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Figure 1. EVT Model 

EVT is built to account for social influences, but its presentation of their place in 

motivation is somewhat unidirectional. Prominent models of EVT, like the one presented 

in Figure 1, tend to list contextual influences to the left of student expectancies and 

values, implying that they precede these motivational elements, which then precede 

achievement-related choices and performance, which then become previous achievement 

related experiences that contribute to future choices. While this model attends to context 

while granting individual agency over choice (e.g. interpretations of experience and 

perceptions of socializers’ beliefs) it does not seem to account for contextual influences 

throughout the decision-making process. Further, apart from accounting for “cultural 

milieu,” the remainder of the contextual influences on choice seem to relate to family-

related demographics and socializers in a student’s world. It does not appear to account 

for other environmental influences, like the experience of living in poverty or attending a 

high-poverty school. The model for the present study builds on this framework by 
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situating all decision-making processes in pursuit of a college-going possible self within 

the high-poverty context that UPHS students navigate, offering relational validity for the 

specific population and context in this study (Tuck & McKenzie, 2015). 

Conceptual Model  

 The present study follows a conceptual model that presents an overlap of the 

literature on poverty and education, possible selves, and expectancy value theory (Figure 

2). It is a working hypothesis of this study that students who have ambitions to go to 

college while living in a high-poverty context have perceptions of a college-going 

possible self and make all decisions about pursuing it within that context. Low-income, 

racial minority students tend to aspire to postsecondary education but live in an 

environment where there are few examples of educational attainment. Thus, if they 

decide to pursue a college-going possible self, they are likely approaching a future that is 

external to their present context. The possible selves literature has offered considerable 

insight into how perceptions of potential future identities can be presently motivating, 

particularly if congruent with other allocentric identities, but little is known about how 

low-income, minority students make decisions about pursuing a college-going possible 

self in a high-poverty context. The proposed model investigates those processes. The 

model begins by situating students within their individual socioeconomic and cultural  

context (RQ1) including family socioeconomic variables as well as neighborhood 

poverty. It also includes the presence of socializers in the student’s out of school 

environment (RQ1b and RQ1c), as well as examples of both education-dependent and 

education-independent possible selves (RQ1a).  
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Figure 2. Conceptual Model 
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Within that level of influence is the high-poverty school setting that all UPHS 

students attend, but may perceive differently (RQ1d). Components associated with the 

influence of the school setting include its overall structure, climate, and culture. 

Additionally, there are socializers within this environment, just as there are in out of 

school contexts, that influence students’ pursuit of a college-going possible self (RQ1b 

and RQ1c), as well as the presence of examples of both education-dependent and 

education-independent possible selves (RQ1a). A UPHS student who lives in a high-

poverty environment and attends a school of concentrated poverty who aspires to go to 

college makes all decisions about that pursuit within those contexts.  

The model for this study depicts students’ perceptions of possible selves as being 

situated within the high-poverty environment in which they live and go to school, with 

one exception: a college-going possible self. As the model depicts, proximal possible 

selves, both the ones they wish to pursue and those they might wish to avoid, all exist 

within their present school and individual contexts. Distal possible selves, however, exist 

outside of their school context as they reflect the future they could have after high school. 

Negative possible selves that are alternatives to going to college (e.g. school dropout, 

low-wage work, and unemployment) still likely exist within a student’s individual 

context. UPHS students may or may not consider these alternatives when making 

decisions about pursuing an education-dependent future (RQ2b). It is a central working 

hypothesis of this study that a student’s college-going possible self largely exists outside 

of both school and individual contexts which tend to contain fewer examples of 

postsecondary educational attainment. The presence of proximal possible selves that are 

related to the pursuit of the distal college-going possible self, like being a strong student 

(RQ2c) and seen as congruent with other important identities like race or ethnicity 
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(RQ2d), would likely promote a more open pathway for that pursuit, making it feel more 

proximal (RQ2a). Conversely, students who find proximal behaviors unsupportive of an 

education-dependent possible self, like delinquency or academic failure, to be more 

identity congruent would likely perceive a more difficult pathway to get there, perhaps 

making it feel more distal.  

These perceptions of possible selves are likely presently motivating according to 

the literature, and the model specifically explores how they inform UPHS students’ 

decision-making processes (RQ3). Following the EVT framework, the model indicates 

that students weigh subjective assessments of the value of going to college (RQ3a) with 

their perceptions of potential costs (RQ3d) along with their future expectancies for 

success in college (RQ3b) and present beliefs in their ability to do college preparatory 

work (RQ3c). According to this study’s conceptual model, UPHS students use this 

framework to make decisions to pursue a college-going possible self within their 

individual and school contexts. These processes facilitate their proximal behaviors that 

either support or inhibit the pursuit of college.   

Conclusion  

  The present study works under the assumption that we currently have an 

incomplete understanding of the experience of low-income, racial minority students 

attending schools of concentrated poverty who desire to go to college. Research with this 

population has repeatedly demonstrated that they often value education and aspire for 

postsecondary attainment, but that their performance in school does always not align with 

those ambitions. The possible selves literature suggests that the perceptions that these 

students have of potential future identities motivates their present behavior, and that the 

experience of living in poverty provides few examples of educational attainment while 



 

 72 

offering extensive evidence that school is not for “people like me.” Expectancy value 

theory posits that people make decisions about task engagement based on their 

expectancies for success as well as perceptions of task value and associated costs. 

Because the experience of poverty appears to undermine the pursuit of the college-going 

identities that low-income, minority students have for themselves, the present study uses 

EVT as a framework for understanding the gap between postsecondary educational 

aspiration and attainment in this population.  

What are the decision-making process students use to pursue a college-going 

possible self in a high-poverty context? The present multiple case study of UPHS 

students presented in the following chapter qualitatively explores this overarching 

question through the perspectives of these students about the context and processes 

surrounding their pursuit of college in a high-poverty environment. More specifically, it 

asks about the contexts in which they live and go to school (RQ1), as the literature on 

poverty and educational outcomes suggests that there is a complicated relationship 

between one’s socioeconomic status, academic motivation, and achievement outcomes. It 

explores their perceptions of college-going possible selves (RQ2), as the literature 

suggests that having an education-dependent future identity like college can be presently 

motivating depending on context, proximity, social-congruency, and balance with 

negative outcomes students wish to avoid. Finally, it explores how these perceptions of 

possible selves activate present motivational processes by asking students to describe 

their expectancies, values, and perceptions of costs as these components interact to 

generate the decision to pursue a college-going possible self or not (RQ3). Qualitative 

exploration of these three research questions and their corresponding subquestions offers 

the potential to contribute to these literature bases and provide unique perspective on the 
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gap between postsecondary educational aspiration and attainment in low-income, racial 

minority students attending school in a high-poverty context.  
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CHAPTER 3 

 

 

This chapter will present in detail the qualitative research design that the present 

study used to explore its research questions by asking UPHS students to describe their 

pursuit of a college-going possible self in a high-poverty context with triangulated 

evidence from interviews with other key stakeholders, school and neighborhood 

observations, and relevant quantitative descriptive data. This study seeks relational 

validity to ensure that the findings ring true for the participants and are reflective of the 

circumstances in which they live and go to school (Tuck & McKenzie, 2015). It pursues 

transferability rather than generalizability as its purpose is not to make broad statements 

about all students pursuing college in a high-poverty environment, believing that those 

experiences are highly individualized but nevertheless potentially relatable (Hays, Wood, 

Dahl, & Kirk‐ Jenkins, 2016). This chapter will begin by discussing my stance as the 

researcher in this study. It will then offer an overview of the design and describe its 

foundation in a constructivist/naturalistic research paradigm. It will then discuss the 

different methodological phases of this study, including participant recruitment and 

selection, forms of data collection, and analysis. It will conclude by discussing the 

methods by which I established trustworthiness and credibility in my findings.  

Researcher Stance 

It is commonly understood across qualitative research approaches that the 

researcher is the primary data collection instrument in the study (Merriam & Tisdell, 
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2015). Because the researcher is so enmeshed, his or her presence must be reported as it 

is inauthentic to depict qualitative findings as simply occurring without including the 

interactive, collaborative processes that researchers used to arrive at them (Patton, 1999). 

As the present study follows a constructivist research paradigm, it is assumed that not 

only is it not possible to fully control for the perspective of the researcher, that position is 

critical to the active construction of information that generates through qualitative data 

collection techniques (Fernqvist, 2010; Finlay, 2002). Still, as the researcher in this study 

it is imperative that I begin by engaging in the practice of reflexivity to describe my 

experiences and perspective as both might play a role (Berger, 2015; Roulston, 2010). 

While those experiences motivate me to engage in this work, they also must be 

considered as potential threats to the validity of my findings.  

Although I grew up in a rural, mixed-income, racially homogenous area in North 

Carolina I have long been acquainted on a professional level with urban poverty and K-

12 students aspiring for postsecondary educational attainment. During my undergraduate 

experience at Appalachian State University I became involved with Upward Bound and 

GEAR UP, two federally-funded programs working with middle school and high school 

students with ambitions to become the first in their families to graduate from a four-year 

college. In both programs, most of our students grew up in either rural or urban poverty. 

The students from our participating rural county school districts were mostly White, and 

those from our urban city school districts were mostly Black. I visited students in their 

schools, hosted them on college campuses, and spent summers with them offering 

academic enrichment. They were excited about the idea of college, and the beneficial 

effects of the program often masked the ways that living in poverty can influence 

educational performance and ambitions.  
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From there I received my Master of Arts degree in Counseling from Wake Forest 

University in 2010 and immediately began work as a high school counselor in Winston-

Salem, North Carolina. The Winston-Salem/Forsyth County School district served 

students from a variety of racial and social class backgrounds and the school where I 

worked as a counselor reflected that, with a student population that was roughly 40% 

White, 40% Black, and a 20% mixture of Hispanic or other races/ethnicities, with 38% of 

the student body receiving free and reduced lunch (FRL) subsidies. My students who 

tended to struggle the most were those deemed “economically disadvantaged” by their 

qualification for FRL. They were traditionally the ones who came to us performing below 

grade level on their middle school standardized tests, who failed classes and required 

summer school, and who eventually walked the threshold between high school graduation 

and dropout. They missed school more often than my higher-income students and were 

more difficult to contact when they did, as they frequently had phone numbers listed in 

our system that were disconnected. Despite all of this, our guidance team worked 

diligently to ensure that all students had a pathway to school completion and our four-

year cohort graduation rate rose from 86% to 94% over the four years that I worked there. 

Each year we would graduate a higher percentage of our students and each year we 

would inherit a higher percentage of our incoming freshman class that were low-income 

and academically underperforming. I left that position to pursue a PhD in Educational 

Psychology because I saw that there was a connection between poverty and education 

that I did not understand.  

Early in my PhD program I encountered an opportunity to engage in a program 

evaluation of a freshman academy at UPHS. I came into the project biased by the 

perspective I had built working at my previous high school, recognizing that there was a 
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connection between poverty and education but believing that the issue could be addressed 

through efforts like the interventions we used in our guidance office to boost our 

graduation rate. In January of 2015 I sat in a meeting with the Board of Directors 

responsible for the creation of the freshman academy at UPHS. This collection of 

educators, church leaders, and other members of the community had worked for years to 

alleviate poverty in the section of Mid Atlantic City where UPHS was located. I spoke 

about our evaluation plan and recommended some outcome goals for retention, 

graduation, and college-going rates in the student body that were higher than what the 

Board initially discussed. I briefly explained what we had accomplished at my previous 

school and suggested that the same could be true at UPHS. The Chairman of the Board 

politely listened to my suggestions, and then politely suggested that I “check my 

demographics.” I did.  

That moment sharpened the focus of my research and shifted my perspective on 

how poverty and education were related. Through my subsequent work evaluating the 

freshman academy at UPHS and reading about high-poverty schools, I found that the 

socioeconomic concentration of a school matters considerably for the outcomes that its 

students experience. As a counselor in a mixed-income school I generally had around 

20% of my senior class every year who were at risk of not graduating on time, most of 

whom were economically disadvantaged. Had I worked in a high-poverty school, that 

percentage would have likely been much higher and the time and energy I allocated for 

dropout prevention work would have been spread thin. UPHS was a qualitatively 

different school experience than the one where I served as a counselor.  

As an evaluator for UPHS I have visited the school frequently over the past two 

years. I have engaged in data collection in disruptive classrooms. I have witnessed 
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students wandering the halls during instructional time. I have seen how committed staff 

members are to serving the students there but also witnessed some procedural issues that 

potentially undermined their efforts. I have collected data on how frequently UPHS 

students miss school, get suspended, struggle to pass standardized tests, and fail classes. 

Although I have been intimately involved with UPHS as a researcher, I believe that I 

have a fairly balanced perspective on what occurs there. UPHS, to me, embodies the 

challenges facing racially-segregated, high-poverty schools situated in urban, high-

poverty neighborhoods. 

Throughout my career as a K-12 educator and researcher, my race and social class 

have situated me as an outsider in this work. As a White person from a middle-class 

background I am unable to relate directly to the experiences of the students I have served 

as a counselor and studied as a researcher. When I go to UPHS I am frequently the only 

White person in the room, a fact that often does not go unnoticed by the students. They 

seem to quickly recognize that I do not quite fit. Just as reading about poverty has helped 

me to look outside of my social class, I have incorporated literature on racial and ethnic 

identity in the preceding chapter to help me be more receptive to these themes as they 

may emerge. While my research questions do not attend specifically to race, they do 

explore the social construction of identity and how context tends to influence perceptions 

of future options. Race is certainly a critical part of that context, and I have never had to 

worry about mine precluding me in any way from who or what I wanted to be. My voice 

in this work is as someone who has not experienced the same prejudice or lack of 

privilege, but nevertheless seeks to contribute to a world where one’s position at birth is 

less predictive of one’s position later in life.   
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I have chosen to approach the present study through the methods described in this 

chapter because I believe that the story of UPHS will resonate with other students 

pursuing college in a high-poverty context, with educational practitioners working in 

these settings, with policymakers seeking to better understand how their decisions 

contribute to the wellbeing of their citizenry, and with scholars in this field who are also 

curious about the gap between aspiration and achievement in arguably our most 

marginalized student population. It is my hope that the results of this study contribute not 

only to the literature on poverty and education, possible selves, and expectancy value 

theory, but also to a conversation about how students make decisions about their lives in 

context. I hope that the students, families, educators, and community partners who 

participated in this study believe that their voices matter, and that they find that the 

results are practically relevant and authentic to their experience.  

Study Design 

 This section will outline the overall design of this study, beginning with a 

discussion of the rationale for using a multiple case study design, followed by the 

research paradigms used, and then describing how the sources and methods for data 

collection and analysis align with the research questions. The present multiple case study 

of students attending UPHS sought to offer an in-depth look at their experiences pursuing 

a college-going possible self in context. To accomplish this, it was imperative that I 

engage in prolonged involvement with my study participants (Guba, 1981) and utilize 

triangulation with multiple data sources to enhance credibility (Maxwell, 2008). This 

section will conclude with a description of the phases of data collection and analysis I 

followed to conduct this study.  
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Case Studies 

According to Flyvberg (2006), case studies offer human illustrations of different 

phenomena that can prove very useful in the development of theory or expertise in a 

particular subject. Although in isolation they may appear anecdotal, collections of case 

studies offer real-world examples of what a theory may be attempting to describe and 

therefore captures how it applies in different contexts. These can help guide researchers 

to better understand what tendencies exist within the population they are studying. They 

can also help build expertise in a subject by helping people better understand where a 

theory applies and where it does not apply. Flyvberg argued that case studies are versatile 

and valuable as a method for answering a variety of qualitative research questions. While 

the n may be small in these studies, the attention to rigor persists. These purposes align 

with the present study, which sought to offer a more in-depth understanding of the 

experience of low-income, racial minority students aspiring to go to college while 

navigating a high-poverty context. Additionally, it sought to serve as a test of the possible 

selves and expectancy value theory conceptual frameworks with this population. The 

research paradigms employed further supported efforts to establish relational validity and 

test existing theory.  

Naturalism 

According to Guba (1981), much of quantitative research is rationalistic while 

much of qualitative research is naturalistic. Rationalistic research assumes that there is 

one reality that researchers attempt to explain by paying attention to any of its 

disaggregated parts, ultimately converging on a central “truth.” Naturalistic research, on 

the other hand, believes that there are multiple realities and that the more people engage 

in research, the broader the spectrum of “truth” will become. Consistent with the 
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common approach of qualitative research, naturalists believe that the researcher is 

intractable from the study itself and that his or her presence in it ensures that there cannot 

be pure objectivity. Statements about findings lack veracity unless they effectively attend 

to the context in which the study participants exist.  

By the very foundation of the research questions in this study, it is naturalistic. 

The purpose of engaging in a multiple case study of UPHS students stems from the belief 

that decisions about the pursuit of college are highly influenced by living in a high-

poverty context and that quantitative, post-positivistic research has largely attended to 

this context in limited ways. Naturalistic, qualitative research often attends more 

effectively to the ways in which the lives of people are inextricably contextualized 

(Flyvberg, 2006). Following this tradition, the present study assumes there is no single 

“truth” for students living in a high-poverty context who aspire to go to college, but that 

the relative “truth” that belongs to each of these participants contributes to a better 

understanding of how a college-going identity develops in context (Tracy, 2010). While 

there were steps taken to ensure that the present study was rigorous in its approach, it also 

prioritized the relevance of the findings to the subjects and setting to which they belong.  

Constructivism 

Much of qualitative inquiry is constructivist in nature, as researchers typically 

believe that the process of collecting and analyzing data involves the active and dynamic 

generation of knowledge that effectively captures the experience of research subjects 

(Roulston, 2010). In attendance to the inescapably subjective involvement of the 

investigator in qualitative research, constructivists advocate for looking outward into the 

world in which the study is conducted to gain perspective on how one fits inside of it 



 

 82 

(Finlay, 2002). They also believe that the perceptions of individuals participating in 

research is continuously influenced by their context and culture (Patton, 1999).  

Epistemologically, constructivist qualitative researchers argue that the “knowledge” 

produced by more positivistic, quantitative approaches offers a false claim to the truth 

and advocates that more discourse is needed in truly understanding what is to be gained 

from published research (Demuth, 2015). “Knowledge,” according to the constructivist 

view, generates from the interaction of social context and history (Miles & Huberman, 

1994). The meanings generated in research belong to the participants rather than the 

researcher (Onwuegbuzie, & Leech, 2007).  

The present study follows a constructivist paradigm by engaging in the active 

construction of data through interactions between the researcher and participants. In this 

way, participants are not merely vessels of information (Fernqvist, 2010). Instead, the 

relative truth of their experience surfaces through active interviewing as well as the 

collection of related data (Holstein & Gubrium, 1997). Further, all data collected in this 

study was done within the context in which it organically existed, interviewing students 

in their school, parents in their homes (when possible), and school counselors and college 

advisors in their offices. The results of this study offered no false claim to a central 

“truth” and instead emphasized findings generated by discourse. The knowledge 

constructed from this study is based on the meanings generated by its participants from 

start to finish.  

Research Questions and Corresponding Data 

 This section will outline the research questions in this study and the data sources 

that inform them. The present study used primarily qualitative data while also 

triangulating claims using some supporting quantitative evidence. 
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Data sources. The following data sources provided the information needed to 

answer the research questions in this study. While the primary source of data was 

interviews, this study also included observation protocols, field notes, self-reported 

academic performance and demographic data, and quantitative data regarding school and 

neighborhood settings. After engaging in memoing in the conceptualization of this study, 

I found it important to include multiple sources of data in addition to student interviews 

to make sure that I had rich accounts of their experience and their overall contexts. This 

section outlines those data sources and the rationale for including them in the study.   

Student interviews. Throughout this study I engaged in two separate interviews 

with participating students. The first included questions regarding their present contexts: 

at home, in their neighborhood, and at school, as well as their perceptions about college 

(Appendix A). The second asked students to further elaborate about their college-going 

possible selves and the decision-making processes they used to pursue them (Appendix 

B). Students selected to participate in the second interview were also asked follow-up 

questions based on the content of their first interview. The rationale for conducting two 

separate student interviews is three-fold. First, the nature of the research questions for 

this study are such that there is too much content to cover effectively in a single 

interview. The content of the first student interview about context and perceptions of 

college informed the second interview about the decision-making processes that students 

used to pursue them. Second, engaging in two separate interviews over the course of the 

semester allowed for more prolonged engagement with the student participants, offering 

the opportunity to build a relationship and provide richer data for the study. Third, part of 

the purpose of the first interview was to determine which students participated in the 

second interview. Selection for the second interview was based on expressed student 
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interest, how much students elaborated during the first conversation and how their unique 

perspective contributed to an overall variety of cases for addressing the research 

questions in this study. I selected these students through criteria outlined later in this 

chapter, as well as through memoing during data collection and analysis about who had 

the potential to offer the richest data possible for the study. These interviews were the 

primary source of data for answering the research questions. The first took place during 

phase two of data collection. The second took place during phase three.  

Parent/guardian interview. In addition to interviewing students about their 

decision-making processes, I also conducted an interview with students’ parents or 

guardians to gauge their perspective of the context in which their child was deciding 

whether or not to pursue a college-going possible self (Appendix C). I interviewed 

whichever parent or guardian signed the consent form, which had a place for a second 

parent to sign if the student and his or her parents wished for me to interview both (if 

both were present). This did not occur, as I interviewed three mothers and one older 

brother (legal guardian) for the four underclassmen student participants, and the 

parents/guardians of the upperclassmen did not participate for reasons outlined in Chapter 

Four. Students filled out a similarly-worded, separate assent form, unless they were over 

the age of 18 and could fill out their own consent form. I interviewed two mothers over 

the phone, one mother at UPHS at the same time as her daughter, and one older 

brother/legal guardian at his home during phase one of data collection. Each of these 

locations and methods of communication were deemed most convenient by the 

participants. Parents/guardians tend to act as socializers influencing their children’s 

academic identities (Destin, 2013), as well as their values, expectancies for success, and 

perceptions of cost (Eccles, 2007). 
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College advisor/school counselor interview. UPHS employs school counselors, 

college advisors, and other personnel who help students in their pursuit of college. To 

gauge their perceptions of the college-going environment at UPHS, I contacted advisors 

and counselors using a standardized script and after obtaining consent conducted 

individual interviews (Appendix D). Although I spoke with a total of four counselors and 

advisors in this study, I described them each as “advisors” to help protect their anonymity 

as some served in individual roles in the school and would be quickly identifiable. 

Evidence from the advisor aggregate data informed multiple research questions and were 

an integral component of the description of UPHS and its current college-going culture 

presented at the beginning of Chapter Four.  

School observation protocol. The literature on high-poverty schools is very clear 

that the socioeconomic composition of a school tends to have consequences for the 

motivation and performance of the students who attend it. To get a sense of what the 

environment is like at UPHS, I conducted an observation for approximately seven and a 

half hours on February 17, 2017 at the school following a semi-structured protocol that I 

created (Appendix E). I observed the learning environment in the school (e.g. noise level, 

number of students in the hallways during class, interactions between students and school 

personnel, evidence of school climate), as well as evidence of a “college-going culture.” I 

also engaged in memoing during this observation to make sure that I was only describing 

the present data collected without incorporating my previous experiences at UPHS and 

the expectations that they may have developed in me.  

Neighborhood observation protocol. Although I asked students in their 

interviews to describe their neighborhood contexts, I also engaged in a single observation 

of the specific block on which each student lived. I followed a framework outlined by 
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Caughy, O’Campo, and Patterson (2001), who presented a brief observational protocol of 

high-poverty, urban neighborhoods (Appendix F). While their measure was quantitative 

in nature, with the intention of using components of neighborhood deprivation in 

regression analyses, I instead used the structure as a guide for observing elements of a 

neighborhood that might be emblematic of its level of poverty, including physical 

incivilities (e.g. presence of graffiti and maintenance of grounds) and territoriality (e.g. 

resident reaction to the presence of a researcher and presence of security bars on 

windows). I conducted these observations during school hours to see if there were any 

school-aged youth present, which offered potential evidence of students who had dropped 

out or were skipping school. These observations took place during phase three of data 

collection for all six students selected for the second interview. My memos during these 

observations included accounts of how I felt when I was in the neighborhoods of these 

students (e.g. my perceived level of safety). 

Academic and demographic data. Participating students were asked to fill out a 

demographic and academic data questionnaire using an online form (Appendix G) that 

loaded the data into a password protected drive. All questions asked in this form were 

optional. The academic data collected on each participant in this study represented how 

their past and present performance in school positioned them as a potential candidate for 

college. The relevant information that this study collected included grade point average 

(GPA), standardized test scores, attendance data, discipline data, academic course rigor 

(e.g. honors and Advanced Placement), and individual course grades. Standardized test 

score data tends to be predictive of performance on college entrance exams (e.g. SAT and 

ACT). It is a common finding that school attendance tends to be related to academic 

achievement (Roby, 2004). Finally, school discipline records like suspensions are 
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frequently required for college admissions applications like the Common Application. 

Self-reported demographic data collected for this study included parent education level 

and occupation, number of siblings, sibling education level, family structure (e.g. living 

with both parents or mother/father only), and an address for the neighborhood 

observation. I created separate folders in the online password-protected drive for each 

participant’s pseudonym, which will also contained relevant academic information. To 

help keep this information aligned, I maintained a list of pseudonyms with the 

corresponding names of participants that was also kept in the online password-protected 

drive accessible only by my dissertation advisor and  me.  

Census data. In addition to the above data sources, I also collected US Census 

data about the neighborhoods surrounding UPHS in which students lived (phase three). 

This data source was publicly accessible and offered triangulating evidence to inform 

case descriptions.    

Field Notes. Throughout the study I took extensive field notes based on my 

observations each time I went to UPHS. These notes described what I saw at the school 

and how my interactions with students, staff, and parents informed the research questions 

of the study. These notes offered triangulating evidence for multiple research questions as 

well as negative cases, when present. They totaled 18 single-spaced pages, broken up into 

three phases: pre-recruitment, recruitment, and post-recruitment/data collection.  

Research questions. The above sources of data correspond with each of the 

research questions in the present study. This section outlines each of those questions, 

along with their corresponding data sources used to answer them. Methods for collecting 

these sources of data will receive coverage later in the chapter. Each research question 

primarily used student interview data with triangulating evidence from other data sources. 
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Table 1 presents the alignment of research questions with their corresponding data 

sources. 

Table 1 

Research Questions and Corresponding Data Sources 

RQ1: What are the contexts in which UPHS students make decisions  

about pursuing a college-going possible self? 

 

Research Question 

Student 

Interview 

 

Triangulating Evidence 

RQ1a: What examples of a college-

going possible self are present for 

students? What alternative examples 

of possible selves are present? 

One, Two 

Census data 

Parent interview 

Counselor/college advisor 

interviews 

School observation 

Field notes 

RQ1b: How do socializers influence 

students’ sense of value for a college 

degree? Expectancies for  

success in college? 

One, Two 

Parent interview 

Counselor/college advisor 

interviews 

Field notes 

RQ1c: How do socializers influence 

students’ perception of a college-

going possible self? 

One, Two 

School observation 

Counselor/college advisor 

interviews 

Field notes 

RQ1d: How does the school 

environment at UPHS influence 

students’ pursuit  

of a college-going  

possible self? 

One, Two 

 

School observation 

Counselor/college advisor 

interviews 

Field notes 

 

RQ2: How do UPHS students perceive their college-going possible selves? 

 

Research Question 

Student 

Interview 

 

Triangulating Evidence 

RQ2a: How proximal do they 

consider their college-going possible  

self to be? 

One 

Parent interview 

Counselor/college advisor 

interviews 

RQ2b: How balanced is their 

college-going possible self with 
One, Two 
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negative possible selves they  

wish to avoid? 

Parent interview 

Counselor/college advisor 

interviews 

 

RQ2c: What proximal possible 

selves relate to their more distal, 

college-going possible self? 

One 

Parent interview 

Counselor/college advisor 

interviews 

Field notes 

 

RQ2d: To what extent do they 

consider proximal behavior that 

supports a college-going possible 

self to be identity congruent? 

One 

Parent interview 

Counselor/college advisor 

interviews 

Academic data 

Field notes 

RQ3: How do UPHS students describe their decision-making processes  

in pursuit of a college-going possible self? 

 

Research Question 

Student 

Interview 

 

Triangulating Evidence 

RQ3a: How do students perceive the 

value of going to college? 
One, Two 

Parent interview 

Counselor/college advisor 

interviews 

 

RQ3b: How successful  

do students expect  

to be in college? 

One, Two 

Parent interview 

Counselor/college advisor 

interviews 

 

RQ3c: How confident are UPHS 

students in their ability to do college 

preparatory work? 

One, Two 

Parent interview 

Counselor/college advisor 

interviews 

Academic data 

 

RQ3d: How do UPHS students 

perceive the costs of going to 

college? 

One, Two 

Parent interview 

Counselor/college advisor 

interviews 
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Method 

In this section I will outline the methods that I used in the present study to recruit 

and sample participants and collect data in three phases (Table 2). I will then discuss each 

phase in detail, including the specific methods used at each step of the research process 

and attention to sampling methods during phases one and two. I will conclude this section 

by offering a more general discussion of the methodological approaches taken to ensure 

qualitative rigor before transitioning into how I established trustworthiness in this study.   

Table 2 

Phases of Data Collection 

Phase One Phase Two Phase Three 

Timeline: 02/17-03/17 Timeline: 03/17-04/17 Timeline: 05/17-06/17 

Participant recruitment  

 

Parent/guardian interview 

 

School observation 

 

Counselor/College advisor 

interviews 

 

School data 

 

Field notes 

 

First student interview 

 

Remaining parent/guardian 

interviews 

 

Student 

academic/demographic  

data collection 

 

Final student case selection 

 

Field notes 

Second student interview 

 

Neighborhood 

observation 

 

Census data 

 

Field notes 

 

 

 

Phase One 

 Phase one of the study initiated after I obtained IRB approval from the school 

district (January 17th, 2017) and the university (February 9th, 2017). It began with 

recruitment of participants using purposeful sampling at UPHS. Maxwell (2008) outlines 

multiple purposes for utilizing purposeful sampling in qualitative research that apply to 

this study. The first was to offer representativeness of the broader context in which 
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participants existed, attempting to capture some of the variability created by culture, 

place, and history. In the present study, I recruited participants by working with two 

UPHS staff members to identify students across grade levels who professed an aspiration 

for attending college. One of them was the coordinator of the freshman academy that I 

have been evaluating for the past two years, and the other was the Director of Counseling 

at the school.  

I requested that my two UPHS research partners provide a list of names of about 

30 students (about seven or eight from each grade level) to provide perspectives at 

various levels of proximity to college. Selection criteria for this initial group only 

included having previously communicated a desire with a UPHS staff member to go to a 

four-year college immediately after high school graduation. To avoid any potential 

violation of the Federal Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) I did not ask for 

any demographic or academic information explicitly until after receiving parent consent 

(when applicable) and student assent. Any employee who provided any information of 

potential participants for this study was asked to sign a non-disclosure form. The initial 

list they provided included 35 students (eight freshmen, 14 sophomores, eight juniors, 

and five seniors).  

From that list, I worked with my research partners at the school to distribute hard 

copies of initial interest letters to students that they could return to signify their interest in 

potential participation. These letters were intended to allow students to opt-in to the study 

reduce any risk of possible coercion. From that initial distribution list, 19 (54.3%) 

returned the letter in a sealed envelope to a folder posted outside of the counseling office 

with my name on it. Interest letters had students’ names on them so I could know who 

was replying while maintaining their confidentiality in a blank, sealed envelope. Each 
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student returning this letter indicated that they did want to be invited to participate. I then 

sent each student a hard copy of a meeting announcement through the counseling office 

to let them know that they would be receiving an invitation from me to meet in the 

auditorium during lunch later that week. On the morning of the date indicated in their 

student meeting announcement letter, I sent a hard copy of an invitation through the 

counseling office. That letter served as a pass for the student to meet me in the 

auditorium during lunch, which was locked to the student body but opened for me on 

recruitment days by my contact in the counseling office. I also provided copies of 

recruitment flyers in the counseling office throughout recruitment (about four weeks) to 

inform other students not on the initial list about the study and allow them to opt into 

participation by contacting me directly to receive an invitation. None elected to 

participate through this recruitment strategy. On recruitment days (three total) I set up a 

desk at the back of the auditorium by an open door to greet students one at a time as they 

came for their recruitment meeting.   

During those individual recruitment meetings, I briefly discussed the purpose and 

procedures of the study with each student using a script indicating that qualifying 

students were those who aspired to go to a four-year college and had parents who did not 

graduate from one. For each student, I provided a copy of the parent informed consent in 

a sealed envelope for the student take home, along with a cover letter. The envelope read 

“To the parents/guardians of” followed by the student’s name and a number to contact me 

on a prepaid cell phone that I got exclusively for the purposes of this study. The purpose 

for using a prepaid phone with a separate phone number to make that contact rather than 

using UPHS phones was to ensure that it did not appear that the school nor the school 

district was sponsoring the research. For students over the age of 18, I also provided them 
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with a student consent form. Their parents/guardians did not have to complete their own 

consent form unless they wished to participate in an interview, as adult students were 

able to consent for themselves.  

In the script, I asked the students to share the form with their parents/guardians 

and ask them to call me or return the signed consent form within a week of our meeting. I 

also told students that if their parents/guardians did not want them to participate or be 

contacted further for the study, they could bring the envelope back to the counseling 

office within a week of our meeting. This was only true for one student, whose name I 

then removed from my master list of potential participants. If I did not hear from a parent 

or the student had not returned the envelope to school within a week of our initial 

meeting, I sent out another copy of the invitation to the student to meet me during lunch 

in the auditorium. I then conducted a brief follow-up meeting with those students 

following a standardized script. The purpose of this meeting was to offer students a 

reminder of our previous conversation and provide them with a new copy of the informed 

consent and cover letter in a sealed envelope with the same information, if necessary. I 

informed students during this meeting that this would be the last time that I would meet 

with them unless they decided that they want to participate in the study and their parents 

offered consent (if applicable). Ultimately, I engaged in three rounds of recruitment 

following this procedure. In total, seven students (five sophomores and two seniors) 

elected to participate. Four of the five underclassmen had their parents simply sign the 

consent form, and one guardian contacted me first via phone. I followed a script to 

discuss the details of the study and set up separate interview appointments with that 

guardian and student.  
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 During this phase, I also conducted my observation of UPHS, the purpose of 

which was to be as descriptive as possible of the building and the experience of a typical 

school day there. On the morning of the observation day, I asked one of my research 

partners at UPHS to send out an email to the staff to alert them of my presence that day 

and detail how I would go about my research without going into classrooms or 

interviewing anyone directly. In that observation, I primarily looked for evidence that 

aligned with RQ1b (socializer influence of expectancies, values, and cost perceptions), 

RQ1c (socializer influence of a college-going possible self) and RQ1d (school 

environment influence over college-going decision-making processes). In addition to 

these specific pieces of information I described other resources available in the school, 

some of which were already presently known (e.g. a school counseling office and college 

advising office). I did not conduct individual classroom observations because there would 

likely have been too much variability between classroom climates to be able to 

communicate accurately if it exemplified the experience of attending UPHS. I also 

conducted interviews with four advisors throughout phase one after obtaining their email 

addresses from a research partner at UPHS and sending them individual messages using 

the script described in the data source section of this chapter.  

Phase Two 

Phase two of the study began on March 6, 2017 when I conducted my first student 

interview. The first interview protocol asked students to confirm that their parents did not 

attend a four-year college, and to describe their general perceptions of college, as well as 

their neighborhood, social, and school contexts as they related to their pursuit of a 

college-going possible self. It attended to each research question broadly to get an overall 

idea of how each student made decisions about pursuing a college-going possible self in 
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his or her contexts. The interviews lasted between 30 and 60 minutes and took place after 

school hours, per request of the school district IRB. Students also filled out an online 

form to self-report their academic and demographic data on my laptop that I brought to 

each interview. All the questions were optional to ensure that students did not feel 

coerced into sharing any information they did not wish to share. Their data uploaded 

directly into a password-protected drive associated with the mefirst@vcu.edu account 

accessible only by my dissertation chair and me. I interviewed seven students, four 

parents, and one legal guardian during this phase.  

Following this round of interviews, I transcribed all audio myself as transcribing 

one’s own data allows the researcher to become more intimately familiar with it 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). I coded two transcripts (one senior and one sophomore) using 

a codebook based on operational definitions from the EVT and possible selves literature 

bases. I then shared these two transcripts and the codebook with two peer debriefers who 

I had worked with on a related qualitative study with first-generation college students and 

were familiar with the literature on EVT and possible selves. They each coded these same 

two transcripts separately and then we met as a group to discuss our results to ensure we 

had mutual understanding of the definitions outlined in the codebook and to analyze 

remaining quotes using an in-vivo coding process and updating the codebook along the 

way (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). From this approach, we eventually reached 100% 

calibration on our codes (Patton, 1999). I then used the resulting codebook to analyze the 

remaining transcripts.  

Based on the content of the first interviews with seven students, I made the 

decision to only follow up with six of them. There were two primary reasons I selected to 

not follow up with the seventh student, who was female and in the tenth grade. First, 
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although she initially indicated that she was interested in going to four-year college, she 

only described future careers that did not require a four-year college degree during our 

interview, including wanting to become a fire fighter or a cosmetologist. Although other 

students in this study also described considerations of careers not requiring a bachelor’s 

degree (deemed “education-independent” in the possible selves literature), they still 

described other options that would require completion of four-year college. Second, 

while other students in this study offered rich accounts of their experiences during their 

first interview, this student tended to offer brief answers without much elaboration, even 

after follow-up questions. Qualitative research requires rich description for effective 

exploration of research questions (Maxwell, 2013). Furthermore, as a multiple case study 

it was important to offer student profiles that were robust to maximize the potential for 

relational validity and offer potential transferability (Flyvberg, 2006). There were no 

selection criteria used based on self-reported academic or demographic data. Each of the 

six students selected for follow-up interviews expressed a willingness to continue their 

participation at the conclusion of their first interviews.  

Testing existing theory with targeted cases is another reason for using purposeful 

sampling in qualitative research (Maxwell, 2008). In this study, the six students selected 

to be featured as cases offered the greatest opportunity to test the applicability of both 

possible selves and EVT to their experiences with pursuing college in a high-poverty 

setting. Studying the experiences of low-income, racial minority students in schools of 

concentrated poverty is particularly rare for EVT, and qualitative exploration of this 

population is very rare in both theories. Finally, purposefully selecting these six students 

allowed me to draw comparisons between cases. For example, variability in responses 

between grade levels helped illuminate how proximity to college related to the decision 
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to pursue it. In addition to the follow-up interview questions presented in this report, I 

drafted personalized questions for each student based on the content of their first 

interview to ensure that I could answer all research questions and explore some of the 

themes that emerged in our first conversations. I submitted these questions for both VCU 

and school system IRB review, which they approved on April 26th and May 5th, 2017, 

respectively. This approval allowed me to move on to phase three.  

Phase Three 

I conducted my first follow-up interview on May 10th, 2017, which initiated the 

third phase of this study. The second student interview focused more specifically on 

students’ decision-making processes in pursuit of a college-going possible self. 

Following the EVT framework, I asked students about their perceptions of the value of 

going to college (RQ3a), their expectancies for success in college (RQ3b), their current 

confidence in their abilities to do college preparatory work (RQ3c), and the potential 

costs associated with pursuing college (RQ3d). When exploring costs, I asked about 

perceived “barriers,” as the term “cost” may have only elicited descriptions of financial 

concerns. Throughout both interviews, students discussed how socializers in their lives 

like peers, parents, and other adults (RQ1b), as well as their school environment (RQ1d), 

were influential over their decision-making processes and perceptions of themselves in 

the future. I also conducted individual observations and collected census data on the 

neighborhoods for each of these six students. This information offered relevant evidence 

for each student’s individual neighborhood, like average educational attainment, income, 

unemployment, family structure, crime, and overall poverty level. Observations were 

concentrated to the specific block where each student lived, and census data was focused 

on the most targeted information publicly available for their immediate neighborhood. 
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Methodological Approach 

To proceed through these stages of data collection, steps were taken to ensure that 

the design of the study was rigorous. Qualitative researchers prioritize rigor in their 

studies just as quantitative researchers do, and see it as an ethical consideration because 

poorly-conceptualized and implemented studies could have the potential of doing harm to 

their population (Hays et al., 2016). Therefore, I gave careful consideration to the 

relationships I had at the beginning of this study as well as those I had yet to establish. I 

also underwent two IRB review processes through the university and school division that 

helped refine the processes of gaining consent, the protection of participant 

confidentiality, and potential challenges that could have arisen throughout the study. 

Relationships. A central tenet of qualitative research is that it builds from 

relationships formed between the researcher and participants. Qualitative researchers 

believe that meaning is “negotiated within a particular social context” such that the same 

study conducted with different people in a different setting would presumably yield 

different results (Finlay, 2002, p. 531). Quality, rigorous, qualitative research ensures that 

the relationship between the investigator and participant is reciprocal in nature, as any 

other approach may perpetuate a power differential that compromises the richness of the 

meaning drawn from the data (Lincoln, 1995).  

I was fortunate to already have established relationships with some staff members 

within UPHS, as well as with the director for research in the school district, through my 

previous evaluation work with the school. My primary contacts at the school were 

important points of connection for granting me initial access to students to allow them the 

opportunity to opt-in to participate in this study. Being able to collect rich, meaningful 

data in this study was contingent on the establishment of relationships with participating 
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students and their families. Engaging in a recruitment meeting followed by two 

interviews over the course of a semester with each student helped build these 

relationships. I also made myself readily available via email, phone, and text to students 

and their families using the accounts created specifically for this study. Processes that 

helped ensure trustworthiness in this study, like member checking, also helped in the 

establishment of trusting relationships. These processes will receive further coverage at 

the end of the chapter. 

Consent. Prior to conducting in the first interview, I collected consent forms from 

the parents of interested students as well as a separate form for students to offer their 

assent for participation. Students over the age of 18 signed their own consent using a 

separate form. The purpose of collecting both signatures was two-fold. First, if students 

were under the age of 18 then it was a legal requirement to have parental permission for 

them to participate. Second, parents who consented for their children to participate in this 

study also had the opportunity to consent for their own participation by marking a 

separate line on the form. As outlined on the form in Appendix D, consent to participate 

in the study included approval of three components: 1) student participation in at least 

one and as many as two interviews, 2) asking students to self-report academic, 

attendance, discipline, and demographic data with specific pieces of information outlined 

on the form, and 3) parental consent to participate in one interview (if they decided to do 

so). The consent form also outlined the overall purpose of the study, a brief description of 

the research and summary of participants’ involvement, potential risks and discomforts, 

potential benefits to participants and others, ensurance of confidentiality, and emphasis 

about the voluntary nature of participation. Additionally, I collected consent forms from 

counselors and college advisors prior to their interviews. This form outlined similar 
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components as the parent/student consent form, but only requested consent for 

participation in one interview.  

Confidentiality. Although protection of participant confidentiality is imperative 

in any research, the nature of the present multiple case study required particular attention 

to this element as there was potential for the identification of participants if not 

considered thoroughly. There were several steps taken in this study to ensure 

confidentiality and anonymity. The initial selection of students required that some 

employees at UPHS were aware of which students were being considered as potential 

participants. To ensure that these individuals maintained the confidentiality of study 

participants, they signed a non-disclosure form. This signified an agreement to not share 

the identities of these students with anyone not directly involved in the study. While this 

would have applied to any UPHS employees involved in the identification of potential 

participants, it was only necessary for my two research partners on the study.  

A key component of protecting the confidentiality of participants was the use of 

pseudonyms. On a broader scale, I used “Urban Public High School” (UPHS) as a proxy 

for the school being profiled in this study, and “Mid Atlantic City” as a proxy for its 

location. These pseudonyms were intended to protect the identity of the school and its 

district while still upholding it as an example of a setting where students navigate the 

pursuit of college in a high-poverty environment. UPHS employees will eventually have 

access to this report, which will hopefully inform their future work with students in their 

school who aspire to go to college. Consequently, this pseudonym is intended to protect 

the school’s confidentiality outside of those involved with the school who are aware it 

was the subject of a research study. I also ensured the identity protection of participating 

students in several ways.  
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During phase one of data collection my two research partners at UPHS provided a 

list of 35 students who might be good candidates for this study according to the 

aforementioned criteria. Rather than asking multiple UPHS staff members to contribute 

to this effort, my research partners used their familiarity with the student body as a whole 

to make their suggestions. Once this list was compiled and students opted in through an 

invitation process, I met with each of them individually for roughly five minutes in the 

auditorium to explain the purpose of the study to them and provide them with a copy of 

the consent form and cover letter to take home to a parent/guardian. Students could then 

return the letter, which had their name on it for my record keeping, in a sealed envelope 

to the counseling office or freshman academy office. There was no name on the envelope 

they returned, and they did not have to interact with any UPHS employee to turn in the 

sealed envelope. Invitations to meet with me during lunch for recruitment were delivered 

by student assistants in the counseling office, who only saw student names on the outside 

of envelopes and were not familiar of the purpose of the enclosed forms. While my 

UPHS research partners secured the auditorium for my use during recruitment, I still met 

with students individually, although they had the option of having a UPHS employee 

present if they wished. Students returned signed consent forms to the same envelope 

where they returned their initial interest letters, and my communication henceforth was 

directly with students and their families. I booked interview rooms through the main 

office, which did not staff any employees familiar with this study, and I did not indicate 

student names when reserving interview space. Therefore, the identities of students who 

persisted through the recruitment and study participation processes were only known to 

me following the return of their initial interest letters. I learned later that some students 
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participating in this study were friends and decided to share their participation with each 

other, but I ensured that I did not share their identities with anyone at any time.  

The six students selected for the follow-up interviews were assigned pseudonyms, 

which I used in all reporting of their responses. Data from the student not selected for a 

follow-up interview was not used. Additionally, although I collected self-reported 

academic data on each of these students, I only requested ranges (e.g. GPA between 2.25 

and 2.49) in order to avoid potentially identifiable information based on performance. I 

identified parents based on the pseudonym of their children (e.g. “David’s mother”). 

When I interviewed school counselors and college advisors I reported all of their 

responses in aggregate as “advisors,” because labeling it as belonging to a college advisor 

or counselor could perhaps directly identify the participant. When I conducted 

observations of students’ neighborhoods I did not use any identifying information 

whatsoever and restricted descriptions to generalities (e.g. the presence of graffiti rather 

than what it said).  

All data collected for this study was stored in a password-protected drive whose 

entire contents were only be accessible by my dissertation chair and me. I shared specific 

documents for recruitment with the UPHS employees assisting in that effort and de-

identified transcripts with the two people assisting me with coding to achieve analyst 

triangulation. I transcribed all audio recordings, removing all identifying information like 

names from the transcript, should they be mentioned on the audio. I stored all signed 

confidentiality forms in a locked file drawer in my office. To engage in member 

checking, I shared each individual interview transcript with only the participant to whom 

it belonged.  
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Challenges. There were several methodological challenges I encountered during 

the execution of this study. The first involved gaining approval from both the Mid 

Atlantic City School District and university for conducting this research. As I previously 

mentioned, I had a working relationship with their director of research who offered 

preliminary approval. I submitted my external research study request to the school district 

on December 1st, 2016 and received approval on January 17th, 2017. My university IRB 

request went under review on January 11th, 2017 and received final approval on February 

9th, 2017 after two rounds of requested revisions to recruitment processes, which are 

reflected in the methodological approach described in this chapter. Second, I encountered 

issues with absenteeism during data collection. Students had to reschedule interviews on 

a few occasions and two parents required multiple interview reschedule attempts, one of 

whom ended up not participating. Fortunately, I had no issues with participant attrition in 

this study, as all six of the selected cases were able to engage in both interviews.  

Finally, one of the primary challenges I encountered was in the writing of the 

results section for this dissertation. Much of the information shared by stakeholders in 

this study was critical of their experiences at UPHS. The school and its district trusted me 

to conduct this research because they recognized the value in learning more about their 

students who were actively pursuing college. It was therefore important to me that I not 

write a report that was simply critical of the school, but rather communicated the nuance 

of what it is like to be there. This required careful writing and revision throughout the 

multiple drafts of this dissertation, but was certainly a worthwhile endeavor to ensure an 

accurate and honest account of what I learned about UPHS, its students, and their 

experiences.  
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Data Analysis  

I collected data from eight different sources in this study, and utilized them to 

address my research questions through both inductive and deductive approaches to 

analysis. While quantitative approaches often have a heavily-prescribed set of rules and 

procedures in place, rigorous qualitative inquiry still allows some room for creativity by 

the researcher (Patton, 1999). This creativity may be less of a luxury than it is a 

requirement, as the subjective nature of qualitative research also leads to more 

opportunity for serendipitous findings and over-standardization may compromise such 

discovery (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Some describe this process as “semi-structured” 

(Demuth, 2015). Others advocate for a procedure that is just the right amount of “unruly” 

and even “promiscuous” (Childers, 2014). Regardless, the analytical processes employed 

in qualitative research are cyclical (Miles & Huberman, 1994) with constant attention to 

interpretation along the way (Mcleod, 2015).  

 The primary data source I used for this study was participant interviews, which I 

audio recorded and transcribed to ensure that I was able to capture the sentiment of 

students, parents, and advisors verbatim (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Once I transcribed 

the first round of interviews, I analyzed the data by developing and affixing codes based 

both on my conceptual framework as well as through themes that emerged from the data 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994). I engaged in this analysis concurrent with the collection of 

additional data, as qualitative research involves a fluid process of collecting and 

analyzing data simultaneously (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). During this process, I 

calibrated my coding with two peer debriefers who were also familiar with the literature 

(Guba, 1981). The two debriefers on this study were my research partners from a 
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previous study using EVT and possible selves literature to explore the precollege 

decision-making processes of first year, first-generation college students.  

Some of this coding was deductive in nature, as there were existing constructs 

from the literature that applied to my data, such as the different types of values outlined 

in EVT or examples of possible selves that students sought to approach or avoid. For the 

deductive elements of my coding I developed a codebook with my peer debriefers using 

an in-vivo coding process (Corbin & Strauss, 2015) that I maintained in an online 

spreadsheet in the password-protected drive. It also contained operational definitions for 

the terminology from the EVT and possible selves literature related to this study. We 

each coded two transcripts separately (one sophomore and one senior) and then met to 

discuss our results until we reached 100% agreement (Patton, 1999). I then coded each 

remaining transcript twice to ensure that I was consistent in my own coding for the rest of 

my analyses, based on the codebook and calibrated approach built with my two peer 

debriefers.   

Still, it was critical that I also approach my data with a certain amount of 

“theoretical naivety” to not be too beholden to existing theory, which could have 

precluded me from exploring new themes that emerged from the data (Bendassolli, 

2014). I engaged in memoing in ATLAS.ti throughout the coding process to ensure that I 

was consistent in detecting and describing the important themes that emerged (Merriam 

& Tisdell, 2015). The codes that I developed, both from existing theory and trends in the 

data, were also the lens through which I analyzed my other data sources, like 

observations and field notes. Content from the first student interviews also informed 

selection of students to participate in second interviews, as well as individualized follow-

up questions for those students.  
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The six students selected for a second interview were the cases used as the 

primary source for answering the research questions in this study. They were each 

assigned a pseudonym and they offered individual illustrations of what it is like to be a 

student attending a high-poverty high school who aspires to become the first in his or her 

family to graduate from a four-year college. While I transcribed all parent/guardian 

interviews (n = 5), I only conducted a thematic analysis for those belonging to the 

students selected for the follow-up interview (n = 4). The two upperclassmen in this study 

were able to consent for themselves and did not have parents or guardians elect to 

participate, although one made multiple attempts but found that her work schedule 

precluded her involvement. The purpose of these parent interviews was to offer a rich 

account of the contextual supports with which each student made decisions about 

pursuing a college-going possible self. Interviews from counselors and college advisors 

offered triangulating evidence for statements made by all students in aggregate rather 

than specifically speaking to the experience of any individual student. They were not 

aware of which students participated in the study, and instead spoke about the college-

going culture at UPHS as a whole.   

In addition to addressing each individual research question, I also included a 

concluding section to Chapter Four that offered commentary on the overall research 

question of this study about how students make decisions about pursuing a college-going 

possible self in a high-poverty school context. The possible selves and EVT literature 

suggests that these perceptions and decisions are dynamic and multidimensional. Thus, it 

was important to offer profiles of how students’ perceptions of a college-going future 

identity activated their expectancies for success, subjective task values, and 

considerations of cost in pursuit of it. Capturing how these multiple elements interacted 
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and contributed to students’ decisions about pursuing college was critical to offering an 

authentic account of each case’s experience.  

 Throughout data analysis I engaged in the process of reflexivity. This involves 

“thoughtful, conscious self-awareness” where the researcher continuously attends not 

only to the nature of the findings but also considers how he or she might be influencing 

them (Finlay, 2002, p. 532). This process ensures authenticity in qualitative research and 

should occur in every stage of the project (Maxwell, 2008). As Tracy (2010) reflected, 

the process of reflexivity allows authors of qualitative research to be candid and 

transparent about their study, their findings, and their perceived influence in the process. 

This dialectic approach to qualitative analysis sharpens the work and allows for more 

robust, honest findings (Finlay, 2002). I engaged in reflexivity by memoing throughout 

data collection and analysis (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015), and some of those memos 

became a part of the narrative in Chapter Four as I discussed my perspective and 

experiences when appropriate for explaining the findings. 

Each time I went to UPHS to collect data I took thorough field notes on my 

observations, as they became key data points for this multiple case study (Yin, 2014). In 

addition to offering triangulating data for different research questions, these notes helped 

me keep track of my time at the school and incorporate memos about my reactions to 

what I witnessed, in case they might be biasing my interpretation of the observation. 

Similarly, as I coded data I continuously kept memos in ATLAS.ti about why I selected 

each code to ensure that the rationale aligned with the coding process established with my 

peer debriefers rather than my opinion of the data. Although it was not possible to 

entirely control for the influence of my perspective as the researcher (Maxwell, 2008), 

the process of continuous reflexivity contributed to enhanced trustworthiness of the 
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findings for my study. In total, I spent approximately 58 hours at Urban Public High 

School, drove 415 miles for data collection, and transcribed 17 hours and 12 minutes of 

recorded audio.  

Trustworthiness  

 Similar to the more positivistic, quantitative concept of “validity,” qualitative 

researchers focus on establishing the “trustworthiness” of their findings (Hays et al., 

2016). A trustworthy study is one where the qualitative researcher believes that the 

findings are consistent, authentic, and sufficient for making decisions that could 

potentially impact the lives of people (Shenton, 2004; Tracy, 2010). To establish 

trustworthiness in this project, I engaged in the following procedures. 

Member Checking 

The process of member checking in qualitative research seeks input from 

participants about research claims reflecting their perspectives, granting them voice, and 

by extension power, in the research process (Lincoln, 1995). Member checking involves 

corroborating the collected data and corresponding analyses and claims with the people 

that it purports to represent (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). I engaged in member checking at 

multiple points during this study. First, I sent each participating student, parent/guardian, 

and advisor a copy of his or her interview transcript to ensure that the content was 

accurate and to offer an opportunity to make any corrections or additions. Students each 

received the transcript of their first interview via email before participating in their 

second interview. I also sent advisors their transcripts via email. Parents/guardians 

received their transcripts through whichever method they determined was preferable 

during our interview, with two sent via direct mail, one over email, and one through a 

hard copy handed to the student to deliver to his or her parent. All interview transcripts 
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for adults were accompanied by a brief form letter either delivered electronically via 

email or sealed in an envelope with a hard copy of the transcript. The letter indicated that 

they could contact me via phone to discuss the transcript if they desired. For each 

member check, participants were given two weeks to offer feedback or suggestions, and 

several did.  

I also sent each student his or her case description (depicted in Chapter Four) via 

email to ensure that they were accurate profiles of who they were based on information 

that students shared during our interview. For this member check, students also had two 

weeks to offer feedback and two students wrote back with suggested changes. Finally, I 

offered all advisors participating in this study an opportunity to read the description of 

UPHS depicted in Chapter Four to make sure that it was a fair and accurate account of 

the school. They again had two weeks to offer feedback and one participant made some 

suggestions that were incorporated into the narrative. Engaging in member checking 

enhanced the confirmability of my findings with those who could most accurately 

indicate their veracity (Hays et al., 2016). This process extended the collaborative nature 

of the qualitative research methodology by including participants not only in the data 

collection, but also in its analysis and reporting (Tracy, 2010). Guba (1981) described 

member checking as “the single most important action inquirers can take, for it goes to 

the heart of the credibility criterion” (p. 85). It was central to establishing trustworthiness 

and nurturing relationships in this study.  

Triangulation 

Triangulation allows qualitative investigators to use multiple sources of 

information to reinforce conclusions and provide examples of negative cases (Tracy, 

2010). Truthfully, there is no amount of triangulation that will ever fully resolve the issue 
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of conflicting explanations for findings, but it is nevertheless important for the researcher 

to explain as much as possible through these methods (Patton, 1999). I collected eight 

different sources of data for this study. While the student interviews offered the richest 

data for analysis, other sources of data like interviews with adults, field notes, 

observations, and descriptive quantitative data allowed me to triangulate the claims made 

by students. This collection of evidence allowed for richer descriptions of the experience 

of UPHS students and presented an opportunity to confirm findings and identify negative 

cases, when present. As triangulation is intended “to study and understand when and why 

there are differences” (Patton, 1999, p. 1195), the multiple sources of data in this study 

helped reinforce common themes as well as illustrate variability in experiences.  

Prolonged Engagement 

Prolonged engagement with participants is necessary for effectively conveying 

their experience (Miles & Huberman, 1994). After engaging in memoing about this study 

I decided that multiple interviews would be necessary to build a research relationship 

with my participating students rather than offering a single snapshot of their experience. 

By spreading the content of the interviews over two sessions, I was able to collect richer 

data and prolong my engagement with participants throughout the semester. Additionally, 

by engaging in member checking with students and parents I was able to maintain 

ongoing communication beyond the phase of data collection.  

Peer Debriefing  

Including the perspectives of multiple researchers in a study can help enhance its 

trustworthiness by checking potential individual bias and triangulating with another 

person who is familiar with the relevant literature (Guba, 1981). I engaged in peer 

debriefing with two colleagues for both reasons. Because I am intimately involved with 



 

 111 

UPHS and have previously worked with students from similar backgrounds, it was 

critical for me to include the perspective of researchers who were unfamiliar with the 

setting or population, thus allowing them to potentially be more objective. Engaging in 

peer debriefing also helped establish dependability in this study, as it ensured that there 

was consistency in the generation and assignment of codes (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). 

Researcher Memos  

Qualitative researchers continuously attend to the accuracy of their data and seek 

to ensure that it effectively captures the experience of their subjects through memoing 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994; Tracy, 2010). In the conceptualizing of this study I engaged 

in extensive memoing with my methodologist, and that process continued through data 

collection and analysis. Additionally, every time that I went to UPHS for data collection I 

incorporated memos when appropriate in my field notes to ensure that I gave as accurate 

of an account as possible of participating UPHS students. Engaging in this process also 

allowed me to document where I might be biased in my interpretation of the data 

(Maxwell, 2008).  

Rich Description  

Merriam and Tisdell (2015) emphasized the importance of offering rich 

description of the data collected in a qualitative study, as it allows the investigator to be 

an “anthropologist” of his or her research, its setting, and its people (p. 27). Providing a 

rich description allows the qualitative researcher to more accurately attend to the context 

in which his or her study exists (Onwuegbuzie, & Leech, 2007). Prioritizing this 

approach speaks to a mission in qualitative research to offer transferability of its findings 

rather than generalizability, as inclusion of rich descriptions of the data and the context in 

which it exists presents the reader with the opportunity to relate it to other similar cases 
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rather than attempting to apply the findings to broad populations of people (Tracy, 2010). 

In depth interviews, along with the collection of field notes and observations of both 

school and neighborhood contexts, offered richer descriptions of student experiences as 

they related to the research questions in this study. Rather than seeking to make 

generalizable claims about low-income students aspiring to go to college in a high-

poverty school and neighborhood environment, I aimed to credibly relay the experience 

of these students embarking on this journey in this setting (McLeod, 2015).  

Authenticity  

Authenticity is a key element of the constructivist paradigm of qualitative inquiry, 

and requires the researcher to be clear about his or her own perspective as it may 

potentially influence the construction of knowledge being presented in the study 

(Lincoln, 1995). Constructivist inquiry involves the active and dynamic construction of 

knowledge through interaction between researchers and participants (Tracy, 2010). 

Ensuring an authentic study empowers the participants by prioritizing their input 

throughout the process, affording them the opportunity for their voices to be heard in the 

research (Mcleod, 2015). This can prove therapeutic for participants who may not be 

accustomed to someone caring about their stories in this way (Rossetto, 2014). One of the 

ways that I worked to accomplish this in the present study was to make sure all of my 

interactions with students were focused on their pursuit of college rather than this simply 

being a project to fulfill dissertation requirements. Additionally, I made sure to be 

transparent about the research process by maintaining open communication with 

participants and answering any questions they had along the way. Engaging in member 

checking also enhanced the authenticity of the present study by making sure that the 

interpretation of the data did not come solely from my perspective or that of my peer 
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debriefers, but also from the students who were the focus of this research. The present 

study sought to ensure an authentic presentation of the experience of participants by 

keeping them engaged throughout the process. 

Conclusion 

As this chapter has outlined, the present study sought to capture the experience of 

six UPHS students to answer its research questions by richly describing how they made 

decisions about pursuing a college-going possible self while navigating a high-poverty 

school and neighborhood context. Using the aforementioned methods, data sources, and 

steps to establish trustworthiness, I worked to conduct rigorous and credible qualitative 

inquiry. Ultimately, the goal of this multiple case study was to offer an account of 

pursuing a college-going possible self that was authentic to UPHS and its students, and 

potentially transferable to other students, families, and school personnel with whom their 

stories might resonate.   
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CHAPTER 4 

 

 

 This chapter will proceed as follows. First, it will offer case descriptions of the six 

students participating in this study. Next, it will describe the research setting by offering 

stakeholder accounts of Urban Public High School, as well as data from my full day of 

observation at the school. It will then discuss results related to each research question. 

The results for research question 1c will follow research questions 2a-2d, as it discusses 

how students’ possible selves were socialized. The results for research question 1b will 

follow research questions 3a-3d as it discusses how students’ decision-making processes 

were socialized. Finally, results for research question 1d will be discussed at the end of 

the chapter to explore how the environment at UPHS influenced students’ perceptions of 

their possible selves and decision-making processes in pursuit of college.    

Case Descriptions 

 Tavonne, LaQuia, Shauntel, Alexus, Adrian, and Jasmine (pseudonyms) each 

participated in two interviews, offered self-reported academic and demographic data, and 

granted permission for me to conduct an observation of their neighborhoods. The 

information gathered from these data sources are presented here. Students received drafts 

of their case descriptions prior to its publication in this report. Their suggestions, when 

offered, were incorporated into the narrative.  
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Tavonne 

Tavonne is in the twelfth grade, is male and identifies as African-American. He 

lives with his legal guardian because both of his parents passed away within months of 

each other during his junior year. Neither his mom nor his dad had earned a high school 

diploma, and he lived with his mom most of his life. He described her as a hard worker, 

“Literally if she lost her job she would have a job the next day.” By Tavonne’s account, 

his mom tried to keep him away from his dad, who was a known drug dealer in the 

neighborhood. He told his son differently, “As we got older he was just like, ‘Yeah I am a 

plumber’ and were like ‘Yeah, alright. We know what you are doing.’” His guardian 

played a very different role in his life. He went to college and they talked about it 

frequently, “He is always talking about it. It's annoying.” Tavonne has four siblings, none 

of whom have earned a high school diploma. He did not share their ages or discuss them 

at all in our interviews.  

Tavonne takes mostly honors and Advanced Placement classes. He typically gets 

an B in English, a C in math, an A in science, and an A in history. On his standardized 

tests (scaled 0-600 with 400 being a passing score and 500 being advanced/proficient) he 

typically scores between 450 and 499 in English, 400 and 449 in math, 450 and 499 in 

science, and 450 and 499 in history. His favorite class, or at least the one he discussed 

most frequently in our interviews, is Veterinary Science, which he takes at a Career 

Center (pseudonym) accessible to all students in the school district. He enjoys science 

and dislikes math, and plans on being a veterinarian one day. On the SAT, he scored 

between 500 and 530 in critical reading and between 380 and 410 in math. His ACT 

composite score was between 17 and 21. His cumulative unweighted GPA is between 3.0 

and 3.24, which he believes is lower than it could be in part to the challenges he faced the 
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year both of his parents passed, “Yeah, I went through three homes over a year.” He is 

almost never absent from school and has no days of out of school suspension (OSS) in his 

time in high school. He is involved in several extracurricular programs at the school and 

in the community. He has a ride to school, although he did not indicate who takes him 

each morning.  

He described his neighborhood as “quiet” in comparison to some of the low-

income housing projects around UPHS that he rode through on his way home every day, 

“As you go down (the street) you see the change.” By his account, Tavonne has never 

lived in a neighborhood as “bad” as some of the students at UPHS, and he has lived in 

several different places because of his change in guardianship and domicile. According to 

local Census data, the median household income in 2010 where Tavonne lives was 

between $20,000 and $23,000 and the median home value was around $110,000. Median 

rent was around $700. Unemployment was between 11 and 13% and between 19 and 

21% of the residents lived below the poverty level. The neighborhood was approximately 

65% African-American, 30% Caucasian, and 2-3% Hispanic. Approximately 17% of the 

residents did not have a high school diploma, and the highest educational attainment for 

37% of the residents was a high school diploma or its equivalent. Between 8 and 10% 

had a bachelor’s degree or higher.  

I visited Tavonne’s neighborhood on a Friday afternoon towards the end of a 

school day, around 2:00 PM. He lives in a housing development of attached, two-story 

condos. The property grounds were well maintained overall. There were some weeds 

growing through the sidewalks and it looked like the streets and parking lots in the 

development had not been updated in some time. The grass was mowed, hedges were 

trimmed, and there were some trees throughout the complex. There was no visible litter 
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present apart from a pile of boxes and broken furniture in front of one of the units. There 

was no graffiti, burned or vacant residences, or crime watch signs present. There were no 

bars on windows or other barriers in front of the condo units. There was a basketball 

court on the grounds with the rim missing from one of the backboards. There was little 

auto and no pedestrian traffic while I was there, which also meant there were no school-

aged children around, nor anyone there to notice my presence. As Tavonne had 

described, the neighborhood was quiet.  

LaQuia 

LaQuia identifies as African-American, is female and in the twelfth grade. She 

lives with her mom and two younger brothers. Neither her mom nor her dad earned a 

high school diploma. While she did not elaborate on why her dad was not currently living 

with the rest of her immediate family, she did mention him several times during our 

interviews. She also spoke frequently about her grandfather on her mom’s side of the 

family, whose guidance proved to be very motivational for her pursuit of college. I got in 

touch with her mom on the phone to schedule an in-person interview at a coffee shop in a 

neighboring county, but her work schedule precluded the conversation on two separate 

occasions. After the second attempt to meet in person and scheduling a separate phone 

interview that she also had to miss, I decided to not pursue further contact to be respectful 

of her time. These communications did, however, offer a glimpse into the challenges that 

her mom faced by working multiple jobs.  

LaQuia takes mostly honors and Advanced Placement classes. This year, she is 

taking AP Environmental Science, AP Art Studio, and AP Literature. She typically 

makes an A in English, a C in math, a B in science, and an A in history. Her cumulative 

unweighted GPA is between 3.25 and 3.49. On her standardized tests, she normally 
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scores between 450 and 499 in English, 400 and 449 in math, 450 and 499 in science, and 

450 and 499 in history. On the SAT, she scored between 400 and 430 on the critical 

reading section and between 330 and 360 on the math section.  She has not taken the 

ACT. She reports that she is absent from school about once a month and that she has had 

no days of out of school suspension in high school. A typical school day for LaQuia 

involves getting on two separate busses to get to school. She also takes public 

transportation to her job about a half hour outside of town. She described how busy she is 

every day and how challenging it can be to fit in the things she needs to do for college on 

top of her classwork, “I do my applications and stuff like that. I got resumes and stuff to 

do.” She is also involved with extracurricular activities every day of the week, “I go 

home around 6 or 8:00 and then I go to sleep and do it all over again. It's like I am always 

busy. It's always something.” 

Like Tavonne, LaQuia also described liking her neighborhood in comparison to 

the other neighborhoods feeding into UPHS, “I could not live over here. And wouldn't 

want my kids growing up over here like in any type of project.” According to local 

Census data, the median household income in 2010 where LaQuia lives was between 

$20,000 and $22,000 and the median home value was around $70,000. Median rent was 

around $600. Unemployment was between 23 and 25% and between 34 and 37% of the 

residents lived below the federal poverty threshold. Her neighborhood was approximately 

85% African-American, 9% Caucasian, and 2% Hispanic. Approximately 16% of the 

residents did not have a high school diploma, and the highest educational attainment for 

approximately 35% of the residents was a high school diploma or its equivalent. 

Approximately 10% had a bachelor’s degree or higher.  
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I observed LaQuia’s neighborhood at the end of a school day at approximately 

2:30 on a Friday afternoon. She lives the farthest away from UPHS of any of the 

participants in this study. LaQuia lives on a busy, four-lane road with no street parking so 

I had to park a block away to observe from a distance. Her neighborhood was mainly 

comprised of small to medium sized single story homes. Although the street directly in 

front of where she lives seemed to be freshly paved when I conducted my observation, 

the side streets surrounding it had several potholes and the sidewalks were in poor 

condition with weeds growing through the cracks. The lawns in front of the homes were 

mostly well maintained, but the homes themselves seemed to often be in poor shape. 

Several had broken porches and peeling exterior paint. A school playground up the road 

was overgrown with weeds and had rusty equipment. There was a moderate amount of 

litter, and no graffiti or neighborhood crime watch signs present. Two of the houses on 

the block appeared to be abandoned, one of which had boarded up windows and another 

seemed to be partially collapsed. Nearly all the houses had chain link fences, several of 

which were rusted. There was heavy pedestrian traffic in the area, but no one appeared to 

notice my presence during the approximately 15 minutes I was parked there. No high 

school-aged youth were present, and most of the people I observed in the area appeared 

to be in their 30s to 50s.  

Shauntel  

Shauntel is in the tenth grade, is female and identifies as African-American. She 

did not mention her parents at any point in our interviews, other than to disclose that her 

mother had previously received an associate’s degree. She did not share any background 

information on her father. She has four brothers, the oldest of which is her legal guardian 

who participated in an interview for this study. She reported that the highest level of 
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education earned by any of her brothers was a high school diploma. Although she was the 

youngest in her family, she expected to become the first among her sibling to go to 

college, “I would rub it in their faces.” As her brother told me, “She has a little bit of an 

attitude sometimes. But for the most part she's a very good person.” 

Shauntel takes all standard level classes. She typically makes an A in English, a B 

in math, a B in science, and a C in history. Her cumulative unweighted GPA is between 

2.75-2.99. She sometimes struggles with her standardized tests, and typically scores 

between 400 and 449 in English, 400 and 449 in math, 400 and 449 in science, and 400 

and 449 in history. She is almost never absent from school, and has had no days of out of 

school suspension. A typical school day for Shauntel starts early and runs late. She wakes 

up between 4:00 and 5:00 in the morning to complete any remaining homework, walk the 

dog, and catch the bus to school. She helps clean up the cafeteria in the mornings after 

breakfast and volunteers in the school’s daycare. She frequently stays after school to 

participate in different extracurricular programs or to help her teachers prepare for school 

activities the following day. Her brother shared his perspective on her level of 

involvement, “Yeah she is always after school. She loves helping.”  

Shauntel described her neighborhood as “mostly quiet,” a common adjective used 

by students like her who do not live in the housing projects around UPHS. On afternoons 

when she misses the bus or is not able to get a ride from a teacher or her brother, she 

walks the approximate three miles to her home. According to local Census data, the 

median household income in 2010 where Shauntel lives was between $26,000 and 

$29,000 and the median home value was around $100,000. Median rent was around 

$800. Unemployment was between 19 and 21% and between 20 and 23% of the residents 

lived below the poverty level. The neighborhood was approximately 95% African-
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American, 3% Caucasian, and 2% multiracial. Approximately 11% of the residents did 

not have a high school diploma, and the highest educational attainment for approximately 

46% of the residents was a high school diploma or its equivalent. Approximately 10% 

had a bachelor’s degree or higher.  

I observed Shauntel’s neighborhood at approximately 10:00 on a Thursday 

morning in March. Her block is comprised entirely of detached houses, most of them two 

story. It is a one-way street that appeared to be recently paved. However, the sidewalks 

were mostly broken apart, seemingly because of tree roots growing underneath the 

concrete. Houses were positioned a few feet back from the street with cinder block 

retaining walls separating them from the sidewalks. Most had chain link fences in front of 

them. The strip of grass between the sidewalk and the street appeared well maintained, 

but the yards in front of the houses were mostly overgrown. It appeared that the homes on 

the block were several decades old, and were not updated but not in bad shape either 

(apart from some peeling paint). There were no public spaces in the immediate area, nor 

was there any graffiti or crime watch signs present. There was very little litter on the 

ground, apart from an orange road sign lying face-down on the street towards the end of 

the block.  It was difficult to assess if any of the houses were vacant because of the time 

of day (residents may have been at work). None appeared to be abandoned or burned. 

There were no commercial establishments nearby. There was almost no auto or 

pedestrian traffic in the approximately 15 minutes I was parked on her block. No high 

school-aged youth were present.  

Alexus  

Alexus is in the tenth grade, is female, and identifies as African-American. She 

indicated that she lived with her mom and dad, and that the highest level of educational 
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attainment by either parent was a high school diploma. Her stepfather, presumably the 

“dad” she mentioned in her demographic form, sat at a table near us during our interview 

at McDonald’s, which she waited to point out until the end of our conversation. I 

introduced myself once we concluded. Her mom participated in a brief phone interview 

(about seven minutes) and was the one who consented for Alexus’ participation in the 

study. She called me multiple times that day from three different phones that she 

borrowed from three different people just to be able to participate. When we were finally 

able to connect, the owner requested his phone back during our conversation, which 

required that we conclude it prematurely. Alexus has one older sister who also attends 

UPHS.  

Most of Alexus’ classes are at the honors level, although she has experienced 

standard level classes previously at UPHS. She described feeling academically 

challenged in her classes and getting along well with her teachers. As her mom explained, 

“Her teachers love her. She is very nice and she is just a very smart student.” She 

normally makes an A in English, a B in math, a B in science, and an A in history. Her 

reported unweighted cumulative GPA is between 3.75 and 4.0, the highest of the students 

participating in this study. On standardized tests, she normally scores between 450 and 

499 in English, 440 and 500 in math, 400 and 449 in science, and 500 and 549 in history. 

She is almost never absent and has no days of out of school suspension. Alexus takes the 

bus to school, and helps Shauntel clean up the cafeteria every morning after breakfast. 

She described enjoying school overall, but fitting in more with her teachers than her 

peers. After school, she participates in a variety of extracurricular activities.  

According to local Census data, the median household income in 2010 where 

Alexus lives was between $12,000 and $15,000 and the median home value was around 
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$75,000. Median rent was $164 a month. Unemployment was between 27 and 30% and 

between 32 and 35% of the residents lived below the poverty level. The neighborhood 

was approximately 100% African-American. Approximately 58% of the residents did not 

have a high school diploma, and the highest educational attainment for approximately 

20% of the residents was a high school diploma or its equivalent. Less than 1% had a 

bachelor’s degree or higher. Alexus is pursuing four-year college while living in a 

neighborhood where more than half of the residents have not completed high school, and 

virtually no one has earned a college degree. 

When I observed Alexus’ neighborhood, the street was poorly maintained, with 

cracks and potholes in the pavement. The sidewalks were also broken, with some weeds 

growing through them. There was an abundant amount of litter all around, the most of 

any neighborhood I observed for the study. On the sidewalk across from where I parked 

there was a pile of garbage with large pieces of a red, broken couch inside of it. The 

residences were a collection of two story red brick apartment buildings. They appeared to 

be somewhat poorly maintained, with dirty brick and white awnings on the front of each 

unit stained dark gray. There was no real landscaping around the buildings and the yards 

behind the units had clothes lines covered in various items of laundry set there to dry. 

Several of the windows in the buildings had AC units in them that appeared to be several 

years old. I saw no graffiti, crime watch signs, bars on the windows, or any other physical 

barriers present. There was a basketball court nearby with no nets on the hoops. A group 

of women that looked to be in their 30s sat in white plastic lawn chairs in front of one of 

the apartment buildings, smoking cigarettes and talking. There was a group of young men 

who looked to be high school-aged gathered around an old pickup truck with the hood 
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open, looking inside of it. They did not seem to notice my presence until I passed them 

while driving around the circle to exit the neighborhood.  

Adrian  

Adrian is in the tenth grade, is male, and identifies as African-American. He lives 

with his mom and two younger brothers. He described his home as a joyful place, “I 

always loved my brothers and stuff and my mother and we try to have fun times.” His 

dad did not receive his high school diploma and does not live with the family. His mom 

has her high school diploma and started at a four-year college until she became pregnant 

with Adrian. By his account, she is the foundation for much of who he is and what he 

believes, “I get a lot of things from my mother.” I interviewed her over the phone while 

she was at work one morning. “Yeah that's my baby,” she shared the closeness of their 

relationship, which grew from their initial challenges she faced in having him during her 

attempt at a bachelor’s degree in nursing. “I look up to him for a lot of things. We talk a 

lot. He is not just my son, but my best friend.” By her account, Adrian has been talking 

about going to college “since he was a little boy.” 

Adrian takes mostly standard level classes. He typically makes a B in English, a C 

in math, a B in science, and a C in history. He enjoys his art class most of all, “That's my 

favorite thing. I like to draw a lot.” He had brought a few art pieces with him to our 

interview. His reported cumulative unweighted GPA is between 2.5 and 2.74. On 

standardized tests, he typically earns just above a passing grade in all subjects, scoring 

between 400 and 449 in English, math, science, and history. He is almost never absent 

from school and has no days of out of school suspension.  

His mother described her efforts to keep Adrian out of the local housing projects, 

despite their financial struggles, “He has no concept of living that kind of life. Adrian 
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mostly likes where they currently live, which is between five and seven miles from the 

school. He describes it similarly to other students in this study who do not live in the 

projects, “It's very quiet. It's a good neighborhood.” According to local Census data, the 

median household income in 2010 where Adrian lives was between $14,000 and $17,000 

and the median home value was around $13,000. Median rent was $700 a month. 

Unemployment was between 11 and 14%, but approximately half of the residents lived 

below the poverty level. The neighborhood was approximately 70% African-American, 

25% Caucasian, and 5% Hispanic. Approximately 12% of the residents did not have a 

high school diploma, and the highest educational attainment for approximately 45% of 

the residents was a high school diploma or its equivalent. Between 12% and 17% had a 

bachelor’s degree or higher.  

I observed Adrian’s neighborhood at approximately 1:40 on a Friday afternoon. 

Although his mom expressed that they had lived there for most of Adrian’s life, the 

development looked like it could have been newer than that. It was comprised of attached 

brick condo units that were well maintained with white front porches. The road and 

sidewalks were very well maintained, with no noticeable cracks or potholes. The 

landscaping around the units was nicely manicured, with lush, green grass and well-

trimmed bushes that appeared to be there for decoration rather than as a barrier. There 

was very minimal litter on his block, and none of the residences appeared to be vacant or 

burned. There were no public spaces or commercial establishments nearby. I saw no 

graffiti, crime watch signs, fences, or bars on any of the windows. There was minimal, if 

any, auto traffic, nor any pedestrians to notice my presence during the approximately 15 

minutes while I was there. There were also no high school-aged youth present.  
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Jasmine 

Jasmine is in the tenth grade, is female, and identified her race as “other.” She 

lives with her mom and has four siblings, three brothers and one sister. Neither her mom, 

nor her dad earned their high school diploma but her mom recently earned her GED. 

Jasmine’s dad passed away when she was two months old. Her mom, who requested to 

be interviewed at the same time as her daughter, became emotional when talking about 

her, “Out of all my children...” She paused, “I'm sorry, you know how I get when I talk 

about y'all. Jasmine is going to be that one.” She had Jasmine’s oldest brother when she 

was 16, and Jasmine is the next oldest of her siblings. Jasmine often looks after her 

younger siblings after school. Her mom went on to describe her as someone who is kind, 

but not afraid to stand up for herself. “Nice nasty. And I love that about her.”  

Jasmine takes mostly honors classes at school. She typically makes a B in 

English, a C in math, a B in science, and an A in history. Her reported cumulative 

unweighted GPA is between 3.0 and 3.24. On her standardized tests, she typically scores 

just above the passing mark, earning between a 400 and 449 in English, math, science, 

and history. She is almost never absent from school and has had no days of out of school 

suspension in high school. She believes that her experience attending a private school 

before coming to UPHS prepared her academically, but has had some negative 

implications for her social life, “It's just I haven't been close with a whole lot of them 

because the school differences. They went to that school and I went to a private school.” 

She often walks to school because her neighborhood is so close to it. Her ability to 

participate in after school activities is often dependent on whether or not she has to pick 

up her brother from his school. She also volunteers in the community and is involved in 
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extracurricular clubs at UPHS as well as at her old school. When possible, she seeks out 

opportunities to earn some money to save up for college. 

Jasmine lives in a housing project less than half a mile up the road from UPHS. 

Throughout this study, I often saw students walking in and out of this neighborhood, 

including during school hours. Her mom explained that they had not lived there her entire 

life, but expressed concern for the potential implications of living where they do now, “I 

look at the other kids out here…I have watched them grow up and just turn into the 

product of their environment.” According to local Census data, the median household 

income in 2010 where Jasmine lives was between $13,000 and $16,000 and the median 

home value was around $138,000, although this number may be inflated by her Census 

block encompassing more than her immediate neighborhood, which is primarily 

apartment buildings. Median rent was $295 a month. Unemployment was between 18 and 

20%, and a little more than half of the residents lived below the poverty level. The 

neighborhood was approximately 94% African-American, 1% Caucasian, and 4% 

Hispanic. Approximately 15% of the residents did not have a high school diploma, and 

the highest educational attainment for approximately 33% of the residents was a high 

school diploma or its equivalent. Between 0% and 5% had a bachelor’s degree or higher. 

These educational attainment numbers may also have been inflated by her Census block 

including some of the residential areas behind the school where there is more home 

ownership compared to the housing projects where she lives. 

I observed Jasmine’s neighborhood at 1:30 on a Thursday afternoon. It was 

comprised of brick, two story apartment buildings. Those that were painted had paint 

chipping off them. The doors on the units were generally old and in poor condition, and 

there were old AC units in the windows. There was a church on her block that was the 
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only real public space nearby, besides the school itself. The street and sidewalks were in 

decent condition, with only some cracks and no visible potholes on her block. There was 

a lot of litter on the ground. None of the apartment buildings appeared to be abandoned or 

burned, but there was one house in the middle of the units that appeared abandoned and 

was starting to collapse. There were no bars on any windows or other barriers. The grass 

was mowed, but patchy with weeds mixed with some small pieces of gravel. There was 

no graffiti present, but there was a neighborhood watch sign that appeared old and was 

starting to peel. Only a handful of cars drove by during the approximately 15 minutes we 

were there. Over that timespan, we saw an increasing number of pedestrians 

(approximately 20 total), several of which appeared to be students from UPHS walking 

up the road. It was possible that they had either left school before the final 2:45 bell or 

they had returned from the Career Center and were not required to go back to school for 

the rest of the day. No one appeared to notice my presence, and an elderly woman played 

with a toddler on a tricycle beside my car nearly the entire time I was parked.   

Urban Public High School 

As Chapter Two outlined, there are often particular challenges facing schools of 

concentrated poverty in urban settings, and UPHS is not an exception. It is a challenging 

place. LaQuia described the student culture within her school, “Everybody has their own 

characters and personalities and where we come from, it's like we all bump heads because 

of the communities that we come out of.” Alexus offered her estimation of how many 

students were acting this way, while making sure to qualify her response, “A good 

50%…but I think it's always the trouble makers that get more attention than the ones that 

want to act right.” An advisor triangulated this estimation, “I would say that it is kind of a 

mixture. I wouldn't say that either one outweighs the other.” All of this contributed to a 
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general, ongoing “noise” in the school. One advisor had a different term for it, “For me, 

we call it ‘drama.’”  

Students described how this environment affected them. “It's hard. Like when I 

first got here I was so amused by people fighting and stuff like that. But then it gets 

tiring. Like why do people act like that?” Shauntel had gotten used to it, “I don't think 

nothing big of it. I feel like every school has its flaws. Students probably just need better 

parenting because they don't listen to the adults.” Adrian had built up his tolerance over 

the years, “Well I mean if I blocked it out in elementary school why not now?” His mom 

had coached him on how to navigate the noise “I said Adrian, you just have to block them 

out. And it's easier said than done sometimes.” One advisor shared how this behavior 

impacted daily work, “I have to say right now with this population, I am spending my 

entire day policing...it's more than I could have ever imagined that I would have to 

contend with.” 

According to the stakeholders participating in this study, issues in the surrounding 

neighborhoods tended to spill over into the school. Said one advisor, “I don't know how 

much you keep your ear to the ground in this community but especially within the last 

four to five months there has just been a lot of violence.” Students were acutely aware of 

this. Tavonne described “family members dying, people getting shot or injured.” LaQuia 

shared a similar account, expressing some empathy for their experience, “everybody that 

goes here has got a story and has a rough background.” Students also described how 

common it is to see teen pregnancy, single-parent households, drug abuse and addiction, 

and crime. An advisor explained what it was like when parents struggled with substance 

abuse, “It's a disease. And you still have this person who still cares for you…She may 

make some very very frustrating choices that really impacts the entire family. But at the 
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end of the day it's your mother.” Alexus experienced this herself, “Recently I found out 

that my mom was on drugs. But then you have to think about it, everyone is on drugs.”  

These issues at UPHS tended to be related not just to the experience of living in 

poverty, but having so much of it concentrated in one place. As one advisor reflected, “If 

this school wasn't 90% in poverty…if (it) wasn't as challenging as it was in terms of the 

high-risk demographic, I think students would be a lot better and there is research to 

support that.” When asked if students are acutely aware of their own poverty, one advisor 

posited “Yes and no. I think many are very cognizant but I think they are embarrassed to 

talk about it.” While the neighborhoods immediately around UPHS are generally high-

poverty, the school zone also contains areas that are higher-income. Those children 

typically go to school elsewhere based on their parents’ negative perceptions of UPHS, as 

one advisor explained, “A lot of young families will move here and be here for like five 

or six years and then when it is time for their kids to go to school they move just because 

the schools are better.” 

Students in this study often described teachers and other school employees at 

UPHS encouraging and supporting them, which will receive further coverage throughout 

this chapter to inform research questions 1b, 1c, and 1d. While some participating parents 

expressed some frustrations with the staff at the school, others expressed appreciation for 

how much they were supporting their children. Some advisors held parent events twice in 

the same day, once in the morning and once in the evening, to accommodate those who 

had to work second and third shift. These events often included free food or other prizes 

and giveaways but attendance was still minimal, if anyone showed up at all. They also 

described myriad resources available to the students and their families, including closets 

of donated food and clothing that students could access, as needed.   



 

 131 

As the advisors spoke about their students, they clearly had great affection for 

them, despite the challenges that they often presented. “Those are my rugrats. I call them 

my rugrats,” said one. “The students are great. The staff are great. The support and the 

ability to do really anything creatively with the students and staff. We have that available 

to us,” said another. Advisors expressed how they focused on building rapport with their 

students, “Because without building a relationship with the students you really don't get 

anywhere.” They also described how UPHS as a school tends to be receptive to outside 

help and resources, recognizing that it takes support from multiple people to make a 

difference in the lives of the students who attended there. Their willingness to support 

this study is perhaps evidence of that. Still, as one advisor expressed, having resources 

and invested staff members can fall short of having an impact if students are not 

receptive, “I don't care how many people you have there, how much support and how 

many resources you have there, until they make up their mind that they are ready to 

receive it, sometimes it's just nothing you can do.” This was also true about students who 

expressed an interest in four-year college, but did little to actively pursue it.  

“I guarantee you, if you went and asked all (1000) kids about (850) of them would 

probably tell you ‘yeah I want to go to college.’” Alexus agreed with this advisor’s 

estimate. “I'm sure everyone at UPHS wants to go to college. But it's just the money part 

of college that really gets people off.” The advisor posited that the barrier might be more 

about effort than finances, “Every kid knows that they are supposed to apply and do 

financial aid. But they might show up to one thing, do half an application and never pick 

it up again…you see so much of that.” Each of the advisors interviewed for this study 

discussed a need for building a “college-going culture” at UPHS, meaning an overall 

norm at the school that it is not only common for graduates to go to college, it is expected 
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of them. They believed there was work to be done in that direction, although at the time 

of this study there were several supports available for UPHS students who wanted to go 

to college. This included a center in the school staffed by a full-time employee that was 

set up specifically as a place to apply for college admission, scholarships, and financial 

aid. There was also a full-time college advisor and school counselors to help guide 

students in their pursuit of postsecondary education. Students had Advanced Placement 

courses available to them that counselors promoted, and there were pennants, signs, and 

banners in the school advocating for college attendance. Extracurricular leadership 

programs, in which many students in the present study participated, provided 

opportunities to go on college visits and learn about available scholarships. Still, it 

appeared that the student body at UPHS, by and large, was not yet invested in actively 

pursuing four-year college. As Shauntel explained, “No one talks about it. Everyone is 

enjoying themselves, living in the moment.”  

Still, there are students like Shauntel, Alexus, Adrian, Tavonne, Jasmine, and 

LaQuia who are thinking and talking about college, and are seeking their place within a 

rare cohort in the school. Advisors shared what tended to be different about these 

students. They indicated that students at UPHS who were serious about their pursuit of 

four-year college were typically those who had been there all four years, worked hard in 

classes despite the distractions, completed their applications and essays without much 

prompting, took advantage of announced scholarship opportunities, and were frequently 

in the College Center at the school. In short, they put forth effort. While this may sound 

like typical behavior for high school students who want to go to college (it certainly is 

what my college-going students did when I was a high school counselor), what makes 

these students different at UPHS is their comparative rarity. As one advisor explained, 
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this tends to be related to the priorities of students’ peer groups, “If one student is going 

to go apply... they are probably going to bring another student with them...But then you 

also have the other cohorts where nobody is going to college…and nobody is being 

productive and trying to better their future.” The outcomes at UPHS suggest that the peer 

groups within the school who are pushing each other to do what is necessary to get to 

college are either smaller in size or lower in frequency than peer groups engaging in 

counterproductive behavior. As one advisor observed, “the college-going culture right 

now, it is very lacking on a lot of core things.” 

Observation  

In addition to the field notes that I took throughout this study, I observed one full 

school day at Urban Public High School on Friday, February 17, 2017. I arrived at 7:40 

AM and left at 3:15 PM. Thus, I was able to observe students before they began their first 

class at 8:00, be in the school throughout their four, 90 minute class blocks, and then 

observe students at the end of the day after they were dismissed at 2:45 PM. I observed 

students during less structured times of the day (before first period, lunch, and after 

school), as well as when they were scheduled to be in classes. I did not observe inside 

any classrooms as requested by the school division IRB. I asked one of my cooperating 

staff members at UPHS to send out an email on the morning of my observation to alert 

the staff of my presence there. Over the approximately six and a half hours that I was at 

the school that day I took approximately 11 pages of single spaced observation notes. For 

the sake of parsimony, rather than sharing the experience of the day chronologically, I 

will instead describe my observations according to the following categories: descriptions 

of UPHS, student experience and routine, students out of class, aggressive student 

behavior, and student/faculty interactions.  
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Description of UPHS 

There are three primary approaches to UPHS, one from the interstate that has 

exits onto freshly paved roads, one from downtown that includes broken streets 

haphazardly filled with concrete, and one through the neighborhoods immediately 

surrounding the school. The latter two travel through areas of the city where the median 

annual income in 2010 according to Census data was less than $13,000, median rent was 

less than $250, unemployment was between 16 and 20%, and a little more than half of the 

residents lived below the poverty line. These neighborhoods were also nearly 100% 

African-American, as are the students at UPHS. Most days I went to the school, including 

this observation day, I took the interstate route, which approached the school on a street 

lined with small houses. Across the street sat an abandoned brick building, perhaps an old 

school or government office, that was overgrown with vegetation.  

UPHS is a two-story brick and cinderblock building. The front doors remain 

locked throughout the school day and visitors press a buzzer to be let in by a School 

Resource Officer (SRO) who mans a desk approximately 50 feet away from the doors. In 

the mornings, however, the doors are unlocked and students walk through one of three 

metal detectors, each manned by an SRO. The SRO desk has a sign-in book for visitors 

as well as four flat panel television screens inside of a cage, each with a feed of a separate 

part of the building. Behind the SRO desk is the auditorium. To the right of it is the main 

office and the school counseling office. To the left is the cafeteria. Around the back of the 

first floor is the gymnasium. The first floor also houses a daycare for the children of 

students who attend UPHS (Shauntel volunteers there during the day), as well as some 

other offices and classrooms. There are some cases holding trophies from various sports 

accomplishments as well as a case containing pictures and information about the history 
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of UPHS. There are banners in the school’s colors hung high across the main hallway of 

the first floor, reading positive attributes like “Integrity,” “Courage,” “Responsibility,” 

and “Respect.” There are also posters on the walls advertising for different programs in 

the school.  

Wrapping around the front lobby and metal detectors is a main staircase that leads 

up to the second floor, where most of the classrooms are. Like the first floor, it has a 

rectangular layout with classrooms on the outside corridors surrounding a central Media 

Center, teacher’s lounge, and access to the balcony of the auditorium. These doors remain 

locked during the school day. The walls are lined with lockers in the school’s colors, 

which take up about half of the wall space. Along the top half of the wall, some of the 

space is covered in student work, posters, and some college memorabilia. Other parts are 

empty, or covered in staples, scotch tape, and lingering remnants of paper from where 

something used to be posted. The Media Center resembles what I have seen at most of 

the other schools I have visited throughout my career: a large room with cases of books, 

computers, and a desk in the middle where the school librarian is stationed. There are 

posters on the walls of iconic Black leaders, including Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., 

Langston Hughes, and Barack and Michelle Obama. There is a sign above one of the 

bookcases that reads, “I believe in you.” 

School climate. This quote in the library was just one of several examples of 

positive school climate I observed throughout the building. The main office had the 

school’s name, mascot, and student artwork displayed. The cafeteria had a large, painted 

mural displayed on the back wall with the school’s mascot, reading “Welcome to UPHS.” 

The gym had a similar mural painted on the wall, this time with the mascot depicted as 

bursting through the cinderblocks, as well as the words “Freshmen,” “Sophomores,” 
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“Juniors,” and “Seniors” above different sections of the bleachers. On one of my visits to 

UPHS they had a pep rally scheduled for the afternoon, and I assumed these class 

designators were for that purpose. A student program was hosting “Fruitful Fridays” on 

the day that I observed, bringing in guest speakers from the community. One hallway on 

the second floor displayed posters that students had made of Black leaders like Rosa 

Parks and Harriet Tubman. There were glass cases along the hallway containing trophies, 

student work, or inspirational quotes. On the day of my observation, about two out of 

three cases contained these things, while one out of three remained empty. The morning 

announcements concluded with “And in case nobody has told you yet that they love you 

today, we do.” 

 There were also some college-related materials present. Approximately a handful 

of college pennants were posted above the lockers, spread out on the front hallway of the 

second floor, as well as in the school counseling office. Also in that office was the 

College Center (pseudonym), a dedicated computer lab to work on applications, financial 

aid, and scholarships. It was staffed by a full-time employee. There were a few letters 

missing from the sign by the door. There was also a bulletin board posted with 

information about the SAT and financial aid. One advisor had the words “College is 

Possible” posted on the wall behind the desk.  

Student experience and routine. On the morning that I observed, students 

collected inside of the front doors to wait to go through the metal detectors and have their 

bags checked by an SRO. Approximately half appeared to have backpacks, while the 

other half did not. In my memos, I wondered whether this search process in the morning 

perhaps deterred some students from bringing backpacks to school. One student walked 

through the metal detector and hummed the same tone that the buzzer made, signifying 
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his familiarity with this process. Teachers mainly walked in through a separate entrance 

on the side of the building. Most who walked by me appeared to be in a good mood, 

smiling, talking, and laughing. Students either walked around the hallways before the bell 

or congregated in the auditorium or cafeteria. In the hallways, they appeared to primarily 

walk alone, although some walked in pairs or small groups. The auditorium contained 

approximately 100 students scattered throughout the rows of seats. They primarily sat in 

groups and talked with each other. None appeared to be doing school work. The cafeteria 

contained approximately 50 students. An SRO walked around the room, wheeling a 

trashcan to each table for students to throw away their trash.  

A bell rang at 7:58 signaling students to go to their first period class. Students 

began moving out of the cafeteria and auditorium, and none appeared to be in much of a 

hurry. I walked upstairs with the large group of students making their way towards the 

classrooms. The bell rang for class to start at 8:00. At 8:01, I observed approximately 30 

students in the hallway around me. By 8:05, there were approximately 15. By 8:06, that 

number approximately doubled, with students coming in from other parts of the second 

floor. It appeared students were walking laps. School employees stood in the hallway and 

prompted students to “Get to class, please. With some urgency.” Not many students 

appeared to change their pace after this prompting.  By 8:08, the hallway was mostly 

clear except for a few students who were walking in pairs. This process of students 

slowly making their way to class despite persistent reminders occurred each of the three 

remaining class changes I observed that day. 

Students were not allowed to come to the cafeteria during lunch on the day that I 

observed. One teacher explained to me that this was because students were on “restricted 

movement,” meaning they were not allowed in the hallways for any reason unless 
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accompanied by an adult. This was because of excessive student misbehavior in the 

morning and the anticipation that a fight might break out in the cafeteria during lunch. 

School employees, including teachers, advisors, and administrators, assisted cafeteria 

workers in boxing up lunches in Styrofoam containers to deliver to students’ classrooms. 

Despite not being allowed to come to the cafeteria, nor in the hallway unaccompanied by 

an adult, several students attempted to come downstairs to go to lunch. An administrator 

stood in the hallway reminding students that they were not allowed to be there. “There is 

no lunch today! Get back to class!”  

The final bell rang at 2:45 and students filed out of the building to go home. 

Approximately ten busses lined up in front of the school, and approximately another three 

lined up in the side parking lot. The busses quickly filled up with students, several of 

whom leaned out the windows to call out to their friends who were still standing in the 

lawn in front of the school. Administrators and SROs helped facilitate the dismissal of 

the busses, talking on hand radios and waving drivers to proceed. Approximately 50 

students appeared to be walking home, heading into and around the neighborhood 

directly across from the entrance to the school. Some cars pulled up to the front of the 

school to pick up students to take them home. It appeared that most students went home 

by bus, followed by those who walked, followed by those being picked up in a car.   

Students out of class. Perhaps the most prolific behavior I observed in students 

throughout the day was their tendency to be in the hallways unaccompanied by an adult 

during class. Each of the six participants in this study described this tendency in their 

peers, as did their family members and the advisors that I interviewed. Each time I visited 

UPHS I noted how many students I observed in the hallways, including when I did not 

see any. When I was not able to count the exact number of students, I noted an 
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approximation. The most students I saw in the hallway at one time was approximately 40, 

who were gathered around the front SRO desk to observe a fight between two students. I 

observed no students in the hallway on only two occasions. On average, I observed an 

average of ten students in the hallway during instructional time. Additionally, I observed 

an average of approximately three students outside of the school building on each of my 

visits to UPHS. This did not include students returning from the Career Center or those 

waiting on a city bus in front of the school.  

On the day of my observation I sat in the same spot of the second floor for the 

entire final period of the day (approximately 90 minutes) and made a note each time I 

saw a student in the hallway. When I was unable to get an exact count of the number of 

students (e.g. when they were walking in a group), I made an approximation. In total, I 

observed approximately 251 students in the hallway during the period. Of these students, 

approximately 30 were clear repeats, meaning I had seen them in the hallway previously 

during the same period. Approximately 16 were on their cell phones, and approximately 

nine interrupted other classes in session. I observed students walking in groups of two or 

more approximately 14 times, typically formed by students leaving from separate 

classrooms, seemingly texting each other, and meeting in the hallway. Approximately 12 

of these students were accompanied by an adult and approximately eight had some sort of 

pass visible. On several occasions, I observed school employees asking students where 

they were supposed to be and prompting them to go to class. They offered several 

excuses, most commonly that were going to the restroom. Students were still on restricted 

movement during this period, and were therefore not supposed to be in the hallway for 

any reason unless accompanied by an adult.  
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Aggressive student behavior. Throughout the day, I observed students engaging 

in either verbally or physically aggressive behavior, either towards each other or towards 

school employees. Additionally, it was common to see students engage in behavior that 

was borderline aggressive, meaning they would interact in ways that seemed to be 

friendly at first and then either shout at each other, shove or hit each other, or pretend to 

fight. There was likely also a great deal of positive interactions between students, but it 

was difficult to observe for two primary reasons. First, much of this positive behavior 

may have occurred in classrooms, where I did not observe. Second, it was difficult to 

notice individual interactions when there were large numbers of students in the hallways 

(e.g. between classes) unless they were loud or otherwise became noticeable outside of 

the general noise of the school. Because of this, the students who engaged in negative or 

otherwise aggressive behaviors were often the most noticeable. I did witness on many 

occasions, including on the day of my formal observation, students interacting positively 

with each other and with faculty members. In my estimation based on my aggregate 

experiences at UPHS, this was more common than negative student behavior. It is 

perhaps true that negative behaviors are simply more likely to leave an impression.  

I observed physically aggressive behavior between students on five occasions 

throughout my full observation day. This mostly involved students pretending to “fight” 

each other. I observed verbally aggressive behavior between students on five occasions 

throughout my full observation day. This typically involved students shouting at each 

other, often using profanity or threatening to escalate into physically aggressive behavior 

if the other student did not “stop playing.” They sometimes fluctuated between yelling at 

each other and laughing with each other. Overall, verbally aggressive behavior appeared 

to be more common than physically aggressive behavior in my various observations at 
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UPHS throughout the course of the study, most often with students shouting profanity or 

threats at each other.  

Student/faculty interactions. During my observation, as with my field notes 

throughout the course of this study, I more frequently witnessed positive than negative 

interactions between students and faculty. When coding my observation notes, I assigned 

a “positive” code when the interaction between the student and faculty member appeared 

to be friendly or otherwise respectful, even if the faculty member was disciplining the 

student. I assigned a code of “negative” when the interaction appeared to be unfriendly, 

hostile, or otherwise disrespectful. Of the 38 interactions I witnessed between students 

and faculty members during my full day of observation, 23 of them (approximately 61%) 

were positive while 15 (approximately 39%) were negative.  

Nearly all the negative interactions I witnessed between students and faculty 

members during my observation day at UPHS were catalyzed by a student engaging in 

behavior that was against school rules while a faculty member attempted to address that 

behavior. This was most often due to a student being in the hallway when he or she was 

supposed to be in class. A faculty member asking students to go to class or otherwise 

enforcing a school rule was not considered an inherently negative interaction. Several 

times, students were receptive to this prompting, or at least were not disrespectful in their 

response to the faculty member. However, I also frequently observed students reacting 

negatively to these interactions. Sometimes these were more passive responses, like when 

an administrator asked a student to go to class and when the administrator was no longer 

in view, the student turned away from his class and continued to wander the halls. He 

stayed on his phone during the entire interaction. On other occasions, they were more 

directly disrespectful. At one point, a teacher came out of a classroom with a student and 
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called over an SRO. Visibly frustrated, the teacher indicated that this student had just 

been added to his class that day and asked that he be escorted to the office for making 

obscene comments. As the SRO walked the student up the hallway, he yelled out “Fuck 

him! He act like I’m dumb!” This was not the first, nor the last time, I observed a student 

swearing at a faculty member at UPHS.  

The majority of the interactions that I observed between students and faculty 

members were positive, and most appeared to offer evidence of relationship building. 

Several teachers referred to students by nicknames and some even had special 

handshakes between them. A female employee who was talking to two female students in 

the main office who had gotten in trouble called them “baby” to communicate that she 

cared about them while still holding them accountable for their misbehavior, which 

seemed to soften their frustration. A male student came up to a teacher asking if he could 

get his work early so he could be ahead of the class before they got started the next 

period. A teacher who was asking his class to stop talking during the lesson joked with 

the students, “I’m sorry to interrupt your conversation with my teaching.” A male staff 

member complimented a passing student on his hair and told him that he used to wear his 

the same way. A male employee put his arm around a male student who was upset and 

walked up the hall with him. An SRO pulled a student to the side who was angry with a 

classmate to calm him down, “It’s me. I know you. Don’t fight that boy. I don’t want to 

see you getting in trouble.” While trying to urge a group of male students to get to class, 

an employee walked up to the group who then gave her a group hug. A student who was 

wandering the hallway encountered his teacher, whose class he had left several minutes 

earlier with instructions to go straight to the Media Center. She pulled him to the side and 

urged him to make better decisions, “You are just too damn smart to be doing this.”  
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General impressions of UPHS. I had been to UPHS several times prior to 

spending my full day of observation there. In the dozens of hours I had spent there, I had 

built up some understanding of what to expect. Still, I found myself fatigued at the end of 

the day, encouraged by some of the positive things I had observed, but also discouraged 

by the persistent issues with student behavior. In my memos, I noted about how 

challenging it must be to work in the school every day, or to be a student trying to learn 

in such a noisy environment. This was punctuated by a passing conversation I had with a 

faculty member on my way out the door that afternoon. “Quite a day,” I observed. “It’s 

always quite a day,” she replied.  

RQ1a: What examples of a college-going possible self are present for students? 

What alternative examples of possible selves are present? 

Advisors offered a recurring prediction about how often their students interact 

with people who went to college, “If you are talking about UPHS, every day. Teachers 

count I guess. What you don't see is people who have gone to college at home very 

much.” Students attending UPHS with aspirations to graduate from a four-year college 

would be, by and large, first-generation. Although students did not offer much 

elaboration on their perceptions of their teachers and other school personnel as college 

graduates, they did go into detail about people in their lives serving as examples of 

proximal and distal possible selves alternative to their college going possible self.  

Consistent with selection criteria for this study, none of the participating students 

had parents who had graduated from a four-year college. LaQuia described how in her 

immediate family, she would be the first one to graduate from high school, let alone 

college, “All my immediate family didn't graduate at all. Like my grandma, my poppa, 

my aunt, my mom and my dad. None of them graduated.” Jasmine’s mom dropped out of 
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high school after she became pregnant with her older brother, but eventually got her 

GED. Alexus did not discuss the educational attainment of her parents, but did express 

concern about potentially “ending up like my dad.” Shauntel never mentioned her parents 

during our interviews, although she indicated in her demographic form that her mother 

had attained an associate’s degree.  

Adrian and Tavonne were somewhat exceptional to the norm experienced by the 

other four students in the study, as Adrian’s mom had attended one year at a university 

before dropping out when she became pregnant with him and Tavonne was living with a 

legal guardian who had earned a four-year college degree. Because of his mom’s 

experience, Adrian had at least some understanding of what to expect in college, “She 

said it's very different than high school...she gave me a little bit of information about 

college other than it being fun.” While Tavonne indicated that neither of his parents 

earned a high school diploma, he talked about how his guardian had earned a four-year 

college degree and was currently working as a teacher.  

Students discussed having siblings who were old enough to have had the 

opportunity to go to college, but did not do so. Shauntel expressed frustration with her 

perceived lack of role models, “I feel like my brother, he should lead by example. But he 

doesn't. So I think I should.” Jasmine also had experience with her older brother not 

going to college, and explained that although he cared about the family he was also 

“burning his bridges.” Alexus discussed concerns about constantly being compared with 

her sister who was graduating from UPHS this year, but not about whether or not she was 

going to college. As the oldest of their siblings, Adrian and LaQuia discussed feeling like 

they needed to set the example. Tavonne mentioned having siblings in his demographic 

form, but did not discuss them in our interviews.  
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In addition to having a lack of examples of college-going possible selves within 

their families, several students had relatives serving as examples of alternative possible 

selves. Adrian’s mom described how her parents (his grandparents), had previously 

struggled with addiction, “and he sees me trying to fight and I still have issues with my 

parents even to this day.” As previously mentioned, Tavonne’s father used to sell drugs, 

and Alexus had recently learned that her mother was drug addicted. An advisor described 

how experiences like these leave students stuck between anger and loyalty, “But the 

interesting part about it, through it all, they still love their moms unconditionally.”  

Students reflected on watching their parents and other family members struggle, 

financially or otherwise. LaQuia described her grandfather lecturing her about his 

experiences in his youth and how they contributed to a lifetime of poverty. Her mother 

had not been receptive to his message when she was younger, and subsequently ended up 

not graduating from high school and having to work multiple hourly-wage jobs to make 

ends meet. “He said if he knew how important education was today he would be there 

before the school even opened up.” Adrian recognized how hard his mom had to work to 

provide for the family, and offered to contribute some of his pay from his part time job, 

which she refused. This ran counter to the experience of many students at UPHS 

according to one advisor, who explained that they often work to earn money only to have 

it taken from them by their parents without their consent. Some students and parents in 

this study described living on public assistance, which advisors described as a common 

experience of students at UPHS. They hypothesized that this led students to expect to 

receive similar subsidies when they reached adulthood.  

There was variability in how much participating students spoke with their parents 

and guardians about college. Although her brother informed me that he had spoken with 
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Shauntel about her future on multiple occasions, she indicated that “We do not talk about 

college.” Alexus also did not mention her mom or stepdad discussing college with her, 

apart from being mindful of its financial cost. LaQuia described conversations she had 

with her grandfather about college, but not with her mom or dad. Conversely, Adrian 

made it clear that his mom had spoken with him at length about her brief college 

experience and about his eventual enrollment. Jasmine’s mom, who requested to be 

interviewed concurrently with her daughter, expressed certainty in her postsecondary 

ambitions, “Oh she going.” Tavonne’s guardian discussed it with him to the point of 

being “annoying.” Advisors observed varying levels of parental support for the 

postsecondary education of UPHS students. Although they encouraged their students to 

pursue college, they felt that the message was not reinforced at home. They explained 

that parents who did speak with their children about college often phrased it as wanting 

them to “be better than me.” Still, they expressed doubt that many parents brought up 

college unless students initiated the conversation. They speculated that this may have 

been due to their lack of familiarity with enrollment processes. Most, they believed, 

wanted their children to attain higher education.  

Several students described having to seek out examples of postsecondary 

educational attainment through their participation in various programs. Tavonne was a 

member of a music program through a local university, with several participants who 

were college students or graduates. Jasmine participated in an after-school tutoring 

program where she had the opportunity to work with current college students, who she 

frequently questioned to learn more about their experiences. LaQuia had a mentor who 

she worked with on the weekends to complete applications and scholarships. Each of the 

participating students were engaged in after school programs where going to college was 
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a frequent topic of discussion. Alexus described how participating in this study and 

getting to interact with me as a researcher had influenced how she saw her future as an 

aspiring psychologist.  

Particularly for Jasmine and Alexus, who both lived in low-income housing 

projects, there were persistent examples of possible selves that were alternative to a 

desired, college-going possible self. Alexus explained how clear the consequences of not 

going to college were, “It's really real. Because I have a lot of examples...It's all here. It's 

in my neighborhood.” Jasmine described living in an area where several people had 

dropped out of school, few of whom ever returned. She expressed frustration and concern 

with the behavior of the people in her neighborhood, which often involved criminal 

activity. Alexus wondered if people where she lived had “already given up.” She was 

upset about how they were fulfilling “stereotypes,” lamenting that they “always seem to 

be true. Girls as young as 16, even 15 are at home taking care of kids…Guys are just 

selling drugs. Being involved in some type of gang.” Jasmine similarly discussed the 

prevalence of teen pregnancy where she lived, sharing a story about standing with a 

friend outside of UPHS one afternoon and watching classmates pick up their young 

children from the school’s daycare. She observed, “It's just common, like it's so 

common.”  Jasmine’s mom became pregnant when she was 16, and expressed how 

relieved she felt when Jasmine turned that age without experiencing the same outcome.  

Students described not encountering many people in their neighborhoods who 

went to college, regardless of whether they lived in low-income housing projects. 

Shauntel talked about people performing odd jobs like mowing lawns or begging for 

money where she lives. Her brother corroborated her experience, “I am not saying people 

who don't go to college tend to be bums on the street but she sees a lot of people on the 
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street with signs, like holding signs up for change and stuff.” LaQuia talked about how 

people in her neighborhood typically did not go to college and had to work in low wage 

jobs, but still emphasized how much better her experience was than those who lived in 

the neighborhoods surrounding the school. Adrian also described his perception of these 

areas, “I know it's a lot of illegal things that goes on in the neighborhood…I know it does 

effect the kids a lot. I feel like the more they see, the more they end up doing it.” None of 

the students in this study lived in areas where more than 10% of the residents had earned 

a bachelor’s degree or higher. Thus, it appeared living in a higher income neighborhood 

did not do much to increase their chances of being around college graduates, but did 

expose them to fewer examples of possible selves that were alternative to their desired, 

college-going possible self.  

Participants’ interactions with their peers were a major topic of discussion during 

interviews. Their classmates provided persistent, immediate examples of proximal 

possible selves, which they primarily wished to avoid. Tavonne and LaQuia were both 

part of the same peer group where going to college was the norm, but its formation was 

not without consequences. LaQuia described being harassed by other students in the 

school because of her efforts to be a good candidate for four-year college, including 

academic achievement and extracurricular involvement. She was frustrated with the 

student body at large, who frequently wrote off the idea of pursuing college at all, 

“People that don't want to do nothing with theirself or can't see theirself, or say ‘college 

ain't for me,’ you ain't get there yet! You can at least try!” She distinguished her friend 

group from this prevailing sentiment in the school, “The people that want to walk the 

hallways, don't care, don't come to school everyday, those are the people that say ‘Oh 

college is not for me.’” Tavonne described how their college-going friend group included 
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older peers who had graduated before them and were currently in college. One advisor 

described the relative infrequency of students at UPHS who were actively pursuing 

postsecondary educational ambitions, “So of the senior class, about (250) kids, we 

probably have a good core of like (40, 50) that are active every day. Either checking in or 

working on their stuff for next year. Maybe less than that.”  

The underclassmen in this study were less likely to describe being a part of a 

college-going peer group with other students their age. Still, their participation in 

extracurricular programs at the school afforded them the opportunity to interact with 

classmates who were planning to go to college, many of them upperclassmen. As 

Shauntel observed, “I feel like people, if they were being pointed into the right direction 

and if they actually listen they probably would go to college. But right now…they feel 

very excited to work at McDonald's.” Adrian talked about how common it was to see his 

peers wandering the halls, being disruptive in class, or otherwise not taking school 

seriously. He believed that their experiences in their neighborhoods contributed to the 

development of a negative mindset, “because they live their lives and they don't see the 

outer box of things…They don't get out of that role and be a different person.” Jasmine 

described trying to fit in with this peer group initially, before ultimately deciding “these 

people are whack.” Adrian, Jasmine, Shauntel, and Alexus each described having at least 

one friend in their grade level with whom they could talk about college. Students’ often 

asserted that those who were misbehaving in school largely came from the housing 

projects and brought some of the struggles they experienced at home with them to school. 

Advisors primarily supported this claim, although one was careful to emphasize, “I have 

never had a student use their situation as an excuse.” Alexus, who lived in one of the 

neighborhoods in question, was also quick to offer a caveat in their defense while not 
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excusing her peers’ overall behavior, “It's like the majority of the kids there are really 

smart but they never ever want to do anything.” 

RQ1a Conclusion 

Students in the present study encountered far more examples of people who had 

not attained postsecondary education than those who had. This was true not only in their 

families, including parents, siblings, and other relatives, but also in the communities in 

which they lived. It was true, as several college advisors asserted, that students were 

exposed to examples of college attainment through their interactions with faculty at 

UPHS. However, participating students were more likely to describe encounters that they 

had with college-going adults through their participation in programs, some of them 

based at UPHS, than their interactions with their teachers or other faculty. 

Upperclassmen, in particular, described interactions with college-going peers, but made it 

clear that students at UPHS who were actively pursuing higher education were the 

exception rather than the norm. Even membership in a college-going peer group did not 

inoculate them to the larger peer culture at the school of underachievement. They also 

frequently encountered examples in their families and communities of distal possible 

selves incongruent with a college-going possible self. Perceptions of what is possible for 

one’s future tend to be largely socialized, and these future perceptions tend to motivate 

present behavior (Oyserman & Destin, 2010). This indicates that examples of possible 

selves described by students in this study are critical to understanding how they made 

decisions about pursuing four-year college.  

RQ2a: How proximal do they consider their college-going possible self to be? 

Tavonne expressed what it meant to him to have college be so near in his future, 

“It's in August! That's soon! And I can't wait to go!” While its proximity generated 
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excitement for him, he acknowledged that it did not always feel that way. This was true 

even as recently as the previous year. “It felt like it was really far away.” He reached out 

towards a file cabinet sitting across the room from us, “I just can't get it. And now it's like 

I am standing up in front of the cabinet.” He discussed how getting closer to college had 

changed him, “It has been a huge change in my maturity.” He described becoming more 

“analytical” of the world around him. While he had long been critical about the negative 

behavior of his peers at school, being closer to college made him recognize the 

consequences of it as they began to materialize. He noted how many of them did not have 

any established postsecondary plans, contrary to him.  

Similarly, LaQuia had been interested in college for some time but noted how 

getting closer to it added energy to her pursuit, “When I got to high school I am like ‘Oh 

my gosh. It's so far!’ But then the school years pass by so fast. And now I am getting 

ready to graduate!” She noted that this particularly became true in her junior year. Like 

Tavonne, LaQuia became more animated and excited when talking about how close 

college felt for her compared to talking about her long-term pursuit of it. She discussed a 

perceived mindset among her peers when they were younger that they did not have to try 

as hard in school yet. She rejected this, emphasizing how it could sabotage future college 

ambitions, “It gets harder and harder when you get to that point…You've got to keep 

your GPA up in order to get into colleges and apply for certain scholarships.” Although 

she had already been accepted to several colleges at the time of our interview, she was 

maintaining her long-standing commitment to her grades to remain a good candidate for 

scholarships, “I ask the teacher for progress reports. I know that report cards come out 

April 19th. I know my GPA still gotta be where it's at because if not my GPA going to 

drop.” By her account, participating in this study helped LaQuia reflect on how long she 
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had wanted to go to college and how close it now felt, “I actually see the progress that I 

have taken since I was in elementary school…12 years passed by that quick.” 

It was unsurprising that the two upperclassmen in this study considered college to 

be near in their future. By comparison, one advisor described the perceived sentiment of 

younger students in the school about college, “If we are talking about ninth grade I would 

say that they are probably not there yet…tenth grade and up I would say that they can 

feel the urgency a little bit.” Another advisor explained that it was a common expectation 

among UPHS students to wait to go to college until later in life, “They are not thinking 

about that. It is only when they get in their 20s when they come back.” When students did 

express an interest in starting their postsecondary education right after high school, some 

advisors wondered how authentic it was, “I am not sure if when they say ‘I am going to 

college’...if it is just to shut me up, or because they genuinely want to go.” All but one of 

the underclassmen in this study expressed how college felt proximal and that they wanted 

to go immediately after graduating from UPHS.  

Adrian, Alexus, and Jasmine all offered similar sentiments about how close 

college felt for them. Alexus described how it felt soon for her, “because I only have two 

more years left,” but did not make it clear how long she had felt this proximity to college. 

For Jasmine, she felt as though the school years had been moving quickly for her since 

the 8th grade, leading her to recognize that these final years before college would likely 

feel the same. For Adrian, he expressed feeling like college was soon for him, but 

acknowledged that it recently felt far, “Yeah it has been times when I felt like that. But 

now it's getting closer.” They each described what their increasing proximity to college 

was doing to them. For Adrian, it made him feel “excited” but also recognize the work 

that was ahead of him with applications and scholarships, adding “I don't have that long 
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man...These years go by so fast.” For Alexus, it primarily made her feel pressure about 

starting her adult life, recognizing that she was going to have to make some very 

consequential decisions soon, “I'm going to be gone and be an adult. It's scary. But I don't 

want to be here. I just have to face down into it and just let it happen.” For Jasmine, who 

had wanted to go to college for a long time, being closer to it did not do much to change 

her mindset other than her work ethic, “In middle school it's like everybody fantasize 

about what they want their future to be like. But now I am getting older so it's like really 

time to start getting it together…because high school don't last that long.” Overall, for 

Adrian, Alexus, and Jasmine, college felt like it was close on the horizon. 

Shauntel was weighing her options for the future at the time of our interview. She 

expressed an interest in going to a four-year college, but did not know if it was necessary 

because of her current ambition to eventually work in childcare. “Because I don't feel like 

it's for me yet...Because what I want to do, I still don't see it as a real job so I don't think I 

need to go to college for it.” She only considered careers requiring a college degree to be 

a “real job,” and her current interest in childcare was related to her experience 

volunteering in the high school daycare. Thus, she was not yet committed to actively 

pursuing four-year college. In Shauntel’s mind, being interested in going to college was 

not sufficient reason to go without a clear desire for a career that required a four-year 

degree. While she expected to eventually end up in an “important” job requiring at least a 

bachelor’s degree, she predicted that would only become clear by working different jobs 

and figuring out what she did and did not like. Because of this, college felt farther away 

as it was not likely that she would be going directly after high school. By her account, 

none of her peers were thinking seriously about college yet, but expected this would 

change soon, “I think they'll start talking about it when they get to 11th grade.” She 
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hypothesized this would also eventually be true about her, “I probably would be (thinking 

about college) because by the time I am a senior I probably will fill out a lot of papers to 

go to college. I don't think I would be wondering where I am going to be in ten years.”  

RQ2a Conclusion 

Students in this study were faced with a choice between aligning with the 

majority of their peers who did not pursue college with much fervor or trusting their 

growing instinct about its proximity and the need to be ready. They largely appeared to 

be choosing the latter. Shauntel served as a negative case for this research question, as 

she professed a current belief that college felt far away, but acknowledged that this would 

probably change when she became an upperclassman. Overall, participants’ 

understanding of the proximity of college enhanced their present motivation to do well in 

school, as the possible selves literature suggests, but came at a social cost with peers who 

did not share this mindset.  

RQ2b: How balanced is their college-going possible self with  

negative possible selves they wish to avoid? 

As students described their pursuit of a distal, college-going possible self, they 

frequently discussed other distal possible selves that they wished to avoid. Inherent in 

their status as potential first-generation college students, they found themselves desiring a 

future that was different than what their parents and other adult family members 

experienced. Additionally, they sought to avoiding a future of poverty and the experience 

of working in low-wage employment. They were also eager to not fulfill stereotypes or 

low-expectations that they perceived others having for them. These distal avoidance 

possible selves weighed heavily on their decision to pursue a college-going possible self.  
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Distal Approach Possible Selves 

 Before exploring how distal avoidance possible selves balanced participants’ 

pursuit of a college-going possible self, it is necessary to first explore who they did want 

to become after high school. Each student described distal approach possible selves 

related to college and career. For Tavonne, he was highly motivated to become a 

veterinarian, and college would allow him to fulfill that goal “I see how challenging the 

career is and how bad there is a need for African-American male doctors or veterinarians 

in the field. I want to contribute to it.” He recognized how this was a rigorous task ahead 

of him, and was receptive to backup plans just in case he was not able to go to four-year 

college, “If I didn’t go to college I would at least go to trade school, or at least get a job.” 

Still, as discussed later in the section for research question 3b, Tavonne had little doubt 

that he would fulfill his primary ambition. LaQuia wanted to be a cardiovascular surgeon 

and open a trauma center for women. She believed that her ambitions would find her in 

good company at a four-year college, “The people that’s in college have the same goals 

as I do. I just want to go to college. Just graduate and go about my business.” LaQuia was 

willing to do whatever it took to fulfill her college aspirations, “I just know that I am 

going to get a degree.” It seemed that what she had already overcome eclipsed any 

perceived challenges ahead of her, “There is a lot of stuff that could have stopped me but 

I did not let it happen.”  

 Alexus had a strong desire to become a psychologist, and was not interested at 

stopping at her bachelor’s degree, “If I have a PhD, which I want to get, I want to be able 

to just flash it out there and people will be like ‘OK come on in…I want to be able to help 

people and do what I want to do.” The only people she routinely encountered with a 

college degree were employees at UPHS. When they told her about their experiences, she 
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wanted to believe that it could also be true for her, “I hear people talk about it and I will 

be like, ‘Oh my God I wish that was me.” Adrian was excited about the idea of going to 

college, and believed that it was part of a broader purpose for him, “I feel like I can make 

something big out of it. Something big that no one else did. And I feel like it’s not only 

going to change my life, it’s going to change other people’s lives.” While he had not yet 

decided on a career path, he felt that being in college was inherently significant, “That’s 

not only a thing for me to strive to go to college and achieve my goals but to learn from 

things that other people hasn’t in my family.” 

 Jasmine’s pursuit of college was related to her ambitions for working in an 

elementary school, “I want to be a counselor and a teacher.” She did not have her sights 

set on a particular university, “I just want to go to a good school. It don’t matter where 

it’s at.” By her account, this was a long-held ambition for her, “I have always thought 

about going to college and graduating from it. It’s just who I am. It’s my ultimate goal.” 

Shauntel was interested in going to because she believed it was an important experience 

to have, even if it happened later in life, “Probably going in my 30s or 20s. Late 20s.” For 

now, she was considering different distal possible selves that predominately did not 

require a four-year college degree. This included being a childcare worker, a chef, or a 

baker. By her account, these career ambitions were not yet “important” enough to 

actively pursue college. While she did not want to miss out on having the college 

experience, she was waiting for something more tangible to motivate her to go, “I don’t 

want to go to college just to say I have been there. I want to do it and get a degree in 

something that makes me feel like I am in a real job.”  

 Participating students each had distal approach possible selves that involved four-

year college in some way, but did not always find that these identities were immediately 
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reinforced in their environment. They did, however, routinely encounter peers and adults 

who exemplified who they did not want to become. Because of this, as students discussed 

their pursuit of college they often did so in the context of describing distal avoidance 

possible selves that balanced who they wanted to become in the future. 

Family Role Models 

 As discussed in RQ1a, all students had members of their family who modeled 

what life as an adult was like without postsecondary education. For some, these examples 

generated frustration. Jasmine and Shauntel both described having older siblings who 

were “not good role models” because of the decisions they made in their adult lives, 

proclaiming their determination to not follow in their footsteps. Tavonne similarly 

criticized the lifestyle of his now-deceased father, who was a known drug dealer but lied 

to his family about it. He profoundly rejected this future for himself, while staking claim 

over his own destiny, “If I wanted to be a drug dealer then I would be a drug dealer. If I 

wanted to be a CNA like my mom I would be a CNA. But no, I want to be a vet. Because 

that's what I want to do, not based off of what they did.” Adrian’s mom described how 

her son also did not want to end up like his dad, “He didn't even want his father's name at 

one point. He felt ashamed for being named after his father for what his father was 

doing.” She explained that this included drug addiction and criminal activity, “His dad 

has been locked up most of his childhood.” When Adrian expressed concern that he 

might end up the same way, his mother was quick to offer her perspective, “I tell him, 

you are not him. You are not going to be that man. You are going to be the man he should 

have been.”  

 Often, as students described how family members modeled possible selves that 

they wished to avoid, they still expressed great affection for them. Their desire to pursue 
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a college-going possible self meant that they aspired to a future that was very different 

than people they loved. This potentially challenging balance to strike was often made 

easier through the substantial support that their family members provided. For Jasmine, 

this included her mom warning her about the long-term impact of teenage pregnancy, 

using her own experiences as an example. For Shauntel, this reflected in her critique of 

her oldest brother’s lifestyle of living on disability subsidies, but also expressing 

appreciation for how he looked after her as her legal guardian. Adrian shared how much 

he cared about his family, while also expressing his desire to not perpetuate their 

intergenerational cycle of not attaining higher education, “I don't want to be another 

person that didn't go. And I feel like it would be a big impact if I do go. I feel like that 

balances out.” LaQuia described how her grandfather used his own life as an example of 

what she should not become. He had challenged her to not be another person in the 

family who did not finish their education, as she would be the first to graduate high 

school, let alone college. He reminded her that she was uniquely positioned to be a role 

model for her younger siblings, “Because my mom and my dad and my aunt didn't. So I 

needed to. I ain't going to let them down. That's not an option.” Often, the existence of a 

distal approach possible self focused on college catalyzed this tempered critique of family 

members, as students balanced their desire to go to four-year college with the reality of 

being the first in their families to do so.  

Poverty and Low-Wage Employment 

 The desire to pursue a college-going possible self was often balanced with 

avoidance possible selves related to students’ concerns about living in poverty or working 

in low-wage work. Living a life of financial struggle was often modeled by family 

members. Jasmine’s family received food stamps and Medicaid, and her mom indicated 
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that she did not want her daughter to do the same. Jasmine similarly rejected a future 

where she would need financial support, “I want to go, come back, and have my own 

place to go to and not have to depend on nobody else for my living.” Adrian and LaQuia, 

who were both the oldest siblings in their families, each described observing the financial 

challenges that their mothers faced raising multiple children while working low-wage 

employment. They both expressed a desire to make sure that their own children did not 

have to grow up poor, which served as a motivator for their pursuit of college. Shauntel 

expressed a similar desire, “If I have kids, I think I would need to go to college. I mean I 

don't want to be one of those single mothers who's struggling.” Advisors described how 

common it was for students at UPHS to desire more financial security than they currently 

experienced with their families, many of whom received subsidies and wondered if it 

might be a part of their own future, “They don't expect to be completely on public 

assistance or anything like that. They expect to figure something out and do something. 

But they are not sure what that something will be.”  

 Concerns related to low-wage employment, particularly fast food, were especially 

salient possible selves that students wished to avoid. Nearly all of them described how 

common it was for their peers at UPHS to expect to end up working in this industry. They 

sought to avoid this outcome while emphasizing distal approach possible selves related to 

their college plans, as LaQuia proclaimed, “I am not going to lower my expectations and 

say oh I want to apply for a Burger King job...I want to be a cardiovascular surgeon.” 

Shauntel believed that she would be trapped in a fast food job if she did not fulfill her 

postsecondary plans, “If I don't go to college I feel like I am going to be working at 

McDonald's and I don't want to work at McDonald's the rest of my life.” Alexus pointed 

behind the counter of the McDonald’s where we conducted her first interview. “If you 
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could talk to one of these people over here and ask them ‘What do you want to do?’ They 

would probably say ‘work here’ because they work here.” She did not buy that this could 

actually be a desired outcome, “But if you get that out of them they will be like ‘I 

actually want to do something else.’ And then it's like ‘How did you get here?’ You start 

to wonder how they get here.” An advisor expressed how hard it was to convince other 

students at UPHS to similarly reject this potential future and instead consider college as a 

real possibility, “Creating that college going culture is something that I am really focused 

on doing. And that's just to get that conversation and the expectations that you can do 

more than just work at McDonald's”  

 While going to college was a possible self these students sought to approach, they 

did not always consider it to be a guarantee that they could avoid a future of poverty. 

Like many of their peers, they had heard stories about people who went to college and 

but dropped out with accumulated debt, or attained their degree but still could not find a 

job. One advisor explained how this made it difficult to advocate for students to actively 

pursue college, “It is kind of hard to tell someone ‘Hey, you come from a poor 

environment and you are going to become more poor after four years.’ Especially when 

you hear all of these stereotypes about you going to college and can't find a job.” Another 

described how students and their families considered this outcome to be, “the worst case 

scenario. ‘I am not going to go because I am going to be in debt. My family is already in 

debt...I am going to go to school just to get more debt? What sense does that make?’” 

When asked whether she was more likely to end up with a lifestyle that she did not want 

with or without college, Shauntel replied “It’s 50/50.” Like Shauntel, the students 

participating in this study typically did well in school but sometimes doubted whether 
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college could provide the secure life they wanted, as one advisor explained, “That's been 

the deterrent even for some of my scholarly students.”  

Perpetuating Stereotypes and Low Expectations 

 Students often referred to not wanting to fulfill stereotypes that they perceived 

about people in their school and neighborhood. Living in a low-income housing 

development, Jasmine was immersed in an environment where she was around examples 

of outcomes that she did not want for herself including criminal activity and drug abuse. 

She described watching their behavior and considering it to be self-destructive, and 

rejected this possibility for her own future, “I just don't do what they do.” She balanced 

this with her college-going possible self, nurtured through interactions she sought out 

with people like mentors who had been to college and could tell her what it was like. 

Seeing their example served as a stark contrast to what she experienced in her own 

neighborhood, “When I see how different their environments are and I think about how I 

want to be, it just gives me the extra motivation to like work even harder…I know I don't 

want to be like the people I see around my house.” Jasmine also expressed a desire to 

avoid a future where she became pregnant at a young age, which she witnessed at UPHS 

when her peers picked up their children from the daycare at school. Her mom became 

pregnant in high school, and communicated a message that advisors described as 

common among some UPHS parents that, “you don't want to be like me. You want to be 

better than me. I want better for you.” Jasmine perceived people having low expectations 

for her because of her family background and the neighborhood where she lived, but 

rejected their underestimation, “It just gives me the drive to do it even more so I can 

show them that I am not what you said I was going to be.” 
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 As upperclassmen, Tavonne and LaQuia more commonly described witnessing 

peers who had dropped out of high school or went to college but did not persist to their 

second year. Tavonne expressed frustration about their decision, attributing it to lack of 

preparation for the rigors of postsecondary work, “Obviously, you didn't know what you 

wanted to do...Everything is not always going to go your way. You have to make a way 

in order to get there.” An advisor corroborated Tavonne’s account, as this was apparently 

a fairly common occurrence amongst UPHS graduates who had pursued college and 

dropped out when they encountered adversity, “It's just like, no, just because you are 

struggling now, you don't quit. You have already taken out the loans…Work hard and 

push through.” LaQuia explained how the experience of attending a school like UPHS 

related to this lack of follow through, “Most of the kids that graduate from a poverty 

school don't make it or don't decide to go because it is too hard or they had enough.” She 

believed that this led to a stereotype of students at UPHS that she was eager to not fulfill, 

“Just because they bring you down don't mean you've got to listen to it because you can 

prove them wrong. You can always prove them wrong.” 

 For Alexus, rejecting a future of employment in fast food was not only a financial 

decision, but also a repudiation of a stereotype that she perceived for people at her school 

and in her neighborhood. “I know that people in my school are going to be right here…I 

won't have it. I'm not going to have it.”  She found herself stuck between feeling 

“disgusted” at the idea of working there and wanting to help the people who did, “I don't 

know how, I want to help…If I could be what I want to be, and they could be what they 

want to be, I would be good. It would be like the perfect life.” She wanted to help them 

“get out” while also proclaiming her own unwillingness to live their lifestyle. This ran 

counter to what she described as a prevailing sentiment among her peers at school that 
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fast food was the best option available to them. Alexus perceived working at McDonald’s 

as another example of a fulfilled stereotype in her community, “It would always be Black 

people that work here. It will always be. But I don't have to be one of them.” 

Working in fast food was a component of broader stereotypes about the African-

American community that Alexus perceived. She described these negative 

generalizations as being grounded in low educational attainment that leads to low wage 

employment. Because of this, she believed that if she did not pursue postsecondary 

education, she would be fulfilling the stereotypes that she was committed to breaking, “I 

don't want to be that other statistic in the book. Like the majority of Black kids don't go to 

college. They just stay in sterile jobs.” She elaborated on her rejection of this potential 

outcome as well as how often she witnessed its fulfillment where she lived, “I hate when 

people being a statistic. You know? Another teenage parent. Another boy in jail…All the 

stereotypes you can think of all in that one neighborhood.” By her account, people in her 

low-income housing development who did not go to college, which Census data suggests 

is likely true of nearly everyone there, were having to “hustle” for their money. She 

believed that people in her neighborhood, by and large, were smart and similarly wished 

to avoid an outcome where they were fulfilling negative expectations, contributing to her 

confusion over why they continued to behave the way they did, “I have a lot of empathy 

for other people and sometimes when I see other people doing bad stuff I be like, ‘Why 

can't you just do something else?’” She reflected on how her behavior differed from 

theirs, “It makes me feel better that I'm not doing it but then it also makes me feel sad 

because they are doing it.”  

Consistent with her desire to avoid a possible self related to fulfilling negative 

stereotypes, Alexus wanted to go to college. However, she did not see it as the only 
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means for doing so. Her primary interest was in “getting out” of her low-income 

neighborhood, “I think everything happens for a reason. But if I do get out of here 

without even going to college, I think that would be fine.” For now, college was perhaps 

the most likely vehicle for achieving this outcome, “I don't think college is everything but 

I think what I want in life...it’s kind of preventing me from saying no to college.” She 

rejected a distal possible self reflecting the world she was accustomed to while balancing 

it with a possible self that was more desirable, but also more foreign, “Not me.” 

RQ2b Conclusion 

 Because the inclusion criteria for this study required that students have a 

professed desire to attend four-year college, each of the six participants had distal 

approach possible selves related to going to college. This included picturing themselves 

there as well as the careers and lifestyles they would have after graduating. However, 

students often found that these distal approach possible selves were not readily reinforced 

in their immediate context, apart from the examples set by UPHS staff who had earned 

degrees. By living and attending school in a high-poverty context and growing up in 

families where postsecondary educational attainment was rare if not entirely non-existent, 

students were intimately familiar with the consequences of an education-independent 

future. Faced with this possibility, they had the choice between accepting or rejecting it. 

Because they sought to reject it, they each had distal avoidance possible selves that 

motivated their present behavior. It appeared students’ sense of who they did want to 

become in the future was often balanced by these perceptions of who they did not want to 

become, although their assessments of the latter seemed to often be what more readily 

came to mind as they discussed their pursuit of college.  
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RQ2c: What proximal possible selves relate to their more distal,  

college-going possible self? 

RQ2d: To what extent do they consider proximal behavior that supports a  

college-going possible self to be identity congruent? 

This section presents a combined discussion of results for research questions 2c 

and 2d as students’ descriptions of their proximal possible selves that they wished to 

pursue or avoid tended to illuminate which proximal behaviors felt identity congruent and 

incongruent. They described their desire to engage in proximal behaviors that supported 

the pursuit of college. More commonly, they described the behavior and mindset of the 

student body at large at UPHS that felt identity incongruent and modeled proximal 

possible selves that they wished to avoid. This included the tendency of their peers to 

criticize college as an unworthy pursuit, a mindset they sometimes struggled to reject 

given the evidence in their immediate environment. 

Identity Congruence of Academic Effort and Achievement  

All students in this study cared about their classes, their grades, and the 

implications that their academic performance had on their future ambitions. LaQuia 

described her personal standards for success, “I do not like Bs. I just want to get straight 

As for some reason.” Shauntel had a similar ambition, “I want to make scholar roll. I'm 

tired of honor role. You can't have no grade below a B for scholar roll.” Her brother 

described this as an enduring identity for her, “Ever since she went to preschool she loved 

school. She had no problem with going. She always wanted to go to school.” Jasmine 

also pursued academic achievement and accolades, “On my recent report card I almost 

had scholar roll...Nothing below a B.” Adrian cared about doing well in school, but 

acknowledged that he could probably perform better than his current grades suggested, “I 
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think I am a good student but sometimes I can get distracted, which is normal.” His mom 

pushed him to do better, “I said Adrian, you need to pull your grades up...You can't use 

the excuse of your environment. That's an excuse to me.” Alexus took rigorous classes 

that challenged her, which she valued not only because they were in line with her pursuit 

of college but also because she cared about learning, “In most of my classes I like 

learning it because it's like filling my brain. I have learned a lot this year.” By her mom’s 

account, she had always done well in school, particularly in relation to her peers, “She 

just smarter than everybody else. Her mind is set on learning.” Alexus described how her 

peers had often described her academic achievement and mindset as “acting White,” 

reflecting, “I remember in third grade I was talking and a student asked me, ‘Why she 

talking like that?’ I never knew what I talked like, but I always talked White.”  

For Tavonne, his academic performance and class rank were important to him. 

Both were impacted by the adversity he faced in the previous year when his mom passed, 

“Because you know when you drop your grades, it's not easy to pull your grades up in 

one year...So I am just trying and pushing.” Tavonne expressed how rare it was for 

students in his school to achieve academically, acknowledging that the top performers at 

UPHS would likely not be ranked as high at other schools. He was frustrated with his 

peers for their lack of effort, “I think I am a standout student…I'm not being cocky or 

anything, but I just think differently than the rest of the kids is what I would say.” 

Tavonne and LaQuia both had a group of friends who cared about school and reinforced 

this proximal approach possible self for them. Both had friends who had graduated before 

them and went on to college. Still, they were immersed in an environment where most of 

the students did not seem to put forth effort in school. LaQuia described how even in her 

advanced classes, she experienced peers trying to cheat off her work, “I feel sad for them. 
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Because they don't do the work but then expect them to get a bigger or a higher grade 

than I do.” Both Tavonne and LaQuia acknowledged how their academic performance 

made it more difficult to fit in with the student body at large at UPHS. However, their 

proximity to graduation had provided some perspective on what was soon in store for 

their peers, as LaQuia reflected, “Do they really think when they get out in the world they 

can continue to act like this?” 

Several participating students described how their peers would often not even do 

easy assignments, attributing this mindset to a lack of social acceptance for trying in 

class. I witnessed this behavior multiple times when I came to UPHS, often evidenced by 

students walking out of classes and wandering the hallways. In one instance, I saw an 

underclassmen male student sitting in a chair outside of his class holding a blank 

worksheet. “He want me to do this,” he explained, gesturing back into the classroom in 

the direction of his teacher. I asked how it was going so far and he replied, “I’m just 

sitting out here long enough for him to forget about me so I can go to the library.” Alexus 

attributed this type of mindset to individual decisions rather than the school at large, “It's 

not that the school is bad. It's just people don't want to do what it takes to get them far. So 

they want to take things the easy way.”  

Proximal Avoidance Possible Selves Modeled by Peer Behavior and Mindset  

Participating students were consistently critical about the behavior and general 

mindset of their peers, exemplifying proximal identities that they wished to avoid. “It's 

like when they get around their friends and everything, everything changes. They are all 

mean. Disrespectful. I don't know why people do that.” Alexus described the groupthink 

that occurred in her school, attributing the behavior of her peers to their desire to be 

accepted socially. “I guess people are trying to fit in like I am.” Adrian believed their 
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behavior was emblematic of a lack of attention to their future plans, “People just don't see 

the bigger picture. They only see the smaller things.” Jasmine described what she 

witnessed every day at her school, “They loud like they don't care. They walk around in 

the hallways all day. They will cuss the teacher out.” Shauntel’s experience was similar, 

“Like they want to skip class or bully someone else or talk back to a teacher or talk about 

a teacher, this is why they fail.” Tavonne believed the behavior of his peers was reflective 

of their struggles outside of school. To him, this was no excuse, “I am an example. 

Things that happen at home cannot be brought to school because it will interfere with 

your future.”   

The female students in this study described an additional proximal concern about 

teenage pregnancy, which male participants did not mention with as much depth or 

frequency. As discussed in the section for research question 2b, becoming pregnant in 

adolescence had considerable perceived long-term consequences for Alexus, LaQuia, 

Shauntel, and Jasmine. They knew people who had children while they were in high 

school and were unable to accomplish some of their future goals, like college, as a result. 

This included parents, peers, and people in their neighborhood. This possibility also 

influenced their proximal possible selves, as they regularly encountered peers who were 

still in high school and either pregnant or already had a child. Some had dropped out of 

school and the others either had to use the school’s daycare or arrange for outside 

babysitting. Alexus described some of these peers as having already “given up” on 

themselves. LaQuia explained that if she had gotten pregnant while in high school, she 

would have “just messed up all the years of effort I have put in to graduate.” While 

Jasmine similarly rejected this, she still expressed concern that it might happen anyway, 

“I don't know. Say something happens, like I get pregnant or something, and I can't go (to 
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college).” It seemed the prevalence of examples of people in her life who had 

experienced this outcome made her feel that it was a possibility, regardless of her desire 

to avoid it.  

Several students talked about fighting in their school as a behavior that they found 

particularly prevalent and frustrating. Alexus described how she used to fight when she 

was younger to try to fit in with her peers, but had since decided it was not congruent 

with who she was trying to become. LaQuia talked about how the frequency of fights 

breaking out at UPHS ended up having an adverse effect on the entire school, “We get on 

code red....We've got to walk through metal detectors every morning...They split girls and 

boys in Cafeteria A and Cafeteria B like it's going to stop something.” In addition to my 

observation day at UPHS, the school was on “code red” on two other visits. While I 

witnessed minor fights (often starting with students playing with each other), I did not 

experience a large-scale altercation like the ones described by students, parents, and 

advisors until one afternoon in March. As I waited to be buzzed into the building, a fight 

had broken out between two students at the SRO desk about 50 feet away from the front 

doors. Dozens of their peers crowded close to the desk while dozens more stood on each 

of the two stair cases that framed the fight, shouting threats across to each other. This 

lasted for approximately one minute until several administrators and officers managed to 

break up the fight and disperse the crowd.  

While the possible selves literature indicates that delinquent behavior such as this 

may satisfy proximal identities that students wish to pursue like being daring or socially 

accepted (Oyserman et al., 1993), participants in this study professed the opposite. It was 

clear from their descriptions that what they saw every day in their school was not 

congruent with the proximal possible selves that they wished to pursue. As Jasmine 
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declared, “I don’t want to be like that.” She said her mom had instilled something 

different in her, “I’m just grateful that I wasn’t raised like that, like with that type of 

mentality.” Her mom elaborated on Jasmine’s desire to be different, “She chooses not to 

be like a lot of people…That's just not what she into. And I'm proud that she has that 

mind frame.” LaQuia had long endured the social consequences of choosing to have a 

different mindset than most of her peers at school, inoculating herself to their influence 

by focusing on her future goals, “I keep my distance from the other stuff that is going on 

in the hallways and I am going to graduate. I am going to go off and do what I am going 

to do.” Shauntel similarly described feeling frustrated with her peers without allowing it 

to impact her own ambitions, “It makes me want to hit them but it don’t affect my 

grades.” Her brother characterized Shauntel as a spectator rather than participant in the 

noise in the school, “When she come home she let me know what happened and stuff. 

But she don't have no problems.”  

Adrian’s term for what he witnessed in his peers every day at UPHS was 

“negativity.” He felt stuck between rejecting what he saw and wanting to improve the 

situation, “I feel like that's not me. But sometimes I feel like I can also help them.” He 

described a tendency to occasionally give in to peer pressure and engage in “negativity,” 

but that his “positivity” still ultimately won out in the end. His mom shared conversations 

she had with Adrian about this struggle, “Life is about choice. Everything is about 

choice. You have to choose to want to do something different.” Adrian had internalized 

her message, “I have to tell myself that's not me. And stick back to reality. Stick back to 

Adrian.” Alexus experienced a similar struggle between trying to be a dedicated student 

and trying to fit in with the prevailing social norms in the school. “I can tell when I am 

fading away from myself. I have to bring myself back.” Students interpreted the negative 
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behavior and mindset of their peers as examples of proximal possible selves that they 

wished to avoid.  

Perceptions About and Efforts Towards College 

 The students participating in this study had ambitions to become the first in their 

families to graduate from four-year college. For LaQuia and Tavonne, they had 

established a friend group over time who not only had similar plans but were also 

actively pursuing them. For Alexus, Adrian, Shauntel, and Jasmine, they were beginning 

to establish this social support, but still found themselves primarily isolated from their 

overall peer group in the school. In addition to the preceding evidence regarding their 

academic efforts, general behavior, and overall mindset running counter to the social 

norms at UPHS, what set the six students in this study apart seemed to be their 

willingness to believe that college was actually possible. This belief manifested in their 

decisions to put forth effort in their classes, be respectful to their teachers, be involved in 

extracurricular activities, and pursue opportunities that arose. All of this required that 

they intentionally reject the negative stereotypes about college held by so many of their 

peers in school and echoed by people in their neighborhoods, several of whom were stuck 

in a cycle of poverty.  

“They just, they don't feel any of that internal pressure,” one advisor discussed the 

prevailing attitude toward college by UPHS students. “And I don't know what it is… 

That's like the most common kid.” Alexus and Shauntel both explained how many of 

their classmates believed that college was not worth pursuing because it was not 

necessarily a guarantee of success in the future. As Alexus explained, “It will get you 

farther than what a high school diploma will get you. But most of them don't get that.” 

Students explained that their peers also considered college to be more of the same thing 


