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ABSTRACT 

This study identified factors contributing to Mexican-American 

student persistence in higher education. Tinto's model of student 

withdrawal was blended with Astin's theory of involvement in a 

theoretical framework that also gave special focus to hispanic and 

Mexican-American student concerns. The data consisted of unstructured 

interviews with a small sample of Mexican-American students at the 

University of Arizona. Content analysis was used to categorize the data 

and symbolic interaction theory was used for its interpretation. 

Findings about personal and institutional factors, were combined to 

understand persistence in the context of person/environment interaction. 

The personal factors influencing student persistence were "self," human 

support, financial adversity, cOllunitment, acculturation, and gender 

differences; none of these factors stood alone, and each was present to 

some degree in each of the successful students. Commitment was the most 

important overriding theme in these personal factors. The institutional 

factors influencing persistence were academic preparation, use of 

student services, student/instructor interaction, and academic 

experiences. Symbolic interaction theory was the analytic framework 

used to interpret these factors of student persistence in the light of 

the meanings students attached to events in their college experiences. 

Empowering students to succeed is proposed as the organizing model for 

institutions to influence persistence. 
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CHAPTER I 

Background and Problem 

Higher Education Dropout/Attrition and Retention/Persistence 

The issue of student retention, and its opposite, student 

attrition, is of great importance to higher education today for several 

reasons. First, the most recent cohort of trad:i.tiona1 college-age 

students is declining in number. Second, students who drop out of 

college often experience financial setbacks, emotional disappointments, 

and a general lowering of career goals. Finally, every student enrolled 

in an institution represents a significant investment of time and 

resources by the institution. Combined, these reasons magnify the 

urgency for institutions to evaluate what has become known as their 

"school holding power" (Houston, 1987). Only with such knowledge can 

their faculty and staff find effective ways to maximize a student's 

chances for persistence. Many institutions have responded to the 

reduced student pool by attempting to increase enrollment among 

nontraditional groups such as academically high-risk students and 

minorities underrepresented in higher education. Increasing enrollment, 

then, means not only attracting new students but also retaining those in 

attendance. Reducing attrition is thus an increasingly important 

enrollment stabilizer in higher education. 

Despite years of research and countless studies of factors that 

contribute to attrition and retention, few solutions to the complex 

problem have been identified. To date, the major conclusion has been 



that regardless of what it is called 

attrition, retention, or persistence 

school holding power, dropout, 

no simple solution exists. The 

cause has not be equated to any single factor. A tangle of 

characteristics and experiences apparently contribute to a student's 

decision either to stay in school or to leave. 

12 

Lenning, Bea1, and Sauer (1980) identified four student types that 

result from enrollment decisions: the persister, who continues 

enrollment without interruption; the stop-out, who leaves the 

institution for a period of time and later returns; the attainer, who 

drops out prier to graduation, but after attaining a particular goal; 

and the drop out, who leaves the institution and does not return at any 

time to the same institution. Regrettably, there has been little 

success studying factors that influence students to transfer or return 

to a different school after a period of years. Not surprisingly, due to 

the financial impact of these decisions on the institution, the 

preponderance of research has focused on those who leave. Therefore, 

research is needed on the decisions of the persisters - those students 

who chose to remain enrolled. 

Higher Education and Chicano Students 

Hispanic students represent an increasing percentage of the total 

college population. In 1984, 4.4% of college enrollments were Hispanics 

(U.S. Dept. of Education, 1984). The retention and attrition rates for 

these students are of significant concern to educators since Mexican 

Americans are grossly under-represented at all levels of higher 



education (Astin, 1975; Commission on the Higher Education of 

Minorities, 1982; Haro, 1983; Lopez, Madrid-Barela, & Macias, 1976; 

Olivas, 1978; University of California, 1975; Western Interstate 

Commission on Higher Education, 1980). Those ~,ho design and implement 

programs to increase the retention of Mexican-American students must 

consid<:?:r!'!.ll factors which may influence their retention rates. That 

is, institutional responsibility for these students requires awareness 

of appropriate explanatory models to account for factors that affect 

attrition before effective programs can be designed. 

13 

Cortese (1985), de los Santos, Montemayor, & Solis, (1983), and 

Haro (1983) found that the proportion of Hispanics enrolled diminishes 

as the educational level increases. The rate of attrition for Hispanics 

at all levels of education is higher than for any other group, aside 

from Native Americans, as evidenced by the fact that only 60.3 percent 

of the Hispanics who begin school reach the twelfth grade (Commission on 

Civil Rights, 1974). The current attrition rate for Hispanics in higher 

education is also high. For Florida, New York, and the five 

southwestern states containing the largest concentration of Hispanics, 

1970 data reveal an 80.4 percent average college attrition rate for the 

Spanish-surnamed student by the fourth year, compared to 62.3 percent 

for the majority population. While these data do not reveal the reasons 

for high attrition, it is assumed that they stem from a variety of 

socioeconomic factors and institutional limitations (Lopez, et al., 

1976). The Ford Foundation Commission on Higher Education for 

Minorities concluded in 1983 that for every 100 Hispanics entering 
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secondary school, 55 would graduate, 22 would register for college, 

seven would complete a degree, four would enter graduate school, and two 

would complete a professional program (Shelden, 1986). 

It is difficult to obtain statistics specifically for 

Mexican-American or Chicano demographics or educational attainment. 

Much of the research uses the umbrella categories of "hispanic," 

"Spanish-speaking," or "Spanish-surnamed." These labels include those 

of Cuban, Puerto Rican, Spanish, Central and South American, Filipino, 

Indian, and Mexican descent. The social, educational, economic, and 

cultural experiences of these groups vary widely. Nationally, about 60% 

of the group is of Mexican origin. Statistics from the southwestern 

states (Arizona, California, Colorado, New Mexico, and Texas) are easier 

to interpret because in this region 86% of the hispanic population is of 

Mexican descent (Alston, 1985). 

The present study focuses upon students of hispanic ancestry in 

the southwestern United States. The generic term "hispanic" is not an 

adequate descriptor for this population. As already mentioned, many 

groups of Hispanic ancestry are not represented in large numbers in the 

southwest or in this study. This study includes those the U.S. Census 

(1987) refers to as "Hispanics of Mexican Origin," people who have 

traditionally been referred to as Mexican-American. 

Although all Americans, except the Indians, are hyphenated sons 

and daughters of immigrants, it is offensive to some to preface 

recognition of their citizenship with a reference to their ethnic origin 

(Nicholl and Gomez, 1980). The nation's civil rights activism of the 
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1960s and 1970s gave rise to an ethnic consciousness in American people 

of Mexican descent and many have chosen the term "chicano" as an 

affirmation of their ethnic ancestry. Armando Rendon in his 1971 book 

The Chicano Manifesto identifies Chicanos as the people of Azt1an, the 

southwestern part of the United States, believed by some to be the place 

of origin of the original Aztec/Mexican Indian people who eventually 

conquered the Valley of Mexico (Rendon, 1971). Many, however, consider 

the term "chicano" pejorative due to the militancy with which it was 

first associated. 

This study used the terms "chicano" and "Mexican American" 

interchangeably, reflecting the dichotomy in the population and showing 

preference for neither appellation. 

Linking Attrition to Chicano Students 

To redress high attrition rates, especially among minorities, many 

institutions have implemented a variety of instructional and 

programmatic innovations. Yet, no published systematic implementation 

or evaluation of these attempts exists. Moreover, relationships between 

programs or instructional techniques and retention, or persistence, 

often are not based upon a theoretical framework. The rationale and 

strategies for implementing these programs should reflect a theoretical 

basis if retention rates are to be improved. Absent a basis in theory, 

it is not possible for researchers or evaluators to know the reason(s) 

for the results of these programs. The problem of designing programs 

for chicano students is confounded by the fact that researchers only 
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recently have begun to focus on issues that affect retention of Mexican 

Americans (Haro, 1983, p.38). 

Purpose 

The purpose of the study was to learn how chicano student 

persisters surmount factors that are known to contribute to chicano 

attrition. 



CHAPTER II 

Theoretical Framework 

Tinto's Theory of Student Departure 

17 

The analytical framework for this study is based primarily on 

Tinto's (1975, 1987) student attrition model. Tinto drew from Spady's 

(1970) work which used an interpr€~ation of Durkheim's sociological 

explanation of suicide as the foundation of a model for studying student 

dropout. Durkheim's theory argued that suicide is tied to the absence 

of social integration. Tinto and Spady theorized that just as the lack 

of social integration can produce suicide in society at large, it can 

produce withdrawal from higher education (Tinto & Cullen, 1973). 

The Tinto model specifies that students enter college with a 

variety of attributes, experiences, and characteristics which influence 

educational expectations. These educational expectations represent 

initial commitments by students. As a result of student integration 

into the academic and social systems of the institution, changes occur 

in these commitments. Tinto includes grade performance and intellectual 

development in academic systems, and peer group and faculty interactions 

in social systems. The degree of integration into the academic and 

social systems on campus determines the students' final commitments 

toward the institution and completion of their own objectives. These 

final commitments are a strong influence in dropout and persistence 

decisions (Tinto, 1975, 1987). 
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The longitudinal model suggested by Tinto (1975, 1987) seeks to 

describe the student attrition process. According to Tinto, students 

enter college with varying patterns of personal, familial, and academic 

characteristics including initial intentions toward college attendance 

and personal goals (Table 1). These intentions, or commitments, are 

subsequently modified and reformulated through interactions between the 

individual and the academic and social systems of the institution. 

Satisfying and rewarding encounters with the formal and informal 

academic and social systems of the institution are presumed to lead to 

greater integration in those systems and to student persistence. 

Negative interactions and experiences tend to distance the individual 

from the academic and social communities of the institution and thus 

contribute to the individual's withdrawal from the institution. 

Astin's Theory of Involvement 

Studies using Tinto's model to examine student attrition resulted 

in two areas of retention research. One consistently found academic 

integration to be more important in affecting retention decisions 

(Carter, 1986; Chapman & Pascarella, 1983; Hernandez, 1980), while the 

other found social integration to be more influential in determining 

retention (Pascarella, 1985; Horne, 1987; Meyers & Drevlow, 1982). The 

work of Astin (1984) bridges this gap through a theory of student 

involvement. Rather than focusing on value judgments regarding the type 

of integration, Astin assesses the amount of energy a student devotes to 

the college experience. 



Table 1 

Tinto's Background Characteristics 

Family Background 
Socioeconomic Status 
Parent's Education 
Quality of Relationship with Family 
Interest and Expectations of Parents 

Individual Characteristics 
Student Abil~ty 

Grade Performance 
Standardized Test Performance 

Personality and Attitudinal 

Past Educational Experiences 
Performance in High School 
Characteristics of High School 

Goal Commitment 

Gender 

Educational Plans 
Educational Expectations 
Career Expectations 

19 
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Astin (1984, 1985) proposed a "theory of involvement" to explain 

the dynamics of student development. According to Astin, his theory is 

simply stated as "students learn by becoming involved" (1985, p. 133). 

It builds upon Pace's (1984) work on the quality of student effort and 

draws from both the Freudian notion of "cathexis," the investment of 

psychological energy, and "what learning theorists call 'vigilance' or 

'time-on-task'" (Astin, 1985, p. 135). Astin's theory centers on five 

postulates: (a) involvement requires the investment of psychological 

and physical energy in objects; (b) involvement is a continuous 

concept; (c) involvement has both quantitative and qualitative 

features; (d) the amount of learning or development is directly 

proportional to the quality and quantity of involvement; and (e) 

educational effectiveness of any policy or practice is related to its 

capacity to induce involvement in students (Astin, 1984, 1985). 

Astin's (1984, 1985) concept represents a middle ground between 

psychological and sociological explanations of student development. In 

his earlier work, Astin accepted the psychological developmental 

framework and conceived the student role as essentially passive (Astin, 

1970, 1977). In his theory of involvement Astin recognizes the 

sociological influence by assigning the institutional environment a 

critical role in that it presents students with experiences, but the 

extent .to wh:!.~h the student becomes involved in the experiences 

determines development. 
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Linking Integration and Involvement 

Student integration into the academic and social systems of an 

institution, the nucleus of Tinto's theory, is quite similar to Astin's 

(1984) concept of "involvement." A compnrison of Tinto's Variables of 

Interaction with the College Environment and Astin's Factors of 

Environmental Involvement can be seen in Table 2. Tinto's variables are 

more comprehensive than Astin's factors, yet both cover related areas. 

The investment of physical and psychological energy postulated by Astin 

is implied in Tinto's concept of "integration". Tinto's more explicit 

theoretical structure, compared to that given by Astin (1984), offers 

significant opportunities both to researchers who wish to study college 

student persistence or attrition and to educational administrators who 

seek to design instructional and social programs to influence retention. 



Table 2 

Tinto's Variables of Astin's Factors of 
Environmental Invovlement Interaction with the College Environment 

Academic Integration'"""'::::----------------------Academic Involvement 

Intellectual Development-_:::::::::::::::::=::-_________ _ 

Grade Performanc Cognitive Development 

Social Integration 

Interaction with Faculty & Staff onors Program Involvement 

Facul ty Support· 

Student Faculty Interaction 

Place of Residence 

Extra-Curricular Activities~::~::;~s;:~=~===~~~ .. 
Semi -Formal Extra Curricular Activities Student Government Involvement 

Informal Peer Group Associations - ________ :::::::::~=::::...... 

Athletic Involvement 

N 
N 
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Research on Academic Persistence 

Tinto's Model 

23 

Tinto's conceptualization of student dropout behavior precipitated 

an extensive body of research to test its "genera1izabi1ity." Over 100 

studies utilize the Tinto model to examine aspects of the college 

experience. Studies by Kohne, Neste1, and Karmas (1978), Levin and 

Clowes (1982), Pascarella and Chapman (1983), and numerous others, used 

the Tinto model to examine the effect of its variables upon attrition. 

Although Tinto focused on the college attrition process, his model has 

been successfully employed to investigate other student outcomes, such 

as students' reports of academic skill acquisition (Terenzini & Wright, 

1987; Vo1kwein, King, & Terenzini, 1986), personal change (Terenzini & 

Wright, 1987) and major field changes (Theophi1ides, Terenzini, & 

Lorang, 1985). Only those studies that deal with predicting 

dropout/persistence were reviewed for this study. 

The most exhaustive tests of Tinto's model were conducted by 

Pascarella, Terenzini and their colleagues. In a series of eleven 

studies beginning in 1977, Pascarella and Terenzini assessed the 

predictive validity of the model in several manners and contexts. The 

relationships of Tinto's model - especially the concepts of social and 

academic integration - to withdrawal in the freshman year were tested in 

the first six studies (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1977, 1979a, 1979b, 1980; 

Terenzini and Pascarella, 1977, 1978) using data collected at a single 
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residential university from three classes of entering freshmen. These 

data were responses to fixed-choice questionnaires administered to 

random samples of entering students during their freshman year. The 

analytic methods were various multivariate statistical techniques (e.g., 

stepwise multiple regression, discriminant analysis and multiple 

analysis of variance) which provided statistical control and permitted 

statistical interactions to be examined. From these studies, Terenzini 

and Pascarella (1980) concluded Tinto's model was "a conceptually useful 

framework for thinking about the dynamics of dropping out" (p. 279), but 

further testing - involving more precise specification of the variables 

and relations suggested by the model - and taking account of the 

complexity of their relations, was necessary. 

The seventh study in the series (Terenzini, Lorang and Pascarella, 

1981) repeated the procedures used in the sixth study with a sample from 

a different university and confirmed the "genera1izabi1ity" of Tinto's 

model to another institution. In the last four studies (Pascarella and 

Chapman, 1983; Pascarella and Terenzini, 1983; Pascarella, Duby and 

Iverson, 1983; Terenzini, Pascarella, Theophilides and Lorang, 1983), 

path analysis was used in comprehensive tests of Tinto's model. The 

tests were comprehensive in that "all of Tinto's salient constructs were 

represented and their influence estimated in explanatory causal 

sequence" (Pascarella and Terenzini, 1983, p. 216). The model was 

tested separately for males and females and for different types of 

institutions (residential four-year, commuter four-year, and commuter 

two-year institutions; a private residential, a public residential, and 
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a commuter university). The paths were found to vary depending on 

gender of students and type of institution. In general, results of ea~h 

of the studies were consistent with the concepts in Tinto's model. The 

four studies accounted for 11% to 19.5% of the variation in measured 

persistence behaviors. One study (Pascarella, et al., 1983) was able to 

account for 28.2% of the variation by including the variable of 

"intention to withdraw," which was not specified in Tinto's original 

model. 

Subsequent research on factors that influence attrition not 

specified in Tinto's model has also been conducted. Chapman and 

Pascarella in their 1983 study of eleven institutions investigated 

patterns of student social and academic integration among size and type 

of institution and found that different college types were characterized 

by different patterns of social and academic integration. Related to 

Chapman and Pascarella's studies were those of Carter (1986), who added 

the variable of curricular integration to the Tinto model. Carter found 

the integration of hispanic history and literature in the curriculum to 

be an important contributor to the dropout/persistence behavior of 

students in her study of sophomore, junior, and senior students at a 

large midwestern university. 

Cultural background of students was another variable not specified 

in Tinto's model. In a 1986 study of schools participating in the 

Cooperative Institutional Research Program, Pascarella found that social 

integration was a strong predictor of persistence for black students, 

but not for white students. Horne (1987), in her study of freshmen at a 
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large southwestern university used the Tinto model to examine the 

interaction of academic, social and commitment variables. Her findings 

suggested that personality and cultural variables should be added to the 

model to better understand their impact. 

Although Tinto suggested the influence of variables related to 

family education and socioeconomic background, the relationship between 

first and second-generation college students was not specified. Brooks 

and Mancini-Bilson (1982) studied the generation factor on attrition and 

found that 45% of dropout behavior resulted from first and second

generation college students with the greatest portion, 32%, occurring in 

first-generation students. 

These studies indicated that the Tinto model does help to explain 

persistence behaviors. The studies also revealed, however, that there 

are concepts not fully accounted for which contribute to the 

dropout/persistence decision. Of greatest interest to this study were 

results that relate to the influence of cultural background in the Tinto 

model. 

Tinto's Model Applied to Hispanics 

In the earliest research on the Tinto model, the ethnically 

diverse student body included a minority population of Blacks. Few 

studies which have been done with the model included significant numbers 

of other minorities. Those studies applying Tinto's concepts to 

Hispanics have been among the most recently performed. 
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Hernandez (1980) applied Tinto's model to Mexican-American 

students when she examined the use of support services by adult 

Mexican-American students at three Texas community colleges. Findings 

indicated that there were differences between male and female 

perceptions of the services and concluded that diverse support services 

were needed to meet these students' needs. 

Meyers and Drevlow (1982) used Tinto's model to study 

participation in a freshman summer program to ease transition from high 

school to the University of California at San Diego. They found that 

the integration and subsequent participation of the summer participants 

in the fall quarter was greater than that of nonparticipants, which 

indicated a need for similar programs. 

Holding closest in design to Tinto's original theory, Nora (1987) 

examined the dropout of chicano students at three Texas community 

colleges. Testing only those variables suggested by Tinto, Nora found 

that academic and social integration did not have significant direct 

effects upon retention (p. 49). Nora also found no causal path between 

the variables of social integration and academic integration. The most 

significant direct effects on retention in the study were the 

institutional and goal commitments of the students. These findings 

differed from those of other researchers (Fox, 1986; Pascarella, 

Terenzini, and Wolfle, 1985) and suggested that other unspecified 

variables may be of greater importance to the chicano population. 

Only one study examined the Tinto model with qualitative data. In 

a study of Hispanics, primarily Puerto Ricans, at the City University of 
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New York, Garcia, (1987) applied Tinto's model to the characteristics of 

the sample and then followed up with interviews. The statistical 

component of the sample indicated that the model did not provide a 

satisfactory explanation for persistence or withdrawal of the hispanic 

students. The qualitative portion of the study indicated that pressures 

caused by circumstances external to the college environment (e.g., 

family and financial responsibilities) were the major determinants of 

dropout. 

Although the Tinto model was valuable for organizing data that 

contribute to the persistence and withdrawal of students, its variables 

appeared not to reflect the chicano experience. Research on the needs, 

concerns, and experiences of Chicanos in higher education is necessary 

in order to specify the variables that actually contribute to their 

persistence/withdrawal. 

Studies on Hispanic and Chicano Students 

"The fertile void in the literature on Hispanic students is a 

handicap in our understanding of the condition of Hispanic education, 

and this persists despite the abundance of research on students 

generally" (Olivas, 1983). As previously mentioned, it is difficult to 

isolate studies on chicano students since so many utilize less specific 

descriptors to classify the hispanic population. Studies specific to 

Chicanos have been done with data from the five southwestern states, 

especially California and Texas. A few other studies contribute to 
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understanding the challenges facing the Spanish-speaking population, not 

only in the southwest, but also across the country. 

The following literature review focuses on correlates of academic 

success and persistence for chicano college students. For ease of 

understanding, the studies are reported in topical areas which closely 

correspond to those hypothesized by Tinto and Astin. These correlates 

are so interwoven, however, that it is, at times, difficult to separate 

them. One example of this confounding relationship is the work of Astin 

(1975) who found that most dropout-prone freshmen were those with poor 

high school academic records, low aspirations, poor study habits, and 

relatively uneducated parents. Just as Astin's factors are inter

connected in causal relationships not fully understood, so are the 

correlates that follow. 

Olivas (1978, p. 44) cited a 1977 National Center for Education 

Statistics report that showed hispanic women withdrew from four-year 

colleges at rates lower than all other groups. Several other studies 

identified differences between Chicanos and Chicanas that suggest 

women's educational experiences may be quite different (Munoz, 1986). 

Munoz noted, " ... cultural background, specifically sex role 

socialization, provides significant discontinuity for the Chicana in 

higher education." Differential rates of attrition for Mexican-American 

women and men seem to exist. Conflicting with the NCES study (1978) 

were those of Astin (1982), the U.S. Bureau of the Census (1987), and 
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the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights (1974). Astin (1982) found that 

being a woman was negatively related to persistence among Chicanas, 

while the Bureau of the Census (1987) found the rate of college 

completion for males of Mexican origin to be almost twice as high as 

that of Mexican-origin women, yet still low compared to that of other 

groups. The U.S. Commission on Civil Rights (1974) reported that only 

15 percent of all Mexican-American women who entered college completed a 

degree, as compared to 32% of the Mexican-American Inen. 

Mexican-American women experience intense role conflict when 

aspiring to education and careers, rather than the traditional roles of 

wife and mother (Keefe, Padilla, & Carlos, 1978). It is, therefore, not 

enough to report data regarding the chicano experience in higher 

education without consideration for the chicana experience. Gandara 

(1982) addressed this issue in her 1979 study of high-achieving 

Chicanos. She investigated ten areas of the student's background 

ranging from child-rearing practices used by the parents to peer and 

school variables. The gender differences noted highlight the importance 

of considering both male and female experiences in higher education. 

Throughout the following paragraphs gender differences should be noted. 

Academic Preparation 

The academic preparation of chicano students varies widely, as 

does the influence of the preparation on college achievement. The 

modest preparation of Chicanos results most often from their low 

socioeconomic status (Ballesteros, 1986). The fact that Hispanics are 
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more likely to come from disadva~taged families living in low income 

areas with poor public support for the schools results in their being 

less prepared (Ortiz, 1986). Amato (1980), however, found ability, 

rather than socioeconomic status, to be the major determinant of 

placement in a college-preparatory curriculum. A study by Duran (1983) 

showed that predicting which hispanic students were potentially the most 

successful presented special problems. 

The University of California (1975) found that inferior and 

inadequate public school education negatively influenced chicano student 

access and persistence in the university system. In their national 

sample of chicano students drawn from the Cooperative Institutional 

Research Program (CIRP), Astin and Burciaga (1981) suggested 

precol1egiate education was one of six critical areas to strengthen in 

order to increase persistence. A student's academic performance in 

secondary school, as measured by the student's grade point average or 

class rank, was a significant predictor of undergraduate grades and 

persistence (Commission on the Higher Education of Minorities, 1982). 

Astin (1982) found that high school grades were the most consistent and 

substantial chicano persistence predictors. 

In their study of chicana students, Chacon, Camarena, Gonzalez, & 

Strover (1982) found that most of their university samples self-reported 

"A" and "B" grades in high school. At the same time, 78 percent of the 

private university students and 71 percent of the University of 

California students said their high-school preparation was average or 

poor. The students' perceptions of how well their high schools had 
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prepared them for college seemed incongruent with their self-reported 

achievements. This, possibly, resulted from the students evaluating 

their preparation based on experiential and/or environmental factors, 

rather than simply grades. Similarly, 90 percent of a small sample of 

Chicanas from southern California reported receiving an average or poor 

high school education (Casas & Ponterotto, 1984). 

Lack of preparation showed up most clearly in the Chicano's 

limited facility with the higher-education bureaucracy. Leon (1975) 

presented anecdotal evidence of students who withdrew from college 

because "they lack knowledge concerning the mundane, everyday world of 

the university" (p. 7). Freshman chicano students reported difficulties 

with "getting ready" concepts (such as expectations and role models) 

prior to matriculation (Attinasi, 1986). 

These factors combine to present a picture of poor academic 

preparation that includes more than good grades or content knowledge. 

These studies suggest that when considering the experience of the 

chicano student it is important to consider the size and nature of the 

institution as well as the socioeconomic and experiential background of 

the student. 

Academic Integration 

Researchers have also addressed the academic integration of 

Chicanos into the institutional environment. Generally, the measure of 

academic integration is defined as a good grade-point average. However, 

Chacon, et al. (1982) noted that academic performance is difficult to 
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separate from the effects of lower socioeconomic status. Other data 

suggest the grade-point average may not be the best indicator of 

integration. Although Trujillo (1981) found low grades to be the most 

significant acad~mic factor to affect the attrition of Mexican-American 

students, Salas (1981) found that two-thirds of the dropouts studied had 

grade-point averages above 2.0 and were eligible to continue in school. 

This contrast suggests there may be more salient measures of academic 

integration than grades. 

Arce (1978) cited the lack of representation of Chicano history 

and culture in the curriculum as a barrier to the academic integration 

of chicano students. As Haro (1983) observed with regard to curriculum: 

Of importance to Chicanos because it influences access and 
attrition, the nature and quality of the curriculum will, to 
a great degree, determine the nature and quality of the 
Chicano experience in higher education. If curriculum and 
instruction do not integrate Chicano history, culture, 
language, and literature, then higher education will possess 
less appeal and compelling interest to students who might 
consider post-secondary education (p. 48). 

That chicano education is affected by curriculum at all levels was 

one of five findings in a New Mexico study (Zarate, 1983). Lopez, et 

a1. (1976)" suggested provision of funds for research related to the 

chicano experience, and the establishment of chicano studies programs 

and departments could play a major role in the participation of Chicanos 

in higher education. Indeed, Salas (1981) found that hispanic students 

participating in ethnic studies programs were more likely to persist and 

succeed academically in school. 
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Duran (1983) found that Chicanos were slightly more likely than 

white students to give academic reasons for dropping out of school. 

Overall their academic performance was frequently stronger than that of 

black students, yet still weaker than that of white students (Astin, 

1982). However, in comparison to Anglos, Chicanos reported lower 

academic self-esteem which contributed to their decisions to leave the 

university (Leon, 1975). 

These studies indicate a definition of academic integration based 

on a relationship between chicano students and the institution. These 

studies show that academic integration is more than just grade point 

average. The inclusion of chicano history and culture in the curriculum 

may contribute to persistence, and perhaps even to the de,re10pment of a 

positive self-image. 

Support Services 

The availability and use of support services is related to 

academic integration of chicano students. Ballesteros (1986) found that 

other factors were not as influential as the school environment in 

determining achievement. Minorities are faced with overwhelming 

problems of coping with an institutional structure which is often 

insensitive to their needs (Baeza, 1980; Cross, 1974; de los Santos, 

1980; Reyes, 1977). A survey of 311 minority educators indicated that a 

feeling of institutional indifference to minority students was a major 

barrier in their college experience (CHEM, 1982). 
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Lack of programs that are responsive to the needs of Chicano 

students was found to be a barrier to their persistence, both in the 

University of California system (University of California, 1975) and 

throughout the United States (Astin and Burciaga, 1981). Programs 

designed to provide emotional support and an advocacy role were seen as 

desirable by Vasquez (1982) in her study of the participation of 

Mexican-American women. Chacon, et a1. (1982) surveyed six California 

institutions and found that there were half as many minority-oriented 

support services available as general services. Minority students at 

those institutions were as likely to use minority services as they were 

those services available to all students. They perceived most academic 

services they had used as helpful, although dissatisfaction was 

registered in regard to inadequate information about available 

services. Students also complained of receiving active discouragement 

from pursuing nontraditional educational goals (e.g., sciences). 

Chacon, et a1. (1982) also recommended specifically that minority women 

should be made to feel at home in minority service programs. 

In their study, Chicanos in Higher Education, Lopez, et a1. (1976) 

stated that there was a need to fund the resources of counseling 

services, academic support programs, and instructional programs centered 

on Chicanos. This necessity was echoed by McKinnon's (1980) report on 

students from New Mexico and by Rendon (1980, 1982, 1986) in her studies 

of chicano community college students in Texas and in her 

recommendations for hispanic enrollment in Michigan (1981). Ballesteros 
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provided at the college level. 

The availability of support services appears to be an important 

factor in the persistence of Chicanos. Although several studies 

indicated the importance of services specifically for Chicanos, the 

Chacon, et al (1982) study suggested that the availability of campus 

services for all students also helped chicano persistence. One 

noteworthy finding of that study tied together academic and social 

integration; students integrated into informal chicano networks were 

most likely to make use of formal academic support services. 

Faculty/Student Interaction 
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Factors that influence hispanic participation in higher education 

include the shortage of hispanic personnel to serve as catalysts for 

change and role models (Olivas, 1978). Lopez, et a1. (1976) identified 

greater representation of chicano faculty and administrators in colleges 

and universities as requisite to the access and presence of chicano 

students in higher education. Arce (1978) also found that the lack of 

chicano faculty was a barrier to the academic and social integration of 

chicano students. Madrazo-Peterson & Rodriguez (1978) reported that 

Chicanos frequently felt Anglo-American faculty and administrators were 

insensitive to the needs of non-Anglo students. Because of differences 

in language, culture, experience, and socialization, Anglo faculty are 

not prepared or able to give the support and encouragement necessary to 

chicano students (Baeza, 1980; Reyes, 1977). 



37 

Munoz (1986) found that Chicanos reported difficulty in asking for 

academic assistance. "Seeking help with academic problems," "not 

meeting teacher's expectations," and "approaching a faculty or staff 

member for academic assistance" all generated extremely high stress for 

chicano students in the Munoz study (p. 142). High-achieving Chicanos 

ranked "teacher" high as a factor influencing good college grades in 

Amodeo and Martin's (1982) sample, while perceived treatment by teachers 

was a contributory factor to the attrition of chicana students at the 

University of Southern Colorado (Gutierrez, 1981). Rendon (1986), 

reporting on a study of Texas community colleges, found faculty/student 

contact to be one of the most important determinants of student 

retention. Studies Eke these illustrate the need not only for faculty 

contact, but also for contact specifically with chicano role models. 

The contribution of a faculty member who takes an interest in students 

cannot be underestimated, and for chicano students, the influence, 

especially that of a chicano faculty member, appears even greater. The 

data appear to indicate that even the presence of hispanic faculty has a 

significant positive influence on chicano students. 

Social Integration 

Alienation, a feeling of not belonging, was found to be an 

important personal problem in Munoz's (1986) study of undergraduate 

chicano stress. Vasquez (1982) found that the alienation and isolation 

Chicanos experience because of a lack of "fit" and support in the 

college environment discouraged participation. Madrazo-Peterson and 
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Rodriguez (1978) reported that Chicanos experienced less social 

isolation and less racism than Blacks. At Colorado State University, 

however, Cortese (1985) found that aspects of the social environment 

(i.e., alienation, acculturation, cultural tradition, and the social 

message) were possible causal factors for the nonparticipation of 

Chicanos. Attinasi (1986) found the perceptions of the social and 

physical environment at Arizona State University by freshmen Chicanos to 

be a negative factor in persistence decisions. 

The Stanford study conducted by Chacon, et a1. (1982) compared 

social isolates (students with one friend or none) with socially 

integrated students (with two or more friends). They found that the 

isolates were older and worked more hours per week in paid positions. 

Socially integrated students were making the most progress in their 

academic programs. When social integration was used as a predictor of 

program progress in a multivariate analysis, its influence was weakened 

by hours worked per week and freedom from academic difficulty. 

These studies show the definition of social integration exceeds 

the concept of ethnic integration. It refers not only to the 

integration that results from an ethnically diverse campus, but also to 

the affiliation and sense of belonging a student develops through 

interactions with students of similar backgrounds. 
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Commitments/Expectations 

The correlates of goal commitments were difficult to ascertain for 

chicano college students because they appeared to be so interwoven with 

other issues. The Coleman, et al. (1966) study of secondary students 

found that, relative to other racial and ethnic minorities, Mexican 

Americans ranked high in their determination to stay in school. Studies 

have shown education is highly valued by Hispanics (Coleman, et al., 

1966; Grebler, Moore, & Guzman, 1970). Because of the value placed on 

education, Verdugo (1986) suggested that the educational system was 

partly responsible for the poor educational condition of Hispanics. His 

suggestion echoed the United States Commission on Civil Rights (1974) 

report that the " ... systematic failure of the educational process .. 

not only ignores the educational needs of the Chicano students, but also 

suppresses their culture and stifles their hopes and ambitions." (p. 

176). 

A fourteen-year-old study reported by Webster (1985) indicated 

Mexican-American students were twice as likely as Blacks or Anglos to 

plan to obtain an associate's degree or no degree at all. This study 

probably did not control for the over-representation of Chicanos in two

year colleges that award only associate degrees or vocational 

certificates. Ballesteros (1986) suggested that the low socioeconomic 

status of Hispanics socializes them to aspire to low-status occupations. 

Hispanics may choose occupational programs without awareness that they 

are reducing their future occupational and academic options. 
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Chacon, et al. (1982) found that 53% of the private university 

sample and 51% of the University of California sample were planning to 

obtain a graduate degree. Predictably, only 29% of the community 

college group had such plans. Inconsistent with these findings is a 

community college study of low income East Los Angeles Chicanos who had 

higher expectations to go to college and obtain a degree than a 

comparable sample of Anglos (Leyva, 1975). The aspirations of these 

students, as reported by Leyva, seem unrealistic considering their 

socioeconomic backgrounds and preparation. Leyva's work presents an 

inconsistent picture of goal commitment and degree aspirations of 

Chicanos at the community college level. It appears, however, that 

chicano students not at two-year colleges have goal aspirations 

consistent with their abilities, and that these aspirations may predict 

persistence (Ballesteros, 1986). 

In reviewing data on the college achievement of Hispanics, Duran 

(1983) found that measures of college achievement may be inadequate for 

hispanic students and suggested that personal growth characteristics be 

incorporated into the existing definition of achievement to better 

reflect hispanic student progress. 

This research indicated that the commitments of Chicanos to higher 

education and their aspirations were tied closely to their economic 

status. Chicano students chose occupational programs which may result 

in greater immediate earnings, but reduced occupational and academic 

options in the future. Those who do enroll beyond the two-year level 



have higher aspirations, yet economic reality may affect their ability 

to persist. 

Family Sup'Q.Qrt 
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A consistent finding in all studies is the importance of the 

family unit to Chicanos. Parents appear to be the primary influence on 

the choice of a high school academic program (NCES, 1980). No evidence 

supports a contention that the family dynamic operates any differently 

at the college level. Munoz (1986) reported family stress arises from 

the fact that chicano students often have more family 

responsibilities than do Anglo students. Murillo (1971) claimed that 

responding to family needs was a priority of the Chicano: "If his help 

is required by the family, he may temporarily forego job, school, or any 

other activity that might prevent him from meeting his family 

obligations" (p. 105). 

High-achieving Chicanos have cited parental moral support as the 

single most important factor that contributes to their high achievement 

(Amodeo & Martin, 1982; Gandara, 1982). This was true regardless of the 

level of parental education. Chacon, et a1. (1982) found that 

Mexican-American males were more likely to get such support than 

females. Although few parents were actively opposed to their children 

attending college, there was less encouragement for women students. 

Yet, Vasquez (1982) and Gandara (1982) found that encouragement from the 

mother was important to motivation and positive self-expectations of 
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Chicanas. This may suggest that support from the same gender parent is 

important for women. 

The family can be described as a double-edged razor for Chicanos. 

Emotional support and understanding from the family has a strong 

positive influence upon chicano student persistence. If that support is 

withdrawn or threatened by family needs. however. there is a direct 

negative influence on the student/s ability to persist. 

Family Attitude Toward Education 

Webster's study (1985) showed lower socioeconomic status parents 

had more positive attitudes toward higher education than their children. 

The younger generation had less confidence in education as a means of 

upward mobility. In a review of another study. Webster reported that 

because some parents do not want their children to leave home. they 

encourage them to work and not attend college. Those families with 

fewer financial resources may be more likely to hold this attitude 

because the children must contribute to the family income. 

Family socioeconomic status is seen as one reason chicano college 

students were twice as likely as Blacks to choose a school because it is 

close to home (Webster. 1985). Important factors reported by Hispanics 

in their choice to attend a two-year institution were low cost and 

proximity to home (Crossland. 1971; Olivas. 1978; Institute for the 

Study of Educational Policy. 1980). This introduces the role of 

residence to the persistence equation. Cabrera (1964) was the first to 

examine the distance from the student/s permanent residence to the 
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institution. Studies demonstrated that living away from home increases 

persistence while living at home with parents decreases persistence 

(Chickering, 1972). The place of residence became recognized as an 

important aspect of the dropout model, especially among commuter 

institutions. 

Another factor appears to be the length of time the 

Mexican-American family has been in the United States. Ogbu (1986) 

reports that," .. immigrant minorities are usually relatively more 

successful in school than nonimmigrant, castelike minorities." 

Featherman and Hauser (1978) found that the process by which family 

background affects achievement varied by generational status. Studies 

showed at least three aspects to generational status affect the family 

attitude., Alston (1985) reported that those families who have passed 

several generations in this country may be more likely to hold positive 

values of higher education. More recent immigrant generations, 

excluding the immigrants themselves, may be more concerned with 

immediate economic survival than with the long-term gains reSUlting from 

higher education (Alston, 1985). Ortiz, however, found that the 

"immigrant parents provide more encouragement and hold higher 

expectations for their children than do nonimmigrant parents" (Ortiz, 

1986, p. 43). Gandara (1982) also found a strong work ethic in the 

children of immigrant families. 

Thus, family socioeconomic status, the place of ~ student's 

residence while attending college, and the number of generations the 

family has been in the country all affect attitudes toward education. 
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Some families see education as a key to greater earnings and encourage 

college attendance. Others need immediate financial assistance from 

children which prohibits their college attendance. Those students who 

live away from home have a greater chance of persisting in school. The 

dynamics of these aspects of family attitude are not fully understood. 

They offer several combinations, with each other and with other factors, 

which require further research. 

Parents' Education and Income 

The influence of parents' education and income on the academic 

performance and persistence of chicano students is critical. Munoz 

(1986) found that chicano students reported more stress than Anglos on 

financial items like "contributing money to help the family" and 

"parents' willingness to provide personal income information for 

financial aid applications" (p. 142). Hispanic students cannot expect 

financial assistance from their families; in many cases they send money 

home to their parents (Baeza, 1980; de los Santos, 1980; NCES, 1980). 

Nielsen (1986) discussed "pullout" students, those who leave school 

because of "economic opportunities," and the need to contribute to 

family finances. 

The relationship of parental income and college persistence is 

important to the extent that: 

Parental income alone predicts persistence and achievement 
for all four minority groups, but is unrelated to college 
performance of Anglos. This finding implies that although 
financial aid (especially grants) has a positive impact on 
both access and persistence, it cannot compensate for all 
the negative effects of poverty on the minority students 
academic achievement (CHEM, 1982, p. 20). 



Socioeconomic status was the key variable determining academic 

achievement in a 1982 study of Mexican Americans graduating from the 

University of California at Los Angeles (Rodriguez, 1982). The Report 

of the President's Task Force on Chicanos and the University of 

California (1975) also found the low socioeconomic status of chicano 

families to be a major obstacle to enrollment. 
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Increasing socioeconomic status, largely the result of parental 

education level and occupation, was found to be positively associated 

with progress through college and with less academic difficulties 

(Chacon, et al., 1982). The sample of students at California 

institutions in the Chacon, et a1. study came from community colleges, 

the university system, and a private university. The sample c0ntained 

few Chicanos whose parents had a college education. Students making the 

most progress were at the private institution and had parents with the 

highest mean years of education. Students making the least progress 

were those enrolled in two-year colleges whose parents had the least 

years of education. Wo1f1e and Lichtman (1981) reported the influence 

of the father's education to be nearly twice that exhibited among 

Anglos, while the influence of the mother's education was negligible. 

Understandably, the higher the parents' level of education, the 

higher the children will aspire. Also connected to educational level is 

socioeconomic status. The greater the education, the greater the family 

income. This suggests that students who persist are those from the 

higher socioeconomic backgrounds. Their families will have an overall 

higher level of expectation, education and commensurate income. 
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Finances 

Finances were the most frequently cited problem among chicano 

students (Astin & Burciaga, 1981; California Post-Secondary Education 

Commission, 1977; Chacon, et al., 1982; Lopez, et al., 1976; McKinnon, 

et al., 1980; Munoz, 1986; NCES, 1977; Salas, 1981; Trujillo, 1981; 

Vasquez, 1982; and Webster, et a1., 1979). Hispanic students 

consistently cited financial problems - lack of adequate aid, inability 

to qualify for aid, necessity to borrow from friends and 

family - as the number one problem in getting through school (Webster, 

et al., 1979). In 1977, the California Post-Secondary Education 

Commission viewed a switch in political attention and financial support 

away from minorities as one reason Chicanos did not have full access to 

higher education. This change in attention to minority rights has 

national impact as well. Funding the college experience is, perhaps, 

the critical factor in whether Chicanos will be successful in achieving 

adequate and equitable representation in higher education (Lopez, et 

al., 1976). 

The relation of finances to persistence is demonstrated in the 

impact of employment on staying in school. Trujillo (1981) found that 

off-campus employment was th~ most Significant negative financial factor 

to influence attrition in his study of Mexican-American students at the 

University of Southern Colorado. The Commission on the Higher Education 

for Minorities (CHEM 1 1982) found that students holding full-time jobs 

while in college were less likely to persist. However, the Commission 

also found that part-time work, especially on campus, contributed to 
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persistence (CHEM, 1982). Olivas (1986) also found that on-campus work, 

the College Work Study program, improved retention. 

In another study Chicanos reported as many as 31 hours of paid 

employment per week, while Chicanas averaged 26 hours (Chacon, et al., 

1982). In addition to these demands, women faced several hours per week 

of unpaid domestic labor. Those women who put in many hours of domestic 

work reported the most stress. They also reported the least contact 

with peers for friendship and support. As discussed earlier, peer 

contacts provide an important networking function for access to formal 

support services. These women were at high risk for dropping out 

because they did not have access to or information about support 

services. In predicting progress in the academic program, both paid 

work hours and domestic work hours were strong negative predictors for 

women. For men, only paid work hours were predictive of progress. The 

importance of this finding may be mitigated by the students in the 

sample studied being older than the traditional college age. 

Different types of financial aid contribute to persistence (Astin, 

1975). The type of financial aid awarded is important. Grants and 

scholarships were shown to have a positive effect on persistence, while 

the effects of loans are mixed (CHEM, 1982). Munoz (1986) found that 

receiving financial aid did not reduce'stress for chicano students; 

instead they reported more stress regardless of the type of financial 

aid package they received. 

The financial situation of chicano students appears as a critical 

determinant of persistence. The data suggest that those Chicanos who 



must work outside school because their parents cannot contribute to 

their education or because the student must contribute to the family's 

support are less likely to remain in school until graduation. 

Summary 
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The studies reviewed here identified chicano student 

characteristics that correspond closely to those variables Tinto (1975) 

hypothesized influencing attrition. Chicano students reported being 

poorly prepared by their high schools for college. Services provided by 

the institution and interactions with the faculty were two areas which 

contribute to the persistence of chicano students. The social 

integration of Chicanos into the institutional environment contributed 

to their persistence by providing a sense of belonging. Those students 

enrolled at institutions beyond the two-year level have high educational 

aspirations which influence their commitment to higher education. 

Family support, as well as the level of education of the parents and 

their income, were important contributors to persistence. Finances 

emerged as critical in the persistence decision, primarily due to the 

low socioeconomic status of the chicano population. Throughout the 

review gender differences were important, suggesting the educational 

experience was different for males and females. Although there was not 

a clear picture of how these forces combine, the poor persistence rates 

of chicano students require that an attempt be made to understand them. 

A synthesis of research results on the attrition/persistence of 

hispanic and chicano students shows a combination of personal and 
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institutional factors which resemble those variables hypothesized in 

Tinto's model to affect the dropout decision. The Tinto model, as 

modified by Astin's theory of involvement, suggests that student social 

and academic integration, i.e., how involved they become in those 

aspects of the institution, influences persistence. To gain a better 

understanding of the persistence decisions of chicano students, this 

study examined the integration and involvement aspects of their higher 

education experience with consideration for the major factors 

influencing the persistence of these students. 

Research Questions 

As previously stated, a combination of the Tinto and Astin 

theories mingles the concepts of integration and involvement toward 

student persistence. This study examined the effects of certain 

endogenous (originating within the cell or body) characteristics and 

certain exogenous (originating outside the cell or body) 

characteristics, as defined by Tinto and Astin, upon the persistence of 

chicano students. 

1. How do Chicano student characteristics, such as socioeconomic 

status, high school rank, grades, and educational goals, influence their 

integration and involvement? 

2. How do chicano students' perceptions of institutional 

characteristics - such as faculty/staff interactions, services, and 

programs - influence their integration and involvement in higher 

education? 



3. How does the combination of student and institutional 

characteristics influence chicano student integration and involvement? 

4. How does chicano student integration and involvement 

influence persistence? 
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The characteristics hypothesized by Tinto and Astin were used as 

reference points to elicit information from the persisters on their 

perceptions of their academic lives and persistence. It was expected 

that persistence would be better understood by identifying common 

characteristics which contribute to academic and social integration and 

the involvement of chicano students. Knowledge of the experiences 

identified through the interviews and organized within the theoretical 

framework would have implications for practical application. 



CHAPTER IV 

Methods 

Analytical Framework 
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The analytical framework utilized in this study is derived from 

"symbolic interaction" theory and draws heavily from Attinasi (1986) in 

his study of freshmen chicano persistence. However, where Attinasi 

(1986) used the sociology of everyday life as an organizing framework, 

this study restricted itself to Blumer's symbolic interactionist 

perspective (1969). In addition, Jungian psychoanalytic symbolic 

perspective (Jung, 1964) permeates both the methodological framework and 

subsequent analysis. 

The basic premise underlying the framework was that the 

persistence of Mexican-American students in higher education is 

dependent upon the exogenous and endogenous variables identified by 

Tinto (1975, 1987) and Astin (1984, 1985). Some of these variables are 

related to student background characteristics, while others may be 

attributed to the degree of student integration with the institutional 

environment. Thus, an individual student's persistence may be viewed as 

a product of prior interactions with society and culture and present 

interactions with the social and cultural characteristics of the 

institution. Symbolic interaction theory provided a direction for 

interpreting these student interactions. The symbolic interactionist 

will often enter a setting and inquire, "What's going on here?" 

(Freeman, 1980). 
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Symbolic interaction theory is concerned with the influence of 

society and culture upon the individual and, in turn, the influence of 

the individual upon society and culture (Alfred, 1972, p. 35). An 

individual may be said both to influence and be influenced by society 

and culture. Thus, the relationship between the individual and society 

is critical. Symbolic interaction emphasizes the role of interpretation 

in the mediation of human experiences (Blumer, 1969). Objects, people, 

situations and events are intrinsically without meaning and acquire 

meaning only when it is conferred by humans. According to Bogdan and 

Biklen (1982, p. 33), the meaning people give their experience, 

including the process of interpretation, is "essential and constitutive, 

not accidental or secondary to what the experience is." Human behavior, 

then, is understandable to the extent that definitions and the process 

by which they are manufactured are understood (Bogdan and Biklen, 1982). 

The process of interpreting is not an autonomous act, nor is it 

determined by any particular force, human or otherwise; individuals 

interpret with the help of others, but others do not do it for them. 

Through interaction, the individual constructs meaning. People in a 

given situation - for example, minority group members - often develop 

common perspectives since they share common experiences, problems, and 

backgrounds. The significance of interpretation for the symbolic 

interactionist is seen as "essential" by Bogdan and Biklen (1982): 

The symbolic interactionist does not deny the fact that. . . 
theoretical constructs might be useful; however, they are relevant 
to understanding behavior only to the degree that they enter in 
and affect the defining process ... it is not the rules, 
regulations, norms, or whatever that are crucial in understanding 



behavior, but how these are defined and used in specific 
situations (p. 34). 
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Important to symbolic interaction theory is the concept of "self." 

The "self" is the definition people create of who and what they are 

through their experiences and interaction with others. In constructing 

the "self," people learn to see themselves as others see them by 

interpreting actions directed toward them and by placing themselves in 

the role of the other person. The self is thus a social construct, the 

result of the individual's efforts to perceive and develop a definition 

of "self" through the process of interaction. Through this interactive 

process people are able to change and grow as they learn more about 

themselves (Bogdan and Biklen, 1982, p. 35). 

Sensitive to Craven's (1951) criticism that researchers of student 

persistence "do not seem to attempt insight into the frame of reference 

of the student himself" (p. 13), this study used an exploratory mode of 

inquiry. Like that of Attinasi (1986), the present study examines the 

persistence of chicano students from their own point of view. An 

understanding of the "insider's view" was important to the study's 

research perspective that regards actions as the outcome of a process in 

which interpretations of events and social actions are used as 

determinants for individual action (Attinasi, 1986). The important 

variables theorized by Tinto and discussed in the preceding review were 

used to guide the method for obtaining the students' point of view; no 

attempt was made to measure them quantitatively or to test their 

relationships statistically. In addition to their use in formulating 



method, however, there was an attempt to test their validity through 

nonstatistica1 methods. 

The Research Interview 
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The subjects' perceptions of college experiences were elicited 

through a research method identified as the "in-depth interview" 

(Bik1en, 1973), the "unstructured interview" or "unstandardized 

interview" (Maccoby & Maccoby, 1954), the "open ended" interview 

(Jahoda, Deutsch, & Cook, 1951), the "flexibly structured" interview 

(Whyte, 1960), or the "non-directive" interview (Meltzer & Petras, 

1970). The terms "unstructured," "unstandardized," and "non-directive" 

are misleading because the interview, as a research interview, followed 

a loose structure derived from the research problem (Whyte, 1960). 

Maccoby and Maccoby (1954) cited three aspects of the unstructured 

interview that contribute to its suitability for research: (a) 

interviews permit standardization of meanings, (b) they encourage more 

true-to-1ife replies and are thus more valid, and (c) they are more 

flexible. 

The unstructured interview does not use a formal schedule with a 

fixed-choice response format; instead the questions are open-ended and 

contingent upon the subject's unstructured responses. Open-ended 

questions are a natural form of conversation and, therefore, should 

provide more natural statements (Maccoby & Maccoby, 1954). The 

open-ended nature of this approach permits subjects to answer from their 

own frame of reference rather than one structured by pre-arranged and 



55 

ordered questions. Questionnaires are not used. Although loosely 

structured interview guides may be employed, most often the researcher 

is the only instrument, and works to get the informants to express their 

thoughts on the research topics (Bogdan & Biklen, 1982). 

The purpose of this type of interview is to permit the subjects to 

answer freely, enabling them to choose an answer from their own 

experience rather than from stated alternatives: 

The distinguishing characteristics of the questions used in the 
open end interviews and questionnaires is that they merely raise 
an issue but do not provide or suggest any structure for the 
respondent's reply. Thus the respondent is given the opportunity 
to answer in his own terms and in his own frame of reference 
(Jahoda, et al., 1951, pp. 172-173). 

The subjects are free to introduce materials and data not 

specifically solicited by the question. Further, they may raise new 

issues that the interviewer never touches on. In interviewing with 

open-ended questions, it is important that the objectives of the study 

are covered in the questions asked. The interviewer must decide whether 

the question was understood by the informant and whether it was 

adequately answered. If not, the interviewer must probe the informant 

with more specific questions (Maccoby & Maccoby, 1954). 

Still, one could argue that there is no such thing as an open 

question. All questions restrict the informant's response to some 

degree by specifying the subject matter under discussion. In many 

instances open questions must be followed with closed questions in order 

to make sure that all respondents provide material relevant to the 

study. 
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The flexibility of this interview style is vital to the research 

planned in this study. The goals of the study are attainable only 

because it is possible to explore experiences differently with each 

informant. While some informants may remember little about one aspect 

of the college experience, others may find the same question a source of 

many memories. The interviewer, therefore, needs the freedom to address 

many questions of some informants but only a few to others. 

The in-depth interview has both advantages and disadvantages as a 

research technique. As underscored previously, its advantages are that 

it is open ended, has flexibility, and avoids the imposition of the 

researcher's meanings on the behavior of interest. These advantages 

make it ideally suited for an exploratory study which seeks to 

understand a process from the insider's point of view. On the other 

hand, its disadvantages are that it cannot be standardized and therefore 

lacks comparability, it is open to potential sources of bias and is 

dependent on the researcher's interviewing skill. 

Sampling 

The reasons underlying the ability of students of Mexican-American 

ancestry to complete a four year college degree while so many minority 

students drop out must constitute a commentary either on the social and 

educational factors of the institution or on the ability of successful 

chicano students to adapt to the system. The scope of this issue is 

enormous. The total population of chicano students in urban, state

supported universities across the country, for reasons previously 



57 

reviewed, would be unworkable, if not impossible, to access. This study 

is limited to the characteristics of a small sample so that data 

requirements could be readily obtainable. 

This is a study of the survival of Mexican-American students at 

the University of Arizona. The setting is a large, urban, state

supported, Research I university located in a metropolitan area of over 

600,000 inhabitants in the southwestern United States. In 1985 the 

year in which the informants for this study first matriculated at the 

university - the institution had a student enrollment of 30,374, of whom 

3,680 were first-time, full-time freshmen. Of the freshmen, 2,954 

(80.3%) students were of Anglo-American ancestry and 127 (3.5%) declared 

no ethnic identification. The largest representation of any minority 

group, 16.2 percent, were 362 Hispanics. Asian-Americans, 115 students 

or 3.1 percent of the total, were the second largest, followed by 78 

black students, 2.1 percent, and 44 Native Americans, 1.2 percent 

(SARETO, 1988). 

This study used a purposive sample (Goetz & LeCompte, 1984). The 

subjects were those from the 1985 entering freshman class for whom the 

most data were available. Incoming first-time, full-time freshman 

hispanic students, 362 in total, comprised the pool of available 

subjects. Transfer students and students re-entering the institution 

after a "stop-out" period were been excluded from the total. Of the 

total, 217 participated in the Cooperative Institutional Research 

Program (CIRP) survey during the 1985 fall orientation program. During 



Table 3 

University of Arizona Fall 1985 Full-time 

First-time Freshmen 

Anglo (white) 

Asian 

Black 

Hispanics 

Native American 

2,954 

115 

78 

362 

44 

Non Declared -1.U. 

Total 3,680 

58 

(80.3%) 

(3.1%) 

(2.1%) 

(9.8%) 

(1.2%) 

(3.5%) 

Source: Student Affairs Research, Evaluation, and Testing Office, 1988 
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the spring semester of 1986, the university administered the College 

Student EXperience Questionnaire (CSEQ) to a sample of students. CIRP 

and CSEQ data were available for 47 students from the entering 

population of 362. Since the study draws from concepts tapped by the 

CIRP and CSEQ, these 47 students form the target group. Of these 47, 

students who persisted were identified as they registered for their 

fourth successive year of study. A report from SARETO indicates the 

persistence from the freshman to the junior year is about 50 percent, so 

one would expect approximately 24 students in this group. Actually, 21 

students met the criteria. Interviews with those persisters who agreed 

to participate in the study were arranged; all 21 agreed. 

Qualitative studies often require a small sample because the data 

collection is labor intensive. Time and resources prevented the study 

of more than one cohort at the University of Arizona or of other groups 

at other institutions; hence generalizations of the findings are limited 

to populations like this group, at like institutions. 

Contacting Informants 

Potential informants were contacted during the fall semester of 

1988. Student academic transcripts were checked to insure that this was 

their fourth consecutive year of enrollment at the institution. The 

Assistant Vice President for Student Affairs, who coordinates the Office 

of Minority Student Affairs, facilitated the introduction of the study 

and the researcher to each student. This introduction helped to 

establish the role of the interviewer in the opinion of the students. 



Interviewer rapport with the student informants was important to 

acceptance of the study and disclosure by the students. 

The interviewer's dress and the location of the interviews 

contributed to the acceptance of both the interviewer and the study. 
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The interviewer wore semi-casual attire, (e.g., dress shirt with no tie) 

and all but two of the interviews were conducted in a semi-formal 

atmosphere, a private study carrel in the library. 

At all times the interviewer represented to the students that the 

research was for a doctoral dissertation through the Center for the 

Study of Higher Education and was sponsored through the Center for 

Research on Undergraduate Education at the university, yet it was 

neither administered nor funded by the institution. 

Data Collection: The Interviews 

All of the interviews were conducted in person - the only 

appropriate approach given the unstructured style of the research 

interviews previously discussed and the desire for the subject to be an 

equal participant in the conversation. Although an interview "may cover 

observation of either verbal or non-verbal behavior" (Maccoby & Maccoby, 

1954), not all conversation in the interview was interview data and not 

all nonverbal behavior was interview data. The ability to make eye 

contact and the opportunity to observe facial expressions and body 

language facilitated the interview process by signaling to the 

interviewer when and where he should, or should not, probe the 

informant's responses. Perhaps even more important, in-person 



interviews permitted the interviewer to establish rapport with the 

informant. 
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At least two meetings were conducted with each student. The first 

meeting was for the subject to become acquainted with the interviewer 

and the second was to conduct the interview to obtain the persistence 

data. The first meeting with the students was approximately one hour in 

length. The second interview was scheduled for two hours. A third 

meeting which was approximately an hour long was held to provide an 

opportunity to clarify items for the interviewer and to provide some 

preliminary response to the informants. 

This study considered the subjects more than just disinterested 

data sources. It was hoped and assumed that they would see value to 

research on chicano persistence and have an interest in it. 

Although the interviews were conducted without a formal interview 

schedule, a table of questions was developed to serve as an interview 

guide. This approach functions as a stabilizing instrument (Mann, 

1985). Also, Merton & Kendall (1946) recommend the use of a detailed 

"interview guide" to insure complete information even when questions are 

not standardized. The purpose of the guide is to suggest broad areas of 

questioning for the interviewer to pursue in the course of the 

interview. The problem of selecting questions and wording them properly 

is critical to the study since this is the point where the objectives of 

the study may become confused or lost without the use of a guide 

(Maccoby & Maccoby, 1954). The direction of the questions was guided by 

informant responses. 
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The interview schedule was essentially an intermediate stage in 

research, and it fulfilled a variety of functions. It helped to insure 

complete information, even when questions were not standardized (Maccoby 

& Maccoby, 1954) and enabled the interviewer to cover the same material 

with each subject in a standardized way (Mann, 1985). The interview 

guide is presented in Appendix A. 

The interviewer opened each conversation by asking the informant 

when they first decided to attend college. Each session ended with the 

interviewer inquiring of the informant if there was anything the 

interviewer had not asked or that the informant wanted to add. The 

number, order, and wording of questions varied from interview to 

interview. However, following the interview guide, all the important 

factors to the study were addressed in each interview. As data analysis 

was simultaneous with the interviews, questions asked in later 

interviews were affected, to some extent, by the analysis of responses 

from earlier interviews. This is the ideal situation for qualitative 

research with the interviewer being the same for all interviews (Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985). It is not possible to exclude from later interviews the 

influence of the analysis and reflection of the earlier interviews, so 

that information incorporated into the subsequent interviews 

strengthened the later data (Miles & Huberman, 1984). 

As required in research of this sort, the chronological pattern of 

the questions during the interview was important. Specifically, it was 

expected that a chronological pattern to the questions, probably moving 

from the more familiar present to the past, would assist the informants 
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in remembering their experiences. Certain types of questions were more 

helpful than others to elicit these details. Informants were able to 

recall the details of many social and academic experiences that affected 

their decisions to persist at the university. 

In an unstructured interview, the responses will vary dependent 

upon the informant's frame of reference. Words mean different things to 

different individuals based upon the meaning associated with the words. 

If the informants seemed unclear about the question asked, or if they 

misinterpreted the question, the interviewer had to be prepared to 

rephrase the question. Maccoby and Maccoby (1954) stated that, "in 

every instance one should attempt to explore the respondent's 

idiosyncratic meanings and to find words which are, for him, equivalent 

to the meanings intended by the definitions of the variables in the 

research" (p. 453). 

With the permission of the informant, each interview was audio 

taped with a cassette recorder so that the interviewer was relieved of 

taking detailed notes or attempting to recall responses after the 

interview (Mann, 1985). Yet, the interviewer took notes during the 

interview so that he could follow up on topics introduced by the 

informant, or thoughts caused by the interview, without interrupting the 

flow of the conversation. These notes also permitted the interviewer to 

keep track of topics already covered in the interview. The recordings 

of the interviews were transcribed in their entirety. 

The information obtained in the open-ended interview comprised the 

informant's self-report. Since the interview was limited to what the 
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informants disclosed to the interviewer, it was possible to obtain only 

that material which the subject was willing and able to disclose 

(Jahoda, et al., 1951). The informant's statement represents merely the 

perception of the informant, filtered and modified by their cognitive 

and emotional reactions and reported through personal verbal usages 

(Dean & Whyte, 1958). The issues of context-dependent and context

independent statements surface here. Context-dependent meanings center 

on aspects of the particular situations in which experiences are 

embedded. Context-independent meanings tend to separate certain aspects 

of experience from the situations in which they occur and emphasize the 

general, trans-situational features (Holland, 1983). 

Because of this, other resource documents were used to triangulate 

the student self-reports. Webb, et al (1965) first used the term 

triangulation, borrowing it from the field of surveying, to identify the 

procedure of checking findings against other data to provide convergent 

evidence. Triangulation is supposed to support a finding by showing 

that independent measures of it agree with, or at least, do not 

contradict it (Miles & Huberman, 1984). 

The resource documents used to attempt triangulation of the 

interview data were the students' responses to the CIRP questionnaire 

administered during the pre-freshman year orientation, their responses 

to the CSEQ questionnaire administered in the second semester of the 

freshman year, and the academic transcript. Astin's theory of 

involvement was developed directly from responses to the CIRP freshman 

survey. The CIRP survey was begun in the Fall of 1966 and annually 
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collects demographic characteristics and information relating to student 

preparation, family finances, college orientation, aspirations, and 

attitudes and values. The CSEQ (Pace, 1984) attempts to measure the 

quality of college student experiences and asks questions related to 

their involvement and interaction with the environment. The correlation 

of the variables from Astin's theory, rooted in the CIRP and CSEQ data, 

to those in Tinto's model has already been postulated (Table 2). In 

addition, these other sources of documentation provided a longitudinal 

aspect to the research as the CIRP and CSEQ were collected at the 

beginning of the social and academic college experience, while the 

transcript recorded academic progress. Although a release form for 

access to student records was obtained from each student prior to the 

interview, the other data sources were not examined until after all the 

interviews had been completed. This was done in order not to bias the 

interviews. 

Data Analysis 

Because the purpose of the study was to learn how chicano 

persisters surmount factors contributing to attrition, it was necessary 

to use content analysiS as an analytic method that permits the student 

strategies to emerge from the data. Content analysis aims at a 

classification of a given body of material in terms of a system of 

categories devised to yield data relevant to specific hypotheses 

(Berelson, 1954). Miles and Huberman (1984) referred to this as the 

"modus operandi approach" or "analytic induction" where the finding 

emerges by seeing or hearing multiple instances of it from different 
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sources (p.234). Glaser and Strauss (1967, p. 114) suggested an 

"inductive method" of data analysis is required: 

To make theoretical sense of so much diversity in his data, the 
analyst is forced to develop ideas on a level of generality higher 
in conceptual abstraction than the qualitative material being 
analyzed. He is forced to bring out underlying uniformities and 
diversities and to use more abstract concepts to account for 
differences in the data (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 114). 

The symbolic interaction conceptual methodology means that only 

specific types of "abstract concepts" will result from the analysis. 

The concepts generated will be consistent with the symbolic view that 

the actions of individuals are based on what experiences mean, or 

symbolize, to them. Thus, special attention was given to the indicators 

of social and academic integration and involvement as identified by 

Tinto (1975, 1987) and Astin (1984, 1985) and the meaning of those 

experiences to the students. 

Research Memos 

Ideas for the interview questions and their analysis occurred at 

an uneven pace, in unlikely places, and at unreasonable hours. It was 

important to have a mechanism for recording the ideas for later review. 

As already mentioned, analysis of the data did not wait for formal 

completion of the interviews, coding, category sorting, and data 

reduction. Simultaneous with the research review, the interviewer began 

a process of writing research memos (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Thoughts 

on the data and its analysis were recorded as they occurred. These 

memos were often no more than notes relating to items which may be 

important and were used in the development of questions for the 
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interview guide. Once the interviews began, insights into the data and 

its analysis were also recorded. The length of the memos was not 

important as long as they exhausted the analyst's "momentary ideation" 

of the data (Glaser, 1978, p. 84). As the analysis proceeded there was 

increasing interplay between the data reduction and research memos. 

Progress in reducing the data and generating categories expanded the 

contents of memos and suggested connections between the data and memos. 

All memos were eventually incorporated into the analysis or discarded. 

Content Analysis 

A variety of analytic techniques have been propos.~d for the 

purpose of generating concepts from qualitative data (Becker & Geer, 

1960; Bogdan & Bik1en, 1982; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; McCall & Simmons, 

eds., 1969). Mann (1985) stated, "The methods of data collection which 

have been used will determine the methods of analysis" (p. 60). In this 

study the process of qualitative induction was done by sorting the 

responses for common themes, experiences, etc. The contents of the 

transcribed responses were sorted in as many ways as possible and the 

commonalities were assigned "coding categories" (Bogdan & Bik1en, 1982). 

Coding means that when an interview segment contained data specific to a 

topic the segment was coded to indicate that data. Similar topics in 

all interviews were assigned the same code. This was done by assigning 

a code to each discrete topic. All responses relating to that topic 

were then assigned the same code. This permitted frequency counts on 

the types of responses, where appropriate, as well as analysis of their 
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dependent and context-independent statements. 
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Categories of data may be generated directly from inspection of 

the data, or they may be established in advance of data collection 

(Goetz & LeCompte, 1984; Mann, 1985). In this study, identification of 

some categories occurred before the interviews were formally analyzed, 

e.g., categories identified in the review of research on hispanic and 

chicano students. More categories emerged during the data collection 

process and were recorded and often incorporated in either the same or 

subsequent interviews. This afforded the opportunity to make inquiries 

of the informants with respect to the categories and represents a type 

of validation of the coding categories by the informants. Therefore, 

data collection and some data analysis overlapped in time. 

Each of the categories indicate where a number of codes have been 

"collapsed" to create the broad theme (Bogdan and Bik1en, 1982; Stern, 

1980; Schatzman & Strauss, 1973). In addition, each of the categories 

represent a construct. When coding a topic from an interview, the topic 

discussed usually determined the code. Less exact descriptors were used 

when collapsing terms and they are intended to embrace the theme of each 

of the categories within it. 

Often codes are repeated in more· than one category because the 

content of the coded segments overlapped thematic areas. For example, a 

student may discuss how hard a parent had worked and saved to pay for 

the student's education. Such a statement would be coded under finances 

and support, and dependent upon the context of the statement, it could 



be coded in other ways as well. When multiple-coding possibilities 

occurred, the code was repeated in each category although all the 

comments encompassed in that code were not used in the construction of 

each category. 

69 

The categories and the placement of the codes depend upon the 

types of data disclosed by the students. At times the code and the 

placement of the coding category is overt, or self-explanatory in 

nature. At other times the code and its placement is covert in nature, 

dependent upon the context of the disclosure. In the instance of the 

covert placement in the categories, the content of the coded statements 

- rather than the name of the code - determine placement. This 

distinction between overt and covert placement of the codes is not 

identified in each section; the distinctions are illustrated through the 

narrative. 

This method of coding resulted in numerous categories and 

eventually resulted in a process of data reduction. Systematic content 

analysis attempts to refine more casual descriptions of the content to 

show objectively the nature and strength of the data (Berelson, 1954). 

Those categories most common to the interviews became umbrella 

categories under which related themes were organized. After the number 

of coding categories was reduced by merging and eliminating categories, 

further reduction resulted from "clustering" (Stern, 1980) the remaining 

categories. Clustering means establishing connections, or "linkages" 

(Schatzman & Strauss, 1973) between coding categories, by identifying a 

higher order category under which a number of subcategories fit. As 
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linkages emerged, categories were reduced to form more general 

categories. 

This resulted in the merger of some categories and the elimination 

of those with few responses. Certain categories with few responses 

remained in the study, however. Decisions on the importance of those 

categories, a type of weighting, were dependent on the nature of the 

data. Certain data may be considered stronger or weaker than others. 

Dawson (1979, 1982) believed the question here was one of validity, and 

Miles and Huberman (1984) stated that: 

Some data are "better" than others ... If the data on which a 
conclusion is based are known to be stronger, more valid than the 
average, then the conclusion is strengthened. Stronger data can 
be given more weight in the conclusion. Conversely, a conclusion 
based on weak or suspect data can be, at the least, held lightly, 
and optimally, discarded if there is an alternate conclusion with 
stronger data back of it (p. 235). 

Some information received was quite sensitive and not all 

respondents would have felt comfortable with that level of disclosure, 

yet the strength of the few responses may underpin other findings of the 

study. In this regard, the data analysis may be said to be subjective, 

based on the sensitivity of the interviewer to the nature of the 

information received. Miles and Huberman (1984) listed markers the 

analyst can use in deciding to give more weight to some data than to 

others: (a) data from some informants are "better" because of the 

informant's knowledge and circumstances, (b) the circumstances of the 

data collection may have strengthened or weakened the quality of the 

data, (c) the quality of the data may be stronger because of validation 

efforts (p. 235-236). 
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Interpretation of Data 

Emerging from the anecdotal, self-reported data were the common 

experiences relating to the persistence of chicano students at the 

University of Arizona. These experiences centered around personal and 

institutional characteristics that influence student involvement and 

integration. Only those commonalities exhibited by the majority of the 

students, or the reverse, were deemed important enough to be included. 

The patterns emerging from the interview data were compared to those 

identified in the review of literature concerning hispanic/chicano 

persistence. Characteristics of the institution where the study 

occurred were reviewed in order to support similarities or accent 

differences in the students' experiences. The contributions of the 

involvement and the social and academic integration of the chicano 

students were noted. Specific aspects of the institution which either 

contribute to persistence or are seen as barriers were noted. Specific 

institutional programs and characteristics that influence the Chicano 

experience were identified. 

Researcher Bias 

The researcher believes certain biases are present within his own 

psyche and that may color both the research work and its results. A 

bias is defined as "a distortion of judgement" (Merriam, 1977). People 

make judgments based upon the values they hold. It is critical that 

those conducting qualitative studies be conscious of their own 

preconceptions regarding the study's topic. Because judgments are made 



about the data to collect and the relevance of those data, unconscious 

biases may prejudice both collection and interpretation. In research, 

especially in qualitative studies, it is necessary to establish 

guidelines and procedures that will permit clear judgments. 
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This researcher's reality, or world view, is a result of the 

values he has learned through his experiences. Lincoln and Guba (1985) 

address the notion of research studies that are value free. They define 

a value as "simply that ... perspective that one brings into play, 

implicitly or explicitly, in making choices ... " (p. 160). My 

perspective on the educational attainment of Mexican-American students 

results from living with and working in an educational system in the 

southwest with a high percentage of Mexican Americans. These 

experiences have occurred in four different settings. 

The first setting includes childhood and adolescent experiences 

while living on the Arizona-Mexico border. The second source of 

experiential bias results from experiences while attending the 

University of Arizona as an undergraduate. The third source of bias 

comes from the experiences and observations I had while working at two 

separate institutions within the Arizona community college system. The 

fourth source of bias results from the experiences while pursuing my 

advanced degrees and the research behind this dissertation. These four 

are explained in the following paragraphs. 

My introduction to the Mexican-American culture (viewed here as 

separate from the Mexican culture) first occurred when my family moved 

to a community in southern Arizona on the United States-Mexico border 



when I was ten years old. Although the passage of years has somewhat 

muted the details of all the possible sources of experiential bias, it 

remains that I was exposed to the culture at an age when, though still 

young, I was old enough to note the differences, not only in language 

but also in customs and traditions. Subtly, through constant exposure 

in a small, predominantly Mexican-American community, traditions and 

values of the culture became grafted upon my own in such a way that 

distinctions are difficult to separate. 
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During four years of high school in the east I was removed from 

the influence and experiences of the Mexican-American culture. Upon 

return to the southwest for my undergraduate education I was re

introduced to Mexican-American culture. Many of the friends I had made 

in grade school were also at the university I attended and, quite 

naturally, the friendships were renewed, and I spent much time in their 

company and with their families on weekends and holidays. Hindsight is 

always best, yet I recall being struck by the importance and status the 

families associated with university attendance, something I had 

considered as a "natural" educational step. Through these developmental 

experiences on the fringe of the Mexican-American culture I learned the 

importance of the family unit and of "orgullo" (pride). 

In my experiences following the completion of college and entering 

the work force I again found myself in daily contact with Mexican

American students at the community college level. Through my role 

change, no longer that of peer, I had the opportunity to observe and to 

participate in the educational experiences of rural Mexican-American 
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students at a small community college on the Mexican border and, later, 

of suburban Mexican-American students at a large metropolitan community 

college. During this time I became aware of the role of socioeconomic 

status in the education of Chicanos, while in my own earlier experiences 

I had been sheltered from these socioeconomic realities. As a young 

person, being accepted into the warmth of a Mexican-American family 

meant there was always room for one more, and the experiences of my 

college peers regarding financial difficulties were no greater than my 

own ... truly, what typical college student has money? As a college 

administrator working with admission requirements, placement tests and 

financial aid, I found that the reality of the lower socioeconomic 

existence could not be denied. 

My biases therefore, are toward the role that a strong, supportive 

family unit may play in the education of the young, and also the impact 

of the family's socioeconomic status upon that support. 

Awareness of these preconceived notions regarding the Mexican

American family and its socioeconomic status is reflected in a research 

design that attempts to control the biases of the researcher. After 

all, some claim that research "can be maintained in a value free posture 

by.virtue of the methodology employed" (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 162). 

Certain methodologies are designed to remove subjective elements from 

the research and most view values as separate from facts. Lincoln and 

Guba (1985) raise four objections to the idea of value-free 

methodologies: (a) It seems sounder to adopt the axiom of multiple, 

constructed realities than that of a single, tangible reality; (b) 
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Theories are value determined and facts are theory laden, therefore, 

facts are value determined; (c) Values determine the decisions about 

what to study, how to study it, and what interpretations to make; (d) 

Values influence inquiry (p. 162). Bogdan and Biklen (1982) concur that 

a value free methodology is a utopian concept and state, " ... most 

opinions and prejudices are rather superficial. The data that are 

collected provides a much more detailed rendering of events than even 

the most creatively prejudiced mind might have imagined prior to the 

study." (p. 42) 

Naturalistic inquiry is carried out in a natural setting, since 

context is so heavily implicated in meaning. This type of research 

requires a human instrument able to adapt to the situations encountered. 

The researcher builds upon tacit knowledge as well as propositional 

knowledge, and uses methods appropriate to human implemented inquiry: 

interviews, observations, document analysis, etc. (Lincoln and Guba, 

1985). 

The major analytical biases identified by researchers are related 

to the issues of "representativeness," "availability," and "weighting" 

(Miles and Huberman, 1984). The archetypical analytical biases include 

the following: (a) holistic fallacy - interpreting events as more 

congruent than they really are; (b) elite bias - overweighting data from 

articulate, well informed, high-status informants and under-representing 

data from intractable, less articulate, lower status ones; and (c) going 

native, losing one's perspective and being co-opted into the perceptions 
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and explanations of local informants (Wax, 1971 in Miles and Huberman, 

1984, p. 230). 

To mitigate the effects of researcher bias, both in the analysis 

and in the data collection, Nesbitt and Ross (1980) list twelve tactics 

for confirming conclusions: 

1) check for representativeness; 2) check for researcher effects; 
3) triangulation; 4) weighting the evidence; 5) look at 
differences (contrast/comparisons); 6) check the meaning of 
outliers; 7) use extreme cases; 8) rule out spurious relations; 9) 
replicate a finding; 10) check out rival explanations; 11) look 
for negative evidence; 12) getting feedback from informants. 
(Nesbitt and Ross, 1980 in Miles and Huberman, 1984, p. 231). 

The design of the present study provides opportunity for the above 

validation checks suggested by Nesbitt and Ross. Because the research 

was done with a purposiv~ sample, the issue of representativeness is not 

addressed. I guarded against my own bias, i.e., checked for researcher 

effects, by taking research notes which included references on my own 

subjectivity (Bogdan and Biklen, 1982, p. 42-43), particularly in the 

areas previously described: role of family support and socioeconomic 

status. 

Triangulation and weighting are present in the research design. 

The content analytic procedure provided opportunity for contrasts and 

comparison, as well as for the identification of outliers, and extreme 

cases. With this study it was not possible to replicate the findings 

further than through the on-going data analysis and interviews. The 

three problem areas of Nesbitt and Ross's list were ruling out spurious 

relations, looking for negative evidence, and rival explanations. The 

literature review suggested that items such as socioeconomic status and 
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educational attainment are interwoven to a degree that this study will 

probably not be able to unravel the threads, but its goal was more that 

of finding the ends of the threads thereby leaving the unraveling for 

future research. 

In addition to addressing the twelve items on the list, I 

attempted to control my own biases by closely monitoring the questions 

asked in each interview. The interview guide helped in this regard. No 

doubt, had I examined the CIRP and CSEQ data prior to the interviews, I 

might have affirmed and strengthened my biases particular to each 

student. Furthermore, by examining those data after the interviews I 

was able to cross check the initial findings. This confirmed results of 

the interviews and mitigated researcher bias. Finally, I made every 

attempt to validate my conclusions through both triangulation and other 

research studies. 



CHAPTER V 

The Findings and Their Interpretation 

Common Themes 
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Emerging from the anecdotal, self-reported data were the common 

experiences of Mexican-American students who have persisted at the 

University of Arizona. The experiences fall into two major areas -

Personal Factors, and Institutional Factors. Major experiential themes 

within Personal Factors are: Self, Human Support (both Community and 

Familial Support), Financial Adversity, Commitment, Acculturation, and 

Gender Differences. The experiential themes under Institutional Factors 

are: Student/Professor Interaction, Academic Experiences, and Student 

Services. 

All of the themes are interrelated as in a spiral. There is a 

progression to the spiral, just as there is a progression in the 

students' lives. Yet, at times the spiral doubles back on itself as the 

progression of each of the themes is not constant or continuous. The 

thematic areas do not progress at the same pace. 

The discussion of each theme includes selected quotations that 

illustrate its impact on the student experience. The term 

"illustration" is used because the quotations capture "pictures" that 

give meaning to student experiences. They are like photographs in that 

they record a specified moment from the student's experiences and 

contribute to an explanation of "what's going on here" (Freeman, 1980). 



All quotations are used either to typify experiences or to show the 

range of responses included in a theme. 
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Each quotation is followed by a number indicating which student is 

quoted. Table 4 presents demographic data which provides a profile of 

the background of the students and general information about their 

college experiences. This information is provided to permit the reader 

to relate the quotations to the students' backgrounds. 

Additionally, the responses about family and the commitmen~ of the 

students to their education contained the most emotion during the 

interviews. At times the interview topics were very emotional for the 

respondents, to the point of evoking tears from seven of the 21 

students. It was very important to these students that they explain 

their college experiences. In a way their participation in the study 

was an affirmation of the importance of the effort they put forth. 

Personal Factors 

Within the Personal Factors area are the experiential themes of: 

Self, Commitment, Human Support (including Community and Familial 

Support), Financial Adversity, Acculturation, and Gender Differences. 

These thematic areas are presented in hierarchical descending order, 

ranked by their importance to personal persistence factors of the 

students. Commitment is the central theme, although it is preceded by a 

discussion of the students' self. Clearly, without a sense of self, 

there is no commitment, and without commitment from the students, the 

level or strength of human support is meaningless. Without commitment, 
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financial adversity cannot be surmounted. The acculturation and gender 

differences themes are included due to commonalities in these areas, 

even though their influence on the commitment and the self is not clear. 

As stated earlier (Bogdan and Bik1en, 1982) the "self" plays an 

important role in symbolic interaction theory. Individuals develop this 

concept by learning to view themselves as others see them and by 

interpreting actions and events in their lives. Freshman students, in 

general, can be said to arrive at the institution full of enthusiasm for 

their success in high school. The events of their freshman year are 

thus critical in establishing their college "self." One subject in this 

study acknowledged this phenomena when she said, "You have to start 

proving yourself all over again. . ." (1/14). In high school they knew 

everyone - fellow students and instructors alike - but in college the 

students find themselves on entirely new ground and have to start over 

again learning their way around, making friends, and meeting 

instructors. 

The concept of self functions at different levels. Students with 

academic problems may have a positive view of self based on their 

ability to excel in another area, like social life. It is easy to see 

how these two interrelate. The students who take pride in their social 

life, and view knowing everyone in a campus bar as a measure of self 

worth, may be poor students because of the time they devote to their 

social life. 



83 

For the students in this study the social, academic, and family 

self-concepts most heavily influenced their success. One may assume 

that these are the very same interactions faced by the dropout students. 

These successful students accept responsibility for their academic 

success or failure. Throughout approximately 62 hours of interviews, in 

only three instances did students imply that the grades they received 

were the result of institutional or departmental policies. For the most 

part, ,the responses were more along the lines of the student who, when 

asked what factors may have kept her from doing as well as she would 

have liked in school replied, "It's just - nothing, it's just me" ({fI9). 

These students combine humility with pride and take responsibility for 

their success and failures. 

This idea of self within each individual results from each 

student's experiences. Family relations, grades, friends, finances and 

a myriad of other factors influence the self. This analysis examines 

aspects of these students' experiences which contributed to the 

construct of self. 

Commitment. 

The central theme of the experiential area of Personal Factors 

is commitment. Each student in the study manifests a strong, personal, 

internal process which affects their persistence. This analysis 

identifies that process as "commitment," although the concept embodies 

much more than a single term can imply. Commitment is defined as an 

internal pledge, promise, or contract that the students have made with 
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themselves to complete their education. The complexity of this theme is 

evidenced by the emotional level seen in the covert coding categories 

from which it is conceived: aspirations, career, do it, emotion, goal, 

graduate school, made it, make it, pride, and want it. 

Goals and aspirations were important to the students in the study. 

The desires of the students resulting from their hopes for the future 

provide a foundation for their commitment. Although genera1iz!ng her 

experience to others like herself, one student summarized the issue by 

saying, "I think hispanic students in general come to college because 

they want something better than what their parents had, or they want to 

be successful. They want something they could not otherwise have unless 

they come to college, they want the difference ... " (#7). And another 

student explained the difference, "So if I want something better, I'm 

going to have to go to college and get my degree in something and find a 

better [pause] a career instead of a job" (1120). 

Many of the students expressed similar sentiment about the 

"difference" between careers and jobs, although not all expressed it so 

articulately. The other students provided more graphic illustrations of 

the difference between a job and a career: 

I'm not going to be a secretary, and I'm not going to be the 
manager at Burger King. I'm going to be a teacher (#7). 

If I didn't get into the College of Nursing, I would've just 
changed my major. I really don't want to end up spending 
the rest of my life working at Walgreens or something like 
that either (#5). 

I definitely wanted to go to college, because I just didn't want 
to settle for one of those mediocre jobs (#10). 
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These students perceive a relationship between education and 

employment. They are not afraid of hard or difficult work, but they 

"see" a "difference." One student identified the issues through this 

observation: 

I have always worked. I used to work with my father because he's 
a carpenter. So I know what hard work is like. I don't mind hard 
work, but at the same time, why bust your back if you can do 
something else. So, I've always said, "I'm going to go to school 
and see if I can get a better job where I don't have to break my 
back" (1/8). 

This student, like the others, recognizes a "difference" and aspires to 

a better life than that of his parents, he aspires to the transition 

from blue to white-collar worker and sees education as a pathway to that 

goal. It is thus easier to understand the resultant commitment to 

education. 

Commitment is a construct whose foundation lies in the goals and 

aspirations of the students. The construct is covert and internal, 

manifesting itself through the students' persistence and how they talk 

about that persistence. 

The meanings the students associate with the word "IT" have great 

importance in the construction of commitment. Of course, the word "IT" 

was used in speech during the interviews as any pronoun, but, at times, 

the usage conveyed great meaning, most often associated with some 

concept of success. This section spells "IT" with capital letters when 

used in the conceptual sense to distinguish from the commonplace third-

person pronoun usage. Precisely because of the many uses of this 

pronoun, the word is difficult to interpret without a larger passage of 

text to give a fuller context to the usage suggested here: 
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... you have to really want IT. You have to be able to see IT. 
If you can't see yourself succeeding, you can't see yourself 
graduating, why are you here? Especially being hispanic. You 
have to see yourself there. Actually see yourself in a cap and 
gown. IT may be hard and [there] may be so much going against you 
because so few Hispanics come to college, but there has to be 
something in you that wants IT bad enough to go through with IT. 
To have that support group that helps you, that helps keep that 
little flame inside or whatever. As quaint as that may sound, you 
have to really, really want IT .... But see, you can't do IT 
alone. IT's something you may do, but you do IT with support 
(fI7) . 

That paragraph may be interpreted based on paragraph structure, seeking 

the noun that IT represents, but the conceptual meaning in IT is 

"overall achievement." IT is the process, the education, but IT is also 

the ultimate goal, graduation, the successful completion of the degree. 

Besides conveying the meaning invested in the two-letter word, IT, 

the passage above also addresses both the student's internal process and 

external support. The basic message is internal; IT has to be inside 

you. Again and again, the students recognized this: 

... 1 wanted IT. I wanted an education at a university, and I 
planned for IT since I was young. I planned for IT in my mind 
(fI12). 

Keep working at IT, if you've got that drive in you" (#6). 

If I didn't want an education and a degree as bad as I do, I would 
quit .... I just want IT. 

If you want something, you're going to get IT (#15). 

Somehow or another, you've got to develop a spark or a motivation. 
If you want IT bad enough, IT will be there, you'll get IT (#19). 

I am what I am because my parents did teach me a lot of morals, a 
lot of discipline, and a lot of goals and stuff like that, but 
they don't mean anything if you don't want IT for yourself (#18). 

I want to graduate so badly. I want to be here, IT makes all the 
difference (#20). 



You can do whatever you want to do, if you really believe that. 
If you really want a college education, you can do IT (#2). 

Within myself, I think I've been really determined and I don't 
give up very easily. As hard as it's been for me, and as many 
times as I've just wanted to quit everything, I still have that 
something that want's to continue. IT's within myself. I don't 
want to give up (#15). 
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A "flame," a "spark," "drive" regardless of what name the students use 

IT is an internal process, an amorphous internal commitment. 

Other researchers give evidence of the power of this dynamic in 

their work on the achievement and determination of Hispanic students 

(Coleman, et al., 1966; Duran, 1983; Grebler, Moore, & Guzman, 1970). 

The work of Duran (1983) comes closest to identifying this dynamic by 

suggesting that personal growth characteristics play a role in the 

definition of achievement for hispanic students. Further work needs to 

be done in this area to determine if IT is entirely a personal-growth 

characteristic or if some aspects of this internal commitment can be 

taught. 

Despite the high level of internal commitment evidenced by the 

students, their college attendance has not been without adversity. Each 

student is an individual who handled adversity in a different way, 

although there were common themes. Some sought advice and support from 

parents and friends, while others sought assistance from instructors and 

student services areas. Regardless of how they met their tribulations, 

the result was that they did not drop out of school. However, that 

option was always present: 

I've bumped into some pretty high obstacles here. 
believer in, "If there's a will, there's a way." 

I'm a strong 
I figure there's 



a solution to every problem. So I just never really, really 
considered dropping out (#9). 
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It's crossed my mind, "I'm so tired of this. I'm dropping out!" 
But I would never do it. It's really weird. There've been times 
where there's nothing more that I could do but drop out. "I can't 
afford going to college any more," and "I'm not going to get 
another loan" and that type of thing. But it's all talk. I 
couldn't let myself do that (#7). 

When thoughts of "dropping out of school presented themselves, 

students chose to face them in two ways. One group of students viewed 

such thoughts in a clear black and white contrast: To drop out is to 

quit, and to quit is bad. Therefore, choosing to be good, they remained 

in school: 

I was always taught not to quit something. You just don't quit, 
you finish it out. You never quit. No matter how much you hate 
it, you stick it out (#14) . 

. I'm not a quitter. Once I started, got a little bit further, 
it's too late to turn back now ... I'm the type of person, if I 
quit I've failed (#10). 

The other group weighed their current difficulties against their 

accomplishments. These students made a conscious decision to stay based 

on a cost-benefit analysis: 

... 1 haven't been able to do it as good as I wanted to. I feel 
like I failed, that's it, I feel like I failed. But yet I've corne 
so far, I can't think of just quitting (#15). 

I know now, I'm this far, I know I won't give up. Once I know I'm 
halfway there, there's no turning back. I'm going to go through 
with it. I feel at this point I've got one more year left. 
Unless something tragic happens to me, I'm pretty sure I'll finish 
<1/10) . 

And I keep telling myself I've gone so far, I'm really pretty 
close to getting my degree, a lot closer than a lot of people 
<1/4) . 
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No matter how the students chose to examine the dropout issue in 

their own lives, their level of personal commitment is evident. IT 

comes from within, IT is has an impact on how they face challenges and 

make choices. about their education, and IT plays a role in how they face 

the future: 

I've got IT instilled in my head, "I can do well, I'm going to do 
well here." I've been really fortunate so far. I've done a lot 
better than I thought I was going to do my freshman year (#3) . 

. . . in our society, you need a bachelor's degree for anything 
really. Whether I think about IT [dropping out] or not, I'll 
finish, I'll graduate (#11). 

I've never worried about school, because IT's not going to affect 
anything. IT depends upon what I choose to be and which field I 
choose to be successful in (#16). 

IT's a goal I've set for myself. I wanted to go to college and 
finish college (#4). 

The students did not always speak of IT when talking of their 

determination to get an education, but their commitment remained clear: 

"If you have a goal, if you have the willingness and motivation to get 

there, you wil1. You'll find a way" (1/3). "I cannot see myself ~o1ithout 

a college education" (1/14). 

Commitment is the middle ground between aspirations and 

persistence. Whatever these students aspire to, without commitment, 

they do not persist. Other researchers have also found a relationship 

between aspirations and persistence. Chacon, et al. (1982) also found 

high aspirations in a study of private and public university students in 

California. Although Webster (1985) and Ballesteros (1986) suggest that 

the low socioeconomic status of Hispanics socializes them to aspire to 
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less education and low-status occupations, the Ballesteros study (1986) 

did indicate that aspirations in students may predict their persistence. 

Missing from those studies is any indication that the students were 

committed to their educational goals. Thus, previous studies have not 

examined only successful students; the samples instead drew from all 

enrolled hispanic students. Limited to only successful students, this 

study identifies the construct of commitment as an important determinant 

of student persistence. 

Human Support 

Human support reinforces the commitment of the students. Although 

a student with a strong commitment may struggle through college, the 

process can be made easier with human support. Each student in this 

study identified some strong source of human support. They receive 

personal reinforcement for academic goals from human support, defined as 

that support structure from which the student draws personal, academic 

and social support. For this discussion, human support is divided into 

two categories, ~ommunity and familial support. 

Community. 

The construct of community is overt in the interviews. This study 

defines community as identification with a group that shares common 

iT ~ests, problems, and experiences. All but one student indicated 

identification with some group, either formal or informal, connected 

with the campus. 
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Specific instances of the role of community in the experiences of 

the students result from their chosen affiliations (or in some cases, 

specific lack of affiliation), including groups like Greek 

organizations, athletic programs, the New Start program, friends from 

the residence hall, and organizations related to their major. Various 

aspects of the concept of community follow. 

[I) got into a group, SHIP [Society of Hispanic Engineering 
Professionals) and I seemed to change after that. I started 
knowing people in my classes .... The faces became familiar 
(#21). 

[Living) on campus ... [it's] easier to get involved .... Because 
you're already part of a community. You have dorm functions, you 
have wing functions, you have your buddies across the hall ... 
(#11). 

Most students recognize that college is a major transition in 

terms of social and psychological evolution. It takes some longer than 

others to realize that it is a different experience from high school, 

and that distance from friends and family has been created. Often this 

realization comes as a shock. They find themselves alone, on a strange 

campus, and without a support group on their first day of class. The 

meaning of community is the filling of a personal and social void. 

These quotations typify the importance of community to the students: 

If you have people to kind of brave the storm with you, because 
it's a whole lot scarier by yourself (#11) . 

. . . it's almost impossible, unless you're an exceptional person 
or just an extreme loner, to make it through college without 
associating with a certain support group (#21). 

Many times during the interviews, students made similar statements. The 

meaning of this level of support was succinctly stated by one student, 
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"But see, you can't do it alone. It's something you may do, but you do 

it with support" (ij7). 

Two students mentioned the benefits when they talked about the 

academic advantage of affiliating with certain groups. They were 

distressed by what they considered an unfair advantage by students 

affiliated with the Greek system. Their comments capture the emotion 

associated with the dynamic . 

. . . 1 honestly tried to work for it, whereas other people had 
massive test files and would memorize study and go in and get 
better grades than I did. And I would try to do the work and I 
got burned for it .... The guys that I was aware of, they were 
from frats and that's where they got their test files from (#21) . 

. . . we had to take this workshop. There were six sorority girls 
in there .... They just thought they were "it" ... until the 
teacher turned back our first essay and most of them had flunked 
it, because they had done it [the essay] right before [class] or 
they had taken someone else's essay and copied it (#20). 

It is hard to tell from these passages which offended the students more, 

the sensation of unfairness or the sense of exclusion. This dynamic is 

another recognition of the benefits associated with community for the 

students. 

Fraternities and sororities, like other campus organizations, are 

communities within the university. Three students joined Greek social 

organizations. When talking of their choice to affiliate, two mentioned 

aspects of community that influenced their decisions. "I went through 

sorority rush and I pledged right away. So that was a big part, having 

a sense of belonging and wanting to stay, belonging to a group or 

something" (#2). One male who joined a fraternity made the decision 

with two friends and the three chose a new chapter that was just 
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beginning. He said, "When you join a regular fraternity, you've got to 

'fit in.' I figured this [joining a new chapter] is great because you 

didn't have to fit in. If you're a founding father, you make the rules" 

(1/8). Along with the benefits of membership he saw the opportunity to 

influence the values of the new group. 

This idea of community values and the perceived values of the 

Greek organizations are echoed by twelve other students who mentioned 

aspects of Greek life in their interviews. Some of the students 

indicated that they had no real interest in joining a Greek 

organization: "I don't think I could ever fit into a sorority or 

anything like that" (1/10); "As far as sororities, I would never think 

of getting into one, even if they paid me" (1/19); "I never wanted to 

include myself in a lot of sorority and fraternity. .or anything like 

that. I tried Rush my freshman year, and it really wasn't for me" (#1). 

The students do not seem to be immediately aware of why they have 

such negative perceptions. They say that affiliation with a Greek 

organization does not interest them, yet the reasons for this lack of 

interest are variously given. From the following comments ethnicity and 

socioeconomic status are the two excuses most often cited. 

I don't really see any minorities that are too interested in going 
into the Greek system. Mostly because they all seem to be a tight 
little circle that's hard to get into and most of those guys are 
white guys with established money (#21) . 

. . . all the frat people and all the people from back east ... "1 
went here and 1 spent $200 on a dress". Just hearing them talk 
in class is really amazing (#17) . 

. . . 1 don't really like the "California attitude" too much. 
Sometimes it just gets annoying ... the fraternity and sorority 
types ... because they're all very materialistic (#14). 
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I don't like the idea of going to different sororities and them 
picking you. . . . They get new members and the list never has any 
hispanic names (#12). 

I haven't felt it, but I know other people have felt, when they go 
to a Greek party, that they've felt out of place because they were 
Black or Hispanic or Indian or something or Oriental (#12). 

Whatever the difference, the students, although they recognize the need 

for community, also recognize a division between Greek and non-Greek 

affiliations. 

Living on campus is one way of becoming connected to the campus 

community. Only seven of the 21 students lived in a residence hall at 

some time during college. The comments of the students ranged from a 

blunt, "I wouldn't live in a dorm" (#13); to the supportive, "I know 

it's good to stay involved. I think freshmen should stay in a dorm for 

a year" (f16). 

Of the seven who did live on campus, five stayed for two years or 

more, while the other two stayed only one semester, disliking the 

lifestyle, and the other choosing to try apartment living for a semester 

before returning to live with her parents. The following quotes give an 

idea of how important those who lived in residence halls believed their 

experience was: 

It's important, you're at college, you should meet and be with as 
many different kinds of people as you can (#2). 

I was lucky enough to find some good friends at Pima Hall. That 
was it. That really helped a lot. It brought me out of my shell 
a lot more ... (#14) . 

. . my roommate, she was also in my same position [freshman from 
out of town) ... So we sort of went through everything 
together ... (#12). 
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Living at the dorm was probably the best for me because when I was 
at school, if I wasn't talking to people, then I was studying. 
For me it was good because I was able to go to the library, for 
instance, because it was nice and close. It was easier for me to 
study (#8). 

I think it helped living in the dorm. Because there was always 
someone to talk to. There was always someone to study with (#6). 

Of course, there are always some drawbacks to the communal style 

of living. Not all are able to discipline themselves to life in the 

communal quarters of a residence hall. The last two students quoted 

above indicated that they believed living on campus had helped them with 

their studies. Yet, some reported varying experiences resulting from 

the residence hall lifestyle. 

I didn't do so well my first semester because I got to know 
everybody and we did things. We did Dorm Daze and all the 
activities (#12). 

I lived in Gila, all girls, my first semester. Then a friend of 
mine, we mov~d to Apache-Santa Cruz, which is combined living and 
there's women and men. My second semester, I just went wild. 
(#11). 

Again an aspect of the self, in this case self-discipline, affects the 

students' college experience. 

Most students who did not live in a residence hall lived with 

parents or family in Tucson, usually for economic reasons. At home no 

cash outlay was required by the student for room and board. Some of 

these students recognized the social value of living on campus, although 

in doing so one of them notes the aspect of self discipline and studies: 

I don't like being alone. I wouldn't want to live on campus, 
though. There's a lot more social activities going on here, but I 
wouldn't get any studying done here (#20). 

Maybe if I did live on campus I would meet a lot more people 
(#17). 
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The message appears to be, "Live on campus if you can afford it 

and have the self discipline to study." Living in a campus residence 

hall allows students to meet people and become involved in campus life 

more easily. Its effect on grade point average is not clear. Of the 

eight students with grade point averages above 3.0, five had spent at 

least two years in campus residence halls. One student summarizes the 

benefits: 

On campus, you're here. Easier to get involved. Off campus 
people, granted, they can come onto campus, but it's not the same. 
Because you're already part of a community. You have dorm 
functions, you have wing functions, you have your buddies across 
the hall ... (#6). 

Friendships are an important aspect of the college experience. 

Many students come to college already knowing one or more people who 

came from the same high school. For others, the first day of college 

life is an experience full of introductions to strange faces. Those 

students from the Tucson area started college with a group of 

acquaintances who attended high school with them, usually from the same 

graduating class. Students from out of town had fewer acquaintances 

from their high school, although no student in the study arrived on 

campus not knowing at least one other person. 

The importance of having someone with whom they are acquainted as 

they begin college life was previously illustrated by the student who 

said, "If you have people to kind of brave the storm with you, because 

it's a whole lot scarier by yourself" (#11). This is logical, ~eop1e 

are more comfortable in settings where they are acquainted with those 

around them. Other students also echoed this sentiment of fellowship: 



You've got to have somebody you can, like, be with (#11). 

At first I was just scared. And it [the university] was so big 
and I was happy to have my friends. A bunch of friends, we used 
to meet between classes and that helped a lot (#5). 

Once the students settled into their new environment and the 

surroundings and strange faces became familiar, there was a gradual 

distancing from high school friends. This occurred naturally; not one 

student reported a conscious decision to avoid old friends. Most 

changed social circles in a natural process without seeming to notice 
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that their friends were changing. Others clung to friends they had from 

the past. One student made a conscious decision to affiliate with a 

group in order to make friends: 

There was an ad in that 'On Campus' thing [school 
newspaper], ... and I thought it would be interesting to see 
what was going on. . . . I was looking for something, some social 
group, because ... 1 didn't have very many friends on campus. So 
I thought it would be good to find somebody" (#21). 

This distinction regarding the circle of friends is more clear 

when the backgrounds of the students are examined. Those from out of 

town reported more friends from college ("My closest and dearest friends 

are the ones I met just here at the U of A a year ago, and another one 

that I have known for years. " [#16]), while most of those from the 

Tucson area reported the opposite ("All of the friends that I do have 

are from high school .. . " [#17]). Students from out of town 

experienced a physical as well as psychological distance from past lives 

and friendships by moving away from the home community, while those from 

Tucson remained in the home community and only added the dimension of 

university attendance to their lives. 



But, the university is not the factor in the lives of these 

students that keeps them tied to their high school friends. As one 
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student stated, II .1 don't have any best friends who go here. All my 

friends went to Pima [College] or they don't go anymore. .. All my 

friends have attempted [the] university and quit" (#18). The ties to 

the old community, living at home with parents, and life extraneous to 

the university keep the local students in contact with their high school 

circle of friends. 

Students from out of town, and those from the Tucson area who 

became involved in life at the university, are the ones who left behind 

their old friends to acquire a new circle with whom they now share 

experiences. These students reported that their friends were from their 

fraternity or sorority house, campus organizations, like ROTC or clubs, 

even their major field of study. Sharing activities, interests and 

experiences is the link between high school and college friendships. 

One student epitomized this process: " ... my friends now are people I 

met in New Start. In fact, I don't associate with my friends from high 

school" (#19). In this instance the link was the New Start program, but 

it is easy to substitute the name of any campus organization or activity 

in place of the words "New Start" and the sentence would be accurate for 

those students who make the transition·to a new group of friends in 

college. 

For those students who participated in the New Start program, the 

impact of the friendships and networking developed in that program is 

immense. New Start provides an introduction to college for six weeks 
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during the summer before the freshman year. Although the interviews in 

this study were conducted three-and-a-half years after the New Start 

experience, the seven students who went through the program continually 

referred to the friends, experiences, and benefits that had positive 

impact on their college persistence. Two other students who did not 

participate in the program indicated that they wished they had. Those 

students were still able to use the services of either New Start or 

other student programs because a friend, who had participated in New 

Start, introduced them to the services. 

Typical quotations from these students illustrate the impact of 

this program: 

... a lot of ... friends ... that weren't in New Start, had some 
trouble adjusting because it [college] was a big change. I had 
that little step in between that helped. (#20) 

.it [New Start] gave me a foundation for a start. (#15) 

.I'm hoping I would have made it through anyhow, without New 
Start, but it really helped to know that if I had trouble ... 1 
could have gone somewhere and talked about it to someone who has 
had similar experience, who'd know where I'm coming from. (#6) 

... one of the friends that I met ... went through New 
Start ... 1 learned it [about student services] through her. (#12) 

I would say the New Start program would be the one that made my 
experience in college. I think if I hadn't gone to New Start, I 
would have been in really bad shape, really lost. (#12) 

Only one student spoke negatively about the New Start program, "My 

mom was wondering why I didn't get that [New Start] ... 1 told her, 

'Mom, I'm not stupid enough'" (1/16) and went on to say, " ... the people 

in New Start that I know, not one of them is still in school .. " 

(#16). Still, the New Start program has a meaning in the lives of its 
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participants. It acts as a social modifier for the students and helps 

to ease the transition from being a high school student to becoming a 

college student. This transition encompasses the gap between family and 

friendships in the Mexican-American subculture where high school 

graduation is a great achievement and a college education is a formless 

step toward higher level employment (from blue-collar positions to 

management). Students are able to meet other people like themselves, 

with similar interests, problems, experiences, and goals. It humanizes 

the meaning of COLLEGE in the minds of the students. The college 

experience, especially the first year, was better on a personal level 

for the New Start students. 

Student activities are one way for the students to become involved 

in the campus community. Involvement is the foundation of Astin's 

(1984, 1985) theory of student success and important as well to Tinto's 

(1975, 1987) theory of academic and social integration. Seven students 

did not become involved in any student activities other than attending 

classes. Each also reported working at least part-time during most of 

their enrollment. Their comments reflect work and schoolwork as the 

priorities which excluded them from participation in campus activities: 

I guess I could make the time, but it's kind of choosing one thing 
[study time] over another [activities] when I need both (#20). 

At the time I was in work and school and I just didn't want to get 
involved in anything then (#15). 

But I try to get a little more involved. I just feel it's 
hard ... really got to spread your time (#10). 

If I had wanted to, I could have joined something but school 
always came first (#5). 
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Having to work while in college cut significantly into the time those 

students had available for other activities. 

Of the 14 students who did participate in activities, only two did 

not have to work at some time during their college experience. The 

comments of these students present an interesting contrast to those of 

the students who chose not to become involved. 

I think it helps to find an organization to get involved in, a 
group, something to introduce yourself, to meet other people in 
their situation (#21). 

In high school I did a lot more extracurricular activities, and 
still could get my good grade. But when I came here, I couldn't 
spread myself so much, I had to just pick one or two, at the max, 
three, different outside activities to be interested in (#12). 

Table 5 further illustrates the contrast between students who became 

involved in activities and organizations and those who did not. It is 

interesting to note that most of those with the highest grade point 

averages also worked a significant portion of the time they were in 

college, but also have the most memberships in student organizations. 

Working and being active in school while still maintaining a good grade-

point average are thus possible. This may not be true in the case of 

all students in the study, but the data clearly indicate that it is not 

inherently detrimental. To the contrary, it would seem that the more 

active and involved the students became, the greater their chance of 

academic success. This aspect would confirm the theories of Astin 

(1984, 1985) and Tinto (1975, 1988) if it were true for all the 

students. However, it does not explain the persistence factors of those 

students who were not either as involved or as academically successful. 
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Table 5 

Pre.entat I on of 
Student Actlvltl •• , S ..... ter. worked and Grede PoInt Average 

10 N..mer of Student OffIce. Held Semesters tun 
N..mer Group "_r.hlps In Groups Worked GPA 

I 3 No 4 2.75 

2 7 3 3 2.37 

3 I No 6 3.57 

4 None 0 6 2.12 

5 None 0 8 (Ill) 2.12 

6 6 3 8 (Ill) 3.43 

7 None 0 6 2.66 

8 4 2 6 3.02 

9 None 0 5 2.66 

10 2 No 8 (Ill) 3.17 

II 3 I 8 (all) 3.53 

12 4 I 0 3.22 

13 I No 2 3.01 

14 3 No 6 3.39 

IS None 0 4 2.17 

16 2 No I 2.0 

17 None 0 7 2. II 

18 I No 8 (Ill) 2.06 

19 3 No 8 (Ill) 2.11 

20 None 0 a (all) 2.52 

21 2 No 3 2.37 



103 

Becoming a part of a university community includes more than just 

classroom attendance. The connections between campus community 

involvement and academic success are captured by one participant: 

All of the people who were the group leaders and a lot of people 
who have been in New Start end up in the Minority Action Council. 
And it is something they [New Start] encourage you to do things 
like that, be in groups, things to give each other support and 
other people to work with (#13). 

Subtly the students recognize the value of support, and once again echo 

the theme, "But see, you can't do it alone. It's something you may do, 

but you do it with support" (il7). 

Familial Support. 

Familial support is the second dimension of human support. This 

study defines familial support as that of, from, or pertaining to, the 

family. The term "familial" is used rather than "family" as it is less 

specific; while family support comes only from the immediate family, 

familial support comes from the extended family, including persons with 

whom one is not related through blood kinship. 

The support of the parents, more than that of siblings or extended 

family, has been found to be an important factor in hispanic student 

achievement (Amodeo & Martin, 1982; Chacon, 1982; Gandara, 1982; NCES, 

1980). The parties in this study echo the findings of those studies: 

And God, I have so much to be grateful for. My parents know that 
I'm not a straight-A student, but yet they want the best for me 
and they know it's hard for me and so they just are real, real 
supportive. So I think that's why I continued also, because I 
wanted it and they wanted it, and I guess we more or less 
supported one another. I guess in everything, that helps a lot. 
(Respondent il15, crying). 



Emotional support and understanding from the family definitely has a 

strong positive influence upon student persistence. 
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Although there are different types of familial support (e.g., 

approval, financial, understanding) this study does not try to itemize 

all the distinctions. The type of support or the reason for the support 

is not only difficult to determine, but also appeared unimportant. 

Instead, familial support is generally seen as a major linkage in the 

broad scope of student persistence. The families of these students -

whether they fully understand what the student is doing, whether they 

financially support the education expenses - still provide strong 

emotional support. This support manifests itself in a way similar to 

the concept of "unconditional positive regard" (Rogers, 1961) for the 

student's actions. This regard is present throughout student/parent or 

family interactions about poor grades, finances, and foregone 

opportunities like marriage or full-time, permanent employment. 

Again, the best illustration of the role of this theme in student 

persistence comes from an interview excerpt. One woman, living at home, 

reported that when staying up late to study, "I'll be in the kitchen 

drinking coffee and she'll [her mother] get up and make me something to 

eat. Or she'll sit down and talk to me" (#7). Although some stuuents 

might interpret this behavior as interference, the level of support 

indicated by a parent who is willing to forfeit sleep to support her 

child's studies must have a strong effect on the persistence. Any 

college student who has studied late into the night can immediately 

recognize the value of such a level of support. 
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Students seek and receive different types of support from their 

parents. In most cases this follows traditional gender roles, with the 

father acting as the provider and the mother as the caretaker. Seven 

students said that they would go to their fathers for financial support, 

while only one indicated that his mother provided financial support. In 

contrast, ten of the 16 women in the study reported that they relied on 

their mothers for emotional support. Five of them also reported that 

their fathers wanted them to live at home while going to college, and 

two of them reported their fathers did not think they should go to 

college, but instead wanted them to get married. The difference in 

gender roles and support by the parents is further examined in a 

discussion of gender differences later in this section. 

There is a delicate balance between familial support and familial 

pressure. The dynamic of any family will contain elements of "nag" as 

well as of "nurture." Yet the familial pressure important in the 

student psyche is more subtle, perhaps even double edged (" ... I'm the 

first one, so everybody is more or less looking up to me .... Maybe 

that's helped" (1115). In the experiences of the participants, familial 

pressure has apparently been positive. The students have not dropped 

out, letting the family down, yet there remains a fine line between 

meeting expectations and rejecting them. 

Other students have reported almost a reverse effect of one type of 

familial support: 

I am the first one in my family to go to college ... (1121). 
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I was the first one from any generation to go to college, and so 
it was very difficult for me ... 1 had to do it on my own (#15, 
crying). 

There's never been anybody in my family that has ever gone to 
college (118) . 

. . . 1 come from a real close family, even cousins, aunts, who 
were just real supportive and they've always been very happy for 
me and very proud ... (#15). 

My aunts ... wh~n they come down to visit, they think it's [my 
being in college] great (#19). 

This is the first instance in the study where the successful 

students use something to their advantage, in this case the absence of 

prior college graduates in the family, which dropout studies (Tinto & 

Cullen, 1973; Chacon, et al., 1982; Wolfle & Lichtman, 1981) normally 

find detrimental to college persistence. The students also seem aware, 

on a different level, that it helps to have a family member who at least 

went to college, even if they did not graduate. "I know some of my 

friends whose sisters or brothers came to the university and it was very 

easy for them to more or less 'adapt' and know what to do because of 

their families' experience. ." (1115). Fourteen students manifest this 

characteristic of a dropout student, in that they are from families with 

no college graduates among the family members. But the characteristic 

has a different impact on their persistence decisions; they make an 

affirmation of their "need" to finish college. "I've kind of always 

said, 'Well, I'm going to be the first one.' And so here I am" (118). 

Instead of holding them back, the characteristic becomes a motivator. 

Important to understanding the role of familial support is an 

understanding of the importance of the family unit in Mexican-American 
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culture. Family needs usually take priority over individual needs, and 

the family serves as a strong support system, financially and 

emotionally (Conyers, 1988; Murillo, 1988). If that support is 

threatened by family needs, there is a direct negative influence on the 

student. One student stated, " ... if they ever needed me, I would be 

there. ..1 think that Hispanics are brought up very close-knit, very 

family oriented. "(in). This finding is similar to that of Murillo 

(1971) who found that when help was needed by the family, Mexican 

Americans would forego job, school, or other activities that might 

prevent them from meeting their family obligations. 

Whether the student lived with their parents during the college 

years is another important aspect of familial support. Place of 

residence plays a strong role in the level of family impact on the 

education of the students. Understandably, those students who attend 

school some distance from home are in less contact with their families 

compared to those who live in the same city and maintain a separate 

residence, who are, again, in less contact than those who live with the 

parents. 

Thirteen students were from the Tucson area. Each of those 

thirteen lived at home for some portion of the college experience; in 

fact, eight never lived apart from their parents during that time. Four 

students from outside Tucson reported sharing an apartment with a 

brother or sister at some time during college; in three cases, the 

sibling was not attending college. This leaves only four students who 
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were not in daily contact with a family member at some time while 

attending college. 

The students themselves were mixed in their belief about the 

effects of living with family. Some indicated that it had helped them 

and others were critical of the closeness. One student (#21) reported 

that it was important for him, when choosing an apartment, that he live 

D&2I his relatives, even though he did not want to live with his 

parents. Others echoed this dichotomy: 

.a friend and I moved in together. It was a lot closer to 
school. It was hard at first. My parents were kind of - but I 
tried to explain to them that I just needed to do this (#10) . 

. . . 1 would always get a negative response from them [parents] 
any time I would decide to find an apartment ... my dad especially 
(#19). 

Living with parents is a mixed blessing for the students. Some 

felt they had done better with the family presence: 

I wouldn't want to live on campus, though. There's a lot more 
social activities going on here, but I wouldn't get any studying 
done here. No, I prefer living at home. My parents encouraged us 
to do our homework and they didn't get in the way of that (#20). 

Living with friends, you don't get any studying done! You don't 
put as much importance on your education as you should. With 
parents, it seems you're not as influenced to get away from your 
studying as much (#4). 

Others thought the family a negative influence: 

... there's times where I thought I wanted to leave home. I'd be 
able to do a lot better" (1/19). 

I lived at home at first, but I couldn't live with my mom ... she 
would say, "Are you studying, are you studying?" And if you 
weren't studying every minute of the day she would get really 
upset (IIl3). 
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.1 think, "God, would I have done better if I would have gone 
out of state?" ... since you don't have that family surrounding 
you or get distracted a lot ... (#15) . 

. 1 would probably get a lot more quiet time maybe if I had to 
live on my own and make it on my own (#5). 

The last quote is from a student who reported that two sisters, her 

sister-in-law and her niece - as well as her parents - were sharing the 

home. 

Most of the students who spoke of the negative effects of living 

with the family sounded just like the students who complained of 

studying with roommates around or of their own self-discipline. 

Then when I lived at home, it was a little bit harder because I'd 
have to travel back and forth and when I'd get home, I'd be 
tempted to maybe watch television .... And I'd be tempted to talk 
with my parents (#8) . 

. . . 1 sometimes get real fed up with the screaming and the radio. 
You don't get any privacy. I know away from home, at least, I 
would get that (#19). 

The place of residence has become recognized as an important 

aspect of the dropout model (Cabrera, 1964, Chickering, 1972). Although 

studies indicate that living away from home increases persistence, while 

living at home decreases persistence, this proposition does not seem to 

be true of the students in this study. The effect of living with the 

family appears to depend upon the student's perspective. The data are 

not sufficient in this study to assume that students would have done 

better away from their parents. 

Another indication of the importance of staying close to the 

family appears in the student comments on their choice of college. In 

spite of some of the negative things said about the role the physical 
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closeness to the family played, eighteen students mentioned proximity to 

home as playing a role in college choice. This theme of closeness to 

the family is recurrent in the lives of the students. The mixed effect 

that family presence has upon studying has already been shown. When 

discussing college choice, family proximity plays a role, and when 

discussing careers, it again arises. The role of family support and the 

physical proximity of the family cannot be denied. This finding is 

congruent with the results of many other studies (Crossland, 1971; NCES, 

1980; Olivas, 1978; Institute for the Study of Educational Policy, 1980; 

Webster, 1985). 

The effect of the educational status of the parents upon the 

students is not that meaningful. More students reported that their 

mothers have education beyond high school, but primarily at the junior 

college level. In reporting on their mothers' junior college education, 

students seemed to relate it to economic necessity. Of the four 

students who reported that their mothers had obtained associates degree, 

two had done so following a divorce - the additional education was 

necessary for economic reasons. This finding parallels that of Chacon, 

et a1. (1982). 

Table 6 presents a comparison of the parents' education to the 

students' college grade point averages; Altogether, seven students 

reported that their mothers had attended at least some college, and 

eight reported their fathers had attended some college. As already 

mentioned, four of the mothers had completed associate's degrees and one 

had completed a certificate program beyond the bachelor's degree. Among 



Table 6 

10 
NUlDer 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

11 

12 

13 

14 

15 

16 

17 

18 

19 

20 

21 

Presentation of Parent'. Education and 
Student'. College Grode Point Average 

Stoo.nt 
Ood College Student MCJ1I 
Education GPA Gender Education 

High School 
Mesters 2.75 F In Mexico 

Bachelors + 2.37 F High School 

High School. 3.57 M High School 

High School 2.12 F High School. 

High School. 2.89 F AA 

GEO 3.43 F CEO 

High School High School 
in Mexico 2.66 F in Mexico 

High School. 3.02 M High School 

Elementary 2.66 II Elementary 

Elementary 3.17 F Elementary 

High School. 3.53 F AA 

High School 3.22 F High School 

Masters 3.01 F Bachelors + 

High School 3.39 F AA 

High School· 2.17 F High School 

Elementary 2.0 M AA 

CEO 2.11 F Elementary 

High School 2.06 F High School • 

High School- 2.11 F High School 

High School High School 
In Mexico 2.52 F In Mexico 

Elementary 
High School. 2.37 " In Mexico 

III 
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the fathers, there were two who had completed Master's degrees and one 

who had finished a Bachelor's degree. The other five reported some 

college education, but had not completed any degree or certificate 

program, even at the junior college level. 

The students' success in school does not seem to be related to the 

education level of the parents. The twelve students who reported that 

at least one parent had some college education included both the student 

with the highest cumulative grade point average (3.57), and the student 

with the lowest cumulative grade point average (2.0). In addition, 

there ap~eared to be no correlation on the basis of gender between the 

success of the student and the college-attending parent. This finding 

is not consistent with that of other researchers (Chacon, et al., 1982; 

Wolfle and Lichtman, 1981), who found that the education level of the 

parents had a strong effect on the students. The difference in the 

samples for these studies may be the reason for the difference in 

results. The Chacon and Wolfle studies both surveyed large samples of 

Mexican-American students attending universities, while the present 

study has examined a small sample of persisters, those who had 

continuous registration since their freshman year. It is possible that 

college attendance by the parents influences college attendance by the 

students, but it may not influence college persistence. 

Financial Adversity. 

Financial adversity is another major experiential theme within the 

realm of Personal Factors and Problems. Once again, in the face of 



adversity a committed student can persevere, but without that 

commitment, students do not overcome this barrier. 

The theme of financial adversity is interwoven with that of 

familial support, although an attempt was made to distinguish the two 

categories so as not to confuse the issues of financial support and 

emotional support. If a student's disclosure dealt with a financial 

issue, then an attempt was made to code it separately from the family 

issues. 
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Once again these students manifest a characteristic identified in 

the literature as associated with dropout students, low socioeconomic 

status (Baeza, 1980; de los Santos, 1980; Munoz, 1986; NCES, 1980; 

Nielsen, 1986). It was necessary to review the student financial aid 

files for precise financial data. All students reported financial 

adversity throughout the period of attendance. Only three of the 

students in the study have parents who are not blue-collar workers. Due 

to varying family size and other factors, it is not possible to present 

an average income for the families which would be meaningful. The 

family incomes on the 1984 tax returns varied from a low of $6,598 for a 

family of six to a high of $39,981 for a family of seven. On 1987 tax 

returns, the range of incomes had changed to a low of $11,940 for a 

family of three and a high of $47,808 for a family of seven. 

Fourteen fathers had jobs that generated variable incomes from 

year to year. These positions were in fields like construction where 

work is seasonal and earnings depend on the availability of work. In 

twelve of the families the mother did not work outside of the home when 
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the student started college. At t~e time of the interview two of those 

mothers had found work outside of the home, one as the result of a 

divorce, and the other to help with family expenses. 

The economic situations in some of the students' families are such 

that they give some of their financial aid money or money they have 

earned in a part-time job to their parents. Those students who reported 

helping with family expenses also reported a strong feeling of 

responsibility to contribute to the family finances. 

Well, if my parents need money for something, I'll give it to 
them, but they pay me back. .. My older brothers and sisters 
helped, too, with bills . (#20) 

Like my dad asked me, "Do you have any money?" ... If he has a 
big bill or something ... he runs out during the week (#17). 

But then there's times when I give them [parents] some money. 
It's not like I have to (#8). 

This communal commitment within the family finances does work to the 

advantage of students at times. Students report that grandparents and 

siblings help them financially with college expenses: 

· .. my brother, he's working, he would notice that it [money] was 
running low ... and somehow he managed to have the money. So he 
helped out quite a bit" (#6). 

· .. my older brother will send money every now and then. 
Actu2.lly, my little brother loaned me money when I first moved 
into the apartment ... (#11). 

My grandparents ... they helped me with this spring semester. 
They paid for my tuition (#14). 

Again, quotations from the students best illustrate the 

importance of financial problems in their academic and personal lives: 

· .. I'm sick of struggling and not having enough money .... even 
this semester I wanted to drop out because of my financial 
situation (#4). 
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· .. right now they don't have the money and this morning my dad 
asked me how much I was going to need for my books. And I said, 
"Well, I just got paid Friday, I'll just get them." And I know I 
don't have enough, but ... I don't want him to worry about that 
· . . because he just helped me with my tuition, and on top of my 
brother's [tuition] and his books (#17). 

I would go three to four weeks into a semester without a book, 
because I can't afford to buy it. But I just kind of make-do. 
(f}11) • 

Financial Aid. 

Financial aid was a critical issue for every student in the study. 

Students expressed frustration and confusion with the application and 

award process: 

· .. at the beginning I had a hard time establishing financial 
aid. I had problems with the forms and the income tax forms and 
getting all of these things (#21). 

I would keep getting these letters, "You didn't turn this in, you 
didn't turn that in." So final1y I had to go back and I was 
yel1ing at those people ... "Tell me everything that I need right 
now. I'll get it for you and my file will be complete, and that's 
it." Two weeks later I'd find out I needed another form. (#11). 

I guess they lost a paper of mine. They said I never turned it in 
and I remember turning it in. (#5). 

In order to apply for financial aid, students are required to 

complete two different forms. Once the paperwork is completed and the 

students receive aid, they then face the threat of losing their 

eligibility to receive aid. There are certain standards of progress 

that the student must meet in order to continue receiving aid. If a 

student's grade point average falls below a specific average, or if the 

student does not complete 24 semester hours in an academic year, then 

he/she is not eligible. A student who loses an academic scholarship may 



116 

still be eligible for federal aid, and any student whose grade point 

average or total semester hours completed falls below the minimum is 

permitted to appeal the loss by filing additional paperwork. The need 

for assistance is evident when one looks at the appeal process. Only 

four students filed appeals for review of financial aid denials; six 

others could have appealed, but did not. 

Altogether, the application, award, and appeal process is a 

confusing one for both the students and their parents who must provide 

the necessary financial information. It is easy to see how students get 

lost in the system, or may think they have lost their financial 

assistance because of a bad grade or dropped class. A review of the 

financial aid records of the students shows the result of this 

confusion. Four students did not receive financial aid for at least one 

year for no other reason than failure to complete the routine paperwork 

once they had begun the application process. The records also indicate 

that seven students did not apply for aid during at least one of their 

four years, and one student never applied for financial aid at any time 

during attendance. Four students reported using the student services 

offices associated with the New Start program for assistance with their 

financial aid problems. 

Confusion seems to be the main theme surrounding the students and 

their understanding of financial aid. Students reported how fear of 

losing their financial aid and their confusion over financial aid 

policies affected their school performance: 

... 1 failed one class here. Just because of financial aid, I 
couldn/t drop it. (#19). 
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... one semester I did horrible and I should have [dropped a 
class] but I was on scholarship ... If I had dropped it, I would 
have gone below full time status. (#14) . 

. . . my first semester I was going to drop one class. I was under 
the impression that I couldn't drop it, because I was on a 
scholarship and I needed 12-13 units to keep my scholarship. (#3). 

The student whose records indicate no application for financial 

aid at any time thought that she had applied and been denied, "When I 

applied, they turned me down. They said I was ineligible because my dad 

made too much money," and later, "They're always encouraging me to 

apply, but the times I have applied, I was always turned down" (#20). 

At the time of the interview the student's records and files had not 

been checked and the researcher did not go back to the student in an 

attempt to learn what made her think she had applied. In all 

probability the student would not have been able to recall enough 

details of the application process for the researcher to determine where 

the system broke down. 

Not one student was able to report accurately the type of aid 

received or the amount of the award. It was necessary to check the 

financial aid files in order to determine what the students had 

received. In addition to the confusion surrounding the application, 

award, and appeal process, the students were unable to distinguish 

between grants versus scholarships or academic awards versus need-based 

awards. The students' confusion over what types of aid they had 

received was so great that, but for the records of the financial aid 

office, their awards would have been impossible to determine. The only 

thing the students were certain of was whether or not the money they had 
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received had to be repaid. Whether the aid received was a federal or 

state grant or an academic scholarship appeared not to be important to 

them. 

In addition, there were students in the study who applied, did not 

receive anything, and never applied again. Even though their families' 

financial situations may have changed, or even though there may now be 

more than one student in college, the students never applied a second 

time. They were unaware that circumstances and eligibility for awards 

change from year to year. The one thing the students knew is that 

applying for financial aid is not a simple process: 

Financial aid is a joke here ... (#16). 

Financial aid at the U of A is real bad. I think it's getting 
better, but it's still real bad. It takes forever to get your 
money. (#8) . 

. . . Cause I had some real problems with financial aid. It's a 
real run around. (#1) 

It's really discouraging. You think you're going to get this 
money and it doesn't come and you don't know what to do. (#4). 

Yet, complicated and confusing as the process is, the students 

recognize their need for the financial assistance and the effect it has 

had on their education: 

If I didn't have the financial aid, my mom and dad, I don't know. 
I don't know how they would do it. They would swing it some way 
(#14) . 

. . . if I hadn't gotten financial aid, there'd be a good chance I 
wouldn't be in school now. (#10) 

Fin~ncia1 aid, if it was easy to get it would have taken a load 
off my mind. (#4). 



119 

The type of financial aid awarded is important as grants and 

scholarships have been shown to have a positive effect on persistence, 

while the effects of loans are mixed (CHEM, 1982). Munoz (1986) found 

that receiving financial aid did not reduce stress for chicano students; 

instead they reported more stress regardless of the type of financial 

aid package they received. 

Student Employment 

Another way in which financial adversity has affected the students 

can be seen through their employment while in college. Every student in 

the study had to work at some time during a school year while also 

attending classes. This was a surprise since the work of other 

researchers suggests that those Mexican-American students who must work 

are less likely to remain in school until graduation. 

Most of the students worked part-time throughout their education. 

This adds a dimension to their college experience, summarized by one 

student when she said, "School is my number one responsibility, but yet 

I can't neglect the fact that I do have to work" (#18). Along with the 

pressure for success in school, the students recognize that they have to 

contribute to their educational and living expenses. They may not want 

to work, but they do not feel they have a choice. Going to college does 

not mean classes and parties; instead, these students face the 

challenges of both academic and financial pressure. As one student 

explained, "My social life was cut drastically, but I had to. It was a 

sacrifice I had to make if I wanted to work and I had to work" (#20). 
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Most of the students arrived on campus either looking for jobs or 

already having one in the community. This experience was common, as 

shown by these quotations: 

My freshman year. That summer I started working here on campus 
and ever since (#4). 

The first year I only worked thirty hours a week .... I wouldn't 
work full time if I didn't have to (#18). 

My freshman year, my first semester, I worked outside of campus 
and it was real hard. I had to go home and change and go to work 
and come back (#10). 

My first semester, when I first started college, I was working as 
a pizza deliverer. That lasted for about a month into the school 
year. I said, "No, school is too tough. I need more time to 
spend on school work." So I quit ... (119). 

Like the student in the last quotation, several found it too 

difficult to continue working while going to school and quit their jobs. 

However, periods of unemployment did not last. One student did manage 

not to work for two academic years, but most students went back to work 

within a year. Most of the students had a variety of jobs during 

college, blit few had jobs that were directly related to their 

anticipated careers. 

Right now I work for the University Police Department and for 
Disabled Student Services .... I worked at the Fidd1ee Fig 
[restaurant] for a while. . . . then I worked at Kentucky Fried 
Chicken. I was a page at a dorm for a year and a half. I was an 
R.A. [resident assistant] for a year and they pay your room and 
board .... 1 volunteered at a summer camp for one summer (11). 

. . .one semester I was working at the video store and I was also 
working at a restaurant (#8). 

Here on campus, office worker. I worked for Tucson Toros baseball 
franchise, I was an usherette, did office work, anything they 
needed us to do. I worked at a photo studio and a pizza 
place ... (#6). 
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This pressure to work puts an additional burden on the students. 

They not only have to complete the school work, but also must perform on 

the job. The strain on the students shows in the comments they made 

about their schedules: 

... sometimes I'd go to the clinic, come to class, I'd go back to 
work. That was real hard, running back and forth like that (#14). 

But it was hard because I'd have to come home after work and stay 
up until 3:00 or 4:00 in the morning doing my assignments and then 
get up and go to school at 6:00 (#20). 

I get up in the morning at 6:00, I can do some reading then, I 
take a shower, I go to school, get to work, work, get home, have 
half an hour to eat and then I watch TV and get right to my books. 
All my time is blocked off. I know if there was less time and I 
didn't need to work, I would have more time to study (#18). 

I would come home [from work] about 4:30 exhausted to the 
apartment where I would just sleep. I'd come home and, "Oh, 
homework?" I'd forgotten and I wouldn't be able to do it and I 
had eight o'clocks [classes] the next morning (#14). 

A lot of times I go straight from classes to work. I get done 
with classes about noon, then I go to work until 7-8:00. Try to 
make it [find] a 2 hour block when I study (#9). 

Most students echoed the comments about their employment affecting 

their studies, " ... if I didn't have to work so much I'd be much better 

in school. I know my grades aren't the best" (f/18). Yet, in a couple 

of instances the students' employment seemed to have a reverse effect on 

the students' academic performances, "Last semester was the only 

semester I didn't work. I think last semester I did worse than all the 

other times" (#17). The findings in this study contradict those of 

Trujillo (1981) whose research indicated that off-campus employment and 

full-time employment while in college had a negative effect on students. 

For the students in the present study, part-time work was a financial 
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necessity. and although it may have had an impact on grades and social 

life. the students remained in school. This aspect of their persistence 

confirms the findings of the Commission on the Higher Education for 

Minorities (CHEM. 1982) and Olivas (1986). 

Still. the dual demands of employment and education on the 

students' time does have a wearing effect on the students. " ... right 

after school, I'm off to work. I don't have time" (#18); and. 

"Sometimes I just haven't had time. Because I come to school in the 

morning, then I go to work" (#17). One must wonder about the motivation 

and commitment of the students that causes them to continue. "It's just 

sometimes I feel like I need a push sometimes because I'm just so tired" 

(#17). 

Acculturation. 

Acculturation, or departure from the ancestral culture by 

acceptance of cultural values of a more dominant culture. is a complex 

and delicate concept with any minority group. This study does not place 

a judgmental value on the process exhibited by the students in the 

study. Instead, it observes the action and its manifestation within the 

experience of the students. 

The acculturation theme was developed from student disclosures 

related to the following overt code categories: ancestry. culture, 

ethnic identification, first language. generational status, Mexican

American Studies Program. and Spanish language. Disclosures from the 

covert code categories are bigotry. chicano. and complexion. 
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Food is one traditional cultural indicator and the following two 

quotations illustrate the departure: 

I have a friend. . .and her mother is Hispanic and her father 
isn't. She's a lot different than I. She's a lot more like, 
"Well, you have to know how to make tortillas and things." And 
I'm like, "Make them? You buy them! Rosarita makes them." I 
don't make them (#11) . 

. when we were younger, a lot more so at Christmas, we had a 
lot of Mexican food. As we got older, my mom started to, [pause] 
she didn't like to cook so much after we moved here (#1). 

These quotations, one with humor and the other with nostalgia, 

encapsulate the acculturation process. 

To attend a college or university is to have the opportunity to 

meet, interact with, and learn to appreciate cultures and lifestyles of 

people different from yourself. Stereotypes, or judgments made on the 

basis of someone's ancestry or appearance, are most often perceived as 

inaccurate and offensive. 

People say, "Do you speak Spanish?" ... "No." ... they're just 
appalled. They can't believe it. I'm in the southwest, I'm 
Mexican, [and] I don't speak Spanish! I look at them and I tell 
them, "Well, what are you, German? How come you don't speak 
German? What's wrong with you?" That's the way I approach that. 
. . . But I think a lot more of people bring it up than I do 
(1114). 

When I was in the dorm, some friend of somebody's I was introduced 
to ... [said something] about being Mexican and then my friend 
goes, "Dh yeah, . . . [she's] Mexican." This guy, "Really? You 
don't act Mexican." How's a Mexican supposed to act? Should I 
have an accel1t? Should I be carrying a red and white and green 
flag or something? It really bothered me when he said that. Are 
we supposed to act differently? (#11). 

Language is a major indicator of the acculturation process. The 

students' views vary on the issue of speaking Spanish, as seen in of the 
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following comments from two students who were not raised speaking 

Spanish. 

I don't like to hear Spanish. I just think it's rude. We're in 
America. People that don't understand Spanish, I feel that they 
must feel uncomfortable. I've seen a lot of Hispanics talk bad 
about people and talk in Spanish. They figure, well they can't 
understand. I think that's really rude (#9) . 

. . . 1 want to be able to speak Spanish to my parents and to my 
grandparents. And ... 1 want to teach my kids Spanish (#8). 

Among the 21 students in the study, seven said they do not speak 

Spanish, four said they speak a little Spanish, but poorly, and ten 

indicated they speak it well. Of those ten, Spanish was the first 

language for five. 

When the parents speak Spanish but do not share their language 

with their children, there is no indication of how important the 

children may view the language. Whether a student was raised to speak 

Spanish was not their choice. Some indication of students' attitudes to 

their ancestral language is shown by the number of students who chose to 

study Spanish in college. Of the 21, six did not study Spanish: three 

who speak it well and three who do not speak it. One student not raised 

with Spanish chose to minor in the subject. 

Language becomes a barrier even within their own families. 

Students who did not speak Spanish mentioned difficulties communicating 

with Spanish-speaking relatives, particularly their grandparents. Four 

students spoke about other Hispanics or even family members as "them," 

removing themselves to a less personal distance: 

Query: You keep saying "they" and "their." You really don't 
consider yourself a Hispanic, do you? 
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I was wondering if you were going to notice that. I do, 
and then I don't. I do, because of my heritage and my 
background and my family. Then sometimes I don't and I 
tend to forget that I have this huge, huge family in 
Mexico. 

I've just had a lot of bad experiences with them and one 
reason that I feel prejudiced about the hispanic culture 
is it upsets me for people to refer to me as 
quote/unquote "a Mexican," because they're correlating me 
with these low riders (#9). 

This distancing in association appeared also with family members. When 

speaking of visiting a grandmother, aunts and uncles in Mexico, one 

student said, liThe people we go visit are primarily on my mom's side" 

(#3). The students quoted here do not deny their ancestry, but, they do 

recognize a difference between themselves and others of their ancestry. 

Another factor that affects the acculturation of the students is 

the family's generational status, or length of time the family has been 

in the United States. Ogbu (1986) reports that, " ... immigrant 

minorities are usually relatively more successful in school than 

nonimmigrant ... minorities." Other researchers also found that the 

process by which family background affects achievement varied by 

generational status (Alston, 1985; Featherman and Hauser, 1978; Gandara, 

1982; and Ortiz, 1986). 

It was difficult to determine the family generational status of 

the students in this study because of the mixed generational status of 

their parents. Four students are half Hispanic; either the mother or 

the father is Anglo. Six students are first-generation Americans (their 

parents were immigrants), and six students are second generation as all 
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their grandparents were immigrants. The family generational status of 

the remaining four is unknown. 

Twelve students felt the impact of judgments based upon their 

ancestry or appearance. Some spoke of just a general attitude, ("It's 

just a white school. It doesn't get to me. I don't let it get to me. 

However, just sometimes. n [#19]). Others would go on at length 

about specific incidents. In the course of a two-hour interview one 

student related eight separate incidents when her ancestry and 

appearance had been the focus of unpleasant experiences. The resilience 

and humor of these students in the face of bias is notable, but perhaps 

part of a facade. Comments, sometimes made in innocence, have the power 

to wound deeply. 

" ... peop1e I work with [in an on-campus job] just make comments . 
. . . There's this one man. . He just doesn't know. He's nice. 
I don't think he's racist. I think he's married to a Mexican, but 
he says things. One time .. his daughter's car got stolen and 
he asked if I had seen it on the side of town where I live. He 
thinks it's really funny. It is, kind of, but it's being racist. 
Prejudiced. I don't appreciate it, but I don't show it (#4). 

Not every student in the study noticed a bias. The primary 

distinction of those students experiencing bias was their appearance or 

complexion. 

Most people don't even know I'm Mexican (#20). 

Most people don't even know that· I'm Hispanic. I guess my 
looks or whatever.. It really throws people off when I say 
that. They're just, "No way! II (1/18) . 

. . . its not something that people really notice, or even consider 
me as. I don't think a lot of people know .... unless I say 
something nobody knows and nobody ever asks" <1113). 

Most people don't recognize that I am Hispanic (#1). 



I do not look Hispanic. When people find out sometimes their 
attitude changes (#7). 

The darker their complexion, the greater their experience with 

bias, although even those who did not appear hispanic sometimes faced 
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the prejudice of preconceived notions of their ancestry. One student's 

experience with her roommate clearly illustrates this point: 

She'd been a good friend for a year - didn't realize I was 
hispanic - made a comment about her high school being too full of 
Mexicans and Blacks. I asked her what was wrong with that, she 
then found out. It was very uncomfortable for a while. This 
person I had been friends with for a year. It's like, "I haven't 
changed. I didn't overnight become hispanic on you." Her family 
hadn't realized it either. They were quite uncomfortable. It was 
kind of odd that she was nervous, that they didn't realize it" 
(116) . 

The following quotation shows the delicacy of this issue. In this 

instance both the queries and the student's responses are presented to 

provide context: 

Ouery: Has anything happened to you he~e at the U of A that you 
could say is bigotry or because you are hispanic, you've 
gotten to do this or haven't gotten to do that? 

(#20): In one of my classes we were having a little problem with 
that. But it wasn't just me that noticed it. Otherwise 
I - because people don't know I'm hispanic, but to some 
friends of mine, yeah, it was happening. They were both 
Oriental and hispanic. It was prejudice. 

Ouery: On the part of the teacher? 

(1/20) : Yes. 

Ouery: What happened? You don't have to tell me the teacher's 
name or anything. 

(#20): Well, it ended up going, I think, to one of the deans 
over in Old Main, I think. I never found out exactly 
what happened after that. 

Ouery: Somebody complained? 
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(fI20) : Yes. 

~: What did the teacher do? 

(#20): He was saying - it was kind of odd because it was 
[pause]. This might sound terrible, so don't be offended 
or anything. [pause] White people in the class were 
getting the higher grades, even though the work, I 
thought, was the same. Even on things that were, that we 
would look at without anyone knowing the name, the 
students would pick one thing, [pause] done by a hispanic 
student, and when the teacher graded it, they were always 
graded lower, which I thought was kind of - but then he 
would put people down in class for just things that 
weren't really - but you always knew who the teacher was 
talking about. 

Query: Is that person still teaching here? 

(fI20) : Yes. 

The student wanted to share that experience, but it had to be drawn out 

of her. She spoke with great caution and reserve. Her recognition of 

difference - and the distinctions of that difference important to others 

in the experience - created a barrier which she is still hesitant to 

cross. 

The following anecdotes further show the nature and levels of bias 

the students experienced. They are stories that illustrate the 

awareness of difference, an awareness that is present not only among the 

Mexican-American students of this study, but also among the faculty. 

There was a t1me in my English class. Me and another Mexican 
girl .... at the end of the class, I was supposed to take the 
book home and write a report on it. . . . He [the instructor] 
apparently gave it to the other girl and she goes, "Qh, no, that's 
not for me, that's for her." And he goes, "You guys all look 
alike." We just stood there and looked at each other. I actually 
laughed. She was always into it, though, about being 
discriminated ... she got really upset and I thought she was going 
to walk up to him and tell him something. But for me, it was just 
like, how they can be - you know? (#19). 
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Some teachers have a way of saying things. I think they don't 
mean it to sound the way it did, but it comes out ... that same 
political science teacher ... 1 think he said something [like), 
"Mexican families just get so excited because you're always the 
first one to have come to college. And they have big old parties 
for you guys." And I thought about it, it was true I ... I've 
heard my dad a couple of times say, "We'll have a big party for 
you," and I kind of laughed. But then I got mad. Don't all 
people, aren't all races excited when somebody graduates from 
college? I was hurt that day. I just sat there. I just felt 
like everybody would look at me and stuff" (#17). 

But it is not always instructors. At times nonminority students are the 

oppressors: 

... sorority and fraternity people. I felt they were kind of 
like - they looked at me like - I don't know - like they were 
better (/}10). 

We were sitting down, me and my friends, at a table, and he 
[another student) came up to me and said, "Do you know Spanish 
very well?" And I said, "Yes." He said, "Do you think you could 
help me with my paper?" I just looked at him and said, "No, I 
don't know it that well." I was so mad .... How dare he come up 
to me! .... I would never go up to them and say, "Can you help 
me write my English paper because you're white and you're supposed 
to know English really good?" I would never have done that! 
Let's say I had a German class. I wouldn't go up to someone and 
say, "Well, you look German, can you help me with my paper." I 
wa.s just really amazed when he did that. (/}17). 

The nonminority students may accentuate the differences, as in the 

second quotation, by innocently following a stereotype, or the 

difference may be perceived, as in the first quotation, without any 

overt action. A distinction does exist. Whether it is overt or covert, 

the minority students are aware of it and the nonminority students act 

without thinking on their stereotypes. 

Further complicating the issue of bias and acculturation are 

comments of some of the students expressing their attitudes toward 

others of similar ancestry: 
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I've been called "coconut," prejudiced against my own race. 
[and later] One of my friends ... was one of the ones that 
considered me a coconut. He finally got to know me and saw that I 
was not. I just wasn't willing to be a failure, and that was 
where the difference lay. It was in the fact that I didn't care 
if they considered me a coconut, I was not going to fail. I was 
not going to chop weeds and irrigate my entire life (#16) . 

. one reason that I feel prejudiced about the hispanic culture 
is that it upsets me for people to refer to me as quote/unquote, 
"a Mexican," because they're correlating me with those low riders . 
. . . Trouble-makers, hoodlums, from the south side so to speak." 
[and later] "I think there's low life Mexicans and then there's . 
. I'm not saying I'm on the high end of the spectrum, but I feel 
there's Mexicans, people like me, trying hard, struggling. At 
times they give me a bad name and I don't like that because I 
don't want to be, that other people that don't know me, 
automatically refer to me as a hoodlum (#9). 

Even bias toward one another within the Mexican-American culture appears 

to be based on issues of ancestry and appearance. One student noticed 

it within her own family and co~nented: 

... my grandfather .... He's prejudiced against other Mexicans, 
darker Mexicans .... My grandfather and grandmother are real 
light Spanish types and they're prejudiced. I guess that goes 
back to the days of the Indians and Spaniards (#14). 

While another student wanted to be certain that there was no doubt as to 

the purity of her ancestry, " ... most of my ancestors are from Spain, 

not Mexico, but I'm classified as a Mexican-American" (1/2). 

Thirteen students joined student organizations on campus. Six 

joined organizations not related to hispanic or minority student issues, 

and the other seven voluntarily affiliated with organizations for 

hispanic students. Four of those seven were also active in other 

student groups not related to ethnicity. Still, some issue related to 

their background or interests was important enough for those seven to 
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seek out groups of hispanic students. This need for identification was 

not shown by all students, yet it seemed to be important for some: 

I think primarily what made me decide to go to that [Society of 
Hispanic Engineers] over ... [other engineering organizations] was 
the fact that it was hispanic. I felt not only are there going to 
be engineering students there, but there's going to be other 
latinos in the room with me that speak Spanish and we have a 
common bond there (#21). 

I was on the Minority Action Council ... and that helped. But 
more people have a similar background. They knew where I was 
coming from when I was homesick or something (#6). 

there's also another club I just became aware of, the Minority 
Student [Action] Council. . . . I think that would be something I 
would like to get into because they do a lot of different 
activities .... I think something like that would be real good, 
real helpful. I really liked MECHA. To me, that was kind of 
different .... Those are the only ones I think I'd really get 
involved with. . . . But I guess those are the ones that my 
friends have been [pause] Hispanics, relate to and stuff. 

At least one student who did not affiliate with any organization 

also felt the need to identify with other students of similar ancestry. 

Query: "Were you involved in any student organizations?" 

117 : "No. [ I] Wanted to be in MECHA. It is important to be 
with others like myself." 

However, an opposite view was presented by another student who was 

active on campus, but did not affiliate with any of the hispanic student 

organizations. 

. . .you should never have just a certain kind of friend or just 
be with certain kinds of people.· It's important, you're at 
college, you should meet and be with as many different kinds of 
people as you can (#2). 

In spite of this difference, comments from nearly all students showed 

some level of awareness of the presence of students like themselves. 

When I went to the Personnel Management Club, I was the only 
minority there at the meeting (#14). 



The scary part was - get into a class and you were probably the 
only Hispanic, or one of the very few, and it just kind of 
intimidated me ... what are they thinking of? What's going on? 

. you just feel a little out of place (#15) . 

. when I wanted to come into the University, it seems like I 
sought out a hispanic group ... (#21). 
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I would look around. Well, I wouldn't count the Hispanics, I 
would just count the dark hair. Even if they were white with dark 
hair. Everybody had brown, medium brown, light blond, whatever. 
Look around and one or two. That was in a class of about 30 or 
40 .... I was very shocked (14). 

I once went to a meeting with a friend of mine. It was a 
businessmen's fraternity, or something like that .... and I 
noticed when we walked in it was like, "What are they doing here?" 
(//19) . 

Although this presents an inconsistent picture of the affiliation needs 

for all the students, the awareness of - if not the affiliation with 

others like themselves was important to more students than just the 

seven who joined hispanic student organizations. 

The impact of acculturation on the education of these students is 

vivid, but not entirely explained by this study. The examples presented 

here illustrate a distancing from the ancestral culture, but that 

distance appears natural, occurring unconsciously as students mature and 

progress through the educational system. It is also confounded by the 

maturation of the students and the movement of all college students away 

from their families. Like the commitment of the students previously 

identified in this study, acculturation is a personal, internal process; 

its indicators are easier to identify, but its meaning in the lives of 

the students is equally hard to grasp. 
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It is not possible to do anything further than to note these 

aspects of acculturation without making judgments about what is or is 

not appropriate and beneficial to the education of the students. It is 

a personal process and varies among the individual students. There is 

no single pattern of acculturation among these successful students. 

Gender Distinctions. 

Numerous studies have suggested that the educational experiences 

of male and female Hispanics may differ (Astin, 1982; Munoz, 1986; NCES, 

1978; Olivas, 1978; U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1987; U.S. Commission on 

Civil Rights, 1974). Other research shows those Mexican-American women 

seeking an education - rather than the traditional role of housewife 

experience role conflict (Gandara, 1982; Keefe, Padilla, & Carlos, 

1978). It was, therefore, desireable to examine the experiences of the 

sixteen women in this study and compare them with the experiences of the 

five men. 

The place of residence of the students has a strong impact on the 

role that gender difference plays in the college experience. Gender 

differences were most noticeable among those students who lived with 

their parents. Table 7 shows the gender of the students and their 

places of residence during college. Eight women ann one man lived with 

their parents throughout their attendance at the university. Five 

others - four women and one man - lived with their parents at sometime 

during their college attendance. 



134 

Tobie 7 
Presentation of Student Gender and Ploc •• of Re.idence 

Lived with Lived in Lived in Lived in 
10 Parents , R.sidenc. Hall ~part ... nt , Greek House & 

NlIT'b<!r G.nder for how long I for how long for how long for how long 

Yes, 
1 F No No .11 4 y.ars No --

Yes, Yes, 
2 F No 2 1/2 y.ar. No lenior Veer 

Yes, 
3 M oil 4 years No No No 

Yes, 
4 F oil 4 y .... No No No 

Yes, 
5 F all 4 y •• rs No No No 

Yes, 
6 F all 4 y.ars No No No 

Yes, 
7 F .11 4 years No No No 

Yes, Yes, 
8 H lost 2 year. fir.t 2 ye.r. No No 

Yes, 
9 M No No all 4 y •• rs No 

Yes, Yes, 
10 F first 2 year. No l.st 2 ye.r. No 

Yes, Yes, 
11 F No first 3 ye.r. senior veer No 

Yes, 
12 F No all 4 y •• rs No No 

Yes, Yes, lest 
13 F ht semester No 3 1/2 years No 

Yes, Yes, Yes, 
14 F lost 3 yeor. 1st semester 2nd ...... t.r No 

Yes, 
15 F oil 4 yeor. No No No 

Yes, Yes, 
16 H No 2nd o ...... t .. 3 1/2 years No 

Yes, 
17 F all 4 y.ors No No No 

with relatlv •• Yes, 
18 F 1.t I l.at oem No for 3 ye.rs No 

Ves, 
19 F all 4 y.ors No No No 

Yes, 
20 F all 4 yeora No No No 

Yes, Yes, 
21 " 1st lemeater No 3 1/2 yeors No 
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Staying at home during the college experience is related to 

financial and familial support factors. It was less expensive for those 

students, as none of them reported that they were expected to contribute 

regularly to room and board. Living at home perpetuates the 

parent/child role, however, even though the child may now be in college. 

None of the men in the study reported conflict with their fathers over 

financial or family responsibility issues. This was not true for the 

women. 

. .my father ... sometimes when he sees me in the room and he 
gets real depressed and wants to get me married and tells me how 
it should be ... (#4). 

She [mother] tells me, " ... as soon as you graduate, I want you 
to get married." Why? "I want you to get married and start a 
family." No, that's not what I want to do (#7) . 

. . . my dad was the one that was catered to. Which makes it 
difficult for me and him to get along because, "I'm not going to 
do this for you." I would do that every once in a while ... 
"Why can't you get up and get it yourself?" (#6). 

The women who lived at home reported that they were expected to 

help in some way with the household chores. As one reported, "I mean, I 

did a lot of cooking. I had a lot of chores, a lot of responsibilities. 

I had daily chores of dishes and then on weekends I had to help my 

mother with the laundry" (#18). In contrast, the men who lived at home 

indicated that they might, on occasion, assist with dishes or laundry, 

but they had no regular household responsibilities. The division of 

labor was traditional. In addition to their school work and part or 

full-time employment, the women were expected to come home and cook and 

clean and, in some instances, take care of children. The men in the 
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study did not have responsibilities in the home equivalent to those 

assumed by the women. That the women were aware of this double standard 

is evident from their comments: 

I understand now why men succeed more in school and have all the 
better jobs, because they don't worry so much about personal 
things, as we [women] do (#17). 

My dad ... when he wanted something done, I had to do it, because 
my brothers were boys and they didn't have to serve (#11). 

I still had to do dishes and I still had to clean up and 
stuff ... My brother would help occasionally, but it was basically 
between me and my mom (#10). 

This role difference is not always resented by the female students, but 

it has an impact on college attendance and cuts into the time available 

to study or to develop an independent personality. This family pressure 

over gender roles confirms the findings of Munoz's (1986) study which 

documents the stress hispanic females experience resulting from family 

responsibilities. 

Another area of gender differences is perceived traditional career 

and education roles. Some women reported that their parents and others 

expected them to marry rather than attain a college degree, while others 

indicated that their need for a college education was devalued by the 

parents. Keports of these instances varied with each student's 

particular circumstances, yet encompassed a wide range of issues from 

the woman who reported she had to work her way through college while her 

parents were paying all the fees for her younger brother (#13), to the 

woman who announced during the interview that she was dropping out 

because she was being married in a month (#20). Illustrations of some 

of these issues indicate the women's experience: 
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... in Mexico the women are not expected to go to college, in 
fact you are sort of discouraged from it and ... its like, "get 
married and have kids ... " (#13). 

. . .a lot of people just assume that you go to college to get an 
Mrs. degree ... (#13). 

The women are supposed to serve men. I realized that when I was 
growing up, that's just how it was .... But when I got here I 
realized there's all these other girls ... who weren't going to 
get married and were going to have careers first. I used to 
think, "I'm just wasting time until I get married." Now, I 
realize I don't have to get married if I don't want. I don't have 
to have kids (#11). 

This study, like that of Chacon, et a1., (1982) found that 

Mexican-American males were more likely to receive support than females. 

Although few parents were actively opposed to their children attending 

college, there was less encouragement for women students. The following 

quotations illustrate the ambivalence some of the women reported from 

their fathers regarding their decision to attend the university: 

My dad didn't really care for the idea of my going to college at 
all. But he didn't pressure me, let me know that he would rather 
have me stay home and get a job, than go to school (#12). 

He [father] knows it's important, but he doesn't discourage us. 
He pretty much encourages but he really doesn't help (#4). 

However, the women in the study reported strong emotional support from 

the mother. This finding confirms those of Gandara (1982) and Vasquez 

(1982), who found that encouragement from the mother was important to 

the motivation and positive self-expectations of female Mexican-American 

students. 

The overall message is that the college experience, and the family 

and personal issues surrounding it, is different for women than it is 

for men, and the men seem to be unaware of it. The men are grateful for 
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having the cooking and cleaning done, but they are not conscious of the 

difference that level of responsibility makes in women's lives: "There 

are certain things that my sisters should do in the house to help my mom 

that I don't have to be involved with at all ... n (#8). It is apparent 

that Mexican American women have a double burden to overcome to succeed 

in school. 

Synthesis. 

The personal factors that influence the persistence of the 

Mexican-American students in this study are a combination of: Self, 

Human Support, Financial Adversity, Commitment, Acculturation, and 

Gender Differences. No one factor stands alone; each is present to 

some degree for each of the successful students. 

The personal process of the successful student includes some 

degree of each of the following: The successful student has a sense of 

self. All have developed a sense of who they are and how they relate to 

their world. This includes not only aspects of self-concept and self

worth, but also allows the students to assume and accept responsibility 

for their actions. 

Each of the successful students has a human support structure. 

They have developed a sense of community and have familial support. 

The sense of community is embodied in the idea that, "You can't do it 

alone," and the students recognize that progressing through the 

university is easier when they associate with others who are going 

through the experience. As for familial support, the emotional support 
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and understanding from the family has a strong positive influence upon 

students' persistence. 

Financial adversity was faced by all the students and was met 

largely through a communal financial commitment from the family as well 

as through student employment. Financial aid did serve to mitigate the 

adversity, yet the process is cumbersome and confusing. Instead of 

making it easier for students, financial aid increases pressure on them, 

both through the application struggles and, later, to meet the 

requirements for continued aid. Any financial aid is accompanied by a 

threat of either loss or repayment at some future date. 

Perhaps the strongest factor in support of the students' success 

is their internal commitment to an education and all the anticipated 

successes to which the education may contribute. This concept results 

from an internal pledge, promise, or contract that the students have 

made with themselves to complete their education and it manifests itself 

in different ways in each of their Factors. This strong personal 

internal process must be present for the students to persist in the face 

of the numerous barriers they encounter. The commitment of these 

students enables them to turn factors to their advantage which normally 

are considered barriers to success. 

Acculturation is a complex concept, readily apparent yet difficult 

to comprehend, and most sensitive because of its social-political 

overtones. Exactly how acculturation affects student persistence was 

not identified, but some aspect of it was noted in all the students' 

behavior. 
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The college experience, and the family and personal issues 

surrounding it, is different for the Mexican-American women than it is 

for men. Place of residence is a critical determinant for women 

students. For the most part, those women who live at home were expected 

to participate in household chores in addition to their school work and 

part or full-time employment. All the women, even those who do not live 

at home, appeared to be affected by stereotyping of the traditional 

male/female roles. The support of their mother is most important to the 

motivation and persistence of the women students. 

The analysis of the personal characteristics of the successful 

students permits a brief profile of the "archetypal" successful Mexican

American student. Those students will have an idea of who they are and 

what they can expect from life. They combine humility with pride and 

take responsibility for their success and failures. They will have 

developed a network of friends on campus of a similar background with 

similar coursework and interests. Their extended family will support 

and encourage the student to succeed and members will help in some 

degree with the financial needs of the student. The student will have a 

part-time job on campus and have problems with financial aid. Above all 

else, the student will be strongly committed to getting an education. 

They will continue to attend in the face of all barriers. The 

aspirations and the educational process will contribute to a distancing 

from cultural traditions and values. The female student will experience 

role conflict and to lessen this should not live with her parents who 

would perpetuate traditional role values. 
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This profile by no means captures the diversity of the sample, but 

each student seems to have exhibited varying degrees of most, if not 

all, of these attributes. Although Personal Factors provide the 

foundation for the student experience, they combine with aspects of the 

institution that also have an influence upon "the success of students. 

This person/environment interaction provides the experiences noted as 

Institutional Factors. 

Institutional Factors 

Institutional Factors is the second thematic area of the common 

experiences in the persistence of Mexican-American students at the 

University of Arizona; the Personal Factors previously discussed 

represent the first area. The more substantial of the two factors is 

the Personal Behaviors wherein the commitment of these students is the 

overriding factor. Yet, certain institutional factors enhance student 

commitment, albeit they cannot be said to act alone in causing either 

commitment or withdrawal. Committed students will persist in spite of 

the school, not because of it. The influence of the institutional 

factors is mitigated by student commitment. Just as some institutional 

factors may facilitate student success, others may contribute to student 

failure. Institutional factors may at times present barriers 

influencing student commitment. The comments of students in the 

following analysis of institutional factors show both sides of this 

issue. 
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Students spoke frankly of the university programs, policies, and 

employees - that assisted them as well as those that increased their 

frustration and/or made their success more difficult. As the 

experiential themes of the Institutional Factors emerged from this self

reported, anecdotal data, however, the comments about the institution 

lacked the depth of emotion the students expressed about Personal 

Factors. A plausible explanation for this is that students viewed the 

university, rather than themselves or their families, as the cause of 

their shortcomings. These themes weave into the experiential spiral of 

the students' passage through school. As with personal commitment, each 

theme's progression is not constant or continuous. The impact of the 

pressures indicated in these themes upon the spiral progression varied 

at times they provided a boost to the experience, while at other times 

they impeded the progression. 

The thematic areas of the Institutional Factors are: Academic 

Preparation, Student Services, Student/Instructor Interaction, and 

Academic Experiences. Again, the impact of each theme is illustrated by 

selected quotations from the students' experiences. These quotations 

were used to display the range of responses included in a theme, or to 

typify the students' experiences. 

Academic Preparation. 

All but four students in this study earned "A" and "B" grade-point 

averages in high school. Consistent with Astin's 1982 study, they could 

have expected academic success in college based on their earlier 
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performance. Their academic success did not carryover into college 

during their first year. Five earned cumulative grade-point averages 

below a "CIt and only four maintained a "B" average during their first 

year. The four students who earned "C" grade-point averages in high 

school were as successful as the others in earning college grades. For 

all, "It's not like high school" was the theme repeated when they were 

asked about their academic experiences at the university: 

It was different, because just being here was so overwhelming 
compared to being in high school ... (#20). 

You can work your butt off in high school and come to college and 
just go through shock from the difference in the content of the 
work (1/17). 

The strictness of homework and the reading requirements, 
everything was so different from high school (#18). 

Everybody's just intimidated. And I was at first, I was kind of 
scared. As a matter of fact, when I first got here, I was really 
scared. I thought, "Oh man, I'm going to have to work really 
hard. It's not going to be like high school. . ." (1/14). 

This increase in perceived level of academic difficulty and 

subsequent drop in grades caused students to question their high school 

preparation. In spite of the drop in grades, students had mixed 

responses about their preparation and appeared evenly divided in opinion 

as to whether they were adequat~ly prepared. 

The comments of those who felt poorly prepared show an uncanny 

s imilari ty: 

I don't feel high school really prepared me for college (#10). 

I really don't think that [high school] prepared me for college 
(119) . 

It was too much of a shock for me coming from my high school here, 
because the high school didn't prepare me (#4). 
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1 don't think my high school prepared me at all (#19). 

1 wasn't prepared like 1 thought 1 was prepared. 1 have to admit 
that. 1 wasn't prepared from high school like I should have been 
(#18). 

This similarity of experience has been noted in other studies (Casas and 

Ponterotto, 1984; and Chacon, et al., 1982) where hispanic students felt 

they had inferior high school experiences. The difference in this study 

is that almost an equal number believed they were academically ready to 

meet the challenge of the university: 

.. my classes in high school helped a lot (#20). 

1 think 1 was pretty well prepared (#7). 

Nothing was too hard or anything. I didn't study too much, it 
could have been a year if 1 had, but ... none of them seemed 
really too hard (#5). 

I think 1 had real, real exceptional high school preparation (#3). 

And, as always, there were those who were ambivalent about their 

preparation. These students felt they were well prepared, but they did 

not meet the success they expected: 

1 thought I was really prepared, but 1 haven't really done as good 
as I would like to (#15). 

I was pretty well prepared but not as much as I would like to have 
been (#13). 

Students' insecurity over their academic preparation was both created 

and fueled by their self-comparisons with other students: 

Some of them [other students], I think, were more prepared than I 
was. They had.taken higher level classes than I had before (#20) . 

. . . 1 would study real hard and I would sit by somebody who 
wouldn't really attend class. She would come in class and just 
sit there and say, 'I really didn't study for this exam,' and we'd 
get our exams back, she'd get a better grade (#19). 
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Everything was just over my head .... 1 had to do twice as much 
work as they [other students] did ..... What they studied I had 
to study twice to understand it. They already had some knowledge 
of it (1/18). 

Measuring themselves against others is an uncertain standard. At 

times students felt that they were equal to, if not better than, their 

classmates. At other times they felt less adequate: 

Some of them I saw were not as prepared as me, or even worse 
off.. but there were people you could tell they were just 
geared for college, probably since day one (#6). 

In some classes I thought I was pretty prepared, because they were 
easier. But in certain, like English .... I wasn't anywhere 
near, just felt less organized than the person next to me. They 
just caught on better than I did (#4). 

Comparison of themselves with others was a source of introspection 

for the students. On this inner journey the concepts of self and 

commitment noted in the Personal Factors section again surface: 

It's like I had been built up with all these hopes, being [told] 
that I was intelligent, and that I was ready for this, and I 
wasn't. I know it now .... It's not a matter of being smart. 
What's kept me in is my, I don't know, but it's not because I'm 
smart. When I compare myself to other people, I do not have what 
they have. I can if I want, and I'll work at it (#18). 

The adversity faced by the students is seen in their comments about 

the difficulty of their academic work: 

I came here and I didn't think it was going to be easy or 
anything, but I didn't expect it to be as hard or I just kind of 
expected so much more of myself. It was difficult for me (#15). 

I admit, it was hard. I've been here four years and it's been 
hard. The first semester was a real hard one (#10). 

Just the work load. It was overwhelming sometimes. In some 
classes, there's just so much that they expect of you. It took me 
some time getting used to (#4). 
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It is not clear what the students expected, but that the academic 

rigor was greater than they had anticipated is clear. These barriers 

had an effect on their self-esteem: 

... 1 was given the image that I was ready, I was the best that I 
could be, and it was so wrong. Disappointing to find out you 
aren't what you [thought you] were (#18). 

This echoes the conclusions reached by both the United States Commission 

on Civil Rights (1974) and Verdugo (1986) who blamed the educational 

system for "stifling" the hopes and ambitions of Mexican-American 

students. A decrease in self-esteem, then, is one of the many blows 

suffered by students. Once again, however, they overcome this self 

doubt by affirming the extra effort needed to succeed: 

If they're [hispanic students] going to come here, they'd better 
be prepared to do what is expected of them, because they're not 
going to make it if they don't. They can't come just to 
socialize. They're going to have to work a little bit (#20). 

Students had surmounted many barriers: drops in grades, 

difficulty with academic work, insecurity about preparation, se1f-

demeaning comparisons with others, and the decreases in self-esteem. 

Although these were common experiences among the students, they met them 

individually and their resolution was on an individual level. The 

manner in which the students dealt with these issues has already been 

discussed in the commitment and human support areas of the Personal 

Factors. 

Student Services 

Numerous studies have cited the need for and importance of 

services available to hispanic students because of the problems they 
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face at institutions that are often insensitive to their needs (Baeza, 

1980; Ballesteros, 1986; Cross, 1974; de los Santos, 1980; Lopez, et 

al., 1976; McKinnon, 1980; Rendon 1980, 1981, 1982, 1986; Reyes, 1977). 

For this reason this study closely examined the students' experiences 

with the student services of the institution. Special attention was 

given to the office of Minority Student Affairs (OMSA). If the 

institution's student services - especially the minority student 

programs - really do "serve" students, then this group of at-risk 

students should show high usage of and benefit from the services. 

Every student in the study used a student service at some time 

during the four years. That is not to say that every student benefited 

from the service used, but they believed that they did. Regrets 

centered around choices the students made: 

. . .my first semester I had tutors and they helped. But the 
second semester I didn't go for the tutoring and I didn't ask 
questions when I didn't understand. It was my own fault. I 
could have done something about it (#20). 

Two men did speak critically of the student services they used. 

One of them was forced into a learning strategies class which he did not 

feel was useful following a semester on academic probation. The other 

was able to use the academic services available to athletes because he 

felt that use of the services for minority students would taint him with 

an ethnic stigma. 

Seventeen students began their college experience by participating 

in some type of orientation/registration program. Seven participated in 

the New Start program; ten attended a summer orientation session. The 
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students credited these experiences with acquainting them with campus. 

They learned their way around, how to read the class schedule, how to 

register for classes, and how to drop and add classes. The students 

thought highly of these introductory experiences. When asked what they 

thought ~heir experience at the institution would have been like without 

this introduction, the comments were: 

I would have been a little more lost. OMSA [the Office of 
Minority Student Affairs] really helped me to place myself and 
start off somewhere. Without that, I don't know (#15). 

It would have been a little bit harder. I wouldn't have had that 
circle of friends already. I would have had a few friends, but 
probably a lot scarier not having Old Main to go wander into (#6). 

These findings support Meyers and Drevlow's (1982) conclusions that 

participation in a freshman summer program eases transition from high 

school to college. 

Tutoring services were the most common service used. Thirteen of 

the students sought tutoring assistance in their first two years, 

primarily for mathematics, science, and English classes. Six reported 

being tutored through the Office of Minority Student Affairs, two being 

directed there by friends who were aware of the service. This high use 

of tutoring services parallels the results of many studies (Ballesteros, 

1986; Lopez, et aI, 1975; McKinnon, 1980; and Rendon, 1980, 1981, 1982, 

1986) and indicates that academic support services, such as tutoring, 

need to be provided at the college level for hispanic students. 

Next to tutoring services, the OMSA newsletter was the most 

frequently mentioned service. While OMSA has been successful in 

generating enrollments for New Start, introducing students to the 
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university and available services, and providing an orientation program 

that also introduces students to services, once classes begin it becomes 

increasingly difficult to provide important information to students. 

Making connections to services is important in the delivery of services 

to students. To address this problem the Office of Minority Student 

Affairs produces and mails a bulletin to all ethnic minority students. 

Although it would appear an ideal way to inform students of new 

services, the utility of the newsletter appears marginal. Several 

students commented on it: 

I get a monthly brochure from the Office of Student ... [Office 
of Minority Student Affairs] (#18). 

And because I went through New Start ... every time something 
comes up or there's a new service or something available, they 
always send me a brochure or a flyer of some sort (#15). 

I get a newsletter from them every now and then (#20). 

Despite informative items like the OMSA newsletter, sixteen 

students named their friends as the most common source of information 

about institutional polices and services. However, unlike the students 

in the Chacon, et a1. (1982) study, these students registered little 

dissatisfaction in regard to inadequate information about available 

services. One of the three students who spoke of the difficulty of 

finding out about services said: 

Half the stuff that's out here, I don't know about ... Probably 
because I don't make an effort to find out. I don't like spending 
any more time here than I have to (#20). 

The Office of Minority Student Affairs appears to connect students 

to the services they use. Only four students did not report using the 
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services of OMSA. One student simply did not know of their 

availability: n .. 1 don't know where to go. Do you have any place?" 

(#17), while the others evidenced discomfort with the notion of their 

being a minority student: 

Ouery: So you haven't really used OMSA or Mexican American 
Studies or done anything like that here. n 

119: ". . • I pretty much refuse to be a minority." 

~: nIf you didn't have the support through the [athletic] 
program for tutoring and stuff like that, do you think 
you might have sought them out?" 

#9: "No" (#9). 

There's a lot of Hispanics - not a lot, but there are a 
few and I've never associated with them much, for some 
reason or another. I've never gotten into their 
programs. I don't believe in affirmative action, and all 
that" (1116). 

Ouery: ... 1 was just wondering if any of your activities here 
on campus have been related to the Office of Minority 
Student Affairs, the Minority Action Council, or any of 
those? 

#2: No, I haven't even looked into it. Why?, I don't 
know .... See that goes along with my idea of getting to 
know as many different kinds of people as you can so I 
didn't hang out too much with other Hispanics. There's a 
whole bunch of people out there. 

Students who used the services of OMSA reported participation in 

as many as eight different types of programs. Nine used the Office of 

Minority Student Affairs for advising. The type of advising reported 

was more personal counseling than academic. The OMSA peer advising 

program, where a freshman student is paired with an upperclassman who 

serves as a personal advisor, appeared as an important contact point for 

the students. 

Well, my peer advisor .... when I have a problem, I'll still go 
to her. I haven't gone to any other advisor. I go to her (#19). 
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When I first came here I had a peer counselor. That was kind of 
nice because I met with her twice a month and I talked about 
school and what's going on and ... she reminded me about certain 
things - "Hey, remember this is due next week, make sure you get 
this in," and "Financial aid applications are out." That was kind 
of nice, just meeting with her (#10). 

I did talk to a peer advisor for two semesters, which was my 
freshman year, because I guess they figure that everything is so 
new, that we might just feel out of place or insecure and so 
forth, so that kind of helped ... (#15). 

Students also reported using the Office of Minority Student Affairs for 

other personal and academic advising. The office became a "safe place" 

on campus for these students to go: 

There's a lot of people within OMSA that make you feel really at 
ease and make you feel it's okay to fail - not that it's okay to 
fail, but don't drop out. There's always some kind of help that 
you can get like tutoring in just about everything (#15) . 

. the first semester we used to have lunch ... in Old Main, it 
was downstairs and we would always go eat lunch there. And there 
would be a group that always gathered there ... (#13) . 

. . . 1 think they become a friend to you and they're real 
concerned with how you're doing. If you have any problems, 
they'll try to help you out, "Let's try to work this out.". . I 
think that the whole Minority Student Affairs Office is really 
helpful (1110). 

I think certain offices aren't that way, like OMSA, you can really 
go there and feel comfortable. They help you out. But if that 
wasn't there ... ? (#7). 

The attitudes of the students toward the programs confirm the 

findings of other studies (Astin and Burciaga, 1981; CHEM, 1982; 

University of California, 1975; and Vasquez, 1982) that programs 

responsive to the needs of hispanic students and designed to provide 

emotional support contribute to persistence. 
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Students also used other services not specifically designed for 

minority students. Those mentioned most frequently were the Career and 

Placement Center and the counseling provided by psychologists in the 

Student Counseling Service. Students used the Career and Placement 

services, especially to find employment. Three students were able to 

find summer employment with companies in their major fields and, from a 

summer employer, one student received an offer of a position upon 

completion of her bachelor's degree. Others reported using the services 

of the department to begin the job-search process as they entered their 

senior year. 

One man and three women reported experiencing problems which 

caused them to seek help beyond the counseling/advising provided by the 

OMSA office. These students met with psychologists for personal 

counseling. Two cases had to do with personal, family-related problems 

and two were primarily for vocational guidance. 

Chacon, et al. (1982) found that minority students were as likely 

to use minority services as they were those available to all students. 

That finding is consistent with this study wherein the women used 

services available to both minority students and all students while the 

men were more selective. Of the five men in the study only two reported 

using services provided by the Office of Minority Student Affairs, and 

those services were delivered unsolicited to the students. One man 

mentioned learning of things occurring on campus from the OMSA 

newsletter, while the other received a scholarship funded through the 

OMSA office. Differential use of services by gender has been noted by 
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other researchers. Hernandez (1980) found differences between male and 

female perceptions of the services and Chacon, et al. (1982) made 

recommendations about minority women in minority service programs. 

Comments by the men reflect an internal process discussed earlier 

in the Self and Acculturation areas of the Personal Factors analysis: 

I think it [affirmative action] places people. The problem with 
that is that these quotas for getting minority students - like 
this one doctor said, "You've got to get them in here." I'm like, 
"No, you don't have to get anybody in here." Look, you want to 
help these people? Help them from when they're young, from when 
they're in grade school. Because it does no one any good, it does 
DQ Qng any good - barely squeak by grade school, barely squeak by 
junior high, go into high school, get a low "C" average, and then 
offer them this wonderful program. They've never studied. They 
probably have mostly auto mechanic background anyway. They've 
been training themselves-for a technical degree. Why in the hell 
waste the money (#16). 

Some people just can't believe that I pretty much hold a prejudice 
against my own kind. Like I say, they give me a bad name (#9). 

~: 
113 : 

Ouery: 
113 : 

You've never been into the OMSA office for anything? 
No, I haven't. It's funny, because I get those 
newsletters all the time from OMSA .... 1 don't know 
why, but I'm just not interested in going over there to 
their meetings. If I have something else to do, working 
out or if I've got to work - I don't ~now, honestly, why. 

So you really haven't had the need? 
Yeah, I guess so. Maybe if I did have a problem, they 
would probably be the first people I'd go see. 

Analysis of the students' comments on the availability of support 

services showed that the services were important to persistence. How 

the students find out about and make connections with those services is 

also noteworthy. Summer bridge programs are critical to acquaint 

students with services. After entry, students continue to learn of 

services primarily from other students. The importance of services 
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specifically for minority students was more important to the women, but, 

as noted in the Chacon, et a1. (1982) study, the availability of campus 

services for all students is also important to minorities. This study 

indicates that services not specifically for minority students may be of 

greater importance to men than to women. 

Student/Instructor Interaction. 

Although the students seemed to be favorably impressed with the 

services available to them through the various student affairs offices, 

they were less complimentary when they spol~e of their interactions with 

the faculty. This was immediately evident when the students were asked 

what they would do, or to whom they would go to if they had B.n academic 

problem. Responses came in three areas. First, for emotional support: 

Probably to OMSA. But I think my freshman year, I would have went 
to my mom. But she didn't always know what to do in those 
situations (#12). 

First I'll try to figure it out on my own. And then I'll go to my 
mom .... She can always make me feel good emotionally and then 
from there I'll decide whether I need to go to the instructor . 
. . . Or I'll talk to a student, if anything, first (#15). 

If you have a problem, pretty much, you can always go and see 
someone [New Start] about it and they would be willing to talk to 
you and I think, with this mess [the university], that's great 
(#13). 

Second, for academic support: 

Another student. And if there's a T.A. [teaching assistant] for 
that class, I'll go straight to the T.A. I feel much more 
comfortable than going to the instructor (#19). 

My English T.A., she's a doctoral student or something, she helped 
me out even with other classes I think. Mostly English teachers, 
because I think they're easier to talk to (#11). 

Well, I've gone to see an advisor in my college (#4). 



If I was comfortable with asking a friend, I'd ask him. If he 
didn't know, I'd go to the professor (#8). 

Probably a friend first. And then the instructor (#1). 

And third, to look within themselves: 
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But that's one thing I never thought about - who would I turn to 
in academics, because I don't really turn to anybody. I kind of 
struggle through it myself (#18). 

I don't know what to do, because I do have one and I don't 
know ... (#17, crying). 

I don't know if I would go to anyone. If I were failing a class, 
if I did bad, I think I would just bear down hard (#14). 

Noteworthy is the fact that not one student responded that the first 

place they would go to with an academic problem was to the instructor: 

I would dread going to my teacher, but if I didn't understand it, 
I had to go. I'd put it off. Especially if I didn't like the 
teacher #(11). 

Let's just say I try real hard to avoid going to a professor. 
Especially in class, if they're rude. I just get intimidated 
(#19). 

Students' comments about their instructors show that the students' 

attitudes toward them are the reason for this avoidance: 

I think that in the time I have been here I have had only one 
teacher who has been really, really good and I tell you that was 
my first semester (#13). 

A lot of the instructors also didn't make good sense and it was 
really discouraging to know that at one time you're paying good 
money to get something out of it, and yet you can't find a good 
instructor or a good professor. ·A1l the instructors I had weren't 
interesting. It seemed like they were just going up there, doing 
their job, and getting out and they didn't care about anything 
else (#15). 

I don't like a lot of professors. They're very arrogant, or do 
not understand why some people would not be interested in what 
they're teaching. They consider themselves always excellent 
speakers, when they're boring as hell at times. Most professors 
are like that (#16). 
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There may be many reasons the students think poorly of the 

faculty, but the reason these students presented most strongly was what 

they perceived to be the attitude of instructors towards them: 

There were a few classes where you asked [for help] and it was 
more like you were being a nuisance to them than anything. After 
that I would just - if it was in that class, I wouldn't even 
bother. I would rather ask someone that was in the class, who 
would help, than I would ask them. And trying to get to the 
professor was sometimes a little more difficult than the trouble 
it was worth to get there! So sometimes I didn't even bother 
(1120) . 

The statistics professor here for [class omitted] is a jerk-off. 
I went in and asked him a question. He was like [his attitude 
conveyed], "I have better things to do than talk to you" (1/16). 

If I have a question, I'll see the professor about it. They're 
not going to escape. One way or another, I'll run them down (#3). 

Perhaps the most revealing observation about student attitudes 

toward the insLructors is their confusion over the instructor's role. 

In the quotations above, the students variously refer to their 

"instructors," "teachers," and "professors." This lack of recognition 

was repeated throughout the interviews. At times, when asked about a 

"professor," students would even speak of student services 

administrators. 

Positive comments about professors were mainly about those 

encountered in the students' major fields after passage through the 

trials of the large, lower division classes. 

That's one real good thing, it's a real open door policy in the 
department [her major] and that is just super, it helps me a lot, 
being friends with my professors .... Arts and Sciences is 
really cold. Closed door policy. You can get an appointment 
about a week or a month in advance before they talk to you. In 
[major department] you can just go in and sit down and talk to 
them (111). 
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This distinction between classes in the major and earlier classes makes 

the recognition of freshman and sophomore students by their instructors 

important. It is also noteworthy that no student mentioned having a 

hispanic instructor in their major field. 

Fourteen students mentioned hispanic instructors. Predictably, 

seven of them were teaching Spanish, bilingual education or Mexican 

American Studies classes. That students recognized the scarcity of 

hispanic instructors is obvious: when asked about them, they responded: 

"Just one in my Spanish classes" (f/18); "Yes, for my Spanish classes" 

(fIlS); "Spanish instructors, first semester Spanish" (1114); "Yeah, I 

think in my Spanish classes" (fIll); "In my Spanish classes" (f/8); "Yes, 

in Bilingual Education and in Mexican American Studies" (117); and 

" .my Spanish teachers, both of them" (114). 

Eleven students took classes through the Mexican American Studies 

(MAS) department. These classes were entirely optional; students took 

them to fulfill general-education requirements or by choice, and they 

seemed to have special significance: 

I saw MAS, found out what it was and felt that it would be the 
place for me to go (1121). 

I just signed up for one this semester. That's not something you 
need, so I wanted to take one and finally I got into one of them 
at least. We'll see how that goes. I'm sure I'll like 
it .... Just to see what they have to say, or what I didn't know 
about our culture. (1117) . 

. . . because I wanted to learn more. I feel like I should know 
more about my culture. I'm proud to be a Mexican-American, but I 
don't know enough about it. I'd like to know more (1110). 
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Other researchers (Arce, 1978; Haro, 1983; Lopez, et a1.; 1976; 

Salas, 1981; and Zarate, 1983) have noted that the presence of hispanic 

studies programs and departments is important to the persistence and 

success of Mexican-American students. In this study, student 

commitments showed the depth of meaning of the existence of this 

program: "It's important to know chicano history and be with others 

like myself" (#7). That the presence of the program alone had an impact 

on students can be seen in one student who expressed regret because she 

did not take a Mexican-American Studies class, "I really should have 

taken something because of my background ... " (1/5). 

The students also spoke highly of their hispanic instructors. 

This praise was not entirely related to the subject matter the Hispanics 

taught; rather it was related to the students' feeling of personal 

comfort. For example: 

Just by taking the class, he [the hispanic instructor] kind of 
influenced - there was a lot of talking about Hispanics in a 
negative way and how we were suppressed and how we were looking at 
it in that form. I think in little ways, he kind of encourages 
(#10). 

Olivas (1978) and Arce (1918) both found the lack of hispanic 

faculty was a barrier to the persistence of hispanic students. In this 

study the presence of Hispanics on the faculty was inspirational for 

students, replicating the findings of those earlier studies. Students 

spoke with great enthusiasm for both the hispanic instructors and the 

classes they taught: 

" ... 1 learned more than I did in other classes that were 
similar. . . I don't know if that was because he [the instructor] 
was hispanic, or because he was just a better teacher" (1120). 
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"She [the hispanic instructor] was great. She was wonderful. She 
was so - in fact, I was there every day. . .. if I had nothing 
else to do, I would go see her before class when she was in her 
office. Just sit there and ask about things" (1/19). 

Contact with Hispanics in positions of respect, other than 

instructors, was important to the some of the students as well. One 

spoke of an acquaintance, "I know somebody from Law College. I really 

look up to him. He's a doctor there and he's hispanic" (fI10). The 

importance of role modeling and personal attention is seen also in the 

impact of hispanic student services professionals on the students' 

lives: 

I've talked to ... [hispanic student services worker] and he's 
never ever let me give up. He's always told me, "Just do this and 
that, whatever you have to do" (filS). 

I think ... [hispanic student services worker] has helped me to 
strive a little harder. And to stay to keep on going (#12) . 

. . . people like ... [two hispanic student 
seeing them it kind of gets me motivated. 
does take work. It's not easy. If you've 
really put the time into it (#10). 

services workers] just 
It can be done. It 
got the effort and 

And four spoke of one particular hispanic student services employee, 

echoing the sentiment, "It makes me feel good and I think somebody like 

that I can trust" (1/21). 

Someone to trust served as an anchor in the large impersonal 

university. Conversely, students spoke often of the negative impact of 

class size upon their interaction with instructors: 

I never had a teacher where I would really see them. They'd 
recognize me, maybe, with a smaller class, but never with a huge 
class. They didn't know who I was (#17). 

That was my biggest problem, my first two years of college, just 
adjusting to the classroom size. Everything seemed so impersonal, 
between myself and the professors and other students (#9). 
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Although other researchers (Arce, 1978; Baeza, Lopez, et al., 1976; 

Madrazo-Peterson & Rodriguez, 1978; Olivas, 1978; and Reyes, 1977) have 

noted the importance of the presence of hispanic professionals, this 

study found that personal contact, regardless of ethnicity, had an 

effect. Ten mentioned people who had helped them by name. That the 

students would single out a few specific people from all those they had 

come in contact with at the university shows the enduring meaning of 

these contacts. Six people named were Anglo, four were Hispanic and, as 

already noted, one Hispanic was mentioned four times. Four were from 

the Office of Minority Student Affairs, three from other student 

services offices, and three were instructors. 

Only three students spoke of nonhispanic instructors by name. One 

was the student's major professor, and two were instructors of lower 

division general education classes. The study by Madrazo-Peterson & 

Rodriguez (1978) indicated that hispanic students frequently felt Anglo 

faculty were insensitive to their needs. Baeza (1980) and Reyes (1977) 

found that Anglo faculty were not prepared or able to give the support 

and encouragement necessary to hispanic students. One student felt this 

lack of cultural understanding most directly. She related her 

experience: 

When I had English, I went and talked to her [the instructor] 
... because my aunt had passed away. Then when someone passed 
away in Mexican families, we have to go ... so I went with my 
mom ... to Texas. I told her [the instructor] that, because I 
handed in one of my essays late. She wrote on the back of my 
paper, I even saved it, that she did not believe my story and that 
if one of my papers ever comes in late again, that all my papers 
will be knocked down one grade (#17). 
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In general, the responses of these students indicate that personal 

interest by instructors has merit, regardless of differences in language 

and culture, "I like the kind of professors that ... honestly , really 

want you to learn something, that really are concerned for you. They 

make the class interesting" (#14). Other comments also illustrate the 

importance of personal recognition for the students. One, speaking of 

his nonhispanic major professor said, "I had a problem with my last 

paper, and today he pulled me aside and asked me why I always self-

destruct at the end of terms" (#16). And others: 

I remember I did run into a few obstacles where I really didn't 
know where to turn, or who to turn to. I gave him [Anglo student 
services worker] a call. He was really good in helping me out. I 
guess he was a counselor, in a sense. He helped steer me in a 
couple right directions (#9). 

He ... [an Anglo instructor] recognizes who I am and he goes out 
of his way to make sure that I do understand things (#3). 

Although research suggests greater representation of hispanic 

faculty and administrators is necessary to the success of hispanic 

students (Lopez, et aI, 1976) and the positive impact of hispanic role 

models has been shown (Arce, 1978; Olivas, 1978), it seems that the 

critical factor is that someone takes an interest in these students. It 

has been shown that such personal interest contributes to hispanic 

student persistence. 

Indeed, faculty/student contact was found to be one of the most 

important determinants of hispanic student retention in several studies 

(Amodeo & Martin, 1982; Gutierrez, 1981; and Rendon, 1986), and those 

conclusions are echoed in the importance of the personal recognition 



162 

reported by these students. This study also suggests that the presence 

of Hispanics in administrative positions on campus influences hispanic 

students. The presence of Mexican American Studies programs is also 

important to student persistence (Arce, 1978; Haro, 1983; Lopez, et al.; 

1976; Salas, 1981; and Zarate, 1983), although the importance in this 

study is confounded with the influence of hispanic role models because 

those classes were also taught by hispanic instructors. 

Academic Experiences. 

Academic experiences of another kind result when personal student 

characteristics interact with the institutional environment. Each of 

these students enrolled at one institution all four years and during 

that time went through great personal growth and change, both caused by 

and affecting their academic experiences. Because of this change over 

time, the study examined academic experiences first on the basis of data 

reported by year of enrollment, and second, on less time dependent 

topics. 

Freshman Experiences. 

These students characterized their freshman year in three areas: 

adjustment, institution size, and grades. Adjectives used to describe 

their initial feelings at the university are revealing: "scary," 

"panic," and "shock." 

It's real scary coming in as freshmen and not knowing [anyone] - I 
can just imagine being out of state ... (#7). 

But that first [year] - it was just one panic after the other for 
a while (fJ6). 
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But it was scary at first, but once, as the days went by, you just 
go with the flow, you just take it one day at a time (l~). 

· .. it's kind of a shock, especially when you get into classes 
(#14). 

These fears were based in the transition to the large institution, 

the students' second theme. The effect of the class sizes has already 

been discussed as a barrier to student/instructor interaction, but the 

sheer size of the institution also affected the attitude and persistence 

of the students: 

No matter how upset you get, or how much you bitch, you're just 
like one person in the whole thing, so it's not going to make a 
difference (#21). 

You just really feel like a number. Everything is recorded by 
your number. It was kind of overwhelming, how big it [the 
university] was (#14). 

The first semester, was adjusting to a big classroom ... that was 
really hard. I felt like one little soul in the middle of 
everybody (#10). 

· .. it was a shock for me, just to walk into the classroom. The 
classroom setting was unbelievable atmosphere. I was taking a 
chemistry class and there must have been 400 students in there. 
And then I went into a psychology class, there was probably 8 to 
900 (#9). 

The impact of their transition to the university and its size is 

evidenced by the manner in which students spoke of their adjustment to 

the institution: 

· .. 1 would say that probably the first semester was probably the 
hardest for me, just adjusting (#10). 

I don't think I really accepted I was in college like the rest. I 
thought I was different than anybody else and I was just having 
problems associating myself with school (#21) . 

. . it was harder adjusting from a small environment to something 
a lot bigger (#11). 
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Just the work load. It was overwhelming sometimes. In some 
classes, there's just so much that they expect of you. It took me 
some time getting used to (#4). 

This adjustment also affected academic life. For most of the 

students, adjustment problems in the first year resulted in low grades: 

I guess that one semester, whole, entire semester, was just a bad 
experience .... second semester, freshman year. If I could take 
a semester and just throw it away, I'd throw that one away (#7) . 

. . my freshman year, that one semester I did horrible ... 
(#14). 

Several studies (Chacon, et a1., 1982; Trujillo, 1981; and Salas, 

1981) examined the relationship of academic performance and hispanic 

student persistence. In this study thirteen students ended their 

freshman year with cumulative grade-point averages below 2.5, and five 

of those were below 2.0. Although Trujillo (1981) found low grades to 

be the most significant academic factor affecting the attrition of 

Mexican-American students, these students did not drop out of school. 

Their comments about their grades again indicated their commitment: 

I failed two classes, but I didn't drop them, but I never wanted 
to quit. I figured I can always do better, but I probably should 
have dropped the classes (#20). 

You'll find out when you see my transcript, how bad I did that 
second semester of my freshman year. But after that, it scared me 
enough right there - I saw those grades and I was just terrified 
(#14). 

My freshman year I just would go·out. I didn't do so well my 
first semester, because I got to know everybody and we did things 
(#12). 

My second semester, I just went wild .... My first semester I 
studied and studied and studied. My second semester I had all my 
social life in one semester (#11). 
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In each case students suffered a setback, yet they not only affirm 

their lack of success, but also offer a rationale for it. These 

rationales do not offer an excuse for poor performance; instead they 

show they understand why they did not do well. As one student 

summarized: "My freshmen yearl . .You learn from your mistakes, and I 

made quite a few that year I " (#20). As the quotations show, these 

students did learn from their freshman year academic experiences 

perhaps not in course content - but about themselves, and the 

university. 

Eight of the students ended the freshman year with grade-point 

averages above 2.5. Their comments also show they understood their 

relatively successful performance: 

... my freshman year, I think I did real well, because you have 
that pressure where - everyone used to tell me, "Your freshman 
year you always do bad because you're new to the system and 
classes are different." I guess I had to prove everyone wrong. 
At that time I had friends where we were all into study and doing 
well (#19) . 

. . . 1 think I was really ready, really prepared academically for 
my freshman classes, so I really didn't have any problems here my 
freshman year (#3). 

And yet, others simply recognized their performance and offered no 

evidence of understanding. 

My first year was really good (#7). 

Basically, my first semester, I made it. I didn't get weeded out 
(#10). 

In fact my first semester I did real well as far as grades turned 
out. In fact I think it's probably been my best semester, which 
is kind of odd (#8). 
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Sophomore Experiences. 

The students' sophomore year was characterized by academic 

problems. Ten students had grade-point averages under 2.5 and seven had 

at least one semester below 2.0. Once again some students explained 

their poor performance: 

My sophomore first semester. I was dating then ... We didn't get 
much studying done. We didn't get much of anything done, until 
maybe mid-November when I realized that my grades were going to 
get - I think my grades were okay, but it was just a whole waste 
of a - I don't think I learned anything that semester except how 
to get your grades up in two weeks (#7). 

My sophomore year, I guess meeting different people from different 
places - there were times when I wouldn't study at all (#19). 

Others still appeared to have no rationale for their performance: 

.... my sophomore year, I had a terrible semester. I didn't get 
very good grades at all (#2). 

I think if I had to pick a point, that's probably one of the 
points [sophomore year] where if somebody really would have told 
me to consider getting out of school, I might have. Thank God 
there wasn't anybody there to tell me that! (#21). 

In his 1981 study, Salas found the grade-point averages of two-

thirds of the dropouts were above 2.0. Just as low grades the first 

year did not cause the students in this study to drop out, it cannot be 

said that doing better academically caused the others to persist. 

Awareness of a rationale for their academic performance, good or bad, 

appears as a contributory factor to the level of commitment of the 

students in this study. Therefore, commitment appears here a more 

salient indicator of persistence than grades in the freshman and 

sophomore years. 
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Junior and Senior Experiences 

By the third year the students for the most part, had adjusted to 

the university and the academic regimen. This shift came subtly. 

First, class sizes became smaller: 

Usually being an auditorium class, there's not - they don't even 
know who you are anyway. When I have been in smaller classes, 
which is now more recently in my junior/senior year type ... I'm 
on more familiar terms with the profs. (#21). 

Second, students had become acquainted with the academic environment and 

what they had to do to survive: 

The third year I did well again and got all my "As" and a "B" this 
last semester. . .it's all been very consistent from there on 
out (#14). 

The adjustment to the university manifested itself, for most, in better 

grades and greater stability of the grade-point average. This change 

was accounted for by a recognition of two primary areas, better study 

habits and an understanding of the bureaucratic system of the 

institution. When students spoke of their study habits the change was 

obvious: 

.study habits, that's one thing I had to learn to adjust to. 
It's not like everyone saying you should study tonight or you 
can't go out, because it's all up to you now (#1). 

While this change did not occur overnight, for most of the students, it 

had happened by the junior year. It occurred when the students 

recognized that the university environment required an effort beyond 

their previous assumptions. For some this recognition was subtle: 

The only adjustment I've had to make is it's more than just 
studying. It's more than just memorizing the work. You actually 
have to learn this stuff. You can't just memorize it. It's not 
just an hour of studying, it's more than that, it's three to four 
hours. It's just having to organize your time around it (#7). 
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Second semester I hardly studied at all, but after that, when my 
grades went down ... and I got put on probation, I thought maybe 
it was time to clean up my act. A couple of semesters later ... 1 
switched to interior design, my grades went up and the following 
semester I was on the Dean's list, which kind of boosted my 
confidence a little bit. And after that ... I'd spend at least 5-
6 hours a night doing homework, if not more, after work (#20), 

While for others it was most conscious: 

In high school ... it was so easy, I got "As" all the time. I 
tried doing that the first semester and ended up [getting] "es" 
and "Ds." You think, "You don't have to study, it's just the 
same." And it's not, you really had to get into your work <f/17). 

I was in ... a social organization, my freshman year. And I 
really enjoyed it ... 1 found it took time away from my studying, 
that I didn't like .... That was a lot of fun, but it just didn't 
seem like it was paying me back in the same way that I was paying 
that. It was taking away from my school, studies primarily (#18). 

As noted in the last quotation, the study behaviors change 

resulted in a sacrifice of some leisure or social activities. Better 

study habits also contributed to the distance addressed earlier in the 

discussion of the Human Support structure where college attendance 

created a distance between the students, and their family and high 

school friends. 

Students found they did not have the time to accomplish everything 

they wished and their sacrifices were directly related to their studies. 

The students were aware of this change in behavior and foregone 

opportunities, perhaps not at the time they occurred, but after it had 

happened: 

.1'11 do really poorly because I haven't been spending enough 
time. Then I sort of get jolted back into reality. I'm pretty 
good about saying, "No, I can't do that because I have to study," 
if I really need to. Hitting the books is important. Life should 
take second [place] (#11). 



Kind of hard to stay at home because I want to watch TV and do 
everything else but study (#17). 
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I've had some high school friends, "Wow, why are you in school?" 
... At first it was hard, "Let's go out." "I can't, I have to do 
my homework." So that's when we drifted. I'm not as close. I 
established new friends, college friends, that know what I'm going 
through and we study together ... (#10). 

Having to work to help with the expense of college also was an 

infringement upon the time needed to study: 

... it was hard because I'd have to come home after work and stay 
up until 3 or 4:00 in the morning doing my assignments and then 
get up and go to school at 6:00 (#20). 

If I didn't have to work so much, I could spend more time on my 
studies. I think that's my biggest problem. I find myself - I'm 
so organized that every block of my time is all set up. I get up 
in the morning at 6:00, I can do some reading then, I take a 
shower, I go to school, get to work, work, get home, have half an 
hour to eat and then I watch TV and get right to my books. All my 
time is blocked off. I know if there was less time and I didn't 
need ~o work, I would have more time to study (#18). 

Time management became an important factor in the change in study 

habits. Recognition of the need for time to study and learning to 

manage it was part of the adjustment to the university and became a 

necessary ingredient in study habits: 

.it's hard to equalize it [time] between each class. That's 
what I've been finding real hard. I keep saying to myself, fl • 

. you/ve got to spend time equally on all your classes, whether you 
like them or not" (1/18). 

I baSically know that I/ve got to put 2-3 hours a night into 
studying. So I know that from about 7:00 until about 10:30 or 11, 
I/ve got to study. I'll turn the TV off. If I know I want to 
watch a special program, I either start earlier or I know I have 
to stay up a little later to do it (#10). 

Students also come to see the relationship of study habits to 

academic success. Along with the recognition of the need for study time 

came the awareness of the need for a place to study: 
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I knew when I had to study I couldn't study like I used to study 
in high school, in front of the TV set and st~ff. If I wanted to 
learn something, I had to leave my house and come to the library 
Or something. At home, I couldn't [study] unless I stayed up real 
late when everybody else went to sleep. Then I'd only fall asleep 
at the table anyway. So I'd have to come and find someplace quiet 
and just associate that place with study (#21). 

What I'll do is, if I don't want to come way out here [to the 
university] to study at the library, I'll just go to one of the 
public libraries around my neighborhood and I'll [stay there] 
until they go to bed, and then I'll just go home and study in the 
kitchen .... when I have to study on the weekend, or when I have 
exams coming up, I'll go to the medical library, because it's 
really peaceful there, compared to here (#15). 

This awareness of the necessary time and place to study is, again, 

related to areas noted in the Personal Factors analysis. The home 

environment and the financial need to work had a direct impact on the 

change in, and management of, study habits. 

Along with their adjustment to the university and learning to 

study, the students also had to learn the bureaucracy of the 

institution. Leon (1975) noted that limited facility with the higher-

education bureaucracy was a primary reason for the departure of Mexican 

American students. While all incoming college 3tudents must learn an 

entirely new system, the Mexican-American students in this study faced 

additional trouble early in their academic lives just by not knowing 

"how" to get things accomplished. This was most evident in two areas, 

financial aid and dropping classes, both of which entailed paperwork 

processes the students had to learn: 

I failed one class here. Just because of financial aid, I 
couldn't drop it (#19). 

I didn't even know about it [dropping classes] until my sophomore 
year .... 1 was talking to this friend of mine ... and he was 
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telling me if I wasn't doing well I could just drop the course and 
not to put that pressure on me (#15) . 

. 1 was on scholarship, so I couldn't go below. If I had 
dropped it, I would have gone below full-time status (#14). 

· .. my first semester I was going to drop one class. I was under 
the impression that I couldn't drop it, because I was on a 
scholarship and I needed 12-13 units to keep my scholarship (#3). 

At the time of the interview, during their fourth year, the 

students had recognized the bureaucracy that characterized the 

institution: 

I think ... there's a system here. There has to be. It's not 
like students are manufacturing here, come in one part of the 
system and get spit out at the end. But there's definitely a 
system (lf2). 

· .. there's just a lot of stuff you have to get through (#13). 

"It's really a huge university, and it's not getting any smaller. 
· .. A lot of times you feel just like another number. I'm not 
so sure there's anything you can do about it. You've just got to 
play by the rules. I think there is some - I feel like there is 
some bureaucracy (#3). 

Their disdain for it was apparent: 

· .. there's a lot of bullshit here. I think the system could be 
more improved (#1). 

I think there's a lot of red tape and bullshit that goes on around 
here, especially in the admin[istrative] part (#21). 
I really don't like the U of A too much. The thing is, there's 
too many stupid rules (#8). 

Students gave examples of experiences with the bureaucracy: "You 

have to go through this person, take it to that one, this office. 

(#11). And several went at on at length describing the bureaucratic 

"run around" they had experienced: 

When I was changing majors .... 1 went ... [to the Dean's office] 
and the lady told me, "No, you're supposed to be at the .. 
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downstairs. So I went downstairs and I filled out all the 
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papers ... and she [the lady] comes back and says, " ... you're 
not a student here ... You're going to have to bring me proof that 
you are actually a student." So I had to go to get my transcripts 
and a copy of my last report card and I came back and she says, 
"I'm sorry, we've lost all your paperwork. You're going to have 
to go back and fill it out allover again." By this time I was 
getting a little upset and about a week later I WD.S finally able 
to switch my major ... (#20). 

In spite of the animosity the students felt toward the 

bureaucrati.c nature of the institution, they reported developing 

strategies which helped them to survive the problem periods: 

.. you have to adapt to the system (#10). 

I haven't had a lot of problems. I just do things on time and 
usually it works out okay (#14). 

I've learned to work around it (#18). 

To a certain extent I understand some things better than others. 
I mean, you know how to get around it (#13). 

Often students resolved their problems by accepting the inevitable 

and simply resigned themselves to the fact that bureaucratic problems 

were inevitable: 

I still don't understand it, but I know how to play it and I know 
not to get as upset. The first couple of years I was here, I 
would just leave the administration building very upset. But now 
I go in and when I get shuffled from one window to the next after 
standing in line for half an hour, I just kind of roll with the 
punches, because I know there's nothing I can do about it (#21) . 
. . . understand the system, work within it and try not to go 
around it. You've just got to go with it and don't think you're 
any different than anybody else (#10). 

If you learn how to adapt, how to adjust to the system, how to 
play by the rules of the game, you can do alright. It's just a 
matter of - like the saying, "Survival of the fittest." You just 
try and survive, I guess (#3). 

At times the students were less accepting: 
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... you can't be timid. If you want something, you've got to 
tell them. You can't ask them, you've got to tell them. You've 
almost got to shake them up a little bit to get things done. If 
you don't shake them up, they'll just, "Okay, we're going to dump 
him off." It doesn't get done tomorrow. You've got to shake them 
up. I guess that's the advice that I'd give, if you want 
something done, you've got to be sure that it gets done, and the 
only way for you to do it is to actually see it get done, as far 
as administration goes (#8). 

After the initial adjustment to the institution in the freshmen 

and sophomore years, the students learned the system or bureaucratic 

process of the school. Understanding the paperwork process and using 

it, however, did not always work to the students' advantage. 

Many students were successful, to a degree, in manipulating the 

drop/add system to benefit their grade-point average: 

Yeah, I dropped two. When I changed my major, dropped that 
English class, and then another class that was unnecessary, so I 
just took "Ws" (1/11) . 

. . . 1 audited one. I never failed a course. I audited a course 
because I was going to get a "C" in it. I didn't want a "C" ... 1 
wasn't failing it (#1) . 

. . . 1 got a "0" and I wanted to take it again to bring up my GPA, 
but I wasn't doing any better, so I dropped it ... 1 probably 
would have gotten a "C" in the class, but it wouldn't have helped 
me. So I took a "W". . . The second one I dropped ... was really 
weighing me down in my other classes. I thought if I dropped it I 
can bring up my other grades .... But I think if I would have 
stuck it out, I might have done okay, but my other grades would 
have suffered. So it gets a little crazy (#12). 

In contrast, pride sometimes impeded their use of the drop/add 

system. Theses students recognized the "system," and their comments 

indicate that they understood the advantage of working within it. 

However, their pride would not allow it: 

I have' never dropped a class. There's been times when I wanted to 
drop a class, because it was tough, but I said, "I'm not going to 
qui t," so I kept taking the class (118). 
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I was always taught not to quit something. You just don't quit, 
you finish it out. You never quit. No matter how much you hate 
it, you stick it out. I wasn't tuned into the fact that I could 
change, transfer to another section, get another instructor. 
Right away you do that, you don't wait around to see what's going 
to happen. If you don't like them, you go. Well, I didn't do 
that. I stuck it out (#14). 

I failed two classes, but I didn't drop them. I probably should 
have dropped them, but I never wanted to quit. I figured I can 
always do better, but I probably should have dropped the classes 
(#20). 

Whether because of their pride or their ignorance of the system, 

it is still surprising that these students did not take greater 

advantage of the drop/add system. Four students never dropped a class, 

three dropped only one class, and two dropped only two classes. This 

infrequent use of the drop/add system seems remarkable in such a large 

institution where instructors and class choice in the first two years is 

both vast and, largely, random. 

Frustration with the way the university system worked created a 

barrier to persistence. Two quotations show the pressure, created by 

the system, that students confronted: 

~: 
//4: 

~: 
//17 : 

Did the system work against you? 
Sometimes. Not to the point where it made me want to 
quit, but to people it's an obstacle. Stresses that you 
don't need to go through. The bother. You have to have 
a certain piece of paper. 

Did the system at the U of A work against you? 
I've learned how to avoid all that and just try to 

do it on my own and not ask anyone for help, because I 
don't know anyone to help me. 

Each represents a different level of pressure. The first shows "bother" 

and exemplifies the stress resulting from problems the students faced. 

The second includes a sense of hopelessness, and shows how the 
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bureaucratic organization of the institution presents barriers which the 

students must overcome. Both echo the finding of the Leon (1975) study 

that Mexican-American students "lack knowledge concerning the mundane, 

everyday world of the university" (p. 7). 

Summary. 

The institutional factors that influenced the persistence of these 

students are related to their academic preparation, their use of 

available student services, student/instructor interaction, and their 

academic experiences. 

The commonalities in the area of academic preparation that were 

reported by students included lower grades, difficulty of academic 

rigor, insecurity over preparation, comparing themselves to others, and 

a loss of self esteem. They dealt with these barriers by meeting them 

individually. Important to that interaction were the commitment and 

human support already noted in the discussion of personal factors. 

Previous research has shown that student attitudes toward service 

programs are important to student adjustment and persistence. A bridge 

program between high school and college - in this study New Start and 

orientation programs - appeared to be the single most important factor 

in student transition. After the bridge program, learning about and 

making connections to services occurs primarily through the informal 

network of satisfied student customers. As noted in the Chacon, et al, 

(1982) study, services available to all students are important, but men 

were more likely than women to avoid those intended specifically for 



minority students; this different use of services by gender was 

influenced by Self and Acculturation, as discussed earlier. 
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The dynamic of the student/instructor interaction in this study is 

complex. Although Tinto and Astin both emphasize the importance of 

faculty/student contact, these students did not differentiate among 

faculty levels, teaching assistants, or administrators. These students 

indicated that any personal notice by someone in a position of respect 

whether hispanic or not - has a positive influence on persistence even 

though many studies (Amodeo & Martin, 1982; Arce, 1978; Gutierrez, 1981; 

Lopez, et a1, 1976; Olivas, 1978; and Rendon, 1986) have shown the 

particular importance of hispanic institutional role models. The 

presence of the Mexican American Studies program was also meaningful to 

students, although its impact was confused with the issue of hispanic 

instructors since many instructors for those classes were Hispanics. 

This study does not discount the importance of hispanic faculty since 

students reported greater comfort with those instructors and the classes 

they taught, but it also reveals the importance of other hispanic 

professionals and personal recognition. 

Student Academic Experiences differed by year in school. In the 

freshman and sophomore years, students' experiences emphasized 

adjustment to the institution, a degree of fear about the environment, 

and low grades. Important to their persistence was an awareness of a 

reason for their good or bad academic performance. Student Commitment 

again, a personal factor and difficult to measure - appears to be a 

greater indicator of persistence than grades in the first two years. 
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Also important in adjustment to the university are time management, 

awareness of study habits, and acceptance of the bureaucratic system. 

Students had to recognize and take control of their use of time and 

their study habits. Their experiences at the institution teach them to 

deal with bureaucracy, and their ability to work within its rules 

increases with their longevity at the school. Areas noted in the 

Personal Factors analysis were critical to their Academic Experiences as 

well; Student Commitment, Human Support and Finances all surfaced again 

in this area and were important to persistence. 

Synthesis. 

The summary analysis of the institutional factors that contribute 

to student success permits a brief profile of what "archetypal" 

institutional programming should encompass. That archetype would 

include some components of each of the following: 

In their first two years students are concerned about their 

adjustment to the institution, the school's large size, and earning low 

grades. The second two years are distinguished by the students' 

recognition of their need for, and control of, time management and study 

habits. An acceptance of the bureaucratic nature of the institution 

takes place sometime in the second two years, yet the bureaucracy is a 

source of many frustrations that contribute to the students' academic 

and financial aid problems. 

Regardless of high school success, academic preparation may be 

inadequate or students may experience adjustment problems which make 



them feel unprepared. However, summer bridge programs help orient 

students to the school and -euSe t"ransition as do other available 

services. 

178 

It is important to communicate with students about available 

programs, and the informal network of students satisfied with services 

is the best source of information. Tutoring, academic advising, peer 

advising, and drop-in centers also ease the transition from high school 

to college while career information, placement and counseling services 

are important for the students to learn of options and plan career 

paths. Hispanic men and women use different services; those for 

minority students will have a greater use by the women. Hispanic role 

models in both instructional and administrative positions are important, 

but most critical to students is personal recognition. Mexican American 

Studies programs and Spanish classes can be important in introducing 

"experiential relevance" and "cultural literacy" for hispanic students 

(Anderson, 1986; Haro, 1983). 

These elements of hispanic students' college lives were identified 

from the interviews conducted in their senior year. The personal and 

institutional factors emerging from those data were also studied from s 

second perspective - the survey findings and institutional files 

available from university records. Comparisons between the interview 

and these other sources are described next. 
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Validation Through CIRP, CSEO. Student Records. and Interview Comparison 

This study used a purposive sample (Goetz & LeCompte, 1984) 

choosing subjects for whom the most data were available from the 1985 

entering freshman class. Since this study drew from concepts covered in 

the Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP) and College 

Student Experience Questionnaire (CSEQ) surveys, only those students who 

responded to both surveys were included. In the fall of 1985, 362 

full-time, first-time, freshman Hispanic students registered. Of those, 

217 participated in the CIRP prior to, or at the beginning of, the first 

semester. During the spring semester of 1986, the CSEQ was administered 

to those who had participated in the CIRP. Only forty-eight of the 217 

students responded. Of those 48 who persisted, 21 were identified when 

they registered for their fourth successive year of study, and became 

the subjects for this study. This section reports the comparisons 

between these survey data and the study's interview findings. 

The CIRP 

The Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP) is a 

national survey of entering college freshmen that has been conducted 

since 1966. First administered by the American Council on Education, it 

was transferred in 1973 to the Higher Education Research Institute at 

the University of California at Los Angeles. The CIRP freshman survey 

provides a detailed profile of each entering class that permits regional 

and national comparisons of freshmen. Data collected from each student 

include demographic characteristics, secondary school background, 
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college finances, orientation toward college, aspirations, and attitudes 

and values. For the purpose of this study, survey responses were 

selected from those areas that could be compared with data generated 

exclusively for this study. 

The CSEO 

The College Student Experiences Questionnaire (CSEQ) assesses 

student effort and involvement in several areas similar to the CIRP. It 

collects information on demographic characteristics, college activities, 

reading/writing, opinions about college and the college environment. 

Since information collected on the CSEQ is not as extensive as that 

collected on the CIRP, this study's comparisons of the CSEQ with the 

interview data were less frequent. 

Validation 

Data obtained in the interviews were the students' self-reports, 

and as such represent only their own perceptions of their college 

experiences - mostly after the fact. Because of this limitation other 

sources were needed to confirm the self-reports. In essence, the 

study's validity depended on the self-reports. Triangulation, one 

method of cross validation, supports a finding by showing that other 

information agrees with it, or at least, does not contradict it (Miles & 

Huberman, 1984). In this study a degree of validity was established 

through triangulation, a comparison of data students provided at the 

beginning of the freshmen year with interview information given in the 

fourth year. 
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Data from the CIRP and CSEQ surveys were augmented by students' 

records and both were used to triangulate with the interview data. The 

parallels among these measures are suggested by the theoretical work of 

Tinto (1975, 1987) and Astin (1984, 1985). The parallel of variables 

from Astin's model, as drawn from CIRP and CSEQ data, with those in 

Tinto's model was shown in Table 2. Using these other sources also 

provided a longitudinal aspect to the study since the CIRP and CSEQ were 

collected at the beginning of the students' college experiences and the 

student records recorded their academic progress. 

Demographic items contained in the questionnaires were easy to 

compare to the information related by the students in the interviews. 

Although some change could be expected over time in other factors, the 

demographic information should remain consistent and when the 

demographic items from the surveys were compared to the interview data 

there were no inexplicable differences noted. A measure of the 

reliability of student information is the accuracy of the self related 

characteristics provided at different points in time. 

The survey data were compared to the interview data in two areas: 

parents' education and parents' employment. The comparison of the 

reported parents' employment from the CIRP and interview data is 

presented in Table 8. The CSEQ does not ask about parent employment. 

Although there are differences in the reported data, they are 

explainable by changes that might have occurred in parent employment, for 

example from "teacher" to "retired," or in the difference of the scale 



182 

Tlbl. 8 
Parents E~loyment 

Coq>arhon of CIRP Data with Interview Data 

CIRP Int.rvlew CIRP Intervfew 
10 Fath.r Father Moth.r Moth.r 

HUlCer Career Job Career Job 

El .... 
I Teach.r R.tlred H ....... k.r Hous.wlf. 

s.c. Busfnesl Adnln. 
2 Teacher Teacher Clerk Alit. 

3 Engineer Engineer " ....... k.r Hous.wlf. 

4 -- Miner -- Seeretory 

Business Jonltorlal Craning 
5 owner S.rvlc. H ....... k.r Guard 

Skilled 
6 Trade. Miner Hanemok.r Housewlf. 

Construet. 
7 Lebor.r \/ork.r Hanemok.r Housewife 

Skll led 
8 Trade. Carpent.r H""""",ker Housewife 

Skilled M.ot 
9 Trade. Cutt.r Homemak.r Housewlf. 

10 Lebor.r R.tlred Homemak.r Housewlf. 

s ... I·Sklll Construct. Oth.r Library 
I ~ \lork.r Work.r OCcupation Aide 

Skilled Iron 
12 Trades Worker Homemak.r Housewlf. 

EI .... El .... 
13 -- Geologist T •• ch.r T.och.r 

s ... 1 Skill Truek Oth.r X Ray 
14 Worker Drlv.r OCcupation Tech. 

Oth.r Oth.r Factory 
IS OCcupation Miner OCcupation Worker 

Farm Teacher 
16 -- ForerMn -- Aide 

Oth.r City Other Factory 
17 OCcupation \/ork.r OCcupation Worker 

Flf"Mer Farmer Oth.r POltal 
Ie Ranch.r Ranch.r OCcupation \lork.r 

Canotruet. 
19 Laborer \/ork.r Homemaker Housewlf. 

Skilled Civil 
20 Trade. Service Homemaker Housewife 

Business Flnanc. 
21 becutive Co. \/ork.r lJneIq>loyed Maid 



on which the data were reported, for example, the forced choice of 

"other occupation" to the more specific vocation of "miner." 
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Similar distinctions are noted in the discrepancies for self

reported parents' education (Table 9), although there were students who 

reported less education for parents in the interview than they had 

reported in the surveys their freshman year. On the CSEQ survey, 

students' reports were consistent with the interview reports except that 

the students apparently did not consider the Associate degrees earned by 

their mothers as "college" degrees. On the CIRP, three indicated that 

one parent in each case had "some college," yet in the interview said 

that the" same parent had only a high school education or equivalent. In 

each case, these discrepancies appear minor. Although these changes 

were not probed at length it is assumed that the difference is only a 

minimal reporting error; for example, perhaps the parent had only one or 

two college classes. In any event the modification in students' reports 

is not glaring and no report indicated anything more than a minor 

difference in parent education. 

Regardless of minimal discrepancies the self-reported data are 

consistent over time. The cross validation of the student reports 

showed little deviation among the CIRP, CSEQ and interview measures. On 

this topic cross validation established a degree of validity through 

comparing the data provided at the beginning of the college experience 

to the interview data provided in the fourth year. 



Table 9. Page 1 

CIRP-
ID Father 

N...tIer EclJcuion 

College 
1 Degru 

College 
2 Degre<> 

! Some College 

4 --
5 Some College 

6 Sane College 

7 High School 

B High School 

9 High School 

Sane 

I 
10 High School 

Parents' EdJcational level 
Cooperlson of CIRP ord CSEa Dolo with Interview Oat. 

Interview- CSEa CIRP- Interview-
Father Parents' Mother MOO1 
EclJcatJon Change? College Ed EclJcation Ecb:ation Change? 

Yes .. High School 
Kasters No Father High School in Mexico No 

Yes, 
Bachelors + No Father Sane College High School Yes 

High School - No No High School High School No 

High School 7 No -- High School- 7 

High School - No No Sane College All No 

GEO Yes No High School CEO Yes 

High School GrtmnBr or High School 
in Mexico No No less in Mexico Yes 

High School - Yes No High School High School No 

Elementary Yes No High School Elementary Yes 

Sane 
El"""","ary Yes No High School Elementary Yes 

- -

(continued on page 2) 
...... 
00 
.p. 
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(contlrued fr"" page 1) 

CIRP-
10 Father 

Nlr.tler E<1Jcatlon 

S_ 
11 College 

12 High School 

13 --

14 High School 

Grenmar or 
IS Less 

16 --

11 HIgh School 

18 HIgh School 

Gramnar or 
19 less 

Saoe 
2D College 

Salle 
21 College 

Parents EdJeetl"""l Level 
Conperison of CIRP Data with Interview Data 

Interview· CSEa CIRP-
Dad Parmts Mother 
EducatIon Change? College Ed Education 

S_ 
High School+ No No College 

High School No No High School 

Yes, Graduate 
Masters ? Both D~ree 

HIgh School No No Salle College 

S_ 
High School - No No High School 

Elementary ? No --
S ..... 

CEO No No High School 

Sane 
HIgh School No No College 

Gramnar or 
HIgh School - No No less 

HIgh School 
in Mexico Tes No High School 

Grarrmar or 
HIgh School + No No less 

Mom 
Educetlon 

AA 

High School 

Bachelors + 

AA 

High School-

AA 

Element.ry 

High School+ 

HIgh School-

HIgh School 
in Mexico 

Elementary 
in Mexico 

Chenge? 

No 

No 

No 

No 

No 

? 

Tes 

No 

No 

No 

No 

I 

I 

! 

I 

I 

I 

..... 
CO 
I.J1 
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Other Comparisons 

Comparisons of other items from the surveys and interviews were 

made for verification of the self reported data and to examine change 

over time resulting from students' experiences. In these comparisons, 

factors noted in the personal and institutional analysis surface and 

were examined. 

Employment While in College. 

One area where data from both surveys were compared to interview 

data was student employment while in college. This was done both to 

examine the consistency of the students' expectations with their 

experiences and to permit a cursory comparison of the effect of working 

during school on student persistence. The CIRP includes three questions 

that dealt with student expectations regarding employment while in 

college (Good, Some, Little or No Chance). The CSEQ also elicits the 

number of work hours per week. The comparison of this information with 

the number of semesters of employment reported in the interview is 

presented in Table 10. 

In general, in the three sources of data about the students' 

predictions and their actual activities coincided. During the 

interviews all students reported working while going to college at some 

time. Eleven students indicated on the CIRP that there was a "good 

chance" they would have to find a job and, when the CSEQ was 

administered in the second semester of the freshman year, only one of 

those was not employed. Also on the CIRP, three said there was "little 
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Table 10 
Work While In College 

C""""rlson of CUP, CSEO and Intervl ... Data 

CIRP- Expectation CIRP- Expectation CIRP- expectation CSEO- TI ... Interview· 
10 Get Job to Pay Work Full-TIme WOrk OUta I de Spent Working Nl6It>er of 

Nl6It>er Expen.e. During College During College Freshman Yeor Semesters Uorked 

I Some Chance No Chance Some Chance Not Eq>loyed 4 

2 Good Chance No Chance Sane Chance .10 hrl/wk 3 

3 LIttle Chance No Chance Little Chlnce <10 hrs/wk 6 I 
I 

4 -- -- -- Not Eq>loyed 6 I 

5 Good Chance Little Chonce Good Chance IS hra/wk 8 (all) 

6 Good Chance LIttle Chance Sane Chance 15 hr&/wk 8 (all) 

I 
7 Good Chance Good Chance Good Chance Not Eq>loyed 6 

8 Good Chance Little Chance Some Chance IS hr./wk 6 

9 Good Chance No Chance Some Chance 20 hrs/wk 5 

10 Some Chance No Chance Scm:e Chance IS hrs/wk 8 (all) 

II Some Chance No Chance Some Chonce IS hra/wk 8 (oIl) 

12 Some Chance Little Chonce Some Chance <10 hrs/wk I 

13 Good Chance LIttle Chance Good Chance <10 hrs/wk 2 

14 Some Chance Little Chance No Chance IS hrs/wk 6 

15 Good Chence No Chonce Good Chance 30 hrs/wk 4 

16 -- -- -- Not Eq>loyed I 

17 LIttle Chc. .. ",. No Chance Little Chence 30 hra/wk 7 

18 Little Chance No Chonce Little Chance 20 hrs/wk 8 (all) 

19 Good Chance -- Good Chance IS hrs/wk 8 (all) 

20 Good Chlnce Little Chance -- 20 hrl/wk 8 (all) 

21 Good Chenee Good Chance Good Chonce .30 hra/wk 3 



chance" they would have to get a job to help pay expenses, yet on the 

CSEQ less than a year later all reported working. 
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The CIRP data shows that these students recognized from the 

beginning that, along with the pressure to succeed in school, they faced 

the added pressure of meeting educational costs as well as living 

expenses - the "direct" and "indirect" costs of attending college. 

Sixteen of the twenty-one indicated either a "good chance" or "some 

chance" that they would have to work. Most students reported in their 

interview that they found it difficult to work while going to school and 

would periodically stop working, but almost all had to find another job 

within a year. Employment was a financial necessity, and although it 

had an impact on both social and academic life, these students 

persisted. 

The persistence of these 21 students is contrary to the results of 

most research on Mexican-American students which indicates that those 

who must work are more likely to drop out (Astin & Burciaga, 1981; 

California Post-Secondary Education Commission, 1977; Chacon, et al., 

1982; Lopez, et al., 1976; McKinnon, et al., 1980; Munoz, 1986; NCES, 

1977; Olivas, 1986; Salas, 1981; Trujillo, 1981; Vasquez, 1982; and 

Webster, et al., 1979). Of course, the sample in this study is a 

nonrepresentational population selected by their characteristic 

persistence. It was noted earlier that those with the highest grade

point averages also had worked during most of their college years. 

Working while in school and still earning good grades is possible. 

Although not true for all in this study, it appears that, for some, 
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employment increases the chance of academic success. This paradox may 

result from the presence of student commitment and, also, be attributed 

to their ability and, perhaps, the need to manage their time, as 

discussed under Institutional Factors. 

Major and Career Goals. 

For students' majors and career goals, survey and interview data 

were compared to examine the change in students' goals over time. In 

this instance majors and career goals as reported on the CIRP and in the 

interviews were compared to the CIRP-reported expectation that they 

might change. The comparison of CIRP responses with the interview data 

is shown in Table 11. The interview responses were not expected to be 

consistent with the earlier CIRP responses; rather, it was thought the 

comparison would provide insight into the changes that students 

experienced across their years of education. 

In one item of the CIRP, students indicate their "probable career 

occupation" from the same general list of occupations on which they 

indicate parents' employment. This career information was combined with 

another item from the CIRP which provided a list of general majors from 

which students indicated their probable field of study. These responses 

show the students' expected majors and subsequent career goals at entry 

to the university. 

A later CIRP item asked students to provide their "best guess" on 

a number of items on a four-point scale: Good, Some, Little or No 

Chance. The items asked for predictions of a decision to "change major 
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10 Interview-
N~r Major 

I Food Science 

2 General Studle. 

3 EngineerIng 

4 Business 

5 auralng 

6 EcU:atlon 

7 EcU:8t1on 

a Economics 

9 EcU:ation 

10 Business 
'------- _._---

Major and Career Goals 
C""""rison of CIRP Data with Interview Oota 

CIRP- CIRP-
Probable E.pect to Interview-
Major Change Change? Career Goal 

Biology Some Chance No Food Menegement 

ElectrIcal PersCll'Y'aCt 
Engineer LI ttle Chance Te. Management 

Mechanical 
Engineering Little Chance No Ens:ineer 

-- -- 7 AccOU1tant 

Hur." Little ChIlllC" No Nursing 

Pha....,cy Some Chane" Tes EcU:.tlon 

Billnguol 
Management Good Chance Te. EcU:atlon 

Economics Some Chance No Make Money 

Athletic 
Pre Medicine Little Chance Tes Trainer 

Manag~t 

Management Some Chance No Position 
- -- -- - - -

CIRP-
Probable 
Career 

Scientific 
Researcher 

Engineer 

Engineer 

--

Nurse 

Phal'1lllCl.t 

Foreign 
Service 

lawyer 

Scientific 
Researcher 

Progremner 

CIRP- I 

e.pect to 
Change Change? I 

Some Chane" Tes 

No Chance Tes 

LI ttle Chanee No 

-- ? 

Little Chane" No 

Some Chane" Tes 

Good Chane" Te. 

S""'" Chanee 1 

LI ttle Chance Tes 

Sane Chance No 

(continued on page 2) 
...... 
\0 
o 



TobIe II, Page 2 
Major and Career Goals 

Carparison of CtRP Data with Interview Data 

(eontiruod from page 1) 

CIRp· CIRP' 
ID Intervl ... • Proboble Expect to Interview-

NUlt>er Major Major Change Chenge? Career Goal 

B.auty School 
11 English Other Fields Some Chance ? or COUlSeling 

Electrical 
12 Engineering Engineering Sane Chance No Engineer 

13 Architecture Architecture No Chence No Arehltect 

H.alth Services Heal th Services 
14 Amlnlatratlon Marketing S.".. Chance Y •• Actninlstrator 

15 Business Accounting Good Chenee No AccO\FItant 

Inv •• tment 
16 CarrtU1fcation .. .. ? Banking 

EI ....... tary 
17 Ecb:.tfon Education little Chane. No Teacher 

18 Biology Biology No Chance No Acc.,...,tent 

Persamel 
19 Bus!.,..,. Management Some Chene. No Management 

20 Interior De.lgn Pre Medicine Some Chance Yes tnterior Design 

Mechanical 
21 Engineering Engineering Some Chance No Eng I need ng 

--

CIRP, 
Proboble 
Career 

Secordery 
Teacher 

Engineer 

Architecture 

Bus f 1"165 
Executive 

Business 

.. 

.. 

Physician 

Business 
Executive 

.. 

Engineering 
----

CIRP' 
Expect to 
Change 

Some Chance 

SOllIe Chance 

No Chance 

little Chance 

Some Chance 

.. 

II ttl. Chone. 

No Chanee 

SOOII! Chane. 

SOOII! Chonee 

Some Chanee 
---

Chenge? 

Yes 

No 

No 

Yes 

No 

? 

No 

Yes 

No 

Yes 

No 

..... 
\0 ..... 
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field" and "change career choice." Another dimension of student 

commitment and change over time is evidenced by those who, although they 

reported a change in their major, had changed only their field of study 

and not the area of interest. This can be seen in several students 

the student who changed from the career of physician to an athletic 

trainer (#9), the business major who changed to health services 

administration (#14), and the student who changed from biology to food 

science (#1). This is not seen as a scaling down of goals, but rather a 

vocational adjustment in the same area of interest. For the three 

students identified above, only the one who abandoned the career of 

physician could be said to have reduced his goal, although his new goal 

of athletic trainer is in the same area. 

In this analysis, flexible comparisons were necessary for matching 

the self reports to the interview data because of the scales used: the 

CIRP limits students' options for response, while the interview 

responses were open ended. Although ten students indicated on the CIRP 

that there was "some chance" and two indicated there was a "good chance" 

that they would change their majors, only six students made a change. 

The students offered similar predictions about the consistency of their 

career choices: except for one, the same students who indicated there 

was a chance they would change their majors also indicated that there 

was a chance they would change their careers. In actuality, however, 

nine students changed career choices, including the six who had changed 

majors. In each case of career goal change over the four-year period, 

there was also a change in major. 
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This comparison also demonstrates these students' commitment; many 

who indicated that there was "no chance" of changing majors in fact did 

not change. And once again, commitment does not always work to the 

students' advantage. One example is shown by the grade-point averages 

for those who said they would not change; even in the face of low grades 

most did not shift from their majors. Here commitment appears unrelated 

to major; rather, it seems related to the students' internal self, a 

personal determination to complete college in the face of adversity or 

substandard performance. 

The failure to change major, even when confronted with substandard 

performance, is a surprising phenomenon. This may be sheer stubbornness 

on the part of the students, or it may be failure to see meaningful 

alternatives. The most probable explanation for the reluctance to 

change majors is that the students feel so vulnerable that the "unknown" 

represented by any change appears a greater threat than the "known" 

difficulties of their current programs. 

The reasons offered for changing career and major were diverse, 

yet all may be attributed to a change in interests, aspirations, or as a 

result of experiences. Regardless of the reasons given for change, the 

responses are viewed as a result of their university education. One 

interesting aspect is that less than one third changed majors, even 

though large sample research documents that the majority of college 

students are unsure of their educational and occupational goals (Astin, 

Hemond, and Richardson, 1982; Tinto, 1987). This may be yet another 

dimension in the commitment discussed earlier in the section on Personal 
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Factors. Considering the research on change of college major, it had 

been expected that more students in this study would have changed majors 

and career goals, especially considering the academic difficulty some 

experienced (as shown by their grade-point averages). 

High School and College Grades. 

Several comparisons were made with students' self-reported grades, 

their actual grades, and the CIRP data (Table 12). These comparisons 

examined the level of high school success compared with college success 

and student expectations. Eigh school and university transcripts 

provided the grade-point averages, while the CIRP provided student self

reports on high school grades and expectations for college success. 

First the CIRP reported data was compared with the actual high school 

grades and rank. Second, the CIRP-predicted data was compared with 

actual college performance. 

In the CIRP survey students reported their high school grades and 

rank; all but three reported themselves in the highest 20% of their 

graduating class. Two exceptions reported themselves in the second 20% 

and the third was in the middle 20%. Equally high were the student 

self-reports of their average high school grades. One student did not 

report an average, but the others all reported themselves at or above a 

"B" average in high school. It seems hard to believe these students did 

not know their high school grades, but there appears no reason for 

intentional misrepresentation of their high school grades. They had 

already been admitted to the university and were informed that the CIRP 
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Tobie 12 

C~rison of CIRP Olt. to Intervl ... OatD 
High School Grade. and RInk C""1>"red to College Grade Point AverDge 

CIRP CIRP 
10 College Actual HIgh Average High HIgh School 

NLllber Cun GPA School GPA School Grade. Academl cRank 

1 2.75 3.10 B Highest 20" 

2 2.37 3.40 A· Highest 20X 

3 3.57 4.00 A or A • Highest 20X 

4 2.12 2.76 0 Highest 20" 

5 2.89 3.14 B Highest 20X 

6 3.43 3.88 A or A + Highest 20" 

7 2.66 3.05 B Highest 20" 

8 3.02 3.86 ;.. or A + Hlgh .. t 20" 

9 2.66 3.75 A· Hlghe.t 20" 

10 3.17 2.86 B + Second 20" 

11 3.53 3.76 A' Highest 20" 

12 3.22 3.07 A' Highest 20" 

13 3.01 3.47 A· Highest 20X 

14 3.39 3.73 A· Highest 20" 

lS 2.17 3.54 A' Highut 20" 

16 2.0 2.01 B Second 20" 

17 2.11 3.14 0+ Highest 20X 

18 2.06 3.39 0+ Highest 20X 

19 2.11 3.S0 A· Hlghaat 20X 

20 2.52 3.34 B + HI011est 20X 

21 2.37 2.85 B Middle 20X 
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had no bearing on admission status or registration. It is possible that 

a positive self concept caused some of the grade level inflation, as 

seen in the self-report. Still, although there is no ready 

interpretation, the discrepancy exists. 

The second CIRP-interview comparison concerned college 

performance. The CIRP asks students to evaluate their expectation of 

graduating from college with honors, making at least a "B" average, and 

failing more than one class. The choices available to the students were 

Good, Some, Little or No Chance. The students' responses on these 

measures provide an indication of their expectations of success. Table 

13 presents a comparison of data from the students' transcripts with 

thBir expectations as given on the CIRP. The students' expectations of 

graduating with honors or of making a 'B' average were not overly 

optimistic. The three students who believed they had a "good chance" of 

making both a "B" average and of graduating with honors all ultimately 

had "B" grade-point averages, but it did not appear that they would 

graduate with honors. 

More interesting, and inaccurate, were the students' expectations 

of failing one or more courses. No student indicated there was a "good 

chance" they would fail one or more courses. Three, however, indicated 

there was "some chance" they might fail. Each of those three did fail 

at least one class and had earned more than one grade of "0," hut so did 

eleven others who expected they would be more successful. Only seven 

students did not receive either a grade of "0" or fail a class. 
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Tronscrlpt· 
10 Curulatlve 

I.-r GPA 

1 2.15 

2 2.37 

3 3.57 

4 2.12 

S 2.69 

6 3.43 

7 2.66 

8 3.02 

9 2.66 

10 3.17 

Expectation of Academic Success 
C""""rlson of CIRP and University Transcript Data 

CIRp· Expectation CIRp· Expectation Tr"""crlpt· 
of .. akir19 at least Graduate wi th Nud>er of 
a B Average Honors Units Failed 

Some Chonee No Chance 0 

Some Chonee Some Chance 6 

Good Chonee Good Chance 0 

.. .. 6 

Some Chance Little Chance 0 

Some Chance Some Chance 0 

Saae Chance S_ Chance 1 

Good Ch"""e Good Chance 0 

Good Chance Some Chance 3 

Sane Chance Some Chance 0 

Transcript· 
Nud>er of 
o Units 

0 

5 

0 

16 

0 

0 

6 

3 

6 

0 

CIRp· Epectltlon I 

of Failing One 
or More Courses I 

Li ttle Chence 

Little Chonee 

No Chonee 

.. 

Little Chance 

little Chence 

S .... Chance 

Li ttle Chance 

little ChllnCe 

Little Chance 

(continued en page 2) 
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(contlrued trOll page 1) 

Tronscrlpt· 
10 CtJlUlatlve 

HUlber GPA 

11 3.53 

12 3.22 

13 3.01 

14 3.39 

15 2.17 

16 2.0 

17 2.11 

18 2.06 

19 2.11 

20 2.52 

21 2.37 
--- - .. 

Expectation of Academic Success 
Conparison of CIRP and University Transcript Data 

CIRp· Expectotion CIRp· Expectation Trenscript~ 

of "ak I ng at leBO t GrB<iJate with NUlber of 
a B Average Honors Units Failed 

Some Chence Some Chance 0 

Good Chence Good Chance 0 

Good Chance Some Chance 0 

Semi! ChDflCe Scm! Chance 3 

Good Chance Some Chance 3 

.. .. 16 

Some Chance Some Chance 8 

Good Chance Little Chance 0 

Good Chence Some Chance 3 

.. .. 6 

Good Chance little Chance 0 
-

Transcript-
NUlber of 
o Units 

0 

3 

0 

0 

18 

IS 

15 

20 

21 

6 

27 
-- -

CIRp· Epectatlon 
of Fall ing One 
Dr More Courses 

Little Chnace 

No Chence 

No Chance 

No Chance 

Serre Chance 

.. 

Little Chance 

ti~ Chance 

Some Chance 

.. 

little Chance 
-------- ...... 

'" 00 
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That so many students underestimated their chance of earning low 

grades presents an interesting contrast to their expectation of making 

at least a "B" average or of graduating with honors. When the 

discrepancy of self-reported high school grades noted earlier is 

considered, it appears that the students' academic self-assessments were 

not accurate, nor were the students good predictors of their college 

achievement. Although these students, for the most part, did not 

overestimate their abilities, they did underestimate the impact their 

transition to college would have on their ability to make better grades. 

Graduation Expectations and Degree Plans. 

Two other areas covered by the CIRP were the students' expected 

graduation date and the highest level of degree they planned. Students' 

responses in these areas were reviewed to see how their expected 

education patterns compared with their experiences in the college years. 

Not all students who enter a university have the goal of 

completing a bachelor's degree at the freshman institution. To 

compensate for this the CIRP asked about degree plans either at this 

college or at any college. Table 14 presents a comparison of the CIRP 

degree plans with the degree aspirations at the time of the interview. 

On the CIRP ten students reported plans to complete a bachelors' degree, 

eight indicated that they planned to complete a master's degree and two 

aspired to doctorates. One student did not answer either question. At 

first these education plans may seem high, but upon review they are 

consistent with the level of success the students had shown in high 
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Table 14 
Degr .. Plans 

C....,.rl.on of CIRP to Interview Data 

CIRp· Hlghe.t ClRp· Highest Interview" 
10 Degree Plamod Degr .. Pl.mod Plans for 

NUTtler Anywhere at this College GraclJate School 

I Bnchelors .. Ye. 

2 ",uterI aachelors Ye. 

3 Sachelors Bachelors Maybe 

4 aachelors .. Maybe 

5 Bachelors .. Maybe 

6 Doctorate Doctorate Maybe 

7 Mesters Bechelors Yes 

8 Masters Masters Ye. 

9 .. ~edlcal Ye • 

10 Bachelors Bachelors Yes 

II Masters Bachelors Maybe 

12 Masters Bachelors Maybe 

13 Masters Masters Yes 

14 .. Bachelors Meybe 

15 Bachelors Bachelors Maybe 

16 .. aachelor. Maybe 

17 Masters .. Meybe 

18 Medical Medical Maybe 

19 Dachelor. Masters M.ybe 

20 .. .. Mavt>a 

21 Masters Dachelor. Ye. 
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school; the problem is that although they experienced varying degrees of 

academic success at the university, most college grade-point averages 

were lower than the high school grade-point average. Not one student in 

the interviews would definitely say they were not goi.ng to attempt a 

graduate degree. Eight students said they were going on to graduate 

school and thirteen said "maybe" they would. Although, eight students 

had grades at the "B" level and thirteen were at the "c" level, their 

undergraduate grade-point averages were not related to their plans for 

graduate school - some students earning "Cs" said they were going to 

continue while some earning "Bs" said they might. 

This aspiration to continue in school becomes more interesting 

when the students' expected graduation dates are considered (Table 15). 

Only two students expected to graduate at the end of four years, while 

five expected it would take them one semester longer. For two students, 

special circumstances would delay their graduations: one planned a year 

off to get married and the other was in a five-year program. Those 

remaining expected to take one to two years longer. 

When the students' grades and completion dates were compared to 

their aspirations for graduate school, an inconsistent picture emerged. 

There must be some reason why all students would consider graduate 

school, despite relatively low grades and delayed college graduations. 

Perhaps the students' self concept would not allow them to admit that 

their college performance may not be good enough to permit graduate 

school attendance. Perhaps it is, once again, their commitment to 

achieve success that brings them to aspire to an advanced degree. Or 



Table 15 

10 
NlITber 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

11 

12 

13 

14 

15 

16 

17 

18 

19 

20 

21 

GradJat I on Expoctot I ons 
C""""rllon of CIRP Data with Intervl ... Data 

CIRP Intervfew- Nl.I1tJer of Semesters 
Expoctat lon- Need Expected GradJat I on B.yond than 
Extra time for O.gr.., Date Four Yo.rs 

little Chance Oeceriler 1989 1 S .... st.r 

Some Chance August 1989 Sl.IImer session 

Some Chanc. May 1990 2 S .... st.r. 

-- Oeceriler 1990 3 Semesters 

Littl. Chance Deceriler 1990 3 S .... st.r. 

Some Chance May 1989 --
Little Chanc. Moy 1990 2 Semesters 

Some Chanc. Moy 1989 --
Llttl. Chance May 1990 2 Semester. 

Some Chance Oeceriler 1989 1 Semester 

Little Chance Oeceriler 1989 1 Semester 

Some Chanc. May 1990 2 Seme.t.r. 

2 Semesters 
No Chonc. Moy 1991 (In 5 y.ar progrom) 

lIttl. Chonc. oeceriler 1990 3 Semesters 

Some Chanc. Oeceriler 1990 3 Semest.r. 

-- Oeceriler 1990 3 Semuters 

Some Chance Nay 1991 4 Semesters 

Some Chance May 1990 2 S ..... t.r. 

Some Chance May 1990 2 Semest.r. 

5 Semest.rs (with I -- Oecenber 1991 y.ar off to get ... rrled) 

Good Chonc. August 1989 S""",,r S ••• lan 

202 
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maybe it is a combination of both these personal factors. Whatever the 

reason, in their fourth year of college the :.-tudents still maintain high 

academic aspirations, sometimes in contradiction of actual academic 

performance. 

Portent of Findings 

In at least one area a review of the CIRP data provides an 

interesting parallel to one finding of this study which may perhaps be a 

portent of persistence. The CIRP asks students to rate themselves on 

eleven "traits" relating to their abilities. The self-rating was on a 

five-point scale: highest 10%, above average, average, below average, 

and lowest 10%. The students' self-rating, presented in Table 16, 

provides an indication of how students perceive their aptitudes upon 

college entry. 

Since the CIRP was administered before the start of college 

classes, this self-rating offers an impression of students' "self" 

before it was affected by the college experience. This "self" is their 

perception of who and what they are through their experiences up to the 

point of college entry (Bogdan and Biklen, 1982), and the responses of 

these students on the CIRP confirm the finding of self noted in this 

study. 

In order to obtain an overall idea of how students felt about 

themselves and their abilities, this study assigned a numeric value, 

between one and five, to each rating. With eleven traits, the highest 

possible score would be 55, the lowest 11. With the exception of one 



Table 16, Page 2 
CIRP Item 25. Student Self'Ratlng 

(contlrued fr"'" poge 1) 

10 Acodemlc ArtIstIc DrIve to EllIot I onal Leader.hlp Hath Physical Intellectual SocIal Self IIriting OYerall J 
KlOIber Ability Ability Achieve Health Ability Abil Ity Health Populerlty Self Conflclence Conficlence Ability Score 

Above Below Above Above Above Above Above Above Above 

" 
Average Average Averege Average Average Average Average Average Average Average Average 40 

HIghest Above Highest Above Hlghe.t Above Above Above Above I 

12 lOX Average lOX Average Average lOX Average Average Averoge Average Average 45 

Highest Above Highest Highest Above Above Hlghe.t Hlghe.t Highest 
13 lOX Average lOX lOX Average Average lOX Average lOX lOX Average 48 , 

Hlgh .. t Above Above Above Hlghe.t Above Selow 
14 lOX Average Average A\'erage Average lOX Average Average Average Average Average 40 

Highest Below Highest Above Above HIghest Highest HIghest Above Highest 
15 lOX Average lOX Average Average lOX lOX lOX Average lOX Average 47 

Above Highest Hlghe.t Highest Above Above 
16 Avereg. Average lOX lOX lOX Average Average Average Average Average Average 42 

HIghest Above HIghest Above Highest Above HIghest Above 
17 11ll Average lOX Average Average lOX Average Average lOX Average Average 45 

Above Selow High .. t Above Highest Highest Highe.t Above Above 
18 Average Average lOX Average lOX Average lOX lOX Average Average Average 44 

HIghest aelow Highest Lowest Hlghe.t Selow Highest Highest Highest Above 
19 lOX Average lOX lOX lOX Average Average lOX lOX lOX Average 42 

Above Above Above Above Above 
20 Average Average Average Average Average Average Average Average Average A"Ierage Average 38 

Above Above Highe't Above ~bove Above Above 
21 Average Avereg. Average lOX Average Average Average Average Average Average Average 41 

- --

In order to obtain an overall general Idee of how the student. felt about themselves and their abilitle, a ...... rlc value we. assigned to ~ech rating 
using the following scale: Highest 10% = 5: Above Average + 4: Average = 3: Below Average = 2: and lowest 10X = 1 .. Thus, the highest possible score 
would be a 60 (12 items x 5), the lowest possible score would be a 12 (12 items x 1) and the mean score would be a 36 (12 items x 3). 

N 
o 
.p.. 



Table 16, Pege 1 
CIRP Item 25. Student Self, Rating 

10 AcedeDlc Arttstlc Drive to Emotional leoelership Math Physical Intellectual Social S.lf IIrltlng 
_r Ability Ability Achieve H.alth Abil Ity Ability H •• lth POJXJlarity S.lf confldenc. Confldenc. Abll Ity 

overall I 
Score 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

e 

9 

10 
-

Above Above Abov. a.low Above 

I 
Average Average A""rage Average Average Average Average Average Average Average Average 36 

Above Highest Highest Hlgh.st Highest Abov. Above Above Above Above 
! 

Average Average 10% 10% 10% 10% Average Averege Average Average Average 47 

Above Hlgh •• t Above Above Highest Hlgh •• t Above Above Above Above 
I 

Average Average 10% Average Average 10% 10% Average Average Average Average 46 

Above a.low Above a.low Above a.low 
, 

I 

Average Av~r8ge Average A~rege Average Average Average Average Average Average Average 33 
I 

Above a.low Above a.low a.low I 

Average Average Average Average Averegl! Average Average Average Average Average Average 32 I 

Above Above Highest Abov. a.low a.low 
Average Average Average Average 10% Average Average Average Average Average Average 35 

Bel"" Above Above Above lowest Above 
Averoge Average Average Average Average 10% Average Average Average Averoge Average 34 

Highest lowest Highest Above Above Abov. Hlgh.st Abov. Above Abov. 
10% 10% lOX Average Average Avereg! 10% Average Average Aver. Average 43 

Highest Above Abov. Above Highest Hlgh.st Abov. Above Above 
10% Average Average Average Average 10% 10% Average Average Average Average 45 

Above Below Above Above Abov. Hlgh.st Abov. Above 
Averoge Average Average Average Average Average 10% Average Average Average Averege 40 
-- - - -- - - - - - -

(contlrued on pogo 2) 

In order to obtain en overall general Ideo of how the student. f.lt about th ..... lv .. and th.lr abiliti .. a ...... rlc value wos a.slgned to .ach rating 
using the fallOWing scale: Highest 10% II: 5; Above Average + 4; Average = 3; Below Average = 2; and lowest 10X = 1. Thus, the highest possible score 
would be a 60 (12 items x 5), the lowe.t possible score would be a 12 (12 items x 1) and the ""an score would be • 36 (12 items x 3). N 

o 
\J1 
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"32", all scores were above the midpoint. Fifteen scored themselves in 

the 40's with the mean score being 41.1 and the highest score a 48. 

This indicates that the students were not over-confident in their 

estimation of their abilities, a fact which seems borne out by their 

college grade-point averages. 

The most striking item in the self-rating in light of the findings 

of this study is the third trait on which the students were asked to 

rate themselves titled "drive to achieve." Ten of the 21 rated 

themselves in the "highest lOX" and the other eleven rated themselves 

"above average." On no other trait did the all the students rate 

themselves so high. Their self-ratings on this trait contribute an 

entry-level indication, and a verification, of the personal factor of 

commitment noted throughout the findings of the study. 

Summary 

Although not all of the interview data can be compared with other 

sources, it appears from the comparisons presented here that students' 

self-reports on similar attributes are valid over time. In some areas, 

such as parents' employment, the reports were consistent, showing only 

the expected change that would occur in four years of life. In other 

areas, such as parents' education, most reports were consistent apart 

from a few variations. While none of the students grossly 

misrepresented their parents' education, there were some disparities; 

most notably, students did not report their mothers' educations at 

junior colleges as college degrees on the CSEQ. 
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The CIRP responses provided useful comparative data for the 

interviews, not for cross validation, but as a baseline measurement of 

change and also to provide predicative support for some findings of this 

study. 

In spite of low grade-point averages in their chosen majors most 

students did not change majors. When asked about their chance for 

academic success, they had overestimated their abilities to make good 

grades in college, but in spite of low grades the students had 

persisted: their commitment therefore is hypothesized as the driving 

force behind persistence. 

The Personal Factor of Commitment is seen most strongly in the 

responses to the item. Perhaps the clearest support for this commitment 

hypothesis derived from their responses to the CIRP rating on "traits" 

related to abilities. On most traits, students varied in their se1f

assessments but clustered on "average." Only on "drive to achieve" was 

the response pattern tightly configured above the average category. On 

this agreeable proxy for commitment, students rated themselves the 

highest. 

In summary, comparisons of data provided by the students at 

different points in time, were important to the soundness of the 

findings of this study. The CIRP and CSEQ data, as well as the 

transcript data, provided a check on the accuracy of both the interview 

data and the interpretations of the study. When the data provided at 

different points were compared to the students' self-disclosures, they 

were seen as essentially consistent over time. Also strengthened was 
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the evidentiary basis for the dynamics identified earlier as "self" and 

"commitment." This triangulation of data from different sources and at 

different points from these students sharpens the emergent conceptual 

interpretations in this study. 



CHAPTER VI 

Summary, Theoretical Interpretations, 

Recommendations, and Implications 

Summary 
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These students are survivors. They survived the odds against 

them. They were minority students at risk on a majority campus because 

they displayed the many characteristics which research has shown to 

contribute to attrition. This chapter first explores the reasons why 

these students should have failed, drawing from previous research on 

student attrition. Next, the chapter reviews the unique qualities 

contributing to these students' persistence at the University of 

Arizona, employing a model of student empowerment. The chapter 

concludes with recommendations for institutions seeking to ensure 

hispanic students' empowerment for successful college completion. 

Personal Formulas for Failure 

Although education is highly valued by Hispanics (Coleman, et al., 

1966; Grebler, Moore, & Guzman, 1970; Webster, 1985), students from a 

minority cultural background are more likely to withdraw (Astin, 1975; 

Pascarella, 1986; and Horne, 1987). One interpretation of that 

phenomenon is that the educational process ignores the needs of 

Hispanics and has a negative effect on their culture and ambitions (U.S. 

Commission on Civil Rights, 1974; Verdugo, 1986). The children of 

immigrant hispanic families have a strong work ethic (Ortiz, 1986; 

Gandara, 1982) and the more generations the family has been in the 
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United States increases the value that the family places on higher 

education (Alston, 1985; Featherman & Hauser, 1978; and Ogbu, 1986). 

Therefore, the closer the student is to the immigrant generation, the 

more likely they are to drop out. This appears true for the students in 

this study, as all but three were first or second generation Americans. 

The importance of the family unit to Hispanics is so great that 

family responsibilities are a major determinant of student dropout 

(Garcia, 1987). Hispanic students have more family responsibilities 

than do Anglo students (Munoz, 1986), and responding to family needs is 

a priority (Murillo, 1971). Although no comparison to the 

responsibilities of Anglo students was made in this study, these 

students, especially the women, indicated the pressure of family 

responsibilities. 

This study also confirms the findings of others (Crossland, 1971; 

Olivas, 1978; Institute for the Study of Educational Policy, 1980; 

Webster, 1985) that the proximity of the school to horne is important to 

Hispanics in their choice of college. Other research has found that 

living at home with parents increases the chance the student will 

withdraw (Cabrera, 1964; Chickering, 1972). Yet two-thirds of these 

students lived at home at some time in their college experience and they 

persisted. 

In high school, Mexican-American parents are the strongest 

influence on the students' choice of academic programs (NCES, 1980) and 

high-achieving students cite parental support as the most important 

factor contributing to their achievement (Amodeo & Martin, 1982; 
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Gundara, 1982). However, this study found there is less parental 

encouragement toward education for Mexican-American women students, and 

the men are more likely to receive parental support. This finding 

echoes those of Chacon, et al. (1982), Vasquez (1982) and Gandara (1982) 

that women who do not receive encouragement from their mothers are more 

likely to drop out. 

Although Chicanos report low academic self-esteem and poor study 

habits which contribute to their attrition (Astin, 1975; Leon, 1975) and 

poor academic performance is cited as a major reason for hispanic 

student departure from higher education (Astin, 1975, 1982; Astin & 

Burciaga, 1981; Duran, 1983; the University of California, 1975; 

Trujillo, 1981), the students in this study reacted differently to those 

factors. By comparison to other students, these believed they were less 

prepared, all wished for better study habits when they entered college 

and almost all had at least one terrible semester academically. When 

confronted with these adversities the students did not withdraw. 

Student academic performance in high school is a consistent and 

significant predictor of undergraduate grades and persistence (Astin, 

1982; CHEM, 1982), and although they may have good grades in high school 

they may also have poor high school preparation (Casas & Ponterotto, 

1984; Chacon, et a1., 1982). Surprisingly, some dropouts have grade

point averages above 2.0 and are eligible to continue in school (Salas, 

1981). The students in this study believed they had been poorly 

prepared in high school and in only two cases were the college grades 

equal to or greater than the high school grades. Certainly, measures 
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of college achievement are inadequate for this population and personal 

growth characteristics need to be incorporated into a definition of 

Hispanic student achievement as suggested by Duran (1983). 

Freshmen with low aspirations are at risk for dropout (Astin, 

1975) and Chicanos entering college have difficulties with concepts like 

expectations and role models (Attinasi, 1986). The low socioeconomic 

status of Hispanics socializes them to aspire to low-status occupations 

(Ballesteros, 1986); yet those attending universities have high goal 

aspirations, some even aspiring to graduate degrees (Ballesteros, 1986; 

Chacon, et a1., 1982). The university students in this study also had 

high aspirations and believed they would pursue graduate degrees. 

Although aspirations influence persistence (Ballesteros, 1986), they are 

frequently at odds with the students' preparation and abilities (Lopez, 

et a1., 1976) which was also true in this study, especially for those 

students with cumulative grade point averages below a 3.0 who aspired to 

graduate degrees. Just as goal commitments have been shown to have the 

greatest impact on student retention (Nora, 1987), the construct of 

commitment from this study is seen as the strongest factor contributing 

to persistence. 

Hispanic socioeconomic status, seen as the result of the parents' 

occupations and education, has an effect the academic problems students 

experience (Chacon, et al., 1982; Wo1fle & Lichtman, 1981). Although, 

some parents do not want offspring to leave home and consequently 

encourage them to work rather than attend college (Webster, 1985), low 

socioeconomic status parents frequently have better attitudes toward 
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higher education than their children (Webster, 1985). In the present 

study the men did not appear to experience problems related to place of 

residence or parental pressure; however, this was not true for the 

women. 

Although poor academic performance is difficult to separate from 

the effects of lower socioeconomic status (Ballesteros, 1986; Chacon, et 

a1., 1982; and Ortiz, 1986), and is the key variable determining 

academic achievement (Rodriguez, 1982; the University of California, 

1975), these students overcame that barrier through employment while in 

school. Financial pressures and the cost of attending college are major 

determinants of hispanic student dropout (Crossland, 1971; Garcia, 1987; 

Olivas, 1978; Institute for the Study of Educational Policy, 1980; 

Webster, 1985) and their most frequently cited problem (Astin & 

Burciaga, 1981; California Post-Secondary Education Commission, 1977; 

Chacon, et a1., 1982; Lopez, et a1., 1976; McKinnon, et a1., 1980; 

Munoz, 1986; NCES, 1977; Salas, 1981; Trujillo, 1981; Vasquez, 1982; and 

Webster, et a1., 1979). Hispanic students report more financial stress 

than Anglos (Munoz, 1986) and some students must leave school in order 

to contribute to family finances (Nielsen, 1986). Hispanic students 

cannot expect financial assistance from their families and often send 

money home (Baeza, 1980; de los Santos, 1980; NCES, 1980). Although the 

students in this study also experienced financial pressure and some even 

gave money to their parents, these stresses did not make them drop out. 

Full-time employment while in college and part-time employment 

off-campus have previously been shown to contribute to dropout (CHEM, 
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1982; Trujillo, 1981); however, part-time work on campus contributes to 

persistence (CHEM, 1982; Olivas, 1986). Hours worked per week and 

academic difficulties usually negatively affect social integration and 

also contribute to attrition (Chacon, et al., 1982). This study's 

findings differed; although the negative effect of work on social 

integration was confirmed, students reported that employment helped to 

structure their study time. 

Women are at a greater risk for dropout because - in addition to 

paid employment - those living at home face several hours per week of 

unpaid domestic labor and, as a result, they experience more stress and 

less contact with peers for friendship and support than men (Chacon, et 

al., 1982); yet 16 of the persisting students were women. While 

alienation and isolation of Hispanics in the college environment and 

their perceptions of the social climate discourage integration 

(Attinasi, 1986; Cortese, 1985; Madrazo-Peterson & Rodriguez, 1978; 

Munoz, 1986; Vasquez, 1982), few of these subjects held the social 

climate responsible for their non-integration. Instead, the need for 

employment was seen as the reason. 

Although financial aid contributes to persistence (Astin, 1975; 

CHEM, 1982), it does not compensate for the effects of poverty (CHEM, 

1982). Chicano students report stress regardless of the type of 

financial aid received (Munoz, 1986). Grants and scholarships have a 

positive effect on persistence, while the effects of loans are mixed 

(CHEM, 1982). Students from this study spoke of financial aid as a 



threat. Although the funds help meet college costs, acceptance of an 

award added to the pressure. 
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Some personal characteristics accompany the students to college 

while others manifest themselves after, or as a result of, the 

transition. Usually no single characteristic acts alone to cause 

dropout. Instead, they combine with personal characteristics and even 

with characteristics of the institution to cause the withdrawal. 

Institutional Influences on Failure 

Institutional indifference to Hispanics is a major barrier (Astin 

and Burciaga, 1981; Baeza, 1980; CHEM, 1982; Cross, 1974; de los Santos, 

1980; Reyes, 1977; the University of California, 1975) and the school 

environment is influential in determining achievement (Ballesteros, 

1986). These students reported feeling ignored by the institution and 

emphasized the importance of personal recognition. Curriculum at all 

levels affects chicano education (Carter, 1986; Haro, 1983; Zarate, 

1983) and if it ignores hispanic history and culture, it is detrimental 

to chicano students' academic integration (Arce, 1978). Research 

related to the chicano experience, and the establishment of chicano 

studies programs and departments, are important to the participation of 

chicanos in higher education (Lopez, et a1., 1976). This was true for 

the students in this study who chose to take classes through the Mexican 

American Studies or Spanish departments. Hispanic students not 

participating in ethnic studies programs have been found as more likely 



to drop out (Salas, 1981); yet not all the persisters participated in 

the available ethnic programs at the University of Arizona. 
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Hispanic dropouts frequently are uncomfortable and have 

difficulties with insensitive faculty (Baeza, 1980; Gutierrez, 1981; 

Reyes, 1977; Madrazo-Peterson & Rodriguez; 1978) and problems asking for 

academic assistance (Munoz, 1986). Faculty/student contact is important 

to retention (Amodeo & Martin, 1982; Rendon, 1986), especially hispanic 

faculty and administrators who serve as role models (Arce, 1978; Lopez, 

et al., 1976; Olivas, 1978). In this study, students confuse faculty 

with other authority figures, yet it is clear that personal recognition 

is important to their persistence. 

In addition, Hispanics drop out because they do not know or 

understand the university bureaucracy (Leon, 1975) which was also cited 

as a major source of frustration for these students. Institutions that 

do not provide diverse support services (Hernandez, 1980) or recognize 

the need for different services based on gender (Chacon, et al., 1982; 

Hernandez, 1980; Vasquez, 1982), contribute to negative experiences and 

withdrawaJ.. Summer bridge programs which promote student integration 

(Meyers & Drevlow, 1982) were also found beneficial in this study, as 

were other available services like counseling, academic support and 

instructional programs (Ballesteros, 1986; Lopez, et al., 1976, 

McKinnon, 1980; Rendon, 1980, 1981, 1982, 1986). Although Chacon, et 

al. (1982) found Hispanic students as likely to use minority services as 

those available to all, this study found minority programs important to 

women, while the men used services available to all students. 
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Departure from college is presented here as more than just a 

personal decision. It is a result of the personal characteristics of 

students interacting with institutional characteristics. The dropout 

characteristics the students bring with them to the institution combine 

with the negative characteristics of the institution, and result in 

experiences that contribute to or cause attrition. 

Empowerment 

To date, most research studies on student attrition - especially 

that of Mexican Americans - have examined attrition from the standpoint 

of a deficit or remedial model: They attempt to determine what the 

students lack and then plan programs to provide it. This study, rather, 

used empowerment as its organizing model and sought to identify and 

understand the strengths of successful Mexican-American students. It 

examined the experiences of successful students at one institution in an 

attempt to learn how students overcome those personal and 

institutional characteristics that could have led to withdrawal. 

Successful Personal Qualities 

The profile of successful Mexican-American students presented in 

the discussion of personal factors identifies several personal 

qualities. Foremost, commitment. These students are strongly committed 

to completing college. In spite of all barriers they continue. Their 

strong sense of "self" supports their commitment. They have a positive 

self-concept, reasonable self-expectations and accept responsibility for 

their actions. In addition, they have a human support network of 



friends and family - friends on campus with similar course work and 

interests and close families that provide support and encouragement. 
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These students qualify for financial aid but have problems 

maintaining their eligibility. Some family members provide financial 

support but the students still must have part-time jobs to help with 

expenses. The family responsibility felt by both the student and family 

cause a type of communal financial commitment where all work to meet 

family bills and college expenses. Women undergo conflict about their 

student roles, which can be exacerbated if they live with their families 

who emphasize cultural roles. The education and aspirations of 

successful students cause a detachment from ancestral traditions and 

values. 

Successful Institutional Qualities 

The students in this study identified institutional factors that 

contributed to their success and persistence. Regardless of the 

students' high school success, institutions must recognize that students 

may be poorly prepared academically and emotionally to adapt easily to 

college life and work. Summer programs to ease the transition to 

college help relieve this insecurity. A supportive institution will 

provide interventions during the first two years to assist students' 

adjustments to college life, the size of the institution, and possible 

low grades. To help prepare students for their junior and senior years, 

the school will provide guidance in developing better study habits and 
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time management. Administrators must attempt to reduce bureaucracy and 

provide interventions for students to recognize and deal with it. 

Informing students of services available is important in the 

delivery of services and satisfied students are the best advertising. 

Tutoring, academic advising, peer advising, career information, 

placement and counseling services and drop-in centers promote some 

students' success and should be provided, both because some persisters 

utilize them and because their omission complicates the institutional 

environment for a relatively fragile set of students. Differences in 

use of services by men and women can be anticipated, no apparent means 

of mitigating the males reticence has been identified. Personal 

attention from both instructors and administrators is critical. 

Important in delivering this personal recognition are hispanic role 

models and programs contributing to student/instructor interaction. 

Mexican-American Studies programs and Spanish classes affirm the 

ancestry and culture of hispanic students and contribute to their 

development of a positive identity, as well as symbolically legitimizing 

the institutional worth of those phenomena. 

The Symbolic Interaction Interpretation 

The personal and institutional elements of students' lives 

described in the previous chapter provided useful perspectives on the 

nature of life as a Mexican-American college student at a large research 

university, offered amplifications of Tinto's and Astin's (as well as 

others') conceptions, and suggested steps institutions can consider to 
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improve the campus environment for Mexican-American students. However, 

to "attempt insight into the frame of reference of the student himself" 

(Craven, 1951, p. 13), the study's theoretical foundation in symbolic 

interaction analysis was used to further examine the study's separate 

findings and to search for important patterns of those findings - that 

is, to yield the "insiders's view," the meanings students themselves 

attached to the events of their college lives. This study's analytical 

approach to interpretation emphasizes the reciprocal influence of 

society and culture upon the individual (see Chapter IV). Symbolic 

interaction analysis emphasizes the ways individuals' interpretations 

mediate their experiences. Since situations, events, and interactions 

are intrinsically without meaning except as it is conferred by humans 

in this case the students interviewed in this study -- the data 

collection and analysis for the study emphasized insight into the 

students' own experiences. 

Although the experiences identified in this study are important, 

to understand the persistence of Mexican-American students the personal 

factors providing insight into the characteristics of success must be 

interpreted as interacting with supportive institutional factors. 

Because these personal factors are noncognitive, and largely 

nondemographic, their meanings are not easily assessed. Assessing the 

meaning of a student's "self" or of the presence of a supportive 

institutional environment requires a larger analytic framework that 

accounts for the meanings students attach to these factors. The 



following discussion attempts this assessment by using a symbolic 

interaction framework to construct patterns of meaning. 
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The students in this study were not conscious of the factors 

contributing to their college persistence, although when asked, all were 

able to provide some excuse, or justification, for their persistence. 

They did so by constructing a meaning filtered through their interpreted 

experiences for any incident or set of circumstances (Rose, 1962). This 

interpretation of meaning has two facets: first is a psychological 

meaning - the meaning to the individual, which is highly subjective and 

personal, and second is the social meaning - the meaning to the 

collective. Because interpretations of meaning occurs through symbols 

with a learned meaning and value (Rose, 1962), the experiences of the 

students in this study can be said to have meaning only through the 

values they have attached to symbols which they learned through their 

social interactions. Thus people with similar backgrounds will 

interpret symbols in a similar manner. This is an unconscious process: 

the symbols are said to "bubble up" from the individual and collective 

unconscious carrying ~hared meanings (Jung, 1964; Rose, 1962). 

The findings of this study emerge from those shared meanings, but 

the interpretation of what the experiences symbolize to the students are 

less concrete. The major patterns of this study were drawn from the 

findings' shared meanings, and structured into the interpretive psycho

social division of personal (Self, Commitment, Human Support, and 

Communal Finances) and institutional factors (Orientation, Services, and 

Personal Recognition). 
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According to symbolic interaction theory the symbols of "self" are 

internal and difficult to crystalize, but a continuous introspective 

assessment occurs through the meanings assigned to the events in life. 

William James observed that each of us has as many selves as there are 

groups to which we belong (Rose, 1962). These students' shared sets of 

common experiences resulted from their shared backgrounds; the 

Mexican-Americans, students, men, women, children, friends, etc. They 

are similar in many ways, yet each is an individual. The mUltiplicities 

of these roles were recognized and summarized by one contemporary 

hispanic scholar when he wrote of his own experience: 

That summer I worked in the sun may have made me physically 
indistinguishable from the Mexicans working nearby. (My skin was 
actually darker because, unlike them, I worked without wearing a 
shirt. By late August my hands were probably as tough as theirs.) 
But I was not one of los pobres. What made me different from them 
was an attitude of mind, my imagination of myself (Rodriguez, 
1982, p. 138). 

Like that writer, these students recognize, perhaps at a subconscious 

level, that their experiences require them to perform in different, and 

sometiilles conflicting, roles. 

Commitment 

Commitment, a second major concept resulting from this study, at 

first examination appeared just as formless as the "self." It exists, 

however, and students manifest it in their determination to complete 

college, regardless of the barriers. Commitment is not the same as goal 

orientation; goals may change, but the commitment does not. Commitment 
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was symbolized in the interviews by the students' focus on the pronoun 

IT. IT is the process, the education, the completion of a degree. The 

conceptual meaning is achievement and the opposite symbolizes failure: 

... you have to really want IT. You have to be able to see IT. 
If you can't see yourself succeeding, you can't see yourself 
graduating, why are you here? Especially being Hispanic. You 
have to see yourself there. Actually see yourself in a cap and 
gown. IT may he hard and [there] may be so much going against you 
because so few Hispanics come to college, but there has to be 
something in you that wants IT bad enough to go through with IT. 
To have that support group that helps you, that helps keep that 
little flame inside or whatever. As quaint as that may sound, you 
have to really, really want IT. But see, you can't do IT alone. 
IT's something you may do, but you do IT with support" (ij7). 

This study's findings about commitment differ from Tinto's (1987), 

who identified commitment as the scope of student intentions, their 

specificity, stability, and clarity (p.41). Tinto also examined goal 

commitments, those "educational and occupational goals one holds of 

oneself," and institutional commitments, the commitment to the 

institution where the student is enrolled (p. 45). While this study 

does not dismiss those concepts, they were not strongly manifested. 

Rather, commitment existed as a driving force, a determination to get 

through an educational process where even changing majors may imply a 

vulnerability. "IT" was so important that getting through became more 

crucial than getting through with better grades in a major more suited 

to the students' abilities. With the goal of getting through, these 

students were unwilling to change: their determination caused them to 

persist in their original majors. This goal of making "IT," or of 

completion, surpassed the more rational or easier route of changing 

majors or career plans. 
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Human Support 

The human support network of these students is evident; symbolic 

interaction theory would posit that it symbolizes acceptance and valuing 

by peers and family. Shared values and shared goals indicate that the 

student is not alone. This support means an additional pressure to 

succeed, but that pressure is also shared by the peers and family and 

contributes to both self and commitment: 

If you have people to kind of brave the storm with you, because 
it's a whole lot scarier by yourself (#11). 

And God, I have so much to be grateful for. My parents know that 
I'm not a straight-A student, but yet they want the best for me 
and they know it's hard for me and so they just are real, real 
supportive. So I think that's why I continued also, because I 
wanted it and they wanted it, and I guess we more or less 
supported one another. I guess in everything, that helps a lot 
(filS, crying). 

Human support isn't only "support;" it means being valued by others, 

having your life and choices affirmed by them. In essence, it's the 

most basic affirmation of self, of intrinsic worth. 

Communal Finances 

The communal approach to family finances noted in this study 

epitomizes the Marxist philosophy of, "From each according to his 

ability to each according to his need" (Marx, 1980).778 A symbolic 

interaction interpretation of communal finances would mean that 

financial aid represents to students and their families the need for 

assistance with educational costs and the approval of a third party for 

the educational goal. In addition, financial aid represents a threat, 

because to receive financial aid, intrusive and confusing papers 
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regarding the family finances must be completed. To maintain financial 

aid, a grade level must be achieved which means students must drop 

classes where they are not doing well. Yet a specified number of 

classe~ must be completed, which presents the paradox of not being able 

to drop a class. 

, '. possible meaning behind this communal commitment is the pride 

of self sufficiency. Although the family will accept the financial aid 

if it is available, and it will make finances easier, the family does 

not "need" the help. With or without financial aid there is not enough 

money to pay for the education and related expenses. To meet these 

costs, families adopt a communal commitment to expenses - family members 

pool funds to meet the expenses as they arise. This study finds 

familial support, as well as institutional supports, to be more 

important to student persistence than the mere presence of financial 

aid. 

The Institution 

A symbolic interaction interpretation of the institution reveals a 

powerful symbolic image. The university represents many things at many 

levels. Because of the complexity of the symbolism it is easier to 

understand what the university does not mean to the students - it does 

not symbolize a warm, supportive environment. Just as financial aid is 

a threat, the institution as a whole represents a mega-threat. The size 

of the institution and the lack of personal recognition does not make 

the students feel welcome. This overall negative imagery is reduced by 
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pockets of support on the campus. Programs to introduce students to the 

institution, support services, and personal recognition become symbols 

of welcome, acceptance and inclusion. 

Symbolic interaction interpretations, while personal, are colored 

by their institutional context. Students give personal interpretations 

to their experiences which result in action. Although the potential 

number of differing interpret ions are endless, the actions students can 

take are limited by the choices the institution provides. Thus, this is 

where the institution can influence students' behavior. 

Experiences are made powerful by the meanings and values people 

attach to them. A university seeking to meet Mexican-American students' 

needs must recognize that the commonplace policies, procedures, and 

papers of mundanp. university operations symbolize barriers to be 

overcome. Effective interventions to empower students to succeed can 

then be planned. 

The University's Role in Empowering Hispanics 

Fear of the unknown symbolizes the Mexican-American students' 

perceptions of the university. In order to provide interventions to 

reduce this symbolism, an institution must alter the institutional 

environment. Programming to enhance the personal factors of the 

students and build on their strengths requires that the institution 

become more supportive. 



227 

Personal Enhancements 

One finding of this study is clear: persisters are committed 

students. A strong sense of "self" supports commitment; committed 

students have positive self-concepts, reasonable self-expectations and 

accept responsibility for their actions. These personal growth 

characteristics are important to Mexican-American student achievement. 

Nonintrusive developmental exercises need to be provided to acquaint 

students with aspects of this internal processes. 

Programs that introduce students to the institution and to other 

students were shown in this study to have a strong influence in building 

community within the human support structure. It is clear - from the 

experience of the students in this study - that the New Start program, 

and to a lesser extent the orientation program, symbolize a "welcome 

sign" to students. The degree of familiarity with the institution and 

the interaction with other students provided by these programs have 

immeasurable meaning to persistence. Institutional strategies should be 

expanded to further personalize the college entry process and to inform 

freshmen students of the availability of programs and services. 

If the students are apprehensive because of the symbolism of the 

university, then it is reasonable to assume that their parents will also 

be intimidated by the symbol. Strategies are needed to involve the 

parents in the students' educational experiences so that they can 

develop an understanding of the challenges their children face. In this 

there are many possibilities for action. Options include a minority 

student parent program involving outreach (for example a bilingual 



newsletter) as well as an on-campus component (for example a parent's 

day/orientation). 
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Within the scope of financial adversity there is an apparent need 

for education as to the meaning of financial aid and its availability. 

As documented through these students' experiences, financial aid and its 

bureaucratic processes represent a threat to students. In understanding 

this perceived threat, it is important to note that four students 

reported using otl.er student services for assistance with financial aid 

problems rather than the financial aid office. The need for assistance 

and understanding is more evident when the appeal process is examined. 

Only three students filed appeals for review of financial aid denials; 

five others should have appealed but did not. There is a great lack of 

understanding about the meaning of financial aid and its application 

process. Those who do not receive it often take the denial personally; 

it is a blow to their self-esteem. Much more education about the 

application and award processes needs to be done in order to reduce the 

negative imagery. 

Institutional Enhancements 

The introductory program to welcome and acquaint Mexican Americans 

to the institution provides an opportunity to transform negative 

symbols. Regardless of high school success, students' academic 

preparation may be inadequate or they may experience adjustment problems 

which make them feel unprepared. They must be taught to interpret 

actions and events in a positive light. For example, early in the 
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semester a low grade does not a symbolize failure; instead, it is a 

warning. The students must learn to recognize the need and provide for 

time management, study skills, and quiet, nonsocial places to study. 

This study found that programs to assist students in understanding the 

reasons for their academic performance have value. Interventions to 

ease student insecurity about academic preparation and to reduce self

doubt are necessary. Institutions must bear in mind the concept of 

"proximal development" (Vygotsky, 1987) and must influence academically 

at-risk students who are described as "on the margin." Proximal 

development suggests that students develop to a certain point, the zone 

of proximal development, beyond which they cannot advance without 

collaboration. The collaboration does not have to be constant, but it 

must be available to help the student "at the margin" so that 

progression may continue until the next zone is reached. 

Since nothing works as well in communicating information about 

services available to students as satisfied students, the institution 

should help to build student networks. Programs introducing students to 

their peers are important throughout the college years. Tutoring, 

academic advising, peer advising, and drop-in centers must be 

personalized so that students seeking help feel comfortable and valued 

rather than self-conscious and embarrassed. 

An advising system that includes career planning needs to be 

provided so that Mexican Americans can see the relationship of their 

studies to possible vocations. In this study students reported 

confusion in what they were going to do with their degrees and unsure of 
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what options would be open to them as graduates. By the time the 

students got to their junior year they reported greater satisfaction 

with their classes and professors, but until that time they reported a 

lot of problems asking for help and getting advice. Career information, 

placement and counseling services are important for students to be able 

to see options and plan for career paths. Differences in use of 

services by gender should anticipated and planned for. 

The bureaucratic nature of the institution and its processes must 

be seen and understood as routines to be tolerated rather than 

threatening and insurmountable barriers to be avoided. Students must be 

taught early to both recognize and deal with bureaucracy at its most 

rudimentary level - such as financial aid application and renewal - as 

well as the system for dropping and adding classes. This would not only 

reduce academic and financial problem£ but also the frustrations. 

Hispanic role models on campus, in both instructional and 

administrative positions, are important, but most critical to students 

is personal attention - it symbolizes self-worth. Programs and policies 

wherein students and instructors interact are important to personal 

recognition. Mexican-American studies programs and Spanish classes 

introduce "experiential relevance" and "cultural literacy" (Anderson, 

1986; Haro, 1983) and that recognition is important in the development 

of the sense of self. 
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Imo1ications for Future Research 

This study revealed important findings about personal 

characteristics influencing student involvement and integration. The 

contributions of the involvement and the social integration of Mexican

American students studied was evident in the human support and 

commitment themes. Findings in this study correspond closely to the 

personal characteristics hypothesized by Tinto (1975, 1987) and Astin 

(1984, 1985), but it is evident those theories do not sufficiently 

define or address the characteristics of the Mexican-American 

educational experience. The factors of success emergent from the 

interview data need to be incorporated into measures in order to be 

compared to those theory bases. 

Astin's theory of student involvement states that undergraduates 

who take advantage of the opportunities offered by the college 

environment succeed. Most students in this study did not take advantage 

of those opportunities but still they remained in school. The "drive to 

achieve" indicated on the CIRP has been suggested by this study as a 

possible indicator of the personal factor of Mexican-American student 

commitment. Astin's (1984, 1985) theory of involvement was developed 

from a factor analysis of variables from the CIRP survey. Further 

examination of the role of the "drive to achieve" and related variables 

for Mexican-American students may contribute to an understanding of 

their involvement. 
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The construct of commitment is not manifest in other studies. 

This probably results from the fact that most studies are quantitative 

in nature and a construct like commitment may not show up until it has 

been identified through a qualitative study. Indicators of such 

constructs can be "built" from quantitative items. 

Pascarella (1983) expanded Tinto's model with the variable of 

"intention to withdraw." Similarly, variables identified in this study, 

including a measure of student commitment, could be added to path 

analytic tests of Tinto's (1975, 1987) model. The result could likewise 

contribute significantly to understanding persistence, particularly for 

Mexican-American students. This approach was also suggested by the work 

of Nora (1987). 

Personal growth characteristics, such as commitment, playa role 

in the definition of acllievement for Hispanics. Further work needs to 

be done to determine if some aspects of the commitment shown by students 

in this study can be identified and enhanced in nonintrusive ways. 

This study has not looked at the persistr-~ce of other ethnic 

minorities. The work of Sedlacek (1983), Sedlacek and Brooks, (1976), 

and Anderson (1986), performed primarily with black student populations, 

indicates parallels which provide opportunities for further research. 

As with any study, this one is not without its limitations. 

First, the students were self-selected: only those who took the CIRP 

survey and later returned the CSEQ surveys were able to be chosen. It 

can be hypothesized that only the more conscientious students would 
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return the surveys and that may be a factor in the persistence findings. 

Furthermore, more women than men returned the surveys, which again means 

they were self-selected. The study also did not interview students who 

dropped out. This lack was mitigated in this study by the review of 

research on dropouts and by the fact that the successful students 

interviewed cannot all be said to have had a good collegiate experience. 

A study of committed hispanic students who leave college would 

contribute greatly to the picture of hispanic students sketched by this 

study. 

Conclusion 

This study reviewed the research on hispanic student dropout, and 

identified factors contributing to the success of 21 University of 

Arizona Mexican-American students. It suggested a profile of a 

successful Mexican-American student, but how do we know that the 

findings pertain to others beyond the subjects of this study? The world 

is a complicated place and we cannot expect the causes of departure or 

success to be the same everywhere; they will vary by individual and 

institutional characteristics. 

While many of the experiences discussed here would indeed be 

particular to minority students, in this case Mexican Americans. All 

students who persist in college may develop similar survival strategies 

and coping skills to deal with their experiences. Many of the findings 

of this study and the recommendations for empowerment are drawn from 

experiences that all students, not just Mexican Americans, may share. 
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The commonalities discussed herein may be common to all. As one 

Mexican-American scholar (Rodriguez, 1982) so eloquently stated, "If my 

story is true, I trust it will resonate with significance for other 

lives." 



APPENDIX A 

Interview Guide 

COLLEGE CHOICE 
Why did you decide to go to college? 
How soon did you "know" you were going to College? 
What made you choose the University of Arizona over another college? 

INITIAL IMPRESSIONS 
Tell me about your experiences with your first registration at the 
University? 
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How would you describe your first day (week, month, semester, year) of 
college? 
When y~u first came to the U of A did you have any difficulties 
orienting yourself to the school? 
What were they? 

COLLEGE PREPARATION 
What are the major differences between your high school and your college 
experiences? 
In what year did you graduate from high school? 
How would you describe your high school preparation? 
What makes a person prepared for college? (Grades, ability, desire, 
etc.) 
Do you consider that you were as well prepared to enter college as the 
other students in your classes? Why or Why not? 
Did you feel prepared for the topics in your classes? Why o~ why not? 
Did other students seem to have a stronger academic background than you? 
What type of students were they? Describe them. 
Are there certain things you feel that students are expected to know 
when they go to college? What are they? 
What experiences did you have prior to coming to college which you feel 
helped you to survive? 

RESIDENCE 
Do or did you live at home? 
Were you expected home every weekend? Why? 
If you had a choice, where would you have preferred to live? Why? 
How many miles is/was your residence from campus (each semester)? 
Have you at any time lived in a college dormitory or fraternity or 
sorority? When? 
Where do you now live during the school year? 



236 

PARENTAL/FAMILY SUPPORT 
Who has been more supportive of you decision to graduate from college-
your parents or your grandparents? Your mother or your father? 
Describe their support? 
What is the highest level of education attained by your parents? (mother 
and father) 
Has anyone in your family graduated from college? 
Do you have any brothers or sisters? 
Are any of then in college or have any of them attended college? Did 
they graduate? 
Did your family understand about things like papers due and exams? 
Did any conflicts arise over family responsibilities? 
How have you spent your Thanksgiving, Easter, and Christmas holidays? 
Have they all been with your family or did you travel anywhere with 
friends, stay on campus for homework, etc? 
Do you think your parents have the same aspirations for you and your 
brothers or sisters? Why or why not? 
Were you expected to help care for younger siblings or elderly relations 
when you were at home? How often was this? 
Did your parents give you any messages about different responsibilities 
for men and women (sex roles)? Wllat were they? Give an example. 
Were there any deaths in your family during your college years? What 
happened? 
Tell me about your parent's reaction to your decision to attend college? 
Would their reaction have been different if you had chosen a different 
school? 
Did you parent's want you close to home? Why? 

STUDENT EMPLOYMENT 
Are you presently employed? If so, is your job on campus or off campus? 
Are you employed part time or full time? 
Is it difficult to go to school and work at the same time? Why? 
What kind of work do you do? 
Do you plan to keep the same job or type of job (or in the same area) 
after you graduate? 
What type of career do you plan? 
Why do you make that choice? 
Is college preparing you for that career? 



FAMILY FINANCES 
What type of work do your parents do? 
Have your parents been able to contribute financially to your college 
education? 

237 

Did you apply for financial aid? If so, tell me about the experience of 
getting the tax information on income from your parents in order to 
complete the fo~. 
Are you receiving any financial aid from the University? Grants? 
Loans? Scholarships? 
Has your family been supportive of your attending college or would they 
rather see you earning a paycheck? Wby? 
Have you had to help with the family finances, either from the money you 
earned while working during school or in the summer, or from your 
financial aid? Why? 
About how much of your college expenses (this year or overall) have been 
provided by your parents or family? 
Were your finances (or your family finances) a barrier to getting the 
materials (computer, calculator, books, supplies, etc.) you needed to 
compete in classes? Can you give an example? 

FRIENDSHIPS 
Do you socialize after work with the friends you have made through your 
job? Are any of them students? 
How did you meet the people in your immediate social group? Are your 
closest friends those you have made in college or are they people you 
know from your life off campus? 
Have you made a lot of new friends in College? 
Do you find it easy to make friends? 
Are most of your college friends Chicanos? Why is that? 
How often have you gone out with other students for drinks, meals, or 
snacks? Are these friends from your classes or outside of class (high 
school, dorm, etc.)? 
Did you study with other students from your classes? How often? 
Have you ever borrowed something from a classmate? What was it? What 
were the circumstances? 

CURRICULUM 
Have any of your classes recognized cultural differences? What classes 
were they? How did they do this? 
Have you taken any classes offered through the Mexican American Studies 
program? How well did you do in those classes? 
Did you take any bilingual classes or classes that were offered for 
Spanish speaking students? 
In what way were these classes valuable to you? 



ACADEMICS 
Will check student academic transcript 
mlat is your major? 
Have you changed your major since you were a freshmen? 
Have you changed more than once? Why? 

238 

How did the following effect your grades? size of school, being away 
from home, living at home, too many friends, no friends? Can you give 
me any examples? 
How many hours a week do you spend studying? 
Tell me about your first trip to the library? 
Do you go to the library often? 
Have you ever failed a course or dropped a course because you would fail 
it? What was the reason for your doing poorly? 
Do you feel that with the proper support that you may have passed that 
class? 
What would the proper support have been for you? 
Did you ever encounter any problems (admissions, registration, financial 
aid) where a faculty 
member, administrator, or another student had to help you straighten 
out? Tell me about the worst one? 
Have you ever thought of dropping out? When? Why? 
Were there any crucial points of decision when you almost gave 
up/dropped out? 

SOCIAL ENVIRONMENT 
Did you attend any college sponsored social events? What were they? 
Did you ever find yourself looking around your classes to see if there 
were any other Chicanos in class? 
Is the presence of other Chicanos important to you? Why? 
Were you involved in any student organizations? Clubs, sports teams, 
etc.? What were they? 
If they are all related to minority issues (MECHA, etc), why is that? 
Did you hold office in any student organizations? 
Were there any clubs or organizations where you attended a meeting or 
two and then never went back? Why? What did or did not happen? 
Did you vote in student government elections? Why? 
Do you see any differences between yourself and other students? 
Have you had any negative experience at the U of A which you feel 
occurred as the result of racism or bigotry? 



SUPPORT SERVICES 
Have any of your friends told you of programs, classes, or activities 
you should get into? 
How have you found out about campus services and activities? How did 
you find out about the availability of student services? 
Are there any specific connections that you made which you recall? 
Are you aware of the support services that are available to students? 
How did you find out about them? 
Which support services were the most important for you? 
Which support services do you feel are the most important for Chicano 
students? 
Are there different services needed for men and women or are their 
problems the same? 
Have you used any of the student services available on campus? Which 
ones? (may need to list some of them, e.g. career placement, 
counseling, legal advisor, tutors, peer advising, special programs, 
etc. ) 
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Have you participated in any of the activities/programs through the 
Office of Minority Student Affairs? Which ones? (APEX, MESA, Tutors, 
Mentors, New Start, etc.) 

CAMPUS ENVIRONMENT 
Did you 'fit' into the environment (classes, dorm, etc)? 
Did you find or sense a cultural gap? Maybe not on your part, but by 
other students? Can you describe this gap? 
Are there any places on campus where you feel more comfortable? 
Are there any places that you consider "safe" places, that is places 
where you like to gather with your friends? 
Are there any areas of campus that you avoid? Why? 

ASPIRATIONS 
When do you expect to graduate? 
Do you consider yourself successful? 
Is there anything that prevents you from being as successful as you 
would like to be in this position? 
How would your define achievement? 
Is personal growth part of achievement? (Duran, 1986) 
What is the highest academic degree that you intend to obtain? 
Where do you see yourself five or ten years from now? 
What must happen in that time for you to consider yourself successful? 



FACULTY INTERACTION 
Who was the first person you turned to for help with your classes 
(friend, instructor, administrator, counselor, parent, etc.)? 
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Have you had trouble asking for assistance in school? Why or why not? 
Did you have any Hispanic instructors at the university of Arizona? If 
yes, was your experience with them different than with other 
instructors? In what way? 
Are there any professors you think of as possible role models for you 
(or for other hispanic students)? 
Did you miss any class time to attend events related to your personal 
life (weddings, funerals, illnesses, church activities)? 
Did you inform your instructors of the reason for your absence? How did 
they react? 
How often have you asked instructors for information related to the 
course you were taking? 
Did you ever feel that any of your professors were interested in you as 
a person? Why or why not? 
Have you ever visited with a faculty member after class? Tell me about 
one of those visits? 
How many of your instructors in college have had you join them for 
lunch, dinner, or coffee? At their home or on campus? 
Did you frequently discuss personal problems or concerns with an 
instructor? 
Is there any faculty member of administrator who has influenced your 
persistence? 

CONCLUSION 
Did the system work against you? 
Did you understand the system? 
Why do you think Chicano students come to the U of A? 
Why do you think the Chicano attrition rate is so high? 
What did you like best about your experience at the U of A? 
What did you like least about your experience at the U of A? 
If you could do it over, would you still come to the U of A or would you 
go elsewhere? Why? 

GENERAL INFORMATION 
Do you consider yourself a Chicano? 
Do you mind if I use the term Chicano? 
Were your parents or grandparents immigrants from Mexico? 
Were you born in the United States? 
Did you ever attend school in Mexico? 
Are you single or married? 
Do you have any children? 
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PROBES 
Do you see yourself ........... ? 
What is it that you like/don't like about ........... ? 
When you say ............ , what do you mean? 
What does ... (that) ... mean to you? 
Could you elaborate? 
In what sense? 
Can you be a bit more specific? 
So you consider ....... to be of interest, value, etc. 
Are there things besides ............ that .............. ? 
You say ........... is ................ , why is that? 
So You want/think ............... ? 
Why do you think/say that? 
Can you give me an example? 
Do you feel/think that .... ? 
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