

Educational identity: defined as the understandingho one is through
the meaning attached to subjective experiencesnetifucational
institutions and the experience of social positiothin educational
institutions (Moore 2006). Educational identitie#s éormed through
interaction and interpretation of meaning, andefare are continually
reinterpreted and modified by social interactiomsrdime (Bloomer and

Hodkinson 2000).
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ORGANIZATION OF THE DISSERTATION

This dissertation is organized into seven chaplérss first chapter contains an
introduction to the research study, including thelem, purpose, and research
guestions. Chapter | includes a brief descriptibthe research approach and rationale
and concludes with definitions of key terms. Cha@tlas details of the theoretical
perspectives that guided this research and cordains-depth review of the relevant
literature on college enrollment stratificationsftgeneration college students, adult
college students, and educational identities. lapg@dr 3, | provide specific information
about the methodology chosen for this researctepradncluding demographic data of
the sample and limitations of the study.

In Chapter 4, the findings and analysis relatenthgs in which the participants
interpreted early educational experiences and hevexperiences contributed to
disadvantageous educational identities. Findingsiaterpretations continue in Chapter 5
through a discussion of the social shifts thatdadicipants to enroll in college later in
life. Chapter 6 details the process participanégius (re)align educational identities
within the college environment and the studentst@gtions of changes in their
educational identities. Finally, Chapter 7 containaclusions from the findings and

analysis and provides recommendations for futuaetpres and research.
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CHAPTER II:

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

This research was an investigation of how educatimentities were formed and
transformed within educational institutions ovee tliespan and how the identities were
related to decisions about education. The resdadidescriptions and explanations the
social construction of educational identities frima standpoint of participants. Specific
theoretical perspectives related to the socialtcooson of educational identities
informed the research questions in this studyhi ¢hapter, | summarize the major
theoretical perspectives that guided my researndtural (re)production, theories of
resistance, and feminist standpoint theories. iereand synthesize the relevant research
on college enroliment stratification, first-gen@vatstudents, adult students, and
educational identities.

Specific theoretical perspectives related to tread@onstruction of educational
identities informed the research questions ingtusly. Cultural (re)production theories
offered insight into how adult students made sefigarly educational experiences and
how the experiences influenced the formation aadsfiormations of educational
identities. Feminist theory provided insights faarfiing the study, making
methodological decisions, and analyzing the findinghese perspectives offered a means
to analyze the influences of intersections of dad&ss, race, and gender with

educational experiences and identities.
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The economic and social benefits of attending gelléirectly after high school
are well documented (Aud et al. 2011), yet manyppeedo not attend college at that time
(National Center for Higher Education 2012). Despiite overall growth in college
enrollment over the last two decades, students foevvincome families have lower
levels of college enrollment than students fromhbigncome families (Perna and Jones
2013). Many social factors influence the decisomattend college including previous
educational experiences, academic preparationpeacrability, and parental influences.
Often, individuals make decisions that reprodueegtonomic realities of their parents,
and in effect, reproduce inequality in society (Bbeu and Passeron [1977] 1990;
Levinson and Holland 1996; Willis 1977).

CULTURAL (RE)PRODUCTION THEORIES

Social and cultural (re)production theory provideftamework for analyzing the
ways in which inequality was reproduced throughalanstitutions, specifically
educational institutions. The foundational wdrkarning to Laboiby Paul Willis (1977),
investigated how working-class young men interaetedl interpreted messages through
schooling. Often the young men actively rejectedsages about succeeding in school,
because of their knowledge that their “place” wesslabor force.

Theories of cultural (re)production explain howaals can instill either a sense
of knowledgeable self or a sense of failure in stud (Levinson and Holland 1996). The
approach is particularly valuable to understandinegcomplex ways an educated person
is produced through educational experiences. Tleeofaschools in reproducing social
inequality is much debated (Bourdieu and Passet®ri/]] 1990; Fernandes 1988;

Levinson and Holland 1996; Luttrell 1996; Morrowdafiorres 1998).
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Levinson and Holland (1996) discussed the majaorétecal shifts in
understanding how the educated person is a pradiectucation. Critical education
study is a reaction to the assumed role of schoatsinforcing individualism and
meritocracy, that hard work or effort is more imjaot than other structural factors
(Levinson and Holland 1996:4). The main methodologgd by researchers under the
assumption of meritocracy is the outcomes-basetkeguAs scholars used
methodologies that were more critical, such ahsl/ethnographic research designs,
new theoretical perspectives developed to explawm $chools perpetuated social
inequality. A more critical approach focused onaation as a place where groups were
indoctrinated into the needs of capitalist inteseather than a place where individuals
could gain advancement through education.

Using this new approach led to the developmenboifa$ and cultural
reproduction theories positing that educationaitunisons trained individuals and groups
to take their places in the class system. Thetstre©f educational institutions, while
allowing individuals to make any number of choicasmtinued to produce individuals
who behaved in predictable ways. Like the workitags lads in Willis’s (1977) study,
low-income youth in the United States are lesdyike enroll in college directly after
high school than are those from middle or uppessclzackgrounds (Perna and Jones
2013). Awareness of the choices people make andimeyact in specific social
circumstances emerges through understanding theeptsothabitusandfield, as
described by sociologist, Pierre Bourdieu ([1972]Z; [1987] 1994; 2005). Habitus

works together with the concept of field to undanst the ways in which people interact
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with the social world. We can ask the question: Wé#he relationship between our
disposition and the current situation?

Sociologists have long been interested in the aote@yn between social structures
and human agency. Social structures pre-date shaig and provide the framework in
which we interact in the world, yet individual salcagents are able to act in the world;
sometimes following the rules of the social stroefiut also redefining social structures
through social action. Bourdieu ([1987] 1994) atpéeal to reconcile the push and pull of
structure and agency in everyday life through threcept of habitus. Scholars agree that
social agents are free to act in any given numbefags, yet social agents are
predictable. Many social situations have no exptidies of behavior, yet behavior
appears to follow particular patterns. Throughabecept of habitus, Bourdieu sought to
understand how behavior is shaped by our worldawitHollowing specific rules.
Bourdieu asked, “How can behaviour be regulatetiaut being the product of
obedience to rules?” ([1987] 1994: 65).

According to Bourdieu, social agents possess habgla way of being, or
disposition ([1980] 1990). The dispositions areictured by past and present
circumstances and provide guidelines for actinthenfuture. For example, early
educational experiences provide experiences thdttte particular ways of being. Social
agents in schools that emphasize control and meatamn will interact with individuals
to create dispositions that work well in that sberavironment. Such dispositions tend to
be stable over time and between different soctéihgs, but can change over time.

Bourdieu ([1972] 1977) described the field as tbetext in which we live,

encompassing the physical and social spaces w@wcEield is a way of
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conceptualizing the social spaces we occupy. Bhhiere social interactions and social
events occur. Using the concept of field allowsaisnderstand the ways in which the
social space influences the habitus and practickseandividual within the field
(Bourdieu [1972] 1977).

Educational institutions represent a field or armtary site (Thomson 2008),
where learning is supposed to take place. The @édueahinstitution is a field consisting
of positions made up of social agents such as éea@nd students. What happens in the
field is boundaried by the conditions of the fidldithin the boundaries of the field,
social agents work to maintain or improve theiripos.

Those with specific forms of capital may alreadyéian advantage within the
field. Capital consists of economic, cultural, sd@nd symbolic forms (Thomson 2008).
In the higher education field, credentials représgmbolic capital. One can use personal
capital within a specific field to gain more. Foraeple, those with economic capital and
parents who attended college, who represent cultapatal, can use the capital to gain
further education for themselves.

In addition to the concepts of habitus and fielduBlieu’s concepts afultural
capital andsymbolic violencare helpful in understanding the hidden mechanitais
reproduce inequality (Bourdieu and Passeron ([1999D; Levinson and Holland 1996).
Cultural capital refers to the learned symbolisaunid behaviors that show social
standing. These character traits, often describéalstées are given legitimacy by those
with higher social standing. Tastes can includegsilike literature, art, music, dress,
speech, and consumption, and often denote sigmsatiigence to those with power in

society. When people are rewarded for their tabtesigh recognition as legitimate
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intelligence, the cultural capital is convertedietonomic capital. Those with lower
social standing in society do not have access &wenot able to achieve the cultural
capital needed to advance into the higher classes.

Cultural capital is then related to Bourdieu’s agpicofsymbolic violence
(Bourdieu and Passeron ([1977] 1990). Symboliceriok refers to the negative sense of
self developed by those who are not in the eléssbecause of their inability to achieve
cultural capital. The legitimate knowledge definmdthose with elite status is believed to
be universal and objective, when in reality itriitxary. Particular cultural tastes, such as
classical literature or music, dress, travel, angising, are seen as signs of intelligence.
These signs of legitimate intelligence are testetibtests and GRE scores, which are
positioned as objective measures. Those withowdsacto cultural capital develop a sense
of self that is limited. Because the true illegitioy of these tests is hidden, they commit
symbolic violence on the lower classes (Bourdiedi Rasseron ([1977] 1990).

Levinson and Holland (1996) discussed two criti@sshcultural (re)production
theories to expand the theoretical reach of thegaetive. One criticism was the
privileging of class over other forms of inequalisyich as race, gender, and age. Another
criticism was that the theories tended to be Ewmtric and deterministic. One response
to these criticisms was the development ofdinkural difference approachf schooling.
This approach focuses on how minority students some do not adapt well to white,
middle-class schools. A criticism of this appro&that it downplays social/historical
structures that create the situation of maladjustnihe remediation for those who do

not adjust to the current structure of the scheobichange the person, not the structure.
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To address some of the criticisms of the cultug)pfroduction and cultural
difference approaches, cultural production theoag @eveloped to provide a greater
focus on the agency of subjects (Levinson and HdIEG96). Cultural production
theories acknowledge that class is reproduced ¢ireducation, but also acknowledge
that people are not passive receptacles of culbuterather, people interact and interpret
cultural messages. Subjects can and do activelst ragldle-class culture and ideology.
However, one of the possible issues with culturatipction theories is the researchers
found that even acts of resistance to ideology lyslesd social actors to seal their fate
into the lower classes. The classic work relatmgultural (re)production theory, Willis’s
Learning to Laborfailed to include issues of race or gender inahalysis. Levinson and
Holland (1996) explained that Willis’ work left senadditional questions unaddressed,
including how to conceptualize and theorize geraaher race.

Levinson and Holland (1996) introduced the concéphe cultural production of
the educated person and explained the concepeasthplex way in which people are
shaped by and respond to social forces. The auéxpiained, “For while the educated
person is culturallproducedin definite sites, the educated person also ailiur
producescultural forms” (Levinson and Holland 1996:14).iF perspective “allows us to
portray and interpret the way people actively confithe ideological and material
conditions presented by schooling” (Levinson andldhal 1996:14). An important point
of this perspective is that cultural productiors@hool affects all aspects of life, and
“outside the school, in diverse spaces of stremtey and family, other kinds of

‘educated persons’ are culturally produced as wekvinson and Holland 1996:15).
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Fernandes (1988) further refined cultural (re)pidun theories by articulating a
theory of resistance. He proposed that reproduaticinded two levels: the reproduction
of the sexual division of labor and indoctrinatiato the dominant ideology. According
to Fernandes, global resistance included resistainiseth levels; only one level of
resistance was referred to as “partial resistafieefnandes 1988:174). Fernandes
proposed that the sociology of education inclugeudy of social and cultural
reproduction, multiple and interrelated forms ofiabinequality, and “spaces that make
possible resistance. . .and the sources and mechauthat cause, promote, and reinforce
this resistance” (Fernandes 1988:177).

Fernandes (1988) offered specific definitions afapts related to the theory of
resistance as an alternative or elaboration torigeeof cultural (re)production in
education. He distinguished between the conceptssiftance and contestations.
Resistance was defined as “counter hegemonic sattitaldes, behaviours, and actions
which aim at weakening the classification amonga@ategories” (Fernandes
1988:174). These are directed toward those who hasleexercise power and are aimed
at redistribution of power to a more equitable systContestations are defined as
“oppositional, conflicting, or contesting attitudé®haviours and action” that lack
“transforming and emancipating potential” (Fernan688:171).

In addition to the above refinements to the undeding of (re)production and
resistance, others articulated gendered dimensiocidtural (re)production theories in
education. Feminist standpoint theory providesralgeed complement to theories of
cultural (re)production and resistance. Arnot (1)%&2ues that any theory about class

reproduction must also consider gender reproduciibe two concepts cannot be
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considered independent of each other. Arnot (18&ftained, “If one definition of
femininity or masculinity is dominant, it is theqgaluct of patriarchal relations and also
the product of class dominance, even though thvesetructures may exist in
contradiction” (Arnot 1982:66). Arnot used the ceptof hegemony rather than
reproduction to analyze gender and class in edutdtegemony refers to “a whole
range of structures and activities as well as \&lattitudes, beliefs, and morality that in
various ways support the established order andléss and male interests which
dominate it” (Arnot 1982:66). Arnot posited thaingsthe concept of hegemony allowed
the ability to acknowledge the dynamic nature afikeng and the ways in which “the
power of dominant interests is never total nor sgic(Arnot 1985: 66). Because
hegemony is dynamic, active, and negotiated, maintathe system requires consent by
members of a culture. To gain consent, genderrdifiees are an important component of
male hegemony, because these differences are mauhi@s “natural” and women “are
encouraged ‘freely’ to choose their inferior statfgnot 1985:66).

Arnot (1982) believed that traditional theoriesregquality in education suffer
two specific challenges: (1) a belief that educslalifferences between women and men
require educational solutions and (2) a negleclads-based inequality. The main point
is that if educational equality for boys and gelgsts without addressing class, then girls
and boys from working-class backgrounds will hawe same disadvantages. There will
then be equal oppression based on class, everadftezssing gender equality.

Arnot (1982) proposed developing a theory of cualt@re)production that
included a feminist perspective of women’s educasind addressed class concerns

under capitalism. She maintained that a premiseici a theory be an understanding of
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gender as an arbitrary construction of society thdiynamic, not fixed or universal. One
of the ways male hegemony persists is through Sitgodout the upper classes have the
ability to transmit gender messages through edutati

Schools have the ability to use gender codes tstné student identity, but
students also actively participate in the crea#iod interpretation of such messages.
Arnot pointed out, “The experience of learning pimciples of the dominant gender
code is therefore the experience of learning alalsgions, where working class family
culture is given illegitimate and low status ataali (Arnot 1982:85). In summary,

Arnot maintained we must recognize that gendetiogla and class exist in educational
institutions. She stated, “Somehow our research oaure the unitgandthe diversity
of the educational lives of women” (Arnot 1982:85).

In an ethnography of women enrolled in college,l&ta and Eisenhart (1990)
demonstrated the deficiencies of cultural (re)pobidum theories in explaining the
interrelated and complex ways in which structuyastems of class and gender inequality
are produced, reproduced, and maintained. The @muslionmarized and offered critiques
of common theories used to explain gender inequatt class inequality in education.
They looked at how the theories fell short of explag intersections of inequality, such
as among class, race, and gender. Holland andHasesffered the possibility of
utilizing production theory and practice theoryhp explain how peer groups of college
women produce and maintain class and gender systnactice theory allows
consideration of the differences within gender gates, enabling analysis of different

forms of femininities and masculinities.
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For example, in their analysis of peer group pressa young women to form
romantic relationships with young men, Holland &iskenhart (1990) demonstrated how
young women negotiated the hegemonic discoursenséince. Not all the young women
responded to this discourse in the same way. Exessulpported cultural-production
theories by showing how women created their owoalisse within the dominant
culture. The examples also supported practice yHepaccounting for differences
among women. The authors did not treat all womemnasheterogeneous category, but
rather allowed for variations within gender.

Cultural (re)production theories and theories sfs@nce had important
implications for the present research and wereieg@ind critiqued during the analysis
of the data. The life-history narratives of firgrgration adult students revealed the
complex ways in which the educated person was eaxtithrough schooling, families,
peer culture, and workplaces. Levinson and Holladncept of the cultural production
of the educated person and Bourdieu’s conceptatufus, field, cultural capital, and
symbolic violence were relevant when evaluatingtastudents’ educational experiences
over the lifespan.

Conceptualizing resistance and contestation wasiluseanalyzing the ways
adult students resisted and contested the domitkwoibgies and educational identities.
By analyzing first-generation, adult students’ eats of resistance and contestation, |
was able to identify some spaces, sources, andanerhs that promoted resistance and
educational identity transformations. Such concege helpful in analyzing the
interaction of early educational experiences odeattidispositions and educational

decision-making. The concepts were also helpfuinderstanding how students resisted
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and reinterpreted messages from their early eduratexperiences to recreate new
educational identities for themselves through higdtication.

Feminist standpoint theory adds a gendered dimensithe analysis of
(re)production in education. The narratives of waraad men from working-class
backgrounds enabled analysis of the diversity anty of educational experiences and
identities based on class and gender. In additianilizing feminist standpoint theory in
the analysis of cultural (re)production, this resbancluded application of insights from
feminist theory in framing the study, making metblodjical decisions, and analyzing the
findings. The following section contains highliglatssome insights from feminist theory
that guided this research.

INSIGHTS FROM FEMINIST THEORY

Feminist theory is based on the contention thatedge is contingent and
dependent of the social context in which it is tedaPreviously, the social context in
which sociological knowledge is created is mainipae-dominated paradigm. The
knowledge created is based on male lives and ialgosituated in class, race, and
culture (Harding 1986; Longino 1993). These knowkedlaims tend to depict women
and other marginalized groups as others or outsidf@minist theory challenges
knowledge and frameworks that tend to marginalimk essentialize women (Harding
1991). One of the questions feminist theory seekstlerstand is how knowledge is
created and how power is exercised and reinfortmedigh the construction of
knowledge.

Smith (1987) critiqued sociological practices byplgmg a Marxian analysis of

ideology. Ideology maintains power structures aratk@s real lived experiences invisible.
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Within the field of sociology, concepts and categ®reflect social relations. Collins
(1991) argued that knowledge is a central compotwemiaintaining power structures in
society.

Feminist theory provides a framework to criticizmmdnant knowledge claims
within the social sciences (Harding 1991). Femithsory is a diverse framework in
which to analyze the creation of knowledge in slogig and education, particularly the
creation of categories reflecting power relatidfisowledge is created within the
sociologist’s or educator’s situation and doesawutstitute objective reality. Rather, the
knowledge created in sociology and education reflpmocedures, methods, and
relevance of the subject matter from a determmigrspective of society, as if the social
categories we use in the research are not soeiatiens used to maintain power.
Sociologists and educators organize subject mattexsleterminate position in society.
Feminist theory provides an inquiry into the creatof knowledge to illuminate the
relations of ruling that create traditional socgptal knowledge (Smith 1987).

Women'’s positions as ruled and ruler give uniquspective to see sociological
ideology and allow them to discredit sociology’ainl to objective knowledge (Smith
1987). Smith advocated an alternative sociology ltlegins with knowledge creation
from the lived experiences of women, who have ardar’s perspective to fill the gap
left from so-called objective knowledge. The catezaiion and knowledge claims of
sociology are seen as natural. The knowledge cltoorsd in documents gain power
through the growth of bureaucracies and by cateopgy; classification, statistics, and

reports. The insider knowledge can reveal the p@eestructions within the text. Smith
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tried to recover that silenced voice through diaegith lived experience. Power is not
located in the text, but is exercised by those wit@ through the texts (Smith 1987).

Feminist theory stresses the use of qualitativénodt and critiques positivist
models that assert objectivity and privilege theesgcher over those who are researched.
Feminist theory recognizes the role of power ireaesh, where the researcher has the
power to define and write the results. When womahtaose from other marginalized
groups speak from their reality about their viethey reveal parts of the social order that
sociologists and educators may not see. Such itssigdtp to understand, describe, and
theorize about the construction and maintenanse@él order and structure (Harding
1991).

Hartsock (1995) suggested the possibility of dguelg a critique of domination
through knowledge of women’s lives in Western calfst societies. As strangers or
outsiders, women can identify patterns that areeasily seen by natives or insiders
(Harding 1991). Feminist theory advocates using emwwgieveryday lives as a means of
constructing knowledge (Collins 1991; Harding 198Mnith 1987). Harding believed the
differences in women’s and men’s lives providesotgce for understanding patterns of
oppression. A primary point of this perspectivéhgt women'’s lives are not deviant or
inferior, but merely different. These different ges from women must be heard within
the context of their lives (Harding 1991).

Feminist theory emphasizes knowledge of the opptebscause it is more likely
to offer possibilities for social change (Colling9ll; Hartsock 1995). Using the
perspective feminist theory can focus on gendéemdihces in experience, but also can

seek to emancipate. Feminist theory can uncoverespn and show acts of resistance
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to the status quo; feminist theory focuses on wstdeding and changing oppressive
practices (Collins 1991; Smith 1987). One of thgsvi@minist theory can be
transformative is by allowing women to speak ofrts&uggles. Encouraging women to
speak of their lived experiences addresses the slinding a voice; of learning how to
speak (Harding 1991).

One of the advantages of feminist standpoint theotige inclusion of emotion
into social analysis. Western knowledge tends parsge reason and emotion into two
separate spheres, but feminist standpoint theoay@gthem together. In this
perspective, one cannot understand reason indepieoidemotion or emotion
independent of reason. Both reason and emotiongtale in knowledge creation. The
concept of value-free knowledge is a myth (Rixed&@94).

Insights from feminist theory provided importanufwlations for the
methodology and analysis of the present reseandt, feminist theory provided a
framework for the critique of dominant ideologig$ie framework was applied to
illuminate current knowledge claims and assumptetmsut educational attainment.
Second, feminist theory provided a methodology itheltded knowledge from
marginalized groups and individuals. Including tvexperiences of marginalized groups,
such as women and men from low-income familiesyiped insider knowledge not
found in dominant knowledge claims. Third, femints¢ory provided a framework for
resistance and social change. The position andriexges of marginalized groups in
society were revealed through research and campved by incorporating feminist

perspectives and methodologies.

32



Cultural (re)production, theories of resistancel geminist theory all provided a
foundation for exploring educational identitiedinst-generation, adult college students,
particularly those who were from disadvantaged femknds based on class, race, or
gender. In addition to providing a theoretical fdation, feminist theory offered specific
methodology principles that informed this reseathkse are discussed in more detail in
Chapter Ill. In the next section, | review persoaiadl social advantages of earning a
college degree in our society and perspectiveseck®a college enrollment stratification.
Next, | review the previous literature relatedhe aireas of interest in this research: first-
generation college students, adult college stugdantseducational identities.

COLLEGE ENROLLMENT STRATIFICATION

The personal and social advantages of earningegeotlegree in our society are
numerous (Aud et al. 2011; Hout 2012; Jones 20&B)&and Kurban 2013). Hout
(2012) reviewed the research on the social andauomngains associated with higher
education. The individual level advantages to eayai college degree include lower
likelihood of being unemployed, shorter periodsioémployment, higher incomes and
lifetime earnings, fewer health problems, greatarital and family stability, and higher
levels of general happiness, compared to thosedithnot earn a college degree. Even
those who obtained a two-year degree or certiboadifter high school showed some of
the same advantages over those who only earnaghathool diploma.

The social advantages to increases in college degtainment in a community
include increases in productivity. These increaggsear among those without degrees as
well as with those who have earned degrees inIssefitings where more people have

earned college degrees. Other social advantagesienmcreased revenue from sales,
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property, and income taxes; lower use of publicstensce; and lower crime and
incarceration rates. Those who graduate from cellg also more likely to vote, to be
knowledgeable about social issues, and to volumettieir communities than are those
who did not graduate from college (Hout 2012).

Jones (2013) discussed similar advantages to theis and society from
increased college enroliment and completion. Cellegroliment and completion were
associated with higher earnings, greater job sati®in, higher voter rates, higher rates of
charitable giving and volunteerism, lower ratesnohrceration, and lower rates of public
assistance utilization. The many advantages tegeltlegree attainment make college
enrollment stratification an important issue ofiabmequality.

To fully understand the factors related to the ativges, Hout (2012) examined
the sociological research on the personal advastaigearning a college degree. Some
critics proposed that the advantages of higherathrcare based on selection bias, or
the personal traits of those who attend collegégereahan on the obtainment of the
degree itself. To address these critics, Hout aeal\several empirical studies in this
area.

Hout (2012) concluded that earning a college degraetually more beneficial to
those who are least likely to attend college. Fameple, in studies of college open
admission policies, the advantages of higher edutatere greater for those who would
not have been admitted based on previous admissiandards than for those who would
have been admitted. This finding tended to conttaie common belief among
educators that opportunities should go to thosgestis who have the highest abilities.

For example, those who score well in early eduoati@ allowed to take more
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challenging courses in high school, and collegks this into account when making
acceptance decisions. “The effect of educationbiggest for students who were least
likely to go to college and smallest (though stiginificant and substantial) for students
most likely to go” (Hout 2012:385). The constraintemally associated with family
background did not have an effect on the occupatismccess of those with college
degrees. “Education affects the occupational sscok®wer-origin workers more than
higher-origin ones” (Hout 2012:386).

In the United States, college enroliment incredsedl percent in the last 30
years, and was projected to increase by anothé&7Jircent within the next 11 years
(Jones 2013). Many public policies and programsediat increasing college access and
completion, such as need-based financial aid, bardscriminatory admission practices,
and programs like Trio and Upward Bound, increas®lige access to underrepresented
groups. Yet, as Jones (2013) pointed out, evenallitthe improvements in access to
college enroliment, inequality still exists for lancome students and those from
racial/ethnic minority groups. Jones asserted d teeontinue to develop new strategies
and programs to reach out and support potentidestis and their families in order to
provide more equitable access to higher education.

Goyette (2008) found that the expectation to atmailkge was increasing, and
becoming a norm in the United States. Howeverekpectation to attend college varied
by family income and parental education. Studemmis flow-income families were less
likely to expect to attend college than were thiogm higher-income families. The
difference in expectations to attend college beceeakty when students graduated from

high school. College enrollment of recent high stlggaduates remained stratified by
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family income, with students from high-income faesl attending at higher rates than
those from low-income families (Perna and Kurbah3)0

The stratification in college enrollment by famédgonomic factors had increased
in recent years. The percentage of low-income stisdeho did not attend any college
directly after high school increased from 20 peteeri992 to 23 percent in 2004 (Perna
and Kurban 2013). Several researchers examineaor$aelated to college enrollment
stratification (Grodsky and Jones 2007; Kim, She#rg and Clancy 2013; Morgan et al.
2012; Perna and Kurban 2013; Rouse 2004; Sandéé&ier, and Campbell 2006;
Turley, Santos, and Ceja 2007; Zhan and Sherra@dgh) 2Following is a review of some
of the major perspectives and findings.

A human capital or rational-choice model is oftesedito explain the college
enrollment decision (Grodsky and Jones 2007; PandaKurban 2013; Rouse 2004).
Human capital theory predicts that students makesaas based on their perception of
rewards and costs. The assumption is that studentde about college enrollment based
on a rational comparison of perceived costs andgperd benefits. Part of making a
rational comparison includes perceptions: Evemchsperceptions are incorrect, they are
still part of an individual’s rational comparison.

Rouse (2004) tested the role of perceptions almooine expectations on the
college enroliment decision. The human-capital rhpdedicted that those who did not
enroll in college made the decision based on amatianalysis of the cost-benefit of a
college degree, and low-income students had loalFge enroliment than high-income
students because of differing perceptions abownne&cexpectations. However, the

evidence did not support this assumption. Low-ine@nd high-income students had
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similar expectations regarding the income expemtatof college degree attainment.
Low-income students were just less able to maklegelenrollment a reality. They knew
the income advantages of attending college, butaoat or did not want to make it
happen.

Similar lines of inquiry examined other factorsated to the decision to enroll in
college. Morgan et al. (2012) examined the roleadupational plans in the decision to
enroll in college and found that uncertain occupal plans were associated with lower
college enrollment. The findings also indicated thaccurate information about
educational requirements for specific jobs was @ased with lower college enrollment.
The importance of information accuracy was examimg&rodsky and Jones (2007),
who advanced that the continued reasons for scmmmagic and race/ethnic inequalities
in college enrollment were explained by disparitreknowledge about college costs.
Low-income parents overestimated the cost of celledereas middle-income families
whose parents attended college tended to have asougate knowledge about the cost of
education.

Other researchers examined the role of family ataristics in college
enrollment stratification. Kim et al. (2013) examihmothers’ expectations that their
children would attend college. The researchersddbe mothers’ expectations varied by
race and ethnicity, but the difference disappeareein socioeconomic factors were
included in the analysis. The conclusion was tkahemic factors, such as income and
parental education, explained most of the diffeeeingarental expectations that their

children would attend college.

37



In the same way, Zhan and Sherraden (2011) attelhbptexplain racial
disparities in college enroliment by examining fanfinancial assets and liabilities.
After they controlled for family income and savingsost of the racial differences in
college enrollment were eliminated. Zhan and Skiemasuggested race/ethnic economic
inequalities in society explained lower collegeadinnent among minority groups.

Family income and parent educational attainmennseéeo continue to be
important factors related to college enrolimentrl@yet al. (2007) examined the
influence of parental education and income on gellenrollment across three cohorts in
a 30-year time span. The findings indicated faradgnomic and education factors
continued to influence the college enrolliment @ihschool seniors. Students whose
families had a low income and whose parents dichttend college were less likely to
enroll in college, regardless of race/ethnicityender.

Perna and Kurban (2013) identified four categooiesollege-enroliment
predictors based on prior research: financial reszm) academic preparation and
achievement, support from significant others, anoWedge and information about
college and financial aid. The availability of neesised aid had a positive effect on
college enroliment, with a larger effect for thdsem low-income families and for
students from African-American and Hispanic fansiltan for students from higher-
income and white families.

Academic preparation and achievement was one dréiees identified by
researchers as influencing the decision to attetidge. Not unexpectedly, those who
had low academic achievement in high school wesz likely to enroll in college. But

the students who graduated with low academic patjparand achievement were
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stratified and tended to be from groups underrgmtes! in higher education, such as
first-generation college students, low-income fasiland those from African American
and Hispanic families.

After reviewing the research on factors relatedditege enroliment and choice,
Perna and Kurban (2013) discussed areas in whiahefuesearch was needed. One of
the critical areas identified as needing more me$eaas understanding college
enrollment and college choice of nontraditionaleg¢ students. Perna and Kurban also
identified the need for further research examirthregrole of the high school context in
which students made decisions about college. Biotihese areas are addressed in the
present study.

The participants in this research occupied twoaatatuses of interest to
researchers in higher education: first-generatalege students and adult college
students. The two statuses often overlap (Choy R@@1 until recently, few studies
examined the unique characteristics of this sutisgtiudents: first-generation, adult
students (Zwerling 1992).

FIRST-GENERATION COLLEGE STUDENTS

First-generation college students are those whaharérst in their family of
origin to attend college (Billson and Terry 1983alf of all adult college students are
also first-generation college students (Kaswornisétg and Fishback, 2002; National
Center for Educational Statistics 1995; Nationaht€efor Educational Statistics 2002).
Yet, much of the research related to first-genenatiollege students tended to assume

these students entered college at a traditiona(ssgeBryan and Simmons 2009; Gofen
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2009; London 1989, 1992; Terenzini et al. 1996 Tdllowing section summarizes
some of the major areas of inquiry on first-generatollege students.
College Access and Achievement

A growing body of research in higher education B&sion first-generation
college students because of the increase in diyensihe study body of institutions of
higher education. The research focuses on demagrelparacteristics, access, academic
achievement, and responses to interventions ¢fgeseration college students as
compared to non-first college students. Choy (206dnd that the access rate of first
generation college students was significantly lothen that of students whose parents
attended college. Likewise, Thayer (2000) reviewedresearch focused on low-income,
first-generation college students. This group vess likely to enroll in college and was
less likely to complete college than those who cénora middle-income families and
who had parents who graduated from college. Addttily, low-income students were
less likely to attend college, even when they higth hcademic abilities.

Horn and Nunez (2000) examined factors that might mcrease first-generation
student college enrollment. First-generation calstydents are less likely than are those
whose parents graduated from college to enrolbllege within two years of high school
graduation. Half of first-generation college stuidesre also low-income and more likely
to be Hispanic or black. The factors that increhsdikelihood of first-generation
students enrolling in college include completingtar-level math courses by middle
school, parent’s participation in college prepamactivities, and receiving help in

completing applications from high school personnel.
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Completing high school level algebra in eighth graéalassociated with college
enrollment, especially for first-generation collegjadents (Horn and Nunez 2000). But
first-generation college students are less likeltake high school level algebra in eighth
grade than are students whose parents attendedeoltven when first-generation
students are considered academically highly gedlifihey are less likely to enroll in
college than are students whose parents graduat@adcbllege.

In another line of inquiry, Terenzini et al. (199®)mpared first-generation
college students with non-first college studentpmicollege characteristics, experiences
in college, and academic gains during the first yé&ollege. The findings showed that
first-generation college students varied from niosi-fjeneration college students on a
number of pre-college characteristics and collegeeences, and the differences made
first-generation college students at greater mskatademic difficulties or non-
completion in college. The pre-college charactesstentified as increasing academic
risk for first-generation college students includhedre likely to be from low-income
families, to have lower academic skills, to regess engagement during high school, to
receive less encouragement from parents, and ® dhegpendent children. One advantage
identified was that first-generation college studdended to have more certainty about
their academic major, which was associated withdrigacademic performance and
persistence.

Terenzini et al. (1996) also identified severéiledences in the college experience
of first-generation and non-first college studeiitse differences identified included that
first-generation college students were more likelywork full-time, less likely to receive

encouragement from friends, and less likely to takmanities and fine arts courses. The
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first-generation college students completed fewadlege hours during the first year,
studied fewer hours, and were more likely to refiuat they experienced discrimination
based on race/ethnicity or gender.

Even with the identified disadvantages, Tereneiral. (1996) found that both
first-generation and non-first college studentsesigmced similar academic gains in math
and critical thinking during the first year of aedle. However, non-first college students
had greater gains than first-generation collegdesits had on reading comprehension.
This phenomenon might be related to the amountra studying due to full-time work
or parenting responsibilities.

Interventions aimed at addressing issues relatémm-income, first-generation
college students included addressing issues refatiegk of financial resources, lack of
knowledge of the educational environment, lackaafceemic preparation, and lack of
family support. The goal of such interventions w@encourage a sense of
belongingness, academic competence, and conneetitinfaculty and college staff for
first-generation college students.

Similarly, Inman and Mayes (1999) investigatedéffect on college success of
characteristic differences between first-generatiolfege students and non-first-
generation college students. The researchers usegeasample from a community
college system. The demographic differences thegddetween firsts and non-firsts
was that first-generation college students wereentikely to be older and female. They
were also more likely to work more hours that nwst$. The most striking difference
between the two groups was the importance firsegeion college students placed on

college location and the course offerings.
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First-generation college students were more comcktiman non-firsts about
attending college close to home, with the avaiigbdf specific courses, and with the
ability to take courses at night (Inman and May@39). First-generation students were
also more likely to stay at the community collegéilithey had earned a degree than
were non-first generation students. The differermga/een first-generation college
students and non-first generation students dideein to affect college success. The
authors found no difference between firsts and fingts in the number of credits earned
and the overall GPA by the end of the first yeacalfege.

Family Background and Culture

Another line of inquiry regarding first-generatioallege students involved
family background characteristics and cultural lséssbetween the family of origin and
the culture of higher education. London (1989) dbsd how decisions about education
were often dependent upon family dynamics. Attegdirdegree program at a college
could lead to individual autonomy that pulled stutdeaway from their own family
culture and dynamics. As they continued througlr thegree program, such rifts could
get larger, leading the student to drift furtheagMrom the culture of their family of
origin. Students reported the drift could lead themenegotiate their relationships with
family and friends, which did not always end happ8ometimes a student’s social
mobility caused feelings of disloyalty from the féyrand friends left behind. The
student then might also feel loss and conflict albloe changes.

To build on this theme, London (1992) describedabeefits gained by first-
generation college studentssasictural mobility Enrolling in a community college was

one way of keeping pace with changes in the empéoyreector, where blue-collar jobs
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were decreasing and no longer paying a family wagedon (1992) reasoned that the
act of attending higher education for first-generatollege students was a form of
resocialization into a new status group. Studeftendelt as though they were leaving
behind their old social identities linked to thisimilies in favor of new identities marked
by a socially mobile class linked to higher edumatiSymbols of the new class could
include tastes in music, clothing, and food, ad a®lchanging political and social
ideologies.

Conversely, first-generation college students fotlneinselves equally out of
place on campus, realizing that they needed totddap clothing and preferences from
their family of origin to fit into campus culturegndon 1992). First-generation college
students, similar to other students from diversskgeounds, lived in two different
cultural worlds: the culture of their family of grn and the culture in the field of higher
education. The dichotomy could cause studentselcafethough they were “living in the
margins” (London 1992:6) of the two cultures.

Bryan and Simmons (2009) investigated family infloes on higher education
achievement for first-generation Appalachian ca@lstudents. Similar to other studies of
first-generation college students, the researdioersd that the participants had close ties
to their families and community. To maintain théss, the students did not fully
assimilate into the college environment, but ratiesimilated only on specific issues
when necessary, which allowed them to switch backfarth between the culture of the
university and their home. The researchers fouatttie first-generation college students
had a difficult time learning and understanding¢hture of college life and expressed

anxiety about losing a connection with their fantily attending college.
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Connection to family is not always approached petantial barrier for first-
generation college students. Through interview$ Wil first-generation college students,
Gofen (2009) investigated the role of family inddang the cycle of educational
inheritance. Rather than focus on the barrierschiatienges families posed to first-
generation college students, Gofen focused on howlies used non-material resources
to invest in their children’s education, therebg\pding a support system. Findings
indicated that family capital was an important ¢ach the lives of first-generation
college students. In the study, family capital wagned as “behavior, emotional
processes, and core values” (Gofen 2009:115) cetatbow families influenced
children’s educational future. Overall, familiesfwét-generation college students tended
to focus on education as ideology, believing tltatoation was one of the top ways a
child could succeed in life.

The stories shared by the students in the Gofe@9(2§tudy emphasized their
parents’ belief in the importance of education. phaeents stressed ways in which they
could enhance their children’s educational livesudigh cooperation with schools and
parental involvement in schools. The three maineslexpressed by parents of first-
generation college students included family soltgarespect, and ambition.

Importantly, families of first-generation collegeidents were not always a constraint to
their college-bound children, but rather acted essaurce, albeit in non-material ways.
This family role as a resource may well be a migotor in the success of first-

generation students who first pursue an educatdrsacond persist to graduation.
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FIRST-GENERATION ADULT COLLEGE STUDENTS

Much of the research on first-generation collegeents either assumed students
were traditional age college students or did nplieitly discuss age and work
experience as factors related to first-generatalege students. Zwerling (1992) focused
on the growing number of first-generation, adulidents attending college degree
programs. As summarized in the previous secti@garch on first-generation college
students highlights the negotiation students haeden two cultures, where the student
must negotiate living in the culture of the famalfyorigin and the culture of higher
education. Zwerling asked whether these culturaditss also existed for first-generation
adult college students. In interviews with two tigeneration adult students, findings
suggested the cultural pressure of living in twald®was greatly reduced. Often, adult
students were encouraged by friends, family, wadoaiates, their own children, and
spouses to attend and persist in college. Zwedongluded the risk of disapproval from
family for adult first-generation students seeneé less than encountered by younger
first-generation students.

In one of the few studies to focus on first-generaadult students as a subset,
Byrd and MacDonald (2005) explored college readiriesm the perspective of first-
generation, older (25 or older) college studenkte authors explored issues of college
readiness, perspectives of success in collegagilre nontraditional learners bring to
college, and preparedness not measured by stapedrists. The study reflected a more
positive view of first-generation, adult studenysadsking their perspectives and focusing
on strengths and success. Students reported thieydmebeing an older student

benefited them as college students and felt thdyaldaantages in time management, goal

46



focus, and self-advocacy. The main area in whiely tieported feeling underprepared
was reading comprehension. Students were surgngéukir success and continued to
struggle to perceive themselves as “good enougidBnd MacDonald 2005:31) to
attend college. The authors concluded that ageegperience mitigated the effect of lack
of knowledge and other preparedness issues foumaity studies of first-generation
college students.

The mediating role of age and experience for fyexteration, adult students was
also described by Giancola et al. (2008). The rekeas compared perceptions of college
between first-generation and non-first generatidultestudents. Based on previous
research with first-generation college students résearchers expected that first-
generation, adult students would report more celtlash in the higher education
environment than would non-first generation, agtutents. Contrary to their hypothesis,
the researchers found no significant differencepaengeptions of college between first-
and non-first generation adult college studenth@ir sample. Giancola et al. (2008)
believed the lack of difference between these trongs of adult students was explained
by the greater amount of experience adult studeoisght to college. Such experiences
resulted in personal growth that lessened the itngfageneration status for adult
students.

In contrast, Reay (2002) surmised that adult,-fiesteration students must
balance risk and safety when making transitiortsgber education, particularly with
relation to class-based transition. In the narestiof mature first-generation college
students, students discussed confusion and ambggaibout seeking a degree while

maintaining their working-class identity. Some lo¢ fparticipants identified a concern of
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losing themselves in the prospect of finding thdwese Students transition within the
educational environment, and they transition fram social class to another.

Reay (2002) identified two different models of grtating educational attainment
with a working-class identityndividualistswere more likely to give up their identity as
working class to re-define themselves as acadérhigy left the working class identity
behind; “They can create a new self unconnectell tivtir former social selves in school
and in the family” (Reay 2002:410). The “true se#f'then realized through academic
attainment and leaving the working class. Individiia tended to choose a more elite
college.

Solidaristswere more likely to maintain their working-clasemtities while
completing a college degree (Reay 2002). Thesestadvere less likely to choose an
elite college in efforts to minimize the“risk todin identity. Reay found that risk of
academic failure led students to choose safetycandort in the school they chose. The
students recognized the potential cost of losingjself-identity as working-class when
completing a degree.

The main focus of research on first-generation|tadudents was culture clash
and the potential of age to act as a mediatoriHallenges in college. However, other
research focused more specifically on adult stiedenhigher education.

ADULT COLLEGE STUDENTS

Adult college students comprise another group hlaatreceived a great deal of
attention in higher education. The number of adoVsr the age of 25 has nearly tripled
since 1970 (National Center for Educational Stags2004). As of 2006, this age group

accounted for nearly 38 percent of all studentslead in U.S. colleges and universities
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(Stokes 2006), and the numbers were expected tease. Enroliment of students age 25
and older was projected to increase by 20 perogmtthe next 10 years (Jones 2013). In
the following section, | focus on reviewing the demic literature related to adult college
students and identity issues.

Previous research regarding adult undergraduatiestisocial identity focused
on role strain and conflict and identity transfotioas in the academic environment,
including early educational experiences and idgniibe literature provided a summary
of the empirical understanding of adult studentoatdional and social identity issues at
the undergraduate level.
Adult Student Role Strain

Adult students entering the higher education emvirent commit significant time
and resources to complete a college degree. Thkg tha commitments in addition to
their work, family, and community responsibiliti@e potential for role conflict for
adult students is one area of empirical examinatitome (1997) investigated the factors
that contributed to stress and role-strain in aclilege students who also maintained
family and work responsibilities. The participamsluded female undergraduate and
graduate students. Home (1997) found income wastdst significant factor to
contribute to stress in the students surveyed.dwer the student income, the more
stress the student reported on the surveys. Asnigi® expect, students with children
under the age of 13 and those with more childrponted higher role strain and stress
when combining family with school. Interestinglyerpeption of role demands was a
better predictor of stress than actual role respdities. However, perceived support

from family and friends helped mediate the expe®eof stress in the female students.
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Using the same data as the previous study, Hong8]i8vestigated the
influences of life situations, institutional supp@nd perceived demands on role conflict,
role overload, and role contagion with work and ifgrdemands for female adult college
students. The author found that perception of delmaras the strongest predictor of all
three variables: role conflict, role overload, aalk contagion. Institutional supports
such as distance education programs helped stuaeaps to the pressures of multiple
roles, while other university supports, such asration courses and flexible due dates,
did not have an impact on the variables. The awtbggested that qualitative research
and research with women in non-traditional caraersld add to the understanding of
role conflict, role overload, and role contagion.

Kirby et al. (2004) looked at the overall impactattendance in a weekend
college program on the work, family, and sociaé$wf adult college students. The
findings suggested that support from family memla&d work associates were
important factors in reducing stress for adult stud. Using a content analysis from
open-ended questions, the authors concluded tieaidaince in weekend college
programs could have positive effects on studeatsilly and work roles. For example,
college attendance may contribute to positive mteteling for family members.
Increased problem-solving and time-managementdkidirned in college could also
contribute positively to family and work roles. dddition to the impact of college
attendance on students’ family and work lives, otheearchers looked at the impact of

college on student identity.
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Adult Student Identity within the College Enviromine

The concept of identity within educational instiduts is of interest to
disciplinarily diverse social science researchiersvious researchers in education and
sociology investigated adult student college sttsland identity from various
perspectives. The following summarizes some ofahesearch studies.

Kasworm (2005) explored cultural and social idgmit adult students as it
related to their role within the classroom and tdesu positional and relational identities
in adult students concerning academic status. Withe college environment, positional
identity included interactions within the environmi@nd the students’ understanding of
their place within the college community. The piosial identities included social norms
for college involvement, age-related beliefs alamademic competence, and beliefs
about the ideal college student, and were relatémiv adult students judged themselves
as college students. The relational identity padtedent identity was based in the social
interactions within the college environment anduded relationships with faculty,
relationships with younger students, and relatigosstvith other adult students. Kasworm
focused on the impact of age on student identith wery little attention to other social
factors.

Using similar concepts, Kasworm (2010) investigadteglstudent identity of adult
students (at least 30 years or older) at a resesnigiersity, focusing specifically on
exploring learning engagement in the classroomth@dtudents’ perceptions of
involvement in the college. Two major themes ofippasal identity within the research
university were gaining acceptance within the g®lenvironment and being successful

in the classroom. Gaining acceptance was relatdtetage difference from other
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students in the classroom, while being successdisinglated to perceived academic
weaknesses in a highly competitive environment.

To overcome concerns about being successful incdademic environment,
students discussed engaging in goal-oriented, gefpblearner behavior and persistence
such as taking remedial courses at a communitege]lrepeating earlier coursework,
and using high school textbooks to relearn basadamic concepts (Kasworm 2010).
The major theme identified as important to reladiddentity was the adult-
student/faculty relationship. In general, adultdstuts based their relational identities on
their interactions with faculty and faculty judgn&nThe relationship faculty had with
adult students tended to progress from respealudf atudents to collegial relationships
with adult students, which were not always offai@traditional age students.

Babineau and Packard (2006) explored the identdggsses used by adult
students enrolled in degree programs at communltgges and determined four possible
selves that distinguished adult students when ithieyned to or began college. The four
possible selves included reclaiming past selvgsctiag past selves for a newly
constructed self, constructing a new self, and edjpeg a current self. Babineau and
Packard (2006) found that the possible selves dabiased on the participant’s previous
college experience. Students who had previousgndéd college were more likely to
form an identity that was reclaiming past selveseggcting past selves for a newly
constructed self than were students who had netqusly attended college.

The studies discussed above investigated adulestudentity issues within the
college environment, but did not specifically intigate educational identities. Moore

(2006) conducted life-history interviews in Finlawiéth students who entered higher
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education for the first time as adults. To analgizanges in educational identities using a
symbolic interaction approach, educational identiis defined as “a social structure that
is located in the individual and is based on thamgys formed in the context of
education” (Moore 2006:150).

Educational identities are understood as constiluael reconstructed through
interactions within social institutions, primarigucational institutions (Moore 2006).
The individual aspect of educational identity ird#s a sense of whom one is through the
meaning attached to subjective experiences witthic&tional institutions. The
experience of social position within educationatitutions is the social aspect of
educational identity. The analysis of narrativesalylt students is limited to aspects of
identity related to education and learning. Simitaadult students in the United States,
adult students in Finland tended to come from feslvith lower education levels and
lower socio-economic status. All the participamt$/foore study were first-generation
college students.

Moore (2006) focused analysis of the life-histogyratives on the process of
becoming a university student and educational idettansformations within higher
education institutions. The reasons students dicttend university earlier in life was
discussed briefly as structural, financial, or gepgical limitations, with few details.
Rather, the analysis focused on what led the staderattend college as adults and the
educational identity transformations that resultddore found that adult students were
motivated to enroll in college because of unrewagdvork that left them feeling
unsatisfied. Additionally, the students were inflaed by significant others who helped

change their thinking about enrolling in college.
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Some of these significant others had universityeleg) The association with such
people changed the way the adults thought abourtdtve educational possibilities
(Moore 2006). The female students discussed feebfgnsecurity about their academic
abilities because of early educational experienocesever, the male students did not
report the same feeling. Students reported incdessié-concept and more confidence as
a result of attending college. Moore concluded ithads related to individuals’
educational identity formed in youth were not fixatd could be transformed through
experiences later in life. Education experiencesr lia life transformed how students saw
themselves, how they perceived others saw themthendposition in social space
through upward mobility.

EARLY EDUCATIONAL EXPERIENCES AND IDENTITY

A few researchers investigated the role of earlycational experiences on social
and educational identities. Luttrell (1996) positkdt schools were a major site where
identity was formed and understood and was condeémigh how schools encourage
some aspects of the self more than others” (94) eHghasis was on the paradoxes in
the development in the self, “the build in tensb@tween self-assertion and recognition”
(Luttrell 1996:95). Drawing on the narratives ofmen enrolled in an adult literacy
program, the objective was to understand how th@evodefined the self as “somebody”
and how they explained “who succeeds, who faild,vany” (Luttrell 1996:97). Luttrell
referred to the stories as “narrative urgency” aswn told

[Clautionary tales about the risks inherent indihdod longings, and sometimes

told with a sense of irony about the gap betweeamis and reality, the women’s

stories highlighted formative experiences througincv they came to understand
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and defend their selves in American society, wiserae people count and others

don’t. (Luttrell 1996:97)

Luttrell discussedplit imagesvomen used to define themselves in contrast with
others. Split images involved who was and who was'somebody,” based on
definitions within specific contexts, such as sdbBpby those with power in those
contexts, such as teachers.

The ideas shaped Luttrell's research on how schwle important implications
in the development of the self. In her analysiszofmen’s narratives, Luttrell (1996)
found that women felt the need to explain why thagl not been socially upwardly
mobile. The accounts reflected the tension betwselfrassertion and recognition”
(Luttrell 1996:107). Women either rejected earlgading experiences or doubted the
ability of school to help them become socially mepso Luttrell asked why they decided
to return to school to better themselves. Lutsethmarized her findings:

All the women’s accounts illustrate the importanteleveloping other selves

outside the world of success—selves that are waiitbwegardless of schooling or

job; selves that enjoy, depend upon, and areat#ii with others. In both sets of
accounts, the women stress their “social selves{’ part of the self that strives to
satisfy the expectations and needs of others piglita of empathy, and seeks
interaction. This part of the self is what womea asually praised for; it is what
women learn makes them appealing. Thus, it shagildldosurprise that the

women'’s accounts stress this aspg@atttrell 1996:107)

Luttrell (1997) expanded on these ideas in her pSokoolsmart and
Motherwise: Working-Class Women'’s Identity and ®thg. Through interviews with
nearly 200 women, Luttrell analyzed the life sterad women who returned to school at
two different adult literacy programs. The purpo$éer research was to understand the

ways the women described their early educationa¢eences to demonstrate the varied

ways the experiences influenced the women’s sedfgerand identity. In particular,
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Luttrell was interested in how women “learned altbeinselves and their place in
American society, and revealed the personal cdstese lessons” (Luttrell 1996:3).
Luttrell sought to more fully develop how womenergreted and understood
intersections of gender, race, and class, thengbgreling and contributing to cultural
reproduction and production theories of inequality.

Early educational experiences had a formativelastihg effect on women’s
definition of themselves as learners (Luttrell 1p%ne of the major ways early
experiences influenced such perceptions was thradmth traits or characteristics were
recognized as valuable in schools and society stdres demonstrated women'’s
understanding of themselves and others as “godwdgirls and “bad” schoolgirls
(Luttrell 1997:9) and their ideas about legitimat®l illegitimate knowledge. Those traits
associated with economically advantaged girls 8een as “intelligent” or “valuable”
(Luttrell 1997:114) by teachers. Those who hadsthecific traits possessed a type of
cultural capital believed to justify their superpwsition within the classroom. Such
students were referred to as teacher’s pets. @aegy used to cope with the practices
was to adopt the logic of the school and remainledtsand invisible. The other strategy
was to refuse school logic and adopt an attitudesittance to authority.

Luttrell found that the early educational expeces described by the women did
shape their social identity; “Their stories drewong world of women—teachers,
mothers, daughters—who were judged and who judgsdgelves according to how
successfully they met the demands of school” (elitir997:115). Because such early
experiences defined the women, those who wereuacessful in school blamed

themselves—their personal characteristics, alsliged so on—for their school failure.
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However, the identities were not static, but irkfluuttrell suggested the act of returning
to school as adults might in fact be an act ofstasice to the educational identities
formed in early schooling experiences. The studeidtsot fully accept the myth of
meritocracy, but rather returned to school to rieclide parts of themselves denied
earlier. “Having been encouraged to stifle the ttgsment of some aspects of themselves
for the sake of others, these women returned todch regain the visibility, voices, and
autonomy denied them” (Luttrell 1997:117).

Luttrell (1996; 1997) focused on the role of eatiucational experiences in the
social identities of economically disadvantaged womncluding identities related to
education and other aspects of the self. Othearekers focused specifically on how
early educational experiences affected educatideatities. Bloomer and Hodkinson
(2000) defined educational identity as one’s digmosto learning, which includes a
learner’s perceptions and approaches to learnipglying a symbolic interaction
approach, dispositions to learning emerge fronptlaetice of learning, the meaning
attached to learning, the subjective interpretatibthe usefulness of learning, and
actions related to learning. Educational identitibsw individuals to consider
connections with the wider social context in whiearners are located, the subjective
meanings attached to learning, and transformatweas time. Bloomer and Hodkinson
(2002) maintained that educational identity couddl lIme understood outside of the social
and cultural context of the learner’s life, pogititnat educational identities transformed
over time.

Bloomer and Hodkinson (2000) analyzed the learcargers of students ages 15

to 19 in the United Kingdom. Based on their analygiinterviews with the students, the
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conclusion was, “the courses which lives and leaymiareers took were never simply the
products of rationally determined choice” (Blooraed Hodkinson 2000:593). Rather,
the authors maintained that learning careers andagidnal identity must be understood
within the social context of young people’s lifepexiences. Neglecting the situational
aspect of learning limits the ability to fully undeand educational identities and the
choices students make. Bloomer and Hodkinson (26@@}Iuded that using a
longitudinal view of learning dispositions is nesag to fully understand
transformations over the lifespan. They believed tlsing case studies of individual
stories would enable viewing the uniqueness of atiligal identity transformations
within the broader social context.

Other researchers investigated the influence dy educational experiences on
educational identity formation and transformatinradult students. Webb (2001) studied
the formation and transformation of educationahtdes through the analysis of
interviews and questionnaires of adult studentkeir first year at a university in
England. The participants in the study left publibooling with no intention of
continuing education. Later in life, the studentteeed higher education.

Webb (2001) focused on how educational identitfeeced the decision-making
processes related to education and identified thaeetives related to educational
identities formed during previous educational eigreres: access denied, untapped
potential, and wasted potential. Students who betldigher education was not an
option for them at the time they left schooling egsed the “access denied” educational
identity. The students did not attribute their latkprogression to higher education as

their own deficit, but rather as coming from ingtibnal practices and articulated by
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teachers and parents. They believed they were dusherd working-class jobs,
“women’s work,” or marriage and family.

Students with the “untapped potential” educatiodahtity expressed problems in
school due to lack of confidence, underperformaand,problems with teachers, parents,
or peers and tended to attribute failure in schodheir own deficiencies (Webb, 2001).
The third group was identified as having an edocdatl identity labeled “wasted
potential.” This group of students had experiers@tie success in school, but then
attributed their lack of educational progressiothr own rejection of education and
refusal to do what others expected of them in scidebb (2001) concluded the three
educational narratives played a prominent roldudents’ educational decision-making.
The educational narratives interacted with expeesrwith employment and families in
unique ways, demonstrating that institutional, dgfonal, and situational factors
interacted in complex ways.

The role of early educational experiences on edutatidentities was also
explored with adults who were not currently engaigeedducation. Birch (2013) used
life-history narratives with adults in the Unitedngdom to gather data about learning
cultures, educational identities, and the decisioengage in learning. The adults in her
study left formal education with few or no qual#dtons and had not engaged in formal
education since then. She interviewed six men and@men about their educational
identity, early educational experiences, and vieflgarning.

Early educational experiences such as high schotlded themes of
disengagement from learning, beliefs that formafreng in high school lacked

meaningfulness, instances of bullying, and low lheaexpectations. To assess
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educational identities, Birch (2013) developed fragegories of educational identity and
asked participants to select from one of the fivee five categories included (1) “I
wasn’'t expected to do well in school,” (2) “I didiike school,” (3) “I could have done
better,” (4) “Other things were more importanttet time,” and (5) “None of the
options” (Birch 2013:53). Many participants chos® tor more of the options, reflecting
the complexity of educational identities.

Based on the analysis, Birch (2013) concluded adhre identities were
influenced by experiences in educational institgidhe identities persisted into
adulthood, and educational identities influencedrldecisions about engaging in
education. Educational identities developed in tsghool had “a lasting effect on their
disposition to learn” (Birch 2013:54). Further,@eficit perspective” of those who did
not engage in learning “discounts the complex neasmderlying their reluctance to re-
engage” (Birch 2013:54) in learning.

SUMMARY

Earning a college degree directly after high stleffers numerous advantages. In
spite of the advantages and the variety of prog@esgned to expand access to and
increase preparation for college, many high scgomiiuates do not go on to enroll.
Students from low-income families and those whaaemts did not graduate from
college are less likely to enroll in college thae students from higher-income families
who have at least one parent with a college de{ieese factors work to (re)produce
economic and social inequality in society. The pn¢sesearch was an investigation of
how educational identity formed and transformecdimieducational institutions over the

lifespan, and how the identities were related twsiens about education.
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This chapter contained a review of the theorepeaspectives that provided the
framework for this dissertation. The relevant btieire on college enrollment
stratification, first-generation college studergult college students, and educational
identities was summarized in the chapter. Althosighificant overlap is present among
students who are first-generation and adult stigjéinits specific group has received little
empirical attention. As found in the few publishstddies on the topic, some issues
relevant to first-generation students as a wholg bealess significant for those who have
adult status. Additional issues may be relatedtdtaollege student status that do not
significantly affect first-generation college statte The present research provided
additional insight in this area.

The research in the next section related to tipboeation of identity
transformations in the college environment. Thecational context of higher education
affects the identity of adult students enrolledatiege. Finally, the research related to
the influence of early educational experiencesammas and educational identities was
summarized. This dissertation built on the revieneskarch by examining how
educational identity was formed and transformedhiwieducational institutions over the
lifespan, and how these identities were relatedktosions about education. The
relationship between social context, educationatiities, and decision-making can help
inform models designed to explain college enrolltrggratification. The next chapter

details the methodology chosen for this dissentatio
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CHAPTER IlI:

METHODOLOGY

This research was an examination of how educatidealtities were formed and
transformed within educational institutions oves tiiespan and how the identities
related to decisions about education. The resafestribecand explained the social
construction of educational identities from thensljaoint of the participants. The social
phenomena of interest included how social classre@®duced within educational
institutions and how educational identities werapgd through social interactions within
the specific social setting of educational instins.

This research utilized a life-history approachxplere how first-generation,
adult students enrolled in their first year of egk constructed educational identities.
Because educational identities are dynamic, eailig&ional experiences can affirm or
contradict students’ beliefs about themselves,ahdt students may need to reconcile
previous educational identities with their desoedturn to school to pursue a college
degree. Educational identities additionally mayshaped by intersections of age, social
class, race, and gender.

| believe a deeper understanding of how early etthutal experiences influence
students’ beliefs about their educational aptitumias their decisions about additional
education over the lifespan will allow sociologiatsd educators to more fully understand

the role of social contexts of educational insiim$ in the formation and transformations
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of educational identities, as well as how such tides contribute to inequality in
educational attainment. This research was guidetidjollowing three research
guestions:
(1) What is the role of early educational experienoeshiaping students’
educational identities? How do these early expegsraffect decisions

about attending college?

(2) What life experiences or changes in the fiehte a shift in dispositions
that lead to enrollment in a college degree prodeder in life?

3) How do students (re)align the educational idiestdeveloped in early
educational experiences with their new role asgeallstudent? How does
the culture of higher education support or detfiaxch the development of
positive educational identities?
Description of the methodology chosen for thigegsh appears in this chapter.
First, | describe the theoretical rationale for tegearch design. Next, | describe the
research participants, provide an overview of g#search design, explain the data
collection methods, and summarize the processtosadalyze and synthesize the data.
Finally, | discuss ethical considerations, issuesustworthiness, and challenges of the
study.
THEORETICAL RATIONALE FOR RESEARCH DESIGN

As explained in Chapter I, a critical feminist gtatlve research design provided
the theoretical foundation to explore the educai@xperiences and identities of first-
generation, adult students. Critical research pgnasifocus on how power, control, and
ideology are involved in understanding social tgalvhile feminist research paradigms
aim to uncover parts of the human experience tlzgtime hidden or subjugated under

traditional or positivist research paradigms (HeBdeer and Leavy 2006). Critical

research methodology has the potential to transtbemesearch process away from the
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researcher as sole power and authority to a cabioo of knowledge construction
between the researcher and the participants (Ghand Levin 2008; Miskovic and
Hoop 2006). Using critical research is consisteitih the goals of research as an applied
function. One of the basic principles of criticakearch is that researchers must
collaborate to solve real-world problems by bridpiocal knowledge and professional
knowledge (Greenwood and Levin 2008). Critical ask is consistent with my
theoretical perspective and with the ideals of eléarning in general.

Critical theorists use their work as a way of guing society, and therefore
research is a tool of social critique (Kinchelod &tcLaren 2008). In this way, critical
theorists see research participants as partnéng iresearch process. Some of the issues
that can be raised include

o How do issues of power and justice interact to farsocial system
(including educational, family, and work systems)?

o What prevents individuals from having control otlegir lives?

. Who is in control of the production and transmissid knowledge,
including what meaning we attach to knowledge potidn and holders?

. How do we analyze information in relation to otivdormation (nothing
is separate from interaction)?

. How are experiences vulnerable to ideology? and

. Does knowledge in the classroom clash with knowdeaigtside
(Kincheloe and McLaren 2008)?

In critical sociological work, the public sphereli® starting point for critiquing
and transforming oppressive and inequitable camultin society. Taking a critical
approach in this research shed light on the inéipgivithin educational institutions that

perpetuate the construction of disadvantageousatidual identities.
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The qualitative research design in this study wadepth, life-history interviews
with first-generation, adult college students. Acling to Hesse-Biber and Leavy (2006),
the interview is a meaning-making process betwhendsearcher and the interviewee,
where the goal is to lessen the division betweesdholes and collaborate in the
knowledge creation process. The overall goal obshtg in-depth interviews was to gain
descriptive and explanatory data on a specificctopa single interview.

In-depth interviews allowed the researcher to obkaiowledge from the
participants, including complex information thasuéted in rich data for later analysis
and interpretation (Hesse-Biber and Leavy 2006§dpth interviews were useful to
understanding the social realities of those matgiea from society and have been used
extensively in feminist and critical methodologigsdepth interviews are useful in
“accessing subjugated voices and getting at sutgddganowledge” because “those who
have been marginalized in society, such as woneoplp of color, homosexuals, and the
poor, may have hidden experiences and knowledgd#ve been excluded from our
understanding of social reality” (Hesse-Biber amay 2006:123).

A life-history approach (Atkinson 1998) was usedhis research to highlight the
important experiences and turning points in thecatianal lives of the students. In a
similar study of educational identities of adulidgnts in Finland, Moore (2006)
professed that life history interviews were thetlvesy to analyze the social and
individual changes occurring within historical, #cand social contexts. The life stories
included individual experiences within educatiomstitutions and shared cultural ideas
about education and becoming a college studenthB#013) also used life-history

narratives to gather data about learning cultdacational identities, and the decision
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to engage in learning in the United Kingdom. Thastigular approach allowed the
analysis of how earlier experiences influenced hatys of thinking and behaving.

According to Atkinson (1998), the life-history im#ew is an important method
“in trying to understand others’ positions in Ide description of themselves and their
relation to others, to let their voices be heawdet them speak for and about themselves
first.” He believed the life-history interview primed the best way “to know the unique
experience and perspective of the individual” (Agan 1998:5).

Luttrell (1997) analyzed the life stories of wonmemrolled in an adult literacy
program. She developed the idea of “storied sel(@sto describe how women used
stories about themselves and past events to praodssnderstand their social identities.
The definitions included an understanding of hotosd provided the means for them to
“become somebody.” Storied selves were an illunmgatvay to understand how images
of the self could “take hold in varied ways, withried force, and with varied costs
attached for individuals” (Luttrell 1997:118). Thariations created a complex self that
included elements of class, race, and gender dysamni this way, the act of telling
stories of one’s self could be a political actdwgisit and reinterpret stories and find
similarities between our own stories and the ssooieothers.

Through the women'’s storytelling, we learn that ktories are about self-

understandings and social identities; that théeestories are shaped by multiple

structures of domination; and that life storiesstraped by the desire for mutual
recognition. . .that telling life stories can prd@ian impetus and direction for new
ways of being and acting in the world. (Luttrell91/9119)

One distinguishing factor in life-history approashe the ability for participants
to provide a first-person account of their own eigreces in their own words.

Researchers used the life-history interview to érarnow people formed

understandings of their self and to construct megmabout their lives. The life-history
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approach illuminated the experiences of one perngole at the same time highlighting
how the individual interacted within the contextsoiciety as a whole. The life-history
interview also allowed the storyteller “to tell thetories from the vantage point that
allows them to see their life as a whole” (LuttrE397:5) as it fit together with other
experiences. It became a process of understanuntgiier’s construction of his or her
reality.

The prominence of the storyteller’s voice in tHe-history approach is consistent
with critical and feminist research paradigms. Ascdssed in Chapter 2, feminist and
critical methodologies provided a framework toigut dominant ideologies related to
educational achievement and attainment. The knaeledined from lived experiences
of first-generation, adult students allowed crigcaf the knowledge claims related to
educational achievement and attainment and thegaromof social change.
RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS

Participants for this study were recruited from ¢oenmunity college where | was
employed as an administrator at the time of thdystlihe research participants were
enrolled full- or part-time in the first year of associate degree program at an urban,
multi-campus, Midwestern community college. Thdex was the largest community
college and the third largest college in the stdiere it was located.

A stratified, purposeful sample of research pgrtiats was used to select
individuals with particular characteristics relatedhe research question and to provide a
means for comparison (Hesse-Biber and Leavy 200®).characteristics all participants
had in common were related to the research questidone of the participants attended

college directly after high school. They were alperiencing college for the first time at
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an age of 30-59 and were considered low-incomegdas receiving financial aid based
on need. Attempts were made to include participahis varied by race and gender.

Recruitment of research participants included 8ysainded out in class by
instructors and posted around the campus. Pamitspeere recruited through the offices
of services designed for adult or first-generatiolege students. Other college staff,
such as tutors, were informed of the research antitipant qualifications and referred
additional participants. | knew none of the paptaits prior to the interview. Eligible
participants met the following criteria: (a) eneallin their first year of college; (b) the
first person in their family of origin to attendlege; (c) receiving financial aid based on
need; and (d) between the ages of 30 and 59. Tweeiz@mwere used to select participants
who were low-income, adult, first-generation codegjudents. This experience was the
first college enrollment for all the participant$he age range of 30-59 was used to
narrow cohort effects based on age and to ensatgd#nticipants had significant time
and experiences outside of the context of educaltiemvironments. In a study of learning
engagement of adult students, Kasworm (2010) aed the age of 30 as the lower-
range of age for the participants.

A total of 15 research participants were intervidwEable 1 has a summary of
participant demographics. The participants varigdédnder, race/ethnicity, previous
occupation, and marital status. Ten of the paiditip were female and five were male.
The ages of the participants ranged from 30 td\&3e participants identified as white,
three identified as Hispanic, one identified asidgdn American, one identified as Native

American, and one identified as Bi-racial (AfricAmerican/white). Ten participants
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were single, four were married, and one was divachrbost of the participants were

currently unemployed or disabled and enrolled iihege full-time.

Table 1. Participant Self-Described Demographics

Participant Ethnicity/ Marital Previous Current
Pseudonym Gender Age Race Status Occupation Occupation
Daniel Male 48 White Single Plumber Unemployed/
FT Student
Alex Male 37 White Married Management Unemployed/
FT Student
Diane Female 48 Native Single Nurse’s Aide  Disabled/
American FT Student
Cassie Female 32 White Single/  Factory Disabled/
Engaged Worker FT Student
Marcy Female 37 White Single Computer Unemployed/
Analyst FT Student
Sally Female 35 White Single Retail Clerk Work Study/
FT Student
Amy Female 33 White Married Call Center Unemployed/
FT Student
Rachel Female 36 Hispanic Single Business  Parent/
Owner PT Student
Joseph Male 38 White Single General Unemployed/
Laborer FT Student
Robert Male 41 African Single Hospital Unemployed/
American Orderly FT Student
Anna Female 30 Hispanic Married Medical Unemployed/
Assistant FT Student
Eva Female 39 Hispanic Single Insurance  Unemployed/
Representative FT Student
Cheryl Female 53 White Married Clerical Clerical/
FT Student
Kimberly Female 51 White Divorced Secretary Office Mgr/
FT Student
Mark Male 41 Bi-racial; Single Military Disabled/
African PT Student
American/White

Note.N = 15. FT = Full time; PT = Part time

Working with small samples is common in qualitatresearch, because the goal
is to provide an in-depth understanding of sociatpsses and meanings rather than to
make broad generalizations (Hesse-Biber and Le@0g) In this research, my goal was

to understand how first-generation, adult studen&spreted and made meaning of their
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early educational experiences and decisions witlercontext of returning to an
academic environment as adults. The use of in-défgkhistory interviews with 15
participants supported this undertaking. An ovemwad my research design is in the next
section.

RESEARCH DESIGN OVERVIEW

Prior to undertaking the collection of data fastktudy, | reviewed and
summarized theoretical perspectives, availablearekgand methodologies that helped
me develop research questions and a methodolagtoahale and plan. The literature
review centered on research about adult and nalititnaal college students, particularly
studies that examined student identities or meamaking. After reviewing the
literature, | learned | also needed to examineareerelated to first-generation college
students. Based on the theoretical perspectivégtided my research and the previous
literature, | determined that a qualitative lifestoiry approach was the methodology that
would best address my research questions.

Based on the examination of theoretical perspestigpplicable research, and
chosen methodology, | developed and defended #sareh proposal. After the research
proposal defense, | acquired approval to comphlatedsearch from the IRB. The IRB
approval application included a summary of the aede purpose and procedures. |
outlined the procedures used to recruit researdicipants, the interview protocol, and
the steps taken to ensure confidentiality, gaiarmied consent, and minimize risk to
participants.

Research participants were recruited through ¢inencunity college where |

worked as an administrator at the time of the studyd not know any of the participants
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prior to the interview. Flyers outlining the resgawere developed and distributed to
instructors, who passed the information on to sttsleho might be interested in
participating. Some research participants contactedby phone or e-mail based, on the
information on the flyer. Instructors, college ttgoand college staff who worked with
adult students referred other participants to ner éiie student expressed interest in
participating. The first contact with potential peipants was on the phone or through e-
mail, where | described the research questionsraadziew process. Those who agreed
to participate scheduled a time to meet for therinéw.

Each interview took place in an office or confenagom at the campus where
the student attended classes. After a brief rewaktie research purpose and interview
process, | reviewed the informed consent form whthparticipant (see Appendix A). |
answered any questions they had, and they sigeeadfttrmed consent forms. The
interview protocol contained questions in four eliint areas: memories of schooling
from early childhood to adolescence, memories efd#cision not to attend college,
social forces that led to college enrollment, amdent experiences in the college
environment. Demographic information was colleaisthg a short questionnaire the
participants completed at the end of the interview.

The interviews were transcribed and checked fouramy. The interview
responses were analyzed individually and thengis@p. The process of analyzing the
interviews is described in detail later in this ptea. After the analysis of the interviews,
additional research was reviewed based on theragegfierged from the interviews. The

main additional research investigated included stbngagement, peer relationships,
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and impacts of student victimization on academiieaement. The next section details
my data collection methods.
DATA COLLECTION METHODS

First-generation, adult college students who vesm®lled in their first year of
community college were recruited to complete intamg related to the research
guestions. Prior to interviewing research partiotpal completed two pilot interviews
using the interview protocol in this study. Aftéetpilot interviews, | reviewed the
guestions with the pilot participants, looking &oeas that might have been unclear or
potentially confusing. No major revisions to théenview schedule were necessary,
based on the pilot interviews.

Fifteen students were interviewed about their etioical experiences across the
lifespan. These semi-structured interviews lasfgat@imately 60-90 minutes each,
were digitally recorded, and were transcribed vinar he interviews provided the data
for the findings in this study.

Unlike quantitative research, which interprets gigance based on numerical or
statistical analysis, qualitative research esthbfissignificance through the interpretation
of the importance, meaningfulness, and potensiafulness of the findings (Bloomberg
and Volpe 2008). Working with small samples is camnnn qualitative research,
because the goal is to provide an in-depth undweistg of social processes and
meanings rather than to make broad generalizafldéesse-Biber and Leavy 2006). In
this research, my goal was to understand howdiesteration adult students interpreted

and made meaning of their early educational expeei® and decisions within the context

72



of returning to an academic environment as adiilis.use of in-depth interviews
enabled the undertaking.

Storytelling is an important process of human comication by enabling us to
make meaning of our experiences and communicakeotliters those experiences and
their meanings. Through storytelling, we are ablprbcess experiences, reflect on them,
and contextualize events in our lives. Atkinsond@Pposited that the life-history
narrative is an important experience for both #searcher who is gathering data and the
persons telling their stories. The process alldwesstoryteller to make sense of important
experiences, influences, and life lessons. Starie®ur way of organizing, interpreting,
and creating meaning from our experiences whilentaaiing a sense of continuity
through it all” (Atkinson 1998:7). The life-histonarrative can highlight how the
storyteller “uses adaptive strategies to recoranilé resolve conflicts of the past”
(Atkinson 1998.7). Therefore, the most suitable wagnalyze the negotiation of
educational identities is through life history rassh or life story interviews (Atkinson
1998).

A life-history approach allows a researcher to hgitt the turning points in the
lives of individuals. Using the life-history appaaaddressed the primary questions of
this study: the formation and transformation of&tional identities within educational
institutions and the social forces that pushedviddals to enroll in college later in life.
One of the primary benefits of life-history resdaig it allowed the understanding of
developmental processes. Atkinson (1998) claimedthratives produced through the
life-history interviews were the best way for agasher to understand a person’s life

experiences and interpretations of events andnig=li
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Life-history interviews took place with individualgho had entered a college
degree program as an adult, were between the &§8€samd 59, were first-generation
college students, and received financial aid basedeed. The life story interviews were
semi-structured, providing the researcher wittidde to follow up on emerging issues
and themes not apparent prior to the interviewh@ugh primary questions guided the
interviews, the focus was on probing the resporglamiswers for deeper and more
extensive understanding.

After identifying a line of inquiry (Hesse-Biber @heavy 2006) an interview
guide for the semi-structured interviews was depetb(see Appendix B). The interview
guide identified key issues relevant to this resleavhile allowing the participants some
freedom to discuss issues relevant to them. Inrésigsarch, the emphasis and scope of the
life-history interview evolved around early exp@ages in educational institutions,
identity development within those institutions, ©&s made about education, and
educational identity transformations within theiabcontext of educational institutions.
Each interview was transcribed verbatim within twdhree days of its completion. The
next section contains a summary of the analysisaasyhthesis of data collected through
the interviews.

DATA ANALYSIS AND SYNTHESIS

As with the methodology, analysis and interpretatbthe data were informed
by a critical theoretical perspective. During tliegess of data collection and
simultaneous analysis, maintaining a stance oéxafity was important. Reflexivity was
the process through which the researcher examieedvn experiences and assumptions

during the research process. Some experiencessimgitar to those relayed by
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participants, while other experiences were differB®eflexivity required me to be
mindful to both similarities and differences to myn experiences during the
interpretation of the data (Hesse-Biber and Led3362.

Patton (2002) further clarified the process ofaeeiflity by articulating a
“triangulated reflexive inquiry” (p.495) that inwadd self-reflexivity, reflexivity about
the participants, and reflexivity about those wead the research. | examined by own
background in educational institutions throughdwet process to reflect on my own
positionality. As a first-generation college stutemo attended college at a traditional
age, | had some similar experiences to the paatntgowhen they related early
educational experiences in elementary and highadcBespite mediocre grades and
poor engagement in high school, | attended a statersity, under open admissions
policies and using federal Pell grants, directtgafiraduating high school. Therefore,
my work experience during adulthood was very ddferfrom that of the participants.
However, many of the changes in educational idest&xperienced by the participants
were similar to my own transformations while attegdcollege. Additionally, my
experiences as a student services counselor atnddts of adult students in college
settings influenced my initial and continued ingtri@ the topics explored in this
research.

Data analysis began during the data collectiongg®cHesse-Biber and Leavy
(2006) described this form of analysis as an iteegtrocess in which the data collection
and analysis proceed simultaneously. After eadrvigw, | took notes that summarized
some of the main themes | noticed. This processarhoing(Hesse-Biber and Leavy

2006) allowed me to reflect on themes that supdatel contradicted assumptions made
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prior to the data collection. Memoing also allowsd to reflect on my positionality
during the data collection and analysis procesmeSthemes were apparent within 4-5
interviews, while others took shape later, aftenpteting more interviews and reading
and re-reading transcripts.

After all the interviews were completed, | perfodreeholistic data exploration
and reduction (Hesse-Biber and Leavy 2006). | begé#mnthe first research question as a
guide and read each transcript, looking for reldbesnes, ideas, and concepts. Passages
in the narratives that spoke to the research qurestere highlighted using color codes,
and written notes summarized main points. Sombaehbtes later became codes used in
the final coding process. The data explorationraaldiction process was repeated for
each research question.

Coding of the transcripts and data happened thimutghe process, but was
refined during and after data exploration and rédacHesse-Biber and Leavy (2006)
explained that coding included locating sectionthefnarratives that were important and
spoke to the research questions. These sectiomstiagr coded using descriptive
categories. The data analysis was inductive becaupee-defined codes were
determined prior to the analysis process.

Some of the codes were literal codes because studften used some of the
same terminology (e.g., “just try”) to describehaughts or behaviors, while other codes
were more interpretive. Interpretive coding reqdiosing my own insight to determine
the overall theme within the text. For examplestasients discussed their early
educational experiences, they often had diffengreeg of stories (e.g., bullying,

undiagnosed learning disabilities). As | reflectedthe social context of these stories, |
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was able to see that school neglect was a sinolategtual factor providing the
background for the experiences. After all the cgdiuas complete, | again looked for
overlap between codes and instances where thdiaasrapoke to more than one code at
the same time.

To organize the coded data across all 15 narrativesated tables based on the
conceptual framework and research questions. Thesthelped me organize the
similarities among narratives and look for ovepatterns among concepts. The tables
allowed me to visualize patterns among concepts) ag participants’ schooling
experiences and descriptions of themselves asdesarnalso used the patterns to look at
and reflect omegative case@Bloomberg and Volpe 2008) in which participarggiries
diverged from the patterns found in the other rieves.

The process of analysis included pulling apartddi@; whereas, synthesis
involved putting the information back togetheread & holistic story (Bloomberg and
Volpe 2008). To pull the observations togethegrmpleted additional memoing based
on the tables. The memos included relevant quobes the narratives that illustrated
main points. | looked across all the findings te #e over-arching story they told. The
memos eventually made up the findings presenteexh chapters.

To complete the analysis and synthesis, | revietivedheoretical perspectives
and literature reviews already completed. Basetheliindings, | reviewed additional
literature on school engagement and social class, yctimization, and the influence of
peer relationships on academic engagement. Thosnation was incorporated into the

presentation of the findings and the discussion.
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ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS

When conducting research with people, considerotgmgial risks to those who
participate is important (Bloomberg and Volpe 200&8pok several precautions during
the research process to minimize risks to the resgaarticipants. Prior to recruiting
participants, | obtained approval for my reseanah)qet from the IRB (Institutional
Review Board). The goal of the IRB is to protectrfaun subjects in research. All research
participants were fully informed about the goalshs research and the interview
process. | explained the informed consent formattheparticipant and ensured each
participant signed the consent before beginningrttezview.

The issue of power difference between the partitgpas students and me as
researcher and administrator was a concern (Heibsz-8nd Leavy 2006). | wanted to
assure participants that their participation wasgletely voluntary. None of the
participants were former or current students iiss#g | taught, and none were known to
me in any other way prior to the interview. Priotthe interview, | explained to
participants that they did not have to answer amgstjon they found uncomfortable and
they could stop the entire interview at any timenH of the participants indicated they
did not want to answer a question, nor did anydop the interview before its
completion.

Several precautions were taken to ensure particgarfidentiality. Each
participant was assigned a number, which was wstbel the demographic
guestionnaires and the interview recordings, rattham using the participant’s name. The
key that matched each name with assigned numbekepdsecurely on a password-

protected computer in my home office, and destrafést the completion of the research
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process. The identities of participants were disgaiiby using pseudonyms during the
coding process and when writing the findings arsgussion. Specific names of
individuals, schools, colleges, and places mentaheing the interviews were disguised
or deleted in any quotations that became partefittal research document.

Although an important aspect of this research Wwagpersonal stories of
participants, the written findings were the patsettmat emerged from the stories.
Focusing on the patterns that emerged and thessitigs in the participants’ stories
enhanced confidentiality. Someone familiar with ohéhe participants could
foreseeably recognize that participant if the resdesvas reported in a verbatim fashion,
giving personal and distinguishing accounts; howevecause the research was reported
so the commonalties of the participants becaméoities, identification of participants
was made difficult. Although the data were gathersidg individual in-depth interviews,
the results were reported at the aggregate legtding to the participants’ confidentiality.
TRUSTWORTHINESS

The trustworthiness of a qualitative study is basedlifferent criteria than those
used in quantitative research, although terminologyht be similar (Bloomberg and
Volpe 2008). In this research, | used the termigyplof validity andreliability to describe
trustworthiness. To check for validity and relidlyilof the interpretation, | used the
suggestions laid out by Hesse-Biber and Leavy (200 overall test for validity is
how well the findings stand up against previouswdedge claims. In addition to this
overall question to test validity, | used the thpset model developed by Kvale (cited in

Hesse-Biber and Leavy 2006). This model calledHerresearcher to judge validity
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based on validity as craftsmanship, communicatal&lity, and pragmatic validity
(Kvale, as cited in Hesse-Biber and Leavy 2006).

Validity of craftsmanship includes aspects of doddy of the researcher and the
research. One of the ways | addressed the issutoviadude negative cases in the
analysis of the data. Communicative validity in@dacdomparing interpretations with
those of other researchers and professionals wideest similar phenomena. One way |
addressed communicative validity was to compardinayngs with studies that
examined similar problems. | also discussed thdirfigs with former adult, first-
generation college students and with those who brkith this population in a college
setting. Pragmatic validity involves how useful theings were in eliciting social
action. From a critical and feminist perspective tocus was on actions related to social
justice. The implications for social change aredssed in the final chapter.

To check for reliability in qualitative researchetresearcher should determine
how well the data adds up, or whether it has irstleconsistency (Hesse-Biber 2006). The
similarities within the participants’ unique st@idemonstrated consistency, as well as
the consistency of the stories with other simiégearch.

According to the principles of critical researehlidity, credibility, and reliability
are measured by the usefulness of the knowledtf®se who use it and the outcomes
the knowledge produces. In critical research, gdization means that knowledge is
context bound. Therefore, understanding the comtewxhich knowledge is created and
how the transfer of knowledge to new contexts ckarige knowledge is necessary. This
calls for reflection on knowledge application betwecontexts (Greenwood and Levin

2008).
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The significance of qualitative findings is juddgey theirsubstantive significance
rather than statistical significance. Substantigaicance includes consistency in
findings and across other studies, ability to iaseethe understanding of the
phenomenon, and usefulness in building theory pliegiion to practice and policy
(Bloomberg and Volpe 2008).

METHODOLOGY CHALLENGES

Two major challenges were identified during thegass of completing this study.
The first was the ability to make broad generaiareg about the findings. Qualitative
research is not designed to make broad generalmatibout a population. Unlike
guantitative research, which interprets signifieabased on numeral or statistical
analysis, qualitative research establishes sigmifie through the interpretation of the
findings importance, meaningfulness, and potensafulness (Bloomberg and Volpe
2008).

Working with small, purposeful samples is commonulitative research,
because the goal is to provide an in-depth undweistg of social processes and
meanings rather than to make broad generalizafldéesse-Biber and Leavy 2006). In
this research, my goal was to understand howdiesteration adult students interpreted
and made meaning of their early educational expeei® and decisions within the context
of returning to an academic environment as adiilie.importance, meaningfulness, and
potential usefulness of the findings appear infithe chapter.

The sample size of 15 participants was determiodxtsufficient to answer the
research questions in this study. Baker and Edw@@is2) conducted a survey of experts

in qualitative methods to address the questioroaf many interviews are enough for a
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gualitative research study. They found that mopeets formulated their answer to this
guestion with, “It depends.” The factors that ipdads on vary, but tend to involve
factors associated with methodology, epistemolagy, practicality.

In this research, all three factors were considerieein deciding the answer to the
guestion of how many interviews to complete. Dattaiistion was identified as a way to
know when enough interviews were completed. Datargion is defined as a time when
no additional information is learned by completingre interviews (Hesse-Biber and
Leavy 2006). The difficulty with using data satumatas the means to know when one
has enough interviews is that it can be difficaldetermine at the beginning of the
research (Baker and Edwards 2012).

To address the need for an operational definiticth@ concept of data saturation
in qualitative research, Guest, Bunce, and Joh(@®6) conducted a methodological
analysis of data saturation using interview datanf60 in-depth interviews. The
researchers found that, when using nonprobabiligtipposive sampling for interviews,
they were able to find the full range of themesdusetheir research after 12 interviews.
Guest et al. (2006) concluded that data saturaicarred after only 12 interviews. Their
findings were consistent with other researcherssslgoals were to describe perceptions,
behaviors, and beliefs among a fairly similar grdaghe present research, a sample of
15 was used because the research focus and doats this parameter, and | believe
data saturation was reached.

Another methodological challenge included how talyre and interpret
intersectional identities related to inequalitydxhsn social class, race, gender, and age

(Bowleg 2008; Torres, Jones, and Renn 2009). iatémal analysis is used to show
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how students’ experiences are intertwined withesystof inequality. One of the
advantages to using an intersectional approachiveas could uncover and allow the
examination of privileged and oppressed identitied individuals can possess
simultaneously. It can also allow the analysishaf tomplexity of identities and the
power structures in which they operate without esakzing groups or individuals.
However, studying intersectional identities posethodological challenges.

One problem is in developing questions designeliutminate intersecting
experiences without using an additive approach (Bg\®#008; Torres et al. 2009). A
major issue in conducting intersectional reseasdbrmulating questions that elicit
responses to highlight intersectional experienthss can be difficult because often
researchers discuss issues of multiple marginaltedtities in additive terms.

In her own research with black lesbian women, Bgwg008) found that the
interview questions developed sought to ask abepdrate identities (black, lesbian,
woman) instead of an integrated or intersectiothahiity (black lesbian). | found this
problem in my own research when designing intendemsstions. | wanted to avoid
asking questions about separate marginalized tteEnto minimize the tendency to use
an additive approach. | also wanted to avoid compagroups based on a single
marginalized identity to avoid essentializing greup

Bowleg (2008) advised that an intersectional inesmguestion should focus
exclusively on experiences, rather than separatnigus identities within the
experience. This approach allows the intervieweeaBdcuss their experiences and
identities in a way that is important to them. édshis approach in developing my

interview protocol. The questions asked participaatdescribe their experiences within
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educational institutions, detailing experiences ewnehts that were important to their
educational identities. However, participants oftehnot explicitly discuss issues related
to marginalized identities, which made interpretatdifficult.

The other challenge to intersectional researchgdeds that it may be difficult for
participants to fully describe their experiencesairms of intersectional identities.
Bowleg (2008) found that interviewees often did sipeak explicitly about
intersectionality. She suggested that narrativest i@ analyzed within the social context
and not as an individualistic account of experied@econduct this type of analysis, the
researcher must analyze the narrative within tleehdstorical context. The researcher
must incorporate sociohistorical data of oppreggedps into the analysis in addition to
using the collected data.

Finally, the third challenge in intersectional rash arises during the
interpretation of data. One of the major issuesdsearchers conducting intersectional
research is how to interpret findings when intemges discuss some, but not all of the
major intersections of inequality in their expedes. To address the issue, researchers
must interpret the “individual level data withiretkarger sociohistorical context of
structural inequality that may not be explicit amedtly observable in the data” (Bowleg
2008:320). For example, if the interview narratilaes not directly discuss sexism, the
interviewer cannot assume that sexism did not ésrghe person. The researcher must
consider the historical and structural locationhaf person, must consider the context,
and must relate it to the narrative. In this wa, tesearcher can make the intersections

explicit, even when the participant did not.
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Researchers often assume that variables sucheaamdalass are explanatory
variables, when actually the structure of racism @tonomic inequality is the explaining
force (Bowleg 2008). Intersectionality challengesaarchers to begin with the
experiences of people who live with structural m&dy rather than a “traditional top-
down approach” (Bowleg 2008:323). More authoritstsewith the researcher to interpret
narratives and represent the stories accuratelghwbquires the researcher to
incorporate strategies to assure trustworthinesiseofindings, such as reflection on the
researcher’s positionality (Bowleg 2008; Torresle009).

SUMMARY

A detailed description of the research methodolaiiized in this study was
provided in this chapter. A qualitative researchigie was chosen, based on the
principles of critical and feminist paradigms, whiemphasize the centrality of
participants’ voice and experience. The use ofapth, life history interviews allowed
me to explore the how educational identities werened and transformed within the
social context of educational institutions. The-fistory approach highlighted the
turning points and transformations in the partioigalives. A total of 15 interviews were
completed, transcribed, and analyzed. A revievhefliterature occurred prior to the
implementation of the research and after the daitaation and analysis. The study
findings were compared with the literature to pdeva full analysis and
recommendations for action and future research.neléchapter contains details of

findings and analysis related to the Research @mest
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CHAPTER IV:

FINDINGS PART I:
EARLY EDUCATIONAL EXPERIENCES, EDUCATIONAL IDENTITES, AND

EDUCATIONAL DECISION-MAKING

The overall purpose of this research was to ingatti how educational identities
formed and transformed within educational instdns over the lifespan, and how these
identities related to decisions about educatiore fAéxt three chapters contain analysis of
the findings that emerged from the 15 in-depthrinéavs with adult, first-generation
college students. The findings in this study agaaized around the three major research
guestions introduced at the beginning of this ditatien and again outlined in the next
three chapters. To give a broad range of perspgectrom the participants in the study,
representative quotations taken from the interviavesprovided for each finding. These
descriptive quotations help to portray the simiiasi and variety within the participants’
narratives. The overall intent is to describe axulan the social construction of
educational identities from the standpoint of thetipipants.

The findings discussed in this chapter relatedhéotays in which early
educational experiences were interpreted by ppaits and contributed to the formation
of disadvantageous educational identities. Chapuiscusses the social shifts

experienced by participants, which lead them tokenr college later in life. Chapter VI
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details the participants’ perceptions of educatigentity transformations within the
field of higher education. Because the process@sgeveral years to unfold and are
closely aligned with their life histories, the bastans to acquire the data was through
intensive, in-depth interviews. The data illustdatiee subtle, gradual transformation of
negative educational identities into new identitlest allowed the adult learner’s
potential to develop. The process was best reveatedgh a life-history approach,
which helped to uncover patterns of life decisinoseasily captured using other
methodologies.
EARLY EDUCATIONAL EXPERIENCES AND THE EMERGENCE OREGATIVE
EDUCATIONAL IDENTITIES

Most (14 of 15; 93 percent) of the participantsorégd negative schooling
experiences during elementary school, high sclordipth. In addition to reporting
negative schooling experiences, the majority (125%f80 percent) of participants
described early learning experiences using negsgiveinology or imagery. As
discussed previously, the literature on early etiocal experiences advances that the
formative years set the foundation for developidgaoational identities. The social
environment of educational institutions is the esmfor the development of educational
identities, where students learn more than readawmiting, and arithmetic. The school
environment teaches students about themselvesdieéstabout their academic abilities
as well as their place in the larger social wotltlithe participants in this study were
first-generation adult learners who did not attealliege directly after high school, but

decided to enroll in college later in life. A commtheme that emerged from the
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narratives of the interviews was that early edwcet identities were shaped by
difficulties in school, and most participants hagjative memories of the experiences.

The initial negative experiences in elementary sthalowed some students to
high school, while for others, negative experiennénsified and emerged during high
school. A majority (13 of 15; 87 percent) of pagents reported beliefs related to their
educational identities that prevented or discowtageollment in college directly after
high school. As participants described the negatigcational experiences, they also
revealed how the experiences were emotionally tnogiland connected to their adverse
assumptions about their educational identities.

When describing early educational experiencesduheir childhood and
adolescent years, most (14 of 15; 93 percent)gyaaints described their school
experiences as overwhelmingly negative during efgarg school, high school, or both.
As patrticipants discussed their experiences, thegaled the process by which they
socially constructed their educational identifyusng negative experiences to shape
beliefs about themselves as learners. A major2yof1l5; 80 percent) of participants
described themselves using negative terminologyiraades as a learner. Therefore, the
participants’ early experiences in educationalitabns were foundational to later
negative beliefs participants divulge about thdaational identities.

When participants were asked to think about themiliesst memories of school,
most could remember experiences in elementary $tleginning between the first and
third grades. The narratives of experiences in etegary school showed some variation
in student’s experiences. Nearly half the partiotpd7 of 15; 47 percent) reported fun

and meaningful elementary school experiences, wihdether half (8 of 15; 53 percent)
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reported negative elementary school experiencesva@hation of experiences in
elementary school contrasted with the greater amtylfound in participants’ high
school experiences. By high school, a majority@fLl35; 87 percent) of participants
consistently reported negative schooling experigredeelings about school.

In cases in which schooling began as a fun and imgfah experience, nearly half
(7 of 15; 47 percent) of the participants had séonel memories. The positive
experience narratives reflected memories of legremoyment and caring teachers. The
narratives of Amy, Alex, and Eva represented sofriheoways students discussed
positive experiences during elementary school.

Amy reported having positive experiences in eletagnschool. She remembered
just beginning to learn, using art, engaging indgtivities designed to learn math and
vocabulary, and teachers who cared and helpectaen.|

Early on in school, I think | did good in the earbarly part of school, because

that’s when, like, the beginning of everything, teginning of the learning. | did

good on that part, and the early part of schobkés. . . where you're artistic and

all that kind of stuff. . . . [and] the first teaamtthat really, that | remember
. . . | might have been too young before, but thatmember that actually cared
and took the time to help students, and like | sste did fun activities with the

students. (Amy—white female, age 33)

Likewise, when asked to describe how he felt aleterhentary school, Alex replied:

Fun. There wasn’t anything negative up to that pde’re still in elementary,

right? . .. It was, it really was. You have noasain the world when you're that
age. You're just playing and learning . . . . (Alghite male, age 37)

Eva remembered elementary school as fun, wherbdéemsseemed to care about students
and helped when students did not understand.
Oh, it was fun. Everything we did, it was rolledara game, somehow, to learn.
Your colors, your shapes, your alphabet, the lettéou’d sing or you’'d build

blocks or color something. And the kids, | just esnber everybody always
laughing and teasing and having a good time. Buiver® learning at the same
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time. . . . But the teachers were more attentiideécstudents, it seemed like, back

then. And it seems like as you go through schbely’te there to teach, and it's

not saying, hey, you're having trouble, you migét g tutor. . . . Elementary, the
teachers were there to say, hey parents, your ishiddhind. You need help. This
is what we advise you to do. But it seemed likgoit more lax as | went through

school. (Eva—Hispanic female, age 39)

Interestingly, the positive experiences were oftdayed with a forewarning that
later schooling experiences were not as positivey Aentioned that her elementary
school teacher “actually” cared, a forewarning dtiba uncaring teachers she later
encountered in high school. Likewise, Eva saidi&aehers were “more attentive” to the
students, using the “more” to compare them to &gk chool teachers who she
perceived as less (or non) attentive. Alex askedlarification, “We’re still in
elementary, right?” before he continued to dis¢hsgositive experiences during
elementary school. Still, he related positive eigrares of learning that was fun and of
teachers who cared.

Unfortunately, the other half of the participamtierviewed revealed negative
schooling experiences starting in elementary schidahy of the negative experiences
were related to undiagnosed learning disordersooial negligence. The students did not
feel the joy of learning or care from teachers thatother half of the participants
described. Negative schooling experiences repdayestudents tended to be related to
some form of academic or social negligence witheéducational institution. As
participants described these experiences, the inguaiheir educational identities was

revealed. The participants described major acaddifficulties that were misunderstood

by themselves and by their teachers.
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Marcy explained that she suffered from dyslexid,tbat no one knew about it
until she was in ninth grade. Marcy’s undiagnosadring disability created significant
strife during her early educational experience.

[Marcy] Being dyslexic made it very difficult. Abat time, they really didn’t

know how to handle it.

[Interviewer] Did anyone know . . ..

[Marcy] | wasn’t diagnosed until | was in the rirgrade. . . . Sometimes I'd get

humiliated. They would call it out or whatever, espally if | was way off base.

That was just how it was. (Marcy—white female, 8@

Marcy explained the difficulties in these experiesic

In the beginning, | think | tried and tried, aneihl just got to the point where |

just gave up, | didn’t care anymore. It wasn’t gpto help me; | wasn't going to

succeed at it, so why try? . . . If we had to reatloud, | stutter. | still today
stutter when | read out loud, because | don’t theeconfidence | need to be able
to sit up and read out loud, and that stems bak the situation of being

[inaudible] from the dyslexia, but | can also g that the group environment

situation was . . . I'm a talker, | can talk to aoygly, but you get me in that

situation and I'd clam up. (Marcy—white female, &3¢

When Marcy’s learning problems became evident endlassroom, teachers and
school administrators labeled her as learning sifiand required her to attend special
education classes. The classes did not help her teamvercome dyslexia, but rather
gave her less work to complete. Marcy explained,

Well, they put me in the special ed classes, wleatgou want to call them. Lot of

good that did, because all they do is, they dom& gne as many problems or as

many questions to answer. It really didn’t helpfigare out what was wrong.

(Marcy—white female, age 37)

In the same way, Sally did not do well in schoatdaese of an undiagnosed
reading problem that caused her to hide in therbath to avoid being called on in class.

She learned to memorize reading assignments aed sttlategies to hide her

deficiencies. Sally explained:
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School itself, 1 didn't like. | could have done ftut it. | don’t know, the learning
problem, the reading problem. Believe it or nog tést of it was probably okay,
but | just didn’t like having to teach myself triek . . | didn’t do very well
because, besides the fact that | have ADD, | hadding problem. So | learned
to memorize everything, not learn it like otherkiut memorize like this word
means here and it’s the third word in the senteesgecially when they started
teaching about verbs and stuff. Our books, whemelkit was coming up, certain
things, | would have my Aunt. . . . which is my moshe’s not really my aunt,
but she lived a couple doors down, she would hedsithand memorize all this
stuff. That way | wouldn’t get in trouble at hontistory was a little bit difficult,
no, it was really difficult for me because you danemorize some things, dates,
what not, but that was harder to do. So when itectmreading, | had to
memorize it all . . . because | got to the poinevehl would actually learn to hide
in the bathroom when it came to the hard stuffalose if you're not in the
classroom they can’t call on you. You can wait thmrm (Sally—white female,
age 35)

For Marcy and Sally, undiagnosed learning diffii@d contributed to

remembering early schooling experiences as emadlycarad socially difficult. Marcy

recalled she “just gave up.” However, after movim@ new school during high school,

her learning disability was diagnosed and she &shhow to overcome some of her

difficulties. As a result, she was one of the feartigipants who did not continue to use

negative terminology when describing her educatia®ntity in high school.

Conversely, Sally described herself as a troublemdiring elementary school, and as

just skimming by while trying to stay unnoticed ohgy high school. When asked to

describe herself as a learner during elementaryadcBally replied:

| stayed in trouble. | remember in kindergartewak sitting in the corner. In fact,
my mom has the article, newspaper came in, wedatiteghing. | don’t know
what we did, but | had a dunce hat on my head avaklsitting in the corner
because | had gotten in trouble and that was our @ punishment, because my
mom signed a thing saying | couldn’t get spankedictvwould almost been
easier just to get spanked and get it out of thg What's not what happened. So
newspaper, [local] newspaper came in and tooktangicand | happened to be in
the background, so at least | was still in theyit (Sally—white female, age 35)
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As described later in this section, Sally belietleglonly reason she passed
classes was because of her athletic ability.

Yeah, that's why | got passed. . . . Literallyhbsld have never been passed, |

safely say, from the fourth to the fifth grade, &ese | did miserably and yet | did

because | was in track and basketball and | dig weil. | took first in every

track meet. So they just let me go. (Sally—whitadée, age 32)

The experiences within educational institutionsu@nced Sally’s definition of
herself. Sally’s description of herself throughseahool began with troublemaker, then to
unfairly passed, and on to just skimming by. Likarky and Sally, Cassie also described
elementary school experiences related to her legutisability. Cassie’s experience with
learning difficulties during elementary school vemsnewnhat different because her
teachers recognized her learning disability. Theruention chosen by the school was to
move Cassie to special education courses. The ghiis action was that Cassie was
the victim of extreme bullying from other childre®dchool officials ignored the bullying
throughout her schooling experiences. The learmtegvention used by the school,
combined with teachers and administrators ignosimgjal consequences related to that
intervention, caused Cassie severe distress thoatighementary school and into high
school.

Everything really sucked, even through ninth amdhtgrade, or sixth, seventh,

eighth, ninth, tenth, eleventh and twelfth all hgaucked, really bad. It's hard to

talk about because it makes me feel really emotional was bullied. | was
pushed. | was punched. | was kicked. | was throvenyavhere. | wasn't treated
like the kids were supposed to be treated. | wilgetua lot, all the way through

high school. (Cassie—white female, age 32).

When asked how school officials responded to thiyibg, Cassie replied:

They wouldn’t care. They didn’t care. Even if | wea the principal and told the

principal anything about it, nothing would happ@&hey wouldn’t get suspended
and nothing would be done. (Cassie—white female 32)
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The negative schooling experience Cassie descisbaubther way negative
schooling experiences resulted from school-relatgligence. Yet another example of
this phenomenon was reflected in the narrativeiah®, who described bullying from
other students because of her weight and poverty.

But it [hating school] wasn’t necessarily the wdokcause | made straight A’s.

Some teachers were mean; some weren’t. The kidgsiterrible. . . . They made

fun of me every single day. On the playground, thgyp in a circle, like ring

around the rosie, and I'd be in the middle, andhess or nobody ever stopped

them. All kinds of stuff. (Diane—Native Americamiale, age 48)

The schoolwork was not distressing to Diane, yetdil not remember any
positive experiences from elementary school. Latken asked to describe themselves
as learners, Cassie and Diane used similar teroggolCassie described herself as a
“loner” who was not a good student and did not &tee” to graduate. Diane described
herself as an “outcast” who did what she could enadally.

| think 1 was not the smartest one, but | triedbég as far as | could. It didn’t

matter, nothing mattered what | did. | still was tlutcast the picked-on one. . . .

| didn’t dress like everybody else, but when | wgaswing up | wasn't allowed to

wear jeans and still don’t wear them. . . . (Diadative American female, age

48)

An important note is that earlier, Diane stated #iee “made straight A’s,” yet
when asked to describe herself as a learner, atezlst| think | was not the smartest
one.” While most students who make “A” grades migirtsider themselves a good
student, Diane was hesitant to do so because diulhgng she experienced. The grades
did not matter to her educational identity; theigbexperience did.

Neglect of the social and academic impact of bnliyivas an important way in

which negative schooling experiences happened.r8lestedies investigated the role of

peer victimization in academic achievement and gegeent (Buhs, Ladd and Herlad
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2006; Espelage et al. 2013; lyer et al. 2010). Petimization is defined as “children’s
experience of being a target of aggression petgetitay other children who are not
necessarily siblings” (Espelage et al. 2013:234)ef)(2006) emphasized that the
definition of aggression in schools was often natyadefined as physical aggression.
She advocated that the definition of violence agragsion should be extended to include
systemic violence, indirect violence, and psychmalgoullying to include the ways in
which girls experience school violence.

One form of psychological bullying is peer rejeati®eer rejection is another
way students can experience peer victimizationr Rgection is peer maltreatment that
lasts for several years. Peer rejection is assatiaith later school disengagement (Buhs
et al. 2006). Espelage et al. (2013) revieweditbeature on peer victimization and
academic challenges. According to the review, sd\audies found that peer
victimization, especially repeated victimizatioffeated academic performance. Peer
victimization in school can negatively affect chdd’s academic participation and
achievement, and peer-rejected children are pmaeademic problems.

The impact of peer victimization and rejection sedrto have long-term
academic and social impacts. Buhs et al. (2006Jlected a longitudinal study to
understand the long-term effects of early peerctige and victimization on student
academic engagement and achievement. Peer rejatianly school years led to
chronic peer exclusion and declining classroomigip&tion.

lyer et al. (2010) investigated the relationshipaeen peer victimization,
effortful control, school engagement, and acadexoitevement to better understand the

link between victimization and academic achievem&hée authors concluded that peer
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victimization harmed children’s learning and acadeemgagement. Victimization
lowered children’s motivation to engage in schatiéties and then negatively affected
academic achievement.

Cassie and Diane’s narratives demonstrated thecingbgeer victimization on
their self-perceptions as a learner. This link @peé in the literature on peer
victimization and academic achievement. Espelagd ¢2013) believed the mediating
influence from peer victimization on poor acadeemngagement was a negative self-
perception. To actively participate in the classnpstudents need to feel secure and to be
in a state of emotional well-being. Evidence sutggethat improving school climates to
reduce victimization was important to improving sshwide academic performance.

Students often described negative experienceshimos because of social
experiences rather than academic experiences. Wislevas more common during high
school, as discussed later in this section, sddi@tulties in school caused problems for
students as early as elementary school. An exaofples is from Mark, who
remembered getting into fights because of racretar&s from other students.

For me, it was real trying. Not so much the schaokybut it was the other kids

and stuff when | was in elementary, because bemagikl, | stayed in a lot of

trouble with fights and stuff like that. Dependingon what part of town we lived
in,  wasn’t going to let anyone talk about my matbr | wasn’t going to let
anyone speak on my father, so | was always quicipézed and not willing to

argue with anybody a long time. | used to get mtot of fights in school. . . .

(Mark—bi-racial male, age 41)

When asked to describe himself as a student detergentary school, Mark

stated that he did well. As demonstrated in thevalstatement, the difficult aspect of

school was not the schoolwork, but rather sociatienships. As Mark progressed
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through school, he became more focused on “blendintipan on academic
performance.

| was more of the students trying to blend in aaattol. [Chuckle] That's what |

did. I went to school; learning was not the topnyf priorities when | was in high

school, to be honest with you. Just trying to behwhe in crowd. (Mark—bi-racial

male, age 41)

During elementary school, the difficult social tedaships did not directly affect
his educational identity. However, by high schddérk’s desire to fit into social groups
changed the way he described his educational iglenti

It affected me dramatically. My grades were justiroere, passing, maybe a C

student. | wasn't trying to make anything else asvust basically trying to pass

my grade, make the minimum. (Mark—bi-racial mafge 41)

During elementary school, half of the participamtsalled positive learning
experiences, while the other half recalled negdéaening experiences. For those who
remembered negative experiences during elementhook the experiences tended to be
a result of academic or social neglect within etiocal institutions. Students were
bullied without intervention. Students’ learningalbilities went undiagnosed. For some
students, academic performance was less impoddhetn than were struggles with
social relationships. The resulting impact of segperiences on student educational
identity was academic disengagement, which incteasehe students moved into high
school.

‘HORRIBLE, AWFUL, AND SCARY”: DISENGAGEMENT AND ACADEMIC
MARGINALIZATION IN HIGH SCHOOL
This section contains a discussion of participaatisicational experiences in high

school, where most participants (13 of 15; 87 patjaeported feeling disenfranchised.

During high school, learning became less meanirayiidl many participants describe
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losing interest in the learning aspect of schoehrning was not meaningful to who they
were, to their identities, and the message bechatesthool was not a place where they
belonged. When asked to describe high school,gyaatits frequently used terms such as
“horrible,” “awful,” and “scary.” Participants desbed losing interest in learning and
“just getting by.” The reasons for this loss okirst varied, but tended to revolve around
failure in academics, peer relationships, and megatperiences with teachers.

Participants emphasized how learning lost its megniness and consisted of
pre-defined parameters, leaving little opportuiitgonnect learning in high school to
the students’ lives. Students also lost interetganning during high school when social
standing and peer relationships became more imuddahem and those around them.
Teachers played a significant role in the wayspidaticipants perceived high school, and
a majority (13 of 15; 87 percent) of participargparted negative experiences with
teachers during high school. Participants repdtiedeachers seemed to lose interest in
them, reinforcing the social hierarchy of studeithin the school. As a result of these
experiences, students did not identify themselvés thhe academic components of
schooling. The details about the negative high scerperiences and their effects on
educational identities are highlighted in the nares of participants.

The ways in which participants described high stffered insight into the
negative experiences. When asked to describe tepahid learning during high schoaol,
participants adopted negative terminology, suclimghtmare”, “depressing”, and
“awful” before expanding on specific details sumding such feelings. Some examples
of these descriptions are presented here.

| absolutely, completely, and utterly thought itsathe worst time of my life.
They had all gone to school since they were létid it was a nightmare. | hated
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it. | hated it worse than grade school. That's whstarted actually failing classes
and not caring. . . . | didn’t want to be ther&néw | didn’t really belong there.
That's the impression that | got. So | was, likeuknow what, | don’t care about
your little school spirit. | don’t care about ydiitle music. Let’s go out and do
this and support the school and the town. | didate. | was like, whatever.
(Joseph—white male, age 38)

Awful. High school was awful. . . Dreaded. | hatedsad. Depressing. | mean,
every morning it was a fight to get up and go teost. | dreaded getting up and
going. (Eva—Hispanic female, age 39)

At the time, | really wasn’t enjoying it and | counl't wait to graduate. | just
wanted to be out of there. (Kimberly—white femalge 51)

| thought high school was a big game. | thoughtas goke. | totally got so
disillusioned in high school. (Cheryl-white femadge 53)

The words used to describe high school offeredjimisnto students’ feelings
about their educational experiences and about tblees Even within these descriptions
of high school, we can see how the negative expeggbecome solidified to identity.
For example, when Joseph described the “nightmafrligh school, he also expressed
that he “knew” he “really didn’t belong.” By lookindeeper into their narratives, some
patterns emerged as to why high school evoked seghtive terminology.

Lack of Meaning, Lack of Belonging, and Disengagerfrem Learning

The interaction of social and academic marginabzain high school further
solidified negative educational identities. Thetjggvants often recalled feeling
powerless, which often led to disengagement in@icfidne lack of not being rewarded
academically and not feeling valued by teachergdteto solidify a negative educational
identity during high school. For people like Daniwho did not find any interest in
school, high school was like a prison:

It sucked that you're a kid. You don’t have conwblyour own destiny. You have

to, within the parameters that are described by fifodown this narrow path. . . .
Yeah, they weren’t really my interests. . . . (B#rivhite male, age 48)
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Likewise, Amy’s lack of interest in high school wadated to the fact that
academic learning was no longer useful. She ret#hi@a memorization without context
became more important to teachers and that infeomatas “crammed down” her throat.

High school, basically, like | said before, | toblas the teachers just trying to
cram the stuff down your throat to get you to, likeemorize it enough to get
passed and graduate, and that's about it. .emémber [inaudible] high school,
what am | going to do with this stuff? I'm not exgoing to use this. I'm not
going to need history, I’'m not going to need, wstlience, maybe, but most of
that stuff, I'm not ever going to need. So | jusjuess it was kind of the teacher
trying to cram it down your throat and me justiiyito get by and not really
caring. So there wasn't really interaction wherewgrild sit together as here
[college]. You can actually go to the teacher, dimd not understanding this, can
you go over it with me?” We really didn’t have towch of that in high school. It
was just in class, “Hey, | have a question.” Blallah, blah, they read it off and
that’s all you had. . . It was just like, here’e information, do this work, bring it
back. If you had a question, like | said, raisenjoand, here’s how it is, do that
one. But you might have more [questions], but yoo'dwant to sit there and
keep raising your hand because nobody else iso&&ind of felt out of place if
you weren't catching on. | think it was more, Itjusnd of sat back because
nobody else was raising their hand, so | didn’t tarbe the one constantly,
“Hey, | have a question, | have a question.”l.just scraped through to graduate
and said | would never go to college; | would neyeback to school. But here |
am (Amy-white female, age 33)

Like Daniel, Amy’s disengagement from learning maeée feel uninterested and
“out of place,” which intensified when she did moiderstand the material. Amy’s
negative educational experience facilitated thegse for her to disassociate from the
academic aspects of school. She and Daniel jusiatidee the relevance. This is another
way of saying that one’s identity is different frammat is taught in school. “School is not
meaningful to me,” and therefore, “I don’t belong.”

Experiencing and feeling out of place in schoo$weinforced through student-
teacher interactions. As representatives of edualtiinstitutions, teachers symbolized

the importance of school and provided students patverful messages about their
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ability to learn. High school experiences were mfieked to how students interpreted
teacher behavior and attitudes. Teachers oftenaappeo be not interested in teaching.
They made students feel invisible or gave the isgon that they did not want to be
there. Examples of these experiences were refl@ctée: narratives of Alex and Joseph.

When Alex was initially asked to describe his nelaship with teachers, he
stated, “non-existent,” which he attributed to éwen lack of interest. When asked if any
teachers initiated relationships with him, Alex|reg:

Not really, no. I felt like nobody took the timé.they seen that | was struggling, |

don’t know what they should of, would of, coulddwne. | never really got that,

“Can you listen? You're not going to graduate. kdtike a look at this.” Nobody

really ever did that, so no. I'm not saying | whae bne knocking on their doors

either, going, help me, but at the same time, npley@r reached out. (Alex—

white male, age 37)

Joseph also had the impression that teachers tidard to be at the school or that they
did not like teaching.

| think they were kind of pissed off that they wésaching in a small school, a lot

of them, because they thought they were hot craptti&n some of them had

been teaching there for so long, they thought & s@me sort of privilege for me
to be in their class. | thought they sucked, exéepbne. (Joseph—white male, age

38)

Presenting information not connected to studentssland identity spurred
students to lose interest in high school. Teaciwbiswere perceived as disinterested in
students or teaching reinforced this feeling. Asisgls of the educational institution,
teachers supported the students’ beliefs thatditeyot belong.

School failure often is approached using a degowainodel in which school
officials and scholars look for reasons for failwighin the individual student or as part

of cultural characteristics of specific groups (Ke&l009; Rubin 2007). The experiences

detailed in the participants’ narratives pointedh® importance of the social context of
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schools in student self-perceptions and acaderhiexement. Rubin (2007) found
similar associations between social context anchéradentities while exploring how
learner identities developed within the contexalofurban high school serving primarily
low-income students of color. Rubin analyzed tHeost context and students’ sense of
self as learners through school and classroom wdisens and student interviews.
Taking a situated perspective, where learning wwapad by the context in which the
students learned, Rubin reframed the concept destifailure and claimed that students
learned more than academic skills in schools. $tisdso learned to understand their
place in the world, where learning was a “procdsdentity construction” (Rubin
2007:220).

In the same way, Kelly (2009) pointed out that sgsdocused on academic
engagement inequalities could not ignore the rbkchbool context, encompassing school
and instruction, and student perceptions of oppdstuSeparating the low-engaging
context (school and instruction) from student ided is difficult. For example, students
labeled as low-track are channeled into classrabatstend to emphasize memorization,
order, and rules, which represent low levels ofyubetween lessons and students’ lives.
The context impacts learner identities, and leawhantities influences school
engagement.

Participants’ descriptions of school context in phesent study were similar to
the observations by Birch (2013) and Rubin (208#er analyzing life-history
narratives, Birch (2013) described the early edanat experiences of adults in the U.K.
who left formal education with few or no qualificats. The high school context

described by the adults contained themes of diggmgant from learning, beliefs that
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formal learning in high school lacked meaningfubjesstances of bullying, and low
teacher expectations.

Rubin (2007) found that the figured world of thé&am school “emphasized rote
learning over conceptual understanding, enforcedpti@ance, and negated inquiry”
(p.218). The practices of learning observed ingim@ronment were devoid of meaning
and easily forgettable. Learning was “narrow, régjvet meaning-free, and unrelated to
life” (Rubin 2007:229). Learning had little relexanto the personal or social realities of
the students; concepts were not expanded in angingdal way, and questions were
limited to closed-ended responses. In this scleogteat deal of attention was paid to the
formatting of assignments rather than to the cdnten

Teachers spent a lot of time engaged in non-acadtki about their own
personal lives, such as vacation and weekend pGther non-academic activities
included organizing games and reviewing rules. ¥estchers often complained about
being pressed for time. Substantive topics weieackebriefly, with little student
engagement, even when students showed clear intef@stentially engaging topics.
Critical questions about subjects presented wereregl or led to student punishment.
Students were asked to just pretend to learn,eachers used tests and quizzes as a form
of humiliation rather than an assessment of legtnieachers were even observed telling
students that they did not care about their issu@soblems. Students were often
categorized as deficient, and humiliation was wed form of social control. All of
these practices were so normalized in the enviromthat they happened in plain sight

of outside observers (Rubin 2007).
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Rubin (2007) explained that the learning that hapgen the school had
“powerful implications for students’ identities @mrners and for their future
opportunities” (p.225). The school context constedilearner identities in such a way
that being a good student involved compliance wadhlt instructions and the letter grade
on tests and report cards. To achieve high gratiedents had to comply with
humiliating interactions, complete meaningless aapetitive tasks such as worksheets
quickly, pay attention, and avoid getting in traeibl

The environment had negative consequences for ata@mgagement (Rubin
2007). Students were proud when they achievedltadrade on a test, but when asked
what the test was about, they could not rememhteadests talked about wanting to do
well, but blamed themselves for their lack of iet&rin the subjects and for not doing
well on the tasks described above. The studentsdcddemselves “stupid” when they
were unable to complete rote tasks quickly. Thezeewo alternate versions for defining
“smart” in this environment. Like the participamsthe current study, Rubin found that
the school context was important to student saitgmions and student engagement.
Social Relationships and Disengagement from Legrnin

Another noteworthy theme related to loss of intedesing high school included a
focus on social relationships. Specifically, papi@nts reported they began to lose
interest in high school because of the increaskdnsposed or institutional focus on
social standing and peer relationships. The gahifb¢us from academics to social
standing and relationships was described as s&Hted by some and imposed on them

by others. For some students, like Alex and Amg,ahange in focus from academics to
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social relationships was described as a self-teifiavay of bonding with others who

were similar to themselves.

Alex first explained how he felt about learninghigh school, and then continued

to explain his shift in focus toward social relasbips with those who were similar to

him.

Loss of interest, would rather do other things, metessarily bad things, just loss
of interest due to, “I don’'t want to be here. lathrer be doing other stuff.” . . . So
| was basically not there. | was there, but noteéhmentally. . . . It was boring.
Social, | was there for social purposes. | wanteldang with friends and do other
stuff; that’s all | cared about. So it was sociadd for me instead of work. (Alex—
white male, age 37)

Alex continued,

The friends | was around were just doing enougdietahrough as well. So if you
pick better set of friends, or stay close to thelsén school . . . No, everybody |
ran with was roughly the same way. Their home livege roughly the same as
well, single-parent homes, where the Moms were Jik&t, “Do your work.” Not
really sitting down and saying, “Let’s do this,"&how me what you need to do,”
or anything like that. (Alex—white male, age 37)

Similar to Alex’s narrative, Amy described elememgtachool in positive terms,

but by high school, she found she had lost interestademics and focused more on

social aspects.

Like I said, | really wasn’t much into school. ddénough to get by. | was more
into the friends and talking to the friends in higghool, which, they all were just
trying to do enough to get by. | heard out of adibthem, “I'll never go back to
school, never go back to school,” but it seemeel tite kids who had the rich
parents, who drove the nice cars, had all the ¢clmtbes, of course they were
going to [large state universities] wherever, rigat of high school. Whereas the
ones who had single parents in high school, ofsmuwe had to work, because if
we had to have a car to get back and forth, wetbh&dve a job to pay gas, buy
our clothes, things like that. (Amy—white femalge&3)

Alex and Amy provided examples of how student®sted in social relationships

rather than academics during high school. The slaft described as voluntary, to bond
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with other students in social circumstances sintdaheir own. Alex and Amy identified
with others who had to work for necessities andmaitiplan to continue schooling past
high school. Their negative educational identityswgach that they did not think it was
possible to pursue an education beyond high sdtex@use of the costs. By labeling
more academically successful students as “nerd&ids who had the rich parents,”
they disassociated themselves by using narratinsgsemphasized social relationships
with those who were similar to themselves. The atlanal institution did not provide a
sense of belongingness, but these friendships do.

Other students described their focus on sociatioglships in high school as
something imposed on them by either the formahformal social structures in the
school. The seemingly compulsory categorizatiostoflents into various peer groups led
some students to feel they did not belong, and tletisare about their educational
record. The narratives of Kimberly, Anna, Eva, &absie demonstrated the various
ways in which social standing became more impottzert academics in providing
students with messages about their place andtlgirschool experiences.

Similar to observations made by Luttrell (199T)dents perceived their
exclusion from specific social groups as the pro@di@economic circumstances.

Kimberly believed the categorization of students ipeer groups was based on economic
status and appearance, which were outside herotokimberly explained how cliques
were formed at her school:

If you were in the clique, then you were accepéed if you weren't, you'd get
kind of shunned. . . . [The cliques were based@ri{s a lot, personality
sometimes, type of family you came from. . . . [Ha® not accepted were] poor,
type of job your dad did, how you were raised, Hamcy your house was. You
don't live in a brick house; you live in a traileouse. (Kimberly—white female,
age 51)
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Those who were poor were shunned by peers, whoketiwvho lived in middle-class
homes were accepted by peers.

Likewise, Anna described the seemingly compulsogyad groups in her high
school. In her case, racial identification was aersiominant identifier than economic
status. After moving to a new state and new sctloohg high school, Anna often found
herself scared during school. She reported thatagotun was no longer important and
social groups dominated most interactions in ttskt Compounding this experience,
the social groups were based on racial group meshiperAs a consequence, racial
tension existed between different groups. As a &higpstudent, Anna quickly discovered
she was expected to socialize only with other Higiga She experienced being
ostracized when she tried to cross racial lineséaral relationships.

| can remember sitting on the steps at the higbacland just sitting there, and
just waiting for time to go by, because it was dgrunch. And then all the
Hispanic girls, “Oh, did you see the new girl, teahe new girl,” and blah, blah,
blah, and I'm sitting right there. But no one talke me, and of course, the guys
were like, “Oh hi, my name is blah, blah, blah.”efhyou hear all the girls, “Oh
yeah, now she’s going to think she’s all that.”iSeas not even on an
educational level anymore, it was like, you beféerd for yourself. You better
show these people that either you’re down of.hen once you finally get to
know people, and then you finally see, oh, thasperoesn’t like me or that
person doesn’t like me, so then you kind of knewowhhang out with and who
not to hang out with. Then there; they were liR&/e’'see you with the black
people, you'll be in trouble.” . . . Even in the@ssroom, the teachers were like,
“Alright students,” and it was just like people dlning papers and people yelling
and stuff. | was just sitting there, like, I'm sedy because if | don’t do what

they're doing . . . I still didn’t do it becausevhs, like, I've never done that, and
how am | going to do that to the teacher. Evenghan some cases | would be,
like, left out. . . . It's just | would sit therand listen, or half the time, it was just

like, okay, sit there, be quiet, give respéctt it would go in one ear and out the
other ear because | was afraid of everything ¢élaewas going on. (Anna—
Hispanic female, age 30)
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According to Tatum (1997), a racial identity dey@hent scholar, self-
segregation into peer groups based on race orcattemtification is a common
developmental strategy during adolescence. Stuaédmisdentify with a racial minority
group experience a period of exploration of thaaial identity during adolescence. The
exploration phase is often precipitated by perserpkrience with racism, which gives
the individual a heightened awareness of issuasagkto race. Peer groups based on
racial group membership are a common defensive amesim to the experience of
racism, rejection of racial stereotypes, and radetity exploration (Tatum 1997).
However, school context plays a role in peer greegregation through ability tracking,
where racial minorities are more often assignedl ltmver track than to an honors track,
and therefore are grouped together through thetstial rules of the school.

Anna did not experience racial peer group segm@gais an exploration phase of
racial identity development. Perhaps because skenes to the school, she found the
racial segregation counter-productive to academisipts. Anna had trouble
concentrating on learning because of the stronggressure that enforced social groups
and racial boundaries her high school. She sta@dshe had to use most of her energy
on self-preservation (“fend for yourself”) rathbah on educational material.

Garcia-Reid (2008) reviewed the trends in educationtcomes of Hispanic
youth in the United States and found Hispanic ydati the highest high school dropout
rate among any ethnic or racial group in the Unéates, more than twice as high as the
dropout rate of non-Hispanic white students. Re$ean this trend pointed to structural
issues within educational institutions that negdsiaffected Hispanic youth, such as low

teacher expectations and poor conditions in schétidpanic youth often attended low-
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income schools where the physical condition ofdti@ool was inferior, classrooms were
overcrowded, and teachers had lower qualificattbaa did those at higher-income
schools.

Hispanic youth often lacked opportunities to takarses that would prepare them
for college and were underrepresented in advarazeplent and gifted education
courses. Garcia-Reid (2008) maintained that thettral conditions in such schools
represented structural violence to Hispanic youith @her students similarly affected.
Structural violence is defined as economic andipalistructures that constrain human
potential and that are often invisible to thoseet#d by the unequal distribution of
resources. Such invisibility was often the restibbeliefs about the educational
competence of Hispanic students.

These educational environments are clearly diserepog and fail to contribute

to the development of positive educational idesdithmong their student

population. And because of the mechanisms by wstictctural violence occurs
are at an invisible or submerged level, many irtiials are unable to identify
how these processes are related to school disemgager potential dropout, and
therefore are more likely to attribute academitufaiamong Hispanic youths to

personal deficiencies. (Garcia-Reid 2008:237)

According to Garcia-Reid, Peterson, and Reid (20diBpanic youth and other
students of color were more likely to have teachetls less experience and fewer
qualifications than were students from higher-inedamilies. Often, teachers were not
trained to work with diverse cultures or the studen the population that they taught.

Eva did not directly attribute social status inthgghool to racial group
membership; however, she explained the academisaaidl consequences of imposed

social standing in her high school.

| was the one that was not a student. | did wimad to, to get to graduation. And
that was it. It was just, once you get out of eletagy, that's when the cliques in
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school start happening. And you're just like, wkllou're not in this certain

clique, you're looked down on. Social standing wasrything. It didn’t matter

what you did school-wise. If you were smart, youeva nerd or a geek, and you
didn’t want to be that. But yet, you didn’t wantlie stupid, because then. . . You
know? You're categorized and they don’t know winatytre talking about. | just
stayed right in the middle. | did what | had toptass. | played my sports. | just
was not into it at all. And | hated the social sliag at [high school]. (Eva—

Hispanic female, age 39)

Though Eva defined herself as “not a student,”tdlkd to maintain just the right
amount of academic effort to pass classes withanidéng out as either a “nerd” or
“stupid.” The social consequence of academic lab@ldd be devastating to students, as
demonstrated through Cassie’s narrative. Cassie,attbnded special education classes
because of a learning disability, continued toesufiforn bullying throughout high
school. Not only was she alienated from peersystseactively harassed.

| find [the] high school . . . was just a very \&at, rude, gang city, drugs, just

very bad. There’s been people up there that agthatl committed suicide by

jumping off the building. . . . It still brings bkevhere | was getting ready to
basically take my own self, because | just didréiivto be in this world. I'm tired
of being bullied, | was tired of being pushed amband tired of being called
retarded and all that kind of stuff. | was headimg a moment. | was about to get
their medication and | was going to take them. Baanbe just said, It's not going
to help. You're just going to be dead and theyoeng to be suffering. (Cassie—

white female, age 32)

Some respondents reported they were forced ireogreups while others
considered them voluntary. Those who describeghifein focus to social relationships
as self-initiated did so to find others like thefass, with similar life circumstances. The
peer groupings reinforced the belief that colle@e wot an option, and students tended to
associate with others with similar identities. Td@gho described the shift in focus to
social relationships as institutional or imposedtem by peers developed identities

focused on self-preservation. They pushed asiddeatia growth and development to

focus on surviving the social circumstances of tighool. Academically, these students
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did the bare minimum to pass classes and avoid niedattention. The result was that
they also did not identify themselves with the aratt components of attending high
school.

Studies on academic adjustment in K-12 schooldt@adsed primarily on the role
of teachers and parents on academic adjustmenh(Z3/HL). But more recently, the role
of peer relationships in academic adjustment gaine@ased scholarly attention. Lynch,
Lerner, and Leventhal (2013) examined the rolesarwulture in schools on individual
academic achievement and engagement. Peer cultluveleéd not just a student’s
immediate peer group, but also an overall percemifgeer interactions within the
school. Schools were found to have unique peeum@dtthat affected individual student
engagement and achievement. Peer culture incluggbtable behaviors and attitudes,
student interactions and relationships, and stgdpetceptions of such interactions and
relationships. A hostile and negative peer cultuas associated with low academic
achievement and engagement. Lynch et al. (2013®)osex that researchers should
expand the effect of peers in school to includepedh whom individuals may not have
any contact. However, peer culture is influenceather interactions within and outside
schools and is just one piece of the overall schontext.

Teacher Favoritism and Disengagement from Learning

The focus on social standing in high school wasrofupported within the
educational institution. For students, teachergtaanost significant symbol of the
institution. Participants reported that teachetsrofeinforced the student social cliques
in high school. Directing more positive attentiorttiose students whose families were

wealthy or to those students who were good at speas one manner in which teachers
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supported social cliques. The following examplesdestrated how students perceived
teacher inattention or favoritism based on socmemic status.

[Teachers gave] just little favoritism for test se®y or whether or not they got the
attention in class to get a question answered,tbey let them slide if their essay
wasn’t as good as somebody thought it might bey Tiight be a little more
critical of the stuff that you would do. . . . Tteacher knew their parents; might
socialize with them on the side, because they Wwineds as well as teachers. |
can picture the girls [who received attention]nblv which ones they were.
(Kimberly—white female, age 51)

[Teachers paid attention to] usually the rich osésck up. . . . They (teachers)
see how they can make their life better, when tiifeiis already good. Hey, it's
us, we're the ones you need to make better. (Didagve American female, age
48)
| just wanted to do what | had to, to get out @ttbchool. | hated it so much. And
the teachers were really bad about it. If your pereidn’t make six figures, you
didn’t matter. And they made you feel that way. gEMispanic female, age 39)
Luttrell (1996, 1997) found similar narrativesteicher favoritism during early
educational experiences in her analysis of theslibgies of women in adult literacy
programs. The women relayed stories of teachetsngatraits and characteristics most
associated with economically advantaged girls, whee perceived by teachers as
“intelligent” or “valuable” (p.114). The girls whecame from economically advantaged
families held a type of cultural capital that sedrt@justify their superior position within
the classroom. These students erre referred teeasher’s pets” in the narratives.
Students dealt with the lack of teacher recognitibnugh silence and invisibility or
adopting the logic of the school by internalizihg messages within their own

educational identities. Luttrell (1997) found tleatrly educational experiences shaped

students’ social identity: “Their stories drew uppworld of women—teachers, mothers,
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daughters—who were judged and who judged themsabasding to how successfully
they met the demands of school” (p.115).

Students not only recognized favoritism towarceostudents based on social
class, but they also recognized discrimination toMthemselves. Adair (2003) analyzed
how low-income children were treated in school. ih@aplained that in our culture,
those in the middle class were seen as “normatwRife those who were poor are seen
as “pathological.” Adair (2003) explained how pabildren in school were “laughed at
for their ‘ugly shoes,’ their crooked and ill-sezgd teeth, and the way they ‘stank,” as
teachers excoriated them for their inability to cemtrate in school, their ‘refusal’ to
come to class prepared with proper supplies, agid timethical behavior when they tried
to take more than their allocated share of ‘freehi (p.31). After interviewing former
classmates who were also poor children, Adair faimatl students related similar stories
about how they were treated by peers, teachersa@mdhistrators.

In addition to perceived preferential treatmergdzhon socio-economic status,
participants discussed other types of teacher féstorbased on athletic participation and
ability. Teacher attention based on athletic apbHi&dd negative consequences for both
those neglected and those who received positieatadh based on the non-academic
guality. Eva’s narrative offered a good exampléoiv teachers supported social cliques
based on athletic ability and participation.

Football players were top of the list. Footballyges, cheerleaders . . . They got

away with murder. | mean, if they were in classefilf they weren’t, they still

pass. You know? And it would make you sick to sew they treated them,
especially if that coach taught a class. Well 9@ @et of the football players were
in that class. . . .They were treated like royaltgchool. And if you didn’t play

football or cheerleader or even their dance sqieaget it. They were like royalty
at school and the rest of us were like their peasan. We were treated just like
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a peasant would be treated. We got the bare minifmomm them. Unless you
switched over to a sport, and then you were okaya{Hispanic female, age 39)

When asked how this affected her and other studErtsreplied, “It hurt us. We
had to struggle to teach ourselves out of that libakthe teacher was putting out” (Eva—
Hispanic female, age 39). Eva’s perception of béiegted “like a peasant” influenced
how she participated in school. Later, when asl®d $he would describe herself as a
learner in school, Eva replied that she “did jusiwggh to get by.”

The students who benefited from being athletesraigorted negative effects on
their educational identities. Marcy and Sally ddset how they believed they passed
classes because of their skills in sports and ecalse of their academic aptitude.

On the actually doing the schoolwork, they kingusit overlooked me and just

kepton ...l was good at sports, so they jussed me over. | really believe

that’'s why | passed. (Marcy—white female, age 37)

Yeah, that's why | got passed. . ., Literallyhbsld have never been passed, |

safely say, from the fourth to the fifth grade, dnese | did miserably and yet | did

[pass] because | was in track and basketball aidl very well. | took first in

every track meet. So they just let me go. (Sallyteviemale, age 35)

Teacher reinforcement of social cliques and athfetroritism in high school
influenced student engagement in the classroonselfitheliefs. Students disengaged
from the academic aspects of school when they exqped inattention or neglect from
teachers based on social group membership or fatlembership. When students
received favoritism based on a non-academic até&jbike athletic ability, they attributed
passing classes to this favoritism rather thahéa bwn academic abilities. In this way,

the belief that they were not capable of academicess and that they did not deserve to

pass classes became part of their educationaitident
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Rodriguez (2008) concluded that recognition by &dinl school was an important
factor related to academic achievement when he ieveghthe relationships between
urban high school students and the adults in aitmame urban high school. The study
explored the concept of recognition of studentadhyits, primarily teachers, in schools
and the student perception that adults cared aheunt. Recognition of students included
being known by adults, talking to adults, and emgggvith adults. Rodriguez suggested
that recognition and caring should be examined filoenstudents’ perspective, because
such attention transformed students from objecttualy to subjects in education.

Rodriguez (2008) concluded that teacher recogngidhe humanity of students
led to healthy student-adult relationships thapéeldevelop the student’s sense of self
within the school. During interviews, students dissed the importance of teacher-
student relationships to their attitudes about sthod future educational aspirations.
The most important aspects of the adult-studeaticgiship included adults in the school
knowing them, talking to them, engaging with themg¢ encouraging them. Students
believed it was important for adults in school@écagnize student issues outside
academics and the school. In this way, the aduke@wvledged the students’ humanity.

As first-generation, adult students reflected airtbarly experiences within
educational institutions, experience and identéy blear links. Similar links between
early educational experiences and educationalittestvere found by Birch (2013).
Similar to processes in my own study, Birch uséshistory narratives to gather data
about learning cultures, educational identitiesl e decision to engage in learning.
While the study included a sample from the Unitedgdom, the sample included some

demographics similar to those in my own research.
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The adults in the Birch (2013) study left formaledtion with few or no
gualifications and had not engaged in formal edanaince then. Six men and six
women who fell under this parameter participateshiarviews about their educational
identities, early educational experiences, and siefdearning. The difference between
the Birch sample and mine was that the studemt®hiiewed had decided to enroll in
school and attended formal education at the tinteefnterview, while Birch’s
participants were not enrolled in formal education.

The narratives of participants in Birch’'s (2013)dst reflected themes similar to
those | found in the interviews from my sample. Eaely educational experiences (high
school) of participants included themes of diseregagnt from learning, beliefs that
formal learning in high school lacked meaningfuljesstances of bullying, and low
teacher expectations. To assess educational igsnfirch (2013) developed five
categories of educational identity and asked ppeis to select from one of the five.
The five categories included “l wasn’t expecteditowell in school,” “I didn’t like
school,” “I could have done better,” “Other thingsre more important at the time,” and
“None of the options” (p.53). Many participants skdwo or more of the options,
reflecting the complexity of educational identities

Based on her analysis, Birch (2013) concludededatational identities were
influenced by experiences in educational instingidhat these identities persisted into
adulthood, and that educational identities infliezhlater decisions about engaging in
education. Birch (2013) stated that educationaitities developed in high school had “a

lasting effect on their disposition to learn” (p)5%he “deficit perspective” of those who
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do not engage in learning “discounts the comple@soas underlying their reluctance to
re-engage” (Birch, 2013:54) in learning.

For the participants in the current study, acadealisengagement was a common
response from students who encountered early egadhfficulties or social isolation.
While only half of these participants reported idiifties during elementary school, by
high school, most participants reported significagdative experiences within
educational institutions. Some students reporteg thd not connect with the academic
content in high school. They lost interest in wivas taught because it was not
meaningful to them. As a result, they describeddedves as “not belonging” in an
academic setting. Feeling as though they did nloingein the educational institution is
also a consequence of an increased focus on selgtibnships that accompanied
moving into high school.

Whether students described the focus on socidlaehips as self-imposed or
compulsory within the institution, the effect omdénts’ educational identities was
similar. Students described themselves as feertgaugh they did not belong in school
while doing just enough academic work to pass eksBhose who reported that they did
not fit in with any social group became focusedseli-preservation rather than on
academics. Often, teachers reinforced the impoetgnen to the social categorization of
students through the teachers’ actions and atstusiech experiences sent the message
that the students’ interests and abilities weremgbrtant and that they did not belong in
educational institutions. As a consequence, moslesits were eager to graduate or to

leave before graduation and hoped never to retuamother educational institution.
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EDUCATIONAL IDENTITIES IN DECISIONS ABOUT COLLEGE BEROLLMENT

The participants in this research did not atterdtbge directly after high school.
Much of the decision not to continue education pagt school was directly related to
their experiences in educational institutions. Aanty (13 of 15; 87 percent) of
participants reported that beliefs related to tkducational identity prevented or
discouraged enrollment in college directly aftegthschool. Participants described the
decision as involving factors related to their iiegé about high school, beliefs about
their academic abilities, and their life circumstas at the time of graduation. In this
way, the decision not to attend college directtgrhigh school included internalized
beliefs and external circumstances. Students dfittrussed such factors as intertwined,
and they could not view them independently. Fosin(d3 of 15; 87 percent)
participants, beliefs related to their educatiadahtity prevented and discouraged
enrollment in college after high school.
Perceptions of the College Environment

A major determining factor that kept participantznh enrolling in college
initially was the fear that college would be anegdion of high school experiences. For
most participants, their high school years reirddra belief that they were not
academically inclined and therefore did not belong college environment. The
narratives of Amy and Joseph demonstrated thisgghenon. Amy described “hating”
high school. When she thought about college, simeddiately dismissed it, because she
thought the college learning environment would ibalar to that of high school.

| just remember it [high school] being not fun dratrible. That was the reason

why | was, like, | really want to go to college tbueally don’t want to

experience that again. So | was linking high schtb@ same way college would
be. . .. | hated high school, | hated it. | didbegh to get by and I just hated it. . . .
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| thought it would be like high school: teacheraraming stuff down your throat,

and I'm just like, ahhhh, | don’t get it, | don’egit, and | thought if I go, I'm

going to fail out, and waste that money. (Amy—wlfiémnale, age 33)

Importantly, Amy linked her experience of acadenoafusion (“I don’t get it”)
in high school to her belief that she would “faiitbof college. She thought the college
learning environment would be similar to her exgeces in high school where “teachers
(were) cramming stuff down your throat.”

Joseph felt so out of place in his high school Heatlid not even consider
attending college. When asked if he considereah@ittg college, he explained that all he
thought about was leaving the town where he lived.

Get me out of here, now. That was the goal. .o [IMlid not consider going to

college]. | wanted to get as far away from thatelas | possibly could. All the

little colleges everyone was going to were arolBw! was gone. (Joseph—white

male, age 38)

In addition to wanting to leave the small town whbe attended high school, Joseph
believed college was for “smart people,” which was$ how he described himself.

| thought college was for smart people. Just the fa . | struggled so bad in

algebra that | failed it consistently and I justiltn’t figure it out. And then after

a while, they started to diagnose different coodsi | got like, | think there’s a

math learning disability that there was. | thinjkidt got so frustrated because |

couldn’t figure it out that | didn’t care. (JosepVhite male, age 38)

As noted earlier, students became disengagedasteatcs during high school
because of their perceptions that the curriculuchdd meaning to them, often
compounded by social factors. Students who disdusstrong focus on peer
relationships during high school also describedgedves as poor students. Their
negative educational identities as poor studers tkem from considering, and

therefore, attending college. The narratives ofkylatex, and Robert offered good

examples of this tendency.
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Mark described the importance fitting into peerugr® had for him during high
school. At the time of his high school graduatibiark described thinking about his
choices between attending college and joining thitamy. He decided to join the
military rather than go to college because he tetidhe needed to break ties with his
high school peer group and because he did not tlenkould be successful in college.

| was, like, weighing college and the military, drfelt like the military, crazy as

it sounds, was going to be less painless, and atiéity | was going to piss my dad

off, so that’s the way | went. . . . Failing, theds my biggest . . . It wasn’'t even a

fear, it was just like | had got so used to disapimeent that | brought on myself,

| thought college was just totally out of the qumst| was thinking at the time

when | was in high school, because of the compamgsl hanging around with

and my friends, | figured that if | waited afteghischool, | wasn’t going to do
anything, so | said I'm going to go straight. | wéour days after graduation,

went straight to basic. (Mark—bi-racial male, ad¢ 4

Mark believes college was “out of the question”duexe his academic experience
in high school included disappointment and faillite.knew that part of the reason for
his failures during high school was focusing taomsgly on fitting in with peers.

In the same way, Alex and Robert described theraseds more focused on social
relationships than on academics during high schid@ir educational identities at the
time of high school graduation dissuaded them fcomsidering college attendance. Alex
described himself as “an absolutely terrible stidemd Robert described himself as not
a “school-type person.”

But at the time, | had no interest. | wasn’t raaligwhat | was doing to myself, |

didn’t realize it. | had no intentions of collegamless somebody threw a

scholarship at me, which wasn’t going to happenabse you look at those

grades and they . . . “Ohhhh, are you kidding m&8 @iumb-dumb!” Anyway, so

| was just an absolutely, terrible student. (Alekiter male, age 37)

Never. Never had thought about colleBack when | was growing up in school, |

wasn’t a school-type person. | was more like tles<iclown. | wanted all the
attention on me, every single class, every classe® got out of school, |
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graduated, but once | got out of school, college m@issue. (Robert—African
American male, age 41)

Students who experienced difficulties in high sdhthe to obligatory social
categorization also developed educational idestttiat were disengaged from
academics. Such students were likely to discussddacational identity as self-
preservation, where they did the minimum work expeé¢o pass classes. Cassie was one
of the students who described herself as a “lodering high school, and she suffered
through bullying from other students. By the tinhe graduated from high school, she
believed that teachers had only passed her betaegeid not want to teach her for
another semester or year. Because Cassie did imidshe deserved to graduate from
high school, she did not think she had the knowdedgeded to attend college.

“ Graduating wasn't a good thing, because | nevdlyrgat taught. Yeah, whippty doo, |
got my diploma, but it doesn’t prove that | actyaleserved it” (Cassie—white female,
age 32).

Diane was another student who felt like an “outctdsting high school. By the
time she reached 12th grade, she had become smdgged from education that she
dropped out.

But my 12th grade year, | just finally said forgdsout it. | got tired of dealing

with all the kids and trying to figure out . . . &g with my aunt, the home life:

| just said forget it and left. (Diane—Native Anan female, age 48)

In fact, three participants, Alex, Diane, and Salgtated that they did not
graduate from high school with their class. Allegdrdescribed their educational identities
as disengaged from academics. Like Diane, Sallgrte@ being miserable in high school
and finally gave up. She was pregnant and marryeable 15. On the other hand, Alex

actually participated in his high school graduatiath the intention of finishing his
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requirements in summer school. However, once harbegrking for pay, he no longer
cared about graduating from high school becausedsemaking money.
| had my career, in a sense, because in my mieduid do nothing but go up.
You didn’t think of layoffs and recessions. Yourtkj “I can do nothing but go up
from here.” They're not going to go back and goe$tiwe hired you 12 years
ago. Where is your GED or where is your high schijploma?” At the time, they
didn’t care. (Alex—white male, age 37)
Knowledge, Resources, and Decisions about College
The negative educational identities students forthethg high school prevented
them from considering college attendance, and pvevented some from finishing high
school. The few participants who did think thatythed the skills necessary to attend
college reported that they lacked knowledge about to apply and enroll in college. For
example, Cheryl believed she was “college matéiait she was afraid of asking
guestions about how to apply and enroll in coll&jee explained,
| tell you what, | remember coming out of high schihinking, “Nobody told me
what to do.” Maybe it was because | didn’t askdhestions, maybe it was
because | didn't go to the meetings, but | spedliffjowvas very ignorant about
college. By that point in my life, | was afraidask a lot of questions for fear of
looking stupid, which was dumb because | couldat,| was afraid to and | did
not know how to go about going to college. | knewals college material,
because | was in the classes with the college higlsthey all seemed to know
what was going on and they seemed to know alresatty/) think that little gap
that | had there of changing schools and not gtwrsghool for a little while, |
think that made a difference. | think there werebably things that | missed that
would have helped me. (Cheryl-white female, age 53)
Cheryl was afraid to ask questions for a fear obking stupid.” Interestingly,
Cheryl lived in a group home during high schooleGhdescribed several incidences of
harassment and discrimination she faced during $etlool because of where she lived.
This resulted in her feeling disillusioned by higghool, even though she generally

considered herself academically competent.
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There was a backlash and that was probably a pEgeof my disillusionment.
There was a backlash from the dean of women anddbeprincipal. They
assumed when | got there that | was going to baoa gtudent, that | was going to
be disruptive, that | was going to be a problerat thwas going to be having sex
in the bathrooms. You could tell right away. Thegught me in to enroll me and
there was just discrimination from the get-go baseanf where | lived. (Cheryl—
white female, age 53)

By the time Cheryl was ready to think about collegjee felt “ignorant” of how to go

about attending college.

And part of it was my ignorance, too. | really hatssed something in that
window in sophomore year where they really stalping you go to college. |
missed it, | missed something, and | always feibrgnt. | always felt everybody
else knew something I didn’t know. (Cheryl-whitene, age 53)

Although many improvements had been made in thermypity to attend college,
inequality existed for those from low-income famdiand racial/ethnic minority groups
(Jones 2013; Perna and Kurban 2013; Thayer 20@lilege enroliment of recent high
school graduates remains stratified by family inepmith students from high-income
families attending at higher rates than those fimmincome families (Perna and Kurban
2013). The inequality in college enrollment by fgmmcome had increased in recent
years. The percentage of low-income students wtiaali enroll in college increased
from 20 percent not attending in 1992 to 23 peroentattending in 2004 (Perna and
Kurban 2013).

Academic preparation and achievement was one dréiees identified by
researchers as influencing the decision to attelidge (Perna and Kurban 2013). Not
surprisingly, those who had low academic achievenmehigh school were less likely to
enroll in college. But, the students who graduatét low academic preparation and
achievement tended to be groups underrepresenteghar education, such as first-

generation college students, those from low-inctanalies, and those from African
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American and Hispanic families (Perna and Kurbah320However, even accounting for
academic ability, low-income students with highderaic achievement are less likely to
attend college than are students from higher-inclamalies (Thayer 2000).

According to Perna and Kurban (2013), much lessaiet has been dedicated to
the role of peers on college enroliment decisitiasyever, the research completed
showed that college enrollment increased for thdsese friends planned to attend
college: The effect was greater for students from-income, urban, and minority
families than for other students. The narrativesyaed in this research also highlighted
the importance of peer relationships in the collegeliment decision. The students
interviewed pointed to peer relationships as ont@factors that influenced their
disengagement in high school. For some, it wascassan with others like themselves
who had to work and did not plan to continue edooat college. For others, social
relationships were imposed on them by the schdtlreu Either way, the result was that
students became less engaged in academics andooosed on social issues.

Perna and Kurban (2013) presented a model for gtadeting students’ decision
to enroll in college based on a synthesis of pesearch on the subject. The model was
built on human capital theory, which predicts tstatdents make decisions based on their
perceptions of rewards and costs. The assumptibristudents decide about college
enrollment based on a rational comparison of peeckecosts and perceived benefits. The
costs identified include tuition and forgone eagsinwhile the benefits identified include
potential higher future earnings and unspecifiedmonetary benefits. Social context is
included in the model by calling attention to thetfthat decisions are made based on

differences in a person’s social environment. Témas context includes four layers: the
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personal habitus; the school and community contbgthigher education context; and
the social, economic, and political context.

The narratives in the current study demonstratatidche contributing factor to
the decision not to enroll in college directly aftegh school was the negative
educational identities formed during early educaiaexperiences. This particular reason
fell mostly into the personal habitus context aniified by the model. The habitus
includes personal thoughts and beliefs learnedarpersonal environment. For example,
in a survey of adults about the feasibility of pung a college degree in adulthood,
Mbilinyi (2006) found that those who had not attedaollege were more likely than
those with a college degree to have received tresage that they were not “college
material” from someone when they were growing upeske kinds of messages within the
school context influenced students’ beliefs abolb whey were, including messages
about belongingness, within the educational envirent.

The link between educational identities and edoaali decision-making was
visible in other studies. In a study of adult statdenvho left public schooling with no
intention of continuing their education, Webb (2Pp@idcused on the link between
educational identity and decision-making processlkeded to education. Findings
identified three educational narratives formed oigiprevious educational experiences:
access denied, untapped potential, and wastedtj@bten

Students who believed higher education was nop#éiorofor them at the time
they left schooling expressed the “access deniddt&ional identity. The students did
not attribute their lack of progress to higher eddion as their own deficit, but rather as

from institutional practices and as articulateddnchers and parents. Webb (2001)
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concluded that educational narratives played a premt role in students’ educational
decision-making. The educational narratives intexchavith experiences, employment,
and families in unique ways, demonstrating thatitimsonal, dispositional, and
situational factors interacted in complex ways.

The narratives | analyzed demonstrated how studeeimébited and interpreted the
organizational habitus of the school, including sagges from teachers, and formulated
thoughts about their abilities and aptitudes wilid ¢ducational environment, their
educational identities. The habitus could limit thisrmation available and students’
perceptions about higher education. They belieliatithe college environment would be
more of the same of high school experience, angddltenot want to repeat the
experience encountered in high school.

A NEGATIVE CASE: POSITIVE EXPERIENCES AND EDUCATIOAL
IDENTITIES

One participant, Rachel, represented an exceptitimetfindings discussed above.
Rachel attended elementary school and high schddexico and reported very different
schooling experiences than those described byther participants. Rachel’s family life
was similar to those of the other participants.yrsteuggled financially, and she was one
of ten children raised by a single mom. Howevecantrast to the experiences of those
who attended school in the United States, Raclsadrdeed her early schooling
experiences in positive terms.

It was great; | think the schools in Mexico ar@&Harder than here. A lot of

homework. You have to really. . . And we don’t geiltiple choice tests. You

have to actually write the answer, write it dowRa¢hel-Hispanic female, age
36)
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Rachel remembered a specific time during elemerstzngol when she made a
promise at school that she would one day atterdgml She stated that she never forgot
that promise.

| remember | signed a paper when | was six, tipadinised my mom | was going

to enroll into college. . . . | was six years oftld committed to do that. | signed.

It was like a contract. (Rachel-Hispanic females ag)

Rachel described her high school experience in dbeas having a different
focus than high schools in the United States. Ixibte high schools focused on
vocational training. Rachel trained as an execus@&@stant and especially enjoyed taking
English classes. She explained that high schooised on hard work, and that respect for
teachers was important at the school and to hes.fobus on hard work helped her
decide to enroll in college now.

| think that’s where | got. . . . Because of highaol, that's why | decided to

enroll here. That's where | got the training. Tygpend working hard with

homework and all that stuff. That's one of the gsnthat helped me to get into
college here in the U.S. They're [her high scheeliy strict and they do get a lot

of practice and all kinds of stuff that helps y@achel-Hispanic female, age 36)

The positive experiences Rachel had during hey eaticational experiences led
her to describe herself as a learner who was “Wartting” and “dedicated.” The reason
she did not attend college directly after high sthveas that her family did not have the
money for her to attend college. She found thakweas a priority so she could help out
her mom at home.

| wanted to [go to college] but we didn’t have theney. . . . | knew | wasn’t

going to do it at the time. When | graduated, ttethworking after that. . . . |

guess | needed to start working to help out. | siagle at the time. So | kind of

just. . .. I had a good job after | graduated.cfiRd—Hispanic female, age 36)

Rachel’s high school experiences contrasted \ughekperiences described by

students who attended in the United States besdhgsdescribed her educational identity
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in positive terms. After high school, Rachel workedpay to help her family financially,
but she never forgot her promise to attend college.
SUMMARY

Research Question 1 sought to understand the frelerly educational
experiences in shaping a student’s educationatitgeand the effect of the experiences
on early decisions concerning college enrollmexta@tendance. Through analysis of the
narratives of 15 adult, first-generation collegedsints, two findings emerged.

Participants described negative early educatioxatrences, particularly in high
school. Difficult educational experiences were oftelated to actions taken or not taken
within educational institutions. Learning disalidg went unrecognized, bullying was
ignored, and social status was reinforced throbighattions and inaction of school
representatives. By high school, a majority of thimgerviewed used negative
terminology to describe themselves as learnersy Thd internalized the messages
learned in school. The reasons participants gavedbattending college directly after
high school often related to the negative expegsnie educational institutions.

Students discussed feeling disengaged from thealum and having a strong
focus on social relationships during high schagdding them to internalize feelings of
not belonging in an educational environment. Irt@aconsidering college, participants
joined the workforce, had children, or were marrigfler leaving high school, they were
able to focus on other aspects of their lives. Tladler many years away from
educational institutions, the participants made@sion to enroll in and attend college.
The social forces that led to this decision andeeepces in college are the focus of the

next chapter.
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CHAPTER V:

FINDINGS PART II:

SOCIAL SHIFTS LEADING TO COLLEGE ENROLLMENT LATERN LIFE

The findings discussed in this chapter relatéaéodecision to enroll in college as
adults. The previous chapter contained analysiseofindings related to early
educational experiences, the formation of educatimentities, and the decision to not
enroll in college directly after high school. Theefis of this chapter is on the second
research question introduced at the beginningisfdissertation. This question sought to
explore the life experiences, or changes in thd,fibat created a shift in dispositions
and led to enrollment in college later in life. Tiraings and interpretation are based on
15 in-depth interviews with adult, first-generaticollege students. To provide a broad
range of perspectives from the participants in shisly, representative quotations from
the narratives are provided for each finding. Tasatiptive quotations portray the
similarities and variety within the participantsmatives. The overall intent is to
describe and explain the social construction otatanal identities from the standpoint
of participants.

SOCIAL SHIFTS LEADING TO COLLEGE ENROLLMENT LATERN LIFE
When adult, first-generation students were askedigthe life experiences that

led to college enrollment later in life, two majordings arose from the narratives. First,
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a majority (13 of 15; 87 percent) of the particifsareported a job-related incident or
reason for enrolling in college as an adult. Iniagid to job-related life circumstances
that led to college enroliment, two-thirds (10 &f 67 percent) of participants described
their decision to enroll in college as a responsieeling tired of struggling with

financial difficulties. Second, a majority (14 d#;193 percent) of participants described
receiving support and encouragement from significa@mbers of their family or friends
about their enrollment in college.

Deciding to enroll in and attend college was a tigwaental process for most
participants. The amount of time participants tomklecide to enroll in college ranged
from a few hours to 30 years, with 8 of 15; 53 petaeporting that the decision required
between 1 and 5 years. The quickest decision wllenrcollege came from Sally, who
turned in her uniform after being fired from heb jand found herself sitting in her car,
crying, in the parking lot of a community colleghe immediately went into the college
and began enrollment procedures. The longest p&iaa participant to decide to enroll
in college was from Cheryl, who waited until het shildren were grown and finally
decided it was the right time to enroll in colle§er half the participants, the decision
took place over 1 to 5 years. It was often spubgd specific job-related event, but also
involved discussions with significant others andhficial preparations. The following
discussion outlines the findings and provides gpeekxamples demonstrating trends in
the narratives.

JOB INSTABILITY, FINANCIAL STRUGGLES, AND COLLEGE ROLLMENT

A majority (13 of 15; 87 percent) of the participgneported a job-related

incident as a reason for enrolling in college as@duit. In addition to job-related life
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circumstances that led to college enrollment, thicds (10 of 15; 67 percent) of
participants described their decision to enroltatiege as a response to feeling tired of
struggling with financial difficulties. Because tparticipants in this study did not attend
college directly after high school, they primamprked for pay, married, and started a
family. Sometime during their adulthood, betweea diges of 30 and 59, they decided to
enroll in college. At the time of the interviewudents were within the first year (24
credit hours) of their college attendance. Pardictp had recently made the decision to
enroll in and attend college, and the circumstasce®unding this decision were still
fresh in their memories. The decision to enroltatiege was prompted by a job-related
life event for a majority (13 of 15; 87 percent)tbé participants. Job-related life events
described by participants included job loss, diggband general job dissatisfaction. In
addition to these job-related life circumstances-thirds (10 of 15; 67 percent)
described their decision to enroll in college assponse to feeling tired of struggling
with financial difficulties.
Job Loss and College Enrollment

The reason adult, first-generation college studentslled in and attended
college later in life was primarily job-related.bdcelated reasons for enrolling in college
included job loss, disability, and job dissatisfaest When the reason for enrolling in
college was a job loss, participants often exphitat they did not dwell on the
difficulty of the situation, but rather used thgexience as an opportunity to enroll in
college. Robert and Sally offered examples of hawtigipants who were dismissed from
their jobs decided to enroll in college. Robertrfdinimself without a job after being

fired from a job he loved at a local hospital. E@lained the experience:
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My last job, | worked at the [local hospital] fdneost three years and | got fired
from there. Actually | wasn’t mad, | really wasmA.lot of people would be really
furious when they get fired, but it was an awakgrior me. Once | got fired, and
of course, | was confused and | just prayed, amdiKke, “Lord, what do you

want me to do? I'm lost, I'm confused right now. Bau want me to go to schoaol,
do you want me to get another job, a different jgbat do you want me to do?”
He pushed me to go to school, go to school. (ReBéttan American male, age
41)

Like Robert, Sally was spurred to enroll in collegenediately after being fired
from her job at a local convenience store. Sherdest how she turned in her uniform,
and then drove directly to the parking lot of thedl community college:

| got in my car, and when | stopped driving, tlisvhere | ended up. | went,
“Well, okay.” | got out of the car and | came inrbgdownstairs, and | was
crying. | said | don’t know what to do. | want tetgoback into school and | don’t
know how. The guy said, “First of all. quit cryinigke this paper, go over there,
if you did . . .” Because | stopped at every ligtep, because they don't tell you
what to do. So | stopped at every little stop aadaid, “Actually you're ahead of
the game. We just need to test you.” When | goedbe said | tested out of most
of everything that | needed to get into colleggaid, “Oh there’s a problem, |
don’t have a high school diploma.” He said, “By ytest scores that's not a
problem. You need to do 30 credit hours and yogekyour diploma.” | went,
shut the door. After this semester, I'll be oneddrbour away from having 30
credit hours, then I'll have my diploma. Since thEve gotten two [state] grants
for my grades and . . . (Sally-white female, age 35

Both Robert and Sally described an experiencehiclmthey were fired from
their jobs. They used the experience to make ameagnge in their lives by enrolling in
college. Later, Robert explained that losing his\yas not an isolated event, but rather a
“wake-up call” that he needed to make a major chandis life. Robert described
explaining the situation to his mom:

| said, “I believe this is a wakeup call.” | saftim thirty-something, almost

forty.” | said, “I can’t keep going job to job tol to job, I've been doing this too

long.” | said, “It's time to do something,” andaid, “I'm thinking about going to

school, thinking about enrolling in college.” (Robé\frican American male, age
41)
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Robert’s narrative indicated that the job loss waisan isolated event in his life.
The loss was part of a pattern of job changeseantually accumulated, reaching the
point when he decided to return to school. Thelgals that spurred his enrollment was
described as an opportunity to make a change iliféis

The theme of viewing a negative job-related everdraopportunity was present
in the narratives of other students. Another jdatesl incident that led to college
enrollment was disability. Some participants deditteenroll in college after suffering
injuries on the job that left them unable to parigob duties. Like those who
experienced a job loss, those who suffered injuireased the experience as an
opportunity. Mark’s narrative provided a good ex#mgf this phenomenon. He
described his decision to enroll in college aftdfexing an accident at work. Rather than
dwell on the difficulty of the injury he sufferelde viewed the situation as an
opportunity, even explaining that he was “thankfiiat the injury happened.

| worked in a distribution warehouse and | realiydof got comfortable with
where | was at, and | was able to pay my bills, jndt kept putting off school,
putting it off. And [I] had an injury and I think's kind of a blessing in a way that
it happened, because it finally has really givenam@pportunity to go back to
school, knowing that | can’t go back to the same bf work that | used to do.
... lwas a fork lift operator and it requiretbaof lifting and stuff. Even though

| do drive, but I'm not going to be able to go bawto that field, so I'm going
back, trying to use my brain again. [chuckle] I'eally thankful that it did happen
when it did and not happen later on in life, to tm@ayhere | wouldn’t have really
wanted to come back. (Mark—bi-racial male, age 41)

Job Dissatisfaction and College Enroliment
Job loss and disability were both immediate circimses that prompted
enrollment in college, although, like Robert, gatigrthey were a final incident after a

series of job-related disappointments. In additmjob loss and disability, another job-
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related reason for enrolling in college was a galndissatisfaction with past or current
employment. Rather than a specific event that spguenrollment, some participants
described years of job dissatisfaction that finadlsgched a tipping point. Amy’s narrative
provided an example of this theme. She explainatidtring her adult life, she accepted
any job she could find to support herself. Aftemmpgears of working jobs she “hated,”
she decided that she needed to return to schdiold@ job that she liked.

I've done about everything. It's been so hard, tike economy and stuff, | just
really basically took the first job that came bggdainfortunately those jobs are
call center jobs. | hated them and hated them| bad to have the money, so |
would take them. . . . So that kind of led me icboning into school too, because
it was around the same time. So, basically, caltere I've done some medical
records, some banking, fast food, right after lighool. (Amy-white female, age
33)

Sometimes, general job dissatisfaction was heiglatdry a specific incident that
prompted enroliment. Anna explained that her deni$d return to college was related to
an overall feeling of dissatisfaction with her jdlmwever, her job dissatisfaction was
combined with a specific incident at work when avodker called her a racial slur. The
combination of general job dissatisfaction withpadafic incident led her to enroll in
college.

| didn’t like where | was at basically. . . . lés unfortunate way that it came
about because | was at a place and there wasesicagibn at work, so one of the
other women had called me a racial [name]. Shentede a racial comment to
me, and there was no punishment, there was ngtirseor action or anything. |
was disappointed in the physicians and that wasuvas, like, | had lost complete
respect for that office and for the doctors becdheealoctors were the ones who
had to have a meeting to discuss whether she was desmissed or whatever,
because that was a racist comment that she mada.drite that was done and
they didn’t do it [discipline her], | guess duenmney-wise, they were like,
“Well, we need to keep her because she’s able thid@and this and this for this
amount of pay raise, because we don’t want todhtexhnician that is registered
in this area, because we’re actually paying heapbethan we would pay for
[someone new.]” . .. So when all that wording tetéicoming around, hearing
this and that, | was just like, you know what,drel more than that, and I'm
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going to do it. I'm going back to school and I'migg to do something, and when

they later find out about me, they’re going to ixe | “Man, she went to school

and she finished and . . .” | was like, I've gotdim something, and so that’'s how |

just started, or thought of coming back to schfahna—Hispanic female, age 30)

Amy and Anna offered examples of how job dissatisbn led them to enroll in
college. For Amy, general job dissatisfaction aculated to a tipping-point without a
specific incident to prompt college enrolimentcbmtrast, Anna described general job
dissatisfaction amplified by a specific incidentatrk.

The majority of participants describe job-relatedsons for enrolling in college
as adults. When the reason was not job-relatedjehision was based on a significant
life change, as in the case of Joseph. Josephieeglthat he decided to return to school
after entering a drug abuse recovery program. ldebkeen involved in the recovery
program for three years and still lived in a holmsehose in recovery.

I've been involved in a long-term recovery progréo.I've been in an in-house

recovery program. That's given me the opporturotyetally focus on what | want

to do with my future and get my head cleared aridageised on what was
coming up next. | thought about college before.tBat as the time approached
where it was allowed for me to make a decision aldnat | wanted to do, | just
pulled the trigger and said | need to go to sclhechuse | have an opportunity to
do it. It was more of me being in my right placere right time. So | went for it.

(Joseph—white male, age 38)

The narratives of these first-generation, adullents demonstrated that job-
related issues played a significant role in therisions to enroll in college later in life.
For many, the need for a new job or career wasssacg because of a job loss or
disability. Moreover, the loss of a job or the iiti@pto continue working in their

previous profession was often viewed in a positiylet. Enrolling in college was an

opportunity to find a new type of job or career.
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Financial Struggle and College Enrollment

Even though participants were often able to pard specific incident that led to
college enrollment, the incident often acted adifator to make a change after many
years of job dissatisfaction and financial struggiieaddition to a job-related reason, two-
thirds (10 of 15; 67 percent) of participants déxaxt their decision to enroll in college as
a response to feeling tired of struggling with fioel difficulties. As students told their
stories, the decision to enroll in college was tyeelated to the combination of a
lifetime of financial struggle and more immediatdrelated needs.

Many participants detailed the many years of faiastruggle and their
unwillingness to continue the struggle. This unwghess to struggle anymore was often
combined with a disappointment they felt at a pesmklack of accomplishment in their
lives. College enroliment provided a new chancevercome a lifetime of financial
struggle, provide a more stable income and benfefitdheir family, and rise above an
overall feeling of failure.

Diane and Cheryl both described their decisiontena college as motivated by a
desire to overcome a lifetime of financial diffitek. Diane explained that her health was
better after a successful surgery, allowing hédtosomething” to alleviate the financial
struggles she experienced.

| got better, health-wise, so | could do somethlngas just tired of being poor.

... But I was just tired of struggling. | domviant to be rich, but | want to be

able, if | want something, I'll go to the store dmal it. (Diane—Native American

female, age 48)

Cheryl explained that enrolling in college was gran accumulation of many

years of financial struggle.
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We had been experiencing some financial difficalt@ some time. . . . I'm 53,
so | probably should have made some decisionsdéfat, but | hadn’t. | didn’t
have the confidence, and to be honest, even whtamtéd, | didn’t have the
confidence. I just plunged in because | had a di@ngh-law who was essentially
a professional student and said, “You can do this.It was just the time; it was
just time. I think I just recognized that | coulds} keep going on like | was or |
could make a different decision, and | had donérreny times. . . (Cheryl-white
female, age 53)

Often the need to relieve financial struggles vedated to concerns for providing
stability for the participants’ families. Eva dissed that she was prompted to enroll in
college because she had become a single pareneaddd to make a better wage for her
family. After experiencing stagnation in her cutrgyb, she recognized that attaining a
college degree meant that she would be more likedvance in her career.

Becoming a single mother. Needing to make thatggaje a little higher for me
and having that college degree just kind of helpghat through a little bit. . . .

For instance, the job that | had, | was at for sexears. | covered five different
positions, but someone who had a college degrethgbsupervisor’s position
over me because | didn’'t have that degree. Of epuitsad to train that supervisor
because she had no clue. But it's the point thatstd that degree. So yeah, that's
a big motivator. . . . But then when you startigegtblder and things really start
mattering, as far as having an income and a saanddife insurance for your
kids, and health insurance, that's when you seemant to advance more into
these companies and know what you're doing. Antdbgree really helps. . . .
But, you would still get passed over because ydan’tihave that college behind
you. It hurt. (Eva—Hispanic female, age 39)

Likewise, Alex reported that his need to providehcial stability for his family
prompted his decision to return to school; howekeralso discussed a sense of
frustration with himself for not providing more fars family up to the time of college
enrollment.

Leading up to enrolling, my circumstances wererdthof the job | had, hatred of

me being roughly a middle-aged guy and I've accashpld nothing. So leading

up to enrollment, | was really mad at myself. Net@ssarily mad at the
circumstances because I'm the one that createdwWheite not struggling, we’re

not hurting, my kids are eating, they've got nita&lees, but knowing that I'm 37
and have accomplished nothing; it was basicallyas$ wiad at myself. Knowing
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that my wife deserves more, my kids deserve maor@ nae not giving it to them.

So, leading up to this point, motivation was sdhig be that guy that | haven’t

been. (Alex—white male, age 37)

Kasworm et al. (2002) reviewed the literature aaso:s adult students entered or
returned to college. Motivations for why adult stats enroll in college are highly
complex and evolving as students enter and begingalasses. Initially, adult students
provide a work- or career-related reason for pgrsirtollege degree, but such reasons
are often paired with other motivations relateded-perception and identity. The
researchers described three categories of mothatiat led an adult to enroll in college:
(1) personal transitions and change, (2) proadifie@glanning, and (3) a mixture of
personal transition and proactive planning.

Adult students who enrolled due to personal traorstmight have been reacting
to a job-related need or to another significam ¢hange, such as divorce. Those who
enrolled in college because of proactive life plagrwere more purposeful in their
desire to make a change in their lives. Kasworal.gR2002) explained that such
individuals were not simply reacting to an outsedent, but they had planned out
making the change in their life that led to colleggollment.

The third category of motivation to enroll in cgewas a mixture of personal
transitions and proactive life planning. Accordingkasworm et al. (2002), adult
students who had attended college for at leasaatgaded to discuss their motivations
using a mixture of personal transitions and preadife planning. The adult students
might have begun college with a single reason, sisgbb loss. But as they reflected on

their motivations to enroll in college, they tendedevise their stated motives to reflect
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more complex motivations and goals. Many adult estisl mentioned three to six
personal transition and proactive reasons for 8ngoin college.

The narratives analyzed in this study reflectedcthraplexity of what led first-
generation, adult students to enroll in college eWhsked about their decision to enroll
in a college degree program as adults, the paatitgooften offered job-related reasons
compounded by years of financial struggle and a&lés provide stability for
themselves and their families. The decision migtivehbeen prompted by a specific job
loss, but was amplified when combined with manyyed disappointing jobs and low
incomes. Both personal transition and proactivamlag motivations were present in
their narratives about the decision to enroll ilegee. However, one other important
component affected their decision to enroll in atténd college. The decision to enroll
in college was influenced and supported by at leastsignificant person in their social
network.

ENCOURAGEMENT, SUPPORT, AND COLLEGE ENROLLMENT

A majority (14 of 15; 93 percent) of participanessdribed receiving support and
encouragement from a significant member of themilfigor friends concerning their
enrollment in college. Encouragement and supponh fa significant person were
important elements in the decision to enroll inege. A majority (14 of 15; 93 percent)
of participants in this study described specificamwagement and general support from
family and friends for their decision to enrollgollege.

As students contemplated college enrollment, tHesdities experienced in early
educational institutions continued to affect studeaducational identities. The

encouragement and support received often play@th@ortant role in assuaging self-
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doubts and anxieties about their educational &slénd the college environment more
generally. Encouragement and support came from rdddgyent sources, including
parents, children, spouses, friends, and neighbbesfollowing examples from
participant narratives demonstrated the importarficeich support to first-generation,
adult college students.
Support for College Enrollment from Family

Parents of first-generation, adult college studeften offered an important and
significant source of support. The parents hadattended college themselves and were
sometimes surprised by their adult child’s decisloywever, they often offered
emotional support and expressed happiness abodetigon. Cassie and Robert offered
examples of the importance of parental supportsi@agruggled with bullying and a
learning disability during all of her early educatal experiences. By the time she was in
high school, she said she “just gave up” on acaderBiecause of all the troubles she had
in previous educational institutions, she did nqiext to receive parental support for her
decision to enroll in college. Cassie explained bea parents were understandably
worried about her entering another educationaitirigin, but soon they became
supportive and proud of her choice to enroll irexp:

| had a lot of support. | didn’t think | was goitmhave a lot of support from my

mom and dad after they found out that | appliedfierPell grant and coming to

school, but it's a whole different story. It's juste, their eyes lit up, they're

smiling from ear to ear. It's like, “Okay. It's yoghoice; it's not ours.” (Cassie—

white female, age 32)

Robert also described receiving support from hisheoabout his decision to

enroll in college. Robert’s educational experiendgsng high school were heavily
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focused on peer relationships. He did not see Hirasécollege material.” As an adult,
once he thought about enrolling in college, thstfrerson he called was his mother.

Me and my mom have a really close relationshipc@ifrse, I'm the baby and
she’s 800 miles from me here, but we have a reddlse relationship. | talk to her
constantly on the phone, and once | got firedlikegto her, told her about the
decision. . . . It was mind-blowing to her becasise never thought that | would
go to college. Like | said, it never crossed mydnamce in high school, even
after | graduated and went door to door, it nevesged my mind to go to college,
mainly because | didn’t think that | was collegetenel, by me being the person
that | was in high school; middle school and highaol, | can’t do college, |
make F’s. There’s no way. . . Well, the thoughtuwoed that if | try college,
maybe I'd be good at it, if | gave myself a chatwactually learn. Whereas in
high school, | never gave it a chance, so | dilndw what | had in me. (Robert—
African American male, age 41)

Robert had already started to question the prelyidiedd definition of himself as
not “college material.” He wondered if maybe helddee good at college, if only he
tried. His mother’s support and pride in his demshelped him make the cognitive shift.

Another important source of support and encouragéeme from participants’
children, including both minor children and aduiildren. Parents of young children
often described how their children provided moimatfor them to make this change in
their lives. Additionally, young children were aftencouraging and supportive of their
parent’s decision to attend college. These wormis fEva provided an example of the
role children played in encouraging and supportiregr parent’s college enrollment.

My kids have been really supportive. And they'vallgepushed for me to do this.

... Go for it, Mom! And | know what I’'m doing dar as the coding. It's just you

have to have that degree to get anywhere with itSo my kids are a big

motivation in my life. And now that I've got twoegichildren and they’re seeing
me go back to school, the eight-year-old is liIR&otw. . . | cannot believe you're

doing this and you're 40!” [Laughs] I'm like, thasik(Eva—Hispanic female, age
39)
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Adult children also provided encouragement and sttdpr their parents to
enroll in college. Kimberly described the supptn seceived from her adult children,
who attended the same community college she waischitig.

Of course | was very, very nervous about it, betklds, especially, encouraged

me strongly, because both of them have attendedlatgiocal community

college], so they knew it would be a comfortableiemment and have been very

encouraging through the whole thing. (Kimberly—wHimale, age 51)

When Kimberly described her high school experietioe first word she used was
“yuck.” She explained that she felt like an outsigieher high school and believed that
teachers showed favoritism based on social stihessupport her children gave
Kimberly included assurance that the local comnyucdilege she planned to enroll in
would be a “comfortable environment.”

Another source of support for first-generation, ladtudents included spouses.
Sometimes the spouses had attended college thesasahd they offered insight into
college expectations and navigating the system. Affgred a good example of how a
spouse supported and encouraged a student. Amyedaecific encouragement from
her husband to attend college. Before his encourage Amy believed college would be
similar to high school, with uncaring teachers pughmemorization of meaningless
information. Her husband dispelled some of the mgout college that kept her from
enrolling in and attending college.

My husband. [Chuckle] He went to [state universityjd I've always said,

whenever | got out of high school, | was like, liaver going back to school; I'll

never go back to school because it was just alllerexperience. | didn't feel like

| really learned like | should. Math was horribhéstory, all of that was horrible.

He’s always told me | need to go back to schow.nbt like high school, it’s a lot

different. You'll realize that the learning techon@s and everything are different

and you'll learn a lot more and you’ll do bettechase the teachers actually want

you to learn, rather than in high school, they juaht you to get through. . . But
he was like, you have to realize those [high sdhealchers were just trying to
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get you through. The teachers in college want ydedrn. And he said, “You
will notice a big difference.” | was like, okaynt’ going to give it a try, I'm going
to see how this works, but so far, it's been thay wWAmy—white female, age 33)

Without the insight into the college environment Areceived from her husband,

she might never have overcome the messages ahaégtrphal institutions that she
received during her high school experience.
Support for College Enroliment from Outside the Hgm

Sometimes encouragement and support came frondeutse family. Several

participants discussed the support and encouragehenreceived from friends, co-

workers, neighbors, and even casual acquaintambesnarratives of Anna and Joseph

demonstrated how important encouragement fromgjostit any source could help push

the adult, first-generation college student towamaege enrollment. Anna described her

high school as “scary.” Social groups based oratagentity were strictly enforced, and

Anna lost interest in learning. By the time shedgi@ted from high school, she was

pregnant with her first child. Because of her peewy, she believed she would never be

able to attend college. She did not realize thapgecould have children and attend

college. Knowing someone enrolled in college antbaragement from her co-workers

helped Anna believe that she could attend college.

A couple of people. I've got a friend that is adlyat [a local college] and she
started and she kept saying, “You know, you shgoltback to school, go back to
school.” And also, | had a friend that | was workinith at one of the clinics and
she was like, “You should go back to school,” besgashe would hear me say, “I
don’t know, | think that would kind of be cool.” Arthen a lot of the physicians,
too, told me, they were like, “You know too muchi® just a medical assistant.”
They were like, “You should go into nursing. Youyreung, and even though you
have two kids, you should pursue it.” And so | &drgetting more feedback from
people, to where | was like, you know what, | thirdan do this, why not. (Anna—
Hispanic female, age 30)
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Anna began to believe she could “do this” afteraemagement from people she
knew and worked with, including physicians, whosekr distinguished them as having
completed many years of schooling. Joseph alsadfeacouragement from someone
who was perceived to have important insight intadeenic life. Joseph described a
specific experience he had at a church functionrevhe found himself in a conversation
with a professor from a local private college:

Yeah. | think the significant event that happened Wwwas reading a book about
education and | didn’t know. . . We were havingtbonversation, with these
people | had never met, at a church thing | wasgtw. They started talking
about education and | brought in my stuff and #taff. When | finished, my
buddy . . . was like, “You know who you were tal§ito?” No. He goes, “You
were talking to five professors.” . . . | was likeally? And they thought | was a
professor because how | was conversing with thesirhaw | was holding my
own with them. One of them was like, “So where da yeach at?” I'm like, “I
don't.” He’'s like, “What’s your degree?” “I havergione to school yétHe

looked me right in my face and goes, “If you dayotto school somewhere, then
you're wasting your potential.” Alright, that's dlheeded to hear. Let’s go.
(Joseph—white male, age 38)

Joseph also describes receiving encouragementhfi®mends:

Like, a couple of people | know who were alreadit {icollege]. | went and saw

one of my friends graduate from [a local collegéjat was pretty exciting. They

would always just give me garbage about it. Thelik®, “You're one of the

smartest people we know. Why aren’t you in collégé@don’t know. | don’t

think | can do it.” They're like, “Shut up.” Theyauld tell me, “Shut up, enroll,

you’re more than capable of doing it.” So | wa®|ikFine, I'll go up and take the

little placement tests.” They're like, “Yeah, yoarcenroll any time you want.”

(Joseph—white male, age 38)

Earlier in the interview, Joseph had describedfdtis early educational
experiences using words like “horrible” and “hasethool.” He stated that he was often
in trouble, that the learning lacked meaning, drad he did not believe he belonged. The

constant pushing from his friends to attend colledjlewed by an acknowledgement of
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his academic potential by a professor was enougdd®eph to overcome previous
messages about education

A Negative Case: No Clear Source of Encourageme8tpport

One potentially important note was that one paréint interviewed (Diane—Native
American female, age 48) reported she did not vecemncouragement or support to
attend college. Diane experienced bullying throughner early schooling years and did
not graduate from high school. She described Heaseln “outcast” during her early
educational experiences. She decided to enrobliege after a successful surgery
changed her disability status, allowing her phyisicavement and the possibility of
meaningful work. After years of financial struggéfie decided she needed to do
something different with her life.

Originally, she was going to attend college clasegiés her daughter, but her
daughter backed out at the last minute. Dianelssioa minor son living with her, who
she said suffered from bullying like she did in@ah She did not believe either of her
children had the ability to offer encouragemenswpport for her college enrollment.
Diane reported that she took care of her aging erpthho had abused and neglected her
as a child. The only possible area of support fi@anB might have been from a
rehabilitation counselor, but whether Diane saw fgferson as a source of support was
unclear. Diane joined a college leadership orgaiozand became very involved in the
group, even flying to another state to attend &anat conference. From the interview, it
seemed that, through this college group, Dianedaupport after she began attending

college.
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Overall, the decision to enroll in and attend @gdl was influenced primarily by
two sources: (1) job-related concerns that werenodin accumulation of years of
dissatisfaction and financial struggle and (2) emagement and support from a
significant person. Job-related concerns were 6tigedforces that led adult, first-
generation students to consider college educaiiba work-related need was augmented
by encouragement and support that helped the jpenits overcome some of the
educational messages they received in early eduedtexperiences.

Mbilinyi (2006) found that the most common reporiefiuence for adults
pursuing additional education was a spouse or parémd the second most common
reported influence was children. Fewer adults engtirvey identified a boss or supervisor
as a source of support for returning to educat@eording to Mbilinyi (2006), 79
percent of adult college graduates reported thesived encouragement to attend
college, whereas only 16 percent of non-collegeuggtes said they received
encouragement to attend college.

In a review of the literature on adult college smt$, Kasworm et al. (2002) listed
family roles and responsibilities as an importafilience on adult students’ decisions to
enroll in college. Part of the influence of famihcluded adult students’ perceptions of
being able to commit to college work in additiortheir family responsibilities. Such a
commitment can require renegotiation of family sodend responsibilities. The other part
of the influence of family on the decision to ehrinlcollege was support from spouses or
family. Receiving support for college enrollmentralarge impact on the adult student’s

confidence, commitment, and persistence.
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As discussed in the literature review, conflictvioe¢n family culture and the
culture of higher education was identified as aptal challenge for first-generation
college students. However, Zwerling (1992) chaleshthis assumption for first-
generation, adult students. He claimed that theei@lltensions identified in previous
studies of first-generation college students wasitly reduced foadult, first-generation
college students. Instead, he noted that adulestsdvere often encouraged by friends,
family, work associates, their own children, andwsges to enroll in college. The same
conclusion could be drawn from the narratives effttst-generation, adult students in
this study. Support and encouragement from sigmfiothers was an important factor in
the decision to enroll in college.

The role of support from family and other sourceghhbe even more important
to the persistence of low-income, first-generatashylt students. Adult students were
more likely to persist in college if they had pasewith college experience, past positive
experiences in college, strong academic abilitiested family demands, financial
resources to cover college expenses, and suppatttfreir family or significant others
(Kasworm et al. 2002). For many of the participantthe current research, the only
factor they had to increase their likelihood of@ss was the support of a significant
person in their life, making the support that muobre important to their academic
success and persistence. The unavailability of wnage@ment and support may be a
determining factor in adults who need to enrokkallege for job-related factors, but do
not do so.

In a study similar to the present research, Mo2@®6) analyzed the life-history

narratives of first-generation, adult studentsimdnd. The reasons students did not
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attend university earlier in life were briefly dissed as structural, financial, or
geographical limitations. Rather, the analysis g&zlion what led the students to attend
college as adults and the educational identitysftamations that occurred as a result.
Similar to the participants in the current studyydve found that adult students were
motivated to enroll in college because of unrewsgdvork that left them feeling
unsatisfied. Additionally, the students were influed by significant others who helped
change their thinking about enrolling in collegen% of the significant others held
university degrees. The association with these lpedanged the way the adults thought
about their own educational possibilities.

The troubling early educational experiences dbsdrby participants in this study
raised the question of how these students woultyate/the new educational territory
they entered as adults and as first-generatioeg®ltudents. The students were pushed
to find new employment opportunities through ofteplanned life-circumstances. They
chose to attend college as a way to find employrti&itwas more stable and more
satisfying. The third research question remainsthér the college environment
reinforced participants’ previously held beliefsoabthemselves or offered an
opportunity for first-generation adult college stuts to re-invent beliefs about their

educational aptitude.
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CHAPTER VI:

FINDINGS PART IlII:

(RE)ALIGNING EDUCATIONAL IDENTITIES IN THE COLLEGEENVIRONMENT

The purpose of this research was to investigateduhyeational identities were
formed and transformed within educational instdns over the lifespan, and how the
identities were related to decisions about edunatiiapter IV contained an analysis of
the findings that related to early educational eigmees, the formation of educational
identities, and the decision to not enroll in cgdairectly after high school. The focus of
Chapter V was on the decision to enroll in collagen adult. This chapter, Chapter VI,
addresses the third research question in this siudyfindings and interpretations were
based on 15 in-depth interviews with adult, firetagration college students. To provide a
broad range of perspectives from the participanthé study, representative quotations
from the narratives are provided for each findifige descriptive quotations portray the
similarities and variety within the participantsmatives. The overall intent was to
describe and explain the social construction otatanal identities from the standpoint
of participants.

The findings discussed in this chapter relateditacational identity
transformations within the field of higher educatidhe best means to explore

transformations over the lifespan was through ipthldife-history interviews. This
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process uncovered the complex factors that infleeérself-perception transformations
over time.
(RE)ALIGNING EDUCATIONAL IDENTITIES IN THE COLLEGEENVIRONMENT

Research Question 3 sought to understand how gtuftepaligned educational
identities developed in early educational expemsneith their new roles as college
students and how the culture of higher educatigpasried or detracted from the
development of positive educational identities. Timdings addressed the third research
guestion. First, all 15 participants (100 percenpressed feeling fear and anxiety about
enrolling in and attending college. To overcomefde and anxiety about college
enrollment, all 15 (100 percent) participants répodthey developed a mindset of
resistance and adopted behavioral strategies togieosuccess in the higher education
environment. Second, all 15 participants (100 p#jaeported positive experiences in
college that helped change their perspectivesarhsielves and of education. All 15 (100
percent) also reported that enroliment in collegktb positive educational identities such
as improved self-concept (15 of 15; 100 percert)ewed joy of learning (14 of 15; 93
percent), and new experiences and knowledge (15,013 percent).
EDUCATIONAL IDENTITIES AND EMOTIONS: FEAR, ANXIETY,AND
EXCITEMENT

All 15 participants (100 percent) expressed feeleag and anxiety about
enrolling in and attending college. To overcomefde and anxiety about college
enrollment, all 15 (100 percent) participants répadithey developed a mindset of
resistance and applied behavioral strategies tmgt® success in the higher education

environment. That enrollment in college created &wl anxiety among first-generation,
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adult college students was not surprising. Manyigpants avoided enrolling in college
earlier in life because of troubled experiencescimool and educational identities that
were not aligned with college enrollment. Now, kdiecumstances impelled them to
decide that a college degree was the best wayotode more stable and fulfilling
employment options.

The perceived needs and desires to attend colidgeotierase doubts the
participants previously might have held about tiaesdemic abilities. The students often
carried such beliefs with them through the enrofip@ocess and the first several weeks
of classes. All participants interviewed in thisdt reported feeling fear and anxiety
about college enroliment and attendance, which tlesgribed as nervousness about their
ability to perform and general uncertainty abottirfg into the college environment. The
following excerpts from participant narratives pided details demonstrating the fears
about enrolling in and attending college.

Uncertainty About Academic Abilities

The need and desire to enroll in and attend celtkd not automatically change
the ways adult, first-generation college studeelisabout their academic abilities and
belongingness in the educational environment. Bituwal identities developed early in
life through difficult schooling experiences ofttlowed students as they entered the
college environment, causing uncertainty about thigility to perform in college. Anna,
Mark, and Cheryl provided examples of the negakvminology students used to
describe themselves during the early college enmit and attendance period.

Honestly, | thought | was stupid; like, | came ahd the placement test, | did

horrible, and after | did that, | was like, “No, aly gosh, | didn’t realize how

stupid | was,” or blah, blah, blah, but after aifugetting in and starting, because
even though | had to start . . . Because | knewnmath was going to be horrible. |
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knew that was going to be the worst one, and mathmy favorite subject all
through school: funny. Whenever | actually came statted from the basic math
to the beginning, intermediate algebra, and sikdf, that my confidence started
building up, because | was, like, “I know this $fufm like, “Why did | not do

so good?” And then after | even finished algeldra,lasic, | came back and | did
my placement test again. And just with that aldmssed every single one that |
had failed prior, which was at the beginning. $@adl already taken like three
classes, which | was amazed because | was liken;'M@aok three classes and
then | come back and take this, and | did awesonadl my testing when | took
my placement test againlAnna—Hispanic female, age 39)

| thought | didn’t want to be the dummy in clagsniy class, it seems like maybe
there’s only one or two of us older students ing¢hand I just didn’t want to be
singled out. I kind of, in my mind, was thinkingath was going to fail, for some
reason. It's something that | kind of, like, gottie bad habit of always looking at
situations and stuff as | was going to fail; | ainit do it in a way. And | don’t

feel that way anymore. | feel like now that if Itghe time in and do what's
required of me in the class, then | won’t have problem passing the class.
(Mark—bi-racial male, age 41)

| was afraid | couldn’t do it. | was afraid. At thiene, | was working full time and

| was really concerned about being able to baléimae There was also a family
crisis going on and | was essentially the one cagrthe burden of that, and | was
really concerned | wouldn’t be able to do all ofiitwas close, it was really touch
and go whether | stayed. I'm telling you, everythoconspired to make it so it was
too hard to do. (Cheryl-white female, age 53)

Uncertainty About Belongingness

A common educational identity developed among #méi@pants during high

school, including a feeling of not belonging in #ucational institution. The fear of not

belonging in the college environment was commonrantbese first-generation, adult

college students. Joseph’s narrative provided & ggample of the link between

belongingness concerns in high school translabrigetongingness concerns in college.

Earlier, Joseph described high school as lackingningful learning and reported feeling

as though he did not belong. He related a simdacern when discussing his fear during

the college enrollment process when he said, “Wtees a person like me fit into all
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You see all of the people going around. You sealdmographics and the
different groups. It's kind of scary, because yeulike, where does a person like
me fit into all of this? Where do | go? It was fynthough. | use humor to diffuse
a lot of things. | see all these little people vimgkaround in their little groups and
| automatically pick TV shows that | think theytigying to imitate. [Laughs] So
I'd be like, “Oh it's the Sex and the City groumvi nice.” [Laughs] When

there’s a large group of them, I call them the CW..| guess the best way to
describe it is culture shock. All the feelings thatalong with a culture shock, is
the best way | can describe it as a whole expegigs@ culture shock. (Joseph—
white male, age 38)

Fears about belongingness in the educational @mwient often centered on age
and adult student status, while still having link®arly educational identities. Kimberly
described her educational identity in high schaoleling like an “outcast.” Her major
fear the first night of class centered on being @nfeur adults in her first course. She
self-consciously wondered what the younger studenist think of her and the other
adults.

The very first night when | sat down in class. Invehhh . . . . | was freaked. It

was like, I'm looking around and I'm going, “Okayere’s four other adults in

here,” and that was one of my fears: “Am | goindp&othe only person in class
that's an adult?” But | looked around and thereenie four other adults and the
rest were kids, and you know they have to be wangefWhy are adults in
class? Did they flunk high school? What did the¢'dBut that was it. The minute
that she laid that first assignment on me and $@klay, this is where you go for
doing your work online,” and stuff, and I'm goinlgpw do | get to that program
and it's like whoa, I'm in school. I'm 51 years aad I'm in school, this is weird.

(Kimberly—white female, age 51)

Often fears and anxieties about enrolling in anelnaling college included several
different factors at the same time. Alex describedself as a “terrible” student during
high school who tried to “fly under the radar.” Whaescribing his first day of college
attendance, he related general anxieties relate tage and preparedness.

There were a lot of butterflies. It's funny, becadigot to school and I'm looking

around, and the first thing | texted to my wife wasey, the first thing I've

learned my first day of college is” and | kind eftlit blank. Then | re-texted her,
“is I'm old enough to be all these kids’ fatherfi&laughed and giggled. So that

153



was my first overall experience, wow. . . . Therreva few other older people
that you could tell were maybe a little older, knbwing that this should have
been me 20 years ago, in a sense, or could havenbeeshould of, could of,
would of kind of thing. But that was the first tigim learned right off the bat, and
then you kind of let some butterflies in there wiyen’re going, “I can’t believe
I’'m doing this, am | even ready, can | do this?"uyget some doubts that creep
in. You can'’t do this, you haven’t studied in 2@Gy® (Alex—white male, age 37)
Excited Disbelief
In spite of the fear and anxiety first-generatiadult students felt about attending
college, two-thirds (10 of 15;67 percent) of pap@nts also reported feeling excited
anticipation about enrolling in and attending cgdleOften the feeling of excitement
accompanied insecurity and doubt related to hifjosicexperiences and early
educational identities. Kimberly, Cassie, and Mastfgred good examples of the mix of
emotions felt by adult, first-generation collegedsnts during the initial days of their

enrollment and attendance.

| was excited. | was nervous, but | was excitedds like opening up many new
doors for me, and the educational experience llyrepjoyed this. | really didn’t
think | would. | thought it was going to be ho-hulie it was in high school.
(Kimberly—white female, age 51)

Very excited. My nerves were just going 90 mileshaar, smiling from ear to

ear, laughing and crying at the same time becdisssoi exciting. Seeing my

school books, seeing my school ID. All of that madefeel very excited.

(Cassie—white female, age 32)

| was excited. It's a new era, or new chapter inlifiey so | was quite excited. |

looked forward to it, wasn’t sure | could handld’itn still not sure | can handle

it. [Chuckle] But I'm doing okay. (Marcy—white ferlega age 37)

Within the excitement Kimberly felt was a sensd gtee would not enjoy college.
This sense was related to her feelings about lijbd, which she described as “ho-

hum.” Cassie experienced extreme bullying througlohool, so her excitement was
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accompanied by nervousness. While Marcy, who stedggith learning disabilities
during elementary school, still was not sure skan‘sandle it.”

Excitement about college attendance and its reisitiip to early educational
identities was demonstrated through descriptiordisifelief that they were “really” or
“actually” attending college. Robert and Eva pr@ddyood examples of this type of
excitement.

| can’'t even describe the feeling, because I'm, likew, this has been 20 years

ago, 21 years ago since I've been in school, amdto@ctually be back in

school: It was an awesome feeling, it really wasadtually see the schedule and
be like wow, really? | am really in school now,nhaoing back to school.

(Robert—African American male, age 41)

| was like, wow, I'm really doing this. | went toynmedical terminology class to

sit there and listen to the teacher lecture, amd like, | can’t believe I'm really

doing this. | kind of patted myself on the backcdnese watching my kids go
through school and helping them with homework dmiking, wow they'’re

really going to go places. . . And that kind of mated me too. (Eva—Hispanic

female, age 39)

Both Robert and Eva had described high school expegs in which they were
academically disengaged. Robert stated that héneas school type of person”
whereas Eva explained that she did just enougheatiadvork to get by and graduate.
College attendance was counter to the educatideatities the participants developed
through early educational experiences, so studeatsted with excited disbelief.

While some research studies focused on acadeepagation issues related to
first-generation college students (Terenzini ei@P6) and first-generation, adult college
students (Byrd and MacDonald 2005), few studiegattinto the complex emotions that
accompany enrolling in college for the first timeaafirst-generation, adult college

student. One exception was a study by Moore (2069, conducted life-history

interviews with first-generation, adult collegedtuts in Finland to analyze changes in
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educational identities within higher education itegtons. Moore (2006) found that
female students discussed feelings of insecuribyatheir academic abilities as
influenced by early educational experiences; howdtie male students did not report
the same feeling. Moore did not expand on the wayghich students discussed these
insecurities.

Unlike Moore (2006), | did not find any significagénder differences in
discussing fears and anxieties related to attenchifigge. The difference might have
been related to cultural differences between tleedamples or to the questions posed in
the interviews. During the interviews, | specifigadsked participants to describe their
feelings related to college enroliment at threéedént times. The third time, | asked
participants about how feelings from early educatl@xperiences affected current
experiences in school. How questions were pos®&tbiore’s (2006) study was unclear,
but perhaps women offered information about thegtihgs more readily than men did
when no specific probing about feelings took pladeereas in my study, both women
and men offered information about their feelingsdagsponse to specific questions about
feelings.

In two studies of student identities in college iemvments, Kasworm (2005;
2010) focused on adult students in at a commuioiiege (2005) and at a research
university (2010). Both studies conceptualized studdentity in terms of positional
identity and relational identity. Positional idegtincluded how participants judged
themselves as students. In the study with commuoitgge adult students, Kasworm
(2005) focused primarily on the impact of age ardents’ beliefs about their

competence. In the study with adult students esdldlt a research university, Kasworm
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(2010) found that two major themes of positionanitity included concerns about
gaining acceptance within the college environmeult @zeing successful in the classroom.
Gaining acceptance was related to age differengbsother students in the classroom,
and being successful was related to perceived auadeeaknesses in a highly
competitive environment.

The student narratives described above also denatedtstudent concerns about
belongingness and academic abilities. In Kaswo(@0€5; 2010) research, the impact of
age on identity of college students was the maous. In my dissertation, the focus was
on experiences in educational institutions, all@wmore variation within the answers.
While students often discussed age as a factdeckta their feelings, additional factors
outside of age also clearly affected fears andedi®s about entering the college
environment. For example, Mark briefly mentioneddimg for other adult students in
class to feel some form of belongingness (“I judnd want to be singled out”); then he
continued to discuss his fear of failure, whicltha past had been a habit of thinking
when approaching situations. He discussed hisidedis stop thinking he would fail to
be successful in college. By looking at educatiad@htities from the students’
perspectives over the lifespan, we were able togge how emotions were influenced by
multiple factors, including past educational expecdes and age. The narratives also
highlighted the ways in which students confrontechsemotions and made cognitive
changes to allow for transformations to their ediocal identity.

All participants reported feeling emotions of fead anxiety about college
enrollment, yet at the time of the interview, thpgysisted in college. Students developed

cognitive and behavioral strategies to overcomerasdt educational identities
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developed in early educational institutions. Thiegesformations are described in the
next part of this finding. All 15 participants (1@@rcent) reported they developed a
mindset of resistance and adopted behavioral gtest¢o promote success in the higher
education environment.
RESISTING EARLY EDUCATIONAL IDENTITIES: MINDSETS AND
BEHAVIORAL STRATEGIES

First generation, adult college students madecesida to attend college despite a
history of troubling experiences within educatiomeititutions and the resulting
educational identities. To make this type of decisiall participants reported they were
able to overcome the fear and anxiety about attgnchllege by applying a mindset of
resistance. In particular, participants discuskedhindset they needed to overcome fear
and insecurity related to previous experiencesidggtities. Interestingly, cognitive
resistance is described in two distinct ways, whele nearly evenly split between
participants. Half (8 of 15; 53 percent) of thetjznants described their mindset in terms
of “just try,” while the other half (7 of 15; 47 meent) of the participants described their
mindset in terms of “nothing will stop me.” The lfmhing examples from student
narratives demonstrated how students used onesé tivo mindsets to resist and
overcome educational identities developed in ezdllycational institutions.
“Just Try” Mindset

“Just try” was a less forceful, but still effeaivnindset students adopted to resist
previous educational messages and overcome ctieg@stand anxieties. Employing a
“Just try” mindset allowed participants to overcomsecurities about their academic

abilities and belongingness in the college envireninCombined with the reality of
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employment instability, students convinced themselhey had nothing to lose by
“trying” to attend college. Rachel explained thogynitive strategy well:

| was nervous. | was very nervous. But I've alwbhgen like this. If | want to do

something, I'll just try it and do it. I'm not gagnto lose anything. That's what my

thought was. I'm just going to give it a shot aee $iow it goes. (Rachel—

Hispanic female, age 36)

In the same way, Diane stated that she finallydiztio try taking a college
course, despite her fears. Her previous educatexgsriences led her to describe her
educational identity as “outcast.” Understandingfear of fitting in at college, she
strategically decided to attend classes for ttst fime during the summer session,
because she believed the campus would have feweagystudents attending during this
time.

| just finally . . . ’'m going try it. That's why started in the summer, because

there wasn’t so many kids. . . . And | seen it vitabrat hard. It was a lot of work

and everything, but they didn’t single you out.dBé—Native American female,
age 48)

Diane decided to “just try,” and by doing so, skpaFienced success that allows
her to continue attending during the fall semest&en more students were on campus.
Allowing themselves to “just try” and then consequigly experiencing success was a
common strategy students used to overcome doubtg Hieir abilities. Anna discussed
the “mindset” she needed to overcome insecuriiesfalt throughout the enroliment

process.

| guess it was just my mindset, | already hadeteh | was like, oh well, start
basic math, oh well, I've got to start somewhara] even my husband and my
best friend said, “That’s your foot in the doorgevhough you're starting from
the bottom, you're starting.” I'm like, yeah, I'muidting my job, so what else do |
have to do but take basic math. So | just haveé¢atise positive side of it, even
though at first it was like, “Man, that looks rgablad. What do these people . . .
?” | kept thinking these people that are enroliing, they're probably like, “Man,
this girl is just really dumb.” But after | got avall of that, | was just like, screw
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it, | just have to do it. Whenever | got to basiatm | was surprised that whole
class was full. (Anna—Hispanic female, age 30)

To her surprise, Anna learned that she was natrthestudent who struggled
with math when she saw that the basic math clag#ioh she was enrolled was full.

The above examples demonstrated how participaoisted a mindset that
allowed them to “try” attending college in spitelmliefs that they might not be capable
of succeeding. They needed a mindset that allotweh to overcome past
disappointments, failures, and beliefs about theademic abilities. The mindset
provided them with the resistance needed to entertihe college environment.
“No One Will Stop Me” Mindset

The other participants used even stronger langtadescuss the mindset adopted
to overcome previous experiences and beliefs aheutabilities. The students framed
their mindset as “no one will stop me.” In manyysiathe participants decided they
would continue and persist in spite of any obs&they might encounter along the way.
The narratives of Eva and Robert provided exampilé®w students adopted a mindset
of “no one will stop me” to resist external barsi@nd internal self-doubt. Eva described
the determination she adopted in the face of “ape’'t associated with the enrollment
process.

No, just my determination. Just because there’sapéd, doesn’t mean I'm going

to stop. You just have to push through the red tajgekeep going. Everywhere

you go, you're going to have red tape that's gdamtry to block you. Everyday

life: you have red tape. Enrolling in school: i#idife choice. And if you really

want that life choice, you're going to proceed brotigh whatever red tape you

have to. You'll do whatever tap dance you havedaaaddo it. And | did. | did a

lot of running to make sure | got through that s [Laughs] . . . It just keeps

you going because you don’'t want to be defeatedt IS ps me going because
I’'m not going to let college defeat me. (Eva—Hispdemale, age 39)
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Eva’'s early educational identity was described@sgljust enough work to pass
classes and graduate. During her college enrollnséetdecided she was going to persist,
no matter what obstacles came her way. She woulteta@ollege defeat” her.

Similarly, Robert described how his mind was alseadhde up that he was going
to “do awesome” in college. After experiencing @ity through high school, describing
himself as the “class clown,” and being fired frbm job, he decided to adopt a mindset
that his focus and determination meant he wouldesed.

My main thoughts while | was enrolling was, “I kndim going to do awesome.”

It's going to blow my mind with some of this stuiffat I'm going to accomplish

here, because | know how focused my mind is. Oriceus on something, that’s

it, there’s nothing that’s going to deter me frdmatt Once | realized that | was in
college and | had enrolled in college, | knew thaas going to do good. |
already knew that. It was just a matter of, “Let see it in writing or let me see
something to show that | did this in college,” hesaback then, you're young,
you’re not focused on what you want to do in ldad by me being 41 now, |
know what | want to do now. | know exactly whatamt to pursue, | know how
to pursue it, and there’s nothing that’s goingtapsme from getting that, nothing
in life, regardless of how hard the journey maythere’s nothing that’s going to
stop me from getting this. And that's my mentalityat’s just me. (Robert—

African American male, age 41)

The first step in resisting educational identipasticipants formed during early
educational experiences was to develop a mindaeatlowed the participants to
overcome the fear and anxiety that surrounded gelarollment and attendance. The
mindset adopted by these first-generation, aduttesits fell under two different themes:
“‘just try” and “nothing will stop me.” The develo@nt of these mindsets was an
important form of cognitive resistance necessamyeieelop new educational identities
within the higher education institutions. In adalitito adopting a mindset of resistance,

students also used behavioral strategies aimeatqging their success in the higher

education environment. Like the mindset, studehtse behaviors that helped them
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resist educational identities developed in previediscational institutions. The behaviors
also alleviated fears and anxieties related teegellenrollment and attendance.

All the students interviewed discussed behavidrategies they used to promote
success in college. Often, students used moredhamf these strategies. Like the
mindset, the behavioral strategies were used tacomee educational identities formed in
early educational institutions and were often oftpwsal to behaviors reported during
early educational experiences. The most commonviomiahstrategies adopted tended to
revolve around four common themes: focused preparatppositional study habits,
oppositional classroom behaviors, and oppositisnaial behaviors.

Focused Preparation Strategies

A common theme of behavioral resistance revealethiéyarratives was focused
preparation. Focused preparation included acts/gigch as preparing for college-level
work prior to enrollment and preparing for spectaursework prior to the start of the
semester. Students with both mindsets, “just tnd &othing will stop me,” used
focused preparation as a strategy to help thencowss worries about their academic
abilities. The narratives of Daniel and Sally pdw®d the most striking examples of
students applying the strategy of focused preparati

Daniel described his educational identity in highaol as lacking focus and
being the “class clown.” The mindset he adopted iwdlse category of “just try.” He
decided to enroll in college after suffering anumgjthat prevented him from continuing
to work at his current occupation. To prepare fdtege enrollment, he went to a local

bookstore to purchase 30-40 college textbooks itipheidisciplines. He spent three
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weeks reading and “absorbing” the knowledge inbiheks to build a knowledge base he
believed was necessary to be successful in col2geiel explained:

| went and bought probably 30 or 40 different textks, used textbooks from a
local bookstore, (hame of used book store), ahehktl spent a grand total of like
30 bucks for all of these books, in multiple didicigs, but primarily dealing with
the general requirements and some of the morecpkatirequirements in the
discipline I've chosen, which is management infaiorasystems. | spent about
three weeks before actually enrolling absorbing¢hioooks, | literally mean
absorbing. | basically opened them up, sunk myntegb them, and sucked them
dry of knowledge. But that’s just me, that's thepa@perate. | needed a
background. Now here | am, and | think that helpedget ready for the endeavor
I'd already chosen to do, and it didn’t put anyesibnes in front of me, so here |
am. (Daniel-white male, age 48)

Previous educational experiences did not prepareeDior college, so he took it
upon himself to plan, read, and study prior to #mgin college. Like Daniel, Sally
discussed the preparations she made prior to egtere classroom. Sally struggled with
an undiagnosed learning disability during her eadycational experiences. She
described herself as not caring about academicguahdkimming by during high school.
Sally adopted a mindset of “nothing will stop mEdcused planning for college was
course-specific. She purchased the textbooks tveksvprior to class and read them
before the course began. She explained the defdiksr strategy in the following
narrative:

| go through my syllabus, hold on, | get my books tweeks prior to class

starting and | read them all from front to bacthén start going back through and

writing down all the definitions for each chaptieput chapter one definitions,
chapter two, and | do that for a whole, entire bsokhat I'm ready when school
starts. | leave gaps, because | get the biggestl siu can get. That way | can
take notes when the teacher is going over itl think my syllabus, read it
quickly of course, and then anything that’'s extiedd and | can find without the

teacher telling me, | go and have it done befoeddeadline]. . . (Sally—white
female, age 35)
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This focused preparation and studying was parhaferall desire to not only
pass college courses, but to excel to a level afl@mic perfection. Sally revealed her
desire to attain perfection when describing heuingabout a grade that seemed to be a
lower “A” than she expected.

When | finished his class, | had a 99. When | fieid my business class, which is

the second class after, | took them same day, bighind each other, and | had

104. So when we did my final project in businessaster is over and | want to

know what | got on it, and she said very politelyan e-mail, she said, “[Sally],

an A is an A no matter how many times you re-add gaid, “I just want to
know.” She said, “104, can’t get any higher thaat tbut minus a few students
who got maybe a point or two higher than you.” Saigl, “You did really well.” |

went, “Okay, thank you.” (Sally—white female, adg® 3

A grade of 104/100 meant Sally completed the corggeirements at a high level
of achievement and completed additional extra tygdvided by the instructor. Sally
was concerned that she did not receive a perfadegwith all points, required and extra,
earned. Sally’s teacher explained to her, “An AnsA,” to reassure Sally that she
measured up as a student. Additionally revealingeviglly’s remarks about what
motivated her to engage in focused preparation.

It's not like I'm super-smart and | know all thig.eally sit down and | spend the

extra three to six hours a day doing books, reading going over homework and

rechecking homework. Do you know, | had my speeamiedwo weeks before it
was time to give it, and I still went over and feanged it four more times. That's
just because that’s the standards I've set mygeldu (Sally—white female, age

35)

Sally continues to describe herself as not “supaairs” in spite of the success she
experienced in college. As a reaction to prevideselxperiences, high academic
standards for themselves are common among adsttgineration college students.

Such standards are often the motivating force lokthia adoption of behavioral strategies

that are oppositional to educational identitiesrfed during early educational
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experiences. The following narrative from Cheryd\ypded a good example of how past

experiences motivated students to set high acadexpiectations:
| think that’s more . . . I've been afraid my whdife. | actually got a PTSD
diagnosis at one point, so all that stuff that leaqgal then, I've been dragging it
along with me. I'm so much healed from it now, batn still afraid sometimes of
not performing to that really high level. I've go®.0, but it's always in danger
because . . . Even taking a look at what | tookayo@nd | thought, where will it
give somewhere here, something, | don’t see hosvishgoing to be humanly
possible. So far, | have gotten it all done. My isaset high. | don’t know how to
scale back in some way. | don’t know how to givg ks than what | do, but |

also am looking at this and I'm saying, | don’t $eav that's possible. (Cheryl—
white female, age 53)

Cheryl's words highlighted the fear of failure tleicompanied adult students as
they progressed through an academic program. Evéa maintaining a 4.0, the highest
possible grade point average, Cheryl was fearfatl & some point she would not be able
to maintain this level of perfection.

High academic expectations for college course wookivated many participants
to adopt behaviors oppositional to the educatiateaitities they developed during early
educational experiences. Oppositional study habygpgpsitional classroom behaviors,
and oppositional social behaviors were all behabistrategies students adopted to
overcome anxiety about college attendance and\azhieademic success.

Oppositional Study Habit Strategies

Mark, Robert, and Cassie described oppositionalyshabits they developed to
help them become successful students. During ligbad, Mark described his
educational identity as doing just enough acadevoik to pass classes. His study habits
in college were oppositional to those from highasth

A lot of times | come in earlier than my class,cagle hours sometimes, and I'll
go to the LRC (library), and | recently bought myselaptop, so I'm spending
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more time trying to figure it out and making a ¢dtheadway. (Mark—bi-racial
male, age 41)

Like Mark, Robert engaged in oppositional studyitsathuring college.

But a lot of times I've tried to get myself intoetihabit of, as soon as | come in

from school, the TV doesn’t go on, and it’s stagtio become a habit like that

now. | will get my books and set all my books upewh have homework home,
and | start it and just the whole thing. Everybdlaigt I've known before | got into
college, | stress to them, “Go to college, thattseve it's at. Can’t nobody take

that education away from you.” (Robert—African Aman male, age 41)

Roberts described himself as “not a school typgeo$on” during early
educational experiences. He was often in troubtehad to finish his high school
diploma at an alternative school. In college, heetlgped a mindset of “nothing will stop
me” and stressed that he formed new study habisigh his desire to complete his
education. Unlike jobs, which as he learned coeldbist, Robert believed education was
something he would always have, once earned.

Cassie also described developing oppositionalystadbits that varied greatly
from her early educational experiences. Duringdaely educational experiences, Cassie
was labeled as learning disabled and attendedadpszitication classes. She suffered
bullying all through school and described hersslédoner. Cassie adopted a “just try”
mindset and stated, “This is a new life and a negiriming,” when explaining her
enrollment in college. Here she discussed the appoal study habits she used:

Meeting friends, meeting people here has reallgriaky empty heart and filled it

up with joy. | can feel it every day. | go home i okay, I've got this left of

homework to do, but | can accomplish this tonigid &can get it done by 10:00

tonight. When 10:00 rolls around and I'm hittingdedone. I've never done that

in school. Never had to sit there and say, “Dangaih’t go anywhere until this is

done.” Boom, finished, and then I'm done by 10.tlraght | got done by 9:30.
(Cassie—white female, age 32)
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There was excitement in her voice as she desctitmdifferences between her early
experiences and those in college.
Oppositional Classroom Behavior Strategies
Similar to oppositional study habits, student® @ldopted oppositional classroom
behaviors to resist fears about college attendstereming from early educational
experiences. Most of the students described rekstips with teachers during high
school as non-existent or neglecting. Conversalgpilege, students engaged teachers in
oppositional classroom behaviors. The narrativeSatfy and Kimberly demonstrated the
engagement of teachers in the college classroap@ssitional classroom behavior.
During her early educational experience, Sally saiel had no relationship with any of
her teachers. She eventually dropped out of higbadand married by the age of 15.
When asked how her early educational experiendestatl her behavior in college, she
replied with the following narrative that demonsththe link between adopting a
mindset of “nothing will stop me” and using oppasial classroom behaviors.
Oh, absolutely. I did so badly, I'm not going td.f&8eing out on my own from
20+ years, raising kids, seeing them struggleufails not an option to me. |
refuse to fail and | refuse to let anyone get inway to fail. It's not going to
happen and there’s no such thing as a bad teabtleee;is, but there’s not. |
believe if you can’t understand the teacher, asdlasouth never gets fed. Speak
up and tell them. “I don’t understand what you'agiag, you’re going way too
fast, and it's not making no sense, and your jdb tgach me. I'm paying you to
teach me, please teach me.” (Sally—white female 359
Rather than focus on the teacher’s behavior oitgl8ally decided that she must
engage in behaviors to compel the teacher to explabncept until Sally was able to

understand it. Likewise, Kimberly described loweirsiction between teachers and

students during high school, with the exceptiofawbred students. In college, she
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adopted oppositional classroom behavior by talkinger math teacher about her
anxiety, which helped her overcome obstacles mtatenath anxiety.
I'd say probably the major step to get past it aetsially saying out loud to my
teacher, “I'm scared to death. | haven’t done tbis30-some years,” and algebra
was icks-nay [nix] to me in high school and it vii&e, so hard for me, | thought.
Turns out it really wasn’t that hard; | just didotincentrate. In high school you
had your mind focused somewhere else. But yeahtguome out and tell her
that | was back in school after 30 years and hamsen there and was scared to
death and she said, “here’s my number, here’s maig-anything you need any
time, just call me.” She was very supportive. (Kerlig—white female, age 51)
Kimberly learned that she could overcome her mastety by engaging in
discussion with her instructor. In this way, sh&iseed past failures in math and
eventually learned that the subject was not agdlffas she had previously believed.
Oppositional Social Behavior Strategies
Another behavioral strategy used by students ljp them succeed in college was
oppositional social behaviors. A good example & tas from Anna, who described the
dominance of social groups over academics durimdpigh school experience. Anna
adopted a “nothing will stop me” mindset. When sheountered friends who tried to
create obstacles to her success in college, slkieopg®sitional social behaviors. Rather
than allow the obstacle to affect her, Anna degcribow she no longer associates with
friends who are not supportive of her decisionrim# in college.
Before, | would say some of my friends, who | thbugere my friends, once |
started college, it was like, it was almost likecan’t be in college, so why are
you in college?” It's almost like a jealousy thir®p | don’t hear too much from
them, or I'll try to get a hold of them, “Oh, I'nugt busy,” and stuff like that. You
know what, I'm doing something good for myself, ahgou’re not happy for me,
| don’t need it. So that would probably be on therfd issue. (Anna—Hispanic
female, age 30)

Adult, first-generation college students engageskiveral oppositional behaviors

aimed at resisting fears and anxieties developed frast educational and life
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experiences. Common behavioral strategies inclimadsed preparation, oppositional
study habits, oppositional classroom behaviors,apbsitional social behaviors. After
adopting a mindset of “just try” or “nothing wilt me,” students saw that they had to
use behaviors that strongly contrasted with thbeg tleveloped in early educational
experiences. The change in disposition and behaxasrthe first step in developing new
educational identities within the higher educaiistitution.

As discussed in the literature review, some reteas focused on how early
educational experiences influenced educationatiitkes (Birch 2013; Bloomer and
Hodkinson 2000; Luttrell 1996, 1997; Moore 2006)eTprocess used to overcome
previous educational identities when entering thleege environment received little
empirical attention, especially from the perspextiv students. In one exception to the
norm, Kasworm (2010) investigated student idergtitreadult students at a research
university and was specifically interested in exjlg learning engagement in the
classroom and perceptions of involvement in collégediscussed above, Kasworm
(2010) identified student concerns about enrolimgollege as an adult. She also
discovered some of the strategies students reptartedercome challenges in the college
environment. To overcome concerns about being sefidan the academic
environment, the students discussed engaging ikag@amted behavior, purposeful
learner behavior, and persistence.

The findings in Kasworm'’s (2010) research had sonportant similarities and
differences to those found in the current resedfelsworm identified a mentality of
persistence that adult students adopted to be ssfatén college. Persistence was

described as a special determination mentalitysurggested belief system for the
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success of adult students. The theme of persisteastgsome similarity to the theme of
“no one will stop me” found in the narratives oétburrent study. Students with this
mindset reported that they planned to persist ilege, regardless of obstacles they
faced. However, half of the participants in thisdst expressed a less forceful mindset of
“Just try,” which allowed them to overcome theiafe and anxieties about enrolling in
college. These students decided that their lifeasibn was such that there was nothing to
lose by enrolling and “trying.”

Another similarity found in Kasworm'’s (2010) studsas the use of the
behavioral strategy of goal-oriented, purposefairer behaviors. This theme was
similar to the behavioral strategy of “focused ngpion” discussed by participants in
the present study. Goal-oriented, purposeful ledvebaviors included activities such as
taking remedial courses at a local community ce]egpeating coursework, and using
high school textbooks to relearn basic academicejts.

The narratives described above included instanicgsad-oriented, purposeful
behavior by reading old college textbooks, organgzourse readings, and completing
assignments prior to their due dates. The diffexemas that the behaviors were discussed
in a way that illustrated the link between eduaaidadentities and behaviors. When
Sally discussed her process of preparing for @agscompleting assignments prior to the
due date, she linked the behavior to her belidfgha was not “super smart” so she had
to plan to reach her goals. By focusing on edunatia@entities over the lifespan, the
links between early educational experiences, edugtidentities, and behavioral

strategies were illuminated.
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A number of possible reasons might account foudifferences between
Kasworm’s research and my own. The adult studet¢sviewed in Kasworm’s sample
were not identified as first-time students, firstagration students, or low-income
students. While some might have fit into these patars, such demographics were not
part of the interest for the study. Instead, Kasw(2010) was interested in exploring
how adult students enrolled at a research uniyggiiged themselves as students. A
research university was used in the study becégsedlege environment was
considered youth-oriented and offered fewer ressufor adult students than other types
of colleges. The difference between the researplilptions, the college settings, and
research focus made a full comparison difficultwidger, the similarities pointed to the
need to include how experience, setting, and saigatities influenced the cognitive and
behavioral processes of adult college students.

The above narratives highlighted the mindset témeination students feel at the
onset of their college career and the ways in whtadents modify their own behavior to
overcome feelings developed out of previous edaratiand life experiences. However,
another important factor in supporting adult, fgsineration college students was the
social environment of the college itself. Studenit® entered the social field of higher
education had the potential to find a supportivaastile environment, one that either
supported or discouraged their goals. The narmtiWe¢he participants revealed that the
culture of the community college provided a soerlironment that encouraged students

to develop positive educational identities.
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COLLEGE CULTURE AND EDUCATIONAL IDENTITY TRANSFORMAIONS

All 15 participants (100 percent) reported collegea positive environment that
helped them change their perspectives of themsalveé®f education. All 15 participants
(100 percent) also reported that enrollment ineg#lled to a positive educational
identity. A positive educational identity includedproved self-concept (15 of 15; 100
percent), renewed joy of learning (14 of 15; 93pat), and new experiences and
knowledge (11 of 15; 73 percent).

Upon entering the college environment, studentstbaxvigate previous
experiences and educational identities with thel raeel desire to begin a college degree
program. As described earlier, they adopted a neinals a method of cognitive resistance
and behavioral strategies as methods of behaviesetance. The new behaviors were
oppositional to educational identities developedarly educational environments.
Facilitating Positive Educational Identities

The college environment can act as a facilitatateeeloping new and positive
educational identities, or it can hinder such depelent. According to Mbilinyi (2006),
the top two educational benefits listed by adult¥yeyed were gaining a personal sense
of accomplishment (81 percent) and learning alddngs that interested them (78
percent). These top two benefits demonstrated palsootivations in attaining
education as adults. The more pragmatic beneétaaiing a higher income was the third
highest benefit (71 percent) listed by the samplkdalts.

While students in the present study were motivatepbb-related reasons to
enroll in college, the positive changes to theirsseof self were articulated within the

first year of attending college. In this study, f@irticipants reported that the college
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environment acted as a facilitator to changingrteducational identities in positive
ways. The positive experiences included learningeernces relevant to their lives, the
ability to think in new ways, and caring instrucoA majority (13 of 15; 87 percent) of
participants reported their best learning expemsnn college were courses in which the
learning was relevant to their lives.
Learning is Relevant
During high school educational experiences, stugdeften described losing
interest in academics because it was not meanitgthlem, which left them feeling as
though they did not belong in an educational emritent. In contrast to these early
educational experiences, the majority of participaaported that one of the most
positive aspects of college coursework was thatg relevant or meaningful to their
lives. Relevance might have been present becauderds had more life experiences to
which they could relate information, but it wascaleecause college curriculum stresses
making learning experiences relevant to studeivss! Robert explained how the college
learning environment differed from high school lipwing students more responsibility:
In high school, they . . . you need to do this yod need to do this. After you do
this, you need to . . . . Steps of what you neatbtand holding your hand to
make sure you're doing it, whereas college theytdtmnone of that. You do it
on your own. If you don’t, that’s on you. So it wi&sa hard hurdle to jump for
me, because | kind of had an idea about colledeln't know exactly, but | had
an idea you can’t go in college like you are infhgghool, because it’s a totally
different atmosphere. You can eat in class. Youtcknthat in high school. I'm
like, “Wow, you can eat in here!” [Laughter]. (RobeAfrican American male,
age 41)
Unlike in high school, which was defined as prdsediand “hand-holding,”

Robert enjoyed that he was allowed to take respaitgifor his own education in the

college environment. Students relayed that theoresipility allowed them to choose
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topics and paths they could relate to their lived see links between their experiences
and knowledge. Amy described how the ability tckgier topic allowed her to research
and present on a topic that was meaningful inifer |

... but if it's something that | know about onsething simple like that, like we

have our next essay, we get to pick our topicckei diabetes because my dad

had it before he died and my sister has type tad’ns not going to have any
trouble coming up with four pages or six to ten mdnpresentation. She’s like, |
don’t want it read to me off the paper, | wantreégented to me. So | was like, |
shouldn’t have any problem, because | already kmmst of the stuff about it.

(Amy—white female, age 33)

Similarly, Joseph explained how his speech instruaiowed students to choose the
topics to research and present:

My speech professor said, “I don’t care what yore@ speech on as long as it

goes into this and fits this.” He gave me choicg.&tory teacher, he did

history, not just certain subjects. This is whatre/going to try and go over.

Let's go. ... Yeah, it linked. It flowed reallypgd. It wasn't just boring. This led

to this and this led to this. (Joseph—white maje, 38)

Additionally, Joseph’s history instructor did nottis on memorization of people
and dates, but instead “did history” in a way @tadwed how historical events were
linked together. Kimberly described how she enjolyedgovernment class because the
teacher emphasized the humanity of governmentdétsay sharing their background
stories, positive and negative. By learning abbatdocial context of the leaders’ lives,

she became more interested in the subject.

Learning things about the government that | dide&lize was really going on,
different things about presidents, that | wasn’aeawof their backgrounds and
things like that. The teacher has been exceptidt@loves his job. He's been
really good at what he does. . . . | just nevellyded an interest in world events,
and | guess until it really starts sinking in atadder age, that this affects how
your life turns out, essentially. (Kimberly—whiterhale, age 51)

Age and experience helped Kimberly see the relevahevorld events in her life.

Sally also attributed the relevance of learningé¢o age and experience. Course work in
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business and social sciences were easily appliethéb she had learned through
working.

They're just interesting. Because I'm older aném @actually see how it plays into
the scheme of everything, because I've alreadyahaghdred crappy jobs. You
start working naive, but as you get older, youtgiguring out things like, oh,

you know, they explained that to me, now it makasss. It just all seems to fit

in. (Sally—white female, age 35)

Even in courses not directly related to a studemtsk or family life, such as art, become
meaningful to students when they are allowed tivelgt participate. Anna explained:
The instructors, first of all, just how they pres#reir whole information, very
well, knowledge obviously, but just even the aritof didn’t think that the art
would actually come out in me because I'm not activut just how they teach
you to look at art in a different way makes it moreresting, and then actually
writing out the papers and knowing who the peopteenthat were doing all the
art and stuff, it was just real interesting to me. So | just like how they do the
video clips, the PowerPoints and the actual ike.how students, how they
actually, like, have you patrticipate, get involv&a. you have to learn it at some
point, because everyone is so involved in it. That makadadt more interesting.
(Anna—Hispanic female, age 30)
Thinking in New Ways
In addition to showing the relevance of learningtiadents’ lives, the college
environment promoted new ways of thinking aboutdhiejects. Two-thirds (10 of 15; 67
percent) of the participants described positiverled experiences as the courses that
helped them think in new ways. Students particylanjoyed courses that were
challenging and helped them make connections betagects. Daniel explained he
was surprised to find that he enjoyed subjectsrbei@usly thought of as “stupid” or
uninteresting.
| like gaining knowledge, no matter what it is, Bue stupid fields, like what |
thought poly-sci would be, or like | thought maaroromics would be, or
economics, period. | enjoy being surprised. Beungised about both of those

subjects was invigorating and it has opened coscgm@wpoints, within my
mind’s eye that | didn’t realize | had, and it makkke, more fun, more
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interesting and | equate interesting with funt’d hot interesting, it's not worth
my time. [Chuckle] If | find a way or the subjetself finds a way to make it
interesting to me, it suddenly becomes fun. (Damkite male, age 48)

Instead of finding a required general educationmrs®uninteresting, Daniel

learned that many different subjects were intemgstnd therefore “fun.” Joseph was

surprised to find that history was one of his faeocourses because the instructor

presented both positive and negative aspects wirfual figures. Thinking about the

faults as well as the successes of historical éguvas a new experience for Joseph, and

increased his interest in college-level learning.

Well, | really liked my history class a lot. It waschallenge because he was a
very difficult professor. His tests were ridiculolt on the same time, it also
showed me that the professors look for more thaat whur grades are. It's how
you participate. How you involve yourself in thags. And it changed my
stereotype of the professors as a whole becaugmetted . . . . “This is your
grade. This is what you get.” That's the first tithe ever been in an experience
where someone is like, “Well, you did all this atlséuff. And I'm the professor,
so | can add it in however | want.” . . . | likdtetfact that somebody was teaching
history outside of what everyone already knowsel &veryone thinks all these
historical people were just these amazing peopthel then you find out a lot of
them were just dirt bags who were in the right elatthe right time, which
makes it more interesting because it provides rhareanization of the people. It
makes them seem more human instead of just thessoave, mythical figures. |
forgot; George Washington was a man. He wasn'ttlieemessiah. He was a
man. He had flaws. He had issues. You need tdhpsetin perspective. (Joseph—
white male, age 38)

Through this classroom experience, Joseph thoughitdnistory in new ways.

Robert also described a course in which he begtrirtk in new ways. When asked to

discuss a positive learning experience in coll&mert described his experience in art

class.

The art class: | really like the art class becaugees me more insight on

looking at different paintings and different sculs, whereas before | took this
art class, it was really obsolete. I'd just look, okay. By me taking art, |
understand now the color contrasts, the valuesffefeint colors together, and
shapes, how different painters paint and what #reythinking, what their process
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is while they’re painting. And it's really mind-bhng to see how they paint and

the things, that I'm like, wow, that's . . . How gou even conjure up something

like that and then paint it? So it's really a mipldwing experience. And I've
liked art ever since | was in school. | never replirsued it, but I loved to draw
when | was younger and | loved to color. | loveatdor. (Robert—African

American male, age 41)

Robert discussed how the college art class coettagith previous experiences.
He described an early interest in art, but repdegaching about art during early
educational experiences as “obsolete.” Once iregellhe discovered new (“mind-
blowing”) ways of thinking about art, and therefar@ew enjoyment of the subject. Like
the other participants, Cheryl described her mogty@ble courses as those that raised
the “level” of learning.

Certainly, the interaction between the teacherragself, and definitely, the level

of what I'm learning makes it positive. It's chalging, but it's doable. So the

level of what I'm learning, which makes me questidmat’s going to happen at
the next level, I'm assuming this is a base forrtagt level, but | definitely say
hmmm, can | do that, can | go there? [Chucklejirnk probably the college
experience for me mostly is about the learningt'sha (Cheryl-white female,

age 53)

Cheryl began thinking about subjects in new waykanticipated the next “level” of
learning that would present more new ways of tiglkabout subjects.

Students described the positive aspects of thegwenvironment as including
self-directed and meaningful learning and as pramgatew ways of thinking. Teachers
in college courses played a key role in developing maintaining positive environments
in the classroom. Several participants specificaéigcribed the importance of teachers in
influencing positive learning environments.

Caring and Understanding Teachers

Instructors played a key role in creating a posisacademic environment for first-

generation adult college students. Nearly halff(T59 47 percent) of the participants
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reported that one of the aspects of the college@mwent that made it a positive
experience included the caring and understandenghers. Such reports varied
significantly from the descriptions students gafearly experiences with teachers,
especially in high school. When asked to deschieecbllege environment, Cassie
compared how teachers in college varied from tho$egh school:

The teacher here, comparing the teachers over [thigieschool], these teachers
listen, some of these teachers listen. The teaetieny school never listened.
They will help you if you ask for it. The other tdeers won't. They’'re more
friendlier here than there. (Cassie—white femaje, 32)

Cassie further explained how her college teacherswaged her. When she was
struggling in her math course, the instructor miagiefeel better and was patient with
her:

He said, “It will come to you, just take your tirhend that’s teaching, to me.
That understands exactly what your difficulties anel that will help you
comprehend and progress in each step of the waf'sTWhat a teacher needs to
be like. | feel so good going to [the instructdnivent in there feeling like | was
going to have a major panic attack, and he mad&eatieelaxed. He noticed | was
struggling. So after showing him and saying, “I'tao that,” it made me feel,
like, “This teacher understands completely,” afeel great, and he said, “I'll see
you Thursday.” I'm just like, | didn’t have to stater class. | felt great. | walked
out there going, “No tears today. Good job, [Cdsskde’s great. | wish all the
teachers were like that. (Cassie—white female 32ge

Likewise, Amy explained that college was a posigx@erience for her, because
unlike high school, the instructors wanted youetarh and care about students:

From what I've experienced so far, the teachersrame genuine and do want
you to learn more. | think it will be a good exmace. . . . So far, it's been really
good. | did have a couple of setbacks since ledarbllege. My dog, of course.
She’s 15, went to the ER with seizures, and I'verbleaving to deal with her. So
my teacher . . . My husband was in the ER oncetabking to the teacher and
letting her know about that in my reading classe $as like, “That’'s no problem,
just bring in your homework.” Actually, she let @e home and I just e-mailed it:
did the homework, e-mailed, and sent it to hertlfeateachers are more
understanding, and even though they want you tpodo homework when it's
due, they understand things come up. There’s moia#n-tell—with the teachers
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in college, there’s more sincerity and there’s marelike my husband had told

me, they want you to succeed, and | can tell th#tte teachers here . . . | think

I’'m going to do a lot better in college than in ligchool, just because the fact

that the teachers actually want to help. (Amy—wfetaale, age 33)

Both Cassie and Amy attributed the positive collegeironment to caring
teachers. Teachers were also a key influence timgehe tone of the classroom

environment. Joseph explained that he enjoyed gsofe who were passionate about

what they taught:
| just enjoyed the professor. He really was a veryHe was passionate about
what he was teaching and | enjoy that. | enjoy smrmeevho is well educated in
their subject but also passionate about it. It make be more interested. It makes
me want to work harder in the class. Because ifesora doesn’t care about their
class, then it shows, and it rubs off on everybeldg, and they don’t care either.

So the fact that he was well informed and passeaatl was willing to not
sugarcoat history made it very interesting. (Joseytite male, age 38)

Joseph recognized that the teachers influenceddksroom environment, and
those who were passionate and excited about whgttélught created a learning
environment that reflected that passion. Cherybgezed that the college environment
itself included “respect” for students, which wasrbnstrated through the actions and
attitudes of college teachers.

| see a lot of respect for the students. | dontivif that's because that’s the

atmosphere that’s cultivated here, | don’'t knothdt’'s because this is that

school, | don’t know if | just keep lucking intogheally great teachers. | don’t
know, but | see such respect for differences, caltdifferences, even intellectual
differences. | see a great deal of respect for Tatre’s such a willingness to

help students. (Cheryl-white female, age 53)

In contrast to the learning environment descritheidng early educational
experiences, all 15 participants in this study dbsd college as providing a positive

environment that helped them change their perspectf themselves and of education.

The aspects of the college environment that crgadsdive learning experiences
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included courses in which learning was self-dird@gd relevant to their lives,
encouraged new ways of thinking, and included geaimd respectful teachers. The social
field of higher education influenced the educatlaodantity of students. In this study,
students reported the college environment and e resulted in positive changes.
EDUCATIONAL IDENTITY TRANSFORMATIONS

All 15 participants (100 percent) reported thaiodimient in college had resulted
in changes that led to positive educational idexgtitincluding improved self-concept for
all 15 participants (100 percent). A majority (1f416; 93 percent) of participants
specifically discussed how college learning hacgithem a renewed joy of learning,
and 11 of 15 (73 percent) participants reportetidbege enrollment had led to new
experiences and new knowledge.
Increased Confidence

After enrolling in college, the college environmeawted as a mechanism for
creating positive educational identities for figaneration adult college students. All
participants reported the enrollment and attendancellege resulted in changes that led
to positive educational identities. All participarfl00 percent) reported that enroliment
and participation in college had improved theif-sehcept by increasing confidence,
self-esteem, pride, and overall happiness. Kimb&#gssie, and Robert described how
college led to positive educational identities thgl increased confidence:

It's given me more self-confidence, because I'vemight be a little more
outspoken than | used to be. I've always been ratisiependent, probably just
from being the only girl in the family as a chifdpm going to a marriage that
didn’t work and raising a daughter by myself fazauple years, and then
remarrying and finding out that one wasn't goingvark either. So | pretty much
have stayed independent through all these yearrst;9given me a boost of self-
confidence to know that I'm not a wimp, | can handl . . . | just think it's been
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fantastic. | love the people; the teachers have geeat. The overall, the whole
overall experience has just been enlightening.bkésn a ego boost, if nothing
else. (Kimberly—white female, age 51)

| never, ever had confidence in myself to readlawd. Now | have confidence in
myself. (Cassie—white female, age 32)

It gives me a sense of a lot of confidence, so nascheing the first member of
my family, of my immediate family to be in colleggo it really gives me a great
feeling of confidence. (Robert—African American madge 41)

In addition to describing increased confidenceep#tudents described increased
self-esteem as part of the positive educationaitities they developed. Eva explained
that being a college student boosted her self-esbBemaking her feel important:

It's an ego booster for me. . . . It's gotten mif-esteem up a lot. . . . Myself, |
just feel important. It makes me feel importanb&a student. . . . | was just
another person in society. Being a student, Ilfieell’'m here to make a
difference, to make a purpose for other people. Befdre, | wasn't, not
important, but it seems like you shine more asidesit to other people. You can
influence people more when they say, “She’s a studeshe can do it, | can do
it.” I guess it's the influence that makes you feelimportant with other people.
But being a student, it just adds that extra esteeost to that, ego boost to that.
But it makes you shine among people. They thinKrgomnaking a difference.
(Eva—Hispanic female, age 39)

Attending college built self-esteem for Diane bessashe could complete tasks
that she did not realize she was capable of comptet

| think it’s building my self-esteem back up .hecause I'm doing things that |
didn’t think that | was capable of doing. (Diane-tiMa American female, age 48)

Amy found that attending college made her feeldvetbout herself, increasing

her self-esteem:

| don’t think I'm better than anybody else, but yknow you've got that . .. I'm
trying to make myself better. I'm trying to do th&o it kind of makes your self-
esteem or the way you carry yourself, it's like lirging to get there. At least I'm
trying to do this. Yeah, it makes me feel bettewtbmyself that I'm actually
trying to do it. (Amy—white female, age 33)
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Positive educational identities were also descrémethe sense of pride students
felt at their accomplishment. Anna provided a gegdmple of this sense of pride: “I'm
proud of myself. Half the time, | can’t believe htlle stuff that I'm learning and that |
actually learned it. It's very interesting” (Annaisidanic female, age 30). In his narrative,
Joseph discussed his surprise (“holy crap”) ateachg a 4.0 grade average. He was so
proud of his achievement that he sent copies ofdiisge transcripts back to some of his
high school teachers to make a point to them tbatds capable of learning, in spite of
the negative beliefs developed during high school.

| mean, holy crap, I'm more than capable of doimg!tI'm a 4.0 student! So that
was a motivating experience right there. . . .tlfe most surreal thing I've ever
been involved with. . . . | never was on the hamdirin high school and I'm a 4.0
student. That's surreal. | even sent some of thatyt high school teachers, just to
spite them. | did. They were like, “How did thatpipen?” Not because of you.
(Joseph—white male, age 38)

Other students discussed how attending colleg&led overall feeling of
happiness in their lives. Amy and Sally offered d@examples of positive educational
identities demonstrated through happiness and hbyeess.

Happier about coming to school. It's a lot easiegét up and actually come to
school because you know you're learning sometHiagyou're going to
eventually . . . For me, it might be selfish, bliké working with children—that’'s
why | picked the RN and pediatrics—but the moneg, being financially stable.
So coming to school every day, knowing that oneltdaygoing to be there and
I’'m not going to have to worry about the money &iton. I’'m not going to have
to worry about paycheck-to-paycheck and then Elldble to hold the fort down
when my husband goes, and then we’ll be good. (Amte female, age 33)

It's made me a happier person, a lot happier. Itdeal hopeless. | don't feel
like, another day. When | wake up, | used to crpteel went to work, just
because | knew what was going to entail being tHdoved my customers, could
not stand the lady | worked for, the new one. Bareheven not feeling well, |
was up and ready to leave the house at 7:30.dtlsge. | love every bit of it. . . .
Yeah, it’s like its own little community and | ddariiave to leave. You can’'t make
me. (Sally—white female, age 35)
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Students described the many ways participatirfagher education changed their
perception of themselves. Unlike previous expersrin educational institutions, the
social environment of higher education led to pesithanges in the way students
viewed themselves as students. Increased confidseléeesteem, pride, and overall
happiness were aspects of positive educationatittisnapparent within the first year of
entering the college environment.

Enjoyment of Learning

Another aspect of positive educational identitesirst-generation adult students
was a renewed joy of learning. A majority (14 of 83 percent) of participants
specifically discussed how college learning haggithem a renewed joy of learning.
Several (9 of 14; 64 percent) of the participapesctically explained how the renewed
joy of learning was different, or in opposition tegh school learning. A good example
of this phenomenon was discussed by Joseph.

I’'m a completely different animal. That's a goodyita describe it. I'm an adult

now. | look back and say, “Wow, if only | had daihés earlier in high school.”

But that was a part of my life that | have to letand not go back and look at. If |

do that, I'll get those doubts in my head. I'm lowkat it like, “I'm a freshman.”

It's like high school on steroids, minus the stugtdff. | have more control over

my experience. That’s the difference. That’s trggbst difference. | have more

control over my experience in college than | evdrid high school. That's why

it's more enjoyable. (Joseph—white male, age 38)

Joseph explained that the social environment dégelallow greater control over
his experience. Because of this control, he foeadning more enjoyable than when he
attended high school. Eva discussed a similar resder enjoyment of college:

Now, before, that was one of my cons that kept o fcoming. Just that fear of,

“I'm going to be walking back into high school agavith all the drama.” It's not

there. You don't get into the little cliques or #&mng like that. It's an individual

thing. So | really enjoy being in college. And pltise social interaction with
different age groups has helped. You learn more toodeal with these younger

183



people as they’re coming up. You can teach themedlsas they can teach you.
They may have the book smarts; you have the conseonse. So it’s nice to be
able to interact with them on an educational I¢hat we both understand. I've
enjoyed it quite a bit. (Eva—Hispanic female, agg 3

Initially, Eva was worried that the college envineant would be similar to high
school. After she learned that the college enviremimecognized “individual” attributes,
she found the environment enjoyable.

Alex lost interest in learning while in high schpbut discussed his elementary
school learning experiences as “fun.” Alex exprddss new joy of learning as similar to

what he felt as a child.

Maybe the kid-like attitude | had, back when | chadlittle bit about school and
where it was fun and | could learn; it opened upryaind. It was made for
molding at that time, as a kid, is maybe the wasalht it to be again because it
was fun back then. It was fun because you didn/eteacare in the world, and
now at the time when | do have cares in the wdmld,you still want to put
yourself in that kind of frame of mind of, “I'm rdg to learn, I'm ready to learn
whatever you’re out there telling me to do. Whateyai're teaching me, I'm
ready to learn it.” (Alex—white male, age 37)

Alex felt like his mind was open and ready to leaimilar to how a child’s mind
is open to learning. He remembered learning asvlien he was a child, and he felt the

same way about college learning.
Often students expressed surprise about how ninggfviere enjoying learning in

college. Anna’s words demonstrated her delight watenrealized that she “actually”
enjoyed learning:

My experience has been good because I'm excitedtabdust knowing that I'm
coming and I'm learning and actually enjoying what learning, because you're
at that point where you're sitting there and youike, “I'm not sitting here to
waste my money, I’'m not sitting here to just pagstime.” You're in there, and
when you actually have that mindset, you're leagnand you're liking what
you’re learning. You walk out of class and youike| “Oh my gosh, guess what |
just learned today.” (Anna—Hispanic female, age 30)
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Anna showed excitement in her words when she $aidmy gosh, guess what |
just learned today.” Rachel expressed similar jdgarning concepts that surprised her:

| like it. | like learning. | like what I'm experieing. Some things, you hear and

you weren’t expecting to learn. | like that I'm hgitaught all these things . . . that
| wasn't aware of or | didn’t even imagine. | loie(Rachel-Hispanic female,

age 36)

Cassie expressed similar excitement when she desdnow she felt after
answering a question correctly in class:

It did, it finally clicked, and I'm just like, “Waghat my brain working?” | felt

like, “That’s not me. That’s not me.” | went homedatold my mom and dad

about it and they're just like, “You didn’t,” andgb, “I did.” She’s like, yeah.

That’'s how | felt. I'm much happier where I'm atuch, much, much happier.

(Cassie—white female, age 32)

Cassie’s joy of learning was expressed as happimess she felt her “brain
working.” Happiness at learning and attending g#l&vas a common theme among these
first-generation, adult students. Sally summedhapféelings well:

Oh, I love it. Love it. It's the best place on éatf | could make a living out of

this, 1 would never go back to work. . . . | loxdere. I'm actually very sad that |

only have one more year here. | know everybodyislike, one more year, and

I’'m just like, it's only one more year. Then I'ml grown up. (Sally—white

female, age 35)

A renewed joy of learning was an important aspédeveloping positive
educational identities. Rather than viewing leagras, “I have to,” as many did during
high school, these students now saw learning agt‘to.” Students often expressed
surprise at how much they enjoyed learning in thlkege environment.

New Experiences and Knowledge
Students were also surprised and excited to fiatlttte college environment led

them to new experiences and knowledge. A majotityqf 15; 73 percent) of the

participants reported the college enroliment leihtiio new experiences and new
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knowledge. Students experienced changes in thelvegywiewed themselves as a result
of engaging in new activities and gaining new krenige. The following narratives from
Anna and Marcy demonstrated how gaining new expeei@nd knowledge changed
their perception of themselves in positive ways.
| started writing these papers, and after thatryesmgle paper from there that
I've done for Humanities, for writing classes, fostory, | look at my papers and
| can’t believe | did that. I've gotten so much gdeedback: “You're a great
writer.” I'm surprised. | look back at my papergddim like, “I said that.” It's
fulfilling. It makes everything worth it becausestthings that you thought were
not in you come out when you're doing it. It coblel effortlessly, but it's coming
out because you're willing, you're interested. Mery proud of my papers. . . .|
look at all my papers, because | still have allpapers, and | look over them and
I'm like, “I've written this many papers since I"lizen in college. Oh my gosh!”
It's good. It's a good accomplishment to look backwhen | was like, “Oh I'm
stupid,” and then you look at my papers and I'ne JitNo I'm not.” (Anna—
Hispanic female, age 30)
| think it's bettered me. | feel the . . . Espelgiathy friend, who's a doctor, when |
talk to her, | feel like we're on the same levedrsus her being a superior to me. |
can hold a conversation with her and understand sirels saying, versus being
like that 12-year-old child that’s talking to h@arcy—white female, age 33)
Before experiencing learning in a college environtnAnna described herself as
“stupid” and Marcy believed she held conversatidqesa “12-year-old.” After
experiencing feedback from her college essays, Avasasurprised to learn that she was
a “great writer.” The new definition of herself taped her previous belief that she was
“stupid.” Likewise, Marcy used the new knowledgénga in college to engage in
conversations with those she previously believetewguperior” to her. She now
believed she was “on the same level” as friends wibre education.
Amy explained that the coursework in her readiragslchanged the way she

thought of herself. Previously, she said she was areader,” but after her class, she
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changed the way she thought about reading and anmbdying several books at a local
Goodwill store.

The reading class, because some of the materiaditiess picked out, like the

book she had us read, which | was just tellingtherstory, it's calledell No

Ong and the author just slipped my mind. But we hadhsich time to read it, but

| got to read it the first day and read it in threghts, which I'm not a reader. My

husband will tell you, “I haven’t seen her readomkbthrough.” . . . I've read one
book throughout my whole life. | just couldn’t putlown. | was like reading,
reading, reading. So we were at the Goodwill tieiotay and we walked by and
| was like, “That’s the author. | got to get aleie books.” So | ended up getting

like seven of his books, all that they had on thelfs (Amy—white female, age 33)

Amy gained new knowledge and a new perspectiveerddif. She is now “a
reader.”

Other research explored educational identity ti@msétions in the college
context (Kasworm 2010; Kaufmen and Feldmen 20040/d&@006). Kaufman and
Feldmen (2004) explored identity formation in cgbestudents using the sociological
approach of symbolic interactionism. Prior to thegsearch, much of the student services
literature focused on emerging identities usingcpsjogical or developmental
approaches. The Kaufmen and Feldmen research eggtom students formed “felt
identities” within the context of social interaat®in the college environment.

Through the analysis of over 80 interviews withlegé seniors, Kaufmen and
Feldmen (2004)explored whether the college envimmrheld something distinctive that
helped students develop a particular sense oaadliexamined how the structural
location of college fostered the formation of nesnfis of felt identities. Felt identities
were defined aself-concepaind were differentiated from parts of identityttimcluded

presentation of self and attributes imposed byrsthEhe demographics for the

participants in the study did not include age infation, but the students as primarily
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traditional college age was implied through thecdesion. The researchers
acknowledged diversity in their sample in termgender, race, ethnicity, social class,
and first-generation status.

Kaufman and Feldmen (2004) found that within thikege context, students
developed distinctive “felt identities” in threeesgific domains: intelligence and
knowledgeability, occupational, and cosmopolitaatifer than measure student
“knowledge” attainment using standardized measutaafman and Feldmen (2004)
explored how students’ identified themselves asstedgeable and intelligent selves
within the college experience. The occupational diomeferred to identification with
and aspiration to a particular professional jolsareer. The cosmopolitan domain
referred to the extent to which students viewed thétural interests becoming more
sophisticated and cultured. The “intelligence andvwedgeability” domain was similar
to the concept of educational identity used inghesent study.

Kaufman and Feldmen (2004) identified several rthescollege experience
played in the (trans)formation of felt identiti@steractions with others in the college
environment, self-appraisals by the student, secaiparisons with others, and
emulation of role models. Conversely, the aboveati@es indicated the social
environment within the classroom exerted the getatdluence on participants’ self-
perceptions. The first-generation, adult studerpsessed the relevance of learning, new
ways of thinking, and interactions with facultytas most important college contextual
factors related to the (trans)formation of educslodentities. The participants and
social settings differed between Kaufman and Fetdsngtudy and this dissertation on

several factors; however, the main point was ctesisidentifying the college
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environment as an important site where messagesg #imself were interpreted and
given meaning.

Within the first year of college attendance, figetreration, adult college students
discussed the changes in their educational idestiflll of the participants discussed
increased confidence as a result of college atteaedd@ he social meaning attached to
attending college, achieving good grades, and bewpancollege graduate exerted
influence on the identities of college studentghim same way, Kaufman and Feldmen
(2004) found, “[J]ust being in college appearséstbw on some students a sense of
being intelligent and knowledgeable. Attending college is a symbolic marker that
suggests both to oneself and to others that ona hagain degree of intellectual
competence and knowledge” (p.470).

Kaufman and Feldmen (2004) stated, “Because coltegwested with so much
meaning in the larger society, to feel worthy @éatling college is itself significant for
how individuals identify themselves by these chemastics” (p.470). For first-
generation, adult students, feeling “worthy” okatling college was a challenge they had
overcome. Once they experienced success withiodlege environment, their
confidence increased and educational identitiesubég transform.

Bloomer and Hodkinson (2000) studied educationatiities or learning careers
of young adults in the United Kingdom and positeat educational identities must be
understood within the social context of experiendé®y preferred to describe the
development of learning careers in terms of “tramsfitions” rather than change.
“Transformations in learning careers take many ®rithey are not predetermined,

although they are oriented by the habitus of tlkvidual and by the material and
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cultural contexts within which the habitus has deped and the person is located”
(Bloomer and Hodkinson 2000;591). Because educadtidentities are formed through
interaction and interpretation of meaning, disposg are continually reinterpreted and
modified by social interactions over time.

Bloomer and Hodkinson (2000) concluded that edanatiidentity
transformations occurred when students were expioseigterse forms of social
interaction, to new events, and to changing cirdgantes. They proposed that the finding
had implications for studying adult students whinimeed to education after a long
absence. They questioned whether adult studentkhatao demonstrate transformations
based on the exposure to new interactional oppibiganMy research demonstrated that
new interactional opportunities did, indeed, pragtransformations in educational
identities of adult students, as did new eventsdrahging circumstances.

The idea that adults experienced transformatiorisain identities within the
context of education was supported by other rebeémdife-history interviews with
women who entered an adult literacy program, LUtti®97) found that the identities of
adult women students were not static, but in flutrell suggested the act of returning
to school as adults, in fact, might be an act sistance to the educational identities
formed in early schooling experiences. The studeidtsot fully accept the myth of
meritocracy, but rather returned to school to retlparts of themselves denied earlier.
Luttrell explained, “Having been encouraged tdestifie development of some aspects of
themselves for the sake of others, these womemeztuo school to regain the visibility,

voices, and autonomy denied them” (p.117).
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Moore (2006) focused analysis of life-history n&ues on the process of
becoming a university student and educational idettansformations within higher
education institutions. Also similar to my findinddoore (2006) found that students
reported increased self-concept and more confidas@eresult of attending college.
Moore concluded that ideas related to individuatiicational identity formed in youth
were not fixed and could be transformed througheerpces later in life. Education
experiences later in life transformed how studsats themselves, changed how they
perceived others saw them, and altered their positi social space through upward
mobility.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

The social field of higher education, specificalhg community college, provided
the social context necessary for first-generaiahlt students to revise their educational
identities. Those who defined their educationalitéds based on lackluster performance
or disinterest during early educational experierqpaskly found that higher education
offered them the chance to redefine themselvesnligptering the college environment,
all participants described feelings of fear andietydased on previous educational
experiences and beliefs about their educationgtiabi The fear they felt upon entering
the college environment was often accompanied bitezrent, which allowed students
to form mindsets to resist both internal and extkatstacles such as self-doubt and red-
tape. Participants actively sought to overcome &ealr anxiety through specific behaviors
aimed at increasing their likelihood of successahege.

Once involved in the college environment throu@ssroom and campus

attendance and participation, all the studentsddbe social field conducive to
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redefinition of themselves as learners. Caringamdkerstanding instructors set the tone

in the classroom, where students discovered thatileg was relevant, contextual, self-
directed, and meaningful. The college environmémd in stark contrast to descriptions
of their high school learning environment, whergdshts were overwhelmingly
disinterested, neglected, and disenfranchised cohege environment was engaging and
exciting. Students quickly found that the collegeisonment provided a foundation for
building positive educational identities. They désed stories of increased confidence,
pride, joy of learning, and accumulation of new wiexige. The experiences and changes
cumulated into the formation of positive educatiadantities.

Educational institutions are sites where studirash who they are within the
institution, including characteristics such astajples and belongingness. The first
finding uncovered the link between early educatiexperiences and educational
identities. Early educational experiences wereliliog and difficult for a majority of
students, particularly during high school. The araid material was not meaningful,
peer relationships dominated the school, and tead®emed uncaring and neglectful.
Within the educational institution, students learneessages about themselves, creating
educational identities. They developed an undedstgrof who they were within the
educational institution, including their aptitudssd belongingness. A majority of
students described their educational identitiedisengaged and poor students, as well as
lacking a sense of belongingness in the academicomment. By the time others were
preparing to attend college, these students wargdioe bare minimum to pass classes,

hoping they would never again have to experienggharg like high school.
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The second finding in this study demonstrated thg @ducational identities
affected educational decisions. The negative egpees associated with high school, and
the resulting educational identities, were factorstudents’ decisions not to attend
college directly after high school. Students ditlwant to repeat the failures associated
with high school, nor did they want to continue emag the harmful social relationships.
Students did not believe they belonged in the gellenvironment, thinking it was a place
for “smart people” or others not like themselveswever, later in life, the same students
found themselves needing and wanting to enrolhohatend college.

The third and fourth findings uncovered the lifgoeriences that led a first-
generation, adult student to enroll in collegerlatdife. Most students considered
college enroliment for job-related reasons. Sorsgjtibs due to firing or downsizing,
others experienced a disability, and some wererglnelissatisfied with their jobs. They
also were prompted to enroll in college becausanadverall feeling of being tired of
struggling financially. The decision to enroll inllege was enhanced by students
receiving emotional support from a significant pere their life.

The fifth finding highlighted how students negatidteducational identities
formed during early educational experiences withanfield of higher education. The
educational identities formed during early educaiexperiences continued to influence
students as they enter the college environmenda$saAll the participants expressed
fear and anxiety about attending college relatdaeteefs about their ability and
belongingness. To overcome fear and anxiety, paaiits exercised cognitive and

behavioral strategies of resistance. Students ada@tindset of “just try” or “nothing
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will stop me” to resist doubts caused by troubles@ducational identities. Additionally,
students incorporated oppositional behavioral egrias inside and outside the classroom.

The sixth finding revealed the ways in which theigbfield of higher education
supported the development of positive educatiatettities. Students’ educational
identities were transformed (or transforming) witkhe first year of college attendance.
All of the participants found parts of the collegyevironment supportive of making
positive changes to their perspectives of themsedwel education. College coursework
was meaningful and relevant to their lives. Thegdeto think in new ways and found
supportive and caring teachers. All of the partaits had changed beliefs about their
abilities and belongingness within the educati@mlironment. They had increased
confidence, discovered a renewed joy of learning, gained new experiences and
knowledge.

Chapters 1V, V, and VI outlined the key findingsdanterpretations from the
narratives of first-generation, adult studentghin next chapter, | discuss the conclusions
and implications of the findings. | close with pogied policy recommendations and

directions for future research.
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CHAPTER VILI:

CONCLUSIONS

The findings of this research revealed how edanatiidentities were formed and
transformed within educational institutions oves tiiespan, and described how the
identities were related to decisions about edusafmnphasizing the social construction
of educational identities from the perspective aftigipants, this research included a life-
history approach to explore the educational idestiof first-generation, adult students
enrolled in the first year of an associate degregnam at an urban, multi-campus
community college in the Midwest. The study findrmrovided a glimpse of how
educational institutions (re)produced social cksd how educational identities were
shaped through social interaction within educatianatexts. This research was guided
by cultural (re)production theories. Next, | disstise theoretical implications of the
findings in this study, followed by recommendatidrased on the findings.
THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS

Cultural (re)production theories provided the feamork that guided this research
and the findings provided some insight into thespectives. Social and cultural
(re)production theories provided a framework foalgming the ways in which inequality
was reproduced through social institutions, spedliff educational institutions. Theories
of cultural (re)production explain how schools oastill either a sense of knowledgeable

self or a sense of failure in students (Levinsah ldolland 1996). The approach was
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particularly valuable to understanding the compleys an “educated person” is
produced through educational experiences.

The structure of educational institutions, whillaing individuals to make any
number of choices, continues to produce individuwdls behave in predictable ways. For
example, even though college enroliment has ineceagnificantly over the last 30
years, inequality continues to exist for low-incostedents and racial/ethnic minorities
(Jones 2013). Cultural (re)production theories mled an approach for understanding
the role of educational experiences in the educatimentities of students and the
contributions of such experiences to (re)produtiegeconomic situation of their family
of origin. Analyzing the influence of school contex students’ sense of self as learners
enables reframing the concept of student succaesfadare. A situated perspective of
student outcomes considers the context in whiamieg takes place and is shaped
(Rubin 2007).

This research lent support to the concept thatadshare important cultural sites
where people receive messages about who they i@ wchools and society and about
their aptitudes within educational institutionsdividuals internalize these and meld
them to become part of the person’s educationatiiye A majority of the participants
reported early educational experiences that wefieult and troubling. The curriculum
lacked meaning or connection to students’ livesy pelationships became more
important than academics, and teachers seemednmcauch experiences within
educational institutions contributed to how studeudrceived themselves as learners:

their educational identities. The negative expegsmassociated with elementary or high
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school and the resulting educational identitiesewactors in the students’ decisions not
to attend college directly after high school.

The school acted as a site with the authorityetiimeé academic achievement,
“success,” and “failure.” When Cassie (white femalge 32) was labeled with a learning
disability in elementary school, she was transtetoea special education class. This
intervention, and the stigma attached to the latmaitributed to Cassie’s experience of
peer victimization in school. The school’s lackagtion to this abuse sent additional
messages to Cassie that the school did not catg hboand she was not important. By
the time Cassie graduated from high school, sheritbes! herself as a “loner” and
believed she was a poor student who did not “deS¢ovgraduate. The beliefs about her
academic abilities led Cassie to discard any thtsughattending college after high
school graduation. “Graduating wasn’t a good thimegause | never really got taught.
Yeah, whippty doo, | got my diploma, but it doegprove that | actually deserved it”
(Cassie—white female, age 32).

In addition to experiencing the violence of peatimization and exclusion,
Cassie experienced symbolic violence through messaageived at school about her
academic abilities and self-worth. Symbolic violens the negative sense of self
developed by those not in the elite class becalge inability to achieve the cultural
capital to advance within the social context. la slocial context of school, the label
attached to Cassie’s learning disability made bhdityto gain the cultural capital needed
to be considered a “good” student impossible.

The school is the primary context in which learatributes are defined,

categorized, and ranked. Cassie was categoriz&gpasial education,” ranking her low
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in valued learner attributes, and she had no otlagrto define herself as a learner.
Additionally, the lack of action on the part of tbars and administrators to stop the peer
victimization she experienced provided the messaggassie that she was not important,
affecting her self-worth. By looking at the schachievement as situated within the
social context of the school, we expand potenthlt®ns to school disengagement or
failure to include analysis of the environment ihieh student educational identities are
formed and transformed (Rubin 2007).

Important cultural capital in the school contexhot limited to test scores and
letter grades. Family background characteristicgtd@n income and wealth play a role
in how students are defined, categorized, and chnkénen Diane (Native American
female, age 48) discussed her early schooling expmEgs, she stated she made straight
A’s in course work. For many people, grades woafaresent a form of cultural capital in
a school setting. However, for Diane, this wasthetcase. She did not possess the social
attributes that were arguably just as importanmore important, to cultural capital
within the school context.

Diane described herself as overweight and veryitmeme. She described severe
peer victimization and lack of intervention by tears and administrators. Even after
discussing her high letter grades in school, sidirmeed to describe herself as “not the
smartest one.” For Diane, academic achievement'dndatter” to her educational
identity because she was “the outcast, the pickedre.”

Within the social context of schools, teacherdllpmwer, linked to authority,
over students and are the primary school reprebeggdor student interaction. The

instances of teacher favoritism are important fctelated to how students understand
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their academic abilities and place in the schodlsociety. Kimberly (white female, age
51) remembered teachers favoring the students wrasats had a good job and nice
house. She recalled that teachers were more tufithe schoolwork she produced than
of the work of the students the teachers favorechbi€rly became disengaged from
academics during high school and stated that sherdy what she needed to graduate.
The life-history narratives of the first-generatiaadult students illustrated how the field
of elementary and high schools created learneodigpns depicting disengagement and
motivation to avoid additional schooling after guation.

Cultural (re)production theories begin with thelgss of the effects of school
context in learners’ understandings of themselkiesiever, students are not passive
recipients of such messages. They interact withigiedpret messages. One of the
foundational works for this perspectivelisarning to Labotby Paul Willis (1977).

Willis investigated how working-class “lads” in thinited Kingdom interacted with and

interpreted messages about succeeding in schoglostl that because the young men
knew their “place” in the labor force was workingss, they resisted school culture and
ideals, thereby (re)producing the economic situatibtheir family of origin.

Other researchers suggested that low-achievingstsdttempted to maintain a
positive self-image by seeking other means of gagisocial status within schools (Kelly
2009). For example, students tracked as low-aammgey schools seek success through
athletics or peer-group status, rejecting statgedan academic success in the process.
Kelly (2009) explained that in studies on studealties and engagement, researchers
found that poverty and low academic tracking wetated to lower levels of

engagement. The assumption was that low-achievutgats had an incentive to become
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disengaged to maintain a positive identity. Theyetigped anti-school “oppositional”
values that explained the lack of engagement.

Some participants in this study described choosoaigl relationships over
academics, while others indicated that social gsaugre imposed on them, based on
circumstances within the school. However, the naea did not indicate that students
were actively resisting school values or develogargi-school” oppositional values.
Narratives offered no indication that students soypger relationships to increase their
status. Instead, the students had already diseddame academics, felt a lack of
belonging in school, and gravitated to peers withilar economic and social
circumstances. For example, Alex explained howelteabout learning in high school
and then described his shift in focus toward saei@tionships with those who were
similar to him.

Loss of interest, would rather do other things; metessarily bad things, just loss

of interest due to, “I don’'t want to be here. lather be doing other stuff.” . . . So

| was basically not there. | was there, but noteéhmentally. . . . It was boring.

Social; | was there for social purposes. | wantedang with friends and do other

stuff; that’s all | cared about. So it was sociadd for me instead of work. (Alex—

white male, age 37)

For Alex and other participants, academic disengege: took place before or
simultaneously with shifting focus to peer relaships. Kelly (2009) pointed out we
cannot rule out the school context and studentgpgicns of opportunity when
explaining student engagement in school. Separ#tmtpw-engaging context (school
and instruction) from student identities and pedaitronships is difficult.

For example, students labeled as low-track arerdiad into classrooms that

tend to emphasize memorization, order, and rulesymg low levels of unity between

lessons and students’ lives. Disengagement magdseal response to peer group
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membership and status maintenance than a respodgehgaging instruction. Problems
of engagement in elementary and high schools malgebeesult of stratified learning
environments and instruction rather than of antiest oppositional value systems based
on student identity and peer relationship.

Even when students accept the logic of the schioey, may still find themselves
without the academic preparation to continue téegel. In an observational study of the
social context at a low-income, urban high schBalbin (2007) found that students were
sad about their disconnect from school. Studen&hafiscussed how they liked school in
the past and “used to be smart” (Rubin 2007:248prCstudents seemed to have a sense
of hopelessness and disassociated themselves ¢twolsRubin concluded that very
few individuals could persist in this world or gaire skills needed to move on to higher
education.

This was a “catch-22” for students in that both pbance and non-compliance

with the demands of the setting would achieve #resresult—a lack of

preparedness for higher education due to emphasiste, low level skills and
lack of access to adults who could guide them tdvilaeir goals. (Rubin

2007:244)

Students were not rejecting school values and fibvereeproducing the economic
realities of their parents. They wanted to do welchool. Both accepting and rejecting
school values led students to the lack of acadenegaration for college (Rubin 2007).
The school context explained disengagement anddbakademic preparation more than
did peer relationships or oppositional values.

None of the participants in this study attendedieg@ directly after high school.

Based on their descriptions of learning experiemcetementary and high school, the

learning environment did not lend itself to prepgrthem for additional education. When
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first-generation, adult students reflected backh&ir schooling experiences, they
remembered the school’s failure to address leamtisapilities and peer victimization, an
emphasis on memorization, and lack of relevant¢bdstudents’ lived experiences. They
remembered teachers showing favoritism to studehtse families had higher incomes
or who excelled in a high profile sport. They renbemed peer relationships through
which they found either a sense of belonging, iledejent of school, or further
ostracizing, finding neither solace nor belongingeer groups. By the time they
graduated or left high school, they were so diseated from academics and the
educational environment that few gave college émeait any consideration.

Even though students’ educational identities preactthem from enrolling in
college directly after high school, the studentsrgually enrolled in college and were
successfully progressing at the time of the inamg. Their narratives highlighted that
experience in other social contexts such as emmay@nd circumstances could lead
people to re-evaluate educational identities latdife. As a result of many years of
financial struggle, job dissatisfaction, or jobdpstudents considered returning to school
to improve their economic and job prospects. Imgdrpeople around them supported
their enrollment in college, creating a contexivimch the adults could (re)evaluate and
resist educational identities formed earlier ip.lif

In a refinement of cultural (re)production theoyiEsrnandes (1988) articulated a
theory of resistance, defining resistance as tbarfter hegemonic social attitudes,
behaviours, and actions which aim at weakeningldsification among social
categories” (p.174). Such attitudes and behavi@sli@ected toward those who exercise

power and are aimed at redistribution of power tocge equitable system. The life
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histories of participants illuminated the compleays in which the “educated person”
was produced within social institutions, while alkaminating the ways the person
actively confronted the messages received in sshool

The narratives of first-generation, adult studgmtszided evidence of resistance
in the cultural production of the educated per&uring their early educational
experiences, these students did not have powaertborty to actively resist the dominant
ideology of the school, but as adults, resistanae possible. For example, Sally (white
female, age 35) described difficulties she expegdnn school due to an undiagnosed
learning disability. She explained that she learivaark-arounds” to hide her learning
disability and sometimes resorted to hiding intthéhroom during school. She described
herself as “not deserving” to pass classes andtasaning about school. She eventually
dropped out of high school when she was 15 andharégHowever, as an adult, and
before she enrolled in college herself, she dismiszking an active role in her son’s
education. She emphasized that she would not a#ashers to label him.

... [M]y son went from making F’s, and the teacisdike, “Oh, he’s just a

troublemaker.” I'm like, “You call my kid that agaand we have a problem.” I'll

call the teacher out in a heartbeat. I'm like, “Nd gets left behind. | don’t know

if you all understand what that means. Let me felpout.” (Sally—white female,

age 35)

Sally’s earlier experiences in school, combinedwitperiences in other social
institutions, influenced how she interacted with $@n’s school, actively confronting and
resisting the dominant messages in the schooluStierstood the power of labeling
students and refused to allow teachers to labetdref'a troublemaker” because of

learning difficulties. As a student, Sally did fatve the power or the knowledge to

actively confront teachers or the school; howeasra parent, she had more power and
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knowledge, making resistance possible. She dirdatedejection of these practices
toward those who exercised power within the schiealchers.

One challenge of cultural (re)production theorgehow to theorize and analyze
multiple social identities such as class, gendedl, race/ethnicity. Morrow and Torres
(1998) critiqued cultural (re)production theoriaseiducation and found them unable to
provide a dynamic process “for an analysis of ext@ons, interplay, and relationships
between class, gender, and race in educationalgEt(p.22). This finding led to
increased focus on the interplay between sourcdsmination, mainly class, race, and
gender.

Intersectionality is a framework for understandimigriocking systems of
oppression (Collins 1991). Intersectional analysissed to show how students’
experiences are intertwined within systems of irdigu One of the advantages to using
an intersectional approach is that it can uncomdradlow the examination of privileged
and oppressed identities that individuals can msssinultaneously. It can also allow
analysis of the complexity of identities and thevpo structures in which they operate
without essentializing groups or individuals (Bog/008; Torres et al. 2009).

According to Torres et al. (2009), early scholalewexplored social identities
began by examining individual categories of idgnsuch as racial, gender, and sexual
identity. These were often investigated in a waat thiled to acknowledge the various
ways in which identities intersect. Within livedpexiences, a person experiences the
intersection of various identities in unique wa@ften the result of trying to bridge

social identities resulted in an additive approather than a more integrated approach.
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In a critique of exploring individual social idetéis, Arnot (1982) cautioned that
addressing gender differences in education witaddtessing class issues would result
in boys and girls from low-income backgrounds fgcsmilar disadvantages. The main
argument of the study was that if gender equaditgddressed without also addressing
class-based inequality, then oppression basedass cbntinues to affect boys and girls
from working-class backgrounds. For example, cellegrollment is no longer stratified
by gender, although college majors and incomesmaato remain stratified by gender;
however, college enroliment is still stratified faynily income, race/ethnicity, and
parents’ educational attainment. So while some gedifferences in educational
attainment have declined significantly, differensesducational attainment based on
social class has increased (Jones 2013). Notiigethecational attainment stratification
affects women and men in different ways is impdrt@m average, women with only a
high school diploma earn lower incomes than meh witly a high school diploma earn.
Earnings are also stratified by race/ethnicitylose educational attainment has a greater
effect on the income of women and ethnic minorities

Torres et al. (2009) believed identifying the isttions of multiple identities
was not enough. Instead, “multiple identities mhestonnected to the larger social
structures in which they are embedded” (Torres. &0®9:587). This approach
highlights the ways “majority and minority idendéi interact and the reality that many
individuals possess both privileged and oppressewdtities” (p.587). Intersectionality
begins with the lived experiences of marginalizealg@s in theory development, explores

the complexities and variations in individual id&as, illuminates the power structures
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that organize and maintain inequality, and prometesal change to encourage social
justice.

The life-history narratives of first-generationugtdvomen and men of different
race/ethnic backgrounds suggested they shared maopmppression based on social
class. Early educational experiences highlightedlarities in school contexts that
fostered the development of disadvantageous edunediidentities. Disengagement from
school and negative feelings about high school wesmes that appeared in most of the
narratives, regardless of gender or race. Howetedents’ experiences did varied, based
on the intersections of multiple identities.

Three participants described examples of peemmizétion during their early
educational experiences. Their stories were unigwach of them, but reflected larger
structural influences of class, race, and gendaguality. The students shared a common
experience of peer victimization during elementafyool the adults within the social
context of the school ignored and allowed to happeachers either did not know the
bullying was taking place or knew, but decided toado anything about the peer
victimization.

Two of the victims of bullying were female studer@@®her researchers found that
adults often did not recognize the peer victimmawf girls because of behaviors and
expectations related to female gender roles. @2@46) discussed the role of gender on
the experience of peer victimization. Teachers leggufail to recognize the impact of
exclusion from peer groups on academic engagemenachievement. Part of the reason
adults do not recognize exclusion is because whenaxperience difficulties in school,

the girls often hide the pain because of the ways tgnd to respond to difficulties. The
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problems are not always obvious because the gaislme withdrawn, but are not actively
causing trouble in class or school. Violence ismaly defined as physical aggression, a
definition that frequently excludes the ways in @hgirls in school experience violence.
The lack of recognition of peer victimization byabthers and other school officials is

embedded in the structures of social class, studeking, and gender role expectations.

The other participant who discussed peer victinoredvas Mark, a bi-racial
male. He related that he was often in fights duglementary school because of
harassment he received based on his racial idefhgy peer victimization he
experienced included physical violence, which igeraften associated with male
students. Racism was an additional source of hes yietimization. Because he was a
member of a racial minority group, his experientpeaer victimization varied from that
of the students who identified as white. Accordiod atum (1997), experiencing racism
during childhood is a significant event in the eddatlentity development process for
minority children and adolescents. The processsdrased on racial identity and social
contexts. For Mark, the experience of peer victatian was unique to him, but was
influenced by social structures of race and gender.

All three students experienced peer victimizatibme similarities and differences
within the narratives demonstrated how multiplenittees interacted within similar
experiences. Torres et al. (2009) reasoned thamnta issue in studying identity in the
next decade would be resolving the tension betweelerstanding the whole identity
without ignoring its distinctive parts.

One way to analyze the intersections of multipknitties is by examining the

social structures of organizations, including ediocel institutions. Acker (2006)
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conceptualized the intersections of class, geradhet race inequality in organizations
through the concept afequality regimesinequality regimes includes “the interlocked
practices and processes that result in continunagualities in all work organizations”
(Acker 2006:441). Previous analysis of organizatitended to focus on one area of
inequality, but using the concept of inequalityinegs enables examination of the
complex, interconnected, and mutually reinforcinggesses that reproduce inequality.

Applying the concept of inequality regimes to edigaal organizations allows
the analysis of the interconnected processes wathutational institutions that reproduce
inequality based on race, class, and gender. A@K€6) defined inequality in
organizations as including systematic disparitregawer, control, resources, outcomes,
decision-making, opportunities, security, and enjept. While the analysis centered on
disparities within the workforce, other researchwrgld easily apply the concept of
inequality regimes to schools and could includelsiis as well as faculty in the analysis.
The experiences discussed by first-generationt atludents revealed systemic
disparities of power, control, resources, outcordesision-making, opportunities,
security, and enjoyment. Participants believed they little control or power, many did
not have a sense of security in the school envisstipand few related experiences of
enjoyment during early schooling.

Inequality based on class is generally intertwingth race and gender because of
historical and cultural segregation of jobs and @salgased on these socially constructed
categories. Charles, Roscigno, and Torres (200Wpdstrated how economic
stratification and racial stratification systemsgemwined by investigating racial and

ethnic inequalities in college enroliment. The nembf black high school graduates who
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attend college is only half that of white high schgraduates, and has decreased since
the 1970s. The authors argued that college atteedgaps were largely explained by
economic stratification at the family level. Raail#fferences in college enroliment were
largely explained by family income and wealth inakfy. Because of historical
economic systems of discrimination, African Amenidamilies tended to have less
wealth and lower incomes than white families did arere less likely to have attended
college. The source of college enrollment diffeeersceconomic disadvantage, and
economic (dis)advantage is stratified by race.

In a similar study, Zhan and Sherraden (2011) gitedchto explain racial
disparities in college enroliment by examining fanfinancial assets and liabilities.
After they controlled for family income and savingsost of the racial differences in
college enroliment were eliminated. The authorschaied that economic inequalities
based on race/ethnicity explained the lower collg®llment for minority groups.

One of the advantages of an intersectional framleweas that it exposed the
commonalities between systems of inequality. Loaeime students shared common
experiences and outcomes within school contextsigin some experiences differed
based on the socio-historical position of multipbeial identities such as race and
gender.

The narratives of first-generation, adult studexé® highlighted the ways that
systems of inequality could harm both those whaeerpced advantages and those who
experienced disadvantages within the system. Samtigipants discussed teacher
favoritism based on athletic ability. Eva remembldnew she felt and the harm that

teacher favoritism toward athletes created fordmel other students.
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Football players were top of the list. Footballyg@es, cheerleaders . . . They got
away with murder. | mean, if they were in classefilf they weren’t, they still
pass. You know? And it would make you sick to sew they treated them,
especially if that coach taught a class. Well 9@ @et of the football players were
in that class. . . .They were treated like royaltgchool. And if you didn’t play
football or cheerleader or even their dance sqieaiget it. They were like royalty
at school and the rest of us were like their peasan. We were treated just like

a peasant would be treated. We got the bare minifnumthem. Unless you

switched over to a sport, and then you were okaya{Hispanic female, age 39)
When asked how this affected her and other studEmtsreplied:

It hurt us. We had to struggle to teach ourselvgobthat book that the teacher

was putting out. (Eva—Hispanic female, age 39)

Eva experienced disadvantages within the schodegbbased on a system of
inequality that favored athletic ability. Howev#ris same system of inequality
negatively affected those who benefitted from tea¢avoritism. Marcy and Sally were
both aware of the favoritism they received basedtbfeticism, but it led them to believe
they did not have the academic aptitude to passetaor continue their education in
college.

On the actually doing the schoolwork, they kingust overlooked me and just

kepton ...l was good at sports, so they jussed me over. | really believe

that's why | passed. (Marcy—white female, age 37)

Yeah, that's why | got passed. . ., Literallyhbsld have never been passed, |

safely say, from the fourth to the fifth grade, &ese | did miserably and yet | did

[pass] because | was in track and basketball andivery well. | took first in

every track meet. So they just let me go. (Sallyteviemale, age 35)

The advantage to exploring intersectionality arelgbcial contexts in which
inequality exists is that it iluminated systemausces of inequality and the cost of

inequality to those in the system. Rather thangamuindividual attributes and

outcomes, we can address the social processegsdjbduce inequality in society.
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The main argument of cultural (re)production the®was supported by the
findings in this research. Schools are importaftucal sites where people receive
messages about who they are within schools andtgo8tudents also receive messages
about their aptitudes within educational institaspwhich they internalize and meld with
their educational identities. Disadvantageous etitutal identities influence students’
decisions to enroll in college directly after higthool, thereby (re)producing the
educational attainment of their parents. Cultu)roduction theories provide an
approach for understanding the influence of edanatiexperiences in the educational
identities of students and the contributions okthexperiences to (re)producing the
economic situations of their family of origin. Byalyzing the influence of school
context on students’ sense of self as learnerganaeframe educational attainment
stratification. The transformations to educatiadahtities further demonstrated that
educational identities are not fixed or staticeléixperiences and interactions within
different social contexts, including the contexhajher education, creates the social
space where adults can (re)evaluate and resigtezdulcational identities.
RECOMMENDATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

Based on the outcomes of this study, | proposeréeommendations to direct
future research. The first recommendation is tbhbsl reforms aimed at promoting
educational equality should include evaluations taadsformations of the social context
of schools. The second recommendation is to incatpdhe concept of educational
identity into models of college enroliment stra#tion. The social context of schools is

an important cultural site in which students lea@ssages about their educational
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aptitudes and place in the world. The school cdngean important factor in looking at
school engagement, peer culture, and student-galationships.

Most of the participants in this study discussestdgagement from academics
sometime during their early educational experienitea review of the research, Kelly
(2009) pointed out that lack of school engagemeat imked to low academic
achievement and attainment. In studies on studdoes and engagement, researchers
found that poverty and low academic tracking wetated to lower levels of
engagement. Kelly (2009) observed that such studiekl not rule out the school
context and student perceptions of opportunity assmg the low-engaging context
(school and instruction) from student identitiedificult. For example, students labeled
as low-track are channeled into classrooms that telemphasize memorization, order,
and rules, providing low levels of unity betweesdens and students’ lives.
Disengagement is a response to disengaging inistnuct

In a similar critique of research on student engsaye, Zyngier (2008)
guestioned the predominant definitions of studegigement. The dominant definition
of school engagement tended to have a behaviarasf&chool engagement includes
doing the work assigned, showing interest in sclanal class, and displaying motivation
and effort. Limiting the definition of school engagent to these aspects shows a
tendency to essentialize engagement as a prodtioe aidividual. Engagement becomes
something that students do and teachers plan don.thNarrowly defining engagement as
students becoming involved in teacher-initiatedvécts suggests that engaged students
are due to the teachers’ efforts, but disengagetksts are because of the students’

deficits.
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Zyngier (2008) advanced that the dominant definitbd school engagement was
problematic for several reasons. One problem wats tising this definition, students
from backgrounds most similar to the dominant stlkatiure tended to be more
engaged. Students could behave in ways viewedgegged, but may in fact be passively
compliant or ritualistically engaged. High academécformance does not necessarily
equal engagement. Some attempts at improving engageausing a behavioral model is
to make lessons fun. Zyngier (2008) argued thatmaking a lesson fun was not
engaging. Instead, learning should be somethingwhie&h students have ownership and
should empower them to make a difference in thnesasl

When first-generation, adult students describedgaming experiences most
valuable to them, they related stories of learnireg was relevant, having ownership in
the topics researched, thinking in new ways, amhigecaring teachers. These positive
descriptions starkly contrasted with those frontyeatlucational experiences where they
experienced little relevance, rigid rules, peetimezation, and academic neglect. The
negative experiences in elementary and high scher related to school disengagement
and academic performance.

Zyngier (2008) declared school engagement “formadolsis for social, cultural,
political, and intellectual participation in lifeithin and beyond school” (p.1771). Using
a critical-transformative definition of engagemérg,recommended that learning should
be

Connecting—to and engaging with the students’ calltknowledge

Owning-all students should be able to see themsealseepresented in the work

Responding—to students’ lived experiences and elgtand consciously
critiquing that experience
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Empowering—students with a belief that what thely make a difference to their
lives and the opportunity to voice and discoveirtben authentic and
authoritative life. (Zyngier 2008;1773)

In an evaluation of student engagement in a sckysiem, researchers and
administrators need to include an analysis of t@al context. Rather than focus on
individual attributes that contribute to disengageinevaluations should center on the
degree to which schools are connecting with, regppgnto, and empowering students.
Zyngier (2008) pointed out the importance of aslahglents if they are engaged in order
to evaluate student engagement. Students oftdefamt of conversations about how to
improve student engagement, and only studentsetlamstif they are engaged in their
education and if learning is culturally sensitivelaelevant to their lives.

The social context of schools includes a peer railtelated to academic
engagement and achievement. The peer cultureafaokcan either help or hinder
academic achievement. The research on peer redhtpsiand academic adjustment has
begun to gain attention (Ryan 2011). Peer cultockides not just one’s immediate peer
group, but also an overall perception of peer adgons within the school. Schools have
unique peer cultures that affect individual studamagement and achievement. Peer
culture includes acceptable behaviors and attifistadent interactions and relationships,
and students’ perceptions of the interactions atationships. A hostile and negative
peer culture is associated with low academic aegm@nt and engagement (Lynch et al.
2013).

When evaluating peer culture, looking at the wisaleial context, including
excluded and marginalized students, is essentyakliet al. (2013) maintained that the

effect of peers in school should be expanded todecpeers with whom individuals may
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not have any contact. A part of peer culture inekithe presence of peer victimization in
the school.

Evidence suggests that improving school climatesdoce victimization is
important to improving school-wide academic perfante. Teachers play an important
role in establishing a positive or negative clim@atebullying in schools. Schools need to
invest in training school administrators, teachars] parents in recognizing and
intervening when peer victimization is presentha school, because of its adverse effect
on students’ self-concept and academic performéasgelage et al. 2013).

The narratives of first-generation, adult studel@sonstrated how teachers at the
school often maintained and supported peer culaitiegr formally or informally. When
evaluating the social context of schools, refornstculd also evaluate student-adult
relationships in the school. The relationshipddok thereof) were important factors
related to early educational experiences of thaqgiyeants. Student perceptions about
their academic abilities and belongingness werectgtl when the students perceived
teachers as uncaring, neglectful, or showing faigoni

Rodriguez (2008) examined the concept of caringfudent-adult relationships at
school from the student perspective and declaredtident perspective in schools was
important to recognizing their humanity. Similarlypddings (1992) indicated that caring
should be understood from the student perspeckive experience of inhabiting the same
social space together does not automatically ezpralg relationships. Such
relationships must be built and the student’s peatype of caring examined.

Rodriguez (2008) concluded that recognition oftihenanity of students by

teachers led to healthy student-adult relationstiipshelped develop the student’s sense
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of self within the school. Students discussed tiygoirtant effects of teacher-student
relationships on their attitudes about school andré educational aspirations. The most
important aspects of the adult-student relationstgjuded adults in school knowing
them, talking to them, engaging with them, and enaging them. Students believed it
was important for adults in school to recognizelsti issues outside academics and the
school. In this way, the adults acknowledged thdestits’ humanity.

To address the issue of adult-student relationshipshool, Rodriguez (2008)
suggested that teachers and administrators andlgzelationships with students in their
school by asking how teachers are recognizing stsd&lking to students, and
encouraging students beyond their limits. The i@hghips should be evaluated to assess
the ways in which teachers know students acadely@atl personally and whether the
relationships are comfortable to the students weal The relationship between teachers
and students needs to be developed to realizeahsférmative potential of education.

Luttrell (1997) reached a similar conclusion frdme tife-histories of women
enrolled in an adult literacy program. The studeather relationships tended to be a key
factor in the ways the women understood themselsdsarners. Because of this finding,
Luttrell suggested conducting more research orheraddentified as successful or
exemplary. Additionally, teachers needed to rea®rrsihe ways in which they exercised
authority in the classroom. In particular, a foomscontrolling students sent messages of
“good” and “bad” students and influenced studest&ial identity. Luttrell’s focus was
not to blame teachers, but rather to focus on daha@sion. Teachers provide caregiving
and emotional labor in the classroom and Luttnafigested such contributions be

recognized and valued in the organization and omssf schools.
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The school context is an important location inehhstudents receive messages
about their educational abilities and self-wortbh&ol engagement, peer culture, and
student-teacher relationships are all importartofaan academic achievement and
attainment. Current attempts at education reforemgmn a narrow idea of testing and
encourages the climate of rote, repetitive, medessgearning.

| agree with Rubin (2007), who concluded that s¢thoeed to create a world in
which “learning is constituted as creative, stininlg, relevant and meaningful” (p.244).
A classroom in this world would “validate studeastslearners, encouraging,
participating, and reiterating the belief that soid’ ideas are worthwhile and their
learning is important and purposeful” (p.244). Mdogms of intelligence need support
and nurturing. Each student’s life experiences khbe valued and teachers should be
respectful of the student’s humanity. Rather thi@m\student failure as a product of the
student’s deficiencies, the findings make a goaskdar how the school context affects
what is available to learn. The answers have caresexgs to the students’ learner
identities.

The findings suggested a need to incorporatedheeapt of educational identity
into models of college enroliment stratificatiorrfEhe purpose of this study, educational
identity was defined as the individual’'s understagdf who he or she is through the
meaning attached to subjective experiences witthic@&tional institutions and the
experience of social position within educationatitutions (Moore 2006). Educational
identities form through interaction and interpretatof meaning, and therefore are
continually reinterpreted and modified by socidaenmactions over time (Bloomer and

Hodkinson 2000).
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Educational identities allow consideration of coctiens with the wider social
context in which learners are located, the subjeatieanings attached to learning, and
transformations over time. Bloomer and Hodkinsdd0D(® maintained that educational
identity could not be understood outside of theadand cultural context of the learner’s
life. The narratives of first-generation, adultd#ats supported the notion that
educational identity is connected to early educai@xperiences in the social context of
schooling. Disadvantageous educational identitedgributed to the participants deciding
not to enroll in college shortly after high schgohduation. Educational identity formed
in early schooling was a factor in college enrolhtngtratification. The study findings
showed one way in which economic inequality is ogpiced by social systems.

Earning a college degree has clear employmentrarmiie advantages. Young
adults (ages 25-34) with at least a bachelor'sekegrere employed full time at a higher
percentage than their peers with lower levels oicaton, and higher educational
attainment is associated with higher median eas{Agd et al. 2011). The income
stratification between those with a bachelor’s degsr higher and those without a high
school diploma increased between 1995 and 2010 éAatl 2011).

Jones (2013) pointed out that, even with all thpromements in access to college
enrollment, inequality still exists for low-inconséudents and those from racial/ethnic
minority groups. The need is essential to contiougevelop new strategies and
programs to reach out and support such potentidests and their families to provide
more equitable access to higher education. Toaseraccess to all, we should not focus

on narrow parts of the whole process, such as awaseand preparation (Jones 2013).
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Areas not addressed by increased awareness arsg$ aodmancial aid are issues of
educational identity and educational disengagemenig high school.

Perna and Kurban (2013) identified four categoniesollege-enrollment
predictors based on prior research: financial res®) academic preparation and
achievement, support from significant others, anovidedge and information about
college and financial aid. The narratives of fgstreration, adult students revealed belief
systems related to educational identity that preaccthem from enrolling in college.
Educational identity issues were layered withinheafcthe four categories identified by
Perna and Kurban. For example, students from l@erre families (financial resources)
reported schooling experiences that led them tewekhey lacked academic skills and
they did not belong in educational settings. THeost context and educational identity
influenced school engagement, which influenced ewac performance and
achievement.

Relationships with teachers at the school werelpnoétic or nonexistent, so
support for college enrollment was not realizethim school setting. Most of the students
interviewed did not seek knowledge or informatitwoat college and financial aid
because they did not believe they belonged inlag®lenvironment. Including an
analysis of educational identities in educatioredision-making provides a way to
address emotions related to schooling and collagdlment.

Many studies of college enroliment decision-makisgd the human capital
model to explain the decision to attend collegee &ksumption was that students
weighed the perceived costs and the perceived iteaetl made a logical decision based

on this analysis. The human capital model for eérpig college enrollment decisions is
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incomplete if it does not consider identity issugbich could be emotionally based. Life-
history narratives illuminated the complex emotitimst surrounded memories of
schooling, educational identities, and educatidegision-making. Participants reflected
upon and evaluated the memories and emotions vitegridter enrolled in college as
adults.

To reduce college enrollment stratification, Peaind Kurban (2013) pointed to
aspects of the high school environment that aftestadent academic preparation and
achievement. They proposed that schools evaluatavilability of rigorous courses, the
procedures used to determine who attends suchexyuasd the availability of college-
related information. Perna and Kurban (2013) suggethat policymakers should
promote the availability of rigorous courseworksichools serving low-income and
minority families. The findings of this researclggested the availability of rigorous
coursework in high school might not address theéofadhat lead low-income and
minority students to become disengaged in schoalirearly ages. | propose that any
evaluation of the high school environment alsoudel analysis of the factors that cause
students to develop disadvantageous educationatities. The high school environment
may hinder students from low-income families froeveloping an identity that could
benefit from rigorous courses and information alzmliege.

The social advantages to increases in college degtainment include increases
in productivity. Such increases appear among thateut degrees as well as those who
earned degrees in social settings where more pbapkeearned college degrees. Other
social advantages include increased revenue frtes,garoperty, and income taxes;

lower use of public assistance; and lower crimeiandrceration rates. Those who
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graduate from college are also more likely to vtidge knowledgeable about issues, and
to volunteer in their communities than are those @ia not graduate from college (Hout
2012).

CONCLUSION

This research was an examination of how educdtidaatity was formed and
transformed within educational institutions ovee tifiespan and how the decisions were
related to decisions about education. The resefestribed the social construction of
educational identity from the standpoint of papants. The life-history approach
allowed me to analyze how educational identitiesfed, the influence of these
educational identities on educational decision-mgkand sites that made educational
identity transformations possible. The findingshis research provided insight into
cultural (re)production theories and intersectigreispectives in education.

Based on the findings, | propose that school reéamalude the social context of
schools in evaluations of student engagement, aétire, and student-teacher
relationships. Additionally, models designed tolakpcollege enroliment stratification
need to include the concept of educational idenfitgiusion of disadvantageous
educational identities into models of college elnmeht stratification offers an emotional

component to explanations of college enrollmentsi@c-making.
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APPENDIX A:

INFORMED CONSENT DOCUMENT

Project Title: Adult Student Educational Narratiaxl Identity: An Intersectional
Analysis

Investigator: Natalee Tucker, B.S., M.S., M.L.A.

Purpose: The purpose of this research is to gaimderstanding about how you and
other adult students came to enrolling in a colldggree program. | am interested in
your early experiences in educational institutiand the meaning these experiences had
for you. This is a research study designed at wtaleding how educational identities are
constructed by individuals. You are being askeplaxicipate in this research because
you have recently enrolled in a college degree amogand are considered an adult
student.

Procedures: In a semi-structured interview formpaty will be asked to answer a series of
guestions regarding your experiences in educatiosétutions. The questions will cover
your early memories of schooling and the meaniegelexperiences had for you and
your current decision to enroll in college. Thidlwake approximately one hour. | will
audio-tape this interview, to transcribe it lat&fith your permission, | may contact you
after the interview if I need clarification on amfjormation you provided.

Risks of Participation: There are no known risksoagated with this project that are
greater than those ordinarily encountered in dddy

Benefits: Participation in this study will allow ydo tell your unique educational story in
a semi-structured personal interview. Your storymaldow sociologists and education
professionals to understand the experiences d¢fgeseration adult students to help and
support others in their educational journey.

Confidentiality: Participation in this study is wwitary. There is no penalty to you for
discontinuing the interview, and a decision to digmue the interview and participation
in this study can be made at any time during inésvy

Several precautions to ensure the confidentiafifyanticipants are in place. These

precautions include that all documents includingeteecorded interviews that identify
the subjects will be destroyed upon completiorhefresearch. While research is being
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conducted, sensitive materials will be kept iniagie and secure environment. The
identities of the individuals will be disguised Wwipseudonyms on the interview
recording, as the interviews are transcribed, anth@ findings are reported. In order for
the researcher to match real identity with pseudw)ya coding sheet will be kept in a
locked file cabinet at the researcher’s residenfiiade and in a locked file cabinet at the
researcher’s professional office. These codingtshedl be destroyed upon completion
of the research. Any written results will discussup findings or use pseudonyms of
respondents. This information will not include infaation that will identify you.
Personal stories will be presented in publicatispatterns that emerge out of the stories.
Focusing on the patterns that emerge and the sitigitastories will allow for added
confidentiality. Because the research will be réggbas commonalties between stories,
individual subjects will not be identified.

Research records will be stored securely on a minwarked computer, and only
researchers and individuals responsible for rekearersight will have access to the
records. Transcription professionals will be regdito sign a confidentiality agreement
that involves destruction of all electronic filesntaining study-related documents upon
completion of the services. It is possible thatdbrsent process and data collection will
be observed by research oversight staff responibkafeguarding the rights and
wellbeing of people who patrticipate in research.

Contacts: If you have any questions about the resemntact:

Natalee Tucker

Ph.D. Candidate
Department of Sociology
409 Murray Hall
Oklahoma State University
Stillwater, OK 74078
XXX-XXX-XXXX

XXX @XXX. XXX

Dr. Jean Van Delinder
Professor

Department of Sociology
412 Murray Hall
Oklahoma State University
Stillwater, OK 74078
XXX-XXX-XXXX

XXX @XXX. XXX

If you have questions about your rights as a reseaslunteer, you may contact Dr.
Shelia Kennison, IRB Chair, xxx, Stillwater, OK 7Z8) XXX-XXX-XXXX O XXX @XXX.XXX

Participation in this study is voluntary and you chiscontinue the research activity at
any time without reprisal or penalty.
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Signatures:

| have read and fully understand the consent fosign it freely and voluntarily. A copy
of this form has been given to me.

Signature of Participant Date

| certify that | have personally explained this doent before requesting that the
participant sign it.

Signature of Researcher Date
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APPENDIX B:

INTERVIEW SCRIPT

Adult Student Educational Narratives and Ident#g: Intersectional Analysis

P.l. Natalee Tucker xxx @xxx.xXxx

The purpose of this interview is to gain an underding about how you came to
enrolling in a college degree program. | am intex@sn your early experiences in
educational institutions and the meaning theserexpees had for you. | will begin with
a few questions about your current college enraitna@d the decision-making process
that brought you to enroll. Then, we will go baokime to your earliest memories of

schooling. We will take a tour of your educatioegperiences over time, and then return

to your college experience.

Do you have any questions before we begin?

1. These first questions are about your current emeait in college.

a.

b.

C.

d.

e.

Where are you enrolled in college?

Approximately how many credit hours are you cuiseatrolled in?
What courses are you currently taking?

Which courses that you have taken so far have pmyed the most?

What about this (these) courses did/do you enjoy?

2. These next questions are about how you came tdeitision to enroll in college.

a.

How long did you think about enrolling in collegefbre you actually

enrolled?
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b. Tell me about the decision-making process thatdgnbyou to enroll in
college at the time that you did.
i. What other people did you talk to about this decii
ii. Was there a significant event that made you waettoll when
you did? If so, what was it? What did it mean toyo
c. Tell me about your feelings at the time you enghli@hen your college
enrollment became *“official” to you.

3. Now we are going to go back in time to your eatleegperiences in school. | want
you to think about the elementary school you wentite teachers, and the other
children.

a. Focusing on teaching and learning, how would yacdbee your early
schooling experiences (elementary)?

b. Can you describe a specific experience (or expee®rthat defined how
you felt about school?

c. What specific words come to mind when you thinkwthm@ur experience
in elementary school?

i. Tell me about

d. How would you describe your relationship with teashin school?

e. How would you describe the relationship your pasdrad with teachers at
school?

f. How would you describe your relationships with geerschool?

g. Overall, did you “like” elementary school? Why ohywnot?

h. How would you describe yourself as a student imelatary school?
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Take me on a tour of the elementary school youndée as a child.
i. What did a typical classroom look like?

ii. Where did teachers sit? Where did students sit?

4. Now we are going to move forward to your experianoehigh school. | want

you to think about the high school you went to, tdechers, and the other

students.

a.

g.
h.

Focusing on teaching and learning, how would yacdee your
schooling experiences as you moved into high séhool

Can you describe specific experiences that defirozd you felt about
school?

What specific words come to mind when you thinkwhmur experiences
in high school?

How would you describe your relationship with tearshin high school?
How would you describe the relationship your pasdratd with teachers in
high school?

How would you describe your relationships with geierhigh school?
Overall, did you “like” high school? Explain.

How would you describe yourself as a student it lsighool?

5. Now | am going to ask you some general questionsitaihe meaning of being a

student and how teachers categorize students.

a. What did/does it mean to you to be a “good studefipbor student”?

“‘average”?

i. Who influenced your perspectives about these defirds? How?
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b. Tell me how you think teachers (or other schoaldfs) categorized
students?
I. In what ways were you made aware of these categjorie
ii. What meaning did you attach to these categories?
6. Now | am going to ask you some questions about pawent’s attitudes about
education or schooling.

a. How would you describe your parent’s attitudes aleolucation?

b. In what ways did your parent’s attitudes affect haw felt or thought
about school?

c. Where do you think your parent’s attitudes camenfto

d. In what ways did your parents support or discouedjecation?

e. Tell me about other people, besides your parerits,imfluenced your
beliefs or feelings about school.

7. Now | want you to think about the time of your higthool graduation and the
circumstances surrounding the decisions you madetajlour schooling at that
time.

a. What circumstances affected your ability or chaaeontinue schooling
after finishing high school?

b. Did you consider attending college directly aftelege? Why or why
not?

c. Why, ultimately, did you decide not to attend cg#elirectly after high
school?

d. How did you feel about this choice?

243



8. Now let’s return to your enrollment in college ahé meanings it has for you.
a. Tell me about the circumstances leading up to gowollment in college
now.
b. Tell me about the thoughts and feelings you haweiaénrolling in
college.
c. What does “college degree” mean to you?
i. What does it mean to you to be a “college student?”
il. What does it mean to you to be a “college gradtate?
d. Describe any challenges you faced based on yootleent in a college
degree program.
i. How did you overcome challenges?
il. What, if anything, would improve your college expece?
e. Focusing on teaching and learning, how would yacdee your
schooling experiences as a college student?
f. Can you describe specific experiences that defiveedyou feel about
college?
g. What specific words come to mind when you thinkwthmur experiences
in college?
h. How would you describe your relationship with teashin college?
i. How would you describe your relationships with gaercollege?
J. How has enrollment in college affected your otlzenity/friend
relationships?

k. Overall, do you “like” college? Explain.
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I.  How would you describe yourself as a student itegel?
m. Do you have feelings from early educational expees that still affect
how you perceive your current experiences in s¢ch&ablain.
n. Overall, how has enroliment in college affected ¥™our perception of
yourself or others?
9. Tell me about your future educational and careatgjo

10.1s there anything else you would like to tell m@atoyour schooling experiences?

Thank you for your time and for answering thesestjoas.
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