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EDITORS NOTES

During the past decade, as educators have attempied to discover the
reasons why so many community college students do not compléte their
courscs of study, some have found that many students are caught between
two worlds: family and peer groups who often place little value on higher
cducation, and an cducational environment with its own very dilferent
cultural assumptions.

This volume of New Directions for Community Colleges focuses on what
is at stake—what is lost, gained, fought for, and given to compromise—
when, for the firsttime in the history of a family, one of its members aspires
10 a brighter future through education and takes a [irst step by enrolling in
a community college.

The topic is covered in two scetions. The first section delineates the
cultural issues that first-generation students encounter as they attempt to
bridge the worlds of their families and ueighborhoods with that of the
community college, where so many of these swudents are enrolled.

The second section describes specific campus programs that are de-
signed to encourage and enable students 1o overcome cultural barriers and
realize their educational goals,

Cocditor Howard B. London brings his perspective as a sociologist to
the opening chapter, in which he describes the cultural transformation
lirst-generation students often face.

In Chapter Two, Lois Weis adds another dimension to the cultural
conflict by illuminating race and class diflerences that often exist in the
community college environment.

Richard C. Richardson. Jr.. and Elizabeth Fisk Skinner, in Chapier
Three, find that although the sons and daughters of college-educated
parents may be unacquainted with campus culture, they are more likely
than minority students to be Tamiliar with the contours of middle-class
culture. The authors delincate the marked differences between white
middle-class and first-generation minority students in how they identify
with their new role as college student.

In Chapter Four, L. Steven Zwerling recounts his own awakening, as
ayoung leacher, o the contlicts of first-generation students and focuses on
aduli students, providing case histories.

The next two chapters provide vivid and personal case studics. Laura
I. Rendon, in Chapter Five, describes her own translormation, [rom her
cmergence from a Mexican American, working-class fumily. through her
beginnings as a community coltege student. to the uliimate achievement of
becoming a university professor. She provides insight into the “conlusion
thatarises from daring 1o live simultancously in vwo vastly dilferent worlds
while being fully accepted in neither.”
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2 FIRST-GENERATION STUDENTS: CONFRONTING THE CULIURAL ISSULS

Julia Lara’s autobiographical account, in Chapter Six, chronicles the
confusion and anguish of being caught between her traditional Dominican
culture and that of modern American society. As she straddles two worlds,
being an owtsider in so many rcalms leaves her with a clouded sense of
social and economic destiny.

Beginning with Chapter Seven, we take a look at community colleges
that have addressed the problems described abeve and successlully over-
come them. Eduardo J. Padron provides an illuminating look at his own
campus, where English is a second language for 65 percent of the student
population. Padron describes how programs lor recruitnent, retention,
monitoring. and the celebration of cultural diversity make the college
experience welcoming to first-generation students, many of whom are
foreign students.

in Chaper Eight. John Challee provides a positive look at specific
srograms that have had impressive results in fostering the development of
firsi-generation and at-risk students to facilitate their assimilation into a
college environment. He describes in detail programs such as coaperative
efforts with local high schools and others that guarantee admission to four-
vear colleges. Chaflee shows that colleges that institute programs that teach
students to think analytically and communticate well verbally have high
suceess rates with first-generation students.

In Chapter Nine. Wayne J. Stein describes the role of Native American
tribal colleges in a people’s struggle to better their position in a historically
oppressive and hostile society, while at the same time preserving their
collective identity. Stein points out that, in addition 1o an effort by tribal
community colleges to develop intervention programs, these community
colleges transcend their traditional role with an extraordinary concern for
the individual student.

in the final chapter, Peter Nien-chu Kiang provides a comprehensive
overview of the problems of Asian immigrant and refugee students. Through
numerous student interviews, he delineates barriers such as language.
racism, and alicnation and suggests the development of Asian-American
studics programs as a solution.

Community colleges often provide a beacon of light to potenial
students from a kaleidoscope of America’s cultures, yet their attrition rates
are discouragingly high. We hope that this collection of studies will help
cducators become more sensitive to the cultural conflicts tha first-genera-
tion students encounter and that it will suggest ways in which they can
refine educational practices so that more of these students will be able to
realize their drcams.

L. Steven Zwerling
Howard B. London
Lditors
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The cultural challenges faced by first-gencration students are not
limited to the classroom but include the difficultics of redcfining
relationships and self-identity.

Transformations: Cultural Challenges
Faced by First-Generation Students

Howard B. London

At the turn of this century, most college students were white male adoles-
cents and the sons of doctors, lTawyers, ministers, prasperous merchants,
and well-vo-do farmers. The smaller number of females who went 1o
college were, with notable exceptions, enrolled in normal schools in order
to become teachers, and they were expected to leave the classroom il they
marricd. During the lollowing nine decadces, the world has become increas-
ingly urban and burcaucratic, advances in science and indusiry have
changed the face of war and peace, and great migrations have mixed
peoplesand culturesas never belore. As aresult of these and other changes,
the contemporary student, statistically speaking, is no longer upper middle
class, adolescent, or male; instead, the proportion of working-class and
minority students has increased dramatically, older students are now
commonplace, and women undergraduates now outnumber men.

A disproportionately large number of these “new students o higher
cducation” arc concentrated in community colleges. Any understanding of
their experiences and any programmatic atiempts 1o ease their transitions
into higher education require that their stories, individually and collec-
tively, be placed in the context of the culural challenges they encounter.
This volume is dedicated to that task.

Social Mobility and First-Generation Swudents

Most full-time first-generation communit <ollege students are the benefi-
ciarics of what sociologists call structural mobility. Typically, their grand-
parents did not finish high school and held blue-collar jobs; their parents,
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1) FIRSI-GENERATION STUDENTY CONIRONTING THE C0 TURAL s

who also may not have finished high school, now hold cither blue-collar
or lower-level white-collar positions. As technological advances have
made many jobs obsolete and created others and as more accupations have
sought to “prefessionalize™ by keeping their recruits in school longer,
students have increasingly needed to exceed the educational level of their
forebears in order to maintain their relative socioeconomic position. Like
a column of marching soldiers. everyone has moved along without getting
any closer to those in front. Entolling in 2 commuunity college has become
a popular and effective way of keeping pace, and familics of first-genera-
tion students olten approve of this means of advancement. Entering a
community cotlege does not, after all, entail secking something “ather™ but
instead builds ona continuous if not fully predictable process of living out
the American dream.

However, for many students, going 1o cellege holds some surprises.
Cellege is, after all, a rite of passage from adolescence to adulthood, and
as 1 have described elsewhere (London, 1989), educational decisions can
he mediated by family dynamics. Students tincluding older students)
somcetimes {ind a psychological resonance between their quest for indi-
viduation and awtonomy and their choice of 2 major or carveer. For
example, a student may receive pleasure from majoring in a subject that is
remote [rom his or her parents” imaginadon. This quest for autonomy can
take a student Turther from the family, class, racial, or ethnic arbit than
anvone had bargained for, Family forees, ol course, are not the only
propelling ones; intellectual fullillment, career preparation, social stand-
ing. and financial ambition are part of what is often an ever-shifing
hierarchy of motives regarding educational decisions and social mobility.

Whatever the inspiration, for some students, going to college can be an
eventlul point of departure, one that both prompis and hastens movement
into some “other” culture. When this occurs, powerful social and personal
dramas are played out, for cultural membership helps define whoe we are
in the eves of others as well as ourselves, and it does <o in the most
clemental ways, Indecd, every student making such a transition whom 1
have interviewed during the past several years has reported having to
rencgotiate relations with family members, fricnds, and. in a fundamental
sense. with themselves, These negotiations are not always accomplished
casily or with a happy ending, lor such passages inevitably call into
question the very meaning of allegiance and love, over which people can
intensely disagree. Thus, upward mobility can produce a discontinuity that
arouses feclings ol loss, conflict, and dislovalty—as well as of discovery,
reconciliation, and joy (Sticrlin, 1974).

Though the cultural content may vary, such struggles are reported by
students ol diverse backgrounds. whether white working class, African
American, Native American, Hispanic, or Asian. I there is a common
clementin their poignantstorics. it is that these students live on the margin
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TRANSFORMATHONS: CUnienal CHALIESGES 7

of two cultures. Park’s (1950) definition of marginality applics here: these
students live and share in the life and traditions of two distinet cultures,
never guite wanting or willing to break with their past, even il permitied
to do so, and never ully aceepted. because of prejudice, in the endiure in
which they seek a place.

Socialization into the Middle Class

Max Weber. whose turn-of-the-century writings have deeply influenced
madern conceptions of social class, noted that money by itsell is rarely an
cllective claint to social position. Indeed, pecuniary claims are usually seen
as pretentious or crude and often further exclude the parvenu from the
group to which he or she aspires (Weber, [1946] 1968). What is imporiant
for membership in astatus group—Weher's terms for a collectivity that has
successlully claimed a certain social esteem—is appropriate cuhlural ex-
pression. “Above all else.” he wrate, “a specilic stvle of life lis] expected
from all those who wish to brlong o the cirele™ (p. 932, emphasis in the
original). Weber's definition ol style of lile included “all the pereeptible
differences in the conduct of evervday fife. Of special mmportance are
precisely those items which may otherwise seem to be of small social
relevance, since when . . . differendation is coneerned it s alwavs the
conspicuous diflerences which come imo play™ (p. 390, emphasis in the
original). He also noted that “all those things [which distinguish cthnic
groups] we shall find later on as objects of specific differences hetween
status groups” (p. 39171

Among the evervday, seemingly insignificant badges of status-group
membership that Weber discussed were language (including vocabulary
and aceent), social conventions and rituals of all kinds, patterns of eco-
nomic consumption, wnderstandings regarding owsiders, relations with
outsiders, and matters of taste in clothing, food, grooming. and hairde.
Students, it should be noted, extend Weber's list of status-group insignia
to include tastes in music, sports. cars. and reereation. These items, in other
words, are part of the substance or content of a s1atus group's culture, and
thus they informt its members of the group’s boundaries. Those who take
on the culture and its symbols are themselves taken on as insiders. though
if' they do not share the same ethnie, racial, or religious heritage they may
not be seen as full members. Conversely, if one repudiates or otherwise
casts off the symbols ol membership in once's status group, one risks being
held suspect: one may be seen as putting on airs or showing just how weak
or lalse one’s allegiances realiy arc.

All this is not to imply that upward maobility is the primary goal of lirst-
generation students or that they are ambitious social climbers. In my
rescarch, [ have found that these students vary considerably in their
leelings regarding mobility. Some cherish it, others are wary of it, and still
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others sce it as incidental 1o other goals. However, once students find
themselves being resocialized into a new status group, the meaning and
expression of status-grotp membership inevitably becomes of great con-
cern to them. In the absence of more direet conversation, students inevi-
ably feel compelled Lo gauge the reactivus ot triends, family, and cven
themselves 1o the changes they are making, and they do this by “trying on”
or experimenting with dispiays of cultural symbols and artifacts that are
associaled with some other status group.

Moving up.inother words, requires a “leaving off” and a"taking on,” the
shedding of one social identity and the acquisition of another. Usually this
is a slow. incremental process, consisting of subtle and often tentative
innovations in the conduct of everyday lile. This image is consistent with the
formulations of Frving Goffman (1959), a micro-sociologist who wrote with
an extraordinarily observant eye about how people “present” themselves to
others. According to Goffman, people reveal much about themscelves, m-
tentionally or not, that influences how they are assessed by others, For
students and their familics and fricnds. these displays are a potential
lightning rod for anxieties regarding the extent and direction of change. and
whether old relationships have eroded or been betrayed. Furthermore,
students are often aware that such displays can be provocative, and some
consciously devise performances for family and friends thatare calewlated to
address. however indirectly, some of their deepest concerns regarding
separation and social mobility. Such “discussions™ are reporied by students
as having an clectric quality to then, as if everyone knows something is
going on just heneath the surface. For example, one student orchestrated a
seemin oly casual but really planned use of her new taste in music (acquired
as a result of a course initially taken to fill her schedule):

iv's really hard for me at home. 10 like living in both werlds. 1 come here
and I'm one persou, and | go home and 'm the other person that they
knew. but not really. I think cverybody is kind of wary and leery ol me—
my younger brothers, my sisters, my father and mother, old boyiriends,
or people Istill socialize with when T go home. It's not the same, because,
well. 'mnot the same. . . Tumakes it real hard. The other day [ put some
classical music on the radio en purpose. Hike it and L putitonin my room
onee ina while. but this time Fwas in the living room. Twanted to sec what
wauld happen. First thing 1 get is someone a3 5, “Shit. oh, Jesus. you're
going Lo go 1o poctry readings next, ooooh! Ve won't be able to talk to
vou anymaore.” My sister, she really went nuts. There were a couple of
friends there, too, havirg fits. They were looking at me, like “What's the
matter with this kid?” lempliasis added] [student interview, May 1987].

This student was not saying that classical music is unappreciated in the
working class from which she comes (or for that mauter that it is appreci-
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ated Iy most college students) but rather that among her lamily and [riends
she suspected it would be taken as a sign of her breaking away. Wanting
to check on the possible consequences of this breaking away lor her
relationships with the people for whom she cared, she siaged “evicence™
of change that as it turned out ratified her fears: people were “wary and
leery™ of the changes and, more specifically, of losing her. {("We won’t be
able to talk to you anymore.”) Here is another, less premeditated example:

| have somectimes said soeething that 1learned at schoob, and my mother
would shoat me a look. [mitates his mother:] “My_my.my.” Buc 1 know
she is very, very proud of me. . .. [Later] They wantme togoonte [a
[our-vear] college from here [a community colfege]. but | know I'm not
supposed to become a four-svllahle kind of guy. This is not something
they would want w sce. 1 think they are envious [ the people who are
moving into our neighborhood {then being gentrilied). but they also just
don't like them. and they twell me not to become ke them. "Don’t Tt
steeess go [o vour head, dow’t be snotty or a jerk.” Right? But | think 1
am changing. that | already have. and sometimes they see that. Mavbe
they see it beuer than 1 do [studemt interview, Apr. 1990},

tor ather students, clothing (such as a tweed sport jacket with etbow
patches). food (health food and granala. in one case). or ideology (becom-
ing more liberal on social issues than family or friends) became the symbol
ol scparation and mobility. 1t is not that tweed jackets, granola. and
liberalism are the provinee of the middie class or of college students but
rather that family members seize on conspicuous changes in a student’s
sell-presentation in order o express their concerns. In other words, such
changes subtly marked the separation of students from their past. both in
their own eves and in the eyes of those who still inhabited that past. and
everyone seemed to know that this was the case. Thus, these presentations
of change were also, in elfect, a careful feeling out of possible changes in
people’s ways of caring and not caring for cach other. (A sensitive descrip-
tion of separation from the past and the emotional tribute it can exact is
Richard Rodriguez’s (1982) awtobiography, Hunger of Memary.)

Self-presentation on campus can also be problematic lor students, even
when in the company of ather first-generation students. For example, onc
student sell-consciously tried o change what she called her “harsh way- of
speaking and my “dems” and ‘dose.” " Another stopped wearing the black
clothes that were so popular among her [riends at home hut that, she said,
were an embarrassmient on campus. A student who started carrying a
bricfease was teased mercilessly by his classmates who thought he ap-
peared too studious. For some students, then, the ease and matter-of-
faciness of social life cannot always be taken for granted; this is. perhaps,
a feeling familiar to immigrants. to people who have had to “lake it” the first
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few days on a new job, or to guests at a formal dinner who have no
knowledge ol proper conversational topics or of which fork to use first.

Sometimes, of course, the face grows to fit the mask, and the role once
played converges with the self one has become. A student | followed over
her four collegiate years (the first two ina community college) spoke to this
point. She laughed at herself as she recalled:

[ didn't look like college material. [Said with mock snobbishness:] =1
Jdidn't 1alk like it.” All those other kids had new clothes. They—I don’t
know. they were just different. Shiny teeth or something. Probably
hecause no ane ever in wy whole family or any relative 1 know about had
ever went past high school, and it just seemed like that wasn't for me.
[$ad with awe:] College! It just scemed 1o me like a dream, a place | just
didn't go to. Like | didn’t have the brains, for one thing. Iccosta lotof
money, for another thirg. [Laughingly:] 1 really thought you had to have
all these braius or whatever 10 go w college. And look at me now.
[Pointing to the logo an her blouse:] Who would have thought I'd be
wearing a preppice alligator? [student interview, Apr. 1986].

Conclusion

College changes all students, whether first gencration or not. Sophisticated
and useful surveys have documented changes in students’ psychological
and cthical development, attitudes and beliefs of one kind or another,
ability to think abstractly and critically, and so on. These changes have
been attributed to exposure to the curriculum, continued maturation,
“readiness™ for college, the quality of teaching, as well as other [actors.
While some students experience a dramatic falling away of scales from the
eyes so that the world is seen anew. for most students changes are more
modest and incremental. It is evident, however, that for many first-
generation students (especially those who declare a liberal arts course of
stucly or who transfer o a baccalaureate coilege). the very act of going to
college indicates an interest in attaining a white-collar, middle-class posi-
tion not previously attained by a family member, and this may take the
student into uncharted cultural territory.

in the innocent beliel that mobility is unproblematic, students are
olien unaware, at least initially, of its potential costs in personal and sacial
dislocation. It soon becomes apparent, however, that old relations are
changing and that new oncs must be forged. 1t is only when we sce that
negotiating cultural obstacles involves not just gain but loss—most of all
the loss of a familiar past, including a past sell—that we can begin 1o
understand the attendant periods of confusion, conflict, isolation, and
even anguish reported by first-generation students.

LAY
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The  atural issues at urban community colleges involve tensions
between middle-class and poor students of the same race as well as
between students of different races.

Discordant Voices in the Urban
Community Ccllege

Lois Weis

This chapter examines cultural issuces in the context o the urban commu-
nity college. There is no guestion bu that students, most of whom are first-
generation college attenders, encounter cultures in these colleges that exist
in at least partial conllict with the cultures of their family and neighbor-
hood. London's (1989) path-breaking work employs the psychoanalytic
and family sysiems theory of Helm Stierlin (1974), combined with the life
history approach, to detail the sometimes irreconcilable differences that
lirst-generation college students experience. The “breaking away”™ of
London s men and women ol various cthnic groups is reminiscent of that
of the young man from a mining family in Bloomington, Indiana, who, in
the lilm Breaking Away, manages to enter the culture of university students
through his participation in a bicycle race. As we all know, perhaps from
personal experience. “choices™ between conflicting cultures are not casy,
no matter how inspired or motivated we are. Many of us have had to “break
away” in one form or another, and we know firsthand the pain of culture
clash and the loss that accompanies such moves, whether they have
involved class, racial, ethnic, or gender issues.

Thus. the work of London and others on this subject is enormously
powerful. But cultural conflicts exist not only between the school and the
home or community: there are also discordant or nonsynchronous voices
within institwtions and communities. These voices cannot and should not
Ire ignored; they reflect the historical struggles of communitics at the same
time that they serve to maintain tension between and within communities.

Data regarding these “voices™ were gathered during a one-year ethno-
graphic study, for which time several assistants and 1 acted as participant
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observers in a school [ will call *Urban Community College.” The college
is located on the cdge of the urban ghetto in a large northeastern city—a
city on the brink of deindustrialization. The college serves predominantly
a poor black population and, 10 a much lesser extent, a poor and working-
class white population. [uis largely oriented toward the liberal arts but also
offers a number of vocational programs such as child care, criminal justice,
radiological technology, and secretarial science.

The voices we heard were vife with tensions—tensions that must be
understood and contextualized if we are to comprehend the experiences
of those who praceed through or fall out of our institutions. This chapter
focuses on three axes of tension: those beiween black and white students,
those between the black middle-class faculty and the black urban poor
students, and those between black male and black female students. All
these tensions are present on the campuses of our urban community
colleges. All are powerlul and deeply rooted in the struggle for a better
lile.

Though the focus here is on black students, class and gender struggles
also exist within white communitics. However, whites were a minuority on
this campus and, as such, tended o band together as a group, thus
concealing the tensions that characterize the broader white population.
For whites, the constructed “other™ was black. For blacks, the “other™ was
white 1o some degree but also included those of the opposite gender or
different social class.

On a theoretical Ievel, the work of Emily Hicks (1981) and Cameron
McCarthy (1990) on nonsynchrony is exceptionally illuminating. As
McCarthy argues, the relations among social class, race, and gender in
schooling are more complex and potentially contradictory than is sug-
gested by either liberal or conservative discourse on these issues or even by
the newer paralielist theory in cultural studies. Both Hicks and McCarthy
propose that the operation of race. class, and gender relations in schools
and other institutions of family, society, and cconomy is systematically
contradictory or “nonsynchronous,” rather thaa parallel or symmetrical.
Indeed, the position of Hicks and McCarthy is that “individuals or groups.
in their relation to cconomic, political, and cultural institutions such as
schools, do not share identical consciousness and express the same inter-
csls, needs, or desires at the same point in time™ (Hicks, 1981, p. 221).
Consequently, the dynamic relations of race, class, and gender do not
reproduce cach other but instead lead 10 “interruptions, disconlinuities,
augmentations, or diminutions of the original effects of any one of these
dynamics” (McCarthy, 1990, p. 85).

Data presented in this chapter illustrate the validity of this "non-
synchronous™ position. The discourse of college students and faculty re-
veals that dilferent race. class. and gender groups have qualitatively
dilferent experiences in schools and that these groups existin lundamenial
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tension. This tension should not. however, be scen as occurring only on
site. [tis rooted in the historical trajectory of different groups as they move
through American society. It is to these tensions of race, class, and gender
that T now turn,

Tensions Between Black and White Students

At Urban Community College. there are few overt tensions {expressed in
fighting, racial taunis, and the like) between black and white students or
between students and faculty of different races (Weis, 1983). Instead,
tensions are expressed through separateness and. especially on the part of
the white minority a1 the college, through criticisms of black students.
These tensions, of course, are informed both materially and discursively by
a larger socicty. which has historically constructed blacks as “other than”
and inferior to whites and whites as “other than™ and superior to blacks.
Neither group. of course, has totally aceepted its constructed position. The
black communiiy has struggled for hundreds of years 1o break both the
material and discursive practices refated 10 race in the United States, and
it has heen joined by lactions of whites at various times. By no means has
the hegemonic delinition ol race been uncontested or static.

The historically rooted tensions between blacks and whites are primar-
ily plaved out around the open admissions policy of Urban Community
College. All applicants who have high school or general equivalency
diplomas are admitted and become eligible for financial aid packages.
More than 90 pereent of the students receive some form of financal aid.
and 87 percent receive Basic Educational Opportunity Grants (BEOG) of
about 5300 per semester plus tuition. I is often alleged by both faculty and
white students that many (particularly black) students are “there for the
monev,” since the dropout rate in any given semester is exceptionally high.
My observations as well as official college data indicate that only about half
of any class completes the covrse work cach semester. The absentee rate
is similarly high. For example, a fashion merchandising class began in the
fall swith close o thirty-five students: by December 14, between seven and
twelve students were attending regularly. Attendance ata business seminar
declined from thirty-two to between four and cleven by the end of the
semesler.

White students are particularly critical of this “problem.” While some
of the white students receive BEOQG, virtually all black siudents do; there-
fore. in the eyes of white students. it is a distinctly raciat issue. The
following example is from an informal discussion:

Cruonist L tdontlike the kids who come 1o school, get their BEOG
checks, and they don'tshow up. . . . You don'tsee them until nextsemester.
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CyNTHIA: ... Idon'tthink they should be accepied back into schocl next
year. Now | understand they have phony proof, that kids were collecting
under phony names and swuff. [ heard a rumor—you know the machine
downstairs that takes pictures?—that somebody came in and took abunch
of pictures and picked up [other students’ checks}. Whether it was true or
net or whether that was rumor, 1 don’t know. But when you first go to
school the classroam is completely filled. Now I'm Jucky if I have twelve
students in class. My biggest class there's about twenty students. And if
there’s any kind of money distributed, after that three-quarters of the class
is gone.

JENNIFER: | was in 2 minority—1 was paving lor my education. A lot were

- getling EOP [Equal Opportunity Program grants|: a lot were getting

BEOG. .. . Iwanted to be there. [eut my classes here and there, but 1 would

generally attend my classes. But there would be some classes where there

would be six students in there once the money came in. . . . A lot of kids

really came out well. They get wition. spending money, textbooks, and

- transportation, so they were really making money by going to school. . . .

You find a lot of people who go to school becausce its worth their while.

This creates a lot of problems because you get into some of the classes and

they really don't give a darn: they don't really want to be there. and it makes

. it really difficult for you somctimes because 1 was paying enough moncey
where | didn’t want to waste the time.

Joassie: [Fwould changel the students themselves. Thev're here just for
the money or theyre here just Lo, vou know, 1o be with their friends. . . .
1 think it's just a big joke with some of the people. They're not here for an
education. 1 was doing some transcripts in general studies [she is a work-
study student}, and there were people who took five courses and passed
onc. . .. One tcok six and lailed all six. [t was terrible. They're not here for
an education. They're just here for the fun of it

LW: ... Inchild care {the curtriculum she is in], do vou [eel this?

Joasxie: Yeah, like we have a test, OK. Most ol them dou't show and then
they have an option of taking a makeup. But they even miss the makeup
day. teo. lItdoesn’t bother them. . ..

I'm work-study. They [other students] got their grams and 'm still
waiting for money lrom work-study. . . . As soon as the BEOG and TAP
[state Tuition Assistance Plan| come in, they leave, They cheat me [empha-
sisadded]. 'm working for my money and itbothersme. . . . They're giving
the school a bad reputation. . ..

My studies here are so casy for me. Child care doesn’t require much
from students. It's nothing. I haven’t had homework in the last three or four
weeks, IUs just like high school to me. . . In math I just sit and do my
homework in class.

o~

t S
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White students, then, are angered both by the high rate of absentecism
among black students and that so mar  black nonattenders receive grant
monics. High absenteeism is taken as a lack of seriousness, which whites
feel gives the schooi a bad repuation and necessitates slower-moving
classcs. Whether this gives the school “a bad name,” as Joannie argues, or
like Jenniler, they feel *1 was paying enough moncy where 1 didn’t want 1o
waste the time,” the opinion that they arce being cheated by black student
behavior is deeply embedded within many white studenis” identity. As a
distancing device, it enables these students te {eel different from and
superior to the black students: they pay, they are serious, they want to move
guickly. they do not want to wasie time. (While some black students,
particularly the women, also complain about high absentecism on the part
of their peers, they do not express the same bitterness as do white students
and. for the most part, do not feel that they are being cheated because of
others” absence.)

Although whites center many of their convments on grants, the issuc
of money does not fully account for the discourse on dillercnce. Many
while students, too, are grant reeipicnts. As the following comments
suggesl, white students also [ocus on the perceived low level ol academic
skills and lack of cffort among blacks.

Juine (afashion merchandising student): There's one thing that really bothers
me |about Urhan College]. ' very upset by it. | can't understand why they
allow people that don't even know how 1o multiply four times six into school.
There's a girl that was in my class, and one day | was sitting across from her and
she asked me how much four times six was. I mean that was such a blow. 1 still
can't understand why they let people come in that aren't ready.

BARRARA (asceretarial science graduate): Thatis the thing that stands owt
most in my mind—that the majority of the people could not read—they
couldn’t read. T was very shocked: | just couldn’t believe it. ... They
couldn’t read a page out of a book without it 1aking them an hour.

LW: ... Did you know white students who couldn’t read also?

Barsakt: No—there was one girl that seemed to be having a hard time, but
[ don’t know if iUs that she just didn't understand what was going on.

LW: Did you fee! that this slowed down the classes you were in?

Barsira: Yeah,itdid. . . . The courses went very slowly; thats about what
it came down to.

LW ... Were your friends black. white. or hoth?

Barrara: The majority were white. I wasn't close with any of the black
students.

Ty
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L\W: There wasnt much mixing between black and white students?

BarBARA: Not really. . .. There wasn't any hostility; it was very casual.
You're in your own little cliques.

Jonx {a liberal arts graduate): In several cases ! sat next to people who
couldn't spell their name, and they were working on their second year ol an
associate degree. . . . Most of the time you could walk through the halls
without even sceing anvbody. It was not an overcrowded school by any
means. But two davs out of the year . . . was what they called "EOP Day.”
You couldn’t even move in the school. You couldn’t move because there were
so many people swarming. . . . It was like somebody opened the doors and
people started rushing in. ltwas certainly an alentecism school where most
ol the people there were not there. . . . Lwould have to say that in large part
it was a big waste of taxpavers’ money. | don’t think that anybody should be
paid to go to school if theyre not going to go. . . . If you're going to go to
college you should gel something out of it, and I don’t think they did.

Jax (a business administration graduate): | found that I was one of the
few people there that actually did any work. . .. The other students didn't
bother to do the work. . .. The work had 10 be a lot slower.

Dic k: The RT (radiological technology) program was anadvanced coursc:

in fact, vou had to take four exans before vou could even get into it fthe
RT program was virtually 100 percent white]. . ..

The other classes were mostly empty: in fact, they were mostly scatter-
brain tvpe courses. . . . [think Urban College is a below-standard school.
I think that is because of the socioeconomic level of the community that
is supporting the school—that is basically the black community here. . . .
They lower their standards to accept most of the blacks. . ..

A lot of the students come from the South: 1 think they re getting a free
ride. They go and thev get all this money from BEOG and TAP and
everything elsc.

Clearly. white students react negatively to constructed elements of
black student culture, and they define themscives as different from it, Many
feel that students arc “just there for the money.” that they disappear alter
“checks come out.” and that they put livde effort into schooling. While
most of the white students are not so brazen as to talk about black students
as a whole in these terms, some are:

Dick: The radiological technology [ program| was sortofaclique. . .. As
far as the other students. considering that the majority of them were
black—we really don't associate with them. ... Culwrally they were
behind us. There was a big cuhural gap.
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LW: What do you mean by culwural gap?

Dick: Well, 1 worked in California. The blacks there are highly civilized.
When | came back here, 1 [ound that the blacks were uncivilized. [t was
really kind of a surprise to me because 1 had been away from it for a number
of years. The blacks out there | could relate to as a person, When | came
back here, it was sort of a cultural shock. . . . 've been back here for five
years; I'm becoming sort of a bigot myself. The southern blacks came up
here and brought up alot ol their culiure. 1 find it very degrading. They're
slow in action, slow in moves, and always lagging behind. The American
thing is sort of to move up and improve yoursell. Basically, from what | see
from the southern blacks, they dow't care.

While Dick is particularly outspoken on the issue of race, racism runs
like a fine line through most discussions with white students They take
great pains Lo point out that they arc different from black students, whom
they see as lazy and wasting “our time.”

I have suggested that a fundamental tension between black and white
students unfolds within the urban community college along the lines of
white students’ racism. Although [ heard occasional comments relating to
racism in the college and the society at large among black students, there
is no comparablc clahoration among the black students in relation to
whites. There are, however, tensions relating to both class and gender
within the black community itself. 1tis 1o the first of these that 1 now turn.

Class Tensions Within the Black Community

Black students and black laculty are quite critical of each other. While on
the surface this may appear to be evidence of a normal set of antagonisims
between students and faculty, similar crilicisms are not voiced outside of
the race and class configuration outlined here. In other words, the tensions
are 1ot between students and teachers generally at Urban College but,
ratner, between black students and black faculty, which suggests an
underlying class tension. Lwill explore the student response to faculty first.

Curron (a business administration student): 1 noticed that about a [ew
black teachers here, Mr. Ms, at times, too, they try ta be more hard
on you, Iry 1o make the course more diflicult

LW: Why do you think that is?

Crivron: Well, 1 think the simple reason is that they leel they are trying
to bring up the education to a better level, but I think they shouldn’t be
difficult, that diflicult, | can deal with that. but not ithat difficult as far as
making the corrections, but having to type it, you know, ['m not no great
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wypewriter [sicl. 1 have 1o pay somebody. You just make the course dif-
ficult, that what's a pain in the butt. We had workbooks for Ms. .never
use them, but we're going to pay our money. That's stupid, but [ feel that
the black teachers, they don't understand it or something—and really
disheartening, you know.

LW: Whai about the white teachers?

Crirtox: Yeah, they teach on a smoother level, beeause they, how they
outline their course, it's simple, you can grasp it.

While many students express some generalized resentment toward
black faculty for being “too hard,” George, a former business administra-
tion student, takes a different position. He probes beneath the surface of
the level of difficulty and criticizes black laculty for being too individu-
alistic—for divorcing themselves from what he sees as the black collec-
tivity, the black community as a whole. The tension between the black
urban poor experience and social mobility as represented t+ Urban
College is apparent here. Gearge is, by his own admission. closely aligned
to what he calls the “village [ghetto] economy.”™ He is critical of the
“black educators” (whom he variously calls the “intellectuals™ or the
“bourgics™) who “don’t care about people cut from the cloth—like me.
I'm cut from the cloth.” He perceives a distancing on the part of the black
middle class from the concerns and fears of the underclass and considers
this selfish. As he states, “they want 1o stay comfortable.” have their wine
and cheese and their nice homes, and ignore what he sees as a return to
slavery:

Every black person in this couniry is only just 100 vears [rom slavery.
Thev all have poor relatives and people who live in the rural South or
urhan ghettos. They know what the streets are like; they [the intellectu-
als] just don't want o deal with it They have wo much 1o lose. |really
helieve that soon vou'll have a small black middle class, and the rest of
the blacks wall onee again be slaves. Give them a guaranteed annual
income and vou have a class of slaves: people who have no say in their
lives, [whol just can be herded around like animals. We're moving
toward that now. Most ol these people lin the village] have no hasic
skills; they can't read or write: they cant do math; they don’s know
anything about their histary: they just dont know. . .. I'm continually
shacked.

For George, the class tensions are powerful. \While his comiments may
not be representative, he is able to articulate the reasons for the class
tension that 1{eel underlie black student-faculty relations. These tensions
are equally powerful for the iddle class:
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PERCY (an English prolessor at Urban College): [When you first start
*~aching a1 the community college.] people kind of assume that because
you're black ar minority that you can relate instantly 1o minority people.
i could relate on diflerent levels, but educationally, it was very difficult.
They [students] didn'thave the skitls T thought they should have. . .. Tjust
assumed certain things even though 1 was tcaching some remedial type of
course in composition here.

LW: What did you assume?

Prroy: 1assumed that they could at least write sentences, that students
had some idea of grammar. [ assumed that they knew something about
their awn history. T would say, you know. Martin Luther King or Malcolin
X. They would look at you like “Who s that?™. ..

The matter ol being scholars, too. 1 guess i'm somewhat of a scholar,
and 1 guess [ try 10 project that onte my students—to be excellent in what
they do. In fact, that is what Lalways say the first day of class—that you will
be excellentand you will do very good in the class. P didnt realize that some
of these students had no orientation in studying or in heing a scholar or
being intellectually curious. That's sort of disheartening.

LW: Do youstillfind that people assume that because vou're black you
have some kind of understanding?

PERCY: Yes, [and] obviously Ido have alink. Having beenhornin the
South and grew up on the eastside of ,of course Lhave it. But lalso have
other kinds ol training and background. . . .

Students get the impression that you are not stupposed 10 know or do
that [appreciate Mozart, enjoy caviar]. You know, "You're like us and why
can’t you give us a break?” . .. They look [or the break in terms of "don’t
be so hard on us because you understand that we come [rom this poor
background and we are so destitute™ and so on.

1 tell them, “Bull.” Don't tell me about poor backgrounds; don’t tell me
about walking the streets: don’t telh me about drugs and all tha kinds of stuff.
Fve seen it and Uve been there. You don't know prejudice. 1 know prejudice.
I knew prejudice in the forties and fifties-—1'11 tell you about prejudice. You
have to make it onyour own. You are really responsible for yourselland you
can learn.

LW: What is the response to that?

PrERrey: “Yeah, but you made it.” *Yeah, and Ull tell you how [made it.
My mother scrubbed other people’s floors while 1 ook care of the other
three kids . . . she went out to the suburbs and scrubbed floors. 1 washed
dishes in the city's restaurants for about two vears: every summer | worked
in a drugstore. paid my wition to [the state college] mysell, so don't talk
to me about that. [ don't want 1o hear about that.
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LW: When you were talking about “Hey, you're just like us, give usa
break,” is thal the reaction of men or women or both?

PERCY: The men more than the women, and | find black men, unfor-
tunately, have an attitude of “give itto me.” . . . "Man, I'm trying to make
it and this world is terrible, especially on black men.” I've worked it out
somewhat. The kinds of socictal pressures on black men as we know in
America, in their wanting to make it, but more than that, their . . . feeling
ol wanting gratification now. They don’t think in terms of deferred grati-
fication because we have been trught as black men that tomorrow is not
promised; you gotta do this now. The men are more apt to want to do it now:
therefore they're more inclined to want me to give them a break now, slide
them through now because they had a jail record or that sort of thing, and
that's not stereotypic because a lot of black men do have a jail record. They
come from the ghetto.

Percy argued that black students, particularly males, expect him, asa
black faculty member, 1o “understand” their background and -give them
a break,” “slide them through.” Perey's response embadics a spirit of
individualism; he argues that the individual can always “make it” il only he
or she is willing to try hard cnough. This is not 1o suggest that Percy is
unaware of structural barriers for blacks. Any black American knows full
well the extent of racism in the United States. but as Perey stresscs,
individuals have the potential to escape the urban underclass. Percy resents
being “hustled™ by students and responds by being even more rigorous
than many of the white faculty. Thus, there is some truth 1o the accusation
of Clifton and others that black faculty make it more difficult for them.

Carl, a black physical education instructer, takes a position similar to
Percy’s. He, too, is critical of underclass students and is particularly critical
ol the widespread practice of bringing young children to class when there
is no child care available.

CaRL: The only thing that drives me crazy is women who bring their kids
1o class [this is an exceptionally widespread practice]. Why don’t they hire
a baby-sitter or put them in a day-care center?

LW: Maybe they don't have the moncy?

Carr: Yeah, thatmight be true. Heel sorry for the students here, They just
aren’t motivated. They don’t want to learn. If you really want 1o advance,
you can. They play jive man in high schoot and don't get skills.

LW: What motivated you?

CARL: Sports. | loved sports and realized that I'd go no lurther than high
school sports il 1 didn't do well in school. So | worked. T was motivated:
these students aren's. . . . All six kids in my family got a college education.

£y
V)
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LW: Did you go to school in the city?

Carl: Mo, are you kidding? 1 went 1o school in the suburbs. My parents
moved out of the city so the kids would get a betier education.

The class tensions are clear here. Percy, Carl, and others (ug in one
direction, while Clifton, George, and others tug in another. The middle-
class faculty feel that they have worked hard to pet where they are and that
the students are not serious. The black student underclass feels that faculty
are not taking enough responsibility for them now that the faculty have
made it themselves.

Gender Tensions

I have suggested that tensions exist within the college along class and race
lines. It isimportant to note hiere that black students rarely criticize whites.
Rather, the focus [or their criticism tends t¢ be middle-class blacks or, as
this section examines, one another. Generally, black females criticize black
males in much the same way as white students criticize black students. In
other words, black females suggest that the men are not serious, that they
are just there [or the money, that they take little responsibility, and so forth.
The expressed tensions. however, do not in any way address the issuc of
a racist society that may have helped to create them.

Men and women in the urban gheuwo, like men and women clsewhere,
experience different realities. Joyce Ladner (1972) in her excellent study
of black women argues that most black females view the dutics of the
woman as those associated with keeping the home imact. These include
caring [or children, cleaning house, and providing financial support. Black
women are expected to be strong and expect themselves to be strong, and
parents (particularly mothers) socialize their daughters with this end in
mind. As stated by a female business administration student at Urban, “the
wonen work harder than the men: they've been liberated a long time. Black
women have had (o be serious—-the men have not.” Black women perceive
themselves to be both the primary care giver to children and the breadwin-
ner of the family. The position of black males in the economy has made it
difficult for black men to achieve. Racism ensures that black men have not
held patriarchal power, and black women do not see “being taken care of
by a man” as a viable option for their lives.

That the desire to provide a better life for children constitutes the
major reason that black females attend Urban College and, furthermore,
that there is an underlying current of antimale sentiment is clear from the
following excerpts from ficld notes:

Aler public speaking class Eloise and fessic were talking about the
required speech, and Eloise said she was nervous aboun giving speeches
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{she had just given hers). Jesse asked her what the speech was about.and
she said it was about their—why they are at Urban College and what they
want in the fuure.

Eloise said she wanted a better life for her and her daughier [in the
speech she had said that her “nine-year-old danghter is the most impor-
tant thing in the world to me”]. She wants to take care of herself—-don’t
trust no man.” Yeah, Jessie agreed, “They keep running out: vou got o
miake a better life for voursell.”

Onessa (a twenty-five-year-old single mother of three): |Going o collegel
wrned me against the wrong crowd. Before | was. vou know, with people
who really didn't care about their education, but now since I've been going
to school, I've been with more people who did care about their education
and their Tutures. . . . It keeps me alive,

LW If vou had not gone back to school, what would you be doing?

Opkssa: Well, I'd probably be goin® outall weekend. . . . just wastin’ my
time. not really gettin” anything, you know, plavin” around. I'm more settled
now than { ever was—scttled in my mind. not in material things.

LW: So coming back to school allowed vou to meet other people like
vourself?

Otrssa: It allowed me to keep going, instead of going back 1o doin’
nothing, sittin’, waitin’ on some man. or something like that. ... Most of
them [voung peaple] think that some man is going to do it for them. L know
that if you don’t do it for yourself. there’s no man that is geing to take all
the weight off of you. Most women already have children and that causes
a little bit of confusion becausce if the man scolds the child, she'll say, “You're
doing that ‘cause he’s not yours.”

LW ... Ive noticed that in school the women seem more invoived in their
studies than the men do. Am ! wrong abeut that?

ObEssA: No. b think you're right. "‘Cause most of the time the men will be
in the hall and the women will be in their classes.

LW: Why is this?

Opissa: don't know. [ really don't tatk to many of the men. There's not
many that 1 see that might hold my interest.

LW: Sce, I've noticed that, too. The men and women. There seems (o be
a real separation.

Oprssa: To me it does. Even in class most ol the men sit on one side and
the women sit on the other. . .. Usually I'm by mysell. See, most o” e
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women have someone to help them, and Tdon't [she has no family in town|.
My mind is not on fun and games at the time. My mind is totally into what
the teacher is saying.

Not enly do women perceive themselves as being more serious than
men but the faculty alse pereeive thent in this way. In the words of a black
social sciences instrucor:

Enoi: The women just see the world as being against them, so they have
1o study mare. Tney just know. Most women today want to stand on their
own two [eet. They don't want to depend on some guy to dish ot.t $500 to
them whenever he pleases. The only avenue todo that isto work hard. Most
of the guys here are trying to be slick.

LA Now. you said that the black women lecl that the world is against
them so they work hard. The black men ought to fee! that way, 1oo. Why
don’t they?

Esor; They ought to fecl the same way: they don't.
AW Why?

Epok: 1'd like o know why. Lask them, “Don't you know that things are
rougher out there now than ever before? You've got (o work harder!” That
is strange and it is distressful.

LW: When vou say the men are busy being slick, what do yow mean by
that?

Enor: Well, if there's a test tomorrow, they would rather go to a party.
Many girls would say. “No. I'm going to sit down and study.” Many of the
guys think that having a good time now is more important than postponing
it for some [other] time.

Vivian, also a social sciences professor, stresses the pressures that she
feels lead to differential behavior.
vivian: 1find that the majority of the females are more serious about the
whale thing [school]. [ have had some very good male students, but when
you take them as a group. I'd say the majority of the women are far more
serious.

LW: Why?

Viviax: 1don't know il it's because of the schaool situation where people
believe that the females are more serious, whereas men are involved in
more things in the school—more pames ot being cool or whatever. \WWomen
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can show a seriousness and not be mocked and laughed at, whereas some
of the men in the culture say, “You're in school, ha, ha, ha. You're scrious
about this thing! Ha, ha, ha.”

You have to be able 1o take the jazz as a guy. [ think that the ones {black
men| who have risen to the top have been the ancs who have been able to
overlook and overstep this “Hey-you're-serious-about-this whole-thing™
image. But you sce, you have to be able to balance being cool with being
serious in school, and some people can't handle the balance. You can still
be a member of the peer group and kill the teacher's exam. Get an A
constantly but still come back 10 hang with the guys and say cool things,
but you've got to he able 1o handle it. Some people can’t. . .. Women don't
have 1o hang out and be cool. They, of course, have their children and their
houschold. but that's inside and you can glance a* the book every once in
a while. I don’t think women are nearly as pressured as the men around
here.

Some faculty, such as Vivian, arc slightly more sympathetic toward
men than Percy or Eboe. Others are more sympathetic to the fact that
women bear virtually sole responsibility for raising the children, thus
making it difficult to aitend o their studies. There was general agreement,
however. among all the faculty members and women students interviewed
during the course of this study that women are more serious about their
studics than men.

Thus, the same tensions that ¢.ist between black and white students
cxisl to some extent among blacks at the college. The black middle class
sces the underclass students as being tazy, just there for the money, and so
forth. Women, to some extent, see these same negative qualities in the men.

Conclusion

[Lis noteworthy that students rarely challenge the racism of the saciety at
large or even the possible racism of white faculty and administrators, Black
students arc indeed critical, but the criticism is dirceted at targets within
the black community—the black middle class, the black underclass, the
black male. These criticisms are not unlike those voiced by white studenis.
When these data were gathered. there was no existing social movement
that might serve to redirect these sentiments, In other words, there was
nothing comparable to the civil rights struggle of the 1950s and 1960s that
encouraged people to focus on an unequal system as the root cause of felt
problems. Instead. these students were left with anger that became di-
recled at other members of their race. There was no alternative discourse
that might mobilize the sentiments of both blacks and whites who might
be willing to break with hegemonic notions ol race.
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1 have demonstrated here the utility of examining multiple voices in
the urban community college. Such explorations allow us to [ocus on the
tensions and on the historical reasons for these tensions in our educational
institutions. Ultimately, they enable us to understand more clearly the
experiences of those who live and work within our society.

References

Hicks. E. "Cultural Marasm Nonsynchrony and Femimst Practice.” In L. Sargent ted.),
Women und Revoluton. Boston: South End Press, 1981.

Laduer, ] A. Tomorrow's Tomarrow: The Black Woman. Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1972,

London. H. B, "Breaking Away A Study of First-Generation College Studems and Their
Familics. Amcrican journal of Education, 1989, 97 (2), 1-H-170.

MeCarthy. C Race and Cir rculune: Socied Incquality and the Theortes and Pohiis of Difference
wn Conicmporary Research on Schooling. Philadelphia, Pa: Falmer. 1990.

Stierhn, H. Scparating Parents and Adslescenis: A Perspective on Runzing Away, Schizephrenta,
and Waynardness. New York: Quadrangle/New York Tunes, 1974

Weis, L. Between Two Warlds: Blach Studewrs moan Ushan Community Callege. Boston:
Routledge amd Kegan Paul, 1985,

Lows WIS is professor of sociology of cducation at the Graduate School of
Education, State University af New York, Buffalo.




Helping first-gencration minority stidenits achieve degrees may

require nontraditional strategics at community colleges, as well as at
! ditionat _ . ;

buaccalaurcate institutions to which students may transfer.

Helping First-Generation Minority
Students Achieve Degrees

Richard C. Richardson, Jr., Elizabeth Fisk Shinner

This chapter offers the perspectives ol recent African American. Hispanic.
and Native American baccalaureate recipients on the personal. educa-
tional, and socictal variables that contributed 1o their decisions 1o persist
in school and graduate. Our data were derived from 107 in-depth inter-
views with graduates of ten public universities. The institutions were
Brookhn College: California State University, Dominguez Hills; Florida
International University: Flovida State University ; Memphis State Univer-
sity; Temple University: University of California, Los Angeles: University
ol New Mexico, Albuguerque; University of Texas. El Paso; and Wayne
State University. Case studies of these institutions and a description of the
modet developed to explain the outcomes are available in Richardson and
Skinner (1991). More than half (532 percent) of the interviewees reported
atiending a community college. A majority of the graduates (58 pereent)
indicated they were the [irst in their families o attain a college degrec.
First-gencration college graduates were signilicantly more likely 1o have
attended a community college (60 percent) in comparison with those who
reported that ene or both parents had graduated from college (42 percent),
but clearly community colleges played an important role in helping both
groups obtain their baccalaurcates. The stories these graduates told pro-
vide valuable insights into the issues institutions must address in order o
provide optimal environments for the suceess of atl first-generation college
students.

How Students Differ

Many of the prescriptions for improving minority achievement are hased
on excessively simplistic pereeptions of who minority students are. Crur
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research (Skinner and Richardson, 1988; Richardson and Skinner, 1991)
reveals a rich diversity of student profiles that can be described in termis ol
three important dimensions: (1) opportunity or entation, the belicls stu-
dents develop about valued adult roles and ab:out the part played by
cducation in structuring access to those roles, which in turn are reflecied
in motivation and goal setting (for a related discussion, see Ogbu, 1987);
(2} preparation, which involves both the development of expectations
about higher education and participation in cxperiences that approximate
going to college (Attinasi, 1989): and (3) mode of college going. which
distinguishes between students who follow traditional full-time patterns of
college attendance and those who enter college with adult roles and
responsibilities.

Differences in opportunity orientation, preparation, and mode of
attendance influence the degree attainment and transfer rates for all
students but have a particularly strong cffect on African Americans,
Hispanics, and Native Americans because they are more likely to be first-
generation college-goers. Hence, they are less likely to understand fully the
relationship between higher education and desired careers, Jess likely to
have experienced detailed preparation, and more likely to attend in
nontraditional modes.

Opportunity Orientation. The graduates we interviewed knew that as
minoritics, they had “heaten the odds™ in attaining a college degree and
invariably attributed their success to “determination.” Unlike many of
their contemporarics, they understood the conncection between a college
degree and their potential for a “good™ job. Those who came fram college-
educated families had always believed college was the route 10 cmploy-
aent opportunity, while many, but notall. first-generation college students
adopted this belief later in lile as a result o experiences in the workplace
or the military. The desire for a good job was dircctly associated with
obtaining more meney, security, and power. Several graduates expressed
this connection succinetly: I think my incentive is greed—money an-
power,” said one. *l want beuter employment, more mencey, a better
standard of living, and morc independence,” said another. A third said. "I'd
like to make a big salary.”

A good job was also associated with social status and lile-style. Com-
ments such as these were typical: “'m not a blue-collar type. Fm better than
that.” "I didn’t want 1o be a common laborer.™ *I want to live lile the way
[ wish.” "Jobs with a degree carry a litle more weight than just a job.™ A
college education meant freedom and equality. “You just want to do as
much as cveryone else does—to be considered intelligent or able 1o
function in society. As a career, of course, yes, that’s true, but even just in
cveryday life, a man with a college degree—it says something.” said onc
African American graduate.

~ -
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For most graduates, the opportunity provided by college was the
primary basis for judging its validity. Students devalued “just going 10
college™ as drifting. They advised Tuwure students to have a strong goal and
not to worry about whether they liked the experience itself or whether they
encountered discrimination.

Yet many first-generation graduates remained somewhat skeptical
about the opportunities associated with college. Some came from commu-
nities where a college education was not an important elementin becoming
an adult and were discouraged by the stories of college graduates who
returned home to find no employment. A Native American student de-
scribed the situation on her reservation: “They told you 10 go 10 school and
vou did. You come back with all the education 1o work for the tribe and
help your people, but there are no jobs.”

Others. confronted with examples of discrimination in hiring and
promation, were uncertain whether college could overcome the negative
effects of minority status. An African American student commented that he
had seen white [riends in his company promoted over him even though
they "couldn’t touch me in academics or experience. Those kinds of things
bother me.™ he said. “but then, I think, that's society.”

One first-generation African American graduate reported that his
family and friends continually told him that he was wasting his time, that
the education would do notking for him. Though he doubted the financial
rewards involved, he nonetheless persisted. 1 had intrinsic reasons for
going, and at times when you're getting negative vibes from everyone you
know, you've got to keep your eyve on what vou're daing.”

Preparation. Perhaps the most often cited reason for underachicve-
ment is lack of preparation. The graduates we talked with explained their
difficulty or lack of difficulty in getting a degree in terms of the adequacy
of their preparation. but their treaument of the issue was broader than the
usual discussion of academic background. From a student perspective,
preparation involves complex cognitive, physical, and social aspects of the
college-going experience (Attinasi, 1989). Graduates emphasized the im-
portance of developing accurate expectations about course content and
about necessary academic skills as well as readiness for the more general
cognitive development usually associated with a college education. Stu-
dents [rom rollege-cducated families experienced continuity from their
previous learning experiences.

“When t took my lirst freshman classes in chemistry and math, it was
like my junior year in high school. I didn't have 1o crack a book.” said one
Hispanic graduate.

“l hud really advanced English classes in high school and | knew how
ta write a paper, a decent paper, and 1 could do very well, whatever kind
ol paper they wanted me to write.” an African American graduate said.
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First-generation college-goers, however, described disorienting expe-
riences: “When 1 got there [the campus], the things other kids knew
already and you're cxpected to know, [ didn't know,” said a Cuban
American gruate.

“I found that some of the things 1 should have learned 1 hadn't. I had
to learn while T was in college. . . . There were voids | had to go back and
fill in. For two or three years, it's double time,” reported an African
American graduate.

“It just scemed like we had gaps. 1t was like we were missing parl of
the picture. .. . The teachers are saying, ‘Remember when you learned
this?" and | never missed school but [ kept thinking, ‘Gosh, did [ miss some
lectures along the way? But 1 didn't; they just were not there,” 2 Mexican
American graduate said.

Students usually discussed the physical aspects of college attendance
i terms of time. D this study, as in our previous rescarch (Richardson,
Fisk, and Okun. 1983). talk about time and schedules was pervasive and
revealed the degree to which students were prepared for the demands of
going to college. While {irst-generation students struggled 1o gain control
of the temporal aspects of their experience. students from college-edu-
cated familics had developed clear expectations about how time should be
managed. One Hispanic graduate from a college-educated family found
that “college reminded me a lot of my high school, just the way my daily
schedules were set up.”

Students’ preparation for the economic realities of college life also
differed. Those from college-educated lamilies had information about
sources of financial aid and clear expectations about how to make ends
mcet. while first-gencration college students did not.

Graduates emphasized the importance of demystifying the burcau-
cratic and academic aspects of a large institution, which they found
intimidating,. conlusing. and impersonal. For example, services like finan-
cial aid or those of the registrar's office seemed inaccessible because of
puzzling paperwork and long lines. Furthermore, many felt that busy
faculty and academic counselors weren't anxious to “waste time” with
students. “Nobody wanted to help you: they saw you as bothersome.” One
student recalled thar academic advising was “just a mauer of going and
telling them the classes that 1 was going to take, and they signed me offand
1 went down the road.” Even when more sympathetic sources ol academic
and social support were available, students found them "ad to locate. In
addition. students often failed ta take advantage of information about
services because they [elt somehow disconnected from the campus. ~1
think the publications of the newspapers and the board, the *pin-ups’ that
you see, you have a way ol separating yourself from them. You don’t really
ascerlain them as being seriously intended lor you,” said one Mexican
American graduate.
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Students also complained of large, impersonal lecture courses with
little student participation and little interaction with (aculty who might
have “five ofiice hours for several hundred students.” The size and com-
petitiveness of some institutions made it hard to make fricnds; students
were hesitant to help each other because they wanted to protect their own
standing. While most students are critical of these conditions, first-genera-
tion students are at greaier risk because they are less well prepared to cope
with them.

Through interaction with college-goers and experience with special
programs, students from college-cducated lamilies and some first-genera-
tion students had gained an understanding of how to participate in the
complex college environment, but the adjusiment was still difficult. An
Alrican American student with college-educated parents commented on
this inadequacy in his otherwise excellent preparation: "Nothing in my
pasi academic history would have prepared me for the overwhelming
factor of being a number; nothing prepared me for that.”

First-generation students frequendy described their first exposure to
the campus as a shock that took them years Lo overcome. Many minority
stuclents were also unprepared for the racial or ethnic isolation—even
alicnation—they would ex perience in predominantly Anglo institutions, a
[inding well supported by previous research (Kleinbaum and Kleinbaum,
1976; Madrazo-Peterson and Rodriguez, 1978: Suen, 1983; Dawkins and
Dawkins. 1980). The graduates we interviewed frequently talked of [eeling
isolated, especially when they had been among a small minority on the
campus or in a particular discipline. An African American graduate re-
marked that there were few blacks in his major: “For the ume [ was an
English major, there were many times that [ was the only black person in
the elassroom. . .. T don't know whether U'm better off for the experience
or not or what t got out of that sitwation, if anything. 1t just struck me as
strange.”

From the student perspective, preparation 1o attend a predominantly
Anglo institwtion is directly refated o family educational experience.
Students with the most accurate and detailed expeciations came from
families where a tradition of going to college already existed. An Alrican
American graduate recalled the lifelong influence ol his mother's college
experience on his gozls: *[My mother| had encouraged us and prepared us
for college fram day one. She was a degreed individual so that was always
something in our minds.”

Preparation was also alfected by association with present and past
college-goers in school, the community, and the workplace. Positive mod-
cls helped students prepare for the college experience by providing indirect
simulation of college attendance through the stories they recounted. One
African American graduate, for example, recalled high school teachers who
told him “about the real world, how it really is in college.”
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The more experience that was shared and the more recent the stories,
the more specific and accurate expectations became. A Mexican Americen
graduatc explained how his cxample had helped his brother: “He has taken
the initial steps alier having seen me do it. He has receiv ed the identical
scholarship. He is studying [for] the identical degree. and he has the same
plans that I have—even the same professors. . .. Ithink the difference it has
made for him is that he has realized that these goals are attainable, 1 was
kind of a trailblazer for him.”

Preparation was enhanced by experiences that approximated college
going. An African American graduate reported an casy transition from high
school to college: "It wasn't much change to me. 1 was in a lot of college
preparatory classes in high school, and _hey basically tried 10 get us ready
for going 10 college.”

Anather graduaie found military experience helplul: =1 had been used
Lo going to classes in the army, and by the time [ got to college all the new
concepts and new materials 1 was genting [rom my courses weren't alien i
me anymore.”

Our data demonstrate that many minority students are well prepared
for college, and many others can overcome the handicaps of inadequate
preparation. While it is dillicult 1o do “double time™ to [ill in preparation
gaps while simultancously trying to keep up with classmates, minorities,
like other first-generation college students, can meet this challenge. Insti-
tutional success in helping first-generation minority students succeed is
signiflicantly related to prevailing values and attitudes. When minority
achievement is both expecied and valued, institutions act in ways that
allow preparation problems 1o be addressed effectively. Preconceptions
about the limited potential of minorities. however, can wrn into self-
[ulfilling prophecies. restricting the achievement of all minorities regard-
less al preparation (Richardson and Skinner, 1991).

Mode of College Autendance. The issue of minority achievement is
further complicated by the fact that African Americans, Hispanics. and
Native Americans are more likely 1o attend college in nontraditional ways.
while current retention strategies are hased targely on traditional concep-
tions of college matriculation (Tinto, 1987).

The striking contrasts between traditional and nontraditional modes
of college going evident in our da illustrate why differential access to one
made over the other has significant consequences for success and why
support strategics based on the traditional mode are incllective for
nontraditional studems. Most well-prepared minority students attend
lour-year calleges direcdy after high school. First-generation college stu-
dents with high opportunity erientations are also likely candidates lor this
traditional mode of college attendance.

The first-generation college students who began their higher educa-
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tion in community colieges, however, typically atended in nontraditional
modes and maintained significant owtside roles and responsibilities. Their
college going was characterized by shallow connections with the college
and by extensive connections with the workplace or the home. For these
students, being a college student was just one and often not the most
impaortant of many roles. As one African American graduate ¢ mmented,
1 was a full-time student, § was employed full timne, and | was a full-time
daddy and husband.”

Many first-generation participants did not immerse themselves in the
student role, partly because it was not well accepied among their reference
groups. Their college experience was less intensive and less continuous.
Because of multiple respansibilities, students were more likely to atiend
college part time. to transfer, and to stop out one or more times.

Through our interviewees™ descriptions of their complicated daily
schedules, we learned that many spent relatively little continuous time as
students. Rather than organizing their time around the student role. they
atiempted to fit a new activity inio a familiar time frame, often perlorming
astounding temporal balancing acts. “Getting up at 6:30 to prepare and go
to schoal, taking my son Lo day care, going to school from 8:00 to 12:30.
working on onc job from 1:0010 4:30. Going home . . . Then Lwould leave
at night going to my night job,” explained one African Amcrican graduate.

Nontraditional students had minimal physical involvement with the
campus, coming almost solely 1o take classes. They knew only a small part
of the campus and had little involvement with instructors or other stu-
dents. They did not participale in student activities or use student services
other than the financial aid office, the registrar's offlice, and perhaps a
mtoring service if it were uniquely suited o their needs. They had no time
to “hang around” the campus. In [act, spending time on campus was
associated with problems—parking, transportation, inconvenient sched-
uling of courses, and paperwork errors. From the comments of many
graduates, we gathered that atending with such limited involvement was
not considered to be “regular” college going,

Low Expectations and Academic Achievement

The graduates we interviewed recalled incidents that revealed the low
expectations held for minortities by some faculty members. The exvecta-
tion that minerities were not knowledgeable or capable sometimes caused
them to be treated with disrespect in the classroom. “There were so few of
us there, and then semetimes in the classes, 1 mean honestly. you could
hear the racial undertones. . . . Most times it was just in the air.” said an
African American graduate,

Another graduate recalled an African American student in her business
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commuuication class who was not afraid 1o speak up: “[Other students]
would treat him, you know, like 'you must be stupid for saying that,” and
sometimes their whole aditude would show through after class where there
might be sound effects at something he said. You know, he had every right
to say what he said. . . . He was made 1o look ridiculous. It made you {eel
that what you said didn't matter, vou were ridiculous for being in there, and
'‘we don't need you here,” and so forth.”

The most scrious problems arose when low cxpeciations were re-
flected in instructors’ grading practices. "1 had once instructor who gave me
a C because she thought that most blacks needed C's and that we're used
to getting C's. 1 bad to go to the ombudsman several times, and not only
with her but with other instructors, just to get the grades [ deserved, She
had given me a D hecause my paper sounded too good. It didn’t sound like
something Leould write. . .. So{ had to go hack. getall my sources, come
in, and shiow her where § got every bit of information, where Lanalyzed it
that it was written nowhere, hefore she would change my grade. This
woman is saying that 1 couldn’t write,” reported an African American
graduate.

These accounts are reminiscent of evidence reported by Oghu (1978)
that both Alrican Americans and Mexican Americans are graded unfairly
it public schools. In his study in Stockton. California, Ogbu lound a
tendeney for African Americans in public schools to be given a grade of C
regardless of their individual cfforts or progress, a practice he saw as
mirroring the situation in the community where African Americans were
nat hired. paid, or promoted according Lo their abilitics.

Rescarch on college aurition indicates that when discrimination is
“overbearing.” it becomes a major reason lor dropping out for a significant
proportion of African American college students (Western Interstate Com-
mission for Higher Education, 197 3). Low teacher expectations for minor-
ity student performance have also been docuniented in the public schools
(Bennett and Harris, 1982; 51 John, 1975, Rist. 1970). Detailed analyses ol
classroom interaction show the consequences ol low expectations: teach-
ers pay less attention 1o students from whom they expect litle, inieract
with them less. and place lower demands on their performance (Brophy
and Good, [974; U.S. Civil Rights Commission. 1973). Swudents act
accordingly, low sell-expectancy results, and perflormance is impaired
(Haynes and Johnson, 1983; Wheelis, 1982).

Dissatisfaction with the social and emotional environment is also a
frequenty cited reason for minerity students leaving coliege and for poor
performance (Tracey and Sedlacek, 1987, Gilmartin, 1980), Like others,
we found in our interviews that these noncognitive lactors alfect minority
students vegardless of their academic ability or the level of education their
parents achieved (Qliver, Rodriguez, and Mickelson, 1983),
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Strategies for Success

The first-generation students we interviewed had been successful, despite
inadequate preparation, nonspecilic opportunity orientations, non-tradi-
tinnal modes of attendance, and dehilitating low expectations, because of
their own coping strategies and hecause of the ways that institutions
changed to make their environments more receptive to student diversity.
We consider first the ways in which students coped.

Student Strategies: Scalting Down. While many students spent rela-
tively lictde time on the campus, most reported that it had still been
impaortant for them to reduce or “scale down™ the physical dimensions of
college attendance—that is, to find places where they could study, mect
[riends. or seek support. spaces that provided some measure of
~comfortabilits.” 7.~ spaces could be almost anywhere on campus—for
example, a studeni ungs or cafeteria, the office of a student support
service. oraspecific academic deparment They also found ways of scaling
down the social dimensions by identifying some community of trustworthy
and supportive people on whom they could rely,

Cognitively. successful students found a focus and direction for their
studies within a diverse university curriculum. Socially. they formed
relationships with instructors. identilied mentors and advisers, and devel-
oped support networks with fellow students (Astin, 1968). Other strate-
gics ol successful students—whether used alone or in combination—
included using special support programs as a focus around which they
could reduce the overwhehning complexity of university life. Students
from college-cducated families attending in the traditional mode some-
times focused their involvement around a work-study job, membership in
a student organization, or, on residential campuses. membership in a
dormitory or social organization. Most commonly, however. students
centered their experience around the department of their major. Depart-
ments were especially important for first-generation students attending in
nontraditional modes because their connections with the campus came
primarily through course work. For them, depariments olten provided all
the services they needed—academic counscling. ombudsman services,
twtoring, financial aid information. job placement services, and transfer
orientation. Graduates indicated that most of their friends and mentors
shared the same major.

All students identified peer support as important, but support groups
were most [ully developed among traditional students from college-edu-
cated [amilies. These groups provided invaluable support in many ways.
Members shared the work of preparing course assignments, studying lor
tests, and interpreting lectures and reading materials. They advised cach
other about course selection. ideniifying the best instructors as well as
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those who should be avoided. Students also taught cach other the basics ef
negotiating the bureaucracy of the university. Since such networks often
included sludents at various stages in their programs, they provided role
models and constructive competition and raised expectations of success
within the system. For some, these social networks provided essential links
to future opportunity.

The scaling-down process, while an essential aspect of successful
adjustment fui all students, was more complicated for minority students.
Tendencies toward separation arc aggravated by the scaling-down strate-

‘ gies adopted by both minority and nonminority students and by the
: programs colleges institute to help them. Special support programs, even
if not explicitly designed for minority students, often become predomi-
nantly min. iy as access initialives bring more nontraditional and
underprepared minorities onto the campus.

A climate of low expectation interferes with informal student coping
strategics by preventing minority students from relating to the campus
cnvironment in the same way that majority students do. While college is
supposed to be an inherently broadening experience. for underrepresented
minority students, attending predominantly Anglo institutions may HIGHT
access o a peer environment as well as to other aspects of the social and
cognitive life of the university (Fleming, 1984). In addition, the homoge-
ncous composition of student groups sometimes refllects underlying rac-
ism. As one Hispanic graduate said. “You have pockets. you know. Hispanics
hang out together, and the whites hang out together, and the blacks hang
out together. So you really dont have that interaction.”

Racially and cthnically based support groups whose members come
from backgrounds of seve, Iy limited opportunity sometimes exert a
negative influence by reinforcing cach other's low e cpectations for achieve-
ment and feclings ol alienation from the system. The student support
groups that were most effective in promoting achicvement were somewhat
exclusive: only those with good academic reputations were accepled. In
such groups, minority students were sometimes not welcome because of
stereotypes about their lack of academic motivation and skill. An older
Hispanic woman graduate recalled that a fellow student in a science class
had refused to be her lab partner: "This Anglo lady came over and said."Dr.
Norton just said to choose our own group, and ! really don't want you in
my group. | want an A for me.” And 1 stood up and saidl, ‘Look, why are you
stereotyping? What makes you think [ don’t want an A out ol this class?
That's stereotyping because they know all the statistics that you know right
away; we'te not aiming for an A and that's typical. ... You're stereotyped
right away. Not wanting 1o be on top. Of course we want to be on top.”

Under such circumstances the position of minorities becomes notonly
separate but marginal. The concentration of minorities in special pro-
prams. within separate social networks, and in a small set of relatively low-
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status majors seems to justify and reinforce low expectations and the
relegation ol minorities to lower status. Minoritics in such cases are
retained without {ull access to the curriculum, the campus, or the chance
to earn a degree (Francisco, 1983).

Institutional Strategies. Student strategies lor coping with the univer-
sity environment were aided by special programs and services, whether
those programs were designated for minorities or for disadvantaged,
underprepared. or nontradirional students. Many ol our first-generation
interviewees felt that they never could have made it without the support
of these programs.

The most effective programs involve collaboration among universities,
community colleges, and public schools to provide support for un-
derprepared students by developing bridge programs and by providing
svstematic and comprehensive acadceimic support services (such as assess-
ment and remediation, learning laboratories, tutorial services, intrusive
advising, and monitoring of student progress) until a student was firmly
cstablished in a major. The potential for success of this approach was
exemplified in the expericnce of 2 Mexican American honors graduate in
mechanical engineering who linished high school in the lower hall of his
class and was advised by a counselor to go 10 a vocational school. He was
accepted into a summer bridge program that strengthened his academic
background, clarified his educational goals, and introduced him 1o the
academic environment. Through the program, he developed a network of
[riends and faculty members that provided support through live successful
years.

Older adulis also benefit from collaborative programs between com-
munity colleges and universities that provide opportunitics to fill in gaps
in preparation and that offer flexible course scheduling. Vestibule pro-
grams that provide students who fail to meet regular admissions standards
with careful advising, career development. assistance in strengthening
hasic skills, and more personal interaction with faculty also help to scale
down the campus environment,

Colleges often help students scale down along racial and cthnic lines
by setting up networking groups for minority stwdents pursuing the same
major. Some institutions with relatively smat! populations of a particular
racial or ethnic group try 1o provide more comfortable social environments
through networking and a variety of culturally sensitive alternatives. such
as special residence halls or meeting-place arrangements. At more
multicultural colleges. student clubs organized according to race and
cthnicity provide a sense of cultural identity and a place of refuge from the
"melting pot” character of the academic environment. The graduates we
interviewed recognized the vital role played by minority-focused groups.
“Any incoming minority will not [eel unwelcome. There is a vast number
ol clubs geared 1o specific minoritics,” said one Hispanic graduate. *The
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National Black Students and similar clubs take it upon themselves to help
minority students. I mean, we really don't rely on the school for that. If it
wasn’t for the NBS, my experience would be very different,” a hlack
Caribbean graduate said.

We have previously identified academic departments as especially
significant in supporting students. However, admissions policies some-
times produce unequal access to acadenic programs. Many institutions
admit students 10 a general program and then require the completion of
specified requirements before accepting them into high-demand majors.
Where the more popular programs adopt screening procedures that elimi-
nate all but the best-prepared minority applicants, there are commonly
wide fluctuations in the representation across majors. The tendency for
minority students 1o select majors that already have significant minority
participation intensifics unequal representation across departments.

Graduates reported being aware of both physical and social separation
between minority and nonminority students. This occurred mostat schools
with smaller minority enrollments, more full-time and residential stu-
denis, and a more competitive atmosphere. While others have noted tha
black students on white campuses prefer a degree ol separation in their
peer associations (Sowell, 1972; Centra, 1971). the graduates we inter-
viewed expressed ambivalent attitudes about this apparently mutual pro-
cess of separation. “You know, the campus is so big. And quite a few
minoritics arc finding themselves in one building, Lverybody socializes
around this onc arca. [ don't know how 1o explain this. 1t's feeling like you
have to be around that arca to fit,” reported a Hispanic graduate. “The only
thing that 1 guess was really difficult for me to understand was this
segregation between blacks and whites there. You know. you had black
activities and you had white activitics. . . . Sometimes it made me mad. and
sometimes it didn’t.” recalled an Alrican American graduate.

The effectiveness of scaling-down strategies, cspecially when they
involved a degree of racial and cthnic separation. depended on the prevail-
ing attitudes toward minorities on campus. Too often these atlitudes
involved low expectations, as previously described. The importance of
obtaining active faculty support for improving the climate for minority
student success was apparent from the comments of graduates. [ guess the
positive thing 1 would say would be the professors. 1 had a lot of good
prolessors who ook a special interest in giving me the help needed,” said
one African American graduate. “Though some of the teachers are not
exactly prominerity, | can't really think of anything they would have
changed if | had been other than a minority.” reported another.

Through faculty behavior, it becomes apparent to minoritics when a
college wants them to succeed, although the support may be atributed to
institutional sell-interest. *They try to keep you there. . . . They want every
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freshman who comes to graduate. [ don’t know if that's good or bad, but
they want to see you graduate, not necessarily because they like you, but
.. . 50 more students get degrees,” an African American graduate saic.

While the graduates did not paint rosy pictures of utopian acceplance,
most indicated that the climate of the institution attended was onc in which
minority students could succeed. It was pretty much a melting pot, and
everyone basically got offered the same things. I don’t really think there are
any particular problems that blacks have that anyhody else might not
have. . . . You still [eel a little discrimination. It's not overt, but it's there.
Those are things that you have to just overcome,” said one African
American graduate. “1 guess there's prejudice evervwhere, but 1 didn't find
it overbearing. not enough o hurt me.” said another.

Conclusion

All first-generation students are uncertain climbers. Minority students in
particular necd tadders with every rung in place in order to provide them
with a [air opportunity for overcoming incomplete preparation, nonspecific
educational objectives, and nontraditional modes of college attendance. The
necessary rungs include carly intervention to strengthen preparation and
improve educational planning, sumnier bridge programs, special orienta-
tion and registration, tailored linancial aid programs, assessment and
remediation. tmoring, learning laboratories. mentoring, intrusive academic
advising, and carcer development. These rungs help community colleges
translate open access into a successhul educational experience.

Community colleges have long viewed [irst-generation college-goers
as a primary clientele. The imporiance that they attach 10 their teaching
mission and their experience in working with underprepared majority
students gives them an edge in promating achicvement among minority stu-
dents with similar backgrounds. Bevond first- and second-gencration
minority students with dilfering preparations. there is a sizable pool of
reasonably prepared minority adults for whom a job and family mandate
a nontraditional mode of auendance.

This population is high risk. Providing them with the oppertunity to
achieve a degree requires close cooperation hetween two- and [our-year
colleges, as well as the assistance of a varicty of state and community
agencies. Offsctting the risks and difficulties of serving adults is the
potential impact ol their success on families and minority communitics.
Increasing the number of minority college graduates in traditional age
groups has important long-run consequences for the social and economic
viability of the nation. [ncreasing the number of college-educated minority
parents and workers offers a short-run strategy lor rekindling the American
dream for people who [requently believe it has passed them by.
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Adult first-gencration students, like vounger first-gencration students,
must confront cultwral issues, but unlilie their younger cohorts, these
adults have established independent fives, which complicates their
transition te coflege life.

First-Generation Adult Students:
In Search of Safe Havens

L. Steven Zwerling

To someone of my generation whe began college teaching during the
1960s, the typical student one encountered was the "traditional age,” from
eighteen 1o twenty-two. True, there were any number of "nontraditional”
students on campus, especially if you were on the faculty of a community
college: such students included returning Vietnam veterans, women whose
children were old enough 1o allow them to begin or continue their college
cducation (“returning women”), dislocated workers secking retraining,
and so on. But the predominant campus climate was shaped by the valuces
and life-styles ol the young people who were its primary citizens.

As a youthful facully member, younger than thirty and therefore
presumably still trustworthy, 1 fele part of the culture that was then sa
widcly reported, a culture that among other things questioned ail author-
ity, including that of my callege, along with its curriculumand its methods.
Thus, when a number ol the more “progressive” faculty became concerned
about the many sezmingly able students who stopped attending afler a
semester or two, we chose not (o join the grousing sessions in the laculty
caleteria that assigned all blame to the students butinstead began to scarch
for the institutional factors that might he contributing to this terrible
attritian,

My Reeducation

Frankly, | needed to be reeducated. My formal (raining was in English and
comparative literature. 1 knew nothing about education itself—nothing
about the history of schooling, about curriculum (except the local politics
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of how to get a new course approved). or about what somie were cailing the
“hidden curriculum” or social functions of educaticn. A quick immersion
in the literature of schooling, especially that of the critics—Katz (1968),
Karabel (1972), Greer (1972), Aronowitz (1973). and Freire (1971)—led
my calleagues and me to sense that in spite of the egalitarian rhetoric and
open-door policy of community colleges, they provided more the illusion
of opportunity than the reality. As 1 began to dig deeper into the writings
about community colleges while | was working on my book. Second Besi:
The Crisis of the Community College (1976), and particularly as I read the
primary historical documents, including the carly state master plans for
higher education in California and elsewhere. it became clear 1o me that
community colleges had come into being as much o divert students away
from senior institutions, so that they could maintain selective admissions
practices, as to provide second-chance opportunities for the academically
less successful. Talso came on an early work by Burton Clark (1960) that
saw the primary role for the junior colliege o be the “cooling out™ of
students—that is. through counseling. to convince the less successful tha.
their lack of achievement was their own and not the institution’s fault. This
struck an all-too-familiar note: what Clark described remis led me of
practices [ had long encountered on my own campus. From students, 1 had
heard many storics. similar to the one Julta Lara recounts in this volume.
of counselers and faculty members who had tried 10 get students to be
“realistic.” to lower their aspirations at the first sign of acadenic difficulty.
Recognizing this pattern ultimately led my colleagues and me to change
our ways of working with students—to attempt. instead. to “heat themup.”
1o help them discover their true petential, and to maintain or raise their
aspirations. All this is described in detail in Sccond Best.

By 1976, then, my colleagues and 1. as well as others in community
colleges around the country, were finding wavs to work more effectively
with the rather small numbers of students we encountered. Nevertheless,
the national data on the academic progress of two-vear college students
indicated that a shrinking proportion of at-risk students were succecding.
As one measure of this. the transfer rate of low-tncome and minority
students who were more and more found in communiiy colleges continued
to decline. In California, for example, where nearly 90 percent of minority
students enrolled in college were found at community colleges. only 5 1o
10 percent transferred. less than half the rate of white students. One clearly
needed to look beyond the master plans and cooling-out practices 1o seek
reasons for this institutional ineffectiveness.

My own reading took me next o the work of Howard London (1978),
Lois Weis (1985). und Richard Richardson with Elizabeth Fisk and Morris
Okun (1983). In different ways, cach wrote about how the institutional
cutture of the community cotlege must be considered when thinking about
how to work with at-risk students. London and Weis showed how first-gen-
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eration students [rom working-class backgrounds, in order to be successful,
ta achieve aspirations that might take them away from their families and
neighborkoods, needed to function in two worlds simultancously—that of
their parents and friends and that of the more cosmopolitan, middle-class
college. Thus, ironically and sadly. success usually required a renegotiation
of relationships with family and friends as students began to see themsclves
dilferently; failure was olten more ascribabic o0 an unwillingness to under-
take this renegotiation than to any fundamental lack of ability or diligence.

Richardson, Fisk, and Okun's (1983} examination of the academic
culture of the community college revealed. in addition, that between a
demoralized faculty and studenis whose primary goal was to acquire basic
information, there existed a silent agreement to lower intellectual demands
so that neither instructors nor students would be 1axed. This “leveled-
down” or remedialized cnvironment, which valued rote learning more
than analytical or critical thinking, enabled students to pursue the voca-
tional goals that had become dominant on 1wo-year college campuses,
while altowing the [acully 10 teach out their remaining years in relative
comfort. Such a debased academic climate, however, greatly thwarted the
chances of these students with higher academic aspirations—how could
they receive the preparation they needed in order to transfer to a senior
college? Richardson. Fisk, and Okun mused thw this culiure of lowered
expectations might well contribute to the declining fortunes of community
college wransfer students.

It was obvious to these ol us who encountered this new literature that
we would have to address these cultural issues directly, that in our
counsceling and advisement we would need to help first-generation stu-
dents [ind ways to build bridges between the worlds they were required to
negotiate, and that in cur work with facuity we would need to get them 10
grapple with ways to enrich the academic climate. None of this seemed
simple to achieve. though a number of successful efforts of this kind are
described in later chapters.

Adult Students: The New Majority

Also at about this time, it hecame clear that the familiar traditional student
was no longer in the majority, that the “nontraditional” adult, part-time
student with work and family responsibilitics was more commonty found
on community college campuses. Indeed, few of the old descriptions of
two-year colleges and their students pertained: it was no longer possible to
separate the traditional functions as neatly as it had been in the past into
collegrate, carcer, compensatory, and community divisions. How could
onc classify an adult who attended intermiitently. initially taking skills
courses and then credit courses in business, who got an associate in applied
science degree in computer technology. and eventually transferred to a
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four-year college? In effect, this student fit into all four categories. How
many students were actually taking 1wo years to complete the two-year
college? How many transfer students were actually translerring? How
many terminal students were terminating? Indeed. evidence was accumu-
lating that more vocational students were transferring than academic
students. Why on many campuses were there more reverse transfers than
forward transfers?

In this new communty college, one thing remained unchanged: for
those students with aspirations that included the eventual attainment of a
bachelor's degree, the likelihood that this would occur was still bleak. In
fact, although there are few sets of meaningful data that compare the
academic success rates of adults with raditional-age students, the avail-
able information does indicate that part-time students, not surprisingly,
fare considerably less well than full-time students. [f one wishes to discover
the causes for this lack of academic progress, all of the fumiliar reasons
pertain, with onc exception: the cultural tensions that complicate the lives
of first-generation college-age students are quite different [rom those that
play on adulis.

Most of the cultural literature concerns itsell with younger students—
for example. in their ficldwork, London (1978) and Weis (1985) have
generally studicd the lives of traditional-age students who are the firstin
their families o go to colicge. Litle is said about first-generation students
who attend while working and raising familics. From what can be gleaned
from the literature and from the interviews I conducted with adult students
in preparation for writing this chapter. there are inklings of significant
differences that educators need 1o consider as they seck ways to help more
of thesc students [wlfill their aspirations.

For younger first-generation college students, as we have seen. secking
upward mobility usually invelves risking the disapproval of family and
fricnds who see college attendance itsell and the resulting taking on of new
values and modes of behavior as a form of disloyalty. In London’s words in
Chapter One, such confllicts “inevitably call into question the very mecaning
ol allegiance and love.”

For adult lirst-generation students who have already moved out of
their parents” home, have heen working full time, perhaps have begun a
family of their own, and have come under the influence of educated role
models in the world of work—in other words, lor those who are now the
mare typical community college student—the direct cultural pressures
that younger students feel on virtually a daily basis are greatly diminished.
Indeed. in the literature and from my interviews, there is evidence that
rather than experiencing a pull back toward the world of the old neighbor-
hood, adult students are frequently encouraged to pursue a higher educa-
tion by their new friends at work. by their supervisors, and by their own
children and spouses.
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Let me now present briel portraits of two adult students who exemplily
this new reality as a way of furthering our understanding of their lives and
aspirations. In both cases, [ have changed the students’ names and some of
the facis of their lives in order to preserve their anonymity.

Cynthia Brown. Cynthia Brown was born in Harlem forty years ago.
Her mather died when she was quite young, and she was raised. along with
her two brothers, by her father. She is the youngest child, and in her view,
little was expected of her. Though she did well in elementary and high
school, all her father envisioned for her was that she get a job. Nor did she
reccive any encouragement to pursue her education (rom her teachers or
friends. No one in the neighborhood was college bound, and Cynthia never
gave college a thought. She felt fortunate when she was able to find a clerk’s
job at a bank after she graduated; she was, in fact, the first in her immediate
family to finish high school.

The vears moved along quickly. She did well at work, adding work
{ricnds to those from the neighborhood where she continued to live inan
apartment of her own, When she was twenty-seven, she had a son who
brought her great jov. Her father and brothers remained close by, as did her
nicces and nephews. Cynthia lived in the midst of a loving extended family
and considered hersell blessed as she saw many with whom she had grown
up drift into frustration and despair.

Bul as her son grew older, inevitably turning o friends for basic
companionship. Cynthia found hersell with more time to think about her
own fortunes. Atwork, though she advanced somewhat and was beginning
te make “good money,” she saw others with more formal education. people
she had “broken in™ when they were hired, move past her into the better
positions. Thus, about live years ago, entirely op her own, Cynthia began
to consider college. "1 began to think that I wanted to make something clse
of my life. Frankly, [ wanted to be in a position to get promoted, to make
more money, mayhe be able to get a betier job atanother bank, even though
1 was happy where 1 was. [ realized that a college degree on the résumé was
what | needed.”

As many people at the bank assumed she already had been to college,
she was initially embarrassed to discuss her emerging plans with anvone
there. Two of her nicces, however, had gone o college, and she [elt
comfortable talking with them. They were very encouraging. Still, she was
reluctant to bring the idea up with cither her father or brothers, even
though il she decided (o *take the plunge,” she would have to call on them
to sit with her son an evening or two a week when she was in ¢lass. She is
not sure even today . when she reflects back, why she could not bring herself
to raise this issue with her immediate family; perhaps it was the residue of
lccling not encouraged when she was younger. She did, though, eventually
[tnd a way to open the subject and at the same time 1o test hersell: she
cnrolled in a computer training course in a trade school. Although it was
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not discussed at the time, she believed that her father and brothers
approved, as it was an appropriate thing for her to do, given the nature of
her job and her abilities. It would also allow her to sce il she could manage
working and going to school at the same time.

She exceeded her expectations and, as a result, began 10 broach the
subject of applying to college both with her family and her supervisor at
work. She was surprised to find them all supportive. For the first time in
her life. her father told her he was proud of her, and her supervisor
indicated that he had all along thought ol her as “college material” and that
if she completed an associate degree in a business-related subject. he would
arrange for her to be promoted.

And enroli Cynthia did. Quickly, haowever, there were problems at
hame, in the office, and in the neighborhoed. Of greatest concern was the
reaction of her son, now thirteen. He was the least supportive of her family.
“His attitude changed. He didn’t tell me directly. but there was an air of
tension in the house. 1 think he was a linde jealous of all the time T was
spending in class and with my homework. [ wished that he had understood
that I was doing it in part for him, that I was tryving to set an example by
going to college. by doing all the reading [ was required o de. In the past
all I ever read were magazines. | was hoping that some of it would rub ofl
on him. So far I haven't seen much change. but [ have to keep atit Lecanse
1 have o have my life even if it makes my son a lictde unhappy.”

Among her friends in the office and among her high school friends in
the neighborhood, Cynthia began to feel estranged. She sensed that she was
changing. cspecially as the result of her reading. and sonme of them clearly
resented it. She was moving bevond them. She longed 10 be able to discuss
what she was discavering, but when she tried, it didn’t work: =1 wanted 1o
talk about my reading, but they turned away, and now it hurts to say it but
I find myself losing interest in them.” There were a few friends whe had
gone to college. two atwork particularly. to whom Cynthia grew closer and
wha provided a continuous stream of encouragement. "My supervisor. loo.
is keeping an eve on hew I'm doing and keeps telling me that as the resuh
of some carly retirements there may be room for me to move up.”

For Cynthia and for many women of her background and generation,
it was not unusual as a youngster not to be encouraged to go to college or
o think about a career, and it was not unusual for Cynthia and for others
like her not to break away from the expectations of their families or the
larger cubture in which they grew up. There were oo many boundaries to
cross, too many people to confront even to contemplate a different path.
As with so many, she needed to find and test herself later in life in the world
outside her family and neighborhoad belore she ¢vuld even sav to her peers
that she wanted something different. Unlike her vounger colleagues ar
college, Cynthia. as an adult, as someone who had established a life that
bridged the two worlds that defined her. was able to redefine herself and
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find ways to explain hersell 1o family and friends, in the end receiving their
encouragement and support.

Selma Rodriguez. Selma Rodriguez was born in Pucerto Rico lorty-two
years ago, the sixth of seven children. When she was a toddler, the family
moved to New York City, setiling in the South Bronx. As Sehima says, it
wasi't called the South Bronx at that time bul was nearly as bad then as it
was “discovered” to be twe decades tater. Neither of her parents completed
clementary school, and it was years belore they were able to engage in even
a basic conversation in English. As the sccond youngest, Selma was
[ortunate when it came time {or her to begin school; her parents were doing
a tittle better, and they were able to afford the tuition to send her te
parochial school. She fared reasonably well and was able to continue in
Catholic high school, but she didn’t score high enough on the admissions
test to be placed on the academic track as her English skills were not yet
well enough developed. Instead. she found hersell, along with all the other
Hispanic students, in the commercial program. Depending on how well
one did, it was possible 1o switch onto the academic track: although Sclma
was perhaps doing well enough, she had neither the inclination nor did she
receive the encouragement from family or teachers to think about it. In
fact, with the exception of her second-year English teacher, not onc of her
other teachers cver did more than give her grades—no one passed along
comments or suggestions about how she might do better work.

Things were not much dilferent at home or in the neighborhood. None
of her fricnds or relatives even thought about college. “It wasn't something
that was discussed. Also. being female at that time, we weren't encouraged
to excel in school. Most of the girls in my family got married right out of
high school.

"Actually, you didn’t even expecet to work. You were just to stay home.
You did know there was something better out there—to carn enough
meotcey to be able to move 1o a better neighborhood.”

Sclma, however. did not get married until later, and out ol necessity she
went o work. This was not new for her; she had been working part time
since she was fifteen. Alter three years as a secretary in a brokerage house,
she got married. Her husband was in the air force and was sent to South
Carolina. There she immediately got pregnant and gave birth to the first of
her two children. About two years later. they moved back to New York
City. Her husband had left the service, and Selima siayed home [or the next
three years, raising the children while her husband went 1o college on the
Gl bill,

When the children were a little older and her husband had completed
his degree, Selma went back to work as a teacher’s assistant at a nearby
child-care center. This got her thinking about the possibility of college for
hersell. “I loved working with the children and enjoyed the idea of having
that title, “teacher.” L thought it would be a goal to accomplish. | talked with
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the teacher [ worked with, and she was very encouraging. 1 remember her
saying, You can do it." I hadn’t ever thought about it. The only time anvone
had encouraged nte was yearsago during high school when Thad an interest
in drawing. U'd show something to my father and he never discouraged nie
not to continuc™ {emphasis added}.

Selina’s husband alsv offered encouragement and agreed to take on
additional responsibilities at home so that she could attend classes and do
homework. By now most of her immediate family had either returned 1o
Puerto Rico or scattered to other states. Only her youngest brother and one
of her sisters remained in the area, and they were both supportive. Indeed,
a number of years alier Selma had begun college, they both started taking
courses, she believes, largely as a result of her experiences. Her children,
too, provided essential assistance, never once making her [eel guilty that
she was less available to them. Inrteed, as the years of Selma’s schooling
stretched out. both her children entered college and her husband returned
to school 10 work on his master’s. She recalls many evenings when all four
of them sat around the kitchen table studying together.

But college was difficult for her. Though she did well, managing o get
on the dean’s list a couple of times, and though she has completed an
associale degree and is ten eredits shy of her bachelor's in communications,
Sehma is and always has been “petriflicd”™ every time she gaes 1o a class. 1
don’t understand it. It must somehow be rooted in me that Tean't do well.
Even when I get a good grade 1 find reasons to explain it away—ecither the
course was casy ot the instructor took pity on me. T would love to lind a
way to get some kind of assurance that it's because of me.”

Seme of her old friends from high school days are ambivalentabout her
suceess. One in particular keeps asking, “Aren’t vou tired? Are vou sure you
want to do this?” Selma senses that this [riend really doesn’t want her to
continue, that she fears she will lose her. “ tell her, ‘[ want to doit. I have
todoit.” "

She also realizes now, mamy yearslater, that she was by no means solely
responsible for net thinking about or pursuing a college education carlicr.
She sees “outside lorees™ to be the primary deterrent. “From some of my
classes and from the reading Fve done, | think little was expected of me
because I'm a woman and Hispanic, It's not that I felt prejudice directly:ics
more that that's the way things were. | had 1o figure out how to make my
own way.”

Like Cynthia Brown, Selma Rodriguez indeed needed 1o make her own
way. She. toa, needed to establish a world apart as a base from which 1o
begin to view herself in new ways. Fram this sale haven she was able 10
consider new possibilitics [r herscll, allowing hersell 1o come under the
influcnce ol adults who had created lives for themselves that were difTerent
from any she had witnessed at home or in the neighborhood. But it was not
entirely without cost. Though she received essential support from her
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husband and children, she was clearly in the process of being estranged
from the last of her childhood friends. And as she crossed irrevocably into
the world of the educated. she remained riddled by seif-doubt and uncer-
tain about the meaning of her accomplishments. She is, though, committed
lo continuing the process. acknowledging that she now knows how much
wmore she needs and wants to know and how sheltered she used 1o be.

Working with Adult Students

If first-generation adult students appear 1o he ahle to function in two
worlds more eflectively than younger students do, why then do so many
still not complete their studies? And what can we do 1o help more of them
succeed? There sre at least tiree things we can do as educators, based on
our understanding of their realities: first, we should reexamine some of our
assumptions about what constitutes a meaningful curriculum; second, we
should take another look at the appropriateness of some of our teaching
methods: and third, we would be wise o reconsider some of the ways in
which we advise and counsel our adult students.

As part-time, intermittent students, adults experience the curriculum
disjointedly. taking periodic courses, stopping in and out of school, some
terms enrolling in one course and others in two or three, At most commu-
nity colleges where the gencral education component of the curriculum
tends to lack a superstructure, where course substitutions and “guided
clectives™ are everywhere allowed, and where advanced courses are rarely
offered. it is virtually impossible to get a coherent education. As adult
students are more likely than their more vouthful counterparts 1o be
sceking a coherent education as part of their scarch for meaning in their
lives (as well as for degrees and training). many give upin [rustration when
coherence seems impossible to attain. We should, therefore, explore ways
Lo organize general education requirements. at least, into coherent elusters
ol interdisciplinary courses that center around themes and that can stand
alone as well as cohere. We should also consider offering them in “execu-
tive” formats—that is, in efficiently organized blocks of time so that time-
pressured adults can fit them into their lives. Two good examples of this
kind ol approach can be found in Miatm-Dade’s core curriculum and the
ENCEL programm at Fordham Ui - ersity.

Next. we should reexamine ous teaching methods. I as Richardson,
Fisk. and Okun (1983) lound and as [ discussed carlier, the academic
environmeni of many community colleges has heen feveled down, if
instructors are teaching for and rewarding rote {earning, adults who enroll
in large part to scarch for meaning and redefinition will be driven away in
[rustration. Thus, particularly for our adult students who enroll for genera-
tive rather than instrumental reasons, we need a pedagogy that emphasizes
critical and analytical thinking. a methodology that values the pursuit of
understanding., not just information and skills.




54 FINST-GENERATION STUDENTS: CONFRONTING THE CULTURAL 15301~

Finally, we need to seck more appropriate ways to advise and counsel
adult students, especially those who are the first in their families to go to
college. To do this, we need to know more about the journeys already
undertaken by the Cynthia Browns and Selma Rodriguezes—where they
come from, the worlds they have negotiated, the distances they still have
to traverse. Here I am attracied to Jack Mezirow’s (1978) notion ol
perspective transformation, a process through which adulis, preferably
with our assistance, explore the meaning of their personal histories and
discover that if they do not exert some effort, they may find themselves
trapped in those histories, destined to live them to conclusions not of their
own devising. 1t should be encouraging 1o us that the adultstudents we are
likely 1o meet are already far along in this process: they would not have
returned Lo school otherwise. We merely encounter them at a certain point
in their journey. Our job. I believe. is te validate what they have accom-
plished thus far, encourage them to continue. and reach out actively to
them if they falter.
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People of color are often clanged by higher education, but now
institutions themselves must change in order to accommodate
culturally diverse student populations.

From the Barrio to the Academy:

Revelations of a Mexican American
“Scholarship Girl”

Laura I. Rendon

ltwas during my {irst ycar of graduate school at the University of Michigan,
far away from the Laredo, Texas, barrio where Ispent my youth, that | read
Richard Rodriguez’s (1975) poignant essay, "Going Home Again: The New
American Scholarship Boy.™ Reading this siory of how the academy changes
foreigners who enter its culture (more than it is changed by them) inspired
a powerful emotional response in mic. My own odyssey through higher
education had taken me along an unusual path—{rom a community college
o onc of the nation’s mast prestigious research universities. Engaged in
Rodriguez’s revealing thoughts and [eelings in a dark library reading room,
which I presumed to be much like the British Museum where Rodriguez
h d worked on his dissertation, [, too, began to experience, although not
quite fully understand, the pain that comes [rom cultural separation. [
began to think about how the rewards of academic suceess were in stark
conflict with most of my past. And F began (o empathize with the portrait
that Rodriguez had read about in Richard Hoggart's (1970} Uscs of Lit-
crucy—the image of a scholarship boy who can atain academic success
only il he replaces allegiance o his native culture with loyalty to a new
academic cubture. *Intheend . . . he must choose between the two worlds:
if he intends 1o succeed as a student, he must, literally and figuratively,
separate himsell from his family. with its gregarious life, and find a quict
place to be alone with his thoughts. . . For the loss he might otherwise [eel,
the scholarship boy substitutes an enormous enthusiasm for nearly every-
thing having to do with school” (Rodrigucz, 1975, p. 17).

S INER G peR 0 v o v G bt - e K Wanter 1992 Jasaet g Pabtshers 55
[l
Ll .




56 FIRSI-GENFRATION 5Tt DENTS: CONFRONTING THE CULTURAL [SsUts

To become an academic success, Rodriguez, too, had learned that he
must sever his ties with the past. For example. he discovered that he had
1o lorget the Spanish language in favor of English. He began to believe that
assimilation into the mainstream culture was the key to total success. He
described the regrets his parents had about how education had changed
him and had “put big ideas into his head.” He recounted the anguish of
fecling uncomforiable with his parents when he went home with his
newlound identity. What had been intimate conversations now became
politc interviews.

The parallels between Rodriguez and me were obvious. Both ol us had
Mexican American parents who wanted their children o have a better life
than they did. Gur parents had never acquired a firm command of the
English language but understood that learning English was essential for
social advancement. Nonetheless, my parents did not understand whal
higher education could offer (or even take away). as they had only received
a second- and third-grade education. Both Rodriguez and 1 were unigue
within our [amilies. Rodriguez had conducted research to obtain a Ph.D.
in English Renaissance literature, and | was working on a doctorate in
higher education administration. As the first in my family o take this fong
journey into the mystifying world of higher cducation, 1 asked mysell, if
Rodriguez was the new Amcrican “scholarship boy.” was 1 the new
American “scholarship girl™? Did 1 really need to reject my past in order o
atain success in the present? Was there some way in which to reconcile
days gone by with my contemporary experiences?

For the young scholar who first experiences academic shock—a fecl-
ing of alienation that moves the student from concrete to abstract experi-
cnce and that takes the student from an old culture that is vastly different
in tradition, style, and values to a new world of unfamiliar intellectual
conventions, praclices, and assumptions—these questions are not easily
answered. T did not know at the time that the barometer the academy uses
to diflerentiate the academic clite from the mediocre is precisely the
measure of how well young scholars negotiate academic shock. 11 the
student, like Rodriguez, silences the past and humbly waits o be confirmed
inte the community of scholars, the academy swiltly offers its greatest
rewards. Il the student persists in using past experience to affirm himself
or herself, not only do rewards become more difficult to attain but the
student is also riddied with the guilt, pain, and conflusion that arise from
daring to live simultancously in two vastly dilferent worlds while being
fully accepted in neither,

My Own Journcy

My early beginnings are in stark contrast with my present. Recenily. as 1
was being recruited for a facultwposition at a southwestern university, |
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was told that I was onc of the most marketable Hispanic females in the field
of higher education. | sometimes wonder how [ merit such praise. My trip
from the barrio to the academy has hardly been silky smooth. 1 still
remember the first time 1 actually made a decision to attend college. 1 was
thirteen and in the eighth grade when a counselor came to my English class
and announced that on that day we had 1o make a decision about whether
we were going to be on the academic or the vocational track. When Tasked
the counselor to explain the difference, she forthrightly explained that the
academic track was for thosc who were going to colicge and that the
vacational track was for those who planaed to get a job after high school
graduation. I had always dreamed of being a teacher, so the choice wasan
easy one [or me. [remember going home that afternoon and proudly telling
my mother of my decision. Her response triggered the first painful feelings
of academic shock. Dismayed and [rustrated, she said, “Estds laca. Como
piensas ir al colegio s* nadic de nucstra familia ha ido? Eso es para los ricos.”
(You're crazy. How can you think of going to college if no one in the family
has? That is for the rici:.) For my mother, the choice would have been clear.
In our family going to college was not an eption; it never had been and it
never would be. Higher education belonged to the clite, the wealthy, and
we clearly were not in that group.

My pain and disappoinunent did not, however, interrupt my plans. 1
persisted in following my dream. and on graduating from high school !
promptly enrolled in my local community college. Little did 1 know then
that despite its sell-proclaimed magnanimous goal of being a ~“people’s
college.” the community college has also served to ghettoize people of
color. In general, Hispanics, Native Americans. and African Americans
tend 1o enroll in community colleges as opposed to [our-year institutions.
People like me, whom Madrid (1990) describes as flor de ticrra (plants
whose roots do not go deep), are not likely to enter higher education
through the front door. We do not apply to wealthy liberal arts colleges or
to institutions whose prestige is unquestioned. With Madrid, 1 believe that
most students like me enter higher education through its windows, only to
{ind thav all around us are walls that keep us secluded and marginalized.
Nonctheless, Larede Junior Cotlege became for me the first access point o
the world of higher education.

At Laredo Junior College 1 [ound both the comlorts and discomforts of
attending college with my friends; we were not only uncertain about our
future but perplexed about what it would take to succeed in this new world
of higher education. 1t was here, in this illusory intellectual oasis of the
Lareda community, that I experienced some of the sensations of academic
shock, as [ faced new academic demands and tried (o reconcile my new
world with my old culture. I knew that my mother was fecling angry and
frustrated with my tenacious desire to go to college, although we never
really 1alked about it. It was a subject that was broached in dilferent ways.
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She would explain that she was tired of being a waitress. She would be
irritzble that she had to work night shifts in order 1o sustain the family (my
twosisters and me). ! knew that for her the ideal daughter would promptly,
after graduating from high school, get a job so that her mother would not
have 10 work anymore. Even today 1 often find myself trying 10 make up
for the lact that 1 did not it this ideal vision.

My friends at Laredo Junior College not only shared my family's
experience ol cconomic hardship but they also seemed lost in this new
world of abstraction. Suddeniy. our professors expected us, with no
guidance, 10 have clarity about our vague dreams and goals. 1o express
ourselves in rational, analytic forms, and to put aside our personat anxietics
and [rustrations so that we could be successful college students.

The few of us who tried o transfer to an institution away from home
experienced the pain and conflict of academic shock even mare acutely.
My parents told we that il 1 must transler. 1 should go 10 a nearby
institution. | felt, however, that I needed to get [urther away, to experience
something dramatically different. The pull of the academy was overwhelm-
ing. During my sophomore year, due 1o poor counseling. | found both that
it was 100 late 10 apply 1o a four-vear institution and that my local
community college was not offering any more courses in my program of
study (English and journalism education). Feeling the need to stay on wrack
and continue my studies, I transferred to San Antonio College. It was here,
150 miles away from home, that I lirst experienced the loneliness that often
overcomes scholarship boyvs and girls. In this community college, 1 felt
isolated and disconnected. None of my professors were minority, and the
other Mexican American students also scemed Iest and alienated. 1 felt that
my white professors did not recognize my academic potential. None made
any special effort 1o encourage me to perform at my best. In San Antonio,
[ not only felt alicnated from my family but [ found mysell being perceived
differently by them. Living away front home was, indeed, changing me. To
cope, [ found comfort in reading. and | was especially intrigued by what 1
rcad for my philosophy class. Yet I never talked about Sartre or Plato with
any of my [amily members. These new ideas seemed to belong only within
the confines of the collegiale environment. Subconsciously. [ must have
felt that the language of college did not belong in my family life. The two
were scparate and incompatible. Rellecting on new learning while at the
same (ime coping with the [ecling of not belonging made me more
introverted.

When [ translerred again to the University of Houston, the pain of
scparation became ¢ven greater. My mother, wanting to be certain that 1
was living in a safe place. ook the long bus trip with me 1o Houslon. She
wept when Ltold her that Thad gotten a grant, that Thad a dormitory room.
and that everything would be all right. ft was in Houston that 1 came face
to face with being a minority. Academic shock was compounded by ethnic
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and racial shock. In Laredo, 2 community of over 90 percent Mexican
Amcricans, we were all the same, but here | was keenly aware of being
different. At the University of Houston in 1968, during the thick of racial
and social unrest, there were few Mexican American or black students. |
met no Mexican American professors, and there was only one black faculty
member who taught journalism on a part-time basis. My dorm roommates
were white, but despite our dilferences. we learned [rom cach other and
became good [riends. Coping with academic life was difficult and exacer-
bated by my separation from my family and culture. When 1 would call my
mother and explain how busy I was, she would encourage me to come
home and give up everything. “Vente, hija” (Come back daughter), she
would say. “va deja todo eso” (and leave everything behind). It was her
motherly duty to protect her child from the unknown.

When | graduated from college. | wanted to stay and teach in Houston,
but my parents insisted 1 return to Laredo. “You have much education,™ my
father explained, “but you lack experience,” emphasizing that experience
was necessary for coping with real life. Once I asked my mother why she
resisted my leaving home to be by myself. “Tengo miedo, hija” (1 am afraid,
daughter), she would say. When I asked her what she was afraid of, she
siply responded. “No sé” (I don’t know). 1 sensed that decp in my
mother’s soul she felt resentful about how this alien culture of higher
education was polluting my vatues and customs. 1, in turn, was afraid that
[ was becoming a stranger to her. a stranger she did not quite understand,
a stranger she might not even like.

Connections with the Past

Today.  am asked to speak to educators about people like me. peovle of
coler who come 10 the academy as strangers in a strange land. And often
what intrigues them most is not what 1 have 10 say about how cducation
can best serve these students but how my own journey progressed. “How
did you succeed?” they ask. “If you succeeded, why can't others?” While
these questions are often asked out of genuine curiosity and concern, |
sometimes become irritated because they seem to me to be tied o the belief
that il only students like me were not lazy. if only they would shed their
past. if only they would be truly loyal and dedicated 1o schooling, they. wo.
could succeed. "Purc” academics who subscribe to Euro-centered rational-
ism and objectivity do not wish to read personal, emotional, or intuitive
essays like mine that focus on the past. To them, thesc recollections are, at
best, primitive and self-serving and. at worst, romanticized nonsense. True
scholarship “boys and girls™ would locus on objective modes of expression,
on the present and {future, and if the past must be recalled, it must be only
as something that should be lefi behind or neatly put away. To suceeed we
must assimilate, become onc of “them,” and learn what Rodriguez (1975)
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calls “the great lesson of school”—that in order to have a public identity,
we must usc only English, for if Spanish or other foreign languages are
employed. feclings ol public scparatencss will be reinforced. The academy
is set up so that students most likely 1o succeed are those that can
successfully disconnect from the past and turn over their lovalty to the
conventions and practices of the academy. Yet, academic success can be
atained without total disconnection, and many cducators either do not
want 1o accept this or fail to recognize this.

Certainly there are many times now when [ [cel alienated from the
world [rom which 1 came. What keeps me scparate are my education,
where 1 live. who my new friends are, my carcer. my values, and my
command of the English language. For seven years | lived away from the
Southwest. When [ lived in Virginia, South Carolina. and North Carolina,
1 was invariably asked what a person like me was doing. living in the South
away from my culture. But I have never been totally separate, and I never
really will be or want to be. Leaving Texas led o a deeper appreciation of
the world from which 1 came. to an enhanced undersianding of other
cultural values and ideologies. and to a stronger commitment to conduct-
ing rescarch that could help two- and four-year cotleges enhance the
educational experience of students of color. | have learned that the past is
always with me. What connccts me to my past is what gives me my
identity~-~my command of the Spanish language. the focus of my rescarch,
my old friends. and my heritage. What makes Laura Rendon an individual
is not only who she is now but what happened to heralong the way. What
gives me strength is my newfound ability 1o trust and follow my own
natural sivle and to encourage others to do the same.

Lessons 1o Be Learned

\What is 10 be learned from a Mexican American scholarship girl/woman
who [elt intensc pressure to assimilate into the academy and who is now
a university professor who publishes in juried journals, attends meetings
comprised predominantly of white males, and addresses predominantly
white audicnces? T contend that the most important lesson to be learned
is nof that higher education must increasc access for new scholarship “bovs
and girls” or must offer them beter financial aid packages. more role
madels, and hetter counseling and mentoring. These standard solutions,
while important. do net focus on the larger and more important issuc,
which is that higher education must begin to think in new ways about what
constitutes intelicctual development and about whether the traditional
manner with which education prepares new students is appropriate for
peopic of color as well as for white women and men. The madel that higher
cducation now Tollows is based on what the authors of Women's Ways of
Knowing (Belenky. Clinchy. Goldberger. and Tarule, 1986) describe as the
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“masculine myth.” [n this model, the scholarship boy/man is admitted into
the fraternity of powerful knowers only when he has learned to think in
complex. abstract ways, when he has learned 1o recognize that past
expericnee is a source nat of strength but of crror. Once certilied as a
thinker who thinks tike “them,” students have learned that doubt precedes
beliel. The great lesson learned is that separation leads wo academic power.

This paradigm validates the portrait of the “scholarship boy™ with
which Richard Rodriguez identified. 1f this model most appropriately
describes the course ol male intellectual development. where confirmation
w a community of scholars is calculated to occur only at the end of a
program of study. then so be it But I believe this model is not appropriate
for women or for people of color. For us, it is important that from the
heginning of our college carcer. our professors express their sincere belief
that we are capable of learning and can be taught to learn. Often we enter
higher education consumed with sell-doubt. We doubt our intellectual
capacity; we question whether we really belong in the academy; we doubt
whether our research interests are really valid. This doubt is reinlorced by
the subtle yet powerful messages that higher education institutions com-
municate. For exaraple. we hear loud and clear that only white men can do
science and math, thai anly the best and the brightest deserve 1o be
educated. that white students are inherently smarter than nonwhites. and
that allowing people of color te enter a college diminishes its academic
guality.

When I ertered the University of Michigan, 1 remember bheing over-
whelmed by its intellectual ethos. 1 recall listening 10 my white graduate
student counterparts talk about their undergraduate experiences in liberal
arts colleges and prestigious universities that appeared to be ol higher
guality than the institutions | had attended. [ wondered whether | could
campete with these students whose experiences were so different from my
own. One white woman graduate student actually found the courage 1o
reveal her stercotyped views of Hispanics and said. “You know. Laura.
vou're pretty siarl. Tl have 1o admit that when | lirst met you. | thought
vou were kind of dumb.” Higher education often requires not onky that
students be humble but that they tolerate humiliation. | remember wanting
to study Chicanos in community colleges and wondering il the focus ol my
research would typecast me as a unidimensional (and therefore less
worthyv) scholar, capable of studving, writing. and thinking only abow
minority issties. Lalso wondered why, even when Hhad penetrated the walls
of an esteemed university. T conunued o focus my rescarch on community
colleges. T remember one of my Iriends telling me. “Why are vou studving,
community colleges? 1 mean. community colleges—who cares?” He did
not understand that 1 cared becatse community colleges were where
people like me were gaining access to higher education, and hecause.
unlike me. many ol these peaple entered college. got nowhere, and Ieft,
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Nonetheless. [ asked myselfl why [ wasn't breaking away from this niche
and studying other kinds of institutions.

My story’s lesson is that it is not only students who must adapt (o a new
cutture but institwtions that must allow themselves to be changed by
foreign cultures. A few years ago, | read Galarza's (1970) perspective on
institutional deviancy. Institutions become deviant, he explained, when
they inflict pain on individuals, when they begin to depart from their moral
and statutory commitment. There is no doubt in my mind that higher
cducation has inflicted great pain on students of color.

To become academic success stories we must endure humiliation,
reject old values and traditions, mistrust our experience. and disconnect
with our past. Ironically, the academy preaches freedom of thought and
cxpression but demands submission and loyalty. Scholarship “boys and
girls™ are left only with what Rodriguez (1982} calls “hunger of memory.,”
a nostalgic longing for the past—the faughter of relatives. the beautiful
intimacy of the Spanish language. the feeling of (e ness with one’s own
parcils.

How can institutions change? It is my belief that institutions must
consider past experience, language. and culture as strengths 1o be re-
spected and woven into the fabric of knowledge production and dissemi-
nation. not as deficits that must be devalued, silenced. and overcome. We
need to validate studenis’ capacities lor intellectual development at the
beginning. not at the end. of their academic carcers. This means that carly
on we must communicate thae students of color are capable of academic
thoughtand expression and that we believe and trust that their experience
will guide them as they develop their intellectual capacities, An ideal
classroom is one in which the weacher allows students o write about their
culture and experiences. where the learning climate encourages ereativity
and lreedom of expression. where teachers help students see the connee-
tion between what is taught and what is expericnced in real life, We must
find ways 10 change the lincar model of teaching, where knowledge Mows
only from teacher to student. Instead, we must Tocus on collaborative
lcarning and dialoguc that promotes eritical thinking, interprewation, and
diversity of opinion.

We must sct high standards. while helping students o reach them.
Most faculty [ail to give students the support they need in order to break
free from helief systems that stifle their creativity. For example, many
nontraditional students who come to college believe they cannot succeed,
that their academic skills are not well developed, that they cannot compete
with ather students. that their perspectives are not valued in college. and/
or that they will be “just a number” in college.

When I'talk with college faculiy. 1 often hear how they are tired of
spoon-feeding students, how they have had to lower their standards, low
students aren’t mativated, how students don’t care. Vet when [ tell them
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that they must help and nuriure these students, they balk. Mosi faculiy
believe that college stdents should be held accountable for their own
actions. no matter what their past experience has been. While there is some
truth to this. Lagree with the authors of Women's Ways of Knowing ( Belenky,
Clinchy, Goldberger. and Tarule. 1986) that we need to find wavs of caring
that make the ones we care for stronger rather than weaker. Taking care
need not necessarily equate o taking over. We need o create ways to look
after our students so that they may develop the sirength needed to assume
respansibility for their own learning,

Most impartant. we must stop inflicting pain on students by demean-
ing and devaluing their past. If | had allowed mvsell to be molded inte a
student who rejects her past in order 1o attain success, | never would have
been able o give something back that would strengthen my community.
Recently. I decided to return to the Southwest, in large part 10 he closer (o
the people and the wssues 1o which T am most commitied. My academic
success has made my parents proud of me. even when they don't fully
understand what 1 do or what 1 write. And | am most proud of them for
enduring an often agonizing experience with me.

Today weare witnessing the power of diversity. 1§ higher education has
up until now been able to validate scholarship “bovs and girls™ only when
they have paid the high price of disconnection with their culture. it will
become increasingly difficult w continue o do so. There are more and
more of us (including white men and women) who are not buying into this
Hawed model of academic success. Tn the 1990, as our numbers muliiply,
owr power grows. Il the academy refuses to change. we will change it. We
will efaim the curriculum. for we have always been a part of history,
science, math. music. art. and literature, We will change teaching and
learning to accommodate diversity. We will find our voice and use it 1o
assert our rights and control our destiny.

I do not hunger for the past: it is always with me. Instead., | vearn lor
the fuiure and believe that the time will come when higher education will
be served by caring faculty. counsclors. and administrators who know that
they must do. not what is “politically correet.” but what is morally and
cthica™y the right thing. Many more like me will come to partake ol the
academy. classic scholarship men and women who leave home 1o find
suceessinan alien land. We will change the academy, even as the academy
changes us. And more and more of us will experience academic stuceess—
with lew il any. regrets.
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One Lating student found ways (o build @ Dridge between her
iraditional world and that of @ modern, cosmopolitan college.

Reflections: Bridging Cultures

Julia Lava

Thirteen years have elapsed since 1 was a college student. first at a
community college and later in a private elite northeastern college. As |
took back at the central issues that shaped my experiences during those
years, (wo themes hest wypify this period of my lite: transition and margin-
ality. The transition [rom a fniliar, reassuring, and iraditional Latino
culture to the unknown and unpredictable world of modern North Ameri-
can college life placed me in a marginal situation relative to both cultures.
On the one hand, my experiences in college changed me in wavs not [ully
understood by my family; on the other, many people on campus were
unable to acknowledge and accept yy cultural, linguistic. and racial
reality. In this chapter, 1 share thoughts about the states of transition and
marginality that I expericnced during the college years.

Life at Community College

Going to college as an immigrant student did not at first create emotional

stress or tension between my family and myvselll This was hecause 1 hegan

| my college career al a community college. As a commuter student, going

to and from the community college campus was not very dilferent from

| going 1o and [rom high school. [ came home every alternoon and partici-

pated n the same family activities thai 1 had while in high school, and |

‘ continued to canform to my lamily’s expectations. From their point of
view, not much had changed.

Although my parents knew little about community colleges and the

students they served, they were proud that Thad been aceepted. They (and

1) saw the community college as an opportunity. My father. with whom |
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fived at the time, had not graduated from high school in the Dominican
Republic. Instead. conditions compelled him 1o leave school carly inorder
10 heip sustain his family. My mother had faced similar circumstances.
Thus. cven had 1 not gone bevond high school. they would have been
satisfied that 1 had reached a level of academic training that they kad not
beeir able to achieve in their home country.

As a female of Hispanic hackground, 1 had been raised in a traditional
and protective environment. As working-class immigrants, my parents did
not know how to negotiate with such social institutions as the schools and
city government. This gave me some freedom or decision-making latitude
carlv in my school career. My father rarely examined what went on (socially
or instructionally  at the schools Tattended. T used to sign my own report
cards, and whenever possible Teomplied with any written rec zests sent by
the school (o my patents. This pattern kasted throughout my school career.
In hindsight, the disadvantage was that [ received litde guidanee frommy
father or anvone else in the [amily concerning school-refated maiters. The
oppusite was true when it came to interacuons with e world outside of
school. During the high schoot vears Twas notallowed to date. go to partices,
go outon weekend trips with my frichds. or sleep at my girlfriends” homes
overnight. | recall that while in high school Latcmpted (o stay atmy best
[riend's house. but my older brother. with whom [Hived ar that time. would
not allow it and came to my girlfriend’s house 1o pick me up. [ was terribly
embarrassed by the whole affair and went home in tears.

While attending a communily college did not significanthy change my
home life. it did change how [ viewed mysell and the world around me. |

<as fortunate o be one of a group ol students whoe were “adopted” by “hiree
innovative educators commitied 1o the notion of empowering working-
class immigrant and minorty students. We came to beheve that our
experiences. thoughts, and beliefs were legitimate and to reject the nega-
tive stereatypes often auributed to members of our gender. social class. or
ethnic group. Of cqual importance. we realized that despiie oar own racial
and cultural differences. we had common experiences that could serve as
the basis lor providing some service to our communitics. The process of
empowerment involved reading and discussing the works of such grean
social thinkers as Camus, Fanan. Marx, and others: making decisions
about the focus of student programs and acuvities; enrolling in a political
sctenee course at Yale University while stillat community college and there
discovering that the children ol the elite were not inherently smarter than
we weres and engaging in discussions with some of the more provocative
and controversial figures of the time. These and other experiences were
instnumental in our personal and inteltectual growth,

Lhe issue of separation trom lamily and a fanuliar cnvirenment was
raised during my second vear in the community college. was presented
with an opportuniy to tansfer tea four-year liberal aris college inanother
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state. The experiences in the community college had enhanced my sell-
esteem and led me 1o believe that | could reach academic and pralessional
goals higher than 1 had previousiy thought possible. Indeed, when 1 had
told my high school counselor that | wanted 1o study medicine. she replied
that | was only slightly above average in 1Q and that she doubted seriously
that [ could make it. I was disheartened by her assessrzent, but her position
gave her credibility, and 1 had abandoned the idca of becoming a doctor.
However, the opportunity to attend a four-vear liberal arts college with a
premedical program rekindled my desire to pursue medicine as a career.

The possibility ol achieving my career goals was not the only motivat-
ing factor. I wanted 1o leave home. I wanied to be in a sitnation where |
would be free 10 make decisions. 1o have control of my immediate environ-
ment, and to be alone. But | could not share these leclings with members
of my family. { knew that they would wonder what had happened to me.
“Has she become ung-ateful of our efforts?™ they would ask. “1s she being
influenced negaively Ly American cultural norms and beliefs? ™ el guilty
and ashamed for wanung to leave because 1 understood that my family had
provided all that they could. given their circumstances. Yet | knew that
leaving home to go to college was an opporiunity to explore a world that
at that time was alien to me. Twas uncertain about what [ would find, vet
Fwanted 1o experience it.

Fitting Inn

As a Latina ol Aflrican descent. Fencountered a number of challenges ina
private. predominantly white institution. These challenges centered around
how one survived intellectually and emotionally in an environment that
devalued one's contribution because of one’s race and cultural back-
ground: how African American students ignored or rejected the culiural
and linguistic urigueness of the Latino studenis: and how other Latinos
wha were not of African descent rejected Afro-Latino students.

arrived at this small upper-class college fecling good abowt being
theve and with high expectations about what | would be able 1o accomplish,
As a transfer student. 1 did not have the option of casing into the mare
advanced and intellectually demanding courses. [ had to Iearn quickly 1o
compete with classmates who came [rom more advantaged backgrotnds.
As a premed student. T took required courses such as caleulus and chem-
istry.and Fworked ha-d to do wellt in them. However. by the end of the first
semester | realized that despite my <ell-conlidence, [ lacked the quantita-
tive preparation to pursue a carcer in medicine. This was a great disap-
pointment. | lelt T had ~let down™ my advisers at the community college
who had beer instrumental in expanding my worldview and in building my
confidence. Tronically . my high school counsclor had been right: [ did not
have the mathematical background to e a premed. But False knew that she
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was wrong abowt the source of the problem: it wasn't a question of 1Q: it
was the poor academic training T had received during my precollegiate
vears.

Switching majors, 1 selected a field that was of interest although not my
first preference. 1 decided 1o pursue a carcer teaching political science at
the university fevel. Again, there were moments of self-doubt. Could Tmeet
this goal? Did | have the “smarts” 10 do it Alter all. in all of my classes |
was surmunclcd by upper-middle-class students who were comfortable
culturalivand intellectually in that environment. They were quite different
from the working-class students | had met at the communiiy college. who
had been pmdm ts of an urban public school system. For example, in social
matherings my new classmates engaged [rcqmnlh in small alk that ¢
many of us from less privileged backgrounds scemed trite and irrclevant.
In class. these students were skillful at cmbellishing the discussion of am
aiven issue. Yet they did not draw conclusions that were any mare pro-
found than those of us who got 1o the peint quickly.

1 Hearned through my interaction with white students to be distrustlul
of then, While socially they were friendly and seemed interested in me as
an individual and in my experience as a minority student. in the competi-
tive contest of ihe college classroom these students underrated the intel-
lectual ability of students from minority backgrounds. This often led 1o
disrespectful and dishonest behavior by the Anglo students. Trecalt being
in a senior semmar in political philesophy where students were required
to critique each other's work. both orally and in writing. Students in this
class alten got 1ogether to discuss their understanding of the palitical
philosophers whose writings we were asked 1o analvze and interpret. |
shared with one male white student the paper that T was scheduled to
present and defend in the seminar and asked [or his opinion. His response
was that the paper was fine. thathe wo. had some difficulties with the ideas
put forih by the philosopher. and that he did not find any major weaknesses
in the paper. | walked e the seminar with some apprehension but
thinkimg that others cparticularly the studens with whom Lhad tathed? had
also had difficulties with the work of the philosopher and that 1 was
therefore not alane. Once n the classroom. this student proceeded 10
expose weaknesses in my analysis that he bad not mentioned dunng our
previous discussions. T was shocked. hurt. and embarrassed by the be,”
traval. [t became obvious to me that my feelings did notmatter to him. His
objective was 1o enhance his stature within the class.

Falso learned that it was diflicult to maintain one’s ethnic identity in
an environment that viewed the world in terms of black and white. 1 was
generally accepted by the Alrican American students because ! was black.
But with a few exceptions. these students had hule interest in the Spanish
fanguage or in Latino culture. While cognizant of my culiural inkages with
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the African American students and feeling a part of this population. Lalso
wanted these students to understand that for Latinos the language and
cubtural legacy of their land. in my case the Dominican Republic, were a
source of pride. as was the recognition that there were strong cultural
linkages between Latinos from the Caribbean islands and African Ameri-
cans. [ recall working hard 1o ovganize the Alrican American Cultural Day
celebration at the college. but geuing little support from the African
American students when a similar event was organized to celebrate Latino
culture. These experiences taught me that despite some measure of cul-
ural affinity. Alrican American students weve. alter all. Americans and
often did not understand the immigrant student, whether or not that
student was of Alrican descent.

On the other hand, the Latino students had litde interaction with the
Afro-Latino students. In spite of the fact that we shared a language and in
some instances simitar cultural norms and values, they viewed me as not
reatly Latina. After all, T was black. was comfortable with the Alrican
American students. and shared their perspectives. particudarly those con-
cerning, relations between black and white students on campus. Thus. 1
experienced a bicultural. bilingual state of being with which T ultimately
came Lo terms by (he end ol my school career. Coming to terms with this
duality meant that 1 had to beeome more knowledgeable of my historical
and cultural antecedents and then, armed with that knowledge. maintain
astrong belief in the importance of aceepting and aflirming the cultural and
linguistic uniquencss that we all possess i this multivacial and multicultural
soctelv.

Issues of Identity

These examples ol lack of understanding across cultures but within race
stand out because thev are central to the expertence ol immigrant students
who want to retain some of the cubtural and linguistic legacy of their native
land. These are. m essence. issues of identity.

As a mother. wife. professional woman. and community volunteer, 1
now look back at these experiences as valuable lessons that have influ-
enced my life and work since college. My current work in educational
admumistration is motivated b the same desires that motivated my mentors
in the community college: empowerment of these who are disenflranchised
1 this socicty. Moreover. bridging two culivres thatare olten at odds i the
wrban context remains a challenge. In conversations with immigrant vouth
who are “marginal” in the same way T was, 1 olten talk about how |
reconciled the racial and cultural dilemma ol the high school and college
vears. | hope that sharing these experiences will reassure these vouths by
showing them that others lave met these challenges suceesslully.
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Miami-Dade Community College uses a comprehensive svsiem of
academic support to counteract the problems that first-generation
students _[r:‘qm‘llfl_'r cHcountcer.

The Challenge of First-Generation
College Students: A Miami-Dade
Perspective

Eduardo J. Padron

The majority of American colleges and universities have no precise data
available to determine how many of their students are first-generation
students. Miami-Dade Community College (MDCC) is no exception.
However, the demographic characteristics of the community and of the
students can serve as indicators of the proportion of students who are the
first in their family to atend college.

The Wollson campus of Miami-Dade Community College, located in
downtown Miami. is the only urban college campus in the greater Minmi
arca. The average enrollment for the Fall and Winter term is slightly over
10,000, Students at the campus represent lorty-two different languagses
and 120 countries: foreign and refugee students constitute 18 pereent of
the enrollment. More than 60 percent of Walfson campus students receive
need-hased state and lederal financial aid. Two-thirds of entering freshnen
test delicient in one or more basic skills at the time of enrollment. Sixty-
five percent of the students have a native language other than English. The
cthnic composition of the campus is 114 percent black. 73.3 percent
Hispanic. 141 pereent white, and 1 pereent other. Sixty-one pereent of
students are fenuale. and 39 percent male. Students aged fourteen to twenty
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comprise 20.3 percent of the student population: 28.5 percent arc twenty-
one to twenty-five: 16.8 percent are twenty-six to thirty: 10.7 percent are
thirty-one to thirty-five: 6.8 percent are thirty-six to forty:and 10.9 percent
are over forty-one. Only 29 pereent of students hold no jobs. while 16
percent work one to twenty hours per week, 14 percent work twenty-one
to thirty hours per weck, 24 percent work thirty-one to foriy hours per
week, and 18 percent work more than forty hours per weck.

A 1990 survey by the LS. Census Bureau ol twenty-five-year-olds in
the arca revealed that 89 percent ol whites, 60 percent of Hispanics, and
56 pereent of blacks had a high schoel education or more. However. only
28 pereent of whites. 11 pereent of Hispanics, and 11.3 percent of blacks
had completed college. Many students test deficient in basic skilis after
they have taken the appropriate courses in high school and failed to learn
these skills. but a large number of them test deficient because they have
not taken college preparatory classes. such as algebra and geometry. prior
1o enrolling in college.

While a college student population cannot be considered equivalent to
a random sample of the city's population. neither does it scem reasanable
to assunte that the majority ol these students, especially given their lack of
academic preparation for college, come from the small percentage of
college-educated Miami familics. Familics in the greater Miami arca may
send their children wo private universitics. a public university, or one of
several campuses of the community college. all of which are within the
county. in addition to instituiions of higher learning elsewhere. Since
college-educated parents might reasonably be expected 10 send their
oltspring 1o a four-year institution immediately afier high school gradua-
tion, the first-generation student population w.uld he more concentrated
at community colleges. We thus estimate that a subsiantial majority of
students here are first-gencration students. Formal reports from faculty
and administrators support this estimate.

Characteristics of First-Generation MDCC Students

The most commonly reported characteristic of these students has heen a
need for more guidance. both academic and personal. than other students
require. A psychology professor commented that they often came to him
with their fears and insceurtties. The campus dean of students. Casiell
Bryvant, has obscrved that a large pereentage of these students are often
intimidated and bewildered by the educational svstem and do not under-
stand when the svstem can be flexible and when it cannot. As an example.
Bryant cited a request by a single mother o retake an exam. The night
preceding the students exan, a portion of the rool of her apartment had
collapsed. sending down debris inches away from her sleeping infant. She
had spent the night in a roolless apartment with a frightened. crving child.
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In the morning she went 1o her class, ok the exam, and not surprisingly.
did poorly on it. The student did not know how to take appropriate
action—that is, 10 call the instructor, explain the circumstances, and
postpone the test. She simply assumed that because the test was scheduled
for that morning, she had 1o take it at that time.

A major problem ol first-generation students at MDCC is that their
home aunosphere is often the antithesis of a good learning and studying
environment. They have no designated place or time to study at hame; they
may read their textbooks while sitting on a couch in a reom with inad-
cquate lighting, for example. Thev often do not know how to reconcile the
demands ol their home life with the demands of their studices. Students
report having conllicting demands—Dbeing told, lor example, that they
must baby-sit vounger siblings at times when they should be in class. They
often came [rom cultures that regard higher education as [rivolous. Stu-
dents who are single mothers have stated that their parents criticize them
[or attending college: the parents feel that the single mother should spend
all her time caring for her baby.

Parents and siblings can frequently be nonsupportive and even obstruc-
tionist. For example, among first-gencration college students who have an
alder sibling who did not attend college. the latter often subjects the student
1o ridicule and insult by claiming, “Now vou're in college. vou think youre
better than me.” Other pressures can be more subtle but equally disturbing,
One student asked for advice when, after working [or the summer to save
wition money. his mother began to badger him to use the money to buy a car
so that she would no longer have to take cabs when doing her shopping.

Since many MIDCC students are immigrants. there is a high pereentage
¢ Lolder students at the campus. They [requently enrollto learn English and
later go an to take other classes. Many of them have children in the public
school system. and those children are the only familial supportsysiem they
have. MDCC also has occurrences of two or more generations of the same
family attending college simultancously. A mother and daughter may
attend simultancously, for example: at every graduation there are usually
afew instances of a parentand child cach receiving adegree. In these cases.
cach student can reinforee the other’s determination o persist in college.
but neither has previous experience ¢ ith higher education and therefore
lacks familiarity with the college system.

This lack of adequate familial support lor education typifies some
alarming changes tha have oceurred in the last two decades. In the Miami
community, there is the percepion that the Hispanic immigrants, cope-
cially Cubans, ol the 19605 were much better educated than immigrants of
the last decade; in lact, the higher-than-average educational attainment of
Cuban immigrants prior to 1980 has been well documented Catfe, Cullen,
ard Boswell. 19801, There has been a geneial change of atiide on the part
af recent immigrants as well. A professor at the Littde Havama outreach
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center noted grimly that immigrant parents in the late 1960s. when they
were unable 1o subsidize their olfsprings’ college education entirely on
their own. would literally scrub floors so that their children in college
would only have to work a minimum number of hours to pay tuition costs.
Now. she savs. parents sometimes allow their children in college to hold
full-time jobs so that the parents can purchase a new car.

Even more worrisomie to Brvant at the Wolfson caumpus are the
increasing numbers of first-generation students whose parents are indiffer-
entor evenantagenistic toward the educational system. Almostalways, she
stales. the school svstem failed these parents when they were students. and
they dropped out in the tenth or eleventh grade with their aciual skills al
a {ilth- or sixth-grade lesel. These parents are most dilficult 1o reach and
can diminish therr children's cducational aspirations and opportunities
Ovlare. 198G By not monitoring or comprehending their children’s progress
through the secondary school system. they Ful toinsist that their children
take college preparatony clasaes. Subsequentiv. even when the child de-
cides to attend college m the face of parental discouragement. that child
finds himsell or herself inadequately prepared and can feel humiliated by
not performing well on placenent tests. Such students must often spend
an entire academic vear taking college preparatory classes hefore thev are
actalls veady o enter” college. even though thes mav have been on the
college campus for that vear. The resulting feclings of inadequacy make
retaining these students even more problematic.

The attrudes of the students themselves toward higher education can
alse be disconcerung w {faculiv, Raul De La Cruz. a faculty member inarts
and sciences at MDCC. believes that first-generation students are more
likels (o possess a “union-card mentalite” aboue education. The degree
that they seck is not valued for the sake of knowtedge or education but
rather simply as a document the students must have in order 1w make a
berer Iiving than their parents. While many students can certamly have
this kind of pragmatic attitude tow ard education « Fligstein and Fernandes.
1983), De fa Cruz more often finds it necessary o explain 1o first-
generatgn students in particular that although a degree may sullice to
ubmnyan entryv-level position i business, retaining the position will
depend on the knowledge and encrgy that they bring o the joh.

Both Licultv and admmistravon believe thart first-generation students
are more likelv 1o externalize responsibilite and hlame when thev do not
do well in a course. For example. they are more apt 1o blame external
circumstances than to consider their own commitment to the course or
their stuedy habus As another example. many fivsi-gencration students
receive linancial aid but have distorted perceptions about their responsi-
bilities and those of the Taculty regarding the fimanefal ard. Faculie cue the
common occurenee of students calling them alier the cad of the term 1o
complam about thenr gtide lor the course. Often the students justily therr
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complaint by saving. “l needed an A in this course because of my scholar-
ship.” De La Cruz deals with this type ol complaint by reminding students
that scholarships are given because of good grades, not the other way
around. and that faculty have no obligation 10 give them high grades.

Equally important. De La Cruz feels, is that while first-generation
students may have unigque problems. they also have characteristics that
creale positive interactions with faculty. They scem more receptive to
alternative methods of tcaching and tcaming than students from college-
educated lamilies. Because atiending college is not something that they
have taken for granted throughout their lives. they frequenty appear more
mutivated than other students. [tis casier 1o be arole model for them. De La
Cruz reports that many ol his Hispanic students, for whom he may be the
first Hispanic educator they have known. come to hintand sav, *1 want to
be vou.” He explains to them that they must develop their own adult
wentities. which can include being Hispanic professionals. but that they
cannot and should not become an exact duplicate of him. He and other
faculty members acknowledge that serving as role models for these stu-
denis motivates them as instructors. However, they caution that itis also
important for the classroom 1o have studenis who come from educated
backgrounds. As De La Cruz notes. these students “give me a more critical
appraisal than the lirst-generation students do.” [emay well be that the mix
of lirst-generation students and students from educated famnlies creates a
more dyvnamic learning atmosphere than would otherwise exist.

Assisting First-Generation Students

The Wolfson campus has evolved over the vears into a place that auracts
a large number of minority students. The stranegies that have been imple-
mented to recruit and rein these students also work for first-generation
students. Because minority students (and correspondingly. first-genera-
tion students) tend to be less aware of educational opportunites, a grea
deal of energy has been put into disseminating information about the
callege. The basic information groundwork is supplemented by torking
with Teeder high schools to recruit students following high school gradu-
ation and with the husiness community to atract older students who are
alrcady members ol the work {oree, Alter studenmis curoll, the college makes
a concerted effort to keep them enrolled. Particularly within the last ten
vears. Walfson has locused en creaung an inviting atmosphere for students
[rom a wide varicity ol backgrounds. Part of this effort has invalved
establishing a less formal ambiancee than one might expect at a college.
More structured methaods of retaining students include targeted programs
[ov students at high risk of dropping out. With the various recruitment and
retention programs that we have in place. we leel that we can serve Tirst-
generation stadents well.

Fporag
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Recruiting First-Generation Students. MDCC Wolfson focuses on
aggressively recruiting students who otherwise might not attend colicge.
Mamy ol these programs are aimed specificaily at black and Hispanic
students. who are more likely to come lrom familics with no direct
experience with higher education. while other programs work with per-
sonnel in secondary schools, One such program is the Black Studem
Recruitment Program, which consists of a six-weck training and work-
experience program [or counselors and administrators who work with
black students at cach of Waollson's feeder high schools. The program
famitiarizes high school personnel with the college and with trends in the
education ol black students. The counselors work on campus lor six weeks
and then reeruit students from their schools when they return. The
program encourages relationships hewveen college stall and high school
Laculty in order to promote the enrollinent of black students both imme-
diateh and i the fuiure.

The Jump Start program targets students who have test scores and
grade point averages sullicient for callege work but whe are ambivalent
about their plans afier they graduate from high school. These students are
relerred to Wollson by iheir schools and classified as “high-risk™ students.
The program olfers six academic credits of summer instruction, including
three credits in a college survival <kills course. This course provides
support services and close personal toral and advisory services 1o the
students.

Simtlarky. the Summer Institute is a free support services program
developed 1o cquip students with the necessary tools to meet the chal-
lenges of college life. This course enhances student study skills and
provides some hasic computer instruction. Highly motivated recenthy
graduated high school students, who have aiready applicd lor admission to
colleges. are invited to participate m the Summer [nstitute to case their
transition 1o college once they matriculate in the Fall erm. Recenily
sraduatcd high schoal students who have not yet applied 1o college for
admission and are undecided in terms of whether they'll seek employiment
or attend college are referred o the Jump Start program by school coun-
selors. The program components constst of academics and enrichment
activities all geared oward motivating these students o pursue a college
education and exposing them to the college experience.

Although these programs and others like them are useful in reaching,
some high school students, their personalized nature prevenis them [rom
being suflicient for large-scale recruiting. Therelore, we believe in letiing
the commumiy at large know about our educational opportunities. Student
services personnel visit [eeder high schools on a regular basis to acquaint
them with the college and its programs. Scnion administrators and the
public relations stafl have established ties with local media and work with
them to publicize the college. Also, faculiy and stalf whe are involved in

-
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community groups and causes often receive calls from fellow group or
commitice members, requesting information or assistance for a relative.

The ourreach centerin Livtle Havana, called the InterAmerican Center,
plays avital role inawracting first-generation students, many of them lairly
recent iimmigrants. The center’s bilingual programs. stalf, and aunosphere
make communication possible for students and family members with
limited English. Jose Vicente. dean of the nterAmerican Center. notes that
he uses every available opportunity for media exposure. Radio and televi-
sion shows, especially those conducted in Spanish, present manvy opporiu-
nitics (o promote educational achievement for Hispanics. Vicente uses
information ahout salary levels and the skills needed for johs to emphasize
to non-LEnglish speakers that education is a necessity for their children and
can he benelicial to the parents as well. Fliers are printed botls in English
and Spanish and distributed throughout the neighborhood. The center also
tracks applicants lor admission. sending letters 1 those who were admit-
ted but who faled o register for classes within two terms.

The goal of Wollson's marketing striategies is not just 1o promole
enrollment at the college but also 10 educate the population abouwt the
realities of waork-lforce demands. The communiny must be made aware of
the demand for more educated workers, the existence of college programs.
and the availabiliiy of linancial aid for those who qualify.

Retaining First-Generation Students. Retennon efforts actually begin
prior ta oflicial enrollment. Because the collepe feels that a less intimidat-
ing sctting is an essential part ol retaining high-risl students such as those
who ave first-generation attendees, the traditional college admissions
oflice does not exist here, Students who wish to enroll at the coilege for the
first time go 1o the New Student Center. By design, the center comtains no
couners, nothing that can create a physical barrier between the stalf and
the prospective swadents. An applicant whao walks in s grected by a
receptionist, who gives him or her an admissions form. The applicant sits
at atable with astall member and comipletes the form. The siall members
»re bilingual so that students can ask questions in their native language,
hus making them leel more at case and more apt o ideniify with the
college. A+ peak registration times. several applicanis may be at the same
table ~ th each staff member, but even under these circumstances the
setting, is much more individualized than in most admijssions offices. The
aim is 1o prevent the admissions procedure from being an impersonal
process during which a student lills out a form alone and drops it off with
an anonymous clerk.

After students are enrolled. the campus secks 1o retain them by
monitoring their academic progress and keeping students apprised of
problems, Al classes participate in the Academic Alert system, which
denufies at midierm those students with weak academic progress and with
sporadic attendance records. Por each student in cach class, faculty mem-

-~ ¥
)




78 FIRST-GENFRATION STUDEN Ty CONFRONTING THE CUITURAL TastFs

hers provide a progress assessment and an evaluation of attendance This
information, alnng with computer-siored student characteristics. is used 1o
generate individualized fetters for students whe are not making sufficicnt
progress. Counsclors also call students at home and urge them 1o improve
their academic standing: they schedule appoinuments with students o
discuss the reasuns for any problem. The Academic Alert system helps
reassure [irst-genceration students that the college is concerned about them
as individuals. It also circumvents their reluctance to seck wtorial assis-
tance on their own initiative.

As part of its commiunent to retain high-risk students. Wollson wtilizes
proactive mentor programs that wam laculty or saalf with individual
students to provide extra counseling and academic support. Students who
are identificd during the admissions process as high risk are required to
take a college orientation course. which weaches them some ot the pracuical
skills necded 1o succeed at college. This course is particularly useful for
first-generation students. who lack basic lamiliary with standard college
practices, as it teaches them everything [rom how o drop or add a course
to how to idenufy those administrative and support personnel they might
need o consult under different circumstances, Programs that assist high-
risk students as they progress through college include the Black Swudent
Retention Program, the Hispanic Student Success Program. and COPE
(Comprehensive Opportunity o Pursue Excellence). Each of these pro-
grams enables tie student to lind advice and supportive communication in
times and arcas of need. The COPE program has several components
designed to address dillerent areas of student need. For example. students
receive two free hours ol wtoring per week in basic English and math skills.
[n addition. because students are often passive about secking academic
advisement. faculiv members who are assigned as mentors contact their
designated students at least twice a month and invite them to come in for
discussion. In a study that Wollson conducted m 1988 (Alvarez. 1988),
students who panticipated in these programs showed a significantly lower
rate of withdrawal from college than students in a control group.

Another compaonent still inits testing stage is the use of clustering [or
at least one academic vear, Students who are clustered are assigned to as
many classes together as possible in the hope that they will evolve into
team that can give cach other academic and perhaps social support. A
proposcd program would hring in lamily members for discussion with
counsclars inorder to emphasize o the familics the importance ol allowing
first-generation students sulficient time at home to study,

Wolfson alsy increases retention by creating an atmosphere that
demonstrates appreciation for different cultures. Celebrations such as
Hispanic EHeritage Monthe Black Heritage Month, and Tnernational Month
are held each year. The rationale fur these celebrations is Lairly simple:
rather than wrving o ignore the cthnic and cultural dillerences ol the
sttlents, the camipus celebrates them at the same time giving stwdents the

-
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opportunity to learn about the ustoms and cultures ol their fellow
students, First-generation students experience reliel that the campus
regards their cultural background as imporant.

It is of great importance that the college siafl reflect at all levels the
community they serve. Since so many first-generation students are minor-
ity students, the problems that they face witl only he compounded if they
find themselves in an academic environment that lacks adequate numbers
of pasitive role models for them. Ethnic diversity amony faculiy. stafl, and
administration will reinflorce o these <students that perseverance in higher
cducation brings professional status and recognition. Particularly in urban
st.tings such as Miami with cthnically and culturally diverse populanons.,
ewtabiishing and maintaining a similar diversity among collese stalf is an
inperative. The Wollson campus has distinguished itself for having made
greatsirides in this ared. As of 1901 hiacks constitwied 17.9 percent of the
admnstration, 20,5 pereent of the classilied staff. and 11 2 pereent of
laculin . Hispantes accounted for 48.2 pereent of the admimstration. 60.3
percent of the classified swafl. and 38.3 percent of the faculiv.

Conclusion

Lirst-generation studemis can hest be seryed by strategies that counteract the
problems and weaknesses that many bring with them o higher education.
Recrurment ciorts to target them must also involve targeting appropriate
family members who can provide support. Retention e fforts should focus on
involving the student in the classroom and on the campus as much as pos-
sible. Special support services to pre -ide additional counsciing and tutoring
can greatly enhance the progress ¢ arst-gencration students. While the stu-
dent papulation at MDCC may be atnvpical of many community colleges
because ol its overwheliningly targe minority and immnmgrant enrollmens . the
programs outlined here can be duplicated or adapted on other campuses.
However. the administration of the college must be willing 10 set the stan-
dard 1hmugh its actions aned policies. Uliimately. these strategics, as well as
those suceesslully emploved at other colleges. must be given serious consid-
cration by any college that secks to provide lirst-generation students with
the academic and social support they need in order 1o succeed.
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At LaGuardia Community Cedege, the needs of first-gencration
students are met with creative initiatives—alternative high schools.
programs in critical thinking and neighborhood history, and a
parmership with Vassar College to enhance transfer opporiunitics.

Transforming Educational Dreams
into Educational Reality

John Chaffce

“What 15 a woman who is black and Hispanic and from the slums of
Broaklyn doing attending a schoal like Yale? " asks Dolores Colon-Montalvo,
and the answer is obvious. A first-generation college student, Duoloves
entered college at age forry alier raising two children: she exudes dvna-
st determination. and unabashed wonder at what .he has accom-
plished. For every Dolores Colon-Montalvo, however, scores of other
lirst-generation students have scen their dreams end in what for them is an
alien culiare. For higher education, the critical question is how the
development of first-gencration college students can be lostered. At
LaGuardia Comm=nity College. a branch of the City University of New
York (CUNY), we have been asking and answering this question (or the
past twenty vears.

LaGuardia wis founded in 1971, the same year that CUNY adapied an
open-admissions policy that guaranteed enrollment o all students pos-
sessing a high school diploma or graduate equivalency degree. From the
outset, LaGuardia knew that first-generation college students would be its
primary constituency. This is still the case. with the most recent analysis
ol the LaGuardia population vielding the following prolile. [vis an ethni-
cally diverse campus: Cauwcasian students comprise 18 percemt of the
populuion; Macks, 29 percent: Hispanics, 33 pereent; and Asians, 13
pereent. Filty percent of entering students are foreign bormm, and the
population w largely “nontraditional™: 48 percent of entering students are
over twenty-one vears old, 69 pereent did not come directly rom high
school,and 64 pereent are {emale. Finallv, 83 pereent test in need of
remediation i writing, reading. oral skills, mathematics, or some combi-
mation ol these areas.
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In order to meet the educational challenges presented by this popula-
tion, LaGuardia has develaped a broad range of pioncering programs.
including the Middle College and International High School, the Critical-
Thinking Program. the Speech Communication Program, the Neighbor-
hood History Program, and the Vassar College—LaGuardia "Exploring
Transfer™ Program.

The LaGuardia Middle College and
International High Schoo!

“You must expect the unexpected. for vou cannot find it by scarch or trail”
(Heraclitus, cited in Kirk and Raven, 1966, p. 117).

Many potential first-generation college students never expect toattend
college nor find the trail that feads to postsecondary education. To assist
studenis whose backgrounds are not consistent with high educational
aspirations, LaGuardia developed linkages with a group of local high
schools and created two innovative high schooels on the LaGuardia campus
itsell. Initiated by Janet Licherman in 1974, the LaGuardia Middic College
targets high-risk stud~nts drawn [rom throughow New York City. Once
admitted. students enter an educational environment far ditlerent [rom the
one that helped to put them ac risk. Small classes and atentive teachers
draw them in as members of a learning community.

Collaborative learning activitics combined with a flexible. open struc-
wure help students develop into mature. responsible individuals. Becatse
the schoal is integrated into the college campus. students become familiar
with the callege culture and the possibilitics it ofters. Qualified students are
permitted to enroll in college courses, and every graduate is guaranteed
admission o LaGuardia Commumnity College. Instead ol becoming en-
tangled in the educationally regressive influences ol their high schools and
neighhorhoods., students are given the opportunity to emulate a different
set of values and role models. A« Middle Cotlege principal Ceeelia Cullen
¢ plains, “students tend to copy the behavior of the community college
student and rise 1o that level™ (Cullen, 19849, p. 35

[he International High School, created in 1983, plies the suceesstul
Middle Coliege model o another at-risk population: recent immigrants
with limited English proficiency. Also sittated on the LaGuardia campue..
this school uses the strategies of the Middle College but combines the study
ol alb subject matter with intensive instruction in English. Faculty across
the curriculum integrate English-as-a-second-language (ESLY techniques
inta their courses. thereby accelerating the desclopment of students
Linguage abilities,

Ihe impact of these two alternative high schools on the lives ol at-iisk
and first-pencration potential college students has been impressive: amni
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tion is almost honexistent among the 900 students, and over 90 percent of
the graduaies continue their education at college campuses.

The LaGuardia Critical-Thinking Program

“\Without the breath of fife. the human hody is a corpse: withoui thinking,
the human mind is dead™ (Arendi, 1978, p. ).

An academic cubture that prizes the life of the mind and the develop-
ment of the individual into a reflective, mature thinker is foreign to many
first-generation students. Morcover. many college educators believe that
courses that stimulate the development of students critical-thinking abili-
ties should be reserved Tor more advanced students who have already
learned “the basics™—that is, literacy and the general core of knowtedge
supposedly imparted through introductory-level courses. We have lound
ihis assumption to be pedagogically unsound. for it short-circuits the
cducational careers of many first-genceration students whao becorie disaf-
{ected before they can be introduced 1o the spirit of inquiry and who have
not yet developed a more mature sense of self and iniellectual commit-
ment.

In contrast. faculty at LaGuardia view learning to think critically as an
essential and powerful vehicle Tor developing cognitive and literacy abili-
ties at every level of education. I 1979, T developed the Critical-Thinking
Skills course, which was designed to int-oduce entering students to i
cognitive process and help them develop the higher-order thinking and
literacy abilitics needed for academic and career success. Funded by two
grants from the National Endowment for the Humanities, the initial sced
has developed into an interdisciplinary progrun that invoelves over 800
students annually and is taught by faculty from a wide variety of disci-
plines.

Fle LaGuardia madel is based on the assumption that becoming a
critica! thinker does not simply involve developing discrete intellectual
abilities: rather, it involves developing insight. reflective judgment, in-
formed belicks. and a willingness 1o cxplore diverse perspectives carefully.
As students develop their critical-thinking abilities, they also grow as
individuals, developing the qualitics of maturity, open-mindedness, re-
sponsthility, initative, and a sense that they can centrol the direction of
their lives through the cheices that they make. In the words of one
LaGuardiastudent, “the words critical thinking will never leave my vocabu-
lary because by learning how to arganize my ideas, support my point ol
view with reasons, and try 1o solve niy problems rationally. 1 have tearned
more ellective ways ol dealing with muy life, my children. and my school-
wark™ (Challee, 1985, p. 21).

At LaGuardia, criticad thinking is lostered tirough the use of teaching
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“pairs”; sections of Critical-Thinking Skilis are joined with other courses
sclected [rom a variety of academic areas such as English, reading. oral
communication. mathematics, and social science. Students enrolled in a
course pasting take both courses, and faculty pairs meet weekly 1o redesign
their courses, if necessary. and refine their teaching methodology with the
aim of lostering critical-thinking abilitics.

The Critical-Thinking Program has been evaluated positively by bath
the Educational Testing Service and the Navonal Endowment for the
Humanities. The program appears to have succeeded in meeting its three
primary ohjectives: o develop literacy, reasening and problem-salving
abilities. and critical attitudes, For example. students enrolled in the
program have demonsurated aceelerated language development. nearly
doubling the collegewide pass rate on standardized writing and reading
exdampations. In addivon. according 1o Garlie Forchand. direcror of
rescarch at the Educanonal Testing Service and the primary evaluator of
the program, “at the general level. teachers perceive more respect lor the
thinking process. more tendeney 1o bring a babit of thinking 10 their
classes. Atthe specific level. teachers reported instances of transfer of such
skills as breaking problems into parts, classifving. organization of though,
asking questions, separating facts {rom apinions, and assessing aliernative
points ol view™ (Chaffee. 1985, p. 38).

Since lundamental thinking abilines and critical abilittes work to-
gether and interact in complex wavs, students do not learn them in a skill-
by-skill fashion. Insicad. as devetopmental theory predicts and faculiy
analyses conlirm. stidents in the program seem 1o be undergoing a
developmental process in which skills, attitudes. and pereeptions are
progressively reorganized into new cognitive patterns. 1 his teads w break-
through or “aha™ experiences as students discover new methods and
abiluices, revealed in student comments like “Hoexpands thinking—like a
toal™: “part of my bramawakened™ i putaosced. a spark. inme " (Chalfec.
1983 p. 21

The Speech and Communication Program

“The relations of word 1o thought and the creation of new concepts is a
complex, delicate, and emgmatic process untoldimg in our soul™ (Tokstan.
cited in Vygotsiey, 1978, p. 2181,

The Speech Communication Program promotes intellectual develop-
ment through anin-depth understanding ol languase. The program helps
studdents o use words appropriately and caherently. an essenual ingredicnt
lor prolessional suceess, Many lirst-generation stadents. hoth native and
foreign born., display a variens ol fanguage and communication problems
that tinmt their cneer opportunites and <ten resiloin destiuetive stereo-
tvpmg. These difficaliivs indude accented speech, nonstandard sy ntax.
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imprecisce pronunciziion. inadequate volume, poor resonance. and limited
vocal expression.

Paradoxically, while masi colleges provide substantive programs to
develop students” abilities in writing and reading. they wypically olfer liuke
Lo improve students” all-important speaking and communication abilities.
Dirccted by Sandra Dickinson. the Speech Communication Program alfers
approximately fifty course sections each quarier. servicing various popu-
lations and addressing an arrav of students’ speaking and communication
problems. Basic Communication Strategics. for example, is a two-course
sequence for Basic Skills students designed o promote standard language
use: Oral Communication is designed to expand basic speaking skills in
mterpersonal, business. and public conteats. Communication and the
Nonmative Speaker focuses on the specific needs of ESL students. while
Vodee and Diction provides a phonetic approach to maodifving pronuncia-
tion patterns. Traditional speech courses in public speaking. business
communication. debate and inquiry. and multiculiural communication are
al<o available.

The speech Communication courses are supported by the Speech
Center. an awdiolingual and taloring lacinty . The center accommaodates
laboratory classes. required by live of the program’s courses, as well as
mdividual students referred by faculty and stafl. A speech referral svstem.
staffed by Tacubtv volunieers. evaluates students referred from other de-
partments, trac ks and documents use of the Speech Center and records the
progress made by studenis on their individual speech plans. Video technol-
ogy s used v speech assessment, tutoer training, and laboratory documen-
tation, and specially ereated audiolingual tapes are used 10 improve
students’ pronunciation.

Fhe intent vl the Speech Communication Program is smbitious: 1o
wirderstand patterns in language and speech. and to know how to use them
appropriately in varicd comtexts, is a wol that lends poser o students
commumeation and thinkimg™ tDickinson. 1991, p. 284,

[he Neighborhood History Progrn

"It vou can memornize e it isn't history!” (Siger, 19881,

As outsiders to the caltare of higher education, first-generation stu-
dents olten challenge the passise “information-transler”™ model ol educa-
tion. in which matenal presented i lectures is re-presented on
examinutions. Rather. these students ave ltkelv to ask, “Why s icmiportant
to master this mlornaton?™ Inresponse (o this question. Richad
Iicherman  professor of fustory at LaGuardia and director of the 1011,
I aGuardic and Wagner Archives, reconceptualized bis teaching of histors
Abandoning more naditional approaches, hie used his coures to develop
materals witl his stodents that linked them more directs to ther lamilies
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and personal histories. As they explored the histories of their families and
neighborhoods. studenis began to understand what it means to “think
historically™ and how history and its methodologies can help explain the
cvents in their lives, as well as the larger social lorees that have shaped and
inftucnced those events.

These initial experiences led 1o six vears of funding from the National
Endowment lor the Humanities for the purpose of engaging students in the
study of listory. Directed by Richard Licherman and Janet Licherman (no
relation), the project used public exhibits, shde shows. oral history projects.
and publications in arder to show people Gnost with little or noe exposure
1o higher cducation) how their lives and neighborhoods are a part ol
American history. Additional educational materials and a 1ext, City Limits
(Licherman and Licherman. 1983). were developed and incorporated into
the curricutum. Furthermore. the LaGuardia and Wagner Archives, housed
on the LaGuardia campus. aflord students the opportunity e engage in
historical rescarch.

Participating, in the historical process has had an ifluminating and
empowering ef eet on {irst-generation students. As Richard Lichberman
explains, “our students experience change on a daily basis. The goal of
lhistory is 1o enab'e peap’e w see that change is not capricious., that there
are explanations which lend coherence and meaning to the events which
shape our tives™ (Licherman. 1979 p. 7).

The Vassar College—FLaGuardia Community Coellege
“Exploring Transler™ Program

-1 have tearned that there are two kinds of edusation in this country. The
first is designed o trin workers, Lhe second is designed o educate
thinkers and doers™ (Nissman, 1987, p. 1)

The challenge for livst-generation college stidents does not end onee
they suceessfully adapt to college, particularly if their institwtion is a vublic
university or conununity college. Often the most capabic of these students
have fixed vocational goals. These poals seem laliy when measured by the
expectations of their Lumlics hut limrte Uwhen measured in terms ol tiw
stttdents actual porential. When Dolores Colon-yMontalvoand Sue Nissiman
entered their commuuity college, an associate desree and perhaps a
bachelors from a public university marked the boundaries of theiv dreams.
After completing the Vassar College--EaGuardia Community College “Ex-
ploring Transfer™ Progranm. these boundaries were extended: Dolores
transferred to Yale University, whnle Sue transferred 1o the Massachuwesetts
Institute of fechnology (ML

The Exploring Transler” Progriun, begun in 1985, i a collaboration
between Vassar College and LaGuardia Community College designed to
promote transler possibilities Ter fivst-generation commuuity collepe stu-

Lo
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dents. Paricipating students. selected for their academic promise, attend
anintensive five-week program on the Vassar Caoliege campus. Funded by
the Ford Foundation. the program introduces students 1o the ex pericnce
of a four-year residential college ~hallenges their abilities through wo
rigorous, team-taught courses, makes them aware of the full range of
transfer appartunities available to them, and helps them develop confi-
dence in their abilities 1o achieve their goals. The program opens a new
world to them and helps give them the wols o enter i=to and succeed in
that new world.

The results of this collaboratiy e initiative have heen impressive. During
the past six vears, 264 students have successfully completed the program.
and virtwallv all have ranslerred o lour-year colleges, many 1o prestigious
mstitutions such as Vassar, Yale, Middlebury College. Cornell University,
anedd MIT. The elfectiveness of the program derives from immersing stu-
dents inthe culture of a residential lour-vear college. As they absorb the
philosophy and possibilities of this culture. students can begin toapph the
implications o their own lives, In the words of Janct Licherman. a founder
of the program and recipient of the Charles A. Dana award for its develop-
ment. “direct expericnee is a powerlul learning technique. {tis particularly
efiective lor first-generation college students who need reinflorcement of
their potential and prool 1hag upportunitics are real. The living and
fearning site has power 1o transform the students s l-esteem and 1o raise
theiraspirational levels. 1t is now a demonstrated program which can casily
be established through ac -demic partirerships all over the country”
(Licherman, 19801,

Conclusion

First-generation college students are becamimg an increasingly significant
forecin higher educanon. hey embody an inexhaustible source of talent
and potential, and their motivation is fueled by a passion 1o improve the
quaiity of their lives bevond what their histories would suggest. The
cducational programs desceribed i this chapter vepresent LaGuardia's
cHorts to serve these stadents in winvs that are innovative and cffectve ana
that equip students with the 1ols thes will weed to achieve their dreams.
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Today one must look to the v ibally controlled colleges to find success
among American Indian first-gencration students.

Tribal Colleges: A Success Story

Wayne J. Stein

The adveat of the tribally controlled college in the 1960s was the response
ol American Indian people o years of cultural, educational, and racial
suppression pespetrated on them by an unrelenting dominant sociciy. The
vision of Guy Gorman of Navajo Community College, Stanley Red Bird of
Sinte Gleska College. Gerald One Feather of Qglala Lakota College, David
Risling of D-Q) University. and many others was 1o regain some control lor
cducation lor their people and at the same time give their students in higher
cducation a chance Lo suceced. These teaders recognized that the gateway
to their peoples’ regaining control of their destiny was through tribally
controlled education.

Today there are twenty-four tribally controlled colleges scatered from
the state of Washington o Michigan and lrom North Dakota to Arizona.
These colleges serve a wide variety of tribes, but all adhere to several basic
principles in their mission statements. Fach has stated clearly that the will
to preserve, enhance, and promote the language and culture of its tribe is
central to its existence. the colleges serve their communities through
rescarch on cconomic development. human resource developmeni. and
community organization. ach strives 1o provide quality academic pro-
prams for students secking a two-year degree for transler o a senior
institution, and wherever possible, cach provides the vocational and
technical programs that help ensure thad studenis will find decent jobs in
their community on completion of the program (Carnegie Foundation for
the Advancement of Teaching, 1989).

Ol all the determinants that motivate the Laculty, administrators, and
staff in the tribal colieges, the single most important element is the
students. Tribal codeges are dedicated 1o the success of their students. The
programs developed to serve the special needs ol the students, as well as
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individual wcts of caring by tribal college administrators, faewty, and siaff,
amply demonstrate this dedication.

Students of the Tribally Controlled College

American Indian students who enroll at tribal cofleges attend them for
many of the same reasons that non-lndians aternl colle o They desire to
hetter themselves inteliectualiy, hope o improve their chances of sccuring
good and rewarding employment, seck the skills to manage their own
futures. and want the opportunity 1o provide & better life for their familics.
What makes them different from non-Indian college students is their
physicat and spiritual sitwation. Many are older tover thirty): the majority
are female single heads of houscholds: many have failed at non-Indian
fugher education institutions. have extended family obhgations, and find
ollc gc an unusually heavy burden: and virtually all are the fivst in their
fumhu.ln.ulvn(lmllw'c‘Bmu laam. Tnh.llmlhg{‘sludmls‘m activebh
seeking proficiency in their own languages. Among Crow students, 87
percent stll speak the Crow Lm\'u.IH as their first language. Traditional
spiritual ceremontes and arts remain an integral part of the communitics
from which Amcrican Indian students come. and uibal colleges have
generated great pride m the individual tribal heritages (Carnegie Founda-
tion lor the Advancement of Yeaching. 1989 Bosver, 19901

Programs and Special Services for Tribal College Students

American Indian students atiending a tribal college present their instrue-
tors and counselors with many chalienging culiural, inguistic. and per-
sonal sitwations. Tribes in the western United States have esisted for the
past century in abject povertyr this is reflected by tribal members who
attend i’ 1Teolleges They bring with them a value svstem that is a hvbrid
of native cufrure, mamstrean culwure, and welfare culture. Instructors and
students often lave 1o sort through this calivral mix in order te create lor
cach student a productive and healthy plan o ger through the program of
the (0”(‘}?‘,(‘.

Recognizing that neartv 90 pereent -1 the students attending a trilwal
vollege are lirst-generation students has been & magor landmark in the
development of programs that enhance the chences that these students will
stay in school Each teibal college’s mission statement states clearly thac it
will help preserve, promote.and teach its tnbe’s culture and language. This
unportant roal provides the students with an opportuniy o fearn more
about thew trihe’s history and culiuare, which in tun helps build a sense of
identity and pride. Fhese qualities are important o American Indan
students as they strugghe 1o overcome poverts, lack of sell esteem, amd
poor cqueation e their guest for a ngher education The college, i turn,
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has to examine itsell constantly 1o ensure that the programs it has devel-
oped are the ones that will best assist students thraugh the college
expericnce,

Several colleges have exvanded their services to students by providing
sorely needed transportation and child care. The need for these services
reflects the demanding environment {rony which first-generation Ameri-
can Indian students come. The tribal colleges are located in some of the
most rural and isolated parts of the United States. In addition, most Indian
reseryations have poor road systems with lew paved highways. as well as
severe weather conditions in winter and long distances between the small
communitics on the reservations, Many suul(nts have unreliable vehicles.
Thus. even in the best weather, students often need the service ofacollege-
sponsored transportation system.

Child care assists those students who have demands on their time and
resourees from children, grandchildren. or younger siblings. Tribal college
students reflect their culture atits best when they take on the responsibility
of child care. Unfertunately. this responsihility can lead 10 academic
abscnieetsm. insulficient financial aid 10 cover the needs of an extended
family. and fack of time to study and prepare for class. Those tribal colleges
that have a child-care program have gone a long way toward helping
studlents at a basic and necessary level,

Carel Murray (personal interview. Jantary 8 F991) vice president of
student services at Blackfeet Community College (BCQ), reports that one
nfthe college’s mostimportantand suceessful new programs is the Women's
support Group. The giroup meets regularly after classes 1o discuss and
develop strategies to help members cope with the hurdens ol filling so
many demanding roles at once: student. mother. wife or single head of
houschold. and often major provider. The Women's Support Group has
hecome so \1511)!\ successful for the women students who participate that
several of BCCS male students have approached Murray, requesting that
the cotlege sponsor a similar program for them.

several of the more traditional student services programs deserve a
closer look for their contribution to the success of first-generation students
at the tribal colleges. These programs illustrate how important a wide
variety of counseling and service programs are 1o these students.

Most mibal colleges place importance on the adalt basic education
CABIDY programs talso known as graduate equivalency degree, or GLD,
programs’ hecause of the substantiat number of their student recruits who
lackahigh schoob diploma. 1he tribal colleges” ABE: programs have become
a signibicant part of the reservation educational seene as an alarming 33
pereent of American Tadian students drop out of junior and senior high
school.

A the Montana Pipehine Conference, heldat Montana State Univerany
m Mas 1900 and sposared by the Montana Committee for Amenican

™
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Indian Higher Educatiou. Lionel Bordcaux (1990), president ol Sinte
Gleska College in Rosebud, South Dakota, told of how important and
effective a well-tun tribal collcge ABE program can he. Sinte Gleska has
graduated more than 1.000 Roscbud Indian students [rom its ABE program
over the past ten vears, in contrast to the [ewer than 100 graduates {rom
the carlier program run by the state of South Dakota throughout several
decades.

The June 1989 graduation ceremonies of Blackfeet Community Col-
lege in Browning, Montana. also demonsirated the importance of ABE
programs, Theie were as many GED graduates as there were reciprents of
certificates or two-vear degrees.

Tribal College Personnel

The success of programs in the wibal colleges muurally depends on the
people who administer and teach there. The weachers, administrators. and
board members of the tribal colleges are a unique group of individuals
within the higher education community. They come to the tribal colleges
with mized backgrounds: they include thase who are American Indian and
those who are not: some have a great deal of educaton. and some have
litde: and they come [rom bath urban and rural envirouments. The
ingredient that holds this unique group together s a dedication to the
suceess of their American Indian students. This dedication is expressed by
the time. effort, and creativity with which thes discharge their responsibili-
ties to the students of the trihal colleges.

Board members have provided the glue thay holds the tribal colleges
tegether. They are community: members who have decided that their
peaple must have the opportunity to suceeed and that in order w do o,
they must have a locally controlled higher education institution to attend.
Because board members come from the tribal community themselves. they
understand the difficulties facing the firsi-generation American Indian
student who chooses 1o auend college. Thus, board members seck out
adnunstrators and teachers who will put the needs of their students lrst
and will base decisions that alfect the future of the callege on those needs.

the administrators of the tribal colleges use their posttions o actualize
the dreams of their boards of tustees. Most inbal college administraors
also teach, advise. or mentor students an a regadar basis. It is common for
deans of students and occasionally for presidents of wribal colleges to go o
students homes o lind oot why g student has been nissing class (Patricia
Stump. personal mtenvies . December 6, 19901, This concern for the
individual student has plaved an important role in the high retention rates
ol first-eeneration Amertcan hidan students witlm the tribal colleges.

Retention tates for the trbal colleges can be measured in two wava,
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through the conventional fashion, which counts as a dropout any student
who leaves college before completion of a degree program, in which case
tribal colleges have a retention rate of approximalely 45 percent: or
through a more accurate method, used by the tribal colleges, which labels
as “stop-outs” those who leave and then return within a quarter to continue
their studies. By measuring in this fashion. the colleges’ retention rate is
approximately 75 10 80 percent. Students who stop out generally do so
because of financial difficulties ar because they have been put on academic
probation (Avis Three lrons, personal interview, Jan. 1991).

Further results of tribal colleges’ special interest in the individual
student can be found in research done by the American Indian Higher
Ecducation Consortium (AIHEQC) for testimony in 1983 hefore appropria-
tions cotnmittees of the U.S. Congress. AIHEC found that American Indian
students who completed a course of study at a tribal college went on to
complete a four-vear degree program at a senior institution with a 75
pereent greater suceess rate than American Indian students wha bypassed
tribal colleges and went directly 1o four-year institutions. Another interest-
ing finding ol the ATHEC survey was that about 83 percent of wribal college
graduates who stayed on the reservation were employed—asignificant fact
on reservations. which have from 43 1o 80 pereent unemployment rates
(American Indian Higher Education Consortium, 1983).

Like the administrators, teachers have played a significant role in the
suceess of tribal colleges in serving their first-generation students. They
provide the front-line. daily contact with the students, and this ¢ 1act
often dictates how well astudent will do over the course of a vear. Besides
providing instruction 1o students. the 1eachers must often touch their
students in a personal way. Gerald Wagner (personal interview, December
7. 1990). a Montana State University senior, reports that while he was
attending Littde Big Horn Commtunity College at Crow Ageney, Monana.
he received personalized instruction from teachers who were committed
to giving him a strong science base so that he could quadily for the
biomedical rescarch program for American Indian students at Moauana
State University. This dedication and caring extended so [ that when he
lost his means of transportation hetween Little Big Horn College and his
home community some twelve mikes awav, a teacher made it a peint to
transport him to and from school cach day.

Conrad isher (personal interview. December 0, 19903, another first-
generation tribal college student now studying at Montana State Univer-
Sity, received his university preparation at Dull Knife dMemonal College
(DKM} in Lame Deer, Montana. He states that withoui thae encourage-
ment and poosonabized instraction he received outside of regularly sched-
wled classes, he would not have been prepared lor the more rigorous
third- and lourth-vear classes he encountered at Montana State University.
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Teachers at DKMC spent extra time at least one day a weck helping him
with the math assignments he found difficult until he had mastered the
material.

Carol Michell (personal interview, December 6. 1990), a former stu-
dent at Blacklect Community College (BCC) in Browning. Montana. whao
is now studyving at Montana State University. states that teachers both gave
her strong encouragement and also made her work hard. One instructor
was constantly criticized by Michell's {ellow students for demanding so
much of them. but she now realizes that he was preparing them for success
at a senior institution by making them face reality at the tribal cotlege. She
understands that once on the campus of a large institution, the personal-
ized instruction she received at BCC is much rarer and that a student is
expeeted to work independently.

Linda Iron (persanal interview ., December 3. 19901, dean ol academics
at Standing Rock College (SRC) in Fort Yates. North Dakata. explains that
teachers at SRC require students 10 keep a journal ol their activities.
Students are also required 1o write their own obituaries up to that poeint in
their lives. She savs that the two activities foree ztudenis to examine their
personal historics and to rellect on what oceurs in their daily lives that
atfeets their abilities as students. For most American Indian students, this
sell-appraisal can be a jolting experience. Olten it is the first time they have
examined the past with an cye on the lwure. Teachers then use these
insights to advise and guide their students through the curriculum with the
goal of fulfilling whe students” dreams for the [uture,

Most first-generation American Indian students welcome the attention
of the administrators, teachers. and support stafl of the wribal collcges.
Olten the students are faced with indifference and even hostility from their
families and pecrs once they decide to attend college. Dean Patty Stump of
Fort Peck Community College reveals thar many of her students must
overcome hostile home environments o attend coliege. Family members
wnodidnorgotocallege oftenseem o' alue education orare threatened
when a spousc or sibling decides 1o pursuc a college education.

This lack ol support lor first-gencration Indian students can he ex
plained by looking at American Indian culture. One of its strongest prin-
aples, found in almost every tribe, is that of putting the interests or welfare
ol the Tanuly and tribe ahead ol any individuals desires or necds. When a
family member or close friend decides o embark on a path that will ke
that person out of the familiar civele of the family or peer group. this change
is ofien seen as a form of desertion and cin tead 10 accusations of puuting
the scll ahead of the group. American Indian stuadents often face this kind
ul questioning when they dectde 1o attend college. 1T they succeed st
school, the eriticism can intensify. College personnel toust be aware of this
and be prepared to help their students deal with the internal conlhicts it
engenders.
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[t has also been said by a number of American Indians that their people
have aken on some of the distorted views of themselves held by the
dominant non-Indian culture thatsurrounds them. Thus, many doubt their
own or any Indian’s intelligence or capacity to succeed in higher education.
These doubts must be understood and overcome if lirst-generation Indian
students are to succeed.

Whether the level of encouragement from {amily or friends is high or
tow, the tribal colleges provide support on which lirst-gencration Ameri-
can Indian students can build their educational futures, The tribal colleges
provide student support groups, individual counseling, and community
education. The effort to educate the communities from which the first-
generation American Indian students come may prove to be the most
successlul intervention method employed by the colleges. The evidence of
this is the pride that Indian communities now have in their calleges.

Conclusion

Tribal colleges are successful at the twenty-four sites where they have
grown and {flourished. This success has varied from college to college, and
notevery tribal college started has survived. Several have had 1o close their
doors, which is not uncommon among higher edueation institutions in the
United States. Where tribal colleges have suceeeded, however, first-gen-

cration American [ndian students are making strides academically and are
having a pusitive impact on their communitics. Many Indian people see the
tribal colleges as the embodiment of American Indian sell-determination
and the hest means for regaining some measure of control over their lives,

Though the wribal college movement has slowed its cxpansion across
the Indian reservations of the United States, every few years a new tribal
college opens its doors. and the quality of educational programs at these
instituticns continues to improve. The number of American Indian slu-
dents attending tribal colleges grows substantially cach year. The tribal
college is the most effective institution for launching first-generation
American ladian students on the suceesslul pursuit of higher education.
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Qualitative research reveals ways in which Asian immigrant and
refugee students view their college experience. Popular images of these
students are invalidated, and urban institutions are chellenged o
recognize their growing presence.

Issues of Curriculum and Community
for First-Generation Asian Americans
in College

Peter Nien-chu Kiang

since the liberalization of U.S. immigration laws less than three decades
ago. major shifts have occurred i the Asian American landscape. The
growth and diversification of the Asian American population resulting
from sustained immigration since 1965 and Southeast Asian refugee re-
settlement since 1975 have been phenomenal. Koreatowns, Little Saigons,
and new Chinatown communitics have ctuerged as the As:an American
population has become predominandy loreign born (Barringer, 1991
Gardner, Robey, and Smith, 1985; O'Hare and Felt, 1991).

The Asian American student population, from preschool to graduae
school, has also grown dramatically during this period. driven by demo-
graphic changes and fueled by sociocconomic pressures and cultural
privrities. Departiment ol Education data show that Asian American college
enrollments jumped by more than 110 percent nationally between 1978
and 1987 [n contrast, Hispanic college student enrallments increased hy
63 pereent, while white student enrolliments rose by 12 percent and African
American college enrollments grew by 7 percent during the same period.
Asiann Americans, including Koreans, Japanesc, Chinese, Vietnamese, Lao,
and Cambodians, have emerged (along with Filipinos, South Asians, and
Southeast Asians) as the largest minority student group at many schools
today (Hsia and Hirano-Nakanishi, 1989; Morgan and Mercer, 1990;
Nagasawa and Espinosa, 1992).

Asian American college students arc often portrayed as superachieving
whiz kids who are taking over the country’s most selective privaie univer-
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sities, such as Harvard, Stanford. and the Massachusetts Institute of Tech-
nology (Brand. 1987; Butterfield, 1990). In [act. less than 20 pereent of all
Asian American students in college go 10 private four-year schools. Eighty-
two percent attend public institutions, and 40 percent of all Asian Ameri-
cans enrolled in higher education institutions attend two-year community
colleges (U.S. Department of Education. 1990).

Most rescarch on Asian Americans in higher education has cither
aggregated data from various nationalities under one umbrella caregory or
focused on Chinese and Japanese Americans—the Asian nationalities with
the langest histories in the United States. Only a handful of studics have
cxamined the experiences ol recent immigranis and refugees such as
Vietnamese, Cambodian, ar Laoe college studerts in public universities and
connnunity colleges (Fernandez, 1988: Kiang, 1990a, 1990b, 1991: Nguyen
and Halpern, 1989; Nguyen, 1988; Skinner and Hendricks. 1979).

However, as the demands of a rapidly growing and diversilving Asian
American student population make themselves increasingly felt, college
administrators, faculty, and stafl. as well as students, musi confront
impartant questions regarding admissions policies. support service deliv-
ery, faculty and stalf representation. curricular reforms, and community
rerations. This chapter draws from a larger qualitative study (Kiang, 1991)
on how first-generation Astan immigrant and refugee students view and
shape their college experience at an urban public university in the north-
castern United States.

Institutional Context and Issues of Student Persistence

The site ol this study is an urban public university that serves as the only
relatively affordable four-year college in the metropolitan arca. Students
attending the university share similar cultural and sociocconomic profiles
as welbas academic backgrounds with Tocal community college students.
Lach vear, 20 percent of the university’s new student enrollment is com-
prised of translers [rom the area’s community colleges. The university
[unctions as the main bridge 10 education beyond the two-vear community
colleges for many recent immigrant and relugee students.

The university is located in a neighborhood where the Asian American
population grew more than 730 percent during the 1980s. The Asian
student population at the university has more than tripled since 1980,
About 10 pereent of the entering class in 1990 was Asian American
(excluding nonresident aliens ). The university enrolls the highest percent-
age of Southeast Asian students of any four-year college or university in the
region. However, institutional data show that Asians, along with Hispanics
and blacks. have significantly lower retention and graduation rates than
white students (Office of Policy Research and Planning, 1989a). Less than
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14 percent of the Asian. students who entered in 198! and 1982, for
example, had graduated at the end of five years.

Lee's (1987) survey of the university's Asian American student popu-
lation observed that 66 percent of the respondents had beenin the US. for
six years or less. Eighty percent were more comfortable using their native
Asian language than they were using English. Only 6 pereent of the samiple
were American born. Nearly 80 percent of the sample worked, in addition
to going 1o school [ull time, with six out of ten respondents working more
than sixteen hours each week. This profile is also typical of many Asian
students attending the local community colleges.

Lee noted that 56 percent of the sample were majoring in husiness,
engineering. compuier science, or natural science. Fifteen percent were
majoring in sacial science, 10 percent majored in “other.” and 19 percent
were undeclared. Lee's lindings are supported by instituwional data (Office
ol Policy Rescarch and Planning. 1989b, 1990) that show that 75 percent
of the Asian undergraduates in 1989 were majoring in math, natural
sciences. and management or were undeclared. The meaning and signifi-
cance of these choices of majors are discussed in a later section.

The high pereentage of undeclared majors-——19 percent in Lee’s study
and 37 percent according to insututional data—may be related 1o another
of Lee’s findings that half of the sample reported not wtilizing any of the
universily’s existing support services, including career services, counsel-
ing. witoring, and academic advising. Sample interviewees reported that
they relied primarily on friendship networks with other Asian students for
assistance in negotiating their university experience. Respondents were
significantly more likely to use cach category of support services, however,
il bilingual, bicultural personnel were available.

Research on student attrition and retention (Ramist, 1981: Tinte,
1975, 1987) has recommended carly and svstematic institwtional interven-
tion to enhance the persistence of students in college. In describing his
model of student autrition. Tinto (1987) notes, “Persistence entails the
incorporation, that is integration, of the individual asa competent member
in the social and intellectual communities of the college. Tn this regard.,
colleges are viewed as being made up of a range of communities whose
interactional attributes have much to do with the eventual leaving of many
of their students. Student institutional departure is as much a reflection of
the attributes of those communities, and therefore of the institution. as it
is of the students who enter that institution™ (pp. 126-127).

Most research on college student attrition and retention has atilized
quantitative research designs (Astin, 1975, 1977, Stage. 1990). Qualitative
research, however. can complement quantitative studies by uncovering,
for example, the perspectives, decision-making processes, and survival
strategics developed by students to stay inor depart from school (Attinasi,
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1989). The following themes emerge from qualitative rescarch on how
Asian immigrant and refugee students view and shape the meaning of their
college experience at an urban public university (Kiang, 1990b, 1991). The
inlormants for these studies were Vietnamese, Cambodian, and Chinese—
representing the predominant Asian nationalities enrolled in the univer-
sity. There are no Hmong and less than five Lao enrolled currently. In any
study of Asian Americans, it is critical 1o recognize differences as well as
commonalities among the disaggregated sample and with other Asian
cthnic groups who are not included in the study. In the lollowing sections,
quotations are verbatim from interview transcripts.

Success Entails a Struggle for Survival

[t was very hard o come to anew fand - .. 1 thought that T eame from
another planet. T became homesick and depressed 1 staved inside the
house all the time. . . Even though waday speak English. | still have 1o
repeat and repeat so that American people understand me.

Although images ol spelling-bee champions and Westinghouse Sci-
cnee competition winners represent the dominant portraval ol Asian
American students, even a superficial glance at the experience of immi-
grant and refugee students reveals a reality of struggle and survival rather
than success and academic achievement.

Because of the language barrier. many stiudents experience greater
difficulty and frustration in both academic and social domains than do
native English-speaking students. Academically, for example, a Cambo-
dian student staies:

When vou talk. people kind of look at vou and sav. "You've got a funny
pronunciation.” you know, funmy accent. And vou dont speak English
the wav, vou know. a West European or American speaks. And it's just.
Iieel shy. vou know. Kind of lost. "Cause you don’t want e sav anything,
You have the answeer professor asks, vou know. Mostof the nme. thevask
itestions, ey sav, raise vour hand. You dow't want 1o raise your hand.
You know the answer. what the answer is. but vou don’t want to say it.

While speaking up in class presents one set of obstactes for tmmigrant
and refugece students. the task of 1aking comprehensive notes of lectures,
discussions, and reviews of reacdings presents another. As a Cambodian
student sighs, "Thev're talking about ail these terminology you never heard
before. . . And invour country vou never heard of thisstafl. . Youlook
it up in bilingual dictionarv—they have no name.” The burden is com-
pounded outside ol the classroom, too, A reading assignment that an
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Atnerican-born Astan student completes in just one hour, for example.
might take an immigrant or refugee student more than four hours to finish.

The experienee of isolation affects students socially as well as acaderi-
callv. A Vietramese student ohserves:

When Leame here, Ldon't have man friends. and | don'tfeel [ree to speak
in American class.and Tdon'thave alot ol American friends. Tdon't know
their history or mavhe the calture or anything. We don't walk togetiter a
lor And acually, uniil woday, 1 have been here lor five vears, but { don’t
have any close [riends who we can have a wlk like friends.

Unlike many international stidents swho may share similar difficulitics
with the language barrier. most immigrant and relugee students are work-
ing class and may spend fifieen w fily hours working cach week. Manv
cthnic Chinese and Viemamese students, for example, have work-study
jobs in offices on campus during the week and work in restaurants on the
weekends, In many cases. they also experience discrimination on the job
from emplovers who assign them extra work withoui extra compensation
and {rom customers who harass them with racial shurs. For example. a

Cambodian student working as ‘l Aracery stare cashier was told. “Why
don’t vou go back to vour country?” The physical and emotional de mands
ol work. therefore. further reduce both the guantity and quality of ume
available Tor school.

Furthermore. immigrant and refugee students carry the weight of
many [amily pressures. In mosi cases, these Asian studems arve the lirsy
generation in their families o po o college in the United States. Many also
have family members still living ini their home countries. The dangers and
difficulties they have survived in leaving their homelands and the hopes
and dreams for a better hife that they bring 10 this coumry all become
concentrated in lamily expestations that this peneration will go o college
and do well,

When these students falter in school, then, they must deal not only
with their own disappointment but also widh the added sense that they are
failing their familics. A student who was academically suspended from
schoal but did notinform his parents in Vietam laments, ©1 haven't sent
any letter to them. ... 1 hate mvselland [ hate evervthing. That's why 1
don’'twant wo, [ don't want them to know what 1 did hiere because 1 didnnt
do whai they want me, expect me o be”

These students also have maior responsibilities within their families.
especially in serving as the interpreters and intermediaries between their
parents and American socicty. A Chinese Cambodian student deseribes his
duties as "Translate problems and reading English, writing . .. go lo
hospital. pay the bill. writing tetter. making phone calls. Communicating
with owtside. And also [ worked o support my Llamily, help pay rent.”
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In these ways, immigrant and reflugec students play critical roles in
cnabling their families 10 survive in this country. Though many may wish
to achieve some degree of independence from their familics, they feel that
they have no aliernative. A Chinese Vietnamese student sighs, "We chil-
drenin America are like decision maker in family. . . . Heel pain in neck
sometimes doing this much work. . .. We become responsible.” Though
she dreams of getting her own apartment, a Vietnamese student whose
parents recently arrived from Vietnam admits that she feels ohligated o
take care of them in this country and that they would never understand il
she moved oul.

Added to their difficulties with school, work. and family life, immi-
grant and relugee students also face the realities of being urban minorities
in a racist sociciv. As is well documenied, the 1980s witnessed a dramatice
rise i anti-Asian violence around the counory (Asian American Resourcee
Workshop. 1987 Japanese American Citizens” League, 1983: US. Com-
mission on Civil Rights. 1987). Growing reports of racial violence and
harassment on campus have abso caused widespread alarm in recent vears
{Kagiwada, 1989 McClelland. 1990 Morse, 1989). Suzuki (1989) sug-
pests that the social and psyehological problems of Asian students may he
increasing because of the climate ol growing anti- Asian sentiment and the
increase in racial vielence on campus. In addinoen w docamenting stab-
bings and assaults, Suzuki notes that “more subtle forms of diserimination
can include such incidents as derogatory remarks by instructors about the
limited Luglish proficieney of Asian immigrant students. subtly racist
statements about Asians by both instructors and students. or expressions
of resentment by other students toward the achicvement oricniation of
Asian students. Suchincidents can inflict serious psyehological damage on
Asian students, alfecting their social adjustment o campus as well as their
academic performance” (p. 23).

Clearly, the obstacles. barriers. and constraints laced by refugee and
immigrant students wrn every day into a struggle for survival, Although
discredited by many schools (Chun, 1980; 1isia, 1988; Suzuki. 1977,
1989), the stereotype of Asian American students as superachieving whiz
kids neverrheless continues to define them on campus and hides the reality
of sacrifice that characterizes daily Bfe for so many. Thus, the lack of
institutionalized support for Asian American students can he justified hy
the myth that they “have ne problems.” Furthermore. this stereotype sets
an unlair standard that many immigrant and relugee students will never be
able to meet simply because ol the conerete conditions of their daly lives.

Even at community colleges where there is typically greater empliasis
on providing support services lov “nontraditional” students, these dynam-
ics. combined with cultural dilferences regarding service wtilization, may
stilt leave [irst-generation Asian students’ needs unrecognized or
underserved. Forexample, Atkinson, Ponterotio, and Sanchez (1984) find
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significant differences between Viemamese and Anglo-American student
attitudes toward counseling at a community college. When asked 1o rank
to whom they would go for help in discussing a personal problem. both
Victnamese and Anglo-American students picked [riends as their firsi
choice. The Vietmamese students chose an older relative sceond and the
oldest person in the community third. [n contrast, the Anglo-American
students chose apsyehologist-counselorsecond and an older relative third.
The aldest person in the community was the seventh and least desirable
choice for the Angla-American students. Atkinson, Ponterotio. and Sanchez
recommend that “counseling centers located in colleges that enroll Vict-
namese students may want to encourage the development of support
groups within the Vietnamese student community. As their data indicaie,
the age range of Vietnamese students enrolled in community colleges
includes middle-aged persons. By cucouwraging the developmens of Viel-
namese student support svsiems. particularly those in which Hslder stu-
dens can help younger students with their personal problems. c ounseling
centers may be able 1o make use of @ mental heahtii paradigm indigenous
to the Vietnamese culure™ (p. 4320,

Issues of ldentity and Alienation

It happer here i away becawse Lean ook for a benrer lutune, Ba in
sprrit, no - In Cambodia, 3 woold deel shoulder o <houlder wah the
people. Lyenil Twere s lirmer. Ewould be proud. T would be qualidied

Heve, 1 leel so bad spiritually.

Asian immigrant and refugee studens share a muliiplicite of needs as
well as a range ol strengihs that reflect various dimensions of their
historical and cultural backgrounds. their individual identities. and their
social realities. These background characteristies can he defined along four
dimensions (Kiang. 1990a, 1991 )%

As Southeast Asians with distinet linguistic. culwural. and historical charac-
teristics determined by growing up in their home countries and, to
somie exient, maintamed by their continuing integration in their basic
family and community structure in the United States

As refugees with survival skills and psychologies adapted o war, fanune.
fight and forced migration. loss of family members, secondary trawma
rom relugee camps, and resettlement

As new immigrants in America adjusting to drastic changes in status,
apportunity. daily lile and living conditions, climate, and especially
culture and language

As racial minoyities lacing discrimination, disenfranchisement. and racism
as social, economic. and political realities in the United States.

1675
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Considered individually, cach dimension uncovers specilic issues
faced by Southeast Asian college students and points o specific directions
for farther study. Considered together, these elements provide a multidi-
mensional framework lor analyzing the literature on Southeast Asian
college students in an integrated manner. In practice, however, if trained
bilingual, bicultural stalf and targeted services are not provided, the
difficultics of survival and adjustiment faced by immigrant and relugee
stucdlents often go unrecognized and unanswered.

A Chinese Vietnamese student recalls, *1 remember a lot of students
in my time when | was in college for the first and second vears, a lot of
students dropped out because they don't know where to go. .. And atthat
time, there was nobody to help them. And they kind of feel disappointed
and depressed when they get abad grade. Thar's why they can'tstay onthe
campus no more and they dropped out.”

The lack ol appropriate campus-hased services adds to the already
central role of faculty who are traditionally entrusted by Asian immigrant
and refugee familics with full awhority to puide voung people in their
learning (Henkin and Nguven, 19810 Nguyen, 1984). Yo understand and
improve the college experience of first-peneration Asian immigrant and
relugee students, therefore, we must examine the role of teaching and the
curriculum,

Lessons from the Classroom

I learned so many things | had never known befare ..o know the
history of Asians in Amenca which 1 think | will not leara from history
hooks. [his course is really interesting to me. mavhe hecause the course
is about Astans. In this class, T did not feel Telt out unlike other classes,

Although the university had a well-established English-as-a-second-
language program and academic advising services in place w address the
needs of the Asian student population. there was litde else in the curricu-
lum that recognized their growing presence until 1988, when a cluster of
three Asian American Swudies courses was developed. Since then, the
courses have provided an important context within the university that
cnables Asian students to feel integrated academically and socially. Kiang
(1989) and tunc (1989) address the vatue of Asian American Stuclies
curricula for first-generation students.

The three courses include an introduction o Asian American history
and contemporary issucs, a survey ol the Southcast Asian refugee experi-
enee, and a rescarch seminar on community issues, Through the courses.
studetnts develop a historical ana social analysis of the Asian American
experience that they are then able to apply to their own lives, This helps
stidents realize that the problems they face are largely not of their own
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making. With a clear analysis, they have the capacity 1o address many of
these problems more effectively and also 10 understand why some cannot
be solved by their own individual efforts. The kinds of problem-solving
skills they tearn include, for example, how 1o manage cultural conflicts that
arise between the generations in the family: what factors, including quality-
ol-life concerns, should be considered in making decisions about one’s
education and carcer: and how to build conscious support systems, Com-
munication is also emphasized and supported by the courses’ learning
cavironment, cnabling students to find their voices and develop the
strength o speak up.

Many immigrant students comment that they always feel self-con-
sciotts about their accents and poor command ol English in other courses.
When they try to participate, their teachers make them repeat themselves
or don't take their points serivusly, so they choose to withdraw instead. In
the Asian American stidies classes, however. they report Teeling a higher
tevel of respect in the classroom. and they begin to participate and learn
tare actively as i result. A Cambadian student describes the difference in
terms of deathand lile concepts with which he is intimately lamiliar: “You
go to another course. sit back. and, you know. just write down notes. And
then when vou get out of that elass. go to another one. same thing. Next
dlay, betore vou come to vour class, vou go another class, like you're dead.
And thenallola sudden [in the Asian American Studices clisses | vou come
alive, vou know. Full of lite!”

The supportive learmng environment also has w do with weaching
practices that are appropriate to students whose first language is not
English. Tmmigrant students appreciate having as much information as
possible written on the board. Videowapes help o illustrate Tectures and
lacilitate discussion in class. Students respond more readily to such chal-
lenges as making oral presentations on their final projects because the
classroom atmosphere is encouraging and evervone is going theough it
together. There is no reason 1 be self-conscious aboul ones aceent
hecause evervone has one. A Chinese Vietnamese student notes, “The
majority ol the class was Asian students. There were notmany native white
studlents in the class. So we kind of have the same kind ol icclm;, in this
country and same kind of cufwures. .. So we kind of confident o speak
out. even though we are not vet good ml nglish ar mavbe even though we
speak the wrong grammar or the wrong sentences, !hc\ stith understand
what we are trying Lo say.”

Interestivgly, these elfors 1o enable Asian students to participate
comlortably in the classroom alsa ellectively reach students of other
backgrounds, particularly working-ciass. immigrant. sl minority stu-
dents. older students. and veterans who comprise large segments of the
university’s student body and who typically represenc the profiles of
students enrolted in community colleges. Many Vietham veterans, for
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example. are returning to college for the first time in twenty vears and leel
anxious about their skills and fearning abilities. Like the Asian students,
thev appreciate pedagogical strategics that Facilitate a supportive learning
cuvironment. Veterans and refugees taking Asian American Studics courses
are able to work together in the classroom ina way that rarely occurs in the
saciety at large, and through these experiences, they can recognize hath
their shared Listories in Sowtheast Asia and their shared destinies in this
country.

Reflections on Gender

s time lor Vieman: sse toash lor equal rrghits amd good opporuanities for
aur [ist generatton. Victnamese womien shotikd be reads and imvolved in
pohtical community work and cocourage men o go on i men hold back
or dentwant to walle lorw ard. women should strongly lead the commu-
nity.

Gender also secems o be a major determining factor in mmigrant and
relugee students” experiences. While many immigrant and refugee men
look ack nostalgically at their former lives of relatise status and domi-
nance within the family and traditional society, thev hitterly and perhaps
correctly view their comiug to the United Staies as a loss of aptiens and

apportunities. Prior e immigration, most men were their Gannlies sole
breadwinners: here, their mmimum-wage carnings in the local service m-
dustry are not sullicient to meet the needs of their lamilies. Their attention
cmatienalbe and politically (ocuses tvpically on the pastand [utwree of thew
homeland. with only minimal engagement in the alfaivs of Amerncan
f‘,U(lL‘l} -

In contrast to traditional expectations i theic home countries, women
lace a socioeconomic reality here that places them in school and work ous
of necessity. I these settings, however, they develop new views of their
individual capabilities and social potential. Coming to the United States
provides opporturitics that would not have been availible to them had
their traditional social roles heen maintained. They tend to hecome mor
quickly and fully engaged in the affairs of American society and. in the
process. become more eritical ol American institutions and social policies.

A Cambaodian male student explains with some ambivalence, “Waomen
change raster than men. .1 don’t know, like men, because they don’t
want to change anvthing, 1hc\ like the wav it is. But wamen, (rov wad Lo
change becanse they want the equality, they want the freedom. they want
tobe independent. They want o show men how strong thev are. Thev want
Lo be aggressive. Right now in the Cambodian community, girls seem to be
more steeeed suceessiul] than men. A Lot of girls stay in college.”

A Cambodian lemale student adds. “Since 1 am a woman, vou know.

1‘\ v
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my people tend o think thar women cannat do anything as good as men.
S0, by having a degree to prove it that | have achicved, then probably they
take me a liule bit seriousty.”

This process of change in gender roles and expectations has implica-
tions for the future, as increasing numbers of women will see themselves
playing significant roles in their communitics but will have to face tradi-
tional norms and a male-dominated community leadership. There is also
evidenee 1o suggest that young women, particularly in the Cambaodian and
Hmong commuanities, also teave school in large nwmbers o marry accord-
ing o taditional familial and cultural expectations (Goldsicin, 1988:;
Vang. 1991),

“Major Stories™ and Visions of the Next Generation

1 hope thae § have a hrghiter funwre over here because 1ean go 1o school
and get a good education. | study hard so that later T ean get a good job
o support mv parents and take care of them o their old age. 1 will use
my study 1o serve. o work for the Asian Awmeriean community,

in addition to the direet impact ol these courses on students in the
classroom. there are long-tevm implications of the Asian American Studics
curriculum for hath individuals and the community. As institutional data
{Office of Policy Research and Planning, 1990)and Lee’s ( 1987) study both
show. amajority of Asian immigrant and refugee students are concentrate
inavelatively narrow selection of majors. inctuding business, engineering,
and compuier sciences.

The reasons for this narrow concentration of majors are casy 1o
explain. First, technical lickds vequire refarively few verbal and writien
English language skills: thus, they are especially attractive to immigrant
students. A Cambodian student who transferred to the university from a
community college reealls, “The first time semester | was here. 1 gone
through a lot of hard times. 1 coudd not manage many courses. [ pot
depressed. T ery many times that 1 could not make it. Professors or some
of my [riends could not help me. Yeah, I walk owt from classes and cry,
probably 1 could not make it. And never think |would graduate, but just
take one day aca time, fearn. And very {rustrated because do not have any
help fram the school. So. just thinkiag thay the English. t cannot do it, you
know. Many courses that | had, jus teo hard. So 1 just wok math cotrses.”

Second, beginning as early as ciementary school, students are tracked
by 1cachers. guidance counsclors, and even [riends wno stercotypically
assume that Asians are good at math and science but not so good inarts anl
letters. Meanwhile, parents also exert tremendous pressure. expecting
their children 1o select carcer paths with professional status or al least a
financial retam,
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Third. the criteria used for evaluation in the technical fields tend to be
objective. Individual interpretation and subjective evaluation, whether
bascd on personality, cubiural differences. o racial bias, are less influential
in the sciences and technical ficlds. Therefore. the chance for diserimina-
tion is perceived to be fess.

Thus. many Asian students may not be personally interested in engi-
neering or compitters but may feel that they have no other viable opptions.
Paula Bagasao (1989) coined the erm "major stories™ to reler 1o the
conllicts experienced by Asian Amencan siudents who wpically choose
and change majors within scientific and technical lields hecause they feel
they have no choice. Many Asian students have major slorics io el A
Chinese Vicinamese cconomics major explains, “We can't rely on what-
ever the major we're interesied in, but we have to go from {for] the major
whichever is easiest for us to accomplish.”

Hsia (1988) argues that while concentrating in scientific and technical
ficlds may be a viable survival strategy for Asian American stteddents in
ochool. it may alse vetard their intellectual and social development in other
critical arcas such as English linguage acquisition and social integration.
A Vietnamese accounting major agrees: “Most Vietnamese students, they
cheose computers or engineering as their major beeause they was alraid o
read: 1 mean basically in the math. vou can study engineering or compuiers.
So they took it because they try to avaid the problem, their English
problem. I guess. So cven when some students they graduated from
engineering, they didn’t talk much and sometimes thev didu't understand
what that means. [ mean the simple words. . .. Bui they didn’t know. |
mean. which majors, which way is better for them. ... And thev didntcare
as far [long] as they graduated.”

However., some students who have taken Asian American Studies are
shifting their prioritics. Students have changed majors from management
o cducation. hoping to become elementary school teachers. Others lave
lelt computer science, nursing, and biology inorder 1o pursue phatojour-
nalisnt. social work. and law. Asian American Studics helps o widen the
range of possible majors and future career alternatives that are accessible
and meaningful to Asian students. Social science disciplines like socialogy,
history, and psychology are uselul and interesting when analyzing the
struggles of one's community. Literature. poetry. and photography are
relevant and powerful when expressing the hopes and dreams of onc’s
heritage. A Vietnamese student recalls, 1 think those years were frus-
trated. just took the courses and thars all . .. and then ] think it really big
change . . .so 1 decrde to be insociology. And then after that. Thave aclear
direction. 1 can do things. ! can graduate. .. . | can work in the Asian
community. so that give me more. give me a clear idea.”

A Cambadian student who came to the university alter receiving her
gracduate equivalency degree lromalocal community college agrees: "Even

1:.
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when was here two vears, still did not know what 1 really want, did not
know what I'm good in. IU's confused. . . . |When 1] ook the Asian Studies
and sociology course, then it's like a light come in to define what really 1
am and what 1 want. .. . Alter thaw ic fmy education] improved. You
know, 1 ook something that [ enjoy and that | learn. Also, besides those
courses, §then declare my major as sociology. and then Hearn about family,
about sociery . . . Those courses prepare me or educate me for life which
1 didd not know and to see how society is struclured and operates.”

Her sense ol the course impact seems cven more meaningful in light of
a poignant cssay she wrote at the beginning of her second year in the
university belore taking the course: “The more 1 absorb the environment
Llive in. the more have a better sense of real lile. 1 continue to sec things
that divide me from American society. But 1 could not recognize what it is
and why? Evervday living just puts a lot of pressure on me, the anger and
struggle [ am facing are never overcome. It is crying inside me. No one
wants to hear or even cares, and [ have no one 1o turn to.”

By enabling students to make beuer-informed decisions about (heir
majors and future carcers, universities can help o minintize the waste of
hwman potential that resudts from Asian immigrants pursuing studies in
which they are not really interested but that they see as their ondy alierna-
tives. Taken astep further, the shift in majors and carcer plans observed
among immigrant and refugee students in Asian American Studies classes
has even more signilicant implications for the future development of their
communities. What are the social consequences, lor example, if these
students concentrate overwhelmingly in business, science. and engincer-
ing when the communities. in fact, desperately need bilingual lawyers,
health care providers. policymakers, wriers, [ilmmakers. teachers, and
organizers? Significantly, Tutures in these areas of need are more likely
considered by students who have taken Asian American Studies courses.
Therceare now [our times as many Asian students majoring in sociology. for
example. as there were lour scars ago before the Asian American courses
were alfered. Other evidence ~uggests that similar trends are emerging at
other colleges (Tarmley, 1990).

Directions for Further Rescarch and Conclusions

Rescarch on Asian immigrant and refugee college students addresses the
need Lo locus on nontraditional and high-risk populations (Stage. 1990:
Jjones and Watson. 1990). Such research is useful for practitioners,
pulicymakers, and researchers al institutions with growing numbers of
Asian students, and it also addressces larger issues of student persistence at
urban, commuter colleges where student retention is least likely (Morishita,
1983 Tinto, 1987). [naddition, this rescarch contributes 1o the knowledge
base ot Asian students and their lamilics—many ol whom are deeply
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concerned about the future of this generation in U8, schools—and of the
organizations and agencies that serve the new Asiar immigrant and refugee
communitics.

Further research is needed to examine how [first-gencration Asian
students define the problems they face in college. What are their survival
strategics? How do they perceive their academic and social integration
within the university? What role does the college experience play in
enabling them 1o understand and resolve the complex contexts and mul-
tiple dimensions of their own identities? Studics examining these kinds of
questions require analysis not only of the studens” backgrounds and
outlooks but also of their interrelationships with other students, laculty,
and stalf and with the college environment as a whole, particutarty in the
classroom. For example, how do cultural dilferences. the language barrier,
and racial stereotypes affeet the classroom experience and resulting social
and intellectual development of Asian students?

The findings presented here indicate that the college experience ol
Asian immigrant and refugee students at an urban public university
characterized by struggle and survival rather than success, by complex and
multifaceted issucs of identity and alienation, and by chan sing relations
and gender roles. These findings should also be applicable for community
colleges that enroll and guide comparable (irst-generation Asian studenis
in ever-growing numbers.

Faculty and sta’l at community colleges and urban universitics must
respond urgently and clfectively 1o the unmetand heretolore unrecognized
needs of Asian inumigrant and refugee student populations. In particular,
cwrmeular relorm and implementation of Asian American Studies pro-
grams mav provide the much-needed content and a supportive learning
environment that witl enable firsti-generation Asian students to establish
new roots and develop new voices so that they. in turn, may transform both
themselves and their college experience.
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"FROM:THE EDITORS. -

More and more. upwardly aspiring Americans are going o college Lo
achieve their goals. and they often see¢ community colleges s the most
conventent and hospuable of institutions. This volume of New Directions
for Comnmunity Colleges focuses on what is at stake—what is lost. ganed.
fought for, and given to compromise-—when. lor the first time n the
history of a funily, vne ol its members pursues higher education. We hope
that this volume wall help educators become more sensituve to the culural
issues that first-gpeneration students must negotsute and thatiewall stiggest
wavs Lo reline educanonal practices <o that more of those students will
be able to reahize their dreams.
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