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ABSTRACT 

This study examined the college student experience from 

a student perspective. The conceptual framework of strauss' 

negotiated order was used to examine the relationship 

between structure and process in organizational settings. 

The ways in which students linked their immediate and larger 

social worlds were examined as an element in the adjustive 

processes of the organization. The data consisted of time 

activity reports, unstructured interviews, and a shadowing 

experience with a small sample of middle-class Mexican

American students at the University of Arizona. Content 

analysis of the data was conducted across three dimensions 

of "Making It On Campus"; Making the Grade, Making It with 

Others, and Making Money. Findings indicated that students 

perceived their experience from a generalized goal of 

becoming "On Your Own." Student coping strategies across 

the three areas of Making It became shared patterns of 

activities centered around attempts to organize their world, 

assert some control, and develop independence and autonomy. 

--- ----- ----- ------------------
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CHAPTER 1 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE AND 

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

As this study was being conducted and written, the 

academy was in the midst of a public debate surrounding 

"political correctness" and the curricular canon. 

Conservatives argued that the undergr.aduate mind was being 

shaped by leftist faculty who preached and enforced a "P.C." 

ideology and who had exchanged a high quality curriculum 

based in a common heritage for a diluted, politicized, 

"multicultural" curriculum (D'Souza, 1992; Thelin, 1992). 

Conservatives alleged that the academy was contributing to 

The closing of the American Mind (Bloom, 1987). 

Yet as is often the case in academic matters, few had 

asked students about the alleged liberalization of the 

curriculum and its effects on the undergraduate mind. As a 

recent Harvard graduate stated: 

In all the articles and op-ed pieces published on 
P.C., multiculturalism, etc., very few student 
voices have been heard. To be a liberal arts 
student with progressive politics today is at once 
to be at the center of a raging national debate 
and to be completely on the sidelines, watching 
others far from campus describe you and use you 
for their own ends (Ehrenreich, 1991, p. 57). 

Throughout the history of American higher education, 

the student has often stood simultaneously at the center and 

...... -- -- ---.--------- . --------- ---- ------_."----
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on the sidelines of debates regarding the curriculum and the 

extracurriculum (Rudolph, F., 1965). Today, student voices 

are absent in discussions of quality, retention, 

multiculturalism, ethics, and other issues of college 

intellectual and social life. 

It would seem that if we are to have something 

intelligent to say about the soul, the spirit, and the 

morals of college students, we should explore their world in 

some detail from their perspective. That is my focus in 

this dissertation: an examination of the everyday life of 

the student as perceived by those living the role. In this 

study, I have attempted to grasp the everyday thoughts and 

feelings of students as they move through the routines of 

their daily lives. 

student Perceptions of the Higher Education Experience 

Organizations of higher education have been studied 

from a number of perspectives, drawing on various conceptual 

frameworks -- models of bureaucracy, collegiality, politics, 

symbolism and anarchy (Birnbaum, 1988). within each of 

these frames, faculty, administrators, trustees or external 

constituencies (such as legislators, parents or other 

interest groups) are treated as major actors in colleges and 

universities. By contrast, students tend to be viewed, if 

they are at all, as inputs or resources, as the objects of 

change. They are treated as passive subjects of the 
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educational process. Seldom are they considered as active 

agents who help shape higher education organizations and 

their own educational experience. This study examines the 

higher education experience from the perspective of 

students. It explores the meanings and actions that emerge 

as students attempt to make sense of, and successfully 

negotiate, a sometimes bewildering process of rules and 

regulations, expectations and norms. 

The literature on students in higher education is 

dominated by two schools of thought, both of which are based 

on positivistic assumptions and use quantitative methods. 

Student outcomes research takes a sociological approach, 

studying college students in large aggregates to determine 

how certain variables affect outcomes such as achievement 

and persistence. The student development literature takes a 

psychological approach, attempting to link specific 

experiences of students to various dimensions of human 

development. Both schools have been criticized for failing 

to offer process models that would assist and guide 

practitioners (Stage, 1987; Terenzini, 1987). "Much of what 

is reported in the students affairs literature does not 

stimulate the imagination of practitioners nor accurately 

describe what they experience in their work place" (Kuh, 

1987). 
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Recently some scholars in higher education (Kuh & 

whitt, 1988) have suggested the importance of viewing 

organizations of higher education through a cultural lens. 

Although the adoption of a cultural lens broadens our 

understanding of organizations, most scholars have studied 

culture from a functionalist perspective that sees culture 

as a key variable for manipulation by managers in their 

efforts to achieve organizational goals (Tierney, 1988). In 

other words, as with most of the other literature on higher 

education, a managerial perspective prevai.ls. By contrast, 

an interpretive approach assumes that culture is an act of 

interpretation, is subject to individual differences in 

construction of meaning, and is in a constant process of 

negotiation; "organizations are subjective phenomena where 

participants create their reality" (Tierney, 1988, p. 14). 

Such interpretive work is far more likely than functionalist 

studies to explore the worlds and experiences of people at 

the lower levels of organizations -- people such as 

students. 

Students live in an interpretive web in which reality 

is constantly recreated not just for them, but by them. 

Overt symbols such as sagas and myths are important as 

expressions of the interpreted "reality" of the 

organization, but other contexts exist that contain other 

symbols, both covert and overt, that require daily, even 
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hourly, interpretation. The researcher's task, then, is not 

only to attend to the grand gestures, but more importantly 

to attend to the mundane affairs of everyday life to uncover 

the conceptual structures embedded in students' 

interpretations of their own existence. 

sociologists and anthropologists have explored the 

construction of reality in various contexts external to 

higher education; e.g., looking at skid-row residents 

(Wiseman, 1970), Mexican-American parents (Ramos, 1979), and 

prisoners (Thomas, 1984). In exploring the context of 

higher education, researchers have concentrated on the 

undergraduate classroom experience (Becker, et ale 1968), 

and the graduate student experience (Becker, et ale 1961; 

Mesler, 1989). London (1978) and Weis (1985) have 

researched class and racial structural constraints on 

student culture in community colleges. But there has been 

little work (for exceptions see Attenasi, 1986; Holland & 

Eisenhart, 1988; Moffatt, 1989) on the everyday lives of 

undergraduate stUdents in four-year colleges and 

universities. Moreover, there has been little attention 

paid to the active role that the everyday behavior of 

students plays in constructing their lives as well as the 

culture and structure of the institution. How do students 

perceive, react to, negotiate, and create, organizational 

structure and constraints? 



What is needed is a study from the "bottom up", an 

exploration of the intersection of the personal with the 

institutional. Research is needed that looks at students' 

views of their own experience to learn what students do in 

the everyday routine of college life, how they feel about 

what they do, what they think they are doing, and why. 

The Literature 

15 

The study of students and the student experience in 

American higher education has created a vast body of 

literature (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Kuh, Bean, 

Bradley, Coomes, & Hunter, 1984). Yet there are few 

insights into the dimensions of everyday college life as 

students see and experience them. Scholars have studied 

students in large aggregates, relying on demographic data to 

place them in broadly defined classifications; variables 

have been identified and related to outcomes such as 

persistence, satisfaction, or academic success (Stage, 

1987). Students' attitudes and expectations before, and 

behavior after, matriculation have been studied with respect 

to selected characteristics such as income, socio-economic 

status, and achievement. Informed by various theories of 

student maturation and development, researchers have 

attempted to identify developmental levels and tasks in 

hopes of linking that development to activities and 

experiences on campus (stage, 1987). Living environments 



on- and off -campu's, informal interactions with faculty and 

contact with others in the campus environment (Kuh et al., 

1984) have been treated as variables in the studies that 

seek to assess the impact of college on students' 

development in attitudes, values, personality, politics, 

aspirations, learning, and cognition (Pascarella, 1985). 

16 

The literature on college students is dominated by two 

schools of thought. One school, viewing the student 

experience from a group level, assumes a sociological 

stance. Studies in this tradition assess how groups of 

students react to their environment, and identify sets of 

variables presumed to influence student outcomes such as 

achievement, satisfaction and persistence. These variables 

may be student-related -- e.g., academic aptitude, socio

economic status or achievement -- organizational/structural 

-- e.g., size, complexity and type of control -- or 

environmental -- e.g., cultural or political climate of 

faculty or students (Terenzini, 1987). 

The second school of thought, viewing the student 

experience from an individual level, takes a psychological 

approach to the study of college students and addresses the 

nature, structure and processes of individual human growth 

(stage, 1987; Terenzini, 1987). This school is dominated by 

the student development "stage" theories that posit levels 



or tasks through which students pass during their college 

career (Terenzini, 1987). 
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In both the traditions noted above, processes are not 

directly studied. Rather, the focus is on inputs and 

outputs, on discrete sets of variables. Few higher 

education scholars have utilized methods of field research 

that treat settings holistically and that consider how those 

settings are experienced and shaped by the participants 

(Kuh, et al., 1984). Most of the research on students has 

stripped away the context of students' lives, ignoring the 

" ... dense network of social relationships, institutional 

demands and constraints, and temporally connected 

contingencies" (Becker, Geer, & Hughes, 1968, p. 2) that 

make up the college experience. Despite all the research on 

students, we still do not understand how students construct 

their lives and identities, and what they make of the 

college experience. such matters have been left in an 

unexamined "black box" of educational experience, situated 

between sets of input and output variables. 

College students step into a social reality that is a 

process, and a messy process at that (Spence, 1982). 

Students bring to campus a great deal of "baggage" from 

their past (Horowitz, 1987). Their expectations, the 

academic, social and personal goals they seek to achieve in 

their college experience, are shaped not only by each 
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student's unique psychological characteristics, but also by 

educational background, race/ethnicity, gender socio-

economic status, and political and religious beliefs. The 

expectations shaped by their past significantly influence 

how they experience and cope with the situations they 

encounter on campus (Pervin, 1966). Students confront the 

expectations and actions of faculty and administrators and 

other students, as well as institutional structures and 

processes. Students' interactions with faculty, 

administrators and peers lead to "thick and thin guidelines 

for how to get an education and thus define for students 

just what an education means" (Van Maanen, 1987, p. 5). 

These thick and thin guidelines accumulate and emerge 

as student culture, a 

whole body of conceptions and images of 
problems and situations and of proper and 
justifiable solutions of them arrived at by the 
students; in part passed along from one generation 
of students to another, in part apparently 
rediscovered - or at least reinforced - by each 
succeeding generation as they pass through the 
same experiences (Hughes, Becker, & Geer, 1962, p. 
518) . 

Student culture holds and transmits the attitudes and 

values of stUdents. It provides a perspective that each 

incoming group of stUdents confront, recreate and 

reconstruct as they attempt to build patterns of response 



and strategies to cope with the difficulties of student 

life. 
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Some scholars acknowledged early on that colleges and 

universities exist not just as educational, but as social 

communities (Jacob 1957; Sanford, 1962). An occasional few 

scholars have viewed the college experience through a 

cultural lens (Becker, Geer, Hughes, & Strauss, 1961; Clark 

& Trow, 1966; Clark, 1960, 1970). Much of the earlier work 

on student culture (Clark & Trow, 1966; Scott, 1965; Clark, 

1970; Bolton & Kammeyer, 1972; Newcomb, 1962) examined and 

identified normative social structures and informal 

organizational structures utilizing a functionalist approach 

(Tierney, 1988). In this approach, culture is a key 

variable in the management of organizations. The 

organization exists as a "real" and objective entity outside 

the individual and equals the sum of its parts; culture is 

one of those parts, to be manipulated and orchestrated by 

managers for organizational stability and effectiveness 

(Tierney, 1988). 

Clark and Trow's (1966) well-known and controversial 

typology advanced four student subcultures; the collegiate, 

the vocational, the academic, and the nonconformist. 

Katchadourian and Boli (1985), in a longitudinal study at 

Stanford, also identified four subcultures they defined as 

careerists, intellectuals, strivers, and unconnected. 
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Horowitz (1984, 1987) looked at the evolution of student 

subcultures from the perspective of a cultural historian and 

identified three subcultures: the college man; the outsider; 

and, the rebel. Each of these researchers draws on a 

functionalist perspective that suggests that social 

structures, in setting conditions and limitations through 

norms, status and role relationships, determine human 

action. They focus on the static structures of the various 

subcultures of students neglects the social process that 

creates and upholds the rules of group life. 

In contrast to these typological studies of students, 

London (1978) observed the clash of cultures within a 

community college attended mainly by white working class 

students. He concluded that student behavior -- incivility 

in the classroom, chronic absence, low level of effort and 

cheating -- was the expression of opposition to middle-class 

meanings, i.e., that students actively rejected and 

transformed the middle-class meanings they saw in the 

institution. similarly, Weis (1985) examined the lived 

culture of Blacks in an urban community college. She found 

that recalcitrant and difficult student behavior resulted 

from the realization by students that social and racial 

inequalities were perpetuated and legitimated by the 

community college in spite of the ideology of mobility. 

weis (ibid.) maintained that students created a collective 
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culture that both accommodated and resisted, and reflected 

and reproduced, their background. Both London and weis view 

student culture as the interaction of students' social 

class, race and ethnicity, and institutional culture. Their 

focus is on conflicts that stem from the social structures 

that shape students' lives and on students' strategies in 

negotiating those structures. 

Researchers viewing behavior outside academe have 

focused on the process of strategizing and its effect on the 

structure and culture of group life. In a classic study of 

alcoholic skid row dwellers, Wiseman (1970) presented a 

different picture from the functional sociological scheme of 

culture that depicts a "nicely articulated structure 

governed by shared values and norms and backed up by sets of 

sanctions to hold people in line" (Blumer, 1970, p. xi). 

Instead, she viewed a diversified process in which actors 

fit their behavior to others; the acts of others provided a 

social setting for one's own acts. Although the acts of 

others tended to fall into regularized patterns enabling the 

actor to anticipate other's behavior, the actor "stands over 

his scene, viewing it as an arena to be used by him, to be 

exploited . . . and to be bent by him at other points as he 

forges his own lines of action" (Blumer, 1970, p. xi). 

This way of looking at group life as process leads to a 

focus on situations. Rather than suggesting that students 
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organize and manage their everyday affairs according to the 

norms and beliefs of student subcultures as identified by 

various authors, this perspective is concerned with the 

"experiencing, observing, understanding, describing, 

analyzing, and communicating about people interacting in 

concrete situations" (Douglas, 1980, p. 1). A processual 

view attempts to explain meanings and actions in concrete 

situations of social interaction. It takes into account the 

on-the-spot constructive work performed by the individual in 

light of the immediate, often unforeseen circumstance of the 

present, concrete situation. Ramos (1979) contends that 

this view avoids conforming to cultural typification by 

connecting seemingly isolated events to other activities 

that actors create to manage their daily affairs. The focus 

shifts to students as actors interacting in a social 

process, then on to students as members of a cultural group 

with certain shared characteristics. 

From student reactions to, and constructions of, 

situations and pressures of campus life, we can infer 

"perspective", that is, the 

coordinated set of ideas and actions a person uses 
in dealing with some problematic situation .. 
. These thoughts and actions are coordinated in the 
sense that the actions flow reasonably, from the 
actor's point of view, from the ideas contained in 
the perspective. similarly, the ideas can be seen 
by an observer to be one of the possible sets of 
ideas which might form the underlying rationale 



for the person's actions and are seen by the actor 
as providing a justification for acting as he 
does. . . . 

A perspective, to be more precise, contains 
several elements: a definition of the situation in 
which the actors are involved, a statement of the 
goals they are trying to achieve, a set of ideas 
specifying what kinds of activities are expedient 
and proper, and a set of activities or practices 
congruent with them (Bec](;er, Geer, Hughes, & 
strauss, 1961, p. 34, p. 436). 
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In Making the Grade: The Academic Side of College Life, 

Becker, et al. (1968) studied the actions of students in a 

residential college to infer the perspectives they created 

to deal with the conditions of college life. The 

researchers concentrated on the academic side of student 

life, referring to the areas of campus organization and 

politics, and personal relationships only when needed for 

their effect on academic life. They contended that 

students' lives were dominated by the "grade point average 

perspective", a complex set of ideas and activities that 

"specifies the GPA as the criterion of academic success and 

directs students to undertake those actions that will earn 

'good' or 'adequate grades'" (p. 34). Noting that the 

relationship between students and the university is one of 

sUbjection in which the hierarchical arrangement of the 

university places decision-making power in the hands of the 

faculty as the superior group, the authors examined how 

students responded to the "rules" in order to reach their 

own goals. 
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Several main themes were developed. Students share a 

generalized goal, or a point of view about why they attend 

college and what they expect from the experiences while 

attending. The authors determined the chief characteristic 

of students' generalized goal to be an emphasis on college 

as a place where one grows up, where one becomes adult. 

Although sharing the generalized goal of becoming adult, 

various student responses emerged from the human flexibility 

in adapting to the diverse situations and forces that 

existed for them in different classrooms, academic levels 

and living arrangements. From these responses, a set of 

common actions emerged, as a "function of the desires, 

individual and shared, of the actors and conditions under 

which they act" (Becker et al., 1968, p. 5). Shared 

meanings also became evident, i.e., collective perspectives 

and actions developed out of the everyday problems faced by 

students. These collective perspectives and actions were 

shaped and directed by the students' generalized goal of 

becoming adult. 

Ramos (1979) asserts that daily activities, often 

seemingly isolated events, are fertile, rich, and somewhat 

neglected as field for examination. In his study of Mexican 

Americans, he found most studies describing Mexican 

Americans' behavior as culturally determined. But he 

maintains Mexican Americans rely upon their commonsense 

--- --- -. --.--------------------



25 

knowledge of everyday life, which mayor may not have 

anything to do with Mexican American culture. Ramos argues 

that few have focused on Mexican Americans as manipulators 

of situations and even as deceivers of others. From his 

perspective, attention is given to specific people and their 

life history, to the common culture in which the people 

under study operate, and to the commonsense knowledge the 

people under study use to interpret what they are doing. 

This commonsense knowledge is seen as the link between the 

way they structure and manage a particular situation and the 

way they structure and manage their other activities (Ramos, 

1979, p. 159). He further suggests that a focus on strategy 

usage by actors allows researchers to assess the linkages 

between the immediate social context under study and the 

larger world in which people operate. 

Ramos maintains that people define specific situations 

in terms of the past and probable future events in their 

lives. In addition to using their commonsense knowledge of 

a specific situation, they tie aspects of the situation to 

other activities which make up their lives. It is this 

aspect of how students link events in the process of 

structuring and managing events in their lives that has 

implications for this study. 

Students do not simply play out their lives within the 

confines of the classroom. Students approach professors 

-- ------ ". ------
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with a perspective informed by other students' experiences 

and by their own commonsense knowledge of interactions with 

other authority figures, e.g., teachers, parents, 

supervisors at work, etc. They approach the administrative 

aspects of student life informed by interactions with other 

bureaucratic institutions. They link events and commonsense 

understandings from their broader social world to create the 

strategies for dealing with the academic, social and 

organizational aspects of campus life. 

The vast body of literature on the college student 

contains few studies of the student perspective of the 

college-going experience. Fewer still have studied the 

everyday experiences of students from a processual rather 

than a functional, normative view, attempting to explain 

student meanings and actions in concrete situations of 

social interaction. Drawing on Ramos' (1979) work on the 

movidas, or strategies, that Mexican Americans use to manage 

the everyday situations in their lives, I will look at the 

perspectives and strategies that students use to manage 

their lives as they attempt to cope successfully with the 

demands of being a student. 

Theoretical Perspective: Negotiated Order 

Students go about their daily lives, attempting to cope 

with the demands of being a student, interacting with others 

and using their commonsense knowledge of everyday life to 
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interpret and manipulate the situations they encounter. 

These interactional strategies Ramos termed movidas, from 

the Mexican Americans' own description for the strategies 

they use. These interactional strategies he also notes, 

link the immediate social context under study and the larger 

world in which people operate. other researchers (strauss, 

1978; Maines, 1977; Thomas, 1984) have maintained that the 

actions of actors not only link the immediate and larger 

world, but also are part of the process of change for social 

organizations and social structure. 

The conceptual framework of negotiated order as 

presented by strauss (1978) was used to examine the 

interrelationship between structure and process in 

organizational settings. In 1963, strauss published "The 

Hospital and Its Negotiated Order", a paper conceptually 

oriented to address the question of how order and change can 

occur simultaneously. His contribution was to abolish the 

distinction between social and formal organizations as 

maintained by structuralists who viewed organizations as 

purposive, conscious and distinct from other social 

organizations (Dingwall & strong, 1985). For strauss, 

formal organizations were simply "ecologically bounded 

social organizations" (ibid. p. 208) in which actions were 

unified only by territorial or temporal coincidence. This 

view placed organizations back into the realm of 
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consideration of social organizations and social structure. 

The formal rules, goals and institutional hierarchy of 

organizations were not considered as separate organizational 

reality, but rather as epiphenomena of the larger social 

structure. Formal structures were treated as problematic in 

that their existence must be explained and understood in 

terms of ongoing social processes. 

strauss (1978) argued that social orders are 

inconceivable without some form of negotiation. Negotiation 

goes by many names: bargaining, compromising, wheeling and 

dealing, brokering, mediating or collusion. When 

individuals or groups or organizations work toward some 

communal goal, then agreement is required to "get things 

done" (strauss, 1978, p. ix). In order to reach certain 

outcomes, people in organizations develop negotiation 

strategies to respond to problematic situations, such as 

role or rule changes or even the need to avoid change. The 

negotiations are patterned, however, by the general mandate 

of the organization, e.g., the hospital's mandate to help 

the sick or the university's mission to research, educate 

and serve. This collective orientation provides some 

measure of organizational cohesion. Actors in institutions 

negotiate their own interpretation of the rules, laws, 

expectations, and norms of the existing social order to 

construct an alternative that might be just as formal, 

---------- -- -------



although tacit, as that the order replaces (Thomas, 1984). 

The concept of negotiated order sees the nature of the 

organization as resting in its adjustive processes rather 

than in its formal structure (Maines, 1977). 
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strauss summarized the negotiated order approach in six 

axioms: 

1. All social order is negotiated. 

2. These negotiations take place in a patterned and 

systematic fashion. 

3. Their outcomes are temporally limited. 

4. The negotiated order constantly has to be 

reconstituted as a basis for concerted action. 

5. The negotiated order on any day consists of the 

sum total of the organization's rules and 

policies, along with whatever agreements, 

understandings, pacts, contracts and other working 

arrangements currently obtained. 

6. Any change arising within or imposed on the order 

will require renegotiation to occur. (strauss, 

1978, p.5). 

The negotiated order of an organization includes not 

only rules and other formal structural arrangements, but 

also informal arrangements that often take on the character 

of an alternative structure through which the organization 

operates. Over the short-term, these arrangements may not 
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alter the existing organizational structure, but as the 

organization attempts to adapt to changing internal 

conditions, these alternative structures frequently are 

incorporated into the formal organization (Thomas, 1984). 

As Lipsky (1980) underscored in his study of the 

discretionary powers of street-level bureaucrats --the 

workers who try to implement public policy with the clients 

of their bureaucracies -- even the most highly 

bureaucratized settings contain room for negotiation and 

individual interpretation of rules and regulations. 

students may learn to negotiate the "rules" of the 

bureaucracy of higher education from personal experience, 

from other students, or from family and friends with 

experience in higher education. Some choose not to 

negotiate, hoping to meet the requirements of the system 

often simply by remaining inconspicuous -- as one student in 

this study did by "hiding out" in her Spanish class, hoping 

the instructor wouldn't calIon her. Some hope to meet the 

minimal requirements as stated. Whatever the information 

source, and whether they choose to negotiate or maneuver in 

a specific situation, they all are aware of and acknowledge 

the possibility of negotiation. They even call it "learning 

the system." For example, students often consider whether 

to approach a professor to clarify an assignment, request 

assistance in an assignment, explain an absence or series of 

.- ... _-------- _. -- -_ ... _-------------- -----... _._.-_ .... _--
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absences from class or perhaps plea for a change of grade. 

On a large campus such as the University of Arizona, the 

sheer size of classes discourages this personal contact. 

Consequently, many students never attempt to contact their 

professor out of class. However, in this study, every 

student, partly as a result of encouragement from their 

minority student counselors, did contact professors as part 

of their maneuvering strategies. As we shall see later, 

these contacts with professors not only addressed the issue 

at hand, but from the perspective of the student, allowed 

exploration of the possibility of negotiation. Can the 

student establish a friendly relationship that would 

influence the professor to assign an "A" grade even though 

the student had accumulated 89.8 points, .2 points less than 

the professor's expressed standards for an "A"? If not, 

perhaps there is an opportunity for extra-credit work to 

earn the points necessary for the "A" grade even though 

there has been no discussion in class or in the syllabus 

regarding extra-credit work. Even better, perhaps the 

professor can be persuaded to just "give" the extra .2 

points for the "A". 

Students may also learn that opportunities for the 

negotiation of academic standing and procedure exist outside 

of class with other elements of the institution. How 

flexible will the institution be regarding satisfying 

-- ------ --- ------
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academic requirements? Is it possible to talk to someone 

who can grant an exception to the policy? will the 

financial aid office increase or change a financial aid 

award, and what behaviors and strategies might influence 

that change? Will the major department allow a sUbstitution 

not listed in the course catalog for the major requirements, 

and is the process a formal one, requiring a petition or 

something similar, or does the chair of the department have 

discretionary powers that may be influenced by student 

behavior, entreaty, or tears? 

Perhaps an even greater potential for negotiation lies 

in the social and economic spheres of students' lives, 

arenas that are considerably less codified than the formal 

educational arena with its organizational rules and 

procedures. Yet the social and economic spheres of college 

students' lives are extremely salient in their everyday 

existence, and students learn to varying extents and varying 

capacities how to negotiate such matters. Was the request 

for a date simply a request from a friend for a pleasant 

evening together, or was it an offer of potential romance? 

Although the sorority brochure had an equal access clause, 

there were no minorities at "rush" - is there an unwritten 

rule of discrimination? My black friend George hates 

whites, but my white friend Christian is in the same psych 

class; I've got to figure out how to get the two to sit with 
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me without fighting. How can I possibly survive the 

semester with a roommate who spends her time partying until 

the early morning hours and then wants to visit with friends 

she invites to our room? How can I convince my buddy Mike 

that every time we go to the third floor of the library, 

where all the girls are, we never really study, we only 

watch the girls and wait for enough courage to ask one of 

them to go out . . . which never happens. Will the 

supervisor at the part-time job be amenable to a reduction 

or change in work hours to accommodate an unanticipated lab 

class? Although the financial aid office promised me a full 

ride (all tuition, fees, and living costs), the award letter 

wasn't for that amount I'll talk to the financial aid 

counselor who promised me the full ride. If my grades 

aren't high enough to keep the scholarship I received, what 

are alternate sources of financial aid and how can I get the 

not-so-amenable financial aid counselor to help me in my 

search? I promised my date I'd take him to the Desert 

Museum -- but I don't even have the money for gas. 

Student concerns are in part academic, in part social, 

and in part economic (Becker et al., 1968; Kuh & Whitt, 

1988), and are all a part of "the system" students see -- a 

collection of intersecting spheres of life each with its own 

rules and regulations. When encountering situations in 

these areas of stUdent life, students define them in terms 

~. -_ .. _----------------
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of the broader social world in which they operate and they 

use the commonsense knowledge gained from their experiences 

in the broader social world as a foundation for action. 

Specific situations are placed within the context of the 

dense social fabric of their lives; they link events in the 

process of structuring and managing their lives (Ramos, 

1979). When encountering ambiguous rule structures in an 

academic, social or economic sphere of their lives, students 

enter into negotiation practices in order to achieve some 

control and maintain autonomy in their lives (Maines, 1977). 

These negotiations are linked to, and learned from, 

activities and concerns from other spheres of their lives. 

Of course, negotiations are not entered into simply at 

will. Frequently negotiations are constrained by the nature 

of the activity and the formal structure defining sets of 

related activities (Maines, 1977). The larger, stable 

elements of the social, economic and organizational 

structure are expressed to students in the form of 

hierarchies of power and authority, rules, laws, norms, and 

expectations and are seen by students as "givens", as a part 

of the "system", and are part of the "natural order of 

things" (Gerson, 1976, p. 276). Perception of "the system" 

influences student consideration of the possibilities of, 

and strategies for, negotiation. 
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The "system" that students perceive on campus is shaped 

by institutional ideology, organizational goals, formal 

procedures of operation, and resource availability. It is 

also shaped by external structures such as fiscal 

conditions, political agendas, higher education organization 

within and external to the state, and public education 

ideology. students perceive these factors as the rules and 

regulations that immediately affect their lives. For 

example, in the academic arena, a student's consideration of 

whether to contact a professor to negotiate a change in a 

grade, or to enhance the chances of elevating a grade is 

shaped and colored by his/her perceptions of the system. 

Institutional policies or procedures that may affect 

possibilities and strategies include the GPA necessary for 

desired professional school admission; the schedule and 

number of available office hours the professor has set in 

compliance with university regulations; and, the policy of 

the university regarding grade change and/or grievance 

procedures. External influences could include laws that 

shape perceived structural conditions such as federally 

imposed minimum credit load and gpa requirements for 

financial aid eligibility; federal and state due process 

requirements as regards grade change grievance procedures; 

and, legislation resulting in fiscal constraints that create 

_. -.---. --------



class overcrowding, making faculty/student contact 

physically difficult. 
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student perceptions of the structural constraints that 

shape "the system" are social as well as academic. Their 

perceptions of the social system as expressed in on-and off

campus norms and values shape their behaviors while on 

campus, determining the friends they make and keep, the 

groups with whom they affiliate, and often circumscribe 

decisions regarding dating partners and possible candidates 

for romance and marriage. 

Perceived structural constraints in the social arena of 

their lives affect their perceptions of the academic and 

economic areas of their lives as well. For instance, a 

student's selection of a major may be affected not only by 

her interests and abilities, or considerations of job 

availability in a particular career, or potential earnings 

in that career, but may also be affected by considerations 

of possible success as a woman, or whether her social and 

family background limits or enhances her chances for moving 

in and moving up in that career field. As Chacon et al., 

(1982) noted, Hispanic students, particularly women, 

perceive institutional indifference to their needs, and even 

receive active discouragement from pursuing majors in fields 

in the sciences. Even consideration of negotiation for a 

change of grade may be influenced by perceptions of a social 
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system as expressed on campus. Madrazo-Peterson & Rodriquez 

(1978) reported that Chicanos frequently felt Anglo-American 

faculty and administrators were insensitive to the needs of 

non-Anglo students. 

Economic structural constraints may be interpreted as 

economic opportunity structures that limit, or open, access 

if one is ethnic minority, female, older, or from a blue

collar working family. The need for a change of grade may 

be driven by a female student's desire to qualify for a 

summer work position that has gained for other students 

entry to a very prestigious company not noted for hiring 

women managers. It could be motivated by a need to meet gpa 

requirements in order to continue in a specific major -- and 

the selection of that major is affected by considerations of 

job availability in a particular career with excellent 

salary potential. cutting across both previous examples 

are economic structural constraints expressed as federally

imposed credit load and minimal gpa requirements to qualify 

for financial aid. 

students encounter three systems in their everyday 

lives that reflect their three major areas of concern. The 

most obvious is in the academic arena of their lives (Becker 

et al., 1968; Moffat, 1990; Horowitz, 1987). "College would 

not be college, after all, without 'academics' -

professors, grades, requirements, and a bachelor's degree 
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after four years" (Moffatt, 1990, p. 28). The second is the 

social arena of "college life" (Horowitz, 1987; Kuh & Whitt, 

1988; Becker et al., 1968), in which "friendly fun" is the 

bread and butter of the undergraduate existence (Moffatt, 

1990, p. 33) and in which the norms and values of 

undergraduates meet and react to the norms and values of the 

larger social system of which they are a part. The third 

major concern of students is economic. students see their 

actions of today selecting majors, performing in classes, 

selecting the right friends -- as directly affecting their 

chances to participate in a system that demands a college 

education to obtain economic well-being and comfort in their 

adult lives (Horowitz, 1987; Gardner, 1985; Astin, 1985). 

Economic concerns in their everyday lives are also short

term. Getting and keeping a part-time job, obtaining the 

minimal GPA to keep a scholarship or maintain financial aid 

eligibility, and even pinching pennies when buying groceries 

are all part of student concerns in encountering the system. 

In order to be successful in their eyes, students must not 

only "make the grade" (Becker et al., 1968), they must also 

"make it" with others and "make it" with money. 

Using the negotiated order framework, I will focus on 

students' perceptions of academic, social and economic 

systems. 



"Making It": Negotiated Order 

From the Student Perspective 
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In order to "make it" on campus, students define, 

interpret and react to situations framed by three "making 

it" perspectives: making the grade; making it with others; 

and, making money. 

Making the Grade 

As Becker et al. (1968) found, student life is 

influenced and bound by grades, the currency that drives the 

academic economy of higher education. Students' definitions 

of good grades differ. Social group membership or aspired 

membership, as well as individual academic, career and 

personal goals, determine which grades are considered 

substandard, adequate or superior (Becker et al., 1968). 

Whether a student desires a 4.0 gpa average in order to gain 

professional school admission, a 3.0 gpa to maintain a sense 

of personal worth, or a 2.0 simply to stay on campus and 

socialize in a great party setting, the gpa perspective, 

making the grade, is a major concern of students. All other 

interests such as academic and career goals, intellectual 

stimulation, and the pursuit of personal and social 

interests, are influenced by the demands placed upon 

stUdents in their efforts to make "good" grades. 

-- -.--- .------
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Making It with others 

As scenes from the movie Animal House will attest, the 

college campus provides a singularly attractive theater for 

the enactment of gender relations - what many professors and 

administrators refer to as "contending with raging 

hormones". Colleges, particularly since the 1920's, have 

provided students opportunity and guidelines for sexual 

activity (Horowitz, 1987) that goes beyond immediate 

gratification. Dating not only holds promise of romance and 

excitement and the possibility of marriage, it also 

establishes or confirms one's prestige and status within 

one's peer group (Horowitz, 1978; Holland & Eisenhart, 

1988). Dating, whether with or without sex, is as important 

to one's college career as selection of major and 

achievement in classes. Indeed, in their study of two 

campuses, Holland and Eisenhart (1988) assert that the 

emphasis on male/female relationships, the "ideology of 

romance", relegates other aspects of college life to 

secondary positions, and that the lives of students are 

organized, at least in part, around romantic relationships 

and attractiveness. 

In addition to romantic relationships, "making it with 

others" refers to the attempts by students to gain entrance 

to, effectively maintain membership in, and gain prestige 

and status from, peer-groups. Peer-groups here refers to 
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"any set of two or more students whose relationships to one 

another are such as to exert influence upon them as 

individuals" (Newcomb, 1962, p. 130). 

As Becker (1972) has suggested, " it may be that 

the important things that happen to students in college do 

not happen in the library, the laboratory, or in the 

classroom" (p. 103). 

Much of the literature (Feldman & Newcomb, 1969; 

Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991) indicates that peer groups 

influence, to a large extent, those "important things" i.e., 

appropriate social interaction, dating, and marriage 

(Becker, 1964). The major concern of the women in Holland 

and Eisenhart's (1988) study was peer relations, and 

especially romantic relationships. 

The women spent most of their time with age mates; 
were constantly exposed to peer-organized 
activities; learned age mates' interpretations and 
evaluations of all aspects of university life; had 
most of their close, intimate relationships with 
age mates on campus, and learned ways to 
understand and evaluate themselves from these age 
mates (p. 133). 

The university, as they point out, provides only a "benign 

context for the development and importance of the peer group 

in the lives of youth" (ibid., p. 134). The campus does 

assume the responsibility -- typically through the student 

personnel division -- for "supervising, evaluating, and 

developing the social life and interests of students" 

(American Council on Education, 1937). Desired norms and 



values are expressed to students not only in official 

regulations such as codes of conduct, but also in the 

activities and programs designed to promote student social 

growth and development. But other than setting the 

parameters for the (most) inappropriate of behaviors, the 

campus leaves to students the definition of appropriate 

interactic)n (Horowitz, 1987) as well as the formal and 
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informal mechanisms of social control (e.g. grade point 

requirements for membership in official organizations, 

unwritten dress codes for membership in formal and informal 

groups) (Kuh & Whitt, 1988; Bushnell, 1962; Newcomb, 1962). 

student perception of the social "system" is anchored in 

group membership. Although social interaction tends to 

create consensuality of perception and attitudes, 

interactions most often begin on the basis of existing 

interests, attitudes and experiences that are shared 

(Newcomb, 1962; Kuh & Whitt, 1988; Gardner, 1985; Horowitz, 

1987). The norms of appropriate social behavior are shaped 

in part by previous experience and shared backgrounds that 

arise from student personal and social characteristics such 

as age, sex, ethnicity and socioeconomic status (Attenasi, 

1986; Becker et al., 1968; Horowitz, 1987; Newcomb, 1962). 

Making Money 

Exchange on the campus mall: 

"Hey, Bobbie! What's Up?" 
"I'm graduating this semester." 
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"Oh wow, am I jealous. What are you going to do after 
graduation?" 
"Get a job and get rich. Isn't that what it's all 
about?" 

College students of the 1970's and 1980's have been 

described as living in an age of "new narcissism" (Lasch, 

1978), typified by a state of "me-ism" (Levine, 1980), of 

self-concern and self-direction that is expressed in 

increasing concerns for money, power and status (Gardner, 

1985; Horowitz, 1987; Astin, 1985). Some contend, however, 

that colleges have always been perceived by students as the 

pathway to economic well-being and social status (Horowitz, 

1987; Levine, 1980; Gardner, 1985). The "message of the 

meritocracy" (Horowitz, 1987, p. 264) is that chances for 

the future, jobs and income, are set by the classes students 

take, the grades they make, the friends they cUltivate and 

the activities they choose. This message has been heard 

particularly by various non-traditional college students -

women, ethnic minorities, working and lower-class - who 

entered higher education in increasing numbers after World 

War II (Gardner, 1985). But even with the promise of a 

better life after college, students face a system they must 

accommodate and negotiate. Grades are evaluated and out of 

class activities chosen in terms of increased chances for 

admission to preferred graduate or professional school -

and always with an eye to adding another attractive resume 

line. considerations of major and profession take into 



account saturated career markets and economic cycles that 

may place credentialed professionals behind the wheel of a 

taxi-cab. 

44 

The goals and difficulties faced by the minority and/or 

working class student seeking the good life may be similar 

to the goals and difficulties of the affluent white student, 

but much of the system they must deal with is different. 

Many minorities, as well as white working class students, 

find much of their world dominated by immediate financial 

concerns - the cost of tuition, books, fees, and living 

expenses. Even if they receive financial aid assistance, 

lower income and minority students face the prospect of 

working part-time, often off-campus, and often in non-career 

related positions. These jobs not only preclude 

advantageous social interaction for "networking", but 

restrict the amount of time a student may spend studying, or 

involved in extra-curricular activities. 

Minority, working class and women students face a 

system that provides advantage for white, middle class, 

mostly male, students. Many of them understand their 

membership in these groups preclude their entry into the 

"right" club, sorority or fraternity, or other social group 

and thus restricts their access to later "networking" 

establishing lines of social and personal relationships that 

lead to lucrative careers in the best companies. "For many 
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women, college is simply another environment which mirrors 

the prejudices, unresponsiveness, and male domination of the 

larger society" (Blocher & Rapoza, 1985, p. 222). Mexican

American women undergo intense role conflict as aspiring 

students and career women rather than assuming traditional 

roles of wife and mother (Keefe, Padilla, & Carlos, 1978; 

Gandara, 1982). Women, minorities and the working class 

find the system strongly limits the range of possible 

vocational choices. Vander Well (1970) found that 

differences in financial need strongly affected vocational

educational plans and aspirations. Ballesteros (1986) 

suggested that, due in large part to socialization within a 

low socioeconomic group, Hispanics tend to aspire to low

status occupations without awareness they are limiting their 

future occupational and academic options. A study by 

Litting (1975) suggests that black males aspire more 

frequently to occupations having a "power" or managerial 

orientation but that those same occupations have been 

traditionally closed to blacks. Blocher and Rapoza's 

(1985), review of the literature suggests that students from 

lower socioeconomic backgrounds hold lower occupational 

aspirations, have lower self-confidence, and less well

developed work habits than those from middle-class 

backgrounds (p. 220). 
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It would seem that students share a belief that higher 

education is the path to economic success and social status, 

but class, race and gender create differences in the 

perceptions and reality of opportunity. students perceive 

differences in the amount of the economic pie available to 

them and differences in the available avenues to reach 

personal goals. Those differences in perceptions are 

reflected in the everyday behaviors of students. 

In attempting to view the negotiated order from 

students' perspectives, this study will look at campus life 

as students do - in terms of the practical circumstances of 

"making it" in everyday life making the grade, making it 

with others, and making money. 

Research Questions 

Ramos (1979) maintains that participants define 

situations in terms of past and probable future events in 

life. Rather than defining situations for action simply in 

terms of specific features of immediate situations, actors 

use the commonsense knowledge of the broader social world in 

which they operate. People link different aspects of each 

situation to the activities that make up their life. I am 

interested in this use of strategies by students to link one 

event to another in the process of structuring and managing 

their daily lives. 
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My interests are the academic, social, and economic 

concerns of students, how they impinge on each other, how 

they conflict and how they compliment, and how those 

concerns and the resultant behaviors that enact those 

concerns are shaped by students' commonsense knowledge of 

the broader social world. From these analytical concerns, 

and my focus on making it academically, socially, and 

economically, I generate the following research questions. 

1. What are students' general perceptions of "making 

it" on campus? 

a. What is the relationship of "making it" on 

campus to students' generalized goal of 

becoming adult? 

b. What does becoming adult mean to students? 

c. What is their perception of the relationship 

between their goal of becoming adult and the 

academic, social and economic areas of their 

lives. What is their perception of the 

relationship among the academic, social and 

economic areas of their lives? 

2. What does "making it" mean in each of the three 

areas of their lives? 

a. What are student definitions of academic, 

social, and economic success? 



b. What strategies do students create to cope 

with the academic, social and economic 

demands placed upon them? 
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c. How do students spend their time? What 

academic, social, and economic activities do 

they prioritized as important? In which of 

those do they engage? 

d. Who are the persons important in their lives? 

Who act as gatekeepers, representing and 

expressing the demands and expectations of 

the academic, social and economic elements of 

their perceived world? 

3. To what extent are they able to negotiate with 

their perceived systems? which aspects of their 

world are negotiable? 

- ----------------



CHAPTER 2 

DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS 

The Research Procedure 
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A case study approach was used to examine the 

negotiated order enacted by students at the university of 

Arizona. The setting is a large, urban, state-supported 

Research I university located in Tucson, Arizona, a 

metropolitan area of approximately 600,000 people in the 

southwestern united states. In Academic Year 1989-90, the 

year of the study, the University enrolled 35,569 students. 

Of the 27,932 undergraduates enrolled, 17,137 were in-state 

residents, 8108 out-of-state, and 2687 unclassified. 84% of 

all students were Anglo-American, 9% were Hispanic, 2% were 

Afro-American, 1% Native-American, 3% Asian, 4% 

unidentified, and 6% non-resident aliens. 

In order to examine students' lives from their own 

perspective, qualitative methodology was used. As Taylor 

and Bogdan (1984) have indicated, qualitative methods, in 

the broadest sense refers to research that "produces 

descriptive data: people's own written or spoken works and 

observable behavior" (p. 5). An examination of the common 

sense, taken-for-granted rules of interaction through 

students' own words and behavior in everyday life 

(Garfinkel, 1967) aids in understanding how students "go 
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about the task of seeing, describing, and explaining order 

in the world in ''lhich they live" (Zimmerman & Wieder, 1970, 

p. 289). 

The Analytical Framework 

The lens chosen to view student behavior, negotiated 

order (strauss, 1978), stems from the symbolic interaction 

perspective that places primary importance on the social 

meanings people attach to the world around them. Blumer 

(1969) posits three basic premises of symbolic 

interactionism: that people act toward things, including 

other people, on the basis of the meaning these things have 

for them; that people derive those meanings from others 

around them; and that actors attach meaning through a 

process of interpretation. The process of interpretation 

acts as intermediary between meanings or predispositions to 

act in a certain way and the act itself. While this 

constant definition and interpretation of situations and 

other actors determines action (Taylor & Bogdan, 1984), each 

situation is defined in terms of the commonsense knowledge 

of the broader social world - including the constraints - in 

which the actor operates. The task was to examine how 

students use their own commonsense understandings in 

everyday campus life to interpret, negotiate and then apply 

the norms and values of abstract rules in order to make 

action reasonable, understandable and unambiguous. 

.. - ------- _____ .c. ___ .~~~ __ _ 
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Unstructured interviews, time-budget analysis, and 

shadowing, a form of participant observation, were the 

methods used to study this process of interpretation from 

the actors' perspective. As discussed earlier, students' 

interpretation of the negotiated order is shaped by the 

perspective of "Making it" - making the grade, making it 

with others, and making money. Each of these constructs 

may, at anyone time, be complimentary with the others, act 

as the single consideration by a student, or may, at other 

times, interfere with one or both of the other student 

concerns. The strategies students use were inferred from 

concerns, and behaviors as they related to three categories: 

coping successfully, gatekeepers, and time. 

coping successfully. What are students' definitions of 

success within each dimension of making it? How are 

definitions reached? What groups or individuals in each 

dimension help shape definitions of success? How are the 

groups or individuals and their definitions linked, if at 

all, across the dimensions of "making it"? What is the 

perceived nature of student control to effect success? What 

is the nature of interactions with others? What is the 

outcome? What is a successful encounter? How is the 

interaction and outcome linked to others within and across 

the three dimensions of "making it"? What is the student's 

perception of the interaction? What is the implication for 



future interactions? What are perceived alternatives for 

action? 
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Gatekeepers. with whom do students interact? Who are 

considered important persons, and who merely actors within 

each of the dimensions? Who are considered gatekeepers -

persons who control or influence action within each of the 

three dimensions? Professors, academic advisors, clerks in 

financial aid or the library are possible gatekeepers in the 

academic arena, while a supervisor at work or an interviewer 

for summer internship would control activities for economic 

concerns. A friend who could provide an introduction for a 

potential date or a recommendation to a desired organization 

may be a social gatekeeper. with whom is contact actively 

sought, who is to be avoided? How do perceptions and 

behaviors in one dimension affect the personal contact in 

the others? Are interactions linked to the locus of control 

of students? That is, what actions are possible, and which 

do they control, and which do others control? Do certain 

persons represent total blocks to action, thus confining 

possible options? Who initiated the contact? Do they seek 

out contacts with support staff and faculty? Or are they 

responding to a summons? Is their response to certain 

gatekeepers patterned due to gatekeeper role, power, or 

status, or is it dependent upon that particular gatekeeper's 

personality? 

-- _ .. _-_._---
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Time. What are the day-to-day activities of students? 

How is time apportioned among and within the three 

dimensions of making it? Is time prioritized according to 

academic, economic or social interests? How does planning 

of time around one dimension affect the other two? Do they 

merely apportion time to minimally accommodate academic 

demands and to maximize economic, social and personal 

interests? What are considered routine, perhaps 

inconsequential but necessary activities such as attending 

class, going to work, and the nightly dinner with friends or 

family? What are the special events that require little 

time proportionate to other activities, but around which 

routine activities are planned -such as dates, term papers 

and filing financial aid applications? What is the locus of 

control as related to time? Do students simply react to 

academic, economic, social and personal demands or actively 

and consciously plan each day? Which activities do they 

plan? which just "happen?" 

Students were interviewed to infer their perceptions 

of, and reactions to, the negotiated order on a college 

campus. What commonsense knowledge did they use to 

interpret what they were doing? What were the structural 

conditions identified in campus characteristics, in the 

demands placed upon them, in the actions of other students, 

of faculty, and of administrators? How did they respond to 
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those conditions? What alternative modes of action did they 

perceived? What are areas of power, of conflict, of 

domination? What are areas of legitimacy, of cooperation, 

of consensus? How are students manipulators and even 

deceivers of others? 

Students' definitions and strategies for success, their 

perceptions of gatekeepers who control access to desired 

goals, and their priorities in apportioning time were viewed 

across the three dimensions of student life to aid 

understanding of how students perceive and respond to the 

"system" in order to make it on campus (see Figure 1). 

sampling 

The study used a purposive sample (Goetz & LeCompte, 

1984) to examine the perceptions and behaviors of a 

particular student population. Because of the professional 

involvement of the researcher in assisting ethnic minorities 

to enter and succeed in higher education, the influence of 

student's ethnicity on their perceptions of the system and 

resultant behaviors was of particular interest. If 

background characteristics are important, then patterns of 

perceptions and categories of response may be linked to 

certain characteristics such as ethnicity. Different kinds 

of students would have different perceptions and responses 

to expressed social systems in their daily lives on campus. 
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CIS oping f I uccess u Iy G K ate eepers Tme 

MakIng the Making the Grade Making the Grade Making the Grade 

Grade and and and 

Coping Successfully GateKeepers Time 

Making It Making It With Others Making It With Others Making It With Others 

With Others and and and 

Coping Successfully GateKeepers Time 

MakIng Making Money Making Money Making Money 

Money and and and 

Coping Successfully GateKeepers Time 

Figure 1. Making the grade, making it with others, 

making money. 



The influence of living in two cultural worlds would be of 

particular interest as we examine how students use their 

knowledge of the broader social world to perceive and 

negotiate the systems they encounter in their everyday 

lives. 

The selection of Hispanic students was one of 

convenience given the setting at Tucson, Arizona, the 

heartland of the region of the United states most heavily 

populated by Hispanics. It was also a selection based on 

the interest of the researcher, involved with assisting 

Hispanic students, the largest representation of ethnic 

minority students at the University of Arizona. 

56 

A confounding variable, however, was the socio-economic 

class participation of the students. Much of the literature 

on the Hispanic student points out that most Hispanic 

students are lower SES (Orfield, 1989; Duran,1983). The 

research interest here was not class influence on perception 

and behavior, but the influence of living in two social 

worlds that found their differences in ethnic and cultural 

origins. 

Consequently, middle-income Hispanic freshmen in their 

second full-time semester in spring 1990 were selected to 

comprise the pool of available SUbjects. Middle-income was 

defined as family income of $25,000 or more per year based 

on U.s. Department of Commerce, Bureau of Census (1988) 

------------------



57 

median income for the Mountain region of $28,806. Other 

than accommodating a concern for approximately equal gender 

representation, the sample was one of convenience and 

somewhat arbitrary, depending upon students agreement to 

participate. The researcher contacted the Office of 

Minority student Affairs which agreed to announce the study 

through their various programs. Of the two students who 

volunteered, one met the criteria and agreed to participate. 

Additionally, the researcher contacted counselors and 

undergraduate peer high school recruiters responsible for 

recruiting and advising many of the Hispanic students on 

campus. The peer recruiters and counselors generated a list 

of 156 students who might meet the criteria. 22 of those 

students met the criteria of freshman and middle-class 

status. 13 of the students contacted from this list agreed 

to participate. The final sample consisted of 14 

participants: (1) 7 women and 7 men; (2) thirteen in-state 

residents and one from out-of-state; (3) all students had 

graduated the previous academic year from high school; (4) 9 

graduated from local high schools and 5 from out-of-town; 

(5) 6 students from families with at least one parent 

holding at least a bachelor's degree, 3 students from 

families with at least one parent having attended at least 2 

years of college, and 5 students from families whose parents 

did not attend college at all; (6) 6 students lived on-
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campus in the residence halls, 7 lived off-campus with 

immediate family and 1 in an apartment; (7) 9 majors in pre

professional areas, business and pre-med predominating, and 

5 majors in the academic disciplines with psychology the 

predominate major. All of the students had attended either 

a preparatory summer camp or orientation prior to 

matriculating the previous fall. 

Most of the students in the study were academically 

well above average. Upon entry to the university, four of 

the students had received a Regents scholarship, which 

required a 3.5 high school gpa. Each of those students had 

earned at least a 3.0 during his/her first semester. Of the 

other ten students, six had also earned at least a 3.0 

during the first semester. One student had earned a 2.9, 

and one student a 2.4. The remaining two students had 

earned barely a 2.0 and were having academic difficulty, 

both anticipating less than a 2.0 for their second 

semester's work. 

contacting the Informants 

The author contacted each potential participant by 

telephone, and asked if he or she would be interested in 

participating in a study about his/her life as a student, 

and that an initial hour of their time would be required to 

explain the study, its purpose, and what they would be asked 



to do. Seventeen students agreed to the introductory 

session; fourteen agreed to participate in the study. 
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The author began each hour-long introductory session by 

explaining he was a graduate student interested in student 

experiences, concerns and feelings from a student 

perspective as opposed to most of the literature about 

students' lives which was written from an administrator or 

faculty perspective. The possibility of the time log 

experience becoming a chore was stressed, which proved to be 

true for most of the participants. It was noted, however, 

that the process could be personally self-enlightening for 

the participating students and that the information could be 

helpful in constructing programs for other students that 

were better informed by the experiences they shared. After 

verification by the student of their second semester status, 

and a request they verify parental income of $25,000 or 

more, the author stressed that the study was a doctoral 

dissertation conducted by himself as a graduate student at 

the University, but that the study was neither funded nor 

sponsored by the institution. Each student was then asked 

to consider for two or three days whether to participate and 

then to contact the author regarding his or her decision. 

Fourteen of the seventeen students agreed to participate. 
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Data collection 

The interviews, time logs and shadowing activities were 

conducted in March through May, 1990. Each of the students 

was interviewed for a minimum of three hours not including 

the initial introductory session. The interviews were 

conducted in an office in Old Main, a building centrally 

located on-campus that housed many student support programs 

including the Office of Minority Student Affairs. The space 

was graciously reserved for the author's use by an 

administrator in the building interested in the research. 

The Time Activity Logs. During the first interview, 

which took approximately one and one-half hour, basic 

personal data such as major, career goals, high school 

attended, parents' occupation and college experience, and 

other pertinent family data were gathered. The time 

activity logs were then introduced. Each student was asked 

to log all academic, social and personal activities in a 

time activity log for 7 days, 24 hours a day, in fifteen 

minute intervals. The activity log included the time of 

each activity, where the activity occurred, with whom the 

student was interacting, and a one-line comment/journal line 

on which the student entered any thoughts, feelings or 

general comments that were paramount at the moment. 

Examples of the time activity log are included in Appendix 

A. The author then demonstrated how the chart was to be 
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completed by assisting the student in logging activities for 

the day previous to the interview. This initial interview 

was intended not only to gain preliminary data and orient 

the student to the study, but also to elicit student 

commitment to the study by establishing rapport with the 

author. 

Upon completion of the weekly activity logs by the 

students, an initial analysis of the charts was conducted to 

determine how students spent the quantity of their time and 

in what types of activities. The information from this 

initial analysis of the time activity logs was then used as 

a springboard for discussion in the subsequent interviews 

with each student. 

The logs were analyzed along the three dimensions of 

"making it" by identifying concerns as expressed in 

behaviors related to: time, gatekeepers and coping 

successfully. The researcher noted how students apportioned 

their time across the three dimensions, looking for the 

routines and patterns they established in their various 

academic, social, economic, and personal activities. 

Deviations from routine, and the reasons for those 

deviations were considered. Of particular note were those 

events which did not consume much time themselves, but which 

were important to the student, required much preparation 

time, or caused a deviation from routine, or perhaps 



received much thought and anticipation as indicated in the 

comments section of the log. 

The types and numbers of persons with whom students 

interacted as identified in the activity log were noted. 
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The activity log was designed to force students to identify 

persons who loom large in their daily life -- friends, 

family, supervisors and co-workers, and officials of the 

university. Persons with whom students regularly interacted 

were of interest, but also of interest were persons who 

seemed to have an impact on students lives, but appeared 

only occasionally, if at all. This identification of those 

with whom the student carne in regular contact, as well as 

occasional contact, provided initial data for probing during 

interviews to determine important actors and their 

significance in the lives of students. The allocation of 

time, its dedication in routine and non-routine behaviors, 

and the identification of persons tentatively identified as 

gatekeepers in students' lives aided in raising initial 

suggestions as to the third concern, coping successfully. 

Student definition of success can be inferred, in part, 

by the allocation of time to certain activities. To the 

student, time spent in the classroom to satisfy a 

professor's expectations regarding appropriate student 

behavior may be as important as attendance to garner the 

knowledge to satisfy course requirements. Individuals and 
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groups with whom the student interacted both in-and out-of

class were noted as possible influences on definitions of 

success, and how those persons might have affected 

definitions of success across the dimensions of "making it". 

The Interviews. All the interviews were conducted in 

person by the author. The interviews lasted approximately 

one and one-half hour each. Given the open-ended questions 

and the unstructured style of the interview guide, a 

personal interview rather than a telephone interview, was 

deemed necessary. The personal interview also provided the 

opportunity to make eye contact, observe facial expressions 

and body language that could enrich the content of the 

conversation, and signal areas where the interviewer should 

probe further an informant's response. Perhaps most 

importantly, the personal interview allowed the interviewer 

to capitalize on, and strengthen the rapport established in 

the first two meetings with each informant. 

Interviews were conducted without the aid of a formal 

interview schedule. However, a series of questions were 

developed to serve as an interview guide (Appendix B). The 

interview guide served as a stabilizing instrument (Mann, 

1985) to ensure complete information was gathered in the 

course of the conversation with each informant, and enabled 

the interviewer to cover the same material with each 

informant in a standardized way. The time activity logs 



served as springboard for discussion. The previous week's 

activities, social interactions, thoughts and feelings 

served as concrete experiences around which to discuss the 

questions in the interview guide. To a large extent, the 

direction of the interview was guided by the responses of 

the informant. 
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The interviewer opened each conversation by requesting 

the informant's reaction to the time activity log, and 

discussing generally the student's feelings about the 

experience. The student's response led quickly, almost 

inevitably to discussion of particulars of the week's 

activities and thoughts about those experiences. The 

number, ordering, and wording of questions varied from 

interview to interview. By following the interview guide, 

however, and occasionally returning to the time activity 

log, all the important factors to the study were addressed 

in each interview. Data analysis of the interviews and of 

the time activity logs was concurrent with later interviews, 

and thus the questions asked in the later interviews were 

affected by the on-going analysis. The information 

incorporated in the later interviews as a result of the 

analysis and reflection from the earlier ones strengthens 

the later data (Miles & Humberman, 1984). 

with the permission of each informant, the interviews 

were audiotaped with a cassette recorder. However, the 
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interviewer took notes during the interviews to follow up on 

topics, record interviewer impressions and thoughts, and to 

record body language, gestures, and other non-verbal cues of 

importance. The recordings were transcribed verbatim in 

their entirety. 

The Shadowing Experience. After six of the 

participants had been interviewed, the author shadowed one 

of the male participants for a full day's activities, 

attending class, visiting with roommates, exercising, 

eating, socializing, studying alone and with a study group. 

This exercise immersed the researcher in the "everyday" life 

of the students, providing additional anecdotal information 

and examples of behaviors and perceptions gleaned in the 

interviews. The shadowing experience also raised questions 

for later interviews, strengthening the on-going analysis 

(Miles & Huberman, 1984). 

Analysis 

Analysis of the data was conducted following Strauss 

(1987) who suggests that the integrated process of 

collection, coding and memoing begin following the first day 

of fieldwork. Fieldwork and interviews provide the data for 

analyses that raise questions and form hypotheses; those 

questions and hypotheses then direct future fieldwork and 

interviews. 

. .. --.-~.-.----
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In order to gain insight into the perspectives and 

behaviors of students from their eyes, seeing as they do 

their situational and structural contexts, the data were 

analyzed using a method that would allow those perspectives 

and behaviors to emerge from the data. Students' 

perspectives and behavior, as social phenomena, are as 

strauss asserts, "complex phenomena" (1987, p. 6). The 

issue for the researcher is to capture the complexity of 

reality under study and make sense of it (ibid.). But the 

focus is not simply collecting and ordering a mass of data, 

but on "organizing many ideas" (ibid, p. 23) that have 

emerged from this complex data. Content analysis then, aims 

at organizing a complex body of material in terms of a 

system of categories relevant to specific hypotheses 

(Berelson, 1954). 

Grounding the analysis in symbolic interactionist 

theory meant that the organization of ideas and generation 

of concepts would be consistent with the view that the 

actions of the individuals would be based on what the 

experiences meant to them, and that those meanings would be 

based on students' everyday social interactions. This study 

also reflected Mann's (1985) contention that methods of 

analysis will be reflective of the methods of collection. 

other researchers agree that categories of data may be 

generated directly from the data or established prior to 
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data collection (Goetz & LeCompte, 1984; Mann, 1985). Since 

the interviews were conducted with concerns for students' 

perceptions and behaviors in "making it", the initial 

process of qualitative induction was conducted by coding 

responses into nine "coding categories" (Bogdan & Biklen, 

1982) that were created within the framework of making it 

along the dimensions of time, gatekeepers and coping 

successfully (see Figure I). 

Coding the Data. coding means that when an interview 

response was related to a particular topic, the segment was 

coded as being of that particular category topic. Similar 

segments were assigned the same code, and segments 

containing more than one topic were assigned a code for each 

topic present. 

During initial analyses conducted concurrent with 

interviews, other coding categories outside the framework 

became apparent. The author included them as questions in 

later interviews, providing opportunity to validate 

previously established categories as well as emerging 

categories outside the initial framework. 

As the number of categories grew, it became necessary 

to engage in a process of data reduction. Initially the 

author simply looked at those categories with many incidents 

that seemed to be related to others, merged some with 
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related themes, allowed some to stand alone, and eliminated 

those with few incidents or weak links with other 

categories. After merging and elimination, further 

reduction was accomplished by "clustering" (stern, 1980; 

Schatzman & Strauss, 1973), establishing connections and 

relationships that would aid in generating a higher order 

category under which subcategories might fit. "Axial 

coding" (strauss, 1987) began early in the process and 

alternated with the coding, data reduction and clustering 

process. Axial coding is intense analysis around one 

category at a time, and results in "cumulative knowledge 

about relationships between that category and other 

categories and subcategories" (ibid., p. 32). As the 

researcher moved between the very directed axial coding back 

to the more loosely conducted coding and clustering, and 

back again, he moved more and more "out of the data" and 

into conceptual categories. 

As coding proceeded, the analyst was continually 

looking for. the "core category" (Strauss, 1987, p. 34), or 

the main theme, for 

what appears to be the main concern of or problem 
for the people in the setting, for what sums up in 
a pattern of behavior the substance of what is 
going on in the data, for what is the essence of 
relevance reflected in the data (ibid., p. 35). 

Memoing. Conducted in conjunction with data collection 

and coding, memoing, the regular commentary and dialogue of 
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the researcher in note form, is an "indispensable function" 

(strauss, 1987, p. 109). Glaser (1978, p. 83) posits that a 

memo is "the theorizing write-up of ideas about codes and 

their relationships as they strike the analyst while 

coding". Initiated when first coding data, memoing 

continually captures the "frontier of the analyst's 

thinking" (ibid.) and leads naturally to abstraction or 

ideation. 

simultaneous with the research review, the author began 

memoing. The memos at this stage were often operational -

what to do, which data to collect - and sometimes conceptual 

in intent although often merely undifferentiated 

brainstorming, thinking aloud on paper. During the early 

phase of the interviews, memos were often descriptive, 

noting actions and behaviors of the students or recounting 

data examples. As the analysis proceeded however, data 

reduction and the generation of conceptual categories led to 

referencing data and recording thoughts and impressions in a 

higher conceptual frame (Miles & Huberman, 1984, p. 71). 

Thoughts and ideas were recorded as they occurred and filed 

under the concept they were about (Glaser, 1978, p.87). As 

the data reduction proceeded, the memos suggested how and 

which categories to merge or eliminate, ultimately 

generating categories of higher conceptual levels. Most 

memos took only a few moments to record, and were "simply a 
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rapid way of capturing thought processes that occur all the 

way through data collection, data reduction, data display, 

conclusion drawing, conclusion testing, and final write-up" 

(Miles & Huberman, 1984, p. 71). 

Data collection, coding and memoing were combined to 

analyze the negotiation strategies, the concepts and 

perceptions of the negotiated order the students brought and 

developed on the campus. The concepts generated were 

consistent with the symbolic view that the actions of 

individuals are based on what experiences mean, or 

symbolize, to them. The analysis provided a lens to view 

which structural conditions students perceived and to which 

of those they responded. 



CHAPTER 3 

MAKING IT ON YOUR OWN 

and 

MAKING THE GRADE 
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In this chapter I discuss the generalized perspective 

from which students view the college going experience -

that of becoming adult, or "Making It On Your Own". I then 

discuss "The Balancing Act", students' major criterion for 

determining their success on campus and an indicator of 

becoming adult. Successfully balancing the academic, social 

and economic dimensions of student life now is an indicator 

of the ability to balance the demands of adult life later. 

The discussion then moves to "Making the Grade", an analysis 

of the academic dimension of student life from within the 

framework as articulated in Chapter II: coping 

successfully; gatekeepers; and time. 

Making It: On Your Own 

Seasoned veterans of the first college year meet the 

Everyday problems and issues of student life from a 

perspective framed by their generalized goal of becoming 

adult. "Making It On Your Own" emerged as a unifying theme 

from the analysis of the data across the three dimensions of 

"Making It On Campus". Activities in students' daily lives 

are interpreted and framed by their concern for an emerging 
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independence and autonomy. For these students, college life 

in its various dimensions is merely a waystation (Moffatt, 

1989, p. 26) on the road to adulthood, to fulfilling 

careers, family and social life, and economic security. 

"The system" they see and encounter daily on campus is only 

a part of a larger social system in which they are immersed 

and in which a college degree and college social experiences 

enhance one's chances for later success as an adult. 

In order to deal successfully with the ambiguities and 

uncertainties of the system they face in their everyday 

life, they create coping strategies that become shared 

patterns of appropriate activities, general conventions of 

the student community. These shared activities are 

students' attempts to organize their world and assert some 

control as they mature and attempt to develop independence 

and autonomy. Earning grades, choosing majors, meeting new 

friends and establishing personal relationships, and 

learning to manage money are daily expressions of an 

emerging adulthood. Dealing successfully now with the 

various dimensions of student life leads to a successful 

adult life later. 

Making the grade is an overriding concern of students, 

acting as gatekeeper across the various dimensions of their 

lives. Making the grade permits continued student status 

and financial support, and leads to graduate or professional 

-------------------
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school, and to a desired career. Grades also act as 

gatekeepers to their social world. Meeting minimal 

requirements maintains the student status that allows entry 

into the social world of student life on campus. The 

quality of one's grades, however, not only validates 

membership but also establishes one's status within one's 

group. Grades do not necessarily demonstrate learning, but 

they do demonstrate personal success as an adept player of 

the academic game. 

students are also concerned about making it with 

others, with developing new social and personal 

relationships as well as continuing existing family and 

social obligations and relationships. While much of making 

it with others is about fun, it is serious business 

particularly when concerned about dating, and the 

possibility of love and marriage -- and occupies a central 

role in students' lives, receiving more time and attention 

than do all other pursuits except sleeping. Making it with 

others intrudes into the academic component of students' 

lives, and, when given too much time and attention, can 

easily threaten one's status as a student or jeopardize 

future graduate school or career plans when desired gpa 

levels are not obtained. A major everyday task that 

students face is the appropriation of time and effort across 

the various dimensions of college life. 

~- ------- ----
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Throughout the discussions with the students were woven 

concerns about making money. Minimally acceptable gpa 

levels are calculated with as much concern for keeping or 

obtaining financial aid as with maintaining student status, 

gaining admission to a major or graduate school, or of 

enhancing one's hiring chances following graduation. Not 

meeting certain financial aid standards may mean loss of 

scholarships or tuition fee waivers, with adverse effects 

that only begin with the possibility of not attending until 

other moneys can be found for tuition and fees. Time and 

energy (and worry) that could be dedicated to studying or 

more pleasurable pursuits will be spent instead seeking and 

applying for alternative funding sources. Parents may have 

to pay for the tuition and fees presently covered by 

scholarships or waivers. students may be required to work 

more hours at part-time jobs, thus reducing the time 

available for the other, more important issues of academic 

and social life. A very poor gpa may mean loss of all 

financial aid, threatening one's chances of even attending 

college if parents are unable to fully subsidize the cost of 

attending. Beyond the concerns for financial assistance to 

attend college are those everyday concerns about money that 

occupy students - money for food, clothing, and rent, and 

for the all-important incidental expenses of gas, partying 

and socializing. 
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Assuming responsibility and control for making money is 

considered an important indicator of becoming adult. 

Whereas obtaining good grades and establishing relationships 

are accepted as tasks on the way to becoming adult, making 

and managing money is -- even for those students living at 

home -- evidence of an increasing independence and autonomy. 

Financial concerns related to issues of maturation were 

student plans to find a part-time job or increase hours in a 

present job in order to move into an apartment as quickly as 

possible. Most students were planning to move next semester 

from the residence halls or from their parents' homes into 

apartments. Many were looking for part-time jobs or extra 

hours at present jobs in order to earn the money necessary 

to rent an apartment -- even though their present living 

arrangements cost much less. Although each acknowledged 

that additional time and effort would be required to earn 

rent money, they felt it would be justified to satisfy their 

desire for more independence, autonomy and control over 

their life. 

Making It Successfully: The Balancing Act 

Each "Making It" concern created demands on student 

time and effort that impinged on the other areas of "Making 

It" on campus. Working off-campus restricted study times -

particularly for review sessions for mid-terms and finals; 

socializing restricted the number of hours one might study 
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for an upcoming exam or prepare for class; and poor 

performance in making the grade might limit one's choice of 

major, access to financial aid, or even threaten one's 

status as a student. The loss of student status meant also 

losing one's social status, limiting social interaction to 

non-students as well as eliminating plans for the good life 

that come with a college degree. 

Student definitions of a successful week on campus 

reflected these concerns regarding the reciprocal 

interactions of the different aspects of student life. 

Magdelena's* successful week was one that was "fun, not a 

whole lot of studying." Ron's successful week was one in 

which he was "relaxed and organized," placing academic work 

as a priority, and only after that work was accomplished 

could he socialize and be relaxed. Raul, too, acknowledged 

that to be "relaxed," or at least free from worry, that he 

needed to place academic work before socializing. He was 

particularly sensitive to this need to prioritized since he 

was caught up during the semester of the study in a series 

of developing relationships with different women, and his 

studying suffered. He began to cram and prepare papers at 

the last minute, with the result that he was certain his 

cumulative gpa would drop below 3.5. Not only would a sub-

3.5 reduce his chances for admission to medical school, but 

*(Student's names have been changed) 



he would now lose his Regent's Scholarship, forcing his 

parents to pay his tuition if they wanted him to continue. 

His successful week included not worrying about 

... getting my work done. You know, not in 
doing it, but in doing it when I should have done 
it and working on things, spacing things out 
instead of lumping my homework together and being 
able to fit in, you know, social life. Being able 
to, or being relaxed and not be able to, not worry 
about wasting time, so I can actually sit down and 
enjoy what I'm doing. 
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An immediate implication for these students then became 

the allocation of time and effort they must dedicate to each 

of these major components of everyday life. 

You realize you have to spend more time to get the 
job done, you have to make time for what is 
necessary, and that includes classes, homework, 
work and for yourself. You have to get those 
things done, because that's the only way you're 
going to stay here (Dave). 

I think that's real important, learning how to 
kinda control yourself and take care of yourself, 
you know, academic stuff is kinda, I think that 
kinda comes second you know ... But I think that 
social stuff, that personal stuff has to come 
first you know, I think that's where you can set 
yourself up good and get through, get through 
college (Magdelena). 

The priorities and pressures of students were expressed 

in the ways they allocated time as noted in their weekly 

activity logs. 

The Balancing Act: Sleeping My Life Away 

How did these students spend their time? First, they 

devoted more time to sleep than any other activity. They 

slept a surprisingly large number of hours per week -- an 
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average of 59.75 hours per student, or 8.54 hours per day. 

Each student had a relatively regular pattern of nightly 

sleep that ranged between 6 to 8 hours a night, but they all 

napped occasionally for an hour or two at least two or three 

times during the week reported. The quality of sleep and 

the desire to sleep were persistent themes in the comments 

section of their activity logs. 

For the six students living in the residence halls, 

nightly sleep habits were almost regularly interrupted by 

others, typically roommates or rowdy floormates in the dorm, 

and frequently by the false fire alarms that seemed to occur 

most often between 11:00 p.m. and 3:00 a.m .. All the 

students interrupted their own sleep patterns in order to 

attend a party, date, or other social event, as well as 

engage in the inevitable all night cramming session or last 

minute paper writing frenzy. Control over one's sleeping 

schedule was often cited as a major reason for wanting to 

move to an apartment. 

Some of their additional sleeping or napping was the 

result of these interruptions to regular sleeping patterns, 

but students also slept or napped as an escape from the 

pressures of student life. Luis slept for 17 hours 

continuously prior to a major exam. Even though Ysandra was 

struggling to get a C in chemistry, and keenly aware of the 

implications a low grade would have on her chances for 



admission to medical school, she still avoided the pain of 

this course by occasionally sleeping in class. Lori, 

conscious of her tendency to sleep to avoid studying and 

related stress, actively created personal projects of 

reading, knitting, and weightlifting to avoid sleeping too 

much. Raul, a Biology major, considered his Biology class 

the most important class he attended, yet he went to sleep 

in two consecutive class sessions. Magdelena began a 
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writing project, took time out to sleep, awoke to write some 

more, slept some more, until finally, "I got up and I told 

myself 'Now, I've got to, now I've really got to do this.'" 

The Balancing Act: The Academic Side of Life 

The stress created in attempting to meet academic 

demands is not necessarily reflected in the amount of time 

they expend in meeting those requirements. After a year of 

experience each student has reached a calculation that 

balances required effort against stated goals. As Magdelena 

said, 

A 3.5 is like staying home every night and 
studying at least an hour or two hours. I'm not 
into that you know. I just, I can't sit there .. 
. I could do that but I wouldn't retain anything, 
so I'd just be sitting there thinking 'I don't 
want to do this' ... I think, 'Yeah, next time 
I'll add on an hour to my studying and I never get 
around to it, so it usually stays like it is which 
is good because it keeps me on my toes. 

Students related that they typically studied in bursts 

of intensity and duration, motivated mainly by impending 



tests, or due dates for projects or papers. The students 

fell far short of faculty and administrators' traditional 
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expectations of 2 hours of study outside of class for every 

hour in class, which for these students would have been a 

total of 26-30 hours of study per week. During the reported 

week, the students actually studied an average of 13.43 

hours per student, or slightly less than 2 hours per day. 

Indeed, the total time each student spent in academically 

related concerns - studying, attending class, talking to 

professors and academic advisors out of class - averaged 

only 27.27 hours per week, or 25% of their waking hour 

activities. Even with so little time dedicated to academic 

matters, 11 of the fourteen students were earning better 

than a 3.0 gpa. 

In spite of the small amount of time students dedicated 

to academic work, they were well aware of the importance of 

balancing one's personal and social activity with academic 

demands in order to remain a player in the academic game. 

As Denise noted, 

-- -- --- ----

It's not like high school where you can just get 
away with not doing your homework ... you've got 
to be real strict with yourself. A lot of people 
make college seem harder than it is because they 
make it harder on themselves. They're the people 
that don't do any studying and then they have to 
cram for a test and it makes it harder, but I mean 
if you do your homework, go to class and pay 
attention, read what you have to read, I think you 
can do pretty good. . . There's a lot of people 
here that I think shouldn't really be here because 
they think college is just a big social party and 



that's all they do. They go out every night of 
the week, I mean you can still go out and stuff 
but not like every night of the week, and school 
comes second and your social life comes first. I 
mean, you're here and you're paying money for your 
education, I think you should have your education 
come first. 

The Balancing Act: Friends and Relations 

In spite of her pronouncement that education should 
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come first, Denise, as did all the students, spent the bulk 

of her time in social activities with friends and family. A 

3.4 gpa student, Denise studied and attended class a total 

of nine hours during her reported week, and yet spent 56 

hours in social activities -- almost all with friends. The 

students in this study averaged 41 hours, or 38% of their 

waking hours in some form of social activity. College for 

these students was, as much as anything, a social 

experience. Almost any campus activity, including attending 

class and studying, could be, and was, re-created by them 

into a social activity. And in spite of institutional 

efforts to program the extracurricular life of students, the 

students created their own social worlds; they acted and 

played largely on their own. 

The University of Arizona, typical of most public 

universities in the 1980's, included an organizational 

division of staff who make the extra-curricular student 

their professional specialty (Moffatt, 1989, Horowitz, 

1987). The Dean of Students, The Office of Student 
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Activities, The Student Resource Center, The Office of 

Residence Life, and The Student Health Center, to name but a 

few, offered an array of organized student activities to 

encourage adolescent development through a planned student 

life co-curriculum. Although students talked about the 

desirability of joining in the future, none of the students 

in this study participated in any organized social clubs, 

organizations or programs. 

The students did plan social activities such as dates, 

and social appointments and outings with friends or family, 

but in the main, most social activities were spontaneous 

events. Parties on the weekends, bull sessions in the dorm 

room, study sessions that dissolved into personal 

discussions, emotional conversations while walking across 

campus, watching television together and discussing how men 

were such jerks, talking about relationships in the locker 

room, or discovering one's feelings about another were 

usually of the moment and unplanned. Their lives were 

filled with these spontaneous events that were sporadic, 

intermittent, often unfinished and linked more by the 

players than by the substance of the events -- but they were 

always important. As Raul said, "It's not so much what I'm 

doing as who I'm doing it with." 

Chuck, like the other students, was very aware that 

part of the maturation process of becoming adult includes 

-- -------------



the danger that all students face - of committing too much 

time to social activities and jeopardizing one's student 

status. In one semester, he learned quickly how each 

student must find for him/herself the appropriate blend of 

social and academic life: 

I think a lot of people come here and just kinda 
go wild, at first, and there's, I mean, there's 
not much you can do about that and then like me, I 
drank beer, partied and ran around all the time 
anyway (while in high school) and did the same 
thing when I got here and then realized, wait a 
minute, this is not going to work out • . . school 
was probably the least important thing. So I 
really toned down the drinking and running around. 
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Students were quick to note the hazards of incorrectly 

calculating the amount of time one might expend in social 

and economic, particularly work, activities against the time 

and effort necessary to achieve one's gpa goal. The hazards 

include loss of student status, of financial aid, or of 

decreased chances for admission to certain majors, to 

graduate school, or even to one's future professional 

career. Learning to be on your own requires "Toning down 

the drinking and running around." Balancing social life, 

work, and academic demands is one of the necessary tasks 

students face on the road to becoming adult. And as we 

shall see in the next section, the token of successful 

calculation is the grade or gpa. 
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Making the Grade: The Academic Side of Life 

In this section, I discuss the meanings that grades 

hold for students, serving as a structural representative, a 

gatekeeper, controlling access to the various dimensions of 

their lives. I also discuss the personal meanings that 

grades hold for students, confirming their status and 

rewarding their learning. Student perceptions of the 

academic demands placed upon them and their responding 

behaviors to succeed are then examined. Student perceptions 

of those persons most influential in determining their 

academic success are then explored. The section concludes 

with analysis of stUdent time dedicated to academic 

endeavors. 

Grades hold a number of meanings for students, serving 

to color their perspectives of the problems, issues and 

subsequent behaviors they enact in their everyday life. 

Grades act as gatekeepers to short and long term plans and 

indicate success at playing the academic game and doing the 

job of being a student. Grades also hold personal meanings 

for students, rewarding hard work and effort, validating 

perceptions of self-worth, and occasionally even indicating 

learning. 

Grades as Gatekeepers 

Perhaps the most pervasive and fundamental aspect of 

grades for students is the gatekeeper function they perform . 

.. _--_._--



Meeting certain requirements, whether institutionally, 

socially or personally imposed, affects all dimensions of 

student life. It is this dimension of making the grade in 

which social structure is most graphically expressed to 
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students. The grade given in an individual class represents 

institutional expectations and demands; the professor who 

gives the grade is the representative/gatekeeper who 

articulates those expectations and demands. The cumulative 

grade point average is the measure of success in meeting 

state, federal, and private financial aid eligibility 

requirements. students are always conscious of the minimal 

grades and specific courses that satisfy entry requirements 

into graduate school or gain entree to entry level jobs for 

corporate careers. Even in their personal lives, students 

participate in a social structure that determines worth and 

status in part by gpa. Students encounter daily the 

expectations and expressions of a campus structure nested 

within, and reflective of, the larger world's social 

structure. 

Minimal gpa levels act as gatekeepers in the short-term 

to maintaining one's status as a student, and to continuance 

of one's financial aid. Two of the students, Fina and Rudy, 

were in jeopardy of losing their student status due to 

academic difficulty. 

This whole week I've been thinking about my grades 
and about have they really corne up and what am I 



going to do next year. I don't know. I guess I 
slacked off too much, I thought it was going to be 
like high school but it's different. You know in 
high school, you don't keep up with things maybe 
like dates, you read the materials you cover, 
you'll be okay. You can't do that here, you have 
to keep up with it, every time you meet the class 
there's more, more material (Fina). 
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For the other 12 students, however, maintaining student 

status was not a concern. Their most immediate concern 

regarding grades related to financial aid. Four of the 

students had received a Regent's scholarship upon entry 

which required a 3.5 gpa for continued eligibility. All 

four had lost their scholarships as a result of earning less 

than a 3.5 gpa their first semester. Of the remaining eight 

students, four had received a tuition fee waiver for 

Hispanic students, and all mentioned at some point the 

pressure they felt in trying to maintain the 3.0 gpa 

necessary to keep the waiver. 

Well, I'm not real pleased with my grades right 
now. Yeah, I'm real bored, but they're not bad 
grades, but I'm so worried about losing my, I have 
a fee waiver. I need a 3.0 (gpa) and right now 
it's a 3.5. But I'm not so worried this semester 
as I am maybe next semester where I'm going to be 
taking harder classes, and I feel kind of 
pressured to keep you know, keep that waiver 
(Monique) . 

Everpresent in students' minds were the long-term 

effects grades would have on admission to undergraduate 

programs, graduate schools, or desired careers. Luis wanted 

to get into the undergraduate athletic program the following 

year, and even though the minimal academic requirement was a 

-- ------------.----



87 

2.8 for consideration, he knew the competition was stiff, so 

he was intent on earning a 3.0 "to be safe." Ysandra 

planned to attend medical school but hoped her poor 

performance in chemistry would somehow be forgiven. 

Magdelena knew that she could be admitted to a veterinary 

school with a 3.0, but a 3.5 would also earn her a "full 

ride" financial aid award as well as admission to the vet 

school of choice. 

students were concerned in their everyday lives with 

meeting the minimal requirements of grades to maintain 

student status, meet financial aid eligibility requirements, 

and meet undergraduate program and graduate school admission 

requirements. 

students held ambivalent feelings about grades. 

Although they generally acknowledged grades as the major 

"institutionalized valuable on campus" (Becker, Geer et al., 

1968), they also felt their grades indicated little else 

than success at "jumping through hoops" set by others. 

These "hoops" included not only grades, but the classes and 

courses of study that lead to the degree itself another 

hoop that leads to desired career. 

The problem is you have to go through the hoops I 
guess if you want to call it that, to be able to 
do what you want to do. I mean, if I could, 
there's a lot of classes I wouldn't take, right, 
but you have to get their certificates so they'll 
let you do what you want (Chuck). 
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The "hoops" are obstacles one must successfully jump 

through in order to "do what you want" in your career. But 

in order to do what you want, a degree or certificate must 

be obtained, and that requires taking certain courses and 

earning certain grades in those courses. For Raul, a pre-

med student, the hoops were obvious and well articulated: 

Passing the courses and the gpa, it's not so much me, 
it's the requirements to get into medical school. They 
tell me, yeah, they tell me I can't make my own plans, 
they kinda just come out and tell me, you know, this is 
what's expected of you if you want to consider 
applying. 

If courses don't "count" for admission to medical 

school, or to satisfy an undergraduate graduation 

requirement, or at least to help in his chosen career, Raul 

avoided them studiously: 

Classes fill real quick you know and the first 
thing you know you can't get into a class and then 
you start taking, you know these art classes, 
something that's really not going to help you. I 
try not to just take anything. I took this 
anthropology class just as an anything class, even 
though it counts, it counted toward my general 
education requirement, it wasn't really a throw 
away. I've only thrown away one class, just 
because my father wanted me to take a computer 
class. It didn't count for anything and I don't 
think it's really going to help me in medicine. 

students perceived the hoops to be often unnecessary 

and irrelevant in their lives. Monique, a pre-med student, 

couldn't see the relevance of chemistry to her plans for 

medical school: 

I hate chemistry. I don't know why, I just do. 
I'm not doing as bad as I thought I was, I made a 



B in there, but I just do not enjoy that class. I 
think it would be more interesting if it was 
relative to something, where I can relate to it, 
or if it related to the field I'm interested in. 
I think that would be great but I just don't care 
about it. 

Chemistry for Chuck was boring, but algebra was 

worse: 

Chemistry's not so bad because a lot of it does 
relate. But I'm starting to get into higher math, 
but algebra for it's own sake is boring, it's 
horrible. Even calculus . . . I mean obviously 
you've got to learn how to do it, but I don't want 
to deal with it, if I didn't know what was corning 
later then I wouldn't go to school. 

Luis was relieved that his pre-requisite courses for 

entry into the athletic program were almost completed, 
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because the following semester his courses would be directly 

related to his program, and even though the courses would be 

more rigorous, they were related to his career and "make me 

more interested, make me learn." 

Chuck came in late the first semester due to a 

financial aid award mix-up. As a consequence, courses 

related to his physics major were already full. In order to 

maintain his financial aid eligibility, he enrolled for 12 

credit hours of courses, and was not sure those would all 

count towards graduation. During the present semester, he 

had been able to take a physics course, so things were 

becoming more meaningful: 

I missed the first week of classes, so I mean it 
wasn't, I wasn't taking anything really 
interesting. I mean engineering was, that was a 



tough course and then architecture was kinda 
interesting, but it wasn't, I mean it wasn't 
something I wanted to take and you know I just had 
to register to get in 12 hours. But this semester 
it's starting to get interesting, I mean last 
semester, I didn't take any physics at all. 

Chuck also reflected most students' attitudes about 

successful hoop-jumping in the everyday life of the 

classroom. The tasks of student academic life, the tests, 
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labs, projects, papers and required in-class discussion can 

also be meaningless and irrelevant. Successful achievement 

as ostensibly articulated by good grades may have little to 

do with learning. 

I mean if it's something that's boring, then you 
know, I'll just spit it back up, that's fine, but 
if it's interesting, I'd rather know it and get a 
good grade on it. Well, you know, someone can get 
a good grade and not know what they're talking 
about. You have to get the grade too, just 
because you know what you're talking about doesn't 
matter. Grades aren't really that great of a way 
to tell whether you know what you're doing 
(Chuck) . 

These students saw the expression of social structure 

in the meaningless hoops, or obstacles, they encountered on 

their way to desired careers. The degree, or certification, 

is the major hoop, and is achieved by succeeding in the 

array of required courses necessary for the degree and for 

admission to graduate school. Successful completion of the 

coursework leading to a degree is determined by achieving 

minimal gpa levels set by others -- graduate schools; 

company hiring policies; and institutional policy. Success 



in a particular course is determined by the professor in 

that course. 
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Students often must take courses that, although leading 

to a degree or satisfying other requirements such as 

courseload for financial aid, are perceived as irrelevant or 

unrelated to their own academic or career interests. 

Student response is, as Chuck said, to "spit it back up," 

because you don't have to know what you're talking about in 

order to get a good grade. Students meet the meaningless 

requirements, taking and succeeding in classes that don't 

count or are perceived as irrelevant to their lives. When 

perceived as relevant, however, they become "interesting" 

and students then like to know "what you're talking about." 

In Chuck's everyday life, earned grades could mean more 

than just satisfying requirements for jumping through hoops. 

Particularly when courses were interesting, the grades 

received could become personally meaningful. Chuck's 

attitude typified students' ambivalent feelings about 

grades. On the one hand, there was a perspective that 

accepted the gatekeeper function of grades and of the 

behaviors required to meet requirements, but those behaviors 

were seen merely as "jumping through hoops," often 

meaningless and irrelevant actions conducted to satisfy 

external demands. On the other hand, grades could become 

personally meaningful for students, acting as a reward for 
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their hard work and effort, indicating one's ability to play 

the academic game, and establishing one's status in the 

world of campus life. Beyond satisfying requirements, 

grades became valuable according to different 

interpretations of the meaning those grades held in their 

everyday lives. 

Grades as Evidence of "Walking" 

I'm used to A's. I like getting A's because 
they're the best grade you can get and to me that 
shows that what I did and how I prepared and 
everything that I worked for previous to that paid 
off you know, so I feel like getting an A is my 
reward. I feel like getting a B is good, you 
know, I could take that, it's no problem, but it's 
not as good as an A. Getting a C is like, hey, 
you're average, did the work. So getting an A to 
me is real important. You know it means I'm 
somebody on the ball, somebody that's walking 
(Dave). 

I did go to an advisor for help. She looked up my 
grades and was going 'oh no ... ' and I was 'Oh, 
God', I felt like crying, and I know she thinks 
'she's dumb and what is she doing here at the 
university, she's getting those grades,' but I 
know I'm not, I'm not dumb, so I didn't ask all 
the questions I wanted to. I felt, I don't know, 
I felt low, I felt really low (Fina). 

Dave and Fina expressed, from both ends of the academic 

success continuum, the import that grades hold for students 

in their everyday life. "Somebody that's walking" is 

successful, and has shown he or she can do the job of being 

a student. A successful student has expended the effort 

required to learn, has learned to play the academic game, 

and thus belongs to this community of aspiring adults. 

,=== _._._- .. _----
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In this community, grades are the token of membership, 

signifying not only one's right to belong, but also one's 

status in the community. "Good" grades indicate that one is 

"on the ball, somebody that's walking," that one's best, 

"giving my all" meets the standards that measure success as 

a student. Many of the students talked about "giving it 

their best shot." 

I have to keep up my grades, and that's something 
I want to do. . . I want to give it my best shot 
at least. Just trying (Monique). 

As long as I'm in the (Athletic) program, you 
know, just do my best and try, there's not much 
else I can do as long as I'm doing my best effort 
(Luis) . 

Well, I take an exam, I prepare for an exam and I 
feel that I've given all that I can do, all I can 
study and I go into the test saying 'There's no 
reason to be nervous because I've given my all, 
there's nothing left inside of me'. Or even when 
working out, I push myself where I should be. I 
feel successful when I give it my all (Ron). 

Implicit in what they said was an assumption that 

when one has given their best, the grade received validated 

that their best is good enough. Fina's poor grades not only 

placed her membership in jeopardy, but placed her "low, real 

low" in the hierarchy of student status because it was 

assumed her best was not good enough. On the other hand, 

when Dave's bestshot earned an A, it showed he was walkin, 

he's not just a face in the crowd. 

Whenever I do something that's not to the best of 
my ability, testing me, and I don't do well, 
that's what disappoints me. But success to me is 



making the grade. You know, understanding the 
material and being tested on it and doing really 
well, above average. Above average to me is 
successful. I don't like only being categorized 
as another face in the crowd or someone just 
there, so that A, that's where I determine 
success, that's what I call success (Dave). 

When I get a good score, I feel like a great 
student (Ron). 

When Rosalinda received an A grade on the first essay 

examination she'd ever taken, the grade validated her as a 
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successful student, but the professor's comments meant even 

more to her because her best was better than all the other 

students: 

So when he asked the question it was like 'You 
want me to put this in an essay?' I was like 'OK, 
I don't know how I'm going to do it, I've never 
taken an essay test.' So when I got, you know, 
the test back I was excited, I had never taken an 
essay test before and I did good and then when I 
saw he had put different comments on there like 'I 
didn't get an answer like this from anybody, 
you're the only one that answered this question 
right,' I was excited. It wasn't just the fact 
that I got an A, it was the fact he singled me 
out. 

Each of these students perceived grades as an indicator 

of successful efforts; if one works hard, rewards follow. 

I guess I want a reward, you now, like work hard, 
get something out of it. I can do so much if I 
just put myself to it, you know and sometimes you 
know I don't have the will power, I don't have 
the, sometimes I just get too lazy and don't put 
the effort into it as much as I can. There's 
always something telling me 'Ah, it's alright, 
(if) you'll get a B or C.' Why should I settle 
for that, you know, like I mean you're putting 
time in there I ought to be able to get the best 
out of it and then when I don't I get frustrated 
(Dave) . 
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I'm not the kind of person A's are good and D's are 
bad. You know if I got an A then it's because I put in 
a lot of time and I worked hard and if I got a D it's 
probably because I didn't do as much (Rosalinda). 

But sometimes one's best was not good enough. There 

existed simultaneously a perception that hard work and 

effort would be rewarded and an acknowledgement that the 

system wasn't necessarily fair or evenhanded. Students saw 

that their effort wasn't always rewarded -- "a lot of times 

you think you're prepared but you're not" (Rudy). 

sometimes, in spite of their hard work and effort, they 

simply didn't meet the standards set by the system. At 

other times, however, they encountered a system that wasn't 

completely fair. 

I think it's kind of fair, as fair as it's going 
to get, let's put it that way. I shouldn't say 
it's totally fair, cause it's not, but it's as 
fair as it's going to get (Magdelena). 

I worked on a paper all spring break, you know, 
typed it up and everything and I got a C on it and 
the guy I sat next to, he's a real nice guy, he 
wrote it the morning it was due and he typed it 
the morning it was due and he still got a B ... 1 
asked her (the professor), I said 'Why would you 
give me a grade like this?' you know because I 
know the effort I put into it (Rudy). 

Oh, I knew what was going on. But the tests were 
so hard, just like they're worded a lot different 
that the homework. My first test I thought I was 
going to do so bad in there, but I got a 90. On 
another test, I just totally did awful. I just 
totally bombed it and I really studied. The 
questions were so hard and different and so it was 
kinda hard (Lori). 

I was studying for his test and he gave us a study 
guide and he said 'If you know these terms, it'll 



be fine, don't worry about it' and after all that 
time of studying and then you go in and you find 
the test has little to do with what you actually 
studied (Raul). 
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Hard work and effort can be negated by difficult tests, 

unfair standards or even bad luck. Some students found, 

however, that they could also benefit by an uneven system 

either by getting lucky or unconsciously succeeding without 

much work: 

Sometimes I think that I don't really go by a 
standard, that I just, sometimes I'll just get it 
done so it meets the requirement of the teacher, 
and it's a passing grade. A lot of times I do 
that, which is not really good and a lot of times 
its funny because I'll surprise myself and things 
that I'll turn in, you know, that I did that 
morning that are due that evening, I'll get A's 
and B's on them. I surprise myself a lot. I mean 
not really realizing that I did a pretty good job, 
I just did it and it was kinda spur of the moment 
(Magdelena). 

Sometimes it just turns out that maybe I just get 
lucky and times where I look back and 'Wow, I'm 
really lucky, I didn't know that answer,' but I 
guessed it right and therefore I got a 95 on the 
test. Sometimes though, like this last exam I 
took, this anthropology mid-term I got an 84, and 
I really prepared for it, I studied all I could, I 
learned a lot but I got an 84 which is kinda low 
for anthropology but I feel like there's nothing 
else I could have done, it was just the grading, 
and I made a few careless mistakes, that really 
wasn't my fault, it wasn't my lack of studying 
(Ron) . 

Academic grades, then, are a token of one's success as 

a student, validating one's membership and establishing 

one's status in this community of students. Grades 

acknowledge one's success in expending the effort required 
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to learn, and suggests one has learned to play the academic 

game of jumping through a series of meaningless hoops. The 

hazards of the game include a system of grading and 

expectations that may not be fair, and can often be 

arbitrary and capricious or downright unlucky. 

Grades as Indicators of Learning 

Grades act as an indicator of one's progress toward 

maturity. Achieving minimal requirements not only validates 

one's membership in the community, but achievement beyond 

the minimal requirements means one is "walking," and not 

just a face in the crowd. Not only do grades act as rewards 

for testing one's self in "giving it my best shot," they 

also mean I'm moving into the world of adulthood. Although 

one may attend class, and earn a good grade, that grade 

doesn't necessarily indicate learning. But these students 

were curious and inquisitive, and came to the university to 

learn -- whether in or out of class. Grades may not 

indicate learning, but learning is important; it indicates 

one's progress toward adult life where learning is to 

improve one's self and where knowledge is used in one's 

career, personal and social life. 

Dave, who was a high achieving student in high school, 

noted the differences in his approach to grades and learning 

now that he was in college: 

It's mostly the responsibility, mostly taking a 
look around and saying 'Hey, I can use this 



outside of school,' you know. I can apply this 
outside of school and I think it's helped me along 
in college. I'm going to find out more things I 
can do outside and really start to understand 
what's really going on out there, out there in the 
real world you know, 'cause like in high school 
you always do the work but you never bother to 
apply it to everyday things. NOw, it's like you 
get a feel for how it works, everything's starting 
to fit in. That's what I've been noticing, so 
that's kinda neat. You start to understand. 
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For Ron, the difference in high school and college were 

related to maturation because now he was doing something 

important: 

So I feel like, even though I'm not, you know, 
partying and having fun all the time, that you 
know, I can devote some of that to be able to 
study and really know that I'm doing something 
important instead of just hanging out and getting 
by (like) in high school. 

Students held very ambivalent feelings about grades. 

On the one hand,.they expressed a certain cynicism as Chuck 

did when he said "you can get good grades and still not know 

what you're talking about." On the other hand, almost all 

students expressed satisfaction when in class they learned, 

or understood, and the subsequent grade they received 

confirmed and rewarded that understanding and hard work. 

Well, when I understand it, then I enjoy it. When 
I don't understand it, it kind of frustrates me 
and then when I pull low grades on my test, that 
really kinda discourages me (Raul). 

I think basically if you're learning then you 
should do well in the class. I mean, that's the 
whole purpose, I mean, you learn what you're doing 
and they test what you've learned (Denise). 
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Luis learned from his father the distinction between 

making the grade and learning when he relayed to his father 

that 

I got an A on my math exam and I didn't even study 
and he got mad because I didn't study. But if I 
say I learned about this today, and it's something 
that's going to give me a grade, he'll say 'don't 
worry about that right now,' but yet he's glad I 
learned it. 

students were generally excited about learning both in 

and out of the classroom. Some courses were less exciting 

than others, some downright boring. But in the main, they 

were excited about learning the material in their courses, 

particularly if related to their major. 

Ysandra's nemesis, chemistry, hovered and threatened 

daily. She dreaded going to class and lab, she struggled in 

doing the reading and studying out of class, but 

occasionally, as happened when studying with a fellow 

classmate, the excitement of learning struck and, 

When I was talking to him on the phone I felt like 
I really knew chemistry, I was starting to get 
into it and I said 'Wait a minute, we're talking 
chemistry here! I'm surprised, I know some of 
this. ' 

As noted earlier, Monique found that chemistry was not 

interesting because she couldn't relate to it, or see its 

relationship to her medical field of interest. surprisingly 

to her, she found her sociology class interesting, and liked 

it in spite of the difficulty she had in keeping up with the 

large volume of information she was expected to read, 

--- -- ---------
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digest, and discuss in class. She found it so interesting 

that her interest helped combat the sleepiness she 

encountered when studying. She noted in her activity log 

while studying sociology that she was getting sleepy, but 

continued on because of her interest in the subject. In her 

English class, her curiosity and desire to know forced her 

to overcome her shyness. She noted in her activity log an 

"interesting discussion" that ensued from an assigned 

reading of a poem and book. She then clarified during the 

interview that: 

I didn't see any relation to that poem to the book 
and I asked. I guess I don't ask too many 
questions in that class and it was something that 
I was curious about. Something that was kind of 
bugging me. So I asked it. 

Chuck asserted that, although much of the college 

experience is jumping through hoops to do what you want, his 

reason for going to college was to learn the physics 

necessary for him to pursue interesting questions. Although 

only 21 years old, Chuck had had a number of work 

experiences as a ranch hand, construction worker and miner, 

and attended college to expand on 

the little bit I know about physics and at 
least know what's out there (otherwise) I wouldn't 
go to school because, for one thing, I can't think 
of anything else that's interesting. But like I 
can't think of any other field I would want to 
spend time in. If it wasn't physics and 
engineering type of stuff, science, that type of 
stuff, I probably would stay in construction. 
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Lori noted that an important criterion for her 

selection of major was how interesting and related to her 

interests were the courses of study in that major: 

I think I'm going into MIS. That's my safest 
thing. Because the classes are like, sounded like 
what I kind of want, you know. I'm going to try 
some of those this summer. See how those go . . . 
There's not much I know about it really, I just 
like read from the book (the college catalog) and 
I like the classes they have to take. 

Students constructed their intellectual lives. They 

complied with the hoops of academe, taking the required 

courses and completing the assigned tasks. But they chose 

that which was intellectually meaningful for them. And, 

they were as interested in learning outside class as in 

class. Chuck, an avid reader with a wide range of 

interests, read not only the required reading for his 

courses during the week of the study but also a number of 

books, magazines, and newspapers for information and 

pleasure. Quantum Reality and Romantic Manifesto were read 

as part of his personal quest of intellectual inquiry, 

motivated by his curiosity in disciplines that were 

"interesting." Swords of the Horseclans, A Cat of Silvery 

Hue, and Amok were readings of recreation and pleasure. The 

three magazines he received, Omni, Power Lifting, and 

Gambling Times, although recreational, were also 

informational, informing his interests in physics and the 

sciences, personal health, and poker, respectively. He also 

-- -------------
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read daily the campus student newspaper and a local Tucson 

paper as well as browsed weekly in the campus bookstore and 

a local used book store. 

Although not reading the volume that Chuck did, all 

students read considerably outside their coursework, 

attended plays, movies, and concerts and participated in 

bull sessions regarding "interesting" issues. Lori conveyed 

her excitement about her upcoming weekend visit with good 

friends attending Arizona state University in Tempe because: 

Talking to Christie has helped me a lot. Like if 
I've read a book, she's read everything, I swear, 
she's just read everything, so I talk to her about 
books and music, she's that kind of person. 

Ron's changed perception of learning and understanding 

had even influenced his relationship with his younger 

brothers. He now saw them as aiding his understanding of 

youth in general as he proceeded toward his goal of becoming 

a counselor: 

I like working with children, that's really 
rewarding for me. Just now, to see my brothers, 
I'm just really trying to understand children a 
little more, just study them. Before I was 
really, 'Oh, jeez, just stop it.' 

students encountered daily in their academic world a 

system of hoops through which they must jump as part of the 

process of moving into the world of adulthood. Grades 

symbolized the hoops, acting as gatekeepers to staying in 

school, to maintaining eligibility for financial aid, and to 

meeting admission requirements for undergraduate and 

-------------------
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graduate programs. Grades also held for students personal 

meaning, validating membership in the group and establishing 

status within the group. Students viewed in and out of 

class learning important as they moved into the world of 

adulthood, and agreed that grades can occasionally indicate 

successful learning -- even though, as Chuck noted, you can 

earn good grades and not know what you're talking about. 

The students in the study maintained that on tests, and in 

class, if you understood, you were the better for it. If you 

understand and know the material, then you should get a good 

grade. No matter their level of interest in learning in any 

specific class, however, earning the grade was necessary for 

success. 

We turn now to the behaviors students enacted in order 

to deal with the perceived system; what must one do to cope 

successfully in jumping the hoops, and earning the grades 

necessary to do "what I want to do?" 

Making the Grade: coping Successfully 

Students enrolled for courses, attended class, studied, 

took tests, wrote papers, performed laboratory exercises, 

and conducted special projects. They also attended tutoring 

and review sessions and they visited with their professors, 

advisors, and counselors as they attempted to meet the 

demands of being a successful student. During the reported 

week of this study, the students spent an average of 12 
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hours in class. They studied, wrote papers and conducted 

projects either individually, with other students or a 

tutor, an average of 13.43 hours during the reported week. 

The students spent an average of 1.8 hours during their 

reported week dealing with the important administrative 

details of student life - consulting advisors regarding next 

semester's schedule, discussing grades and possible changes 

to grades with professors, ensuring previous courses would 

"count" for electives or major requirements. Perhaps the 

biggest time consumer was their attempts to gain admission 

to the telephone registration system to register for courses 

for the next semester. 

They attempted to meet the demands placed upon them in 

the academic side of their lives by adopting two strategies: 

doing the job and working the system. They attempted to 

meet the requirements as stated; enrolling in and attending 

required classes, studying and "learning" the material, and 

then performing well on the tests or papers required for 

good grades. students also tried to influence their grades 

through a number of strategies called variously "working the 

system" (Denise), "knowing the system" (Monique), or 

"swinging deals" (Raul), because "getting through the 

system, you just have to try, look for alternatives because 

they're going to leave it up to you" (Dave). 



105 

Doing the Job of Being a student 

students go to class. Students study. That's the job 

of being a student. The tasks and obstacles students faced 

in their everyday lives were perceived as the givens of the 

academic system: 

I mean if you do your homework, go to class and pay 
attention, read what you have to read, I think you can 
do pretty good (Denise). 

Attending Class. The students generally agreed on the 

importance of attending class. All the students in the 

study attended class regularly and seldom "cut" class. When 

classes were cut, it was most often a function of demands 

from other classes; a pressing test or paper in another 

class, or seeking help in another class in which the 

available time to seek an advisor or instructor was limited. 

cutting an early morning class, however, was often a 

function of the late or all night social activities the 

night before. Although 7 of the 14 students reported 

cutting at least one class during the reported week of the 

study, all the students contended that cutting more than two 

or three times a semester in a given course was unwise. In 

the main, they attended class regularly as one strategy for 

obtaining good grades. Their perceptions varied, however of 

the ways in which attending class regularly affected 

achieving good grades. 



106 

In addition to attending class to "pay attention" as 

Denise said -- meaning listening to the lecture and taking 

notes -- students also knew their attendance in certain 

classes affected their grade. Some instructors took 

attendance, and excessive absences could result in a lower 

grade. Some instructors also incorporated student 

participation in discussion as part of the grade. As Raul 

said, 

I usually did most of the readings that I was 
supposed to do for class. Then we'd have 
discussions. Whether I knew what was going on, 
I'd throw in my two cents. Most of the time I was 
on the ball. You know, a few times you know 
you've just got to look serious. But I don't 
know, I participated in his discussions, I did 
real well on ny quizzes, and I don't know, I 
showed up all the time, every day. I think that 
helped. 

Raul also noted that the strategy wouldn't work in all 

classes, given the size of his other courses. And even 

though there was no direct influence on grades by attendance 

in the larger courses, he still attended to "show up, listen 

to the lecture, and pick up a lecture outline." 

An admittedly poor note-taker, Raul contended he 

learned more on his own by just reading the textbook, but 

attended class in case the professor discussed something 

that wasn't in the book. In order to occupy himself as he 

listened with one ear, Raul, as did many students, often 

read the newspaper -- the comics and sports sections first 
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-- or wrote letters or glanced over notes from other classes 

while the professor lectured. 

Students agreed with Dave that "each prof has his own 

method," so the wise student attended class to better 

understand what was important to the instructor, gain 

information not included in the book, and to clarify 

confusing or unclear concepts or issues. 

There's things that they tell you in a lecture 
that won't be in the book. I mean because no 
professor lectures straight from the book, there's 
always things they're going to tell you that 
aren't in the book (Denise). 

Even in large classes, attending class has advantage if 

the student can approach a professor after class to clarify 

a point or concept: 

Like my physics teacher, a lot of time he'll bring 
up something in a lecture and I'll ask him a 
question after class, you know, just say 'Well, 
you know, what about this?' and just sit there and 
talk for 5 minutes (Chuck). 

Attending class was also important in order to get to 

know one's colleagues. They, too were a source of 

information for clarification and direction: 

Talking with people in your class and saying 'What 
was the last thing he said in lecture, I didn't 
quite get that'. And every once in a while 
somebody'll raise their hand and ask a question in 
class and I go 'Gosh, where'd that guy get that' 
you know. Not in a million years would I know 
that. But I'm starting to realize that 
everybody's in the same boat. Everybody needs 
help (Ron). 
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Sitting down to study. Students attended class and 

then they studied. Although some studied frequently 

according to preset schedules, most studied according to the 

demands of impending tests, papers or projects. Tom, an 

average student, couldn't understand how one could study in 

advance; "I've never been able to do that, I have to study 

one week before a test." Students agreed with Monique who 

said that the biggest obstacle during the week for her was 

"sitting down to study." Even Ron, one of the students who 

studied diligently conveyed the major obstacle students face 

daily: 

Ron: I'd say just the studying. Sometimes I feel 
it hard to get going on something and right, when 
I really need to review I tend to put it off, but 
well, not usually, but sometimes I do and it's 
just hard. The obstacle is just getting started, 
getting the momentum going and making my review 
sessions because I like to review my notes a lot . 
. . so I think one of the major obstacles was just 
making sure that I get my reviews done and keeping 
up on those. 

AI: It looks like life was pretty good that week 
(the week of the activity log). 

Ron: Yeah, that was a great week. This week is 
miserable . . . a lot of projects. And getting 
ready for finals. It's really hard right now, 
trying to get started again, I'm starting to get 
that spring fever and relax a little bit but these 
next two weeks are, I'm going to have to turn 
around. 

Students prioritized classes and apportioned time 

accordingly, studying more for some than others. Ysandra 

seemed to study little else than chemistry during the 

-- -----------
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reported week. Monique also "put in extra effort in 

chemistry, because I don't like it. Secondly because of its 

difficulty." Faced with two upcoming tests, Raul determined 

that studying biology would have more payoff than studying 

anthropology since anthro was merely a general education 

elective and biology was a core requirement for entrance to 

medical school. He determined that a good performance in 

biology would receive more weight during medical school 

admission considerations than would a good performance in 

anthropology. 

Students most often studied alone, but they all also 

sought help from other students in their classes, and 

created study groups either with a single study partner, or 

with two or three other students. Raul liked to prepare for 

tests by studying in groups because "if I don't know what's 

going on maybe another student or two might be able to add a 

little to what I do know." Magdelena preferred working with 

other students to working with tutors from the Office of 

Minority Affairs because "it's easier working with other 

students because they think like you." 

Very often their study sessions with other students 

occurred as did their social events -- unplanned and 

sporadic and in fact, studying could be considered a 

social event. Students moved easily between their social 

and academic worlds while with friends, discussing areas of 

-- _. --------
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shared academic concern, then moving to areas of shared 

social interests, and back again to their shared academic 

concerns. Social relationships often developed as students, 

initially merely acquaintances with a shared need to pass a 

course, met briefly after class or bumped into each other at 

the student union and created ad hoc study sessions. As 

they studied or as they discussed the course material or 

requirements, these conversations often led to friendships 

that continued on after a course was completed. Dave and 

his friend Rick would discuss history as they walked from 

their history class to their next class, weightlifting, and 

would often continue the discussion as they worked out. 

While Ysandra was speaking on the telephone to Sean, a 

classmate in chemistry, a concept was clarified and she 

discovered "Hey, we're talking chemistry here!" Rosalinda 

and Liddy were classmates in psychology last semester. An 

after class discussion outside the classroom was moved one 

day to the student center over a soda and became a weekly 

study session. They were pleasantly surprised this semester 

to find they shared a linguistics class, the weekly study 

sessions continued, and they began to socialize and 

considered themselves very good friends. 

In addition to informal working sessions, students also 

created formal working groups of one to three other 

students. These study groups met irregularly, most often 
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only one or two times in preparation for upcoming tests or 

to finalize a project, but occasionally a group would meet 

regularly throughout the semester. Ron and his roommates 

had purposely enrolled in anthropology together last 

semester with the intent of studying together. He also had 

established a study group in psychology with high school 

acquaintances Joan and Carrie. It was during these sessions 

that Ron and Joan began developing their now budding 

romantic relationship. 

Although students did most often combine studying with 

socializing, many of their relationships with other students 

in their classes were confined to the concerns of succeeding 

in that class; other students were simply another resource. 

They often met briefly with another classmate for a quick 

check of their understanding of a concept, to request 

clarification of a concept, to compare notes, or to share 

predictions of possible test questions. These were meetings 

of the moment, unplanned and ad hoc, conducted as students 

met accidentally on the way to class, sometimes in class 

while waiting for the professor to begin a lecture (often 

during the lecture), and sometimes as they walked out of 

class together. occasionally, however, they might exchange 

telephone numbers and hold brief conversations and even 

study together for upcoming tests or to complete major 

projects, but the relationships were defined exclusively by 



the tasks of the specific course in which they were 

enrolled, and were not continued the next semester. 

Although they preferred studying alone or with other 

students, these Hispanic students also qualified for, and 

sought, free tutoring. 
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The Office of Minority Student Affairs (OMSA) provided 

a free drop-in peer tutoring service, and all the students 

had availed themselves of the service over the course of the 

semester. They didn't regularly seek help, however, and 

made only incidental use of the service, preferring their 

own informal or formal study groups. There was a group of 

minority students, including Torn and Chuck, who studied 

regularly in the drop-in center, but as both admitted, they 

viewed it more as a study hall and as a place to socialize 

with others, although both would ask for help from the 

tutors when having difficulty while studying. 

All these students had participated in other OMSA 

programs which actively encouraged students to seek 

assistance from their professors. All the students had 

sought help from their professors to varying degrees. Some 

had simply caught the professor immediately after class to 

ask one or two questions, and others had set appointments or 

sought help during prescribed office hours for extended 

help. As we shall see in a later section examining 

student/professor contact, the availability of faculty was 

.. _ .... _-_._------
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constrained mainly by the size of the class. Students 

sought assistance from professors most often in small 

classes. They felt that extremely large classes precluded 

them from contacting their professors. 

Dealing with the Bureaucracy. Doing the job of being a 

student was not limited to the academic tasks -- attending 

class, studying, writing papers, conducting projects, and 

performing on tests. These students also spent a 

considerable amount of time an average of almost two 

hours during the week reported in their activity logs in 

conducting administrative tasks. Magdelena talked to her 

animal sciences professor for advice on admission to 

veterinarian schools. Raul cut his all-important biology 

course to consult with his advisor regarding next semester's 

schedule. Chuck visited with his advisor to request that a 

course taken last semester be substituted as a minor 

elective. Rudy stopped by his economics professor's office 

to verify that a grading error on a test had been changed 

and re-recorded. Rosalinda had to go to the administration 

building twice, and to three different offices just to file 

a change of address form. They consulted advisors regarding 

the next semester's schedule, discussed grades and possible 

changes to grades with professors, ensured previous courses 

would "count" for electives or major requirements, and 

gained commitments from advisors for course SUbstitutions. 
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And they picked up and dropped off the inevitable form -- a 

drop/add form, an application for financial aid, an appeal 

for a grade, a change of address notification, etc. etc. 

And they registered. 

The University of Arizona registered students by 

telephone. During the assigned time for registration, the 

telephone lines to the registration system were often busy 

with other students registering. students underwent 

considerable frustration and spent considerable time in 

trying to register. Ysandra and her roommate, Donita got up 

at 3:00 a.m. to try to enter the registration system by 

telephone, though they knew it didn't officially open until 

7:00 a.m. Eddie, a friend of Donita's, joined them and they 

visited while Eddie continuously dialed the registration 

telephone number until they got in the system just after 

7:00 a.m. Magdelena and her sister attempted to register 

while at home during the weekend, discovered the telephone 

system in her region was dysfunctional and drove around 

Tucson at 7:00 a.m. on a Saturday morning, attempting to 

register at various pay telephone booths. Completely 

frustrated by 10:00, they called a friend who invited them 

to her house where they were admitted to the system and 

enrolled in their classes. other students had similar 

difficulties. Admission to the system was only the first 

step. After gaining admission to the system, students would 



often find desired classes to be full, requiring them to 

leave the system, reconstruct their desired schedule of 

courses, then attempt to enter the system again. 
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Much of the frustration and anxiety experienced by the 

students in trying to register arose from the critical 

nature of selection of future classes to future plans and to 

the final schedule's impact on their daily lives for the 

ensuing semester. certain courses must be taken as 

prerequisites to required courses for major, for graduation, 

or to satisfy core requirements for graduate or professional 

school. Difficulty in registering for desired courses could 

delay one's progress to graduation, could mean registering 

for a course that, although satisfying prerequisites or 

requirements, may be less interesting than another preferred 

course or might be taught by a professor with a reputation 

for strictness and high work demands. Lastly, the class 

schedule might intrude into one's social or work life. 

Dave's desired afternoon class was full and he was forced to 

take an evening class which required changing his work 

schedule and possibly angering his boss. Ysandra's roommate 

purposely selected courses meeting only on Tuesday and 

Thursday, and spent most of her free time "partying". 

Coping successfully on the academic side of students' 

lives required making the grade by doing the job of being a 

student. Students attended class, took notes, studied, 
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consulted advisors and tutors, and took care of the 

administrative details of being a student. But students 

perceived ambiguities in the rules and inconsistencies in 

the behaviors of the players who create and administer the 

rules. In order to cope, and to establish some autonomy and 

control, they utilized coping strategies to maneuver and 

negotiate with the academic system. We turn now to the 

strategies students used to cope with the academic side of 

life. 

Working the System: Reading the Game Plan 

and swinging Deals 

Becker et al. (1968) maintain that students operate in 

a world in which they hold little or no power. Faculty and 

administrators set almost all the terms and the conditions 

for success and failure in the academic lives of students. 

In this state of academic sUbjection (Becker et al., 1968), 

students attempt to meet the terms and conditions by doing 

the job of being a student and meeting those terms and 

conditions as expressed. They also attempt however, to 

influence the process and the outcomes by creating a group 

of activity structures of coping, negotiating and 

maneuvering strategies that are based on their assumptions 

about "the system." 

In this section, we examine students' perceptions of 

the system. They acknowledged that rules and regulations 
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exist, but they also realized there also exists a set of 

unwritten rules and regulations. Both sets -- the written 

and unwritten -- comprise the system and can be negotiated. 

If one knows the system, one can negotiate, or "work the 

system." Working the system means looking for alternatives, 

but it is up to you, it is your responsibility. In order to 

find the alternatives, to maneuver, one must get to know the 

right people. Using, or working, the system is using your 

contacts. Working the system is another task students faced 

in making it on your own, in becoming adult. 

The difficulty in working the system, however, is that 

the limits to negotiation, the degree of "leniency," as Ruly 

said, of the institution is unexpressed. The difficulty is 

further complicated by the fact that the negotiability of 

any given situation varies according to the administrative 

unit, and particularly varies by professors, who are, as 

Ruly said, all "inconsistent." The most critical element in 

working the system is learning to "read the game plan," 

listening to the expressed demands of professors with some 

suspicion because their unsaid, implied expectations may be 

different. 

Working the System. Monique's younger sister was 

concerned about her own admission to the university the next 

year because of some admission requirement deficiencies. 
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Monique, now a one-year veteran, was sure that "they," the 

system, will work around their own requirements: 

I keep telling her 'Don't worry about it, you have 
a year to make it up, they're not that tough, 
they're not going to kick you out unless you don't 
make it up within a year.' She needs to know the 
system because I feel that if she doesn't, she's 
going to miss out. 

When Rudy became aware that his poor grades might 

jeopardize his student standing in accordance with 

university academic regulations, he knew the system provided 

alternatives, but he just wasn't sure what those were: 

I don't know what kind of appeals I might have to 
go through to see, you know, I don't know how 
lenient the university would be. 

Rudy believed so strongly that alternatives always 

exist, that leniency is always a possibility, that he was 

shocked and indignant when an English instructor wouldn't 

allow him to rewrite a paper in order to obtain a higher 

grade. In placing limits on the possibility of negotiation, 

the English instructor confirmed his viewpoint that the 

system, which to Ruly usually meant his professors, is 

"inconsistent," and therefore the limits to negotiation, the 

degree to which one can work the system shifts constantly. 

The rules, alternatives and possibilities of the 

unwritten system are unannounced. It is up to the student 

to unearth those alternatives. Expressed rules, regulations 

and expectations may be negotiable, but which are and to 

what extent is not explicit: 



Getting through the system you just have to try, 
look for alternatives because they're going to 
leave it up to you. That's part of college, it's 
your responsibility . . • you just have to 
maneuver a little bit. Whatever you need. There 
are ways, you just have to find it, it's your 
responsibility (Dave). 

Maneuvering requires one to locate those people who 
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understand the system -- other students, advisors, tutors, 

professors, secretaries: 

She needs to get to know the right people, get to 
know her (New Start) leader, get to know a lot of 
officials. I think that's real important, you 
need to know where you can get help. Just learn 
the system, how things operate here (Monique). 

I was just, you're not aware of the system, you're 
not aware of how to go about, you know, like 
talking to your teachers. Just use the system, 
you know, use your contacts to help you out 
instead of you know trying to do everything 
yourself. Maybe like work with you. I could ask 
you a question, you could refer me to somebody 
else or even tell me the answer instead of trying 
to go around look it up in books or whatever •.. 
Just let the system work for you, let the school 
help you out instead of trying to figure 
everything out for yourself. I think that's 
really important. Like by the end of my first 
semester was the time when I needed help, I needed 
to understand some things, in psychology and some 
other classes and you know I said to my self 
'Well, geez, you know, you're not going to get too 
much further and you can't understand by 
yourself', so I got the guts up to go say 'Excuse 
me, I'm in your lecture.' You know, not being 
scared. You have to overcome a fear and even 
talking with people in your class . 
everybody's in the same boat (Ron). 

working the system is in large part getting to know the 

right people and using your contacts. Maneuvering in the 

system sometimes means being manipulative: 



Monique: I sometimes think of myself as a little 
bit manipulative. I can really work myself around 
things. 

Al: Is going to professors after class one of the 
ways you try to work you, work around things? 

Monique: Hey, that's so, I'll agree. Well, I 
guess you could call it manipulative, but I think 
professors like to see that you have an interest 
in their class, so they'll work for you. 
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Reading the Game Plan. All the students agreed there 

is a system of rules and requirements that set the demands 

students are expected to meet in order to be successful. 

The set of demands may be expressed, implied or unsaid. 

students must learn to read and interpret what the 

expectations are: 

Well, first of all I know what to expect. I know 
how to judge your profs, what kind of test you're 
going to have, what the class is going to be like, 
how detailed it's going to be, you know, little 
things like that. I can read that you know, and 
by reading that I get a feel for the class (Dave). 

Judging the prof and interpreting all the comments are 

usually aimed toward the first test of the class. Before 

the first test, you 

really don't know what to expect, but after that 
you can pretty much tell, you can read the game 
plan (Chuck). 

Reading the game plan isn't all that simple. As Rudy 

emphatically pointed out, inconsistency and ambiguity exist 

because "you can't count on them (professors) to keep the 

consistency." The students would often point to the hazards 

of accepting at face value instructors' comments and 
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directions -- particularly as regarded instructions for 

tests or papers. 

Rosalinda encountered this inconsistency with her 

English instructor. In spite of the class announcement to 

choose any topic for a paper, the instructor later asked 

Rosalinda to change her point of view and not advocate for 

bilingual instruction in the public schools. 

Like when I walked in, her face, like when she was 
reading it, like 'What did I do?' She was like, 
you know, 'A well written paper, but the topic is 
controversial'. (I replied) 'I know, that's why I 
wrote on it.' But she said, 'I'm just going to 
tell you my opinion, I disagree with you. ' 

Rosalinda refused to change her topic, but in doing so 

suffered: 

I think because she disagreed with it she didn't 
help me as much as you know as she would have if 
it was something else. All she did was correct 
like certain words like I put 'their' instead of 
'there', you know things like that and I was like 
'Is that all?' and she said 'Yes that's it.' It 
was kinda like 'I don't like it and I'm not going 
to help you. ' 

Because of the professors' inconsistencies, reading the 

game plan included an inherent suspicion of professors' 

instructions and advice. Chuck's suspicions were aroused 

when his advisor assured him a newly piloted mathematics 

course he had taken would count towards his graduation: 

He said it would and I said 'Well, do I need to 
get like a written thing?' and he said 'No,' and I 
was like 'Yeah, right.' 
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Chuck's "Yeah, right" was the same response students 

had when encountering professor's instructions on upcoming 

tests: 

He said feel free to go out on a limb and say what 
you want, but I thought 'Yeah, sure,' but I 
thought I'd go ahead and do it. 

Somewhat hesitatingly, Chuck did go out on a limb and 

said what he thought, and then with surprise, discovered 

that" he gave a lot of points!" 

Chuck was incredulous that the professor really was 

asking for candid comments as he said. Students' were wary 

of accepting professors' instructions at face value. They 

pointed to professors' test instructions as examples of 

inconsistent and sometimes downright misleading behaviors: 

The reason I say he's a hypocrite is, well, a lot 
of things. Like (he'll say) 'Don't worry about 
that you know, we're not going to touch that 
really in depth, just get the main idea.' He said 
'Just study your first exam you know and just get 
the questions', you know and, 'Just get the main 
idea of why these things occur,' you know and so I 
did and get in there and (he) just flipped it 
around kinda, whoa! It was difficult (Dave). 

She's put definitions on it before, like define, 
and you write down the equation or whatever it is 
or like she did a bunch of conditions and you say 
the series is increased, you know, stuff like 
that, but this was weird. I don't know how to 
explain it. Like, things, like I looked in the 
book afterward and I couldn't find them in the 
book . . . I mean you could, but you had to dig 
them out . . . you know like how they have 
optional material or one of those type of things 
that she hadn't gone over (Chuck). 

We had the same problem in my astronomy class. We 
had a teacher, the first test he said it was too 



easy because too many people finished early and 
then the second exam he made it too hard, nobody 
even finished, and then by the time the third exam 
came around you didn't know what to expect. The 
material that he reviewed us for wasn't even on 
the third exam. It wasn't even close to the 
homework we got. You can't keep the same kind of 
work, study habits when they're changing 
everything all the time. It's just, I don't think 
it's fair (Rudy). 
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It might be easier if all professors were consistently 

unfair or misleading, but some are fair. As Dave suggests, 

"Each professor has his own method," and he goes on to list 

those professors who were fair, gave good instructions, and 

fair exams. Raul even expressed surprise at the assistance 

professors offered. He was enrolled in a section of a class 

in which the students filed a petition protesting the 

inconsistency and misleading instructions of the instructor. 

The instructor would pass out a study guide before each 

exam, explaining that 

•.. if you know these terms, it'll be fine, 
don't worry about it.' But then, after all that 
time studying and then you go in and you find the 
test has little to do with what you actually 
studied (RaUl). 

Although he was disturbed by the misleading 

instructions, Raul was also surprised that the instructor 

would even offer a study guide as assistance in preparing 

for examinations: 

I wasn't expecting this from my professors. You 
know, giving me guidelines on what they were 
expecting of us. I thought they'd do, you know, I 
thought they'd get on some key issues and give you 
ideas on what to look for, but they wouldn't tell 



you specifically what areas they held more 
important than others. 

Chuck also commented that, even on tests that are 

"weird" and "sketchy," professors' intentions are usually 

evenhanded: 

I mean if you want to split on A's and B's, that's 
the way to do it, but no, I can't say I've ever 
had a teacher try and hurt us or anything. 
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Tom echoes Chuck's acceptance that, fair or unfair, the 

unwritten rules regarding tests include professors' 

designing tests to "split on A's and B's": 

There's the questions that everybody knows, the 
questions that some people study for, then the 
different kinds of questions that people really, 
really study, you know, and then there's questions 
no one is supposed to know. 

Magdelena, quoted earlier, summed up students' feelings 

about the system: 

It's as fair as it's gonna get, let's put it that 
way. I shouldn't say it's totally fair because 
it's not, but it's as fair as it's gonna get. 

students read the prof, interpreting the said and 

unsaid messages as best they could, then they tried to meet 

the expectations as they interpreted them. They studied -

by themselves, with friends in study groups, and they sought 

tutoring help. Then they turned in the tests or the papers 

and awaited the verdict. And they visited their professors. 

Visiting the Prof. All the students were convinced 

that visiting the instructor outside the classroom 

benefitted them. As at most large institutions, most 
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students at the University of Arizona were discouraged from 

contacting their professors out of class simply because of 

the large classes they attended. It was not unusual for an 

introductory freshman course to enroll 500 students. And 

although professors in large classes would assign graduate 

teaching assistants as contact persons for students, typical 

students rarely contacted either their professor or their 

graduate teaching assistants. As we saw earlier, however, 

these students were encouraged to contact their professors 

by the staff of the Office of Minority Affairs. Although 

unable to contact all their professors outside the 

classroom, each student did see "visiting the prof" as an 

important - sometimes the most important - strategy in 

working the system. They visited to clarify expectations 

regarding assignments, to confirm their grade status and to 

seek assistance in planning for tests and papers. They also 

visited the prof to ask a question, or to clarify 

understanding of a difficult concept -- occasionally even to 

receive tutoring on difficult concepts. But all students 

agreed that visiting the prof could influence their grades. 

students held a perception that all professors had some 

discretion when assigning grades and if they were 

appropriately approached, might be influenced to use that 

discretion to benefit students. Influencing the professor 

included simply showing interest to please the instructor, 



attempting to evidence the characteristics of a good 

student, and visiting as part of "swinging deals" (Raul). 

Influencing the prof included visiting immediately 

after class. But there were different strategies for 

influencing the prof. Asking simple administrative 

questions regarding grades and scores created a different 

impression on the prof than asking questions regarding 

sUbstantive issues. In his anthropology class, Chuck 

discovered how the professor's reaction differed to after 

class questions. His first realization related to his 

accompanying an older student when asking questions: 

If I happened to be with him (the older student) 
and have a question you get a totally different 
attitude than if I go with somebody that's 
obviously a freshman, 18, 19 year old freshman. 
It's real subtle, I mean you can't say they're 
condescending, but if (you) watch him talking to 
different people, he talks to them differently. 
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Chuck goes on to note other differences in professors' 

responses to after class inquiries: 

Right after class several people go up there and . 
. . he talks to them differently, you can tell. 
Not just age, but if somebody comes up, he's real 
nice dressed, he doesn't blow them off ... You 
know it's real subtle, but then if somebody else 
comes up probably a little more interested -
cause if they asked 'How's the curve going to be', 
you know then he tells them, whatever. But if 
they have a question, I've noticed that it's 
different. 

The subtleties Chuck noted began in part with dressing 

and looking right. More importantly, visiting the prof to 

evidence the characteristics of a good student was to "show 
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your concern" -- concern about grades and scores, 

admittedly, but also concern about learning. students 

wanted their professors to get the impression they were 

interested in learning -- and of course, particularly 

concerned about learning the material in that professor's 

course. Good students are not only concerned about grades 

and scores, about curves and test questions, they are also 

interested in the professor's class. Rudy and Luis talked 

about the benefits of showing concern: 

It shows your concern and that's good for them to 
see that, that you make the effort to go in there 
and talk to them, shows your concern . . . If he 
saw a pattern, if he saw some kind of pattern like 
B's one time and really bombed, got a low C or 
something like that, if our grade was borderline, 
say a B and a C or something, then he would 
probably give us the benefit of the doubt (Rudy). 

I think it does, it shows the teacher that you 
know I care about my grade and they try to help 
me, I don't know, it helps a little, I've noticed 
it helps (Luis). 

Monique and Ron articulated how students, in visiting 

the prof attempt to evidence the characteristics of an 

interested good student, concerned about learning. 

Evidencing concern about learning should influence their 

grade: 

Like you know my professors you know, if I go see 
them a lot they're like 'Wow, this person really 
wants to learn, he's here for a reason' and I 
think . . . when I go see professors that makes a 
big difference you know instead of just never 
going to see them and not even know their name. 
sometimes they catch my face in a lecture and ask 
a question you know and I'll answer it and it'll 



seem like (the professor says) 'Wow, that's a 
question that he asked when he came to see me 
during office hours,' so I think that might help 
(Ron) . 

I missed a lot of school because we were moving 
right when school began and it was just really 
hectic and I couldn't do my homework and stuff, so 
I just didn't want him to think that I'm lazy or 
that I'm just not interested, which is not true 
(Monique) . 

Luis, concerned with next year's admission to the 
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athletic trainer program was very concerned with evidencing 

the characteristics of a good student not only to influence 

his grades but also to enhance his chances for admission. 

He followed a plan to enhance his chances for admission that 

began with doing the job of meeting stated requirements for 

minimal gpa levels and required courses of study. He knew, 

however, that the competition was "pretty stiff," so to 

enhance his chances for acceptance, Luis adopted other 

maneuvering strategies that would allow him to meet what he 

felt was the real, unstated requirement -- whether the 

faculty like you. He enrolled for more difficult, advanced 

courses in which the faculty were also the program's 

admissions committee members. One of the courses in which 

he enrolled was taught by the advisor of the athletic 

program. He visited her and the other faculty in his other 

courses regularly in order to influence his grades and to 

allow them to get to know him. He also volunteered fifteen 



to twenty hours a week as a student worker to gain 

experience and to evidence his commitment to the program. 
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Raul evidenced the characteristics of good student both 

in and after class as a foundation for what he termed 

"swinging deals." He regularly attended class to "throw in 

my two cents. look serious," and "participate," so 

He knows I'm there, not blowing the class off, and 
I'm setting up there in front you know where he's 
looking down on me, so you know it's kinda hard to 
miss me. 

showing interest and evidencing the characteristics of 

a good student in class was the first step. The second part 

of swinging deals for grades was visiting the prof to 

influence the discretionary powers students believe all 

professors have: 

I talked to my anthropology prof and I asked him, 
'Is it still possible for me to get an A in this 
class' and he looked through my scores and he said 
'Well, don't forget I've got 10% control of your 
grade' and I'm thinking 'What is he saying?' 
Later on he told me 'Looks like you have an A 
here.' I don't know, it would have been close, 
but he told me he wasn't against giving me one or 
two percents if it was right there you know, 
because some teachers are real picky, you know, 
for the last point . . . I went to my history 
teacher, I asked him what I had in there, see he 
does the grades for both discussion and lecture 
and he told me straight out, 'It's not impossible 
for you to get an A but you're off by just this 
much. If you get a 90 on there (the final) then 
you'll have yourself an A.' And I thought 'Well, 
that's cool,' because it's kind of a take off, you 
corne out with an 89.4 and they give you a B, you 
might as well have gotten an A you know. They 
don't write down percents on your transcripts. 
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Magdelena was able to swing deals with her professors 

as a result of her being victimized in racial incidents. 

Racial epithets had been written on her dormitory door and 

she had been beaten twice, the second time only three weeks 

before finals. 

Angered not only at the beatings, but also at the 

response of the administration, she vowed that 

I'm going to start using stuff and really start 
getting this, instead of having this as a bad 
thing, I'm going to make this into a good thing. 
You know you kinda play along with the poor 
Hispanic girl that got beat up, that's what they 
want to think, that's fine. 

As we shall see later, Magdelena confronted the 

administration in a number of ways, but her most pressing 

issue immediately after the second beating was her 

performance on her finals. A good student, she had been 

earning A's in her classes, but "bombed" her finals: 

. . . right away I went and I explained it to my 
teachers, you know, I don't care, they're gonna 
know, you know, and it actually worked to my 
benefit because they, you know, my teachers, my 
TA's (teaching assistants) for the discussions, 
they evaluated all of us, sent it to the head 
teachers, professors and they really explained my 
situation. They said, you know, 'She's done a 
really good job, I don't think you should really 
grade her finals so hard,' so they didn't. 

Magdelena typifies the students' reactions to their 

state of "subjection" (Becker, et al., 1968) to professors 

and the institution. Magdelena was literally victimized by 

the system, and of the students, she was also the most 



articulate about the relationship between the institution 

and the student: 

. . • they think they can, or they know they can, 
screw around with your life and it's okay, you 
know it's okay because you know they don't have to 
deal with you any more, you know, you're the one, 
you've got to finish school and try and get on. 
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Magdelena's reaction to her position wasn't that of a 

victim. Instead, she acknowledged her position, and vowed 

to "use this stuff" to "make it a good thing." Although 

perhaps not as strident as Magdelena, all the students 

actively sought to negotiate with the system in order to 

gain some control in their everyday lives -- lives that 

encounter daily their state of subjection. 

Winging it, praying for miracles and looking for 

longshots. There are limits to negotiation. In spite of 

doing the job of being a student -- studying and performing 

according to expressed expectations and in spite of 

reading the game plan and visiting the prof to enhance one's 

grades, students' efforts weren't always rewarded -- "a lot 

of times you think you're prepared but your not" (Rudy). A 

student sometimes walks into a test knowing she is 

unprepared or thinks she is prepared but suddenly realizes 

she is unprepared, that the test is different than 

anticipated and she studied the wrong material. Or she 

simply blocks: 

I studied the chapters and then they gave me the 
test, and I was 'God, it's so easy' and then all 



of a sudden my mind just went blank and I couldn't 
like, and I was like 'Come on, please.' I just 
sat there with nothing on my mind (Fabby). 
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Faced with blocking when prepared or knowing he wasn't 

adequately prepared, Raul relied as most students on a 

strategy of "winging it." He knew the system depended 

mostly upon multiple choice tests, and was successful at 

winging it because: 

Raul: I feel that you know if I know the general 
idea on something, and it's multiple choice it 
can't be that hard. 

AI: But if it's an essay exam? 

Raul: I couldn't do that. 

AI: You can't wing it on that? 

Raul: Well, I probably could .•. but when you don't 
know exactly what you're doing ... 

AI: Have you tried that very often? 

Raul: In high school all the time. Up here, not 
yet. 

Given their cyclical spurts of studying, students often 

attended class without having prepared by reading assigned 

material. In the larger classes this wasn't a problem, but 

in the smaller classes, participation based upon assigned 

reading material was often required. Informed participation 

was considered one of the characteristics of a good student 

with obvious implication for affecting one's grades. 

students had different methods of "winging it" to avoid 

revealing their lack of preparation. Monique simply "hid 



out" in Spanish, sitting unobtrusively in the back of the 

room and pleaded silently with the instructor to "please 
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don't calIon me." Torn resorted to "bluffing" when called 

upon by his English instructor to summarize and critique a 

reading assignment he hadn't completed because of his 

admitted tendency to procrastinate. Raul, like Torn, would 

bluff when unprepared, 

Whether I knew what was going on, I'd throw in my 
two cents . You know, a few times you know 
you've just got to look serious. 

As discussed earlier, students acknowledged a system 

that was uneven and sometimes unfair, or at least lias fair 

as it's going to get" (Magdelena). students negotiated to 

attain some control as they maneuvered daily in this unfair 

system. Their hard work and effort could be negated by 

difficult tests, unfair standards, or simply hard luck, but 

they could also benefit from the system's unevenness --

sometimes fate plays a role in their success. As Ron said, 

"Sometimes it turns out I just get lucky." After you've 

done the job of being a student -- sometimes poorly and 

sometimes well; after you've read the game plan and visited 

the prof -- after you've done all you can do, the only thing 

left is to turn to miracles and hope for longshots. 

Knowing their performance in certain classes wouldn't 

earn desired grades, both Ysandra and Raul hoped for the 

best against known odds. Raul knew his performance in 

---------- ---------------
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biology -- also his major -- wouldn't meet requirements for 

entrance to medical school, but he spent extra time 

preparing for the final in hopes to earn an A, all the while 

admitting that his chances for an A were "a long shot." 

Ysandra, battling with chemistry, knew her C in the course 

would diminish her hopes for admission to medical school, 

but was "praying for a miracle" that the committee would 

consider other traits besides her performance in chemistry. 

Fina, knowing that her substandard grades were threatening 

her student status, knew the only thing that could save her 

was a miracle. She actively enlisted the assistance of the 

miracle-maker through her grandmother who entreated the 

Almighty to help Fina by sprinkling holy dust on her head 

with the admonition that it will "help open your mind so you 

can learn." 

Reading the Bureaucratic Game Plan: Yeah, Right 

In their Making the Grade activities, not only did 

students interact with professors in and outside of the 

classroom, they must dealt with administrators, advisors, 

clerks and student workers in order to conduct the 

administrative business of being a student. They approached 

the administrative system with the same sense of suspicion 

as they did professors' instructions. Chuck's "Yeah, right" 

response when his advisor assured him a newly piloted 

mathematics course would count towards his graduation is 
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typical of students' attitudes towards the institution's 

regulations and information. Bureaucratic red tape and 

snafus are expected, but misinformation, meaningless 

instructions and regulations, and the bureaucratic runaround 

engender a certain cynicism that justifies for students 

their negotiating and maneuvering behaviors. Even before he 

had enrolled, Chuck learned of the system's 

untrustworthiness: 

I got a scholarship to CU at Boulder, and I was 
planning on going down here anyway, but that was a 
free ride for a year so I called down here and 
they said 'Yeah, that's neat so we'll give you 
some money for that, financial aid, Pell Grants 
and stuff.' Well, they gave me their estimates 
and everything; that was fine, I had enough money 
and I could make it and everything. Well, we came 
down here and when I got my award letter, it was 
too late, I'd already committed, but there wasn't 
going to be nearly as much money as they said 
there was. 

Chuck canceled his courses, and was preparing to work 

full-time for the semester and re-enter during the spring 

semester, but he also kept contacting -- and badgering 

the financial aid office until they "found some other 

stuff." He was able to enroll, but classes had been 

underway for a week. Most of the courses he wanted were 

full, so he had to register for courses "just to get in 12 

hours" to satisfy his financial aid requirements. 

The well-meant student learns quickly the futility of 

fully complying with the administration's rules. Rosalinda 

was 



in the administration building forever just 
to turn in my form where you have to change your 
address. It says to take it to Room 310 and they 
(said) 'No, you have to take it to Room 210' and 
they 'No, you have to take it to room something or 
other.' I was like, 'Forget it, but if they get 
my address wrong, I don't care.' 
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To add insult to injury, shortly thereafter Rosalinda 

was required to participate in what she interpreted as a 

meaningless bureaucratic exercise. In order to receive a 

student loan from financial aid, she had to attend a 

counseling session: 

It was a total waste of time. I walk in and they 
tell you, 'Okay, we're going to show you this 28 
minute tape.' So we watched this 28 minute tape 
and all they did was tell us 'You have to pay it 
back, it's not free money, you have to pay it back 
after you graduate.' So I left there and they 
gave me my check, so, great, I knew that already. 
I kinda got mad, I kinda got upset with her, and I 
told her so. 

Using your contacts and swinging deals. Learning that 

the institution's rules are often simply another set of 

meaningless "hoops," students work the system, negotiating 

and maneuvering within the system in order to assert some 

control over their lives. 

Denise discovered that a grade she had earned in New 

Start, a pre-entry summer program for ethnic minority 

students, had not been recorded on her transcript. 

Frustrated with the official channels to get the grade 

recorded, she "used the contacts" she had established as a 

student worker in the Admissions Office: 



since I work in the Admissions Office it's really 
easy for me to find out information. I just go to 
one of the admissions officers and they can help 
me. Like Lupe. I always go to her. Yeah, it's 
real easy for me to talk to her. She's real easy 
going and a really nice person and it's real easy 
to talk to her and like she's helping me get my 
New Start grade because they didn't give it to me 
and they withdrew me from New Start and I didn't 
withdraw. 

Rudy used his position as a mail runner and his 

affable personality -- to establish a number of contacts 
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throughout campus. Not only was he able to use the campus 

mail van to park close to offices on campus when conducting 

his personal business (a perk normally reserved for those 

faculty or staff able to afford a yearly reserved space 

costing $750 to $1000), he knew all the back entrances to 

offices so he could avoid the long lines when he needed 

something from financial aid, the registrar or other 

administrative offices -- and he had cUltivated 

relationships with most of the counselors and clerks in 

those offices. 

The previous semester, Dave had intended to enroll in a 

weight training class, but since it was full, the 

computerized registration system had placed him on a wait 

list. Although he understood the regUlation that prohibited 

contacting the professor prior to official notification of 

enrollment he also knew the regulation was one with which 

students and faculty rarely complied: 



I wanted that class so I went in there, you know, 
I waited. I was there first day in the morning 
you know, just said, 'Hey, can I get in this 
class, I really want to be in here, I'll be here 
every day' and eventually I got in. 
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On a number of occasions, Raul had run afoul with the 

regulations regarding appropriate behavior in the residence 

hall. He commented that "You can't get away with the things 

that you did high school." In his most recent incident, he 

and his roommate were "written up" by the residence hall 

staff for burning incense in his room, 

... but we made an agreement that they wouldn't 
report it if we'd go around every night and check 
the doors to make sure they were locked, and they 
would just hold the report. You know, they swing 
deals like that. 

Academic Advising: On Your Own. To students, 

information from institutional representatives must always 

be taken with caution. In the all-important area of 

advising for major, and for advising for selection of 

academic coursework, students spend considerable time 

dealing with the official system in gathering information. 

But because the requirements may be meaningless or poorly 

enforced, and the system is often confused about its own 

regulations, they ultimately depend upon themselves for 

advising. 

Raul found they may even change the requirements in the 

intense period just before and during the first few days of 

registration when "classes fill real quick, and the first 
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thing you know you can't get into a class and then you start 

taking you know, these art classes" (Raul). Consequently, 

he spent considerable time this semester, even cutting a 

biology class, to consult his advisor regarding his next 

semester's schedule. He was particularly concerned about a 

calculus course, a core requirement for his pre-med major. 

When I was registering for my major, they told me 
I needed a certain class of calculus, Calculus 
125. But I didn't need the 124 class that met 5 
days a week, same material, just one met 5 days a 
week and the other one sped up and I can't take 
the placement test. But I went and talked to them 
about that and he (advisor) told me, he said 
'Well, it's just changed recently where either 
class counts. ' 

Magdelena benefitted from her older brother and 

sister's experiences in changing their majors in their 

sophomore and junior years. Changing a major that late in 

one's college career meant taking additional coursework for 

the new major, thus extending the amount of time required 

for a degree. They suggested she "come in and kinda stay in 

some place real general, like arts and sciences." She could 

then still take classes in her proposed major --

veterinarian science and see if she still wanted to major 

in that field. 

She followed her brother and sister's advice and 

declared biology as her major. As a consequence, 

Magdelena's advisors were located in the College of Arts and 

Sciences, and knew little of the requirements for the 
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veterinarian science major which was located in the College 

of Agriculture. So: 

I figured out on my own what I was supposed to be 
taking. Actually, I'm not even in the right 
college and that kinda screws me up, I've got to 
change colleges. But I took all the classes, a 
lot of the animal science classes I needed and the 
vet classes, some of the introductory vet classes. 
I thought, I'm going to wait and take them and see 
if this is what I want to do and if not then I'll 
still be okay because I'll still be Arts and 
Sciences and I can still, kinda my backup was just 
a general biology major. So, yeah, I'm glad I 
still did that, but I'm set. I just need to 
switch colleges now. 

Lori also avoided the official system of advisors and 

support staff who may have helped her select a major. She 

spent an agonizing week, searching for a major to declare, 

or perhaps more importantly, searching for" ..• what I 

want to be." Her primary consultant was her fiancee, Henry, 

also another student, but she ultimately self-advised on her 

selection of Management Information Systems: 

I think I'm going into MIS. That's my safest 
thing. Because the class(es) is like, sounded 
like what I kind of want, you know. I'm going to 
try some of those this summer. See how those go. 
I just like read from the book (the college 
catalog) and I like the classes they have to take. 

The Office of Minority Student Affairs. These Hispanic 

stUdents had in the Office of Minority Student Affairs 

another advising resource to which they often turned, and 

which had formally undertaken some of the information 

- .. --.----- ... _-----
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sharing function historically conducted informally by other 

students. 

OMSA was staffed in large part by undergraduate peer 

counselors who, as Magdelena pointed out, have their 

advantage in that another student "will think like you." 

Ten of the fourteen students consulted regularly with their 

peer counselors, and all mentioned at least one contact a 

semester. Many of these regular contacts were mandated as a 

condition of minority scholarships the students received. 

These peer counselors provided students, from a veteran's 

perspective, both official information and unofficial 

tactics. 

I think they probably help a lot of people, they 
kinda be your mom and help you study and keep 
track of your grades and give you, you know, tips 
(Chuck) . 

OMSA assumed formally the informal sharing of tactical 

information that non-minority students have traditionally 

conducted either by word of mouth from generation to 

generation (Becker, et al., 1968), or in sororities and 

fraternities (Horowitz, 1987). Both Chuck and Denise had 

learned from their OMS A counselors the tactic of taking any 

12 credit hours of courses in order to satisfy financial aid 

requirements. 

Denise: Well, I just registered for classes 
because of my financial aid. I need to be a 
fulltime student. 

Al: So you just got 

-----------------
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Denise: Any classes. 

AI: So you got 12 units of stuff you don't want? 

Denise: Don't want. That are all ••• 

AI: Won't count? 

Denise: And so they'll bill me for it. 

AI: Right. 

Denise: Okay, so next semester I'll have to go to the 
Dean's and pick up a drop/add sheet and go to every 
class that I do want and add them and then go back in 
the system and drop. 

AI: How did you find out how to do that. It's pretty 
complex, right? I mean if I came to you when you were 
a high school senior and said, 'Your second semester 
in college you're going to have to take 4 classes you 
don't want,' you would have stopped me right there and 
said 'No.' How did you find out how to do that? 

Denise: In New Start (the OMSA pre-college summer 
program). In New Start they taught us a lot of things 
about registering and stuff like that. They taught us 
a lot of things about our GPA's and class standings and 
stuff like that, they taught us a lot, we went through 
the handbook a lot and got tested on it and so we 
learned it. 

Magdelena: Playing Hardball with the System. As a 

result of her two beatings last semester, Magdelena was 

forced to deal with the administration more than the other 

students. From her frustrating experiences in dealing with 

the administration, she adopted a strategy Ramos (1979) 

identified as movidas, assuming the role of "the dumb little 

Hispanic" since that's the perception the administration 

held of her. 
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She reported the first beating to hall director of her 

residence hall, who "did absolutely nothing, no one did 

anything" so she determined 

.•. for my benefit I'm just going to try and 
forget this and get on with school. 

But when she was beaten again, she was taken by her 

sister and a friend to the emergency room at the University 

Medical Center. The police were notified by the hospital 

staff, and 

Magdelena: That's when it got to be a big deal. 
And that's what I was afraid of the first time. I 
think that's why I didn't open my mouth the first 
time, a mess. That's what it would be, just a 
mess. And so the police were involved and all 
this other stuff and it just got to be like a 
circus. I mean I come back from class and my box 
will be like you know just full of messages. Like 
all sorts of people called. 

Al: Mostly officials? 

Magdelena: Yeah. All sorts of deans and people 
from organizations like LULAC and MAC (Hispanic 
political organizations). 

Magdelena's parents quickly became involved, and her 

brother, a reporter for a Los Angeles newspaper, flew in to 

assist. The administrative officials assured her parents 

that Magdelena would receive a scholarship the next year in 

spite of her performance on her finals. They offered to 

move her residence hall assignment, but since finals were 

only a week away, Magdelena postponed the move until after 

the semester ended. The administration also admitted they 
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had not pursued her report of the first beating to her 

residence hall director. 

From Magdelena's perspective, the university response 

was motivated entirely by the institution's fear of bad 

publicity especially since her brother told them he had 

been sent by his newspaper to find out if a news story could 

be written regarding his sister's beatings. Magdelena saw 

the institutional response as an attempt to coopt her 

It made me mad because, they think I'm this stupid 
... I know, I know the way you're treating me, 
you're doing it to keep me quiet, you're doing it 
to make me shut up. You know, 'This stupid little 
Hispanic doesn't know what she's ... ', you know 
what I mean. 

In their attempts to quiet her, the institution 

assigned Hispanic officials to work with her and her 

parents: 

It was kind of an insult you know, and right away 
my morn said something you know, she said 'No, I 
don't want this big deal with these people, these 
people are, there's no power.' That was the whole 
attitude you know, and I think that's the way a 
lot of it is still, you know. 

Magdelena was offended at the institution's perception 

of her as a "stupid little Hispanic." She viewed their 

attempts to help her as self-protective, reactive, and 

merely conciliatory gestures. She detested the attitude of 

condescension displayed by the administration throughout the 

affair, and particularly the condescension implied by their 
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attempts to coopt her by assigning her case to powerless 

Hispanic officials. 

She adopted the role of of the "dumb little Hispanic," 

"using this stuff" to negotiate what she needed from the 

administration: 

Magdelena: I'm tired of this you know, I'm going 
to start using stuff and really start getting 
this, instead of having this as a bad thing, I'm 
going to make this into a good thing. Like with 
financial aid, you know, you kinda play along with 
the poor Hispanic girl that got beat up. That's 
what they want to think, that's fine, it doesn't 
really bother me as long as I get the money. I'm 
sick of trying to stand on my own merits with 
people who don't really care. And if, that's why 
I think I've gotten this really good act this last 
year, these ways of using the system you know, 
trying to beat the system. There's ways I can get 
out of things now . . . Like getting into my 
classes for this past semester. I couldn't get 
into some of my classes and I wanted to get into a 
class with George, that English class, so I told 
them, 'You know, I'm having trouble getting into 
my classes' and I just gave them the classes I 
wanted and they got me in. 

AI: Who's they? 

Magdelena: I don't know, some people in 
administration. I gave it to Mike (a Hispanic 
admissions counselor) and they took care of it. 
That is usually what works, I just go to him and 
say, 'Well, yeah, I need this and that' and he'll 
do it, for the most part. 

Earlier, Magdelena had asserted that the system is not 

fair, but that" it's as fair as it's gonna get." 

Although angry at the way in which she was dealt with by the 

institution, she grudgingly accepted the terms of the system 

and what those terms demanded of her in order to succeed. 
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Through her anger, she summed students' perceptions of the 

way the system perceives and deals with them and of 

necessary student response. Given that it's as fair as it's 

gonna get in this waystation on the way to adulthood, 

ultimately the responsibility for success lies with 

students, that they are "On Your Own." 

I think what makes me so mad now is that they 
think they can, or they know they can, screw 
around with your life and it's okay, you know it's 
okay because you know they don't have to deal with 
you any more, you know, you're the one, you've got 
to finish school and try and get on. 

Making the Grade: Gatekeepers 

As we've seen, a number of people influence students' 

lives as they attempt to obtain good grades, satisfy major, 

graduation and professional school requirements, and comply 

with the other multitudinous rules, regulations and 

expectations they encounter on the campus. Each group is 

seen by students as simultaneously providing support on the 

one hand, and as presenting obstacles to their success on 

the other. 

The groups that provide support and present obstacles 

in students' everyday lives on campus were their professors, 

the professional advisors and counselors, peer counselors 

and tutors, the clerks, secretaries and other 

representatives of the administration, and their friends and 

family. 
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Faculty 

The faculty were the most prominent and powerful 

gatekeepers in students' academic lives. The President, the 

various Deans and other mid and upper level administrators -

- even department chairs -- were distant per.sonages who 

seldom if ever influenced students' everyday lives through 

direct contact. Faculty provided the primary contact the 

students had with the institution both in and outside the 

classroom. 

Becker et al., (19G8) typified'the relationship between 

faculty and students as one of subjection, in which 

virtually all decision-making power is held by the faculty. 

Institutional demands and expectations were articulated to 

students mainly by faculty. They set the rules and 

regulations for success in the classroom, chose the material 

and information they deemed important, and evaluated student 

success in achieving mastery of the material. outside the 

classroom, in their capacity as academic advisors, faculty 

articulated and enforced academic program requirements, 

provided recommendations for scholarship applications, and 

sometimes acted as mentors, encouraging students during 

times of stress and depression. 

But although faculty loomed large in students academic 

lives because they controlled access to grades, and 

articulated institutional requirements and expectations and 
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thus influenced student academic success or failure, 

individual faculty seemed to be just a little left or right 

of center stage. In large part, the distance of faculty 

from students was due to the size of classes at the 

University of Arizona. But even those faculty whom students 

visited in their offices seemed aloof, somewhat distant from 

the center of student lives, merely a part of the 

institutional fabric, part of the system with which students 

must deal. Much of the distance was due to differences in 

the perception faculty and students held as to the purpose 

of education. 

For faculty, the essence of the student experience 

is, or should be, the classroom. Immersion in a course 

leads to the lofty goals of higher education -- critical 

thinking, appreciation of the complexities of the 

discipline, developing clarity of thought and expression, 

and so on. For students however, a course is merely one in 

a series of courses that one must pass in order to "jump 

through the hoops" (Chuck). 

Additionally, because students saw much of the import 

of the college experience as the "personal stuff" that 

happens outside the classroom, faculty were important only 

in the academic dimension of student lives. From a student 

perspective, faculty are the institutional representatives 

who hold the hoops through which students must jump to "do 



what you want to do" (Chuck), they are gatekeepers to be 

"read", cultivated and manipulated for desired grades and 

assistance in understanding and satisfying requirements. 

Seldom were faculty seen as human beings with whom a 
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personal relationship was possible. As Torn noted, "You're 

not friends with teachers here like in high school." Even 

so, students considered it important that faculty exhibit 

the human traits of approachability, openness, friendliness 

and fairness. For the most part, "they are willing to 

listen and talk to you" (Monique). Raul found his 

professors to be friendly, and that "2 out of 3 are pretty 

decent . . . they seem laid back and professional and 

relaxed." Their behavior surprised him. 

Well, before I came up here you know I thought, 
you know, the professors would be really boring, 
not interesting and give their lecture and leave. 
Most of my classes are not like that. More of a 
friendly face. 

But in spite of professors' "friendly faces," when 

students listened to their professors in class, or when they 

approached their professors out of class, they accepted 

information with some skepticism. We saw earlier, in 

"Reading the Game Plan" that students perceived instructors 

to be "inconsistent." 

Students entered into the acadenlic dimension of their 

lives, looking to faculty to "teach you," to share with 

students expertise in the discipline. But when faculty 

-- ----------------
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shifted from the content area to the process, as they 

explained how tests would be constructed, as they conveyed 

their expectations for papers and other classroom exercises, 

and, outside of class in their role as academic advisors, as 

they articulated and interpreted academic program 

requirements, students also shifted -- from acceptance to 

suspicion. Because "each prof has his own method," students 

attempted to "read the game plan"; they listened to the 

said, tried to interpret the unsaid, and then they acted. 

Even in their state of subjection, students attempted to 

maintain some control and autonomy. As emerging adults, 

they wanted to learn, were excited about learning, but 

jealously guarded the development of their own minds. 

Rosalinda typified students' perceptions of their 

relationships with their professors when she adamantly 

declared " ... they're here to teach you, not to tell you 

what to think." 

Professional staff 

Students also interacted daily with the academic and 

administrative staff of the university. Papers, forms, 

requests and approvals had to be signed, submitted and 

filed, and it was with the staff that students had to 

conduct the administrative business of student life. 

Students saw administrative business as another in the 

series of sometimes meaningless hoops through which they 



151 

must jump in order to "do what you want to do," and the 

administrative staff as representing the hoops. They 

entered into these interactions with secretaries, clerks, 

advisors, counselors and librarians with the same skepticism 

as they did interactions with faculty. 

Not only were students skeptical of the necessity and 

meaning of these administrative interactions, they were also 

hesitant to enter these interactions because of their 

potential for unpleasantness. Long lines, incorrect or 

misunderstood information, sometimes meaningless 

instructions or requirements set the stage for frustration, 

irritation, and anger on both sides of the counter. Tom 

could understand the attitudes staff held: 

I mean some, seems like they could get mad real 
easy especially at the beginning of the year, the 
school year when they have all that stuff, and 
like I said, they seem like they could very easily 
(get mad). I mean you can see why too, but, they 
must have took a lot of stress classes or 
something, cause I mean I couldn't handle that, 
all that work you have to do, the lines get pretty 
long, out the door. 

Monique responded to this potential for frustration and 

irritation in her interactions with staff by "being 

friendly," and hoping the staff would reciprocate in kind. 

She described her interactions with staff as "real good," 

because she tried to personalize what was often a very 

impersonal, bureaucratic interaction. She wasn't trying to 

manipulate the process, just make it more human. 



I don't think I get any special treatment but I 
just don't feel like ' ••• next in line, get out 
of here.' So that has helped my feelings. 
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Rudy and Denise had learned to circumvent the system, 

using the contacts they'd established in their on-campus 

jobs. 

But most students were like Raul. Anticipating that 

any given interaction with staff would probably be 

unpleasant, 

I don't usually go in there. All the secretaries 
and the administrators they seemed like they 
didn't care, like they were out there doing their 
job and they weren't really concerned with you. 
But when I went in to drop off my financial aid 
form, I think it was a minute past when they were 
closing off that one section and the lady passed 
by and I asked her if she could drop it in the 
pile there, she looked at me like she was really 
going out of her way. 'Come back tomorrow, I 
don't want to do it, get somebody else to do it.' 
It left me with that sort of feeling. 

Like Raul, most students went about their 

administrative business only when necessary, and didn't make 

any contact with administrative staff unless beckoned or 

required for some reason. 

Whenever I go to one of those (administrative) 
buildings I go for a specific reason, I get that 
usually taken care of and you know just go (Dave). 

And when they went, they hoped staff would simply 

conduct the business at hand. As Luis said, "I just expect 

them to do their job." 

---~-~ .. -.-~--~~---
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Academic Advisors 

The professional staff most intimately connected to 

students' everyday lives were the professional advisors. 

Academic advisors articulated program and graduation 

requirements, developed with the students their academic 

plans and semester schedules, and could often sign for 

program waivers or sUbstitutions. A seemingly minor 

decision by an academic advisor today could mean for a 

student additional coursework in the future and more time to 

graduation. students learned quickly the folly of accepting 

at face value the advice of their academic advisors. Like 

most universities, faculty at the University of Arizona were 

expected to provide students with academic advising at least 

in the major field of study. It was assumed that faculty 

would provide the information students needed to plan their 

academic schedules before acting in their official capacity 

as administrative gatekeepers, approving students' schedules 

of courses before they were allowed to register each 

semester. 

But because faculty were often very busy conducting 

their research as well as teaching classes -- often of 100 

to 500 students -- most colleges at the University of 

Arizona provided an office of advising to support the 

faculty advising effort. Staffed by full-time advisors, the 

offices of advising often became one of students' primary 
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resources for information for academic planning. students 

learned quickly that faculty were often not the most 

informed regarding program requirements. On his first visit 

to the Office of Advising in the Business College, Dave 

learned the folly of accepting a faculty member's advice 

regarding general education requirements. 

She (the advisor) was like 'Why did you take 
History 107?' and I was like 'Sorry' and I was 
pissed too, because it doesn't count for my 
Western civ requirement. And she says 'God, they 
always do that' and I'm like 'Excuse me, I'm a 
little ticked.' 

Chuck had anticipated such misinformation, but had 

devised a strategy that negotiated among faculty. Told by a 

faculty member that a particular class would satisfy a 

technical elective, Chuck responded: 

Well, do I need to get like a written thing and he 
said 'No,' and I was like 'Yeah, right.' 

He tentatively accepted the information, but planned to 

obtain approval from one of four other faculty he knew 

should he encounter difficulty later. 

Faced with the possibility of incorrect advice from any 

single source, most students, like Chuck, would solicit the 

advice of various faculty and staff advisors, and then 

temper that advice with information from other students, 

friends and relatives. Then they would self-advise. 

As we saw earlier, Magdelena had "figured out on my own 

what I was supposed to be taking." She had consulted 
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faculty and staff advisors in both the Biology and 

veterinarian Sciences Departments, and then talked to a 

friend majoring in Veterinarian Sciences. Finally she 

obtained the list of required courses from the Veterinarian 

sciences department and "I found out what I needed to do." 

Lori had also ultimately self-advised, choosing a major more 

as a result of her discussions with her fiancee than from 

information from official advisors. 

The Office of Minority Student Affairs 

An exception to student skepticism when dealing with 

academic advisors was the Office of Minority Student Affairs 

(OMSA). All the students had significant contact with OMSA, 

four as participants in pre-college summer programs and all 

as recipients of tutoring or advising during the academic 

year. For the real truth, these students turned very often 

to the Office of Minority Student Affairs (OMSA), the 

friendly gatekeeper. 

OMSA acted as a major gatekeeper, organizing and 

formally disseminating information that had been informally 

handed down from one generation of college students to the 

next, or that had been acquired by students in haphazard 

fashion from faculty, advisors and administrative staff. 

All the students had credited OMSA with informing them of 

the usefulness of visiting the prof, a primary academic 

negotiating strategy. Denise and Chuck had learned from 
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OMSA counselors the intricacies of selecting, dropping and 

adding classes in order fulfill the 12 credit hour 

requirement for financial aid eligibility. 

OMSA continued throughout the students' freshman year 

to provide informational and personal support through group 

and individual advising and academic tutoring. Only three 

of the students regularly utilized the tutoring services, 

but all had received some tutoring during the course of the 

semester. All the students except the two in academic 

difficulty, Fina and Rudy, utilized the weekly academic 

counseling and advising services. 

The students attending the counseling and advising 

sessions did so primarily to satisfy conditions for minority 

scholarships they were receiving, but these sessions were 

much different than the meaningless video exercise Rosalinda 

had endured to satisfy requirements for a student loan from 

the financial aid office. In these weekly sessions the 

counselors, 

They kinda be your mom and help you study and keep 
trac]c of your grades and give you, you know 
(support) (Chuck). 

students acknowledged the intent of these sessions in 

providing support for their academic success: 

I visited with him and we talked about grades , 
how I was doing on my finals, just things like 
that (Dave). 



But they also understood that OMS A also hoped to 

encourage social success, 

Tom: Well, mostly at first she'll take the grades 
down and tell me what, something, like .•• it's 
just a way, it's, they want the incoming freshmen 
to do good in school but also have a social life 
so she'll tell me stuff that's going on then we'll 
just talk to each other about what's going on. 
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The students saw the OMSA personnel very differently 

than all other gatekeepers. The counselors and advisors at 

OMSA, although they "be like your mOIn," and act as monitors 

of student progress and success, were also concerned about 

other aspects of student life. Each of these students 

talked about their OMSA counselors as did Chuck about Lori, 

his group facilitator: 

We're kinda just friends, if we weren't friends, I 
wouldn't go to that (group meetings). 

The Office of Minority students Affairs, in attempting 

to encourage minority student success, formally disseminated 

information typically left to informal methods, provided 

formal services such as tutoring and counseling, and also 

acted as a social support for these students. Not only did 

OMSA disseminate information and encourage participation in 

social activities, it acted as a "friendly place" for 

meeting friends. Whereas at other offices one expected to 

encounter coldness, hostility, and a staff out to "just do 

their job," at OMSA the friend that one was meeting might 

just be one of the professional staff. 
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students 

Students depended more than anyone else on other 

students. other students understood the anxieties and 

sympathized with the pressures. As Ron said, II I'm starting 

to realize that everybody's in the same boat, everybody 

needs help." Not only did they understand, but as Magdelena 

asserted, other students think like you do and can explain 

in ways understandable to other students. 

Students looked to peers of their own age and level, 

but they also looked to older students -- and older merely 

meant someone with at least one year's experience more than 

one's experience. Older students know what you feel like 

now, and they know the ropes. They impress on you what 

needs to be done and the ways to get there. After talking 

to Tina, a senior who was finishing her final year, Monique 

realized that "I have so much to do, what I'm planning is 

still so far ahead, it's so uncertain." It was from 

Magdelena's friend, Torn that she learned of application 

procedures, requirements and financing opportunities for 

veterinarian School. But the circle of friends for these 

students, and the students to whom they turned to for help 

were mainly other freshmen and sometimes sophomores. Older 

students, in gaining expertise and having taken upper 

division courses might forget the difficulties one has in 

grasping the more elementary material. Magdelena had 



discontinued attending tutoring for biology because her 

tutor, an upperclass biology major, 

makes less sense than the teacher does. I 
mean, it's easier working with other students than 
it is working with her. A lot of times they think 
like you do, you know, some tutors are just too 
smart and the other student will think like you, 
you know, she'll explain it so you'll understand, 
that's the thing my tutor doesn't explain so I 
understand. 

All these students shared this perception that other 
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students, especially those in the same class will understand 

better than anyone else. They actively sought study 

partners and they established formal and informal study 

groups. 

Students' friends acted as motivators to study, 

providing the impetus to overcome what students consistently 

said was the biggest obstacle in their daily lives, sitting 

down to study. Ysandra's friend Karen, also a pre-med major 

taking the same chemistry class, would 

call me and say 'I'm going to study for 
this' and I see her, she's an example for me 
because she's going to study, well, maybe I should 
study, too, so ... She cried over the last exam 
in chemistry because she got like a D. She's like 
'See, I'm a chemistry major, what am I gonna do?' 
and I go 'Karen, it's okay, it's okay', because 
we're both premed, we both want to be 
pediatricians, so. But she gets stressed out 
really easy. I thought I was bad, she's worse. 
But when she's gonna study, I kinda say well maybe 
I should study too. 

Lori's boyfriend, Roman, conscientiously prods her to 

study. 

-----.. -~.-.-.--.--



Lori: He calls like 'Are you studying?' He asks 
about my classes, 'Do you have tests?' He tells 
me like about what he's doing, studying. Like he 
asks me questions about his papers and stuff. 

AI: For your input? He says 'What do you think?' 

Lori: Yeah. And he reads like some of my papers 
and stuff and he helps me a lot there and he's 
like 'Did you go to class,' and 'Have you studied 
for this test?' It's like he keeps me going. I 
mean it's kinda hard, kinda feel bad if you don't 
study when he's studying all the time. He studies 
a lot. 

Tom, a casual student, went to the tutoring lab not 
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necessarily to study, but more to be with his friends. As 

of late however, he found his friendships leading to more 

study. 

I just go, I mean, cause I mean like to go with my 
friends. But Mark usually doesn't talk to me any 
more in Nugent (the tutoring lab building) because 
he usually does homework that he has to get in so 
he knows he can't talk to me, so I usually do more 
homework that way. 

Family 

Parents and other family members weren't as involved in 

the daily academic lives of these students as were those 

with whom they interacted daily on campus -- their 

professors, tutors, counselors and peers. But families 

perhaps influenced more significantly students' lives. 

Unlike other gatekeepers, students' families weren't 

involved in promulgating, interpreting or enforcing 

institutional policy and procedure. Families influenced 



students' daily academic lives instead by encouraging, 

supporting, mentoring and advising. 
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Significant to the students was the change in the 

relationship with their family that college represented. 

College very much symbolized their emerging adulthood and 

their changing roles as independent family members, moving 

from the dependence of children to the independence of 

adults. But as they groped for independence and autonomy in 

their academic, financial and social world, they viewed the 

process through the eyes of family. 

Whether living on campus or still at horne as half the 

students were, the family remained central to their lives, 

providing the primary frame from which they defined 

themselves. Much of their free time was spent with family; 

weekends were often spent solely with family, and 

boyfriends or girlfriends were invited to spend the weekend, 

or attend social events with the extended family. For those 

living in the dorm, the family telephone call was received 

with almost as much pleasure as a boyfriendis or 

girlfriend's call, and the next weekend that one was able to 

return horne was calculated with much anticipation. 

within the family, it was parents who stood in the 

foreground. Morns and dads served as advisors and 

confidants, acting as the strongest influence on the 

decision to attend college and providing for students strong 
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emotional support to succeed. Without exception, students 

pointed to parents as having the most effect and influence 

on their lives. Monique, unable to articulate their 

influence simply said, "I can't really say why, but they 

really affect my life." Rosalinda noted that "they are the 

two people that are always there." Ysandra wrote a paper on 

the most influential person in her life, her mother. Luis 

summed other students sentiments regarding their parents' 

influence in their academic lives: 

AI: Tell me two or three people who have the most 
effect on your life. 

Luis: Probably my dad. 

AI: Why is that? 

Luis: I don't know. I just look up to him a lot. 
I don't know, he's a great guy •.• I usually go 
to him and that helps a lot because, he brings me 
down to a point where I'd better listen. It makes 
me feel better, it's hard to explain. I was going 
to say, I got an A on my math exam and I didn't 
even study, he'll get mad because I didn't study, 
but yet you know it's a good feeling. 

students' academic experiences were an expression of 

their becoming adult; it was their responsibility to select 

a career, choose a related major, determine necessary 

courses, attend classes, complete assignments, and take 

tests. And there seemed to be an admission by parents that 

students' academic life was another facet of the process of 

becoming adult. There was little parents could do to ensure 



academic success other than provide support and 

encouragement. As Rudy said of his mother: 

She's letting me do what I want, she doesn't like 
interfere. She doesn't tell me what to do any 
more, she'll advise me you know, give me advice 
and stuff but she won't tell me what to do. 
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Ron also perceived that his parents considered college 

as part of the becoming adult experience, and encouraged his 

assumption of responsibilities in making life career and 

other decisions. Although he went horne to Phoenix only 

every other weekend, the impression his parents had in his 

everyday life was important. When asked who were the two or 

three most important people in his life, he responded: 

Probably my morn. I've gotten a lot closer to my 
morn but she's starting to see that I'm growing up 
and she's, she wants me to, even my dad ... They 
are really supportive and just really want me to 
do what I want and I think they made a big 
difference. I'd say family. My grandparents 
corning horne and telling them that I'm doing really 
good in school and seeing how proud they are of me 
to be going to the U of A and getting good grades, 
so I'd say probably my parents and my grandparents 
are really encouraging and just seeing how proud 
they are of me to do well here and still do the 
things I want and being able to make my own 
decisions and they're recognizing me as maturing 
and getting older and being able to make 
responsible decisions. 

Magdelena's parents had also encouraged her to make her 

own decisions in this case, regarding the selection of a 

major: 

It was neat because they told me, you know go in 
and do what you want, don't let us influence you 
in what education, you know, so, that was good, 



and so I kinda carne in and did my own thing 
(Magdelena). 
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Advice and encouragement was constrained, however, by 

the previous college-going experiences of other family 

members, and mainly by the college-going experiences of 

parents. Families of the eight first generation college 

students were unable to provide advice regarding selection 

of courses, majors, how to deal with faculty, or other 

survival and maneuvering tactics. still, their 

encouragement was important to students. We've seen how 

Luis' father would encourage Luis to learn, not just get 

good grades. Almost nightly, Ysandra telephoned her mother 

in Phoenix to share her moments of elation, and share her 

anxiousness as she struggled with her nemesis, chemistry. 

Fina's parents limited themselves to general encouragement, 

on one occasion eliciting the assistance of her grandmother, 

who sprinkled her with holy dust to "open your mind." 

The students whose parents had attended college did 

have an advantage since their actions in selecting programs 

of study and even courses was informed by their family's 

experiences. We've seen how Magdelena heeded her brother 

and sister's advice to major in Biology rather than 

veterinarian sciences. Magdelena had doubts about her 

career goal of becoming a veterinarian, so they had 

recommended she 



come in some place real general, you know like 
arts and sciences and you can still take those 
classes and see if you like them. 
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Magdelena's tentative career goal as a veterinarian was 

finally confirmed due to her father's advice. Her father, a 

high school biology teacher, recommended she enroll in a 

specific course in biology. It was in the laboratory 

portion of the class during the week of the study that she 

had made her decision, and she rushed immediately after 

class to telephone him and share her decision and excitement 

with him. 

AI: You know you go through this big thing 'Do I 
really want to be a vet?' What were you guys 
cutting up that day. 

Magdelena: We were cutting up the tails. 

AI: They were alive? 

Magdelena: Yeah, we do everything with live 
animals. Evaluations and stuff. 

AI: So you were just bobbing the tails huh? So 
right after you get finished you run out and you 
call your dad about the lab. How come? 

Magdelena: I don't know, I thought of him right 
away and I wanted, I was excited and I wanted to 
tell him like the good news you know, like I had 
decided and I could do this. 

AI: You must have been talking about it before. 

Magdelena: Yeah, we would kid about it that maybe 
I shouldn't become a vet •.. and he would tease 
me, 'Well, you know you have trouble stepping on 
ants and killing insects, how do you think your 
going to do this'. He kinda talked me into taking 
this class, you know, you'd better see now if you 
can do this. 
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College is an important dimension of the becoming adult 

process; separating from parents and family and 

establishing one's independence and autonomy a necessary 

process. But as one matured and separated, the need for and 

expression of kinship and support of one's family became 

more apparent to these students. Whether able to advise 

based on their own college experience or simply "being 

there" for emotional support and encouragement, parents and 

family were important for academic success. Parents and 

family were "always there," and as such, were considered the 

most influential people in students' lives. 

Supervisors 

Eight of the students worked part-time. Four of the 

students worked on-campus, Rudy in the post office, Denise 

in the Admissions Office, Chuck waited tables in a sorority 

house, and Magdelena refereed intramural basketball games. 

Tom worked on weekends as an usher in a local theater, Luis 

drove an airport courtesy van for a Holiday Inn, Monique 

balanced the books for a Mary Kay saleswoman, and Dave 

worked in the hardware department at a Sears department 

store. Ron had been working when the study started, but he 

quit his position in the campus parking office because he 

was bored and couldn't help thinking while he was working 

about how much time he could be spending studying if he 

wasn't working. 
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supervisors of these working students acted as 

gatekeepers to academic success by influencing and sometimes 

controlling the schedules of students. supervisors either 

consciously designed work schedules to accommodate class and 

study schedules, as did the supervisors of Denise and Rudy, 

both working on-campus. other supervisors ignored student 

needs altogether, merely expecting students to work 

according to schedules designed to meet the demands of the 

worksite. 

For all students, conflicts with classes weren't an 

issue -- if there were conflicts, the students wouldn't have 

accepted the position. But occasionally work would conflict 

with unanticipated class-related events. Dave complained 

that his anthropology instructor invariably conducted review 

sessions for upcoming tests during times when he was 

scheduled to work, requiring him to switch work shifts with 

other workers or, as had happened only once, to miss the 

review session. Magdelena had to switch referee assignments 

with another student in order to attend a biology field 

trip. 

students' academic lives were most affected by their 

work schedules however, in the ways they balanced their 

study and work demands. Chuck and Monique worked only six 

or seven hours a week, so their studying wasn't affected as 

much as other working students. During the fall semester, 
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Dave had almost gotten into academic difficulty -- which for 

him was earning less than "A"s -- because he had responded 

to his supervisor's request to work more than his scheduled 

20 hours weekly. He had worked for much of the semester at 

30 and 35 hours a week, and hadn't studied enough to meet 

his academic goals. Luckily, his supervisor had understood, 

and had reduced Dave's schedule to 20 hours weekly. Luis 

and Tom worked only on the weekends, but they both worked at 

least sixteen hours on Saturday and Sunday. Their 

supervisors, although acknowledging Luis and Tom's student 

status, simply expected them to work the required hours. 

Both students had learned that they couldn't get much 

studying done on the weekends, and consequently they tried 

to accomplish all academic related tasks during the week. 

Neither was completely successful. Luis had attempted to 

study after working all day Saturday, only to fall asleep. 

He also overslept the next morning, and was late for work. 

During our interview, he vowed he was never going to do that 

again since he really didn't accomplish anything by studying 

so late, and he also jeopardized his job by oversleeping. 

supervisors influenced students academic lives in the 

ways in which they accommodated students schedules. Some 

simply expected students to work when the work schedule 

demanded, others would modify student work schedules to 

accommodate upcoming tests, and irregular academic events. 



For the students, supervisors were gatekeepers to time, 

either enabling or constraining students intentions to 

balance their work and study demands. 

Making the Grade: Time 

You realize you have to spend more time to get the 
job done, you have to make time for what is 
necessary, and that includes classes, homework, 
work and for yourself. You have to get those 
things done, because that's the only way you're 
going to stay here . . . you have to spend more 
time getting the job done, getting the job done to 
get whatever grades you get. It takes time . • . 
Time management that been mostly of essence, just 
the most important thing that's changed. Time 
must be managed, time must be set aside. (Dave) . 

Time was everpresent in students' minds. Balancing 
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academic, social and personal demands was an important facet 

of the process of becoming adult. Successfully balancing 

the academic, social and economic dimensions of student life 

by effectively managing and controlling time not only 

ensured academic success now, but was also an indicator of 

the ability to balance the demands of adult life later. 

Although each student acknowledged the need for effectively 

managing time and that the priority in apportioning time 

should be dedicated to studying to ensure academic success, 

each did so with varying degrees of success -- and varying 

degrees of guilt accompanied with vows to do better 

tomorrow, next week or next semester. 

Students' perception of time was framed by the work 

week. Monday to Friday was the time they attempted to 
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complete almost all of their academic work; week-ends were 

reserved mainly for recreation, socializing, and work. 

There were fast weeks, and there were slow weeks. Fast 

weeks were those in which academic deadlines were imminent, 

in which papers were due, tests were to be taken and 

projects completed, and time flew by. And as we saw 

earlier, students typically studied in bursts of intensity 

and duration, motivated mainly by those imminent deadlines. 

AI: Do you think about time much? Does it affect 
you much? 

Denise: It really depends upon the week. Like, 
sometimes it can be a really hectic week and time 
does affect you, you don't have enough time to do 
anything and then there will be other weeks where 
you really don't have much to do. 

students reported an average of 27.27 hours, or 25% of 

their waking hours, related to academics during the reported 

week. Only 13.43 hours were reported as study time. 

The better students had established schedules or 

routines that dedicated time for studying prior to other, 

more attractive activities such as socializing with friends. 

Ron, Rosalinda and Dave were perhaps the most organized with 

formalized planning calendars they religiously followed. 

Dave had even developed a minute-by-minute schedule for 

reaching certain landmarks on his ten minute trip to work. 

Like Ron and Rosalinda, Dave became uneasy if he wasn't 

organized: 



I pretty much like to break things down. I like 
to stay organized. I don't like to just go around 
'Well, I think I should do this now, but I'll do 
it later.' I don't like to do that because I get 
lost, I get lost real easy. 

Chuck, Luis and Denise also noted the importance of 
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staying organized and avoiding "getting lost" and as Chuck 

said, "blown away." Although not as formalized in their 

time management techniques, they talked merely of the 

routines they had established for classes, study and work. 

I have a routine, doesn't vary a whole lot until 
the evening, then it may vary, but as far as from 
the time I get up until the time I get home from 
work a certain thing happens Mondays, Tuesdays, 
Wednesdays, Thursdays .•• Yeah, it would be 
pretty hard for something to just totally blow me 
away. (Chuck). 

Each of these students had mentioned at some point the 

need to stay organized, to stay in control because, as 

Ysandra said, "sometimes I feel like time controls me, 

because like it's going so fast." They saw time management 

as essential to wresting some control over the events in 

their lives, to "getting the job done" while easing the 

intense pressure they all underwent when facing eminent 

deadlines. Some, however, saw that pressure as necessary to 

motivate them to complete assignments. 

Magdelena, one of the students with better than a 3.0 

gpa, didn't have as routinized a schedule as the other good 

students. Although she had a datebook and "writes stuff 
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down otherwise I'd just forget about it," she felt she did 

her best work under pressure: 

I mean not really realizing that I did a pretty 
good job, I just did it and it was kinda spur of 
the moment and actually I think that's when I do 
probably my best things, is just when it's spur of 
the moment, I just get to it and do it. 

Tom, holding a gpa barely above a 2.0, stated with some 

pride that he and his friend were procrastinators. He 

organized himself by determining "what really has to be 

studied and can I put this off until tomorrow" because even 

though 

They say you're supposed to study every day but I 
don't see how you can, sometimes. I can see some 
other times but I've never been able to do that, I 
have to study one week before a test. 

For the poorest students, imminent deadline pressure 

and the chance of failure weren't enough motivation to spur 

them to dedicate more time to studying. Fina and Rudy, in 

academic difficulty, talked earnestly about the need for 

appropriate allocation of time to studying, but both 

actually spent little time hitting the books. Rudy prided 

himself on his ability to prioritize, so that when he has "a 

problem or planning ... You've got to do things by 

priority." Although he had vowed to "kick some ass" on an 

upcoming economics test which would determine whether he 

passed the class, he actually studied a total of one hour 

and fifteen minutes in preparation for the test. He spent 

his available time instead with his fiancee and his family. 
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Likewise, Fina talked about her depression over grades, and 

how 

this whole week I've been thinking about my grades 
and about have they really come up and what am I 
going to do next year. 

Fina's depression was intensified by family 

expectations. Although they knew she wasn't an excellent 

student, she hadn't told them that she was on academic 

probation, and could lose her student status. She knew that 

If I tell them I'm not doing so good then they're 
disappointed with me and they're proud of me that 
I'm going to college. 

And yet, she had reported studying a total of nine 

hours and fifteen minutes during the week of her time log. 

More than half of that reported time studying was with her 

boyfriend in his dorm room, where as she admitted, they 

spent considerable time socializing. 

Raul, unlike Rudy and Fina, had managed to maintain 

good grades in spite of his procrastination and lack of a 

studying routine. But he asserted that those habits must 

change next semester if he was to raise his gpa enough to 

enhance his chances for admission to medical school. Not 

only must he raise his gpa, bu·t he wanted to avoid the 

pressure and "worry," or guilt that occurred when his social 

life had intruded into his academic life. 

For all students, balancing the academic, social and 

economic demands by devoting appropriate amounts of time to 
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each was a major daily and weekly task. Presumably, 

students attending college and concentrating on academics 

would devote the most amount of time and effort studying 

indeed, the traditional suggestion of faculty is two hours 

of study time out of class for every hour in class. That 

would have meant these students would have studied 24 to 30 

hours a week. Instead, they averaged 13.43 hours of study 

time during the reported week. In contrast, they averaged 

41 hours, or 38% of their waking hours in some form of 

social activity. satisfying the tension between academics 

and social life preoccupied their balancing efforts. As 

Magdelena said, it was important to "kinda control yourself 

and take care of yourself." 

The key to staying organized, to staying in control was 

time management. And even though students often felt that 

time was controlling them, still they saw wresting control 

of time as essential to controlling their lives. 

Controlling time was another attempt by students to organize 

their world and assert some control as they matured and 

attempted to develop independence and autonomy. 

-- -------------
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CHAPTER 4 

MAKING IT WITH OTHERS AND MAKING MONEY 

In this chapter, I discuss the two remaining 

perspectives with which students concerned themselves in 

their daily lives on campus, Making It With Others and 

Making Money. In the first section, I discuss the central 

role that socializing held for students. In spite of 

ambiguity, uncertainty and sometimes frustration, students 

entered the new world of campus social life with zest and 

anticipation. They developed new relationships, redefined 

existing relationships, and attempted to develop intimate 

relationships. I examine the two social worlds of students, 

the world of campus as it was linked to and influenced by 

the world of family and of Hispanic heritage. I then 

explore the influence of being Hispanic on students' 

perceptions of their college experience. 

I then identify the major influences, the gatekeepers 

that shaped students' social networks. Other students were 

primary gatekeepers, and the influence of family also shaped 

the ways in which students interacted with others. The 

Office of Minority Student Affairs was perhaps the only 

institutional office that was successful in influencing the 

development of student social lives. A final gatekeeper was 

students' perception of self as being Hispanic. 
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The importance of Time in the dimension Making It with 

others is underscored in the next section. We see again 

that students dedicate more time to this dimension than any 

other. We also see that some activities reported by 

students as non-social were actually re-created by them into 

social activities. studying, registering, even sleeping 

could have been more appropriately viewed as social events. 

In the second section of the chapter, I discuss the 

financial concerns of students, the focus on Making Money. 

Students' concerns about making money fell into two 

categories. Students had long-term concerns for a 

comfortable life style and satisfying family life earned 

through a rewarding career; the career was predicated on 

successfully achieving a college degree. The second 

category placed students' concerns about money in a more 

immediate time frame. Students were involved with obtaining 

and maintaining financial aid support for college in the 

forms of scholarships, tuition waivers, and other financial 

assistance; and they had everyday concerns about money for 

food, clothing, rent, and for the all-important incidental 

expenses of gas, records and tapes, partying, and 

socializing. 

In each of these dimensions of making money we see 

again the overarching theme of becoming on your own. Making 

money was a very concrete way for students to express their 



emerging roles as adults. Assuming responsibility and 

control for making and managing money was considered an 

important indicator of becoming adult. Successfully 
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managing one's money now was an important developmental task 

on the way to becoming adult. We also see that students' 

increasing assumption of responsibility in making money was 

another expression of their commitment and responsibility to 

their family. Making and managing money was emblematic of 

their changing relationship with their family as they moved 

from childhood into early adulthood. Providing for at least 

a portion of their own incidental expenses by working at 

part-time jobs, keeping their grade point averages high 

enough to qualify for scholarships and tuition, and planning 

to aid their parents after graduation, were some of the ways 

in which students expressed the increasing responsibilities 

of emerging adulthood. 

We move now to the next section, Making It With others, 

in which I examine the ways students perceived, created and 

maintained their social networks. College was as much as 

anything, a social experience, exciting and fun. But at 

least initially, students encountered a social world on 

campus that was impersonal, usually ambiguous, and often 

frustrating. Their access to the social world of campus was 

via other students. Their activities, despite the efforts 

of the university, were largely unplanned and informally 
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organized; students acted and played largely on their own. 

Much of the social activity of students centered upon 

developing or maintaining intimate relationships with 

others; seeking a marriage mate was very much part of the 

process of becoming adult. 

students moved fluidly between two social worlds -- the 

exciting and attractive world of student social life on 

campus, and the off-campus life of old friends, family and 

Hispanic culture. The meanings they attached to their 

everyday experiences in each of those worlds were filtered 

through their perceptions of self. Students brought to 

their experiences on campus perceptions of self shaped by 

their world of off-campus peers, family and their Hispanic 

culture. Similarly, they returned to their off-campus 

social lives with perceptions of self influenced by the 

interpretations of their on-campus experiences. Students' 

perceptions of self and interpretations of their experiences 

in one world were constantly being reassessed and redefined 

in light of their experiences and perceptions in the other. 

students viewed the process of becoming adult through the 

eyes of two worlds. 

Making It with others 

Socially, it's a lot more fun, I'm having so much 
more fun I think than I ever did in high school 
(Magdelena). 
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In students' eyes, moving into the world of adulthood 

required successfully meeting the academic demands that lead 

to future careers. Perhaps more importantly, it also meant 

developing new social relationships, redefining existing 

relationships and establishing romantic relationships that 

might lead to marriage. None of these tasks was regarded as 

easy. The rules and conventions of social life were even 

more ambiguous than those faced by students in their 

academic worlds. Even so, the ambiguity, uncertainty and 

sometimes frustration students experienced as they involved 

themselves in the new social world of the campus did not 

dampen their enthusiasm for plunging into this domain of 

becoming adult. Indeed, as noted earlier, students 

dedicated more time to social life than any other activity 

except sleep, reporting that an average of 40 hours, or 38% 

of their waking time was spent involved in social 

activities. College for these students was, more than 

anything else, a social experience. Success in college was 

defined not only in terms of academics, it was also very 

much defined by success in one's social life. Balancing the 

demands of academics and the attractions of social life, 

learning to "kinda control yourself" as Magdelena said, was 

a major task on the way to adulthood. 

In students' eyes, the social world of the campus was 

the most important and interesting. By contrast, the 

- ----- --------
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academic world was regarded as a chore, even an obstacle to 

students' pursuit of their social life. 

I thought college was like they show in the 
movies, you ]cnow, where they have those wild 
parties, and they have all these good looking 
girls and they never show the actual studying, and 
the hard work and the frustrations and the cooking 
for yourself (Raul). 

In order to succeed academically, students had to work 

and in Raul's case, learn to cook. "Actual studying" 

(Raul) meant hard work and frustration. "Sitting down to 

study" (Monique) was cited as a daily chore and the major 

obstacle they faced as they attempted to balance their 

social life with their academic life. 

By contrast, succeeding socially, was not work, it was 

fun. Social rules were ambiguous. The behaviors of others 

were sometimes difficult to interpret -- as we shall see 

later, students spent considerable time and effort 

attempting to interpret the behaviors of others in their 

social groups. Relations with others were very often 

frustrating. Nevertheless, being with others -- primarily 

their peers, but often their family -- was far more 

attractive to students than was their academic work. 

Students were as concerned about succeeding in their 

social life as they were about succeeding in their academic 

life. Being successful in one's academic life meant meeting 

the grind of the everyday obstacle of sitting down to study. 



Being successful in one's social life was much more 

pleasant. Success in one's social life was 

just being happy, not feeling depressed all 
the time, having friends there you know when you 
want to go out or when you want to talk to 
somebody or you have friends in, being a good 
friend, that's success (Dave). 

Friends provide support and keep me laughing every 
day. They're my entertainment. Without them it 
would be boring (Ysandra). 
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The attraction of being a friend and having friends was 

expressed in every dimension of student's lives. Almost any 

campus activity, including attending class and studying, 

could be, and was, re-created by students into a social 

activity. Going to class, studying, even registering for 

classes next semester, could become a social event. For 

example, in analyzing students' time logs, it was often 

difficult to determine whether studying with friends was an 

academic or a social event. Some of the students (e.g., 

Rosalinda, Ron and Dave~ recognized that studying together 

could dissolve into socializing and they would create a pact 

with study partners to postpone personal discussion until 

after studying was completed. Magdelena and her classmates 

in Psychology, George and Christian, would begin socializing 

in the classroom during the first few minutes of class while 

the professor was conducting administrative details and 

answering various student questions. Magdelena's 

socializing with her friends would continue throughout the 
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lecture via a series of hastily scribbled notes and 

occasional whispers. After class, Christian would spend a 

few minutes visiting with Magdelena and George, then go to 

his next class. Magdelena and George would then often go to 

the library to study, spending, at Magdelena's own 

admission, more time visiting than studying. As we've seen 

earlier, Ysandra and her friends turned the tedious chore of 

registration into a social event. 

In the main, the students' social life was spontaneous 

and informal. In spite of institutional efforts 

primarily through OMSA -- none of these students 

participated in any organized social activity. students' 

social lives were largely played out on their own terms, 

their social activities occurring typically as spontaneous 

events, unplanned and often unfinished. Whether planned or 

spontaneous, students' social activities and events were 

linked more by the players than the SUbstance of the events. 

Success out of class was "just being with my friends, 

hanging out, messing around" (Tom). The events, although 

perhaps not insignificant, were secondary to the players in 

the events. As Raul said, "It's not so much what I'm doing 

as who I'm doing it with." 

The "who I'm doing it with" wasn't restricted to other 

students, nor was their life restricted to campus. Students 

moved fluidly between social activities on and off campus, 
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with a variety of old and new friends, often other UofA 

students, but with a large number of other age peers who 

were not students. Students who had graduated from local 

high schools tended to have more of this old friend/new 

student friend mix than did those from other cities. Those 

from other cities tended to socialize with friends from 

campus during the week, and old high school and neighborhood 

frionds on weekends. Monique's social life centered on the 

other peers in her local church group; Dave's peers were 

mostly old high school chums, some of whom were attending a 

local community college, and others working. Raul's student 

friends were mainly his old high school chums who had also 

entered the UofA that year. Ysandra and Ron, both from 

Phoenix, had created a set of on-campus friends and visited 

with old friends when they returned home every second or 

third weekend. All the students perceived their social life 

to be changing, that being a student also meant that some 

old friends would be lost and new friends gained, and 

relationships with their families would also change. 

Initially, the process and possible outcomes of moving 

into this new and exciting world was ill-defined, 

intimidating and somewhat impersonal. The college campus 

was different than high school, where students knew most of 

the other students. 

- -----------



•.• you're on your own, you're placed in a big 
circle with everybody and you're on your own, and 
it's not too, not too many social contacts during 
the day (Ron). 

When I came here I didn't know anybody, freshman, 
I mean, people from New Jersey, Connecticut, 
Canada, you know sometimes you do feel that you're 
just a number (Rosalinda). 
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As they entered this apparently impersonal, seemingly 

impenetrable social world of campus, students initially felt 

intimidated. On this large campus of 36,000 students from 

various parts of the country and from other countries, they 

sometimes "feel that you're just a number." Although they 

were anxious, they also realized that part of becoming adult 

was realizing that "you're on your own" (Ron), and in order 

to participate in this new intriguing world of social life 

on campus, "you just have to jump in . . . cause you're 

kinda on your own" (Rosalinda). Only when you jump in can 

you "have fun, make friends, be outgoing, just meet new 

people" (Ysandra). 

students were aware that in college they would develop 

new relationships -- that was the exciting and "fun" 

attraction of this new college life. They were also aware 

that old relationships, if not lost, would be redefined. 

Lately when I go home I feel so different from my 
friends at home because they're living at home, 
they're not experiencing what I'm experiencing, so 
I feel different (Ysandra), 



You know once you leave high school, you leave all 
your friends behind. I thought 'No way, I'm not 
going to leave my friends behind,' but you know 
that just sorta happens (Rosalinda). 
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Students had no grand strategy or tactics for meeting 

new friends. Leaving old friendships, and meeting new 

friends and establishing new relationships "just sorta 

happens." New relationships were established in classes, in 

the dorm, and at parties. Many of the students also met 

friends as a result of their experiences in New start, the 

precollege summer program. For the most part, however, 

students established new relationships when, as Monique 

said, "you meet a friend of a friend and they become your 

friend." 

Much of the excitement and attraction of college life 

was the rich potential this social system held for dating, 

possible courtship, and marriage. Some of the friendships 

one made could lead to an intimate relationship with 

potential for marriage. Much of students' social lives were 

concerned with establishing or maintaining an intimate 

relationship and those relationships were often the most 

confusing, ambiguous, and frustrating to understand. Of the 

seven students dating regularly, only two, Fina and Lori, 

were dating other students from campus. Ysandra, Dave, 

Rudy, Denise and Rosalina were continuing relationships 

they'd established in high school, and their significant 

others weren't attending the UofA. Rudy and Lori were 
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talking seriously of marriage, the other four were in the 

midst of developing their relationships. All were 

experiencing some ambiguity and frustration. Ysandra 

wondered if her boyfriend was ever going ask her to marry 

him. The week of the study was an emotional rollercoaster, 

as she bounced from the tedium and pain of chemistry to the 

anxiety of anticipation and later relief and elation of her 

boyfriend's telephone calls from Phoenix -- sometimes three 

a day. Denise had noted her boyfriend's "weird phases" from 

the weekend before and spent considerable time with her 

roommate trying to strategize how to circumvent those 

phases, concerned that they had only short periods of time 

together and "here we are fighting." Rudy's frustration 

wasn't with Nancy, his fiancee, but with the changes in the 

relationship with his family that resulted from her entry 

into his life. Rudy felt his relationship with Nancy was 

moving him more quickly into adulthood, yet his parents were 

still treating him as a boy. 

Ambiguity, frustration and confusion were also 

experienced by students who were developing relationships or 

even desirous of developing a relationship. Monique spent 

the week of the study wondering about a recent date, "really 

confused, trying to figure out what his intentions were. 

But it's all straightened out now, we're just friends." 

Magdelena, like Monique, spent the week trying to interpret 
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the intentions of Bill, who had asked her for a date, but 

had yet to follow through with any specifics. Dave finally 

resolved questions about his feelings regarding veronica, a 

girl he'd met last summer. 

I was doubting the way I felt you know truly about 
Veronica and I was wondering how I felt before 
that and so see when that happened to me I was 
just like 'Hey, now I know how I really feel!' 

Ron was wondering about Joan, his best friend, and hadn't 

yet allowed himself to admit the possibility of a romantic 

relationship 

She tells me all the time she's my best friend and 
I don't know how close she is, I guess she's just 
a good friend. 

Raul was trying to deal with the recent admission by Erica, 

with whom he thought he had a brother/sister relationship, 

that she in fact loved him. His perplexed state was 

compounded by his feelings for Celeste who has been 

"rushing" him for the last few weeks, calling and visiting, 

and occasionally spending the night with him in his dorm 

room. Tom would have given anything to have had Raul's 

problem. Shy and ill at ease socially, he spent his time on 

campus with his male friends, shooting pool, and visiting in 

the tutoring lab. with his friend Mike, he studied 

occasionally in the Science Library to "look at the girls. 1I 

He never talks to any of them, but he, 'Hey Tom, look 
at her' and I'll look up. I mean he knows some of them 
and he'll talk to 'em, but that's the only reason he'll 
talk to them is because he knows them. He says I'm as 
chicken as he is about talking to girls. 
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Luis, like Tom, was trying to overcome his shyness. 

Luis' reticence to establish relationships however, was 

based on a perception that the social system on campus was 

different than the one from which he came. "Those girls" --

the girls he saw on campus -- must be different than those 

he knew in high school, and those he dated and knew 

presently in his social world off-campus: 

Luis: Probably because I have no confidence or 
something maybe ... because I tried to change, 
instead of worrying about what's going to happen. 
It's hard, I just think it's different, I just 
think it's a little different. 

AI: What's different about it? 

Luis: Well, the girls for one thing. They're not 
the same type of girl (as those he's been dating 
from high school). sometimes I get the feeling 
that they're smarter. That type of girl, a smart 
girl, I like a smart girl and I guess she doesn't 
really have to corne to college •.. but I'll see 
a girl and I'll think, oh, she's one of them, or I 
don't know what and I'll, or I'll meet a girl and 
I'll think, I can't, I wouldn't be able to like 
her. 

Although attracted to this new and exciting social 

world on campus, students knew that old friendships and 

relationships would be affected by their new experiences. 

However, they were still very much linked to the world from 

which they carne. In the students' push-pull world, the new 

social world of campus was excitingly attractive; they were 

drawn to campus as they separated from family and their 

childhood. But they were still very much linked to the 

world of parents, brothers and sisters, grandparents, 
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cousins, aunts and uncles. Much of their life was still 

dedicated to the relationships of family. We turn now to 

the other world of students the world of family and home. 

Looking Through Family Eyes 

As students groped for independence and autonomy in 

their academic, financial and social worlds, they viewed the 

process through the eyes of family. Whether students lived 

on campus or at home (as half the students were), the family 

remained central to their lives, providing the primary frame 

from which they defined themselves. The reference point for 

defining self was derived from family perceptions of "who we 

are." When Fina's cousin mistreated his wife, the family 

admonished him to restrict his behavior along lines of the 

family's definitions of appropriate behavior: 

My parents talked to him, they told him 'That's 
not our family, our family doesn't do that.' 

Rudy's very conception of himself was shaken when he 

perceived his parents behaving in way that violated his 

sense of "who we are." As he and Nancy had begun dating 

steadily, he had tried to involve her in his family. He was 

puzzled about the change in his relationship with his 

parents because their behavior violated his perception of 

his family: 

I had a real rough semester because I had a lot of 
problems with my parents, between me and Nancy and 
my parents. That's just something you don't 



expect, especially not at my house. We're not 
like that at all. We all get along, we always try 
to help each other out. 
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Much of the students' free time was spent with family. 

Weekends were often spent solely with family. Boyfriends or 

girlfriends were invited to spend the weekend, or attend 

social events with the extended family, and the family's 

acceptance of the boyfriend or girlfriend greatly affected 

whether the relationship would have a chance for developing 

further. For those living in the dorm, the family telephone 

call was received with almost as much pleasure as a 

boyfriend's or girlfriend's call, and the next weekend that 

one was able to return home was calculated with much 

anticipation. 

(This weekend) I'll be with my mom and my dad, I 
miss my brothers. I miss my brothers, yeah. I 
didn't think I would miss them, because they 
always fought. When we were home they always 
fought with each other but they'd leave me alone 
because I'd just go into my room or talk to my mom 
and I miss that, I miss the noise. Whenever I go 
home it's like (mom says) 'Oh, they give me such a 
headache' and I go 'Mom, it's like music to my 
ears'. But now my brother, the one that's going 
to be 16, he's more coming up to, understanding 
how I think, you know, and he's starting to help 
my mom and dad out with the two younger ones and I 
think he's starting to see how he should be 
responsible for things at his age and stuff, so 
he's trying to learn and understand what we say, 
cause now I understand what my parents just tell 
me. And we talk more, me and him talk more. He 
asks me, so he knows when something's wrong, so 
now it's not just my mom that asks me but now I 
confide in him too (Ysandra). 
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As these students separated from family as part of the 

process of becoming adult, they also turned back to family, 

and particularly parents, for the support and encouragement 

they needed as they moved away. without exception, students 

pointed to parents as having the most effect and influence 

on their lives. 

students turned to the family for counsel, kinship, and 

support. Knowing the family was there for support was 

important to these students. Even Chuck noted that in his 

family, where 

.•. everybody's real independent, there's not 
much, mushy is not a good word, but you know what 
I mean, everybody kinda does their own thing, but 
you help people out if they need it. 

The stUdents saw their entry into college life as their 

initial venture into adulthood, beginning the separation 

process from parents and family and precipitating a 

necessary change in the relationship as they matured and 

learned to deal with their independence as emerging adults. 

As the students went off to college, 

They are really supportive and just really want me 
to do what I want and you know, I've made all my 
decisions by myself, where to live, how much to 
spend and I think, they made a big difference, my 
family (Ron). 

As they realized their own emergence into adulthood, 

they were also aware that some of the change in the 

relationship with their parents took the form of new 
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responsibilities and assumed obligations. Just as Ysandra 

saw herself aiding her younger brother in assuming the 

responsibilities of emerging adulthood, so too did Ron and 

Monique express their sense of obligation to aid their 

younger brothers and sisters in growing up, 

I try to encourage him (brother) not to just get 
the grades to get into college, but just over the 
long term trying to help him be more aware of his 
education. But, not to put pressure on him but to 
help him more and kinda take some of the pressure 
off of what my parents feel like he should do. He 
should be studying so much because at that age you 
know there's a lot more to life than just school 
and you know he's got you know to build friends 
and you know start recognizing himself and do the 
things he wants to do (Ron). 

In clarifying a comment made in her activity log, 

Monique commented that: 

I thought I said 'I'm big sister and I have to 
listen.' She's, right now she's a senior in high 
school, there's a lot of things going on so she 
wanted to tell me about it and even though I had 
homework I kinda feel a responsibility, I do have 
to listen, you know, and I always think I'll 
listen to these little dumb things right now and 
then sometime in the future maybe they'll feel 
confident enough to tell me something major, that 
maybe they couldn't tell my parents. 

Students' sense of obligation was also expressed in two 

other ways. First, students often willingly sacrificed 

their own plans - such as going to class or studying - if 

the family called upon them. Second, almost all students 

included in their immediate and long-term plans a desire to 

contribute to their parents' and siblings' financial 

support. 



When Monique's mother came to her one morning and 

requested help in preparing for a Bible study lesson, 

Monique willingly helped, and missed her math class. 

Monique: She came in right when I was about to 
go, and she said, 'Oh, I'm really far behind, can 
you help me?' I was already late for class, but I 
thought, 'Okay, I'll just stay.' I felt sorry for 
Mom, I know she has been working hard, she got up 
really early to take the kids to school, we live 
on the north side and they still go to school on 
the east side and so I know she lost time there, 
so what could I do? I had to help her. 

AI: Did she know you had class? 

Monique: Yes, she did ..• but she didn't make 
me. I could have just said so, but I knew she 
needed the help. 

Denise noted that her difficulty in adhering to a 

schedule was often due to family requests for help: 

. something like my aunt or mom or someone 
needs me to do something you know. I just 'Okay,' 
and I just usually drop what I'm doing and do what 
they ask me to do and a lot of times 'cause I'm 
the kind of person that doesn't say no ... so 
then I end up you know because I'm doing something 
for somebody else I'm, you know, usually mess up 
my schedule and end up starting allover again. 
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But students expressed not so much a sense of sacrifice 

as a sense of participation and contribution. Rudy 

willingly sacrificed his planned study time to relax and 

visit with his family. When asked what were the two most 

important things he did during the week of the study, Rudy 

responded: 

Let me see . . . Oh, I had to get ready for 
finals, that was probably most important, getting 
ready for finals, know what I had to do. Then, 



let me see, spend more time at home, I think was 
more important. 

All the students talked about this sense of 
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responsibility, obligation and contribution to the family 

when they discussed money. All parents were helping fund at 

least part of the students' education, and provided much of 

the students' daily finances for room and board, clothing 

and incidentals. Yet there was a general reticence on the 

part of the students to accept any money other than 

necessary. 

I don't like spending too much money. I don't 
like it because most of the money that I'm 
spending, or practically all of it's not mine that 
I earned because my parents pay for it, 
everything, you know, it's all coming out of 
their, their checks (Raul). 

I haven't taken any money from my parents because 
I feel like I want to start being responsible. I 
hate winding up saying 'Wow, I didn't know I spent 
that much' and ask my parents for money. I rarely 
ask them for that and I think they respect that 
but they will, they want to give me money and I 
just say to them 'Well, if I need it I'll let you 
know' (Ron). 

All students expressed a desire to contribute by 

working or by earning the grades necessary to qualify for 

scholarships, or fee waivers, 

Monique: I'm so worried about losing my, I have a 
fee waiver. 
AI: What do you need to do for -the waiver. 

Monique: A 3.0 (gpa). And right now it's 3.5. 
But I'm not worried so much this semester as I am 
maybe next semester where I'm going to be taking 
harder classes . . . and I feel kind of pressured 
you know to keep that waiver. 



AI: How come? 

Monique: Well, next year my sister will be coming 
in and my parents are really counting on me having 
that waiver. And that's not my money. That's why 
I guess I worry about it. It's not my money. If 
I had some money I'd pay for my own education, but 
my parents won't let me work. And they can afford 
it now, but I have that waiver to help them out a 
little bit and so that's my way of helping. 

Eight of the students worked, but few of necessity. 
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Most students said they worked to take a burden from their 

parents by providing their own spending money. Even Monique 

worked 3-4 hours a week to "take care of immediate concerns 

like gas," but spent the remainder "for my family - I bring 

movies, or buy my brother or sister candy or stuff like 

that. II Tom worked part-time at a movie theater: 

Tom: I guess mostly to take a little burden off my 
parents, just take the burden off them and then I can 
just spend my money and they wouldn't have to be giving 
me any more money. 

AI: Do you pay for your own tuition, do you have a 
scholarship or do your parents pay for it? 

Torn: My parents pay for it. I try, like, since I, my 
books are a lot I try and at least buy the books and 
then now since I, since I'm being paid more I'll 
probably put in more in tuition. 

A consistent student theme was a long-term commitment 

to assist their parents after college. When asked how much 

money played a part in his career decision to become a 

doctor, Raul replied: 

-----. -... _- --.-~-



Well, I wouldn't say, a little less than half, 
actually. You know I do want the money because I 
do want to be able to get my parents their 
retirement horne, pay for it, to help them out, 
help them put my brother through college. I 
figure they're obligated to pay for me while I'm 
in school but you know it works both ways, you 
know, when they get older I'm going to be taking 
care of them. 

students were immersed in the social life of campus, 

the impromptu discussions, dating, partying, being 
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"entertained" and supported by other students. But their 

social lives were affected greatly by their families. How 

students perceived themselves and their consequent behaviors 

were dependent in large part upon families' perceptions of 

"who we are." Students turned to the family for their 

primary support and often for direction in their efforts to 

succeed on campus. As emerging adults, they saw the 

relationship with their families changing and their role in 

the family changing to include responsibilities and 

obligations that must be taken on in the family. These 

students moved in two worlds, the social world of students 

and peers, and the social world of family. 

Moving In Two Worlds 

An important element in the changing family 

relationship was the anticipated effect of entering this 

predominately Anglo environment of campus life. For these 

students, the system on campus included a social system 

dominated by Anglos and a bureaucratic system that reflected 
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that domination. The social system off campus was based on 

the family and rooted in Hispanic culture. These Hispanic 

students and their families were very aware of the 

implications that moving into adulthood in this very Anglo 

environment portended for change in their own relationships 

and the implication that change had on the perpetuation of 

the cultures of their families. Magdelena's grandmother 

illustrated the concern of the family and the awareness of 

students when she admonished Magdelena and her sister to 

"remember where you are now." 

Magdelena was concerned that her lack of facility in 

speaking Spanish was threatening her knowledge and 

understanding of her cultural roots. She had spent a day 

during the study with her grandmother and her aunt, who 

spoke only Spanish, listening to stories about her family's 

origins in Mexico and their later entry into the united 

states. Though she hadn't taken Spanish in high school or 

college, she envied her sister who had been taking Spanish 

for the last year. Magdelena vowed that next year she would 

enroll in Spanish because 

I've got to start thinking in Spanish ..• My 
sister can do that real easily and I think that's 
because she's been taking Spanish the last couple 
of semesters and her, you know, she's gotten a lot 
better in her vocabulary, she's increased it, so 
she can just, spur of the moment start talking in 
spanish and continue on a conversation in Spanish 
and for me I've got to sit there and concentrate 
on like switching, you know, it takes a while for 
me to, you know, the minute when I find myself 



leaving it's now like I've got to switch back, and 
that's sometimes just as hard as getting back to 
just the English. 
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In trying to improve her Spanish, Magdelena was attempting 

to preserve the family cultural roots; she understood that 

she lived in a much different world than did her 

grandmother: 

You know, things that she relates you know what I 
mean are just totally different anything that . . 
. yeah, it's really bizarre. 

Magdelena's visit with her grandmother underscores for 

Magdelena the differences in the two worlds -- worlds that, 

though they were located merely across town, re~lired 

conscious effort to "switch back" when leaving one and 

returning to the other. Magdelena's grandmother admonished 

her granddaughter to remember the world of her family: 

Even going to her neighborhood, she used to tell 
my sister and I, 'Remember where you are now' 
(Magdelena). 

Students' perceptions of the diminishing link to the 

culture of their families was symbolized by their facility 

with the Spanish language. Denise pitied her brother and 

cousins who were losing the language and were unable to 

speak spanish while at relatives' homes, but saw herself as 

being lucky since she retained her facility with the 

language. Tom's grandmother was always "getting on my case" 

because he didn't speak Spanish. Chuck was embarrassed when 

he went off-campus to the southside of Tucson and met other 

-----------------



young Hispanic men, because it was necessary for his 

companions to explain to new acquaintances that he was 

"okay," that even though he didn't speak spanish, or look 

Hispanic, that he was, in fact, Hispanic. 

For many of the students, being Hispanic had never 

before been as salient as when they entered this campus 

life. Rosalinda related the classroom experience that 

impressed upon her status as a minority Hispanic in a 

predominately Anglo world. 

The first time I did notice was when I first came 
here you know, I walked into my English class and 
I was the only Hispanic in there. I mean, at 
first I didnit notice it, but the teacher started 
calling out the names and you know, Jones, Smith, 
and you know, and then the teacher came to my name 
and he couldn't say it. He said Rosalinda, and 
then when he carne to Consuelo, he couldn't and 
then I helped him and that's when I noticed it you 
know that, 'Oh, my God' because you know I 
graduated from Sunnyside and it is 99.5%, you 
know, Hispanic. 
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Entry into college also forced Monique to confront her 

Hispanicity for the first time. Unlike Rosalinda she didn't 

speak spanish and had attended predominately white high 

schools. 

I've never really thought of myself as Hispanic 
until I came into the UofA. I've always grown up 
with white people, in a white school, all my 
friends have been white until I came here and I 
got involved with New Start and that's when I 
started noticing that they were Hispanic people. 

Monique was aware that she had lost contact with her 

Hispanic heritage. Hers is an example of cultures meeting 
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and mingling. Her father was Spanish, her mother was from 

El Salvador, and her family centered their lives around a 

predominately Anglo fundamentalist Baptist church as they 

lived in the heartland of the Mexican-American southwest. 

She actually confronted her Hispanicity for the first time 

when she met other Hispanic students in New Start, the 

precollege summer program for ethnic minority students. Her 

new friendships forced her to face her lost cultures, the 

cultures of the Hispanic southwest, and the cultures of her 

parents. One evening she went "cruising" with other UofA 

students to the south side of Tucson, the Mexican-American 

section of town: 

I never knew what a 'cholo' was until I got here 
and I asked 'What's a cholo?' They thought that 
was kinda funny because I look Hispanic to them. 
But I do see myself as a little bit different from 
them because I am not Mexican-American and I speak 
very little Spanish. 

Monique went on to relate the impression of her 

parents' cultures on her life: 

Yes, my dad is Spanish and my mother is from El 
Salvador. I consider myself a spaniard because my 
mom has completely assimilated to my dad. We 
don't, I don't know anything about their culture, 
although sometimes it might come up when her mom 
is here or whatever. 

The meanings the students attached to everyday 

experiences were filtered through perceptions of self, and 

those perceptions were constantly under introspective 

assessment as they moved through the experiences of their 
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social worlds. They moved, as do all traditionally aged 

college students, from high school, adolescence, and family 

to a world of independence, identity and adulthood. But 

they carried with them perceptions influenced by their 

Hispanic families as they moved into the experiences of a 

multi-cultural, but heavily Anglo-influenced campus life. 

They then carried back those views of self shaped by the 

campus experience when they returned to their other world, 

the world of family and Hispanic culture. 

For students then, the world of the campus and 

perceptions of their changing selves were bounded by 

perceptions of race and class that arose from the students' 

own cultural experiences, from the world of home and family. 

Their Hispanic background was a world of culture and 

language in danger of being lost as students moved into the 

Anglo world. Students moved in two worlds. 

I mean it was funny because I think I was living 
in two different worlds there at the dorm, you 
know, that was kind of another world than it was 
from home, you know, and I think a lot of times I 
might have played into that you know, kinda, I 
didn't exist, I didn't need to exist and that was 
okay you know, which, which now doesn't bother me 
you know, it doesn't bug me, it's just like the 
other world, like here and home you know what I 
mean, it's two different worlds and sometimes I 
think I'm two different people you know, and 
that's okay (Magdelena). 

While all students were reminded in various ways of 

their ethnicity, Magdelena's is the most dramatic 

illustration of living in two worlds. She was referring 
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here to the racial incidents that occurred in the first 

semester. Racial epithets were written on her dormitory 

door, and she was beaten twice, once early in the semester 

and again a month before finals. Although she was the only 

one of the 14 students to express any experience as the 

target of racial harassment or violence, hers is a poignant 

statement of dealing in uncertain worlds of differences, and 

of the "filters" through which one views different worlds of 

class and race; 

I mean it was only the first week of school when 
this happened, you know, writing spick on my door 
and the girls saw that you know, it was there on 
the door, you had to be blind not to see it and I 
think they just pretended like it wasn't there. 
That was their filter, you know, it wasn't there 
and this didn't make me mad and maybe I wasn't 
even there to them you know what I mean. I think 
that \-las their filter you know and maybe it was 
and I still wonder today was it a filter or was it 
that they just didn't care? I think half of them 
just really don't care because it doesn't really 
affect their lives you know, and I, that doesn't 
bug me or I'm not mad at them for because it 
doesn't, they don't have to care you know, like I 
wouldn't, I don't have to care if something were 
to happen to them you know because they lived with 
me a semester you know so I'll never see them 
again. So there's 30,000 maybe 40,000 other 
students on this campus, so what, they're just one 
person, you know what I mean, and I think in a lot 
of ways that's how they saw me, you know, and a 
lot of the girls who had never been exposed to 
someone from another race who wasn't cleaning 
their house or who wasn't, you know. with them it 
was like they didn't have to, because they were 
going back to their white upper class world where 
I didn't exist or I didn't need to exist, you know 
and then again that doesn't, you know it doesn't, 
I don't like hate them for that because that's 
just like their world you know. 



Being Hispanic As Part of the System 

I see opportunity because (holding up index 
finger) I'm Hispanic and (holding up middle 
finger) I'm a woman and that opens doors 
(Monique). 

Students moved back and forth between the world of 
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campus and the world of family and friends. As they moved 

from one world to the other, their experiences were 

perceived and interpreted through the filters of previous 

experiences in their other world. A predominate filter for 

these students was the perception of self as Hispanic. 

As members of the Hispanic culture in the southwestern 

united states, the students understood that they moved in a 

social system in which the potential for discrimination 

against them existed, but none except Magdelena had been the 

target of blatant racial attacks. They had read and heard 

of incidents on and off campus, but except for a few 

interchanges in which racism may have been subtly expressed, 

none had experienced overt racist behavior. Although 

sensitive to the implications that being different may have 

had on their academic, social and professional lives, 

students contended that being too sensitive to one's 

ethnicity in this Anglo dominated world could lead to self-

victimization, and provide excuses for failure. Being a 

successful Hispanic in an Anglo dominated world required 

assuming responsibility for one's own success. Again, 

students saw themselves as "on your own." Indeed, they 



considered being Hispanic mor.e as an opportunity -- for 

academic and financial support while in college, and for 
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"opening doors" to admission to graduate school and to entry 

and advancement in one's professional career. Their 

strategies for success, however, revolved not around 

focusing on their differences as Hispanics, but on 

"passing." They contended that others didn't see them as 

Hispanic because they didn't perceive themselves as looking 

or speaking as Hispanics. 

Racism and discrimination exist. It was difficult not 

to be aware of racism and discrimination when living and 

growing up as an Hispanic in the southwestern united states, 

and students had corne to accommodate that reality into their 

lives. The potential for racial discrimination was a given, 

but at least in Tucson, it was viewed as moderate: 

Yeah, I want to stay around here. I think 
basically it's a mixed community around here, 
there's a lot of Hispanics, there's a lot of 
whites, there's a lot of Blacks and I think people 
are used to it already. I can see like farther 
east where it might be a little bit more different 
where there's not such a difference in races but 
here I think it's, the racism is moderate. I mean 
I don't think it'd be very difficult for me 
(Denise). 

Students held very ambivalent feelings about being 

Hispanic on campus. When asked how much their being 

Hispanic affected their lives, how much they thought about 

being Hispanic, the students expressed pride in their 

Hispanic heritage, and regretted their increasing distance 



from Hispanic culture and the spanish language. However, 

all students, except Magdelena, maintained that being 

Hispanic was not a consideration with which they daily 

grappled. 

It's funny you should ask that because it doesn't. 
It doesn't really at all. I don't really think of 
it, of myself as being Hispanic (Rudy). 

The only time that I think about it is if I go out 
with Paul and stevie and go like to the southside 
and stuff. I can't speak spanish very well and 
plus I stick out like a sore thumb, because I'm 
white (his light complexion) and a lot of times 
when they, well not so much introduce me, but 
they'll mention, 'He's okay' (Chuck). 

I don't even think about it. I think a lot of 
people think about it and talk themselves into it, 
you know, using that as an excuse (Lori). 
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It is perhaps Fina who most insightfully expresses the 

students' perception of the influence of ethnicity on their 

daily lives, and especially on interpersonal relationships. 

Fina felt herself to be fairly sophisticated in the world of 

romance, dated often, and had turned down a number of 

proposals for marriage. So when Dora, a friend in one of 

her classes had asked "What's it like to go out with a white 

guy?" Fina responded, 

It depends. I mean if that guy's a jerk, he's 
going to be a jerk. The guys that I met that were 
Americans and white, they were very nice to me and 
there are some guys that are really jerks and just 
like in Mexican guys, your boyfriend might be nice 
but there are some guys who are really jerks. 



Fina's perception was that the state of jerkhood was 

not dependent upon ethnic membership and in fact, crossed 

ethnic boundaries. 

In spite of their pronouncements that being Hispanic 

little affected their daily lives, students were however, 

very aware of being Hispanic in an Anglo dominated social 
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and bureaucratic system. As noted earlier, for many of the 

students, being Hispanic was never more salient than when 

they walked on campus. Monique had attended a predominately 

Anglo high school, and her life centered around a 

predominately white, fundamentalist Baptist church. Her 

involvement in the precollegiate summer program and the 

academic support programs offered by the Office of Minority 

student Affairs was the impetus for a growing awareness of 

being Hispanic on a college campus. Rosalinda hadn't been 

as aware of the differences that being Hispanic may create 

when she was attending a predominately Hispanic high school. 

Coming to the UofA had focused her awareness of being 

different in a predominately Anglo social system: 

. . . being Hispanic, you go through some changes. 
It's the little things that people, walking into a 
classroom and maybe being the only Hispanic person 
in there, you know, stuff like that. 'Oh my God, 
I'm different' that you've never noticed before. 

Luis was confronting for the first time the effect that 

being Hispanic may have on dating and personal 

relationships: 



Oh, yeah, but there are nice Hispanic girls and 
there are nice Anglo girls. I don't think I would 
have any trouble if I wanted to date Anglo girls. 
But, what I do think about is, how, what other 
people think of us. 

Later, when asked about his perception of being 
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Hispanic in the Anglo dominated world of campus social and 

academic life, Luis replied: 

That's a pretty sensitive issue. I don't really 
like to talk about stuff like that much because I 
just try to see myself, you know, me doing 
everything, not really being Hispanic ••. I just 
try to be an average person. 

Luis just tried to be an average person, but he was 

very aware of being different, and how that might affect how 

"other people think of us." He later tried to explain 

better his feelings and why this was such a sensitive issue: 

sometimes I feel like I don't have as good a 
chance or something. But I don't like to think 
that because it's not what I want to think. 

Like Luis, Monique and Lori didn't want to think about 

their differences. Thinking that one doesn't have as good a 

chance as others leads to being overly sensitive about one's 

color and what "other people think of us." 

I sometimes think people are just oversensitive to 
what other people think of them. They're real 
sensitive about their color or other people's 
attitudes towards them and I kind of just, you 
know if I do notice somebody just looking, they 
just don't know, I don't think of it as 'Oh, they 
don't like me, I'm Hispanic' (Monique). 

Lori would agree with Monique that the problems 

Hispanic students face on campus were often due to students' 

-.----.---------.-.----. 
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being overly sensitive, and self-conscious of their ethnic 

differences. She saw being overly sensitive as leading to 

self-victimization: 

I think a lot of people think about it and talk 
themselves into it, you know, using that as an 
excuse. I think they just get carried away and 
make themselves victims. If you think of it that 
way, that's the way it's going to be. But to me, 
if you don't worry about it, it's not there. 

These students wanted desperately to believe in a 

predominant myth of late 20th century American culture: 

every man or woman has an equal chance to succeed and 

success was dependent upon each person's merit. As Rudy 

said, if he would just 

Do the best I can, yeah, you'll get rewarded down 
the line for sure. 

Racism and discrimination exist, but as Lori said, " 

. if you don't worry about it, it's not there." When 

students talked about the influence that being Hispanic had 

in their personal lives, most asserted no consciousness of 

negative issues in their interactions with professors, the 

administration, or other students. only Magdelena could 

point to specific negative incidents since arriving on 

campus. Perhaps Monique is representative of the students' 

perception of the influence of ethnic issues on these 

students' campus lives when she says about her sister 

entering next year: 

------ ... __ .- ----



I don't think she'll ever have problems with mixed 
races or anything like that but from what I read, 
it's a problem here sometimes. 

These students were aware that ethnicity issues 

existed, but those were not issues in the foreground of 

their lives. Ethnic issues were "sensitive" issues they 

would rather not confront. They heard and read of racial 

problems on campus, and discussed them occasionally, but 

perceived their own well-being and success as self-
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determined. Acknowledging that ethnic issues could be a 

problem, they nevertheless refused to be victimized by their 

ethnicity, and staunchly asserted their self-responsibility. 

In this world of college life, and later, you are on your 

own. 

I'll do whatever I want, I'll move wherever you 
know. If somebody wants to limit me by being, by 
me being Hispanic or I don't have the credential 
or whatever, fine, I'll find another way you know 
••. I'm going to do it, it's pretty much up to 
me (Dave). 

Much of the students' ability to move through their 

daily campus life, "to do what they want" without being 

victimized was related to their ability to "pass." 

Goffman (1959) discussed the everyday task of 

maintaining an identity in terms of "passing" and 

"management" activities. He described identities as the 

managed presentation of appearances "on stage" before 

audiences. Garfinkel (1967) later extended the notion to 

include not only the preparatory work individuals employ in 

- -- -- ----------------
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advance of their presentation of self to certain audiences, 

but added the notion of improvisation, of spontaneous 

behaviors arising from perceptions of the group, or audience 

of the moment. We saw earlier in Magdelena's statement the 

improvisational response to requirements placed by different 

groups: 

It's funny because you put on a face I think with 
each kind of crowd that you're with, at least I 
know I do. Like when I'm with my friends that 
are, you know, they'll be most of them will be 
Black and we'll be hanging out and I know it's 
different from the way I would be with my friends 
that are all white. I know that's different 
because when we're together with my Black friends 
a lot of times what we talk about is Whites, you 
know at the UofA and this kind of system and stuff 
like that. • . 

For most students passing was linked more to facility 

with the English language, or at least lack of a Hispanic 

accent, and having a light complexion. Each of them had 

mentioned in one fashion or another that they didn't 

perceive of themselves as Hispanic because they weren't 

perceived by others as being Hispanic. They attributed this 

lack of being identified as Hispanic by others to their not 

"looking" Hispanic: 

People don't really pay attention to me because 
I'm not real dark, I have light hair, you know it 
just looks like a tan that's what it looks like 
you know •.. the trouble is that I'm Hispanic and 
I don't speak very much Spanish ... People 
sometimes ask me if I'm Hispanic and I say 'Yeah,' 
and you know, they can't even tell the difference. 
So, on campus I really don't see any kind of 
difference or that people notice that in me 
(Dave). 



I don't think I sound Spanish. A lot of people 
don't think I am. Hispanic (Denise). 

For these students, being Hispanic was not in the 

forefront of their consciousness as they went about their 
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daily lives on campus. occasionally they were reminded of 

their ethnicity, as Rosalinda was when entering a class in 

which she was the only minority, or when Lori attended her 

communication group and the discussion centered upon 

ethnicity issues. But in the main, these Hispanic students 

saw themselves as passing as typical students, with their 

ethnicity in the background of their daily experience. 

Being Hispanic was seen as rarely affecting their daily 

campus lives. Though their entry into campus life may have 

created a new awareness and a pronounced saliency of their 

Hispanicity, their daily lives were rarely influenced by 

being Hispanic: 

I used to feel like that. I used to feel, you 
know, when I walked into a big group or something 
and you know I was the only one there who was 
Hispanic, I used to feel really scared and you 
know kinda out of place. But now, maybe in the 
past year I feel really open about it and you 
know, is there a difference? I don't really feel 
you know discriminated against or anything you 
know, I feel really open, and I just feel like 
everybody else. I really don't see it too much 
(Ron) . 

The students extended this lack of self-consciousness 

regarding ethnic differences into their social lives. Most 

students had friends from various ethnic groups, and dated 
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regularly across ethnic groups; six of the fourteen 

students were steadily dating another Hispanic and the 

remaining eight were either dating or going with members of 

ethnic groups other than Hispanic. 

student friendship groups were multi-cultural. Many of 

the students had participated in New start, the precollege 

summer program, and all attended the OMS A counseling and 

advising sessions. They all noted that many of their multi

cultural friends were other participants in those programs. 

But their friends also included acquaintances from classes, 

and friends of friends. When pressed about the ethnic 

composition of their peer groups in the interviews, most 

students expressed surprise at the interest in ethnicity 

they thought in terms of friends. 

Mike's like half Caucasian and half oriental. I 
mean most of my friends are minorities but I, I 
don't know why, it's just that I do. It's like, 
yeah, I mean, I see it because we seem to hang out 
together, but it's like I have Black friends, and 
Caucasian friends, I mean it's just like I have 
all kinds of friends, I just hang out with all 
kinds of friends (Tom). 

I have, most of them are Black, the majority, but 
I have just, Karen is Indian, the other Donita is 
White, it's just I have a whole, I really don't 
notice the difference, you know what I mean? I 
was looking through my pictures and I showed them 
to my friend and she said 'God, those pictures are 
just, they're all Black people' and I go 'wait a 
minute, let me look at them.' And I go, 'It's 
true' and I didn't notice. I didn't notice the 
difference. I was surprised like, 'wait a minute, 
let me look at those pictures again' and she was 
kinda shocked. She said, 'You didn't notice' and 
I say, 'No, no, they're just people to me, they're 



my friends,' and I have a whole set of friends 
that are different. They're all different, not 
just Black. I have Hispanic, White, whatever. I 
like the difference, the diversion (Ysandra). 
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When students moved their Hispanicity to the foreground 

of their lives, they thought in terms of the opportunities 

that the social system offered for Hispanics. They 

maintained that being Hispanic asserted little negative 

influence in their everyday decisions and actions. On the 

contrary, being Hispanic was viewed positively in terms of 

opportunities presented: 

I think it helps me more than hurts me. Like for 
instance I, to corne here, I received the 
outstanding minority student award and that, you 
know helped with my tuition and so it's actually 
helping me (Rosalinda). 

I think being Hispanic has had a positive 
influence on me because people kinda take notice 
of you more, they want to help you more • • • so 
it's helped me, it's opened a lot of doors for me. 
It's helped me a lot you know, through New start, 
through SEP (the OMSA counseling/advising program) 
and in high school I got a couple of scholarships 
for being Hispanic and just things like that 
(Denise) . 

I'm really grateful for all they've done trying to 
recruit the minority, you know, I think it's great 
you know, and sometimes I feel 'Wow, maybe some of 
the Anglo kids aren't getting as much attention as 
they want,' and sometimes they'll 'Wow, why are 
they getting all the attention,' you know. I know 
how schools recruit minorities, get in the 
percentages they'd like to see at school as a 
group, you know. culturally diverse as they can 
get it, but I think there are a lot of advantages, 
there's a lot of money out there, scholarships, 
grants, various financial aid for the minority 
students (Ron). 
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Ron goes on to say that even in his contacts with his 

professors, he feels being Hispanic may be an advantage: 

• . . a lot of the minority kids are really out, 
they're glad they're here and you know, they might 
not be as wealthy as other people but I think 
they're really here to, to, you know get a lot 
from the school. I think some professors might 
see that sometimes like you know my professors you 
know, if I go see them a lot, they're like 'Wow, 
this person really wants to learn, he's here for a 
reason' and I think maybe they see that I'm trying 
harder not because I need the extra attention but 
just because I want to improve myself. 

Being Hispanic opens doors. Being Hispanic opens doors 

to scholarships, to academic support programs in counseling 

and tutoring to aid students' success -- and being Hispanic 

opens doors to graduate school and opportunities for 

careers. 

When asked whether being Hispanic would affect 

positively, negatively, or not at all her chances for 

graduate school and her access to positions after school, or 

her chances of promotion after being hired, Monique 

expressed well the general feelings among the women students 

when she raised her hand in a fist, and said, 

I see opportunity because (raising index finger) 
I'm Hispanic, and (raising middle finger) I'm a 
woman, and that opens doors. 

Magdelena bemoaned her new awareness of the effects 

that being a woman and Hispanic would have on the gpa 

requirement for her admission to veterinarian school: 
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I was talking to my professor and he told me any school 
would beg me to come because being a minority and a 
woman, he said the opportunities are incredible. I 
looked into it with the vet, vet sciences department 
and they are lower, they mapped just above a 3.0 gpa 
(as opposed to 3.5 for regular admission) and still get 
in. You know it's just really incredible that they are 
a lot lower and unfortunately I think that made me 
think, okay, I can get by with this, you know. 

Ysandra, having difficulty in chemistry, was concerned 

about the effects that earning a C in the course would have 

on her admissibility to medical school; 

I hope they don't just look at my gpa. Maybe 
being a minority and being a woman might help me, 
might better my chances to getting a place in 
medical school. 

Rosalinda, although aware of the opportunities created 

by her gender and ethnicity, was, as all students, not 

completely naive about the existence of discrimination in 

the world of work; 

Maybe like you say, in the job, if I get promoted, 
if I get a job, and especially because I'm 
Hispanic and I'm a woman, you know but I think 
first they would discriminate if they could 
because I'm a woman, not because I'm Hispanic, 
that's how I see it. 

opportunities exist, but so does discrimination. 

Yeah, they have to hire a certain amount of 
minorities, stuff like that and again you know, if 
it's just my name on a piece of paper it could go 
either way. You know, 'Well, we have to hire so 
many minorities', there you go. Yeah, they could 
say, 'Well, there's his social security number, 
he's Hispanic.' Or, 'I don't like Mexicans' 
(Chuck) . 

The stUdents firmly believed in the meritocratic, 

functionalist ideology of education. The pathway to 
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economic, social and personal success was education gained 

by one's own efforts. There were opportunities to be sized 

as an Hispanic, but ultimately whether one succeeded was not 

due to one's ethnicity, but to one's effort. In the campus 

world now, and in the career world later, you are an adult, 

and on your own. Although one may initially take advantage 

of one's ethnicity by taking advantage of the opportunities 

provided by affirmative action initiatives, success was 

ultimately dependent upon one's effort and willingness to 

work hard. 

I think they have a problem, because (if) somebody 
can get the job done it shouldn't matter what 
color they are really. So, either way, it's up to 
me, you know, to do the job right, or to do a job 
even, but being Hispanic, I think kinda will be a 
little advantage. I think it'll benefit me, 
maybe. But I'll do whatever I want. I'll move 
wherever you know, if somebody wants to limit me 
by being, by me being Hispanic or I don't have the 
credential or whatever, fine, I'll find another 
way you know, but I'm going to do it, I'm going to 
try. Just pretty much me (Dave). 

Asked how he would respond to being the object of 

discrimination in his career, Luis felt the ultimate 

responsibility to be his: 

I think I would just stick to it, as long as I'm 
in the program, you know, just do my best and try, 
there's not much else I can do as long as I'm 
doing my best effort. 

Rudy, like Luis, was convinced that even in the face of 

discrimination, his effort to do the best he can would win 

rewards: 



Rudy: It probably won't make a difference in some 
places where they're looking for a minority that's 
where I'll fit in, but the places that aren't, 
then it'll be me against ••. 

AI: So, whether you think it's going to hurt or 
help, in a way you don't really worry about it, 
you're going to go 

Rudy: Do the best I can. 

AI: Do the best you can. 

Rudy: Yeah, you'll get rewarded somewhere down 
the line, that's for sure. 

Making It with others: Gatekeepers 

Students. Students' access to the social world of 

campus was via other students. Students acted and played 

largely on their own with other students. They met each 

217 

other in class, doing the laundry, in the dorm, at a party. 

Mostly students entered the exciting world of campus social 

life when "you meet a friend of a friend and they become 

your friend" (Monique). other students not only acted as 

the primary entree to the social networks on campus, they 

were the network. Students' social life on campus, no 

matter the activity or event, was being with friends. As 

Raul said, "It's not so much what I'm doing as it is who I'm 

doing it with." 

The Office of Minority Student Affairs. The only 

successful institutional initiative designed to encourage 

student involvement on campus were the OMSA programs, which 

were perhaps more influential in shaping social networks 
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than any other single institutional office or program. 

Students were quick to note the influence of OMSA in their 

social life -- most students had met their friends at New 

Start, the precollege summer program. Even Ysandra, who 

hadn't attended New Start met most of her on campus friends 

through Donita, her roommate, who had attended New Start. 

OMS A also conducted a number of programs to encourage 

minority student involvement in clubs, organizations and 

activities on campus. Although none of the students joined 

any organizations, their involvement in these weekly and bi

weekly meetings, often in small groups, led students to 

develop relationships with other minority students. Chuck 

developed a friendship with his peer counselor, such that he 

viewed the bi-weekly meetings with her as more of a visit 

with a friend than as complying with the requirement to 

attend his session to maintain eligibility for financial 

aid. Some of the students also used the drop-in tutoring 

center as a place to meet and socialize with their minority 

friends. Although designed to encourage minority student 

academic success and involvement on campus, OMSA also 

provided sites and settings that encouraged the development 

of students' informal social networks. 

Family. As students moved onto campus and the exciting 

social world it offered, they also moved away from parents 

and family, redefining their identity as they matured 
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towards adulthood. Family relationships remained important, 

however, acting as a primary referent point from which they 

defined themselves. As students entered the stimulating, 

sometimes bewildering world of differing ideas and opinions 

on campus, family perceptions of "who we are" provided a 

framework from which to view oneself in the process of 

sorting those differing ideas and opinions that effect the 

development of one's identity. "Who we are" was also 

indicative of familial support as students separated and 

moved to campus, chose careers and courses of study, and 

entered into the daily life of a college student with 

"actual studying, and the hard work and the frustrations and 

the cooking for yourself" (Raul). Knowing the family was 

there for support was important to these students. Families 

acted as gatekeepers in the sense that they were a primary 

link between the two worlds of students, the world of 

Hispanic horne and culture and the nascent world of adulthood 

in a multi-cultural, albeit Anglo-dominated, social system. 

Being Hispanic. Despite students' contention that they 

were unaware of being Hispanic, there were occasional 

glimpses of the ways in which being Hispanic shaped their 

social lives on campus. Being Hispanic, they were eligible 

for OMSA programs that shaped their social networks. 

Students' friendship groups were ethnically diverse. 

Although students asserted that they were not conscious of 
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the ethnicity of their friends, they were, however, proud of 

their membership in diverse groups. As Ysandra said, "I 

like the difference, the diversity." 

Rarely did students express a perception that their 

Hispanicity might constrain their entry into certain groups 

or affect their relationships with others. As noted 

earlier, Luis was considering dating Anglo girls, but wasn't 

sure what "other people think of us." Rudy thought he could 

detect an air of discrimination at the work site, and 

Monique read that racial issues were sometimes a problem on 

campus. Magdelena was the only one of all the students who 

encountered and actively struggled with the implications of 

being Hispanic in an Anglo dominated social system. 

Magdelena, of all the students, knew her entry to certain 

social groups was limited. 

Magdelena's family had quickly determined ,that the 

Hispanic officials assigned to assist her after her beatings 

had no power, and that the power in the system lay with the 

Anglo officials. She knew she was being patronized by those 

officials as a "dumb little Hispanic." She knew she would 

face the same power structure when she graduated since her 

chosen career as a veterinarian was 

A white dominated field and so again I think it's 
going to be, I think a lot of people that I'll 
work with or that'll hire me, I think will kinda 
look down on me. 

------ --""-""-"'-
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She also knew that, proud though she might be of her 

Hispanic culture and heritage, others in the social world of 

friends and personal relationships on campus would look down 

on her. Her access to certain groups on campus was 

constrained by her being Hispanic. 

In her daily on-campus life, Magdelena's friends were 

predominately Black, many on the football team. They would 

meet in an informally staked out area in the student union, 

and talk about "those stupid white people", and discuss 

their feelings of "I wouldn't call it hate, either, I think 

resentment maybe and anger for the 'white race'." Much of 

their resentment was due to perceived insulation of whites 

from other ethnic groups on campus. 

I think this is a very sheltered environment, you 
can just come here and not have to deal with 
anything else and I can see how a lot of these 
white, rich kids look down on everybody else who's 
not like they are • . . I can see how they can 
just stay in their own little group. 

Magdelena contended that rich white kids insulate 

themselves from the world of ethnic differences. They 

stayed in their own little groups in a white upper class 

world where minorities didn't exist. 

. . . a lot of the girls who had never been 
exposed to someone from another race who wasn't 
cleaning their house or who wasn't, you know. 
with them it was like they didn't have to, because 
they were going back to their white upper class 
world where I didn't exist or I didn't need to 
exist, you know and then again that doesn't, you 
know it doesn't, I don't like hate them for that 
because that's just like their world you know. 
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Even when white students were aware of other ethnic 

students, they still could be unable or unwilling to cross 

ethnic lines. Magdelena and her best friend, George, a 

Black, had become friends with Christian, a white "frat boy" 

in their psychology class. Although they would socialize in 

class, there was little social contact outside class. 

Magdelena: They get along real well and they talk 
to each other and you know and it's pretty you 
know I wouldn't think they would say hi to each 
other, they would say hi to each other, but I 
don't see them talking to each other outside of 
class you know, that kind of thing. I see it more 
with Christian than I do with George. I think 
George, he would be afraid Christian wouldn't talk 
to him. 

AI: So he's going to stop it before that can get 
started? I mean, I'm afraid if I talk to you you 
won't respond so I just won't talk so I don't have 
to worry. 

Magdelena: Exactly. You don't have to worry 
about being put down. 

Magdelena had been put down. While working in a booth 

at the annual spring Fling, a student run carnival and fund

raiser, she had spotted Christian with a group of his 

friends. When she approached to say hi, he had abruptly 

turned and ignored her. She now understood why: 

George does that you know I think as a kind of 
unconscious thing. When I see him (Christian) far 
away I you know, there's times when I only go and 
say 'Hi' to him when he's by himself. 

Magdelena understood that her being Hispanic limited 

her entry into Christian's white "frat boy" world, that the 

insularity of his world prevented the kind of friendship she 
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had with George. Being Hispanic or Black confined 

relationships often to other ethnic groups or, as in the 

case of Christian, at least to "when he's by himself." Hers 

is the most dramatic statement by these students of the 

implications on relationships that being Hispanic presents 

in an Anglo dominated world: 

All last semester that's been gnawing away, kinda 
been doing something about it and you sit there 
and I think that effects a lot of what you do, you 
know, I really, people how you relate to other 
people you know. 

The ways in which students related to other people were 

shaped and constrained by being Hispanic. Though they 

asserted an unawareness in their daily lives, being Hispanic 

was woven throughout the warp and woof of the fabric of 

students' lives. Being Hispanic filtered their perceptions 

of their experiences, acting as a primary reference point 

for "who we are," and shaping and constraining the social 

networks they created. Living in two worlds, their lives on 

campus were shaped by and linked to the strong ties anchored 

in their world of family and Hispanic heritage. 

Making It with others: Time 

Making It with others occupied a central role in 

students' lives, receiving more time and attention than did 

all other pursuits except sleeping. The students in the 

study reported an average of 41 hours, or 38% of their 

waking time, as occupied by some form of social activity. 
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Fina's reported 65.75 hours was the highest, and Tom's 17 

hours the lowest. As mentioned earlier, however, given 

students' ability to recreate almost any activity into a 

social event, one could argue that time spent in social 

activities were even more than reported. studying, 

traveling to class, registering, even sleeping, could have 

been considered as social events. 

As Tom admitted, he spent much of his time in the 

tutoring lab ostensibly studying, but often visiting. Fina 

also reported studying often with her fiancee in his room, 

and though she noted his diligent study habits, one wonders 

how much of their study time was interrupted by occasional 

conversation and lovemaking. Monique reported her trips to 

and from campus as travel time -- but they were also very 

much social since she chauffeured her brother and sister to 

and from their high school. Ysandra, her roommate and their 

friend Eddy spent four hours reported as registering for 

classes, but they had a wonderful, fun time doing it. Raul 

reported a "relaxingly good night" of 6.75 hours of sleep 

with Celeste, the girl who had been rushing him for the 

week. studying with friends, doing the laundry, going 

grocery shopping, traveling to and from class, even 

attending class was often very much a social event. 
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Making Money 

Making and managing money was an overriding daily 

concern of the students. Their concern with money occurred 

along two dimensions. The first, Making Money As An Adult, 

was their long term goal of achieving a desired life style 

and comfortable family life for which the college degree was 

the sine qua non. The second concern relates to their 

efforts and activities for Making Money Now. Each day the 

students were actively engaged in thinking about and 

pursuing money for near future and immediate demands. A 

continual theme was their concern with obtaining and 

maintaining financial aid support such as scholarships, 

tuition waivers, and other financial assistance for tuition 

and fees. They were also engaged in activities to make 

money now to satisfy everyday immediate concerns for food, 

clothing, rent, and for the incidental expenses critical to 

the life of teenaged college students -- gas, records and 

tapes, partying, and socializing. 

Across the two time dimensions, however, making and 

managing money symbolized for students their journey into 

adulthood. Assuming responsibility and control for making 

and managing money was considered an important indicator of 

becoming adult. Successfully managing one's money now was 

an important developmental task on the way to becoming 

adult. If one is to be successful in managing one's money 
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later as a professional adult, one must learn now the basics 

of money management. 

Making and managing money also expressed students' 

changing relationships and roles with their family. Being 

able to assist their parents by contributing to the cost of 

their education and planning to provide economic support 

during their parents' retirement years symbolized students' 

emergence from the dependendencies of childhood to the 

obligations and responsibilities of adulthood. Acceptable 

gpa levels were calculated with as much concern for keeping 

or obtaining financial aid in order to assist their parents 

as with maintaining student status, gaining admission to a 

major or graduate school, or of enhancing one's hiring 

chances following graduation. Nine of the students worked 

part-time for money for incidental expenses to "mostly take 

a little burden off my parents" (Torn). Making and managing 

money was -- even for those students living at horne --

evidence of an increasing independence and autonomy. 

I'm getting older and I can make my own decisions 
and I know what to do, you know, how much to 
spend, I'm not going crazy and buy a beautiful 
apartment or anything you know. I realize that, I 
realize I am on a budget and I have to buy 
groceries, I have to cook my own food and it's 
just, I like it. It's getting to the point where 
I'm really starting to figure out things for 
myself (Ron). 



Making Money as an Adult: First the College 

Degree, Then a Happy Life. 
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students had learned that the everyday life of campus 

consisted of a system of written and unwritten requirements 

that must be learned, accommodated, mastered and manipUlated 

as part of the process of becoming adult. But the system on 

campus was merely one system nested in a larger social 

system. Like the campus system, the larger social system 

consisted of sometimes explicit, sometimes implicit and only 

inferred restrictions and requirements. The one requirement 

that was very to clear to students was that a successful 

college career was the path to a rewarding career, economic 

security and social well-being. 

Though it was clear the college degree was the 

requisite to a good and comfortable adult life, students' 

perceptions of their lifestyle goals and the means to 

achieve them were most often unclear and vague. In fact, 

students were often hardpressed to define perceptions of 

their anticipated lifestyle goals beyond statements of 

"being comfortable," "making a living," or "just being 

happy." 

I've like thought about it, you know, with the 
field I'm choosing, you know, social work and I 
know I'm not going to be making a lot of money. I 
want to live and be, you know, be able to be 
comfortable, I want to be able to have a family, 
that's my goal to have a family and just be able 
to really get into my, really like, my career and 
not have to say 'Oh, wow I have to go to work?' 



and beat my butt for ten hours and hate doing it 
(Ron). 

When I was in high school I saw what they did and 
I really liked it. So I wanted to be a nurse, I 
don't really know why. As far as money in the 
future, I want to live a comfortable life but I 
don't think it's something so important, I think 
first I want to be happy (Monique). 

My goal in life is to be successful . . • be able 
to support a family easily • . . to be stable 
where I am. I may not be driving a Lamborghini or 
making a hundred thou, but at least I'll be making 
hopefully around 50 or 60, so at least I'll be 
comfortable. I want a career with responsibility, 
determining what happens with projects . . . and 
be able to support my family easily, to be stable, 
intelligent and productive (Dave). 

I like to know how things work. If I can make a 
living doing something I like, really like, then I 
might as well do it . • . the only thing though I 
guess that I would want money for is, I'd like to 
have a lot of kids (Chuck). 
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We saw earlier that another long-term goal of students 

was their intent to assist their parents after college. 

Monique was concerned that she maintain eligibility for her 

tuition waiver for next year because her sister would be 

entering as a freshman, and Monique knew her brother would 

also be entering after she had graduated. She planned on 

helping finance some of her brother's and sister's tuition 

and fees. Ysandra knew that her responsibility as the 

eldest in a large family was to aid her younger brothers as 

they entered college. Raul planned not only to contribute 

to his younger brother'S education, he also was planning on 

helping his parents finance their retirement. 
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students' lifestyle goals were vague. They wanted to be 

happy, to be comfortable, and to be able to support their 

families -- including contributing to their extended 

families well-being. Specifics about the careers that would 

lead to their lifestyle goals, what one did in those 

careers, and how one achieved those careers, were also often 

only vaguely understood. Monique was still trying to choose 

between becoming a nurse or physician and wasn't sure what 

the required course in chemistry had to do with either 

profession. Tom was not exactly sure what an engineer did, 

to say nothing of distinctions between fields of 

engineering, but he knew they made a lot of money. Rudy 

wanted to "get into business" but he wasn't sure yet which 

area of the business world he would enter. All he knew for 

now was that "a lot of companies and businesses just look 

that you've got a degree, you went four years and you got a 

degree and you're alright." 

For Fina, the college degree was necessary if she was 

to avoid the fate of other women in her family. She hadn't 

settled on a career and was considering switching her major 

in business because she wasn't doing well in her business 

courses. She wasn't sure which major she would select, but 

she knew that without the degree, her life could become 

desperate: 

I want something better, you know. I want things, 
if I want something I have the money, I wouldn't 

--- ---------



have to be struggling like some of my aunts are 
right now. One of my aunts is divorced and my 
other aunt, they're just struggling and I don't 
want that to happen to me. I want to go to 
college and I don't want to drop out ... I don't 
want to depend on somebody. I don't, because if I 
get divorced or something, things don't work out, 
how am I gonna, go to a Burger King or MacDonalds 
or somewhere that I won't get, I don't know, not 
enough to support, say if I have kids (Fina). 
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The ambiguity in their lives was randomly enlightened, 

sometimes daily, by newly acquired bits of knowledge of the 

requirements and constraints on achieving their goals. This 

enlightenment was sometimes due to their own efforts at 

seeking information, but most often they were enlightened 

merely by chance when talking to other students, hearing 

something a professor mentioned in a class, or stumbling 

across a brochure or other written materials. The ambiguity 

and uncertainty created some anxiety for the students as 

they moved daily through their campus lives, sorting, 

seeking and receiving information that sometimes 

enlightened, and sometimes created more confusion. Lori was 

anxious because she was unable to choose a major -- "I just 

hate it that I don't know what I want to be", but during the 

study settled on a major in Management Information Systems 

because the classes looked "interesting" in the college 

catalog. Monique's conversation with Tina, a senior soon 

off to an internship, offered to Monique some information 

about the path to medical school, but also reenforced her 

anxieties about ever achieving her goals because "I have so 
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much to do still and what I'm planning is still so far 

ahead, it's so uncertain." As we've seen, one of 

Magdalena's uncertainties was whether she could perform the 

bloody acts of surgery necessary to become a veterinarian, 

yet her ability to succeed at bobbing the tails of live 

animals in the biology laboratory convinced her that her 

dream was still possible. For Ysandra and Raul, uncertainty 

and anxiety surrounded their concern for achieving 

admissions requirements for medical school; each day during 

the study brought new information regarding their own 

performance, new awareness of course requirements or 

sUbstitutions and even considerations of change of major 

that could affect their chances for acceptance. The hopes 

for Fina and Rudy achieving their goals were fading each day 

as they realized their poor academic performance was 

threatening their student status, and thus chances for 

obtaining a degree. 

Some of the students seemed to have more tolerance for 

ambiguity in their lives, and were comfortable waiting for 

more clarity as they moved towards their goals. Denise and 

Rosalinda had yet to declare a career goal, but they were 

comfortable declaring psychology as their majors and waiting 

until they had further defined their interests in the field 

before selecting careers. Dave, majoring in finance, was 

considering either banking or marketing and sales as a 



232 

career, but was waiting to take additional classes and 

hoping to get a job in a bank before making a decision. 

Tom's cousin had told him about the SHIP Club, the Society 

for Hispanic Engineers. Though he still didn't know what 

kind of an engineer he would like to become, he found out 

the club would help him in his career search and help in 

intern placements and the job search process as he moved 

further into his college career. 

Ambiguity and uncertainty filled their daily lives. 

Each day brought new information regarding anticipated 

careers, the requirements to reach those careers and whether 

their own abilities and achievements allowed them to meet 

those requirements. 

No matter the ambiguity and uncertainty however, at 

their present stage in life at 19 and 20 years of age, all 

they were certain of was that the college degree was the 

primary requisite for the good life. Like Chuck, the 

students knew the degree was the ultimate hoop through which 

you must jump to "do what I want to do". There was a blind 

faith they would learn, survive and rightfully participate 

in a system that required an earned degree as the gateway 

leading to a satisfying career, economic comfort and 

security, and a comfortable family life. 
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Making Money Now: Money is an Everyday Thing for Me 

These students wanted from their adult careers enough 

money for a comfortable life style -- not driving 

Lamborghini's, just enough to be happy. And, they saw the 

degree not only as the gatekeeper to the career that enabled 

a desired life style, but to a career they enjoyed. On the 

way to achieving the degree students had many hoops through 

which they had to jump in their daily lives on campus. 

Making and managing their money now as students was a major 

hoop to pay for tuition and fees, and to purchase clothes, 

food, gas and money just for "messing around" (Tom). 

Money is an everyday thing for me. I have 
expenses everywhere. We (Nancy, his fiancee) talk 
about things like that more than probably, I talk 
more about being financially stable, more than 
anything (Rudy). 

As a daily concern, making and managing money revolved 

around two issues. The first was seeking and qualifying for 

financial aid for tuition, fees, books and other costs of 

their education. Their second issue was making and managing 

their money for rent, food, clothing and the not-so 

incidental necessities of gas, records and tapes, sodas and 

sweets, and money for just "messing around" -- for partying 

and socializing. 

All the students except Tom were receiving some form of 

financial aid. Magdelena, Dave, Raul, and Rosalinda had 

received Regents Scholarships on entry as a result of 
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outstanding high school records. Magdelena, Dave and Raul 

had been unable to meet the required minimum gpa levels 

after the last semester and knew they would not be receiving 

those moneys next semester. These three students spent 

considerable time during the study exploring other means for 

future financial support, talking to financial aid 

counselors and OMSA counselors for information and advice, 

consulting with academic advisors for recommendations, and 

of course filling out application forms for scholarships, 

tuition waivers, loans and grants. As we've seen earlier, 

Magdelena's tactic to obtain financial aid was her movidas, 

playing the "stupid little Hispanic" with college officials 

involved in placating her after her beating. Dave and Raul 

had to be content with traditional strategies for obtaining 

financial support such as the other nine students had 

obtained. 

The other nine students were receiving minority 

scholarships, tuition waivers, and book scholarships offered 

through the OMSA office. In order to maintain their 

eligibility for financial support, they attended weekly 

meetings with counselors and peer advisors in various OMSA 

programs designed to improve minority student success. All 

the students who were receiving financial aid were as 

concerned with the impact of their gpa's on financial aid 

eligibility as they were for other reasons such as program 



requirements for graduation or admission requirements for 

graduate school. 

Dave's effort, energy and worry about acquiring 

financial aid was typical of the students generally. He 

knew his gpa was not adequate to maintain eligibility for 

his Regents scholarship, so he had applied for three 
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scholarships for business students, and tuition waivers and 

book scholarships provided for Hispanic students through 

OMSA. Not satisfied with those possibilities, he mused 

about his other options: 

Now it's at a plane where you know I might have 
lost my Regents and I did, I'm pretty sure I did, 
so I'm at a point right now where 'Hey, I've got 
to look for other sources of money for school.' 
And so I'm thinking right now I'm at a point where 
I'm debating whether I should take out a loan 
right now or wait a little while to see what kind 
of scholarships I get you know, or if I should 
just take out the loan anyway you know and put it 
in the bank and you know if I need it this year, 
I'll have it. If I don't need it then keep it 
there for when I do. 

Not only was financial aid important to provide support 

for tuition and fees, but as noted earlier, students were 

just as concerned with acquiring financial aid in order to 

assist their parents. As emerging adults, students felt the 

obligation and responsibility to contribute to the cost of 

their education by earning scholarships and tuition waivers 

because they knew their parents were "really counting on me 

having that waiver" (Monique). Fina was worrying about her 
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grades, and considering attending summer school to raise her 

gpa because: 

It's not because I'll be kicked out, it's because 
of my financial, that's what's worrying me is 
financial help. If I don't get that money my 
parents can't afford it. 

Raul wasn't in danger of losing student status, but he 

had lost his Regents scholarship, and though his parents 

could afford to support him, he was concerned about the 

effect on their finances: 

I feel guilty because they have other things they 
have to spend their money on, and I don't want to 
just rake it off. My parents are going to have to 
like take the money from somewhere. 

students also tried to assist their parents by working 

at part-time jobs. Four of the students held on-campus 

jobs, four worked off-campus. Tom worked as an usher at an 

off-campus movie theater on weekends to "take a little 

burden off my parents stop using their money for gas 

and messing around". Monique worked 3-4 hours a week as 

bookkeeper for a cosmetic saleswoman to "take care of 

immediate concerns like gas", but spent the remainder "for 

my family - I bring movies, or buy my brother or sister 

candy or stuff like that". Magdelena earned her spending 

money refereeing intramural basketball games and conducting 

a fairly brisk business writing papers for other students 

for a fee. 
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Much of the students' concern for assisting their 

parents arose from the changing relationship with their 

families. Moving into adulthood meant becoming more and 

more on your own. It was important to them to obtain and 

maintain eligibility for tuition and other financial aid 

assistance, but it was also important for them to begin 

managing their own money as part of the process of becoming 

on your own. Ysandra was emphatic on the importance of 

money as indicative of her assuming responsibility: 

Yeah, money is very important to me. Just out of 
responsibility on my part. I feel responsible. I 
like to know that I have enough money in my 
checking and savings. 

Denise felt she had to work. Moving from her parents' 

home into the dorm had meant for her a conscious and 

irreversible movement into adulthood and independence, and 

she had vowed to support herself through college. Though 

she had received a grant and a loan, she worked because she 

was on her own. 

AI: How much does money play in your life during 
the week? How much do you think about money? 

Denise: I guess it's pretty important because 
basically I'm on my own and I support myself, 
besides the money I got from college (her 
financial aid). 

AI: Your parents don't help at all? 

Denise: Once in awhile when they can they give me 
money, but I don't like taking it from them 
because they have their own problems with money. 
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Ron, like Denise was very conscious of the significance 

that being responsible for money has for being on your own, 

for becoming adult: 

I really appreciate the money I do have because I 
work for it and I haven't taken any money from my 
parents because I feel like I want to start being 
responsible for my money. 

Not only was he working to assist his parents by 

providing his own money, Ron was also trying to become more 

responsible for managing his money. 

I hate winding up saying 'Wow, I didn't know I 
spent that much' and ask my parents for money. I 
rarely ask them for that and I think they respect 
that but they will, they want to give me money and 
I just say to them 'Well, if I need it I'll let 
you know' (Ron). 

Like Ron, the other students were aware that part of 

becoming adult was also learning to manage money. As Dave 

said, "Money management is starting to come in, I'm starting 

to become more responsible with my money now." Lori had 

received a loan, some grants and a tuition waiver. She'd 

paid her necessary expenses and then put the rest in her 

bank account: 

I have a bank account there and I have like $4000 
just sitting there so it's kind of just good just 
knowing that it's there, I haven't spent any of 
it. I try to keep down my spending, because I 
like might not get anything next years, so I cut 
down and save as much as I can. 

Much of the press on students to budget their moneys 

arose from their apprehension that previous bad experiences 

with the financial aid office would be repeated. The 
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application process was long and often bewildering, and 

preliminary information regarding the amount of an award 

could change -- even after arriving on campus. Most of the 

students had arrived on campus as entering freshmen the 

previous semester not knowing the total amount of their 

financial award. Denise's was typical of students' 

experience. 

No, I got a Pell Grant last semester and a loan 
and a trust grant, but then, the first student aid 
report they sent me they said I wasn't eligible 
for a Pell Grant and then we made all the 
corrections and sent it back and then they told us 
I was (eligible). 

In Hank's case, as we've seen earlier, the amount he 

was granted when he arrived on campus was much less than 

he'd anticipated. He had decided to stay out of school in 

order to work and save enough to enter the following year, 

but had successfully negotiated with the financial aid 

office and had been able to enroll -- albeit in classes 

some of which wouldn't contribute to graduation 

requirements. 

At the time of the study late in the spring semester, 

most students, learning from their experiences the last 

semester, were anticipating not knowing the full amount of 

the financial aid award for the upcoming fall semester of 

their sophomore year until they'd again arrived on campus. 

All the students were anticipating working in the summer in 
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order to put money in the bank in case their awards weren't 

enough. 

Yes, for this summer because I have no idea how 
much money I'm getting, like at all, in 
scholarships or anything, so • • • (last year) I 
didn't know until I came for orientation, I found 
out (Lori). 

Given the ambiguity, students were already calculating 

next semester's costs and possible strategies to meet those 

costs. Hank's calculations during an interview was typical: 

If I don't get that scholarship that I've been 
applying for I think I mentioned it in there (the 
time log), then it's going to be a real problem. 
Well, not so much a problem, the only way it's a 
problem is that I'll have to work and if I work 
then I can't take this many courses ... Like I 
said, next semester I'm taking 19 hours, but 
obviously I can't do that if I have to work too, 
you know. I can work over there (Waiting tables 
at a sorority 3-4 nights a week) cause that's not 
much. But see, that's $100 a month, rent is more 
or less $200 give or take, or will be. So there's 
$100, there's half the rent, and if I get that 
scholarship then school's paid for. Next semester 
I won't need but about 2 or 3 books and because of 
the Merits program (from OMSA) I'll get book 
scholarships and I would assume that I would get 
enough to pay for at least 1 of the books. So, I 
think I need probably 1 book next semester. What 
else? Food's taken care of (he eats one meal a 
day at the sorority house), see so I need another 
$100 in there somewhere. 

Due in large part to the uncertainty of anticipated 

awards, most of the students were conscientiously managing 

and budgeting their money. 

I try to keep down my spending, because I like 
might not get anything next year, so I cut down 
and save as much as I can. Because like I heard 
like a lot of people when they got scholarships 
and like just go and spend it. I didn't. It has 

------- -----_. 



to totally perfect and I have to toy on it like a 
long time before I go get it (Lori). 
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Both Raul and Ron had decided to save money by buying 

their own groceries and cooking for themselves. Ron 

complained the student union was too expensive, charging "60 

cents for a banana, it's crazy. I can buy a bunch for 

80 cents." Raul, however, was embittered: 

I stopped eating up at the Student Union because I 
felt I was getting ripped off. That's another 
thing I'd tell them (entering students), whatever 
you do, don't get ripped off at the Student Union 
and at the bookstore, I don't know if you can buy 
your textbooks other than these two . • . The 
university is trying to bleed you for every bit of 
money that they can, through the Student Union, 
through books, they rip you off. I think the 
amount of money I spent in the Student Union per 
weeJc, I could probably feed myself for 3 weeks. 

Though bemoaning sometimes the sacrifice of budgeting, 

the students did point to the benefit of learning to manage 

their money as an indicator of becoming more responsible, of 

becoming more adult: 

I think about a lot of things I want and a lot of 
things that I, clothes, shoes, and all kind of 
different things like that but I know right now 
that I can't have those things because there are a 
lot of other things that I have to set aside for . 
Things are starting to change for me. I'm 
starting to be more responsible for my money now. 
It's like the money I get I have to save. This is 
my plan right now . . . like one week I had money 
plans you know. I was going to get my paycheck, I 
needed to buy socks and buy a couple of pants and 
a shirt. It wasn't real important, but I needed 
those things you know. So during the week I had 
this planned out • • • so you know the end of the 
week comes around, the alternator goes out on my 
car, so bam you know, I had to spend 40 bucks on a 
new alternator and there goes my money. It made 



me mad, but hey, well, clothes can wait. So 
that's just the alternatives. 

Occasionally, however, the irresponsible child in 

students would emerge, resist this urge to adulthood, and 
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budget plans would be violated. One afternoon during the 

study, in a moment of almost escapist hysteria, Ysandra fled 

her chemistry homework, jumped in her car and spent the 

afternoon shopping for toiletries and inexpensive trinkets 

at a local chain drugstore. Tom played pool daily for small 

stakes with his friends Mark and Mike, but on one afternoon, 

they'd played double or nothing until he'd lost over $60 

more than he made in a weekend at his part-time ushering 

job. Luis came to the second interview, excited and anxious 

about the possibilities of borrowing the money for a used 

pick-up truck, and admitted it may not be a wise purchase 

because 

If I decide to go on payments that's something 
that kinda bothers me because I never know where 
the money's coming from. I'll have to scratch 
here and there. 

Magdelena would look consciously for occasions to celebrate 

irresponsibility. Her time log recorded an afternoon with 

her sister of shopping and attending "Ninja Turtles," a 

movie produced for pre-adolescents and young teenagers. 

During the later interview, I asked about her notation in 

the time log "it's fun to be out and act irresponsible and 

young." 



I kinda like to do the irresponsible kind of 
throwing your money around kind of you know, which 
I guess isn't so good long term, but it's nice 
short term you know. You get those little rewards 
like those albums you know. I had a lot to do and 
it did make me feel good you know, I just bought 
them I didn't look in my wallet even to see if I 
had the money, you know, I just picked them out 
and took them up and said, 'Okay, I'll take these' 
and it was you know, it was no big deal. Kind of 
the irresponsible thing to do. I think maybe 
that's why I like doing things like that. Because 
it's real irresponsible. 

Despite an occasional lapse into irresponsibility, 

students were in the main occupied with assuming the 
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responsibilities that accompany an emerging independence and 

autonomy. A consistently strong theme emblematic of their 

increasing need for independence was the desire to move off-

campus if in a dorm, or away from home if still living at 

home. Moving from present housing arrangements meant more 

freedom, and expressed independence and control over one's 

life. Half the students were planning to find a part-time 

job or increase hours in a present job to pay for the 

additional expense of living in an apartment. Although 

acknowledging that additional time and effort would be 

required to earn the rent money, these students were intent 

on working to pay for an apartment that represented 

independence, autonomy and control in their lives. 

Late in the semester, Luis dropped by my office to 

relay that just that morning he had placed a deposit on an 

apartment, and was barely able to contain his excitement. I 

-------------
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mentioned his previously expressed concern at borrowing 

money for a pick-up truck, and reminded him of his statement 

that "I never know where the money's coming from." He had 

ditched the idea of the pick-up truck -- the apartment was 

within walking distance of the campus, and besides, he had a 

roommate to share the cost, so the economic commitment 

wasn't as great as borrowing for the truck. Beyond all 

that, and most importantly, he was on his own. Ron argued 

that an apartment would enable him to save money by 

preparing less expensive and healthier food than available 

on campus. He would also be more in control of his own 

time, and not at the mercy of the irregular hours of loud 

dormmates and of those frustrating false fire alarms at 3:00 

A.M. Lori and Denise, presently roommates in a dorm were 

both planning on obtaining jobs for the summer to cover the 

additional cost of an apartment. Denise planned to work 

full-time at a summer job, then return to her part-time 

work-study job in the admissions office on campus the next 

academic year. Lori had been applying for summer jobs at 

various retail shops located immediately off-campus, and 

hoped to continue working part-time during the academic year 

to cover the additional cost of rent for the apartment. She 

acknowledged that the additional time and effort expended in 

a part-time job might detract from her studying, but she was 

committed to living in an apartment and talked wistfully 
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about having a bathroom to herself, and the ease and 

convenience of cooking in her own kitchen. She summed 

other students dreams, saying "I want something that's like, 

I want to go home from school." 

Making Money: Gatekeepers 

The College Degree. These students had a blind faith 

in a system that proferred an earned degree as the gateway 

leading to a satisfying career, economic comfort and 

security, and a comfortable family life. Successfully 

wending one's way through the myriad of stated and unstated 

demands to earn the college degree was another hoop on the 

way to adulthood. As Rudy said: 

School is a bridge I've got to cross before I get 
to the other side, or you know, where I want to 
be. 

Students believed fiercely in this meritocratic system 

that demanded a college degree as the gateway to a happy 

life. Though often not definitely resolved on specific 

careers, nor the paths that might lead to those careers, 

they knew the system would reward them for their hard work 

and effort. The token of their hard work and effort was the 

degree. And the degree was their passport to the good life 

of the American Dream. These students wanted desperately to 

believe in a predominate myth of late 20th century American 

culture: every man or woman has an equal chance to succeed 
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and success was dependent upon each person's merit. As Rudy 

said, if he would just 

Do the best I can, yeah, you'll get rewarded down 
the line for sure. 

Hispanic. Although they firmly believed the system 

rewarded hard work and effort, students also acknowledged 

that the larger social system, like the campus system as 

Magdelena pointed out, wasn't "totally fair •.• but it's 

as fair as it's going to get." There were inherent, often 

unwritten hazards one might encounter and have to 

accommodate on the way to a comfortable life. One of those 

hazards was created by being Hispanic. 

As noted earlier, students viewed being Hispanic as 

both an opportunity and as presenting potential problems as 

they worked toward and then entered their professional 

careers. Monique had emphasized that she saw opportunities 

in her career because "I'm Hispanic and also I'm a woman and 

that opens doors." Magdelena emphatically stated that the 

opportunities were "incredible," noting that she could be 

accepted to veterinarian school with less than the required 

gpa because she was a woman and a minority. Ysandra had 

only recently discovered that being Hispanic and a woman 

were "advantages to get me into medical school." She also 

saw advantages once she had entered her planned career of 

pediatrics. Though she acknowledged that "Money is very 

important to me," and that in her career selection, "money 
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is a big part of it," she also wanted to help people and 

thought she would be more successful as an Hispanic doctor 

because of her empathy: 

Being Hispanic, maybe I would know more, I would 
know, oh, I don't know how to put it. I would 
understand their point of view, more the people's 
point of view, more the minority's point of view. 
And as a woman, more of that instinct, a woman's 
instinct with a child. 

Ron also saw being Hispanic as an advantage in his 

planned career. He felt that being Hispanic would help him 

be more successful as a social worker going into different 

neighborhoods with different cultures. 

They'll say 'He's lived in both neighborhoods, 
he's gone to school and maybe he can really help 
you.' Maybe the kids will look up to him as a 
model, they might want a role model. 

students did foresee the hazards of being Hispanic in 

this system as they pursued their careers. Discrimination 

existed in the work place. Rudy had already noticed subtle 

indications in his present job working as a student in the 

campus post office, and though he hoped it might be 

different after college, he anticipated similar incidents in 

his professional career in business. 

Rudy: It probably won't make a difference in some 
places where they're looking for a minority that's 
where I'll fit in, but the places that aren't, 
then it'll be me against, and it's not in a bad 
way but I don't see a lot of things as being bad 
.•. but if I'm qualified to do the job and 
somebody isn't quite as qualified and they go up 
then I'll know. 
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Magdelena could foresee that, just as the university 

administration consisted of white men with power and 

Hispanic officials with no power, so too would the world of 

a veterinarian be dominated by white males. 

My professors told me and just different things 
from other people, so (it's a) largely white male 
dominated field and so again I think it's going to 
be, I think a lot of people that I'll work with or 
that'll hire me, I think will kinda look down on 
me. But that doesn't bother me so much unless it 
becomes a big problem ... I don't mind someone 
who's a racist, because if that's what he thinks, 
he's got a right to think that, it becomes a 
problem when it comes to stuff like that, you know 
what I mean, stuff where it's like I can do 
something about it, you know legally. But I 
really don't see that as much as a problem because 
I don't think really there are a whole lot of 
people out there who are like that ... I'm kinda 
a little optimistic but I think people out there 
genuinely don't always look at the color of your 
skin first. So we'll see how that goes. I think 
a lot of times I don't try and think about that. 
Sometimes I think I'm afraid to find out what, I 
think I just 'Yeah, it'll be alright.' 

Although acknowledging the hazards, and the benefits 

they may encounter as Hispanics in this not-so-fair social 

system, students still fervently believed that in the end, 

success ultimately was their responsibility. Discrimination 

and opportunity exist, but in the end, how successful you 

are is up to you. 

I think it's going to help me. They're offering 
more opportunities for Hispanics, Blacks and other 
types of races and so it's going to benefit me. 
If they're specifically looking for you know a 
special race it can only be this, then I think 
they have a problem, because (if) somebody can get 
the job done it shouldn't matter what color they 
are really. So, either way, it's up to me, you 



know, to do the job right, or to do a job even, 
but being Hispanic, I think kinda will be a little 
advantage. I think it'll benefit me, maybe. But 
I'll do whatever I want. I'll move wherever you 
know, if somebody wants to limit me by being, by 
me being Hispanic or I don't have the credential 
or whatever, fine, I'll find another way you know, 
but I'm going to do it, I'm going to try. Just 
pretty much me . • . I think the limiting factors 
would be the point at where I decide I'm 
comfortable. (Dave). 

Friends and Lovers. Lori was the only exception to 
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students' determination to make it on their own. Lori had 

committed to marriage and agreed to follow her fiancee after 

he graduated. Her selection of a major in Management 

Information Systems was not based on career considerations, 

but entirely on the appeal of the coursework. "I like the 

classes they have to take," she said. A potential career, 

nor the salary from a career were not considered because 

"I'll marry Henry and he'll get paid." She had even 

selected to attend the UofA rather than Arizona state 

university in Tempe, where her closest friends attended, 

"Because Henry's here." 

Except for Lori, the students in this study differed 

from the students in the study conducted by Holland and 

Eisenhart (1988) as to the influence of peers and intimate 

relationships on present activities and perceptions and on 

future plans. Holland and Eisenhart (1988) maintained the 

two colleges in their studies of college women provided a 

"benign context" (p. 134) for the development of peer 
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relations, and primarily for romantic relationships. They 

found that the university's role was not particularly 

salient in the students' lives, that student focus was 

"primarily on problems with their peers" and that student 

lives were "organized at least in part primarily around 

romantic relationships and attractiveness" (p. 120). They 

maintained that the concern with male/female relationships 

relegated other "aspects of college life to secondary 

positions," and that attractiveness to the opposite sex was 

"pivotal" to students' notions of intimate cross-gender 

relationships (ibid.). 

Generally for students in this study, as for those in 

the Holland and Eisenhart study, the university did provide 

the context against which students played out and created 

their own social lives independent of efforts by the 

university administration to involve and influence students' 

social lives. For the students in this study, however, 

unlike the students in the Holland and Eisenhart study, the 

university and its representatives were very salient 

features in their daily lives. As we've seen earlier, 

students spent considerable time, effort and worry 

accommodating, placating, and sometimes even manipulating 

their professors, academic advisors, OMSA counselors, and 

financial aid advisors -- those persons students perceived 
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as most influential in their lives -- in hopes of wresting 

some control over their own destinies. 

Additionally, whereas Holland and Eisenhart (ibid.) 

found that the emphasis on peer problems, and particularly 

male/female relationships relegated other aspects of campus 

life to secondary positions, these students were highly 

involved in the academic portion of their lives. They were 

constantly balancing the various aspects of their lives, 

with academic concerns taking precedence at certain times, 

then receding to allow social concerns, including their 

social lives off-campus with friends and family, to take 

precedence. Although peer relations could interfere with 

students' academic concerns, they were very concerned with 

the appropriate allocation of time and effort to both social 

and academic activities. These students consistently 

acknowledged that too much or inappropriate socializing 

could jeopardize their academic success, and though studying 

and attending class was perceived often as a chore, it was 

very much in the forefront of their awareness. Academic 

success was necessary for some very pragmatic reasons, such 

as maintaining eligibility for continued student status, 

financial aid, desired major program of study, and possible 

graduate school admission. More importantly, academic 

success was critical to the formulation of their provisional 

adult identity. Academic success determined status with 
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other students as an emerging adult capable of playing the 

academic game, elicited approval from parents and families 

as evidence of becoming on your own, and rewarded what 

students considered an adult trait -- their own intrinsic 

desire for learning. Academic success was emblematic of 

their emerging adulthood, and though academic concerns could 

recede in importance to the everpresent attraction of 

socializing, the classroom and by extension, the university 

and its representatives, could and did, often take a turn as 

the most salient feature in students' everyday lives. 

Also very different from the Holland and Eisenhart 

students were the perspectives these students held regarding 

their social lives. While they gave considerable time, 

attention, and even preference to the development and 

maintenance of relationships, their attentions weren't 

centered solely around their on-campus peers, nor were they 

focused on intimate relationships. Their social lives wove 

in and out of their academic lives, and constantly created 

tension between the attraction of socializing and the chore 

of studying and attending class, but developing and 

maintaining peer and intimate relationships wasn't 

necessarily the centerpiece of their daily lives on campus. 

Different from the Holland and Eisenhart students, these 

students spent considerable time with off-campus friends and 

with family, and most strikingly different, most had 
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developed intimate relationships off-campus. Only Fina and 

Ron had developed intimate relationships with other students 

on-campus. Though not dating steadily with anyone man, 

Magdelena was dating men from campus. Tom relayed that his 

one formal date the semester of the study was with a woman 

from campus who had asked him out. The other students were 

either dating off-campus or not dating. 

Lori had started dating her fiancee, Henry in high 

school and had followed him to UofA. Though Raul was dating 

girls on-campus, he had dated one and known the other in 

high school. Ysandra, Denise and Rosalinda were going 

steadily with boyfriends off-campus. Ysandra's boyfriend 

still lived and worked in Phoenix, and they talked daily by 

telephone and on weekends would see each other -- mostly at 

her parents home. Denise and Rosalinda also would see their 

boyfriends only off-campus and often while at parents' homes 

or at functions with parents and extended family. Dave was 

anxiously awaiting summer when Veronica, his girlfriend 

attending high school in Mexico, would be in Tucson. Rudy 

was planning to marry Nancy after her graduation from a 

local high school. Elias was occasionally dating a local 

high school girl. 

Moni.que had yet to develop an on-going relationship, 

but her social life was centered off-campus with her church 

group, and she dated boys from that group exclusively. Hank 
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wasn't dating either, but his network of friends, including 

women with whom he corresponded and occasionally visited, 

were out of state. 

School was not relegated to secondary importance for 

the students in this study. Particularly for the women, 

school was important as the means to a career that provided 

independence. These women were serious about their studies, 

and serious about their careers. Their identity was not 

linked to a system in which romantic relationships were 

guided by one's attractiveness -- their romantic 

relationships had been developed off-campus, outside the 

system. Ysandra, Denise, and Rosalinda, who had developed 

relationships off-campus, were committed to establishing 

their own careers independent of their boyfriends' planned 

careers. They were also fiercely independent in their daily 

lives, encouraging their boyfriends' support and assistance, 

but making their own daily decisions -- even their own 

financial decisions. Ysandra had mentioned her 

determination to maintain her own banking account, rather 

than a joint account with Rick because "I'm responsible." 

Lori was the only woman in the study who saw her future as 

linked to her husband's. The others were determined to 

achieve independent of male assistance. 

For all the students, school was important. Academic 

success was critical to continuation of one's status as a 
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student, the maintenance of eligibility for program 

requirements and financial aid, and critical to one's 

future. Students were actively involved with peers on

campus and off-campus with friends and family. But they 

were also deeply involved in satisfying the academic demands 

of their lives as preparation for a successful career and 

commensurate salary to ensure a comfortable lifestyle. 

Their lives were full as they attempted to balance 

academic and social demands. Successfully balancing the 

necessary, enticing, and hazardous social life and the very 

necessary, sometimes enlightening, often rewarding chore of 

academics not only symbolized their movement into adulthood, 

but it satisfied in a very real and pragmatic sense a need 

to make money. Students needed to successfully balance the 

social and academic dimensions of their lives in order to 

make academic progress on their way to long-term career and 

salary goals and to satisfy near future and immediate needs 

to qualify for financial aid support for tuition, fees and 

books. 

Faculty. Faculty acted as a major gatekeeper to 

stUdent financial aspirations and concerns. Faculty grading 

policies, lecture methods and testing procedures had to be 

interpreted and satisfied to obtain "good" grades, and thus 

maintain academic progress to satisfy program requirements 

that led to the college degree and a satisfying career after 
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graduation. In the more immediate aspects of students' 

lives, faculty grading policies were critical to students as 

they attempted to maintain financial aid eligibility. 

Thirteen of the students were receiving some form of 

financial assistance in the form of grants, scholarships, 

loans and work-study. Each of these students calculated 

their gpa with as much an eye to maintaining financial aid 

eligibility as they did for academic purposes. 

We saw earlier that students attempted to exert some 

control over their academic lives by enlisting a number of 

strategies to increase chances of maintaining an acceptable 

gpa. It was the faculty whose expectations they must 

satisfy. From a student perspective, faculty were the 

salient institutional representatives, defining and holding 

the hoops through which students must jump to "do what you 

want to do" (Chuck). Faculty were primary gatekeepers to be 

"read", cultivated and manipulated in order to obtain the 

grades that led to eligibility for financial aid and 

satisfactory progress towards program requirements that led 

to the degree, and a comfortable economic life after 

graduation. 

Though students perceived information from faculty with 

some degree of skepticism, still, faculty also played a 

major role in providing helpful information to students 

regarding future careers both in their role as classroom 
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instructors and as major advisors. Raul spent considerable 

time during the study with his academic advisor to ensure 

that classes he was taking would meet program requirements, 

and followed the advisor's advice in planning for the next 

year, substituting a suggested course for one Raul had 

selected. Chuck had also been working with his academic 

advisor to determine if a class he'd intended to take the 

next semester would "count" toward his degree. 

Faculty also offered to students useful information not 

found in the official documents that articulated admission, 

eligibility, successful progress and other program 

requirements. Magdelena learned from the faculty advisor in 

the Pre-veterinarian program that the opportunities for 

women and Hispanics were "incredible" and that she might be 

accepted into veterinarian School with a gpa less than that 

published in the admissions criteria. Luis visited twice 

weekly during the semester with his advisor, also the 

department chair in Exercise and Sports Sciences, and not 

only planned his courses of study, but also learned from her 

some strategies to enhance his chances for admission into 

the highly competitive athletic trainer program. 

Faculty also acted as gatekeepers to immediate 

financial concerns for scholarships and other financial 

support. Chuck had mentioned the difficulty of obtaining a 

letter of support from a faculty member because of the large 
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classes, and that professors didn't know enough about the 

students to write the letter the students needed for the 

scholarship application requirements. Visiting outside of 

class was a necessary strategy so "they'll know your face." 

He'd mulled over this problem during the week in his 

activity log, considering the various professors he could 

contact for a letter of support and settled on his 

anthropology instructor from the previous semester because 

the small class size had allowed for some meaningful out of 

class contacts. Raul selected a teaching assistant from the 

previous semester for his letter of support because "I 

didn't know who else to ask." He, like Chuck, had had out 

of class contact because of the small sizes of the 

recitation section. 

The Financial Aid Staff. In order to receive financial 

aid, one had to file forms, consult with financial aid 

counselors, and even sometimes attend meetings and 

information sessions regarding financial aid requirements. 

Students saw this administrative business as merely another 

hoop-jumping exercise, necessary but loaded with the 

potential for error and often meaningless. We saw how Chuck 

had been mislead into thinking he had a "full ride" before 

arriving in Tucson. He continued to negotiate with the 

financial aid counselor after he's arrived in Tucson and was 

able to obtain a financial aid package a week after classes 
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had begun. Rosalinda considered a "total waste of time" the 

thirty minute video presentation whose message was "you have 

to pay it back after you graduate." 

Students saw the institutional representatives, the 

financial aid clerks and counselors with whom they dealt as 

people with little discretion or control in their jobs -

they merely reflected and enforced these error-ridden and 

meaningless policies and procedure as received and 

interpreted from their superiors. These representatives 

weren't particularly salient in the routine of students' 

everyday lives, but they did represent and enforce 

institutional requirements for financial aid. Students were 

concerned not to antagonize these clerks and counselors 

because they were very aware of the potential for 

frustration and unpleasantness they might encounter. 

Because the staff did facilitate the process that gained for 

students their financial aid, students attempted to mollify 

them in order to pass through the gatekeepers to a financial 

aid award. 

The Office of Minority Student Affairs. The Office of 

Minority Student Affairs (OMSA) was the friendly gatekeeper 

to student aspirations and concerns about making money. 

Though the advisors and counselors in OMSA did involve 

students in discussion of life and career goals in order to 

clarify and explore possible majors as they did during the 
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study with Dave and Lori, their most immediate impact upon 

student concerns about money was in assisting in acquiring 

financial aid. 

During the pre-college summer programs and the academic 

year counseling and advising programs, OMS A helped students 

identify possible funding sources, and assisted them in 

filling out and filing the necessary forms. As the 

institution's primary program to recruit and retention 

minority students, OMSA's recommendation for certain 

minority student scholarships, tuition waivers, and book 

scholarships was in effect virtual approval. The condition 

for receipt of these various financial aid supports was a 

commitment by the student to a series of individual and 

group counseling/advising sessions with OMSA professional 

and peer advisors. These sessions were typically monitoring 

sessions by OMSA to determine student academic progress and 

to encourage student social involvement in campus 

activities. These sessions were also programmed to include 

discussion of life and career goals, and exploration and 

selection of major. It was in these sessions, too, that 

students learned many of the negotiating and maneuvering 

strategies traditionally handed down from one generation of 

college students to the next such as the intricacies of 

selecting, dropping and adding classes in order fulfill the 

12 credit hour requirement for financial aid eligibility. 



261 

Parents. Though most students were receiving financial 

aid, parents still provided financial support -- from full 

funding of tuition and fees to only incidental expenses of 

spending money. The importance to students of parents as 

gatekeepers, however, related to students' efforts to 

establish their independence and autonomy by becoming less 

financially dependent upon parents. Being able to 

contribute to the cost of their education by working and 

obtaining financial aid symbolized students' emergence from 

the dependencies of childhood to the responsibilities of 

adulthood. Eight of the students worked part-time for money 

for incidental expenses to "mostly take a little burden off 

my parents" (Tom). For the thirteen students on financial 

aid, grades were calculated with as much an eye to financial 

aid eligibility as to satisfactory progress toward 

undergraduate program goals and graduate admissions 

requirements. Whether living at home, in an apartment or 

on-campus in a residence hall, making and managing money was 

evidence of an increasing independence and autonomy. Don's 

comments are illustrative: 

I help my family out as much as possible, you 
know, by getting a part-time job and trying you 
know not go out and buy you know •.. I'm getting 
older and I can make my own decisions and I know 
what to do, you know, how much to spend, I'm not 
going crazy and buy a beautiful apartment or 
anything you know. I realize that, I realize I am 
on a budget and I have to buy groceries, I have to 



cook my own food and it's just, I like it. It's 
getting to the point where I'm really starting to 
figure out things for myself (Ron). 
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Supervisors at Work. Supervisors at work had obvious 

implication for the money concerns of the nine students who 

worked. Students had to comply with work requirements and 

expectations in order to receive their wages. None of these 

students complained about an unreasonable or overly 

demanding supervisor. To the contrary, the supervisors 

aided students' academic life by accommodating their class 

schedules and allowing changes in work schedules when 

needed. Dave had developed a very positive relationship 

with his supervisor: 

Yeah, my supervisor. I know him on a friend level 
and a work level, so, you know that's how he gives 
me special favors. I call him and I say 'Hey, 
Bruce, I've got to be late today because I have a 
review lecture,' and he just, 'OK, I'll get 
somebody to cover for you.' 

Luis had even learned from his supervisor the benefits 

of listening to unsaid expectations and manipulating rules 

when necessary. 

On the interview he asked me 'Have you ever done 
anything illegal or broken a rule, you know, in 
order to satisfy a customer?' and I said 'Yes' and 
he hired me. That sorta made my day because I 
thought what did he expect me to say. 

Though they did not loom large in students' everyday 

life on campus, supervisors were immediate gatekeepers to 

student efforts in working at part-time jobs. For these 

students, supervisors were very sympathetic to student 
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academic needs, and were flexible in scheduling work hours 

to accommodate academic demands. 

Making Money: Time 

Although students spent considerable time in worrying 

and thinking about their financial aid, little time was 

actually spent related to their goals along the three 

dimensions of career, student financial aid and incidental 

moneys proportionate to their social and academic 

activities. In one sense, however, students did spend 

considerable time attending class and studying -- the prime 

requisites for achieving the degree and the resultant 

comfortable lifestyle, and for maintaining required gpa 

minimums for maintaining financial aid eligibility. As 

noted earlier, they spent twenty-five percent of their 

waking hours in some form of academically related 

activities. During the study week, there were only four 

incidents in which students were involved in soliciting or 

inquiring about financial aid issues -- by requesting 

recommendations letters from professors for scholarships, 

checking with the financial aid office for clarification of 

status, or to drop off a form. The eight students who 

worked averaged 11.33 hours, or almost seven percent of 

their waJcing hours working during the week reported in their 

activity logs. 



CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS 

Summary 

In this chapter, I summarize the findings of this 

research of the college student experience from the 

perspective of the college student. What I have hoped to 
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capture are students' views of what the college experience 

means to them, what they see themselves doing in the 

everyday routine of college life, how they feel about what 

they do, and why. I then conclude with implications for 

theory and recommendations for policies and procedures for 

institutions concerned with enriching the college student 

experience. 

Making It On Campus: On Your Own 

School is a bridge I've got to cross before I get 
to the other side, or you know, where I want to be 
(Rudy) . 

It's fun. I like it, you know because you feel 
all grown up. You feel more responsible. (Fina). 

"Making It On Your Own" emerged as the major organizing 

concept, or "core category" (strauss, 1987) across the three 

dimensions of "Making It" in students' everyday lives on 

campus. Student perceptions and behaviors relating to the 

college experience were formed and shaped against a 

generalized goal (Becker, et al. 1968) of becoming adult. 

College life in its various dimensions was a place where one 

_. . ----------
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grows up and achieves the status of a mature adult. 

students' daily experiences were interpreted and framed by 

their concern for an emerging independence and autonomy. 

The system they saw and encountered daily on campus was 

only a part of a larger social system in which a college 

degree and college social experiences enhance one's chances 

for later success as an adult. 

Differing from the centralized place that college holds 

in the minds and lives of faculty and administrators, 

college for the students in this study was a means to an 

end. Whereas the professionals of higher education would 

have students aspire to goals of learning, of critical 

thinking, and of growth towards being "complete human 

beings" (Boyer, 1987, p. 1), students viewed college as a 

waystation (Moffatt, 1989, p. 26) on the road to adulthood, 

to fulfilling careers, gratifying relationships with family 

and friends, and economic security. 

Although college and the earned degree act as gateways 

to economic comfort and security, the path to the degree is 

strewn with requirements and other obstacles that must be 

encountered, negotiated, overcome and controlled daily to 

achieve and maintain autonomy (Maines, 1977). selecting a 

major, obtaining good grades, meeting professors' 

requirements, registering for next semester, dealing with 

financial aid and other often seemingly irrational 
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bureaucratic requirements were the daily, weekly, and 

semester demands the undergraduates had to meet in order to 

obtain a degree, and enter the occupation of their choice. 

While they accepted these requirements as the givens of the 

system, they viewed many of the demands of the system as 

forcing them to "jump through the hoops". 

In spite of feeling as if one is merely jumping through 

hoops, the problems students encountered in college life 

were perceived as being much more like those they would 

encounter in adult life than anything that had come before. 

Whether continuing to live at home, as half the students in 

this study did, or living in a residence hall or apartment, 

the tasks they faced were similar, and the ends were almost 

always stated in terms of the impact upon their developing 

control, independence, and automony in their lives. To do 

well in college, one must develop and exhibit the qualities 

perceived in successful adults. Doing the job of being a 

student, meeting new friends and shedding or changing old 

ones, meeting one's responsibilities to others, making 

money, learning to manage a budget and to expend wisely 

one's own money (and particularly the responsibility not to 

waste parents' money) became symbols of their emergence as a 

responsible adult. 

Accommodating the newly-found freedoms in college helps 

you get ready "for the rest of your life" (Magdelena). 



Across all dimensions of student life, across issues of 

grades, of work, and of play, students were engrossed in 

learning to be "on your own", and of assuming the 

responsibilities that are the constraints of newly 

discovered freedoms. 
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As the students explored their newly-found freedoms, 

they discovered the constraints of moving into a world of 

adult living. Desired careers are reached only through 

prescribed courses of study; classes in those courses of 

study vary in their rigor and criteria for success and 

demand different behaviors for successful achievement. One 

must learn to balance the attraction of social involvement 

with studying and complying with other academic demands. 

Adjusting to the size of the institution, learning the 

campus, determining the physical location of one's classes, 

the library, the bookstore, and administrative offices is a 

major task. Entry into the university and continuation in 

pursuit of a degree is dependent upon finances; working 

requires a certain commitment and obligation of time and 

compliance to supervisors' demands, and scholarships, grants 

and loans require applications and meeting certain minimal 

requirements for awards. Just as the path to careers, 

economic security and social well-being is bounded by a 

system of restrictions and requirements, so too, does the 

everyday life of campus have a system of written and 
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unwritten requirements that must be learned, accommodated, 

mastered and manipulated as part of the process of becoming 

adult. 

students perceived a system of written and unwritten 

rules and accepted ways of doing things. The system was 

replete with ambiguity and uncertainty, often with demands 

and requirements that could be meaningless and irrelevant to 

their own goals and lives. It could even be unfair. 

students lived in a system that placed them in a role in 

which they had little or no power. On campus they lived in 

a state of "subjection" (Becker et al., 1968), in which they 

occupied the lower stratum of a hierarchical arrangement 

that vested decision-making power in almost everyone else 

but them. Faculty, administrators, parents, and supervisors 

still established the major limits and constraints upon 

their lives. 

But students entered into this system not just with 

tolerance or resignation, but with a zest for "working the 

system" to achieve some autonomy and control. There was a 

blind faith they would succeed if, as Dave said, they took 

the "responsibility to look for the alternatives." They 

acknowledged that rules and regUlations existed, but they 

realized there also existed a set of unwritten rules and 

regulations. Both sets -- the written and unwritten 

comprise the system and can be negotiated. If one knows the 
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system, one can negotiate, or "work the system." Working 

the system means looking for alternatives, but it is up to 

you, it is your responsibility. 

"The system" consists admittedly of rules, regulations, 

demands and expectations of others, but in the eyes of 

students, it consists primarily of people. People convey 

the rules, and place the demands and expectations on 

students, and they also help students meet those demands and 

expectations. In order to find the alternatives, to 

maneuver, one must get to know the right people. Using, or 

working, the system is using your contacts. 

students were very aware that the rewards are there for 

those who learn, accommodate and negotiate the system. 

College is merely another system within a larger social 

system that provides opportunity for those who are willing 

to work hard and participate. As Rudy said, "If you do the 

best you can, you'll get rewarded somewhere down the line, 

that's for sure." And, in spite of some anxiety arising 

from uncertainty as to the demands the system would place 

upon them as they progress to the degree, there was a blind 

faith that if they would only work hard, they would learn, 

survive and rightfully participate in a system that requires 

an earned degree as the gateway leading to a satisfying 

career, economic comfort and security, and a comfortable 

family life. 
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Adult 101: Balancing Demands and Attractions 

Foremost among the qualities students perceived as 

necessary to become successful adults was the ability to 

balance the academic, social and economic demands of one's 

life. Successfully balancing the various dimensions of 

student life now was an indicator of the ability to balance 

the demands of adult life later. Their definitions of a 

successful week reflected the ways in which their actions in 

one dimension -- usually their social lives -- impinged on 

the other dimensions of their lives. A successful week was 

one that was "fun" (Magdelena), and "relaxed and organized" 

(Ron), a week in which academic work was completed so one 

could relax and enjoy being with friends, and most 

importantly, a week that was free from the guilt that ensued 

when socializing before academic work was completed. Their 

major balancing concern was the appropriation of time 

between the daily chore of studying and attending class and 

the attraction of socializing, of visiting with friends, 

meeting new friends and establishing intimate relationships. 

Students spent most of their time sleeping, socializing, and 

doing the job of being a student. They slept a surprisingly 

large number of hours per week --an average of 59.75 hours 

per student, or 8.54 hours per day. Their need to sleep was 

driven also by their efforts to balance the academic, social 

and economic demands they faced. They socialized regularly 
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into the evening or early morning; studying, cramming, or 

finishing a project often went late into the evening. When 

they did sleep, their sleep was randomly interrupted by 

roommates and others, particularly those students who lived 

in the residence halls. Theirs was a life style in which 

the desire to sleep, and the quality of sleep was a 

recurring theme. So they napped often -- sometimes even in 

class. 

The amount of time they allocated to academic pursuits 

was not reflective of the stress they endured. After a year 

of experience each student had reached a calculation that 

balanced required effort against stated goals. 

They studied in bursts of intensity and duration, 

spurred to action by tests or papers ominously due -

usually in the next few days. Their involvement in academic 

matters fell far short of the ideal of intellectual 

immersion held by faculty and administrators. They reported 

an average of 13.43 hours stUdying per week, or slightly 

less than 2 hours per day. Indeed, during the week of the 

study, the total time each stUdent spent in academically 

related concerns -- studying, attending class, talking to 

professors and academic advisors out of class -- averaged 

only 27.27 hours, or 25% of their waking hour activities. 

They spent most of their time, an average of 41 hours, 

or 38% of their waking time, in some form of social 

----------- -----------
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activity. College was, as much as anything, a social 

experience. Almost any campus activity, including attending 

class and studying, could be, and was, re-created by them 

into a social activity. And in spite of institutional 

efforts to program the extracurricular life of students, the 

students created their own social worlds; they acted and 

played largely on their own. None of these students 

belonged to any organized student program, club, or 

organization. Instead, their lives were filled with social 

events that were in the main spontaneous and unplanned, 

linked more by the persons involved than by the social 

activity. 

The bulk of the remainder of students' waking time was 

spent working (7%), dressing, bathing, and combing hair 

(7%), and traveling to and from campus and in various 

leisure activities (6%). Students spent small amounts of 

time -- less than 3% in each activity -- in eating, physical 

recreation and watching television (See Appendix B). 

Successful students were able to balance the demands of 

the academic, social and economic dimensions of their lives. 

The index of the successful student was a good gpa. 

Making the Grade 

Good grades validate one's success at balancing the 

demands of student life. Yet students held ambivalent 

feelings about grades. They shared with faculty, 
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administrators and parents a perception of grades as the 

major institutionalized variable (Becker et al., 1968) on 

campus but differed in their viewpoints as to why grades are 

important. Whereas faculty would see grades in their 

relationship to scholarship (ibid), grades were perceived by 

students as a graphic expression of an educational structure 

that required jumping through hoops to do what you want. 

Grades were the gatekeepers to short and long term plans and 

indicated success, or failure, at playing an academic game 

whose rules, expectations and definitions of success were 

set by others. The grade given in an individual class 

represented institutional expectations and demands; the 

professor who gave the grade acted as the 

representative/gatekeeper who articulated those expectations 

and demands. The cumulative grade point average was the 

measure of success in meeting state, federal, and private 

financial aid eligibility requirements. students were very 

aware of the effect that grades and specific courses would 

have on satisfying graduate school entry requirements or 

their chances of gaining entree to entry level jobs for 

corporate careers. 

Grades also held personal meanings for students, 

rewarding hard work and effort, validating perceptions of 

self-worth, and occasionally even indicating learning. Good 

grades showed that one was "walking, not just a face in the 
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crowd." Good grades confirmed that one's hard work and 

effort, or as the students said, giving it my best shot, 

capably balanced the various demands, and that one had 

learned to play the academic game of jumping through hoops. 

walking validated one's membership and status in this 

community of students. 

Grades didn't necessarily indicate learning. Chuck 

contended that "You can get good grades and still not know 

what you're talking about." On the other hand, almost all 

students expressed satisfaction when in class they learned, 

or understood, and the subsequent grade they received 

confirmed and rewarded that understanding and hard work. 

Students were excited about learning both in and outside the 

classroom, but they constructed their intellectual lives, 

identifying as intellectually meaningful the information and 

experiences they thought were relevant or interesting in 

their own lives. And they were fiercely independent about 

thinking. They appreciated the role faculty played in their 

intellectual development, but as Rosalinda adamantly 

declared: "They're here to teach you, not to tell you what 

to think!" 

Students attempted to cope with the demands placed upon 

them by doing the job of being a student and working the 

system. In doing the job of being a student, they attempted 

to meet the requirements as stated; attending required 
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classes, studying, either alone or in small groups, 

consulting advisors and tutors, and conducting the 

administrative details of being a student. But they 

perceived ambiguities in the rules and inconsistencies in 

the behaviors of the players who created and administered 

the rules. In order to cope, and to establish some autonomy 

and control, they utilized coping strategies to maneuver and 

negotiate with the ambiguities and inconsistencies of the 

academic system. 

The rules, alternatives and possibilities of the 

unwritten system were unannounced; the limits to negotiation 

were not explicit. It was up to the student to unearth the 

alternatives, and the limitations. Working the system was 

in large part getting to know the right people and using 

your contacts. 

The first step in negotiating with the system was 

"reading the game plan," listening carefully to determine if 

expressed rules, demands and expectations conformed to the 

unexpressed. Reading the game plan wasn't all that simple. 

As Rudy emphatically pointed out, inconsistency and 

ambiguity exist because "you can't count on them 

(professors) to keep the consistency." The students would 

often point to the hazards of accepting at face value 

instructors' comments and directions and consequently were 

wary. While they were quick to note that most faculty tried 



276 

to be fair and evenhanded, their comments and instructions 

could be inconsistent and sometimes downright misleading. 

Reading the game plan was necessary in order to succeed in a 

system that was as "fair as it's gonna get" (Magdelena). 

Part of reading the game plan was attempting to 

determine the discretionary power each professor retained in 

assigning grades. Students shared a perception that if 

faculty were appropriately approached, they might be 

influenced to use that discretion to benefit students. 

"Visiting the prof" was an important - sometimes the most 

important - strategy in working the system. Influencing the 

professor included simply showing interest to please the 

instructor, attempting to evidence the characteristics of a 

good student, and visiting as part of "swinging deals" 

(Raul). 

In spite of doing the job of being a good student, and 

of negotiating with professors, students encountered limits 

to academic success. Some limitations were those students 

brought to academic tasks such as lack of preparation or 

lack of ability; others could be institutionally imposed 

such as a professors' inability or unwillingness to 

negotiation. When they encountered those limits, they 

turned to winging it, praying for miracles and hoping for 

longshots. After they'd done the job of being a student -

sometimes poorly and sometimes well; after they'd tried to 
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read the game plan and visited the prof -- after they'd done 

all they could do, often the only thing left was to turn to 

miracles and hope for longshots. In a system that was as 

fair as it's gonna get, hard work and effort could be 

negated by difficult tests, unfair standards, or simply hard 

luck. On the other hand, they could also benefit from the 

system's unevenness. As Ron said, "Sometimes it turns out I 

just get lucky." 

In their making the grade activities, not only did 

students interact with professors in and outside of the 

classroom, they also dealt with administrators, advisors, 

clerks and student workers in order to conduct the 

administrative business of being a student. They approached 

the administrative system with the same sense of suspicion 

as they did professors' instructions. In dealing with the 

institutional bureaucracy they learned that the 

institution's rules were often simply another set of 

meaningless "hoops". Students worked the system, using 

their contacts, swinging deals, negotiating and maneuvering 

within the system in order to assert some control over their 

lives. They often attempted to establish contacts within 

the system, establishing relationships with clerks, 

secretaries and counselors who would facilitate their 

administrative business. The meaninglessness of the 

institutional hoops through which students must jump were 
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symbolized by the administrative staff with whom they dealt. 

Student contact was primarily with the lower echelon of 

clerks, counselors and secretaries, and students perceived 

these as people with little discretion or control in their 

jobs -- they merely reflected and communicated policy or 

procedure as received and interpreted from their superiors. 

And those policies and procedures were perceived by students 

to be most often meaningless or irrelevant to their lives. 

Magdelena had noted how the Hispanic officials assigned to 

assist her were people with no power, and to Magdelena, 

"those people" came to represent the emptiness of the 

institution's policies and intentions. 

Even so, students used their contacts, those people, to 

negotiate the system as best they could. They "looked for 

alternatives" to maneuver the system. Magdelena began 

playing the "dumb little Hispanic" with the institutional 

representatives to get grades changed on tests, class 

changes and to negotiate for adequate financial aid awards 

for the next semester. Chuck continued to negotiate with 

his financial aid counselor for an adequate financial aid 

award after not receiving the promised amount before he had 

come to Tucson. Denise enlisted the aid of a professional 

staffer in the admissions office where she worked as a part

time student worker to effect a grade change and to lobby 



with the financial aid office for her after the formal 

system proved ineffective. 
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Magdelena, Chuck and Denise illustrate well student 

response to living in a state of SUbjection in a system in 

which they have little say or decision-making power, in 

which rules and expectations may be unstated, and in which 

the hoops are often meaningless. They accepted the terms 

for success in the system, and with their blind faith in 

hard work and effort, attempted to assert some control in 

their lives. Given that it's as fair as it's gonna get in 

this waystation on the way to adulthood, ultimately the 

responsibility for success lies with students. In all 

dimensions of student life, you are "On Your Own." 

Making It with Others 

Students entered a new social world on campus that was 

simultaneously exciting, ambiguous, uncertain and often 

frustrating. Success in college was not only making the 

grade, but more importantly, it was making it with others. 

College was more than academics, it was a social experience. 

They had more control and autonomy in this dimension of 

their lives than in the academic and economic. They plunged 

enthusiastically into this dimension of becoming adult, 

developing new social relationships, redefining existing 

relationships and establishing romantic relationships that 

could lead to marriage. For students, balancing the demands 
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of academics and the attractions of social life, learning to 

"kinda control yourself" was a major task on the way to 

adulthood. 

Despite the efforts of the institution to involve 

students in organizations, clubs and programs these students 

chose not to join. Their activities were largely unplanned 

and informally organized; students acted and played largely 

on their own. They did plan for dates and other social 

appointments, but in the main their activities were 

spontaneous, unplanned, sporadic, and linked more by the 

players than the events. The events, although perhaps not 

insignificant, were secondary to the players in the events. 

As Raul said, "It's not so much what I'm doing as who I'm 

doing it with." 

The attraction of being a friend and having friends was 

expressed in every dimension of student's lives. Any campus 

activity could be re-created into a social activity. Going 

to class, studying, shopping, watching television, doing the 

laundry, even registering for classes next semester could 

become a social event. The importance of events was in 

providing an opportunity to spend time "just being with my 

friends, hanging out, messing around" (Tom). 

Students' social lives were very much concerned with 

establishing or maintaining an intimate relationship. Often 

confusing, ambiguous, and frustrating, these relationships 
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were instrumental to student plans for a future that 

included a comfortable family life. Much of their time and 

effort was dedicated to establishing or maintaining these 

relationships. 

students' social lives were still strongly linked and 

dedicated to the world of family. For all these students, 

the family still occupied a central role in their lives, 

influencing their perceptions and behaviors perhaps more 

than any other group. Students viewed the college 

experience through the "filter" of family eyes. They turned 

often to their immediate family for counsel, kinship, and 

support. 

As these students separated from family as part of the 

process of becoming adult, the relationship with their 

family changed. Students saw themselves moving from the 

dependent state of being a child to the independent state 

accompanied by increasing responsibilities of adulthood. 

A major concern for these Hispanic students and their 

families was the implications that moving into a 

predominantly Anglo campus environment had on their 

perceptions of self and the perpetuation of their cultural 

roots. Students' concern for the diminishing link to the 

culture of their families was symbolized by an increasing 

lack of facility with the Spanish language. still, they 

perceived themselves as living in two worlds often situated 
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just across town from each other -- the worlds of Anglo 

campus life and the world of Hispanic home and family. They 

came to campus and into the experiences of a multi-cultural, 

but heavily Anglo-influenced, campus life with perceptions 

of self and perceptions of the social system influenced by 

their Hispanic families. The experiences on campus in turn 

shaped and sometimes changed their perceptions of self and 

their social system. When they returned to their Hispanic 

families, they carried with them those views of self shaped 

by the campus experience such that it required effort to, as 

Magdelena's grandmother said, "remember where you are now." 

They saw the world of home and family in danger of being 

lost as they moved into this Anglo dominated social system. 

On the other hand, students perceived opportunity as an 

Hispanic moving into this Anglo dominated social system of 

campus and the social system they would find following 

graduation. They acknowledged that the potential for 

discrimination existed on campus; they had read and heard of 

incidents, but none of the students except Magdelena had 

personally been the target of discrimination. If they had 

been the object of discrimination, it had been subtle. 

These students wanted desperately to believe in a 

predominate myth of late 20th century American culture: 

every man or woman has an equal chance to succeed and 

success was dependent upon each person's merit. students 
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were not only on their own as an emerging adult on campus, 

they were on their own to make it in a predominately Anglo 

world; they were responsible for their own success in spite 

of and in the face of potential discrimination. Success was 

hoped to be independent of one's being Hispanic. They felt 

that people who were too sensitive to being different 

culturally were victimizing themselves. These students 

wanted to control their destiny, they perceived their own 

well~being and success as self-determined. Acknowledging 

that ethnic issues could be a problem, they nevertheless 

refused to be victimized by their ethnicity, and staunchly 

asserted their self-responsibility. In this world, both in 

and after college, you are on your own. 

They maintained that being Hispanic was not in the 

forefront of their consciousness as they moved through their 

daily lives. Because of their light skin, and lack of an 

accent, they perceived themselves "passing" as typical 

students, with their ethnicity in the background of their 

daily experience. Being Hispanic was seen as rarely 

negatively affecting their daily campus lives. 

Moving to the foreground of their lives, however, were 

the opportunities that the social system offered for 

Hispanics. 

Being Hispanic opens doors. Being Hispanic opens doors 

to scholarships, to academic support programs in counseling 
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and tutoring to aid academic success. Being Hispanic opens 

doors to graduate school and opportunities for careers. 

Even though opportunities may be sized, and even though 

discrimination may exist, it is still up to the individual 

to perform. Ultimately whether one succeeds is not due to 

one's ethnicity, but to one's effort. In the world of work, 

you are an adult, and on your own, and although one may 

initially take advantage of one's ethnicity, chances for 

promotion and success are ultimately dependent upon one's 

effort and willingness to work hard. 

Making Money 

Students' concern with money occurred along two 

dimensions. They held long-term goals of desired life 

styles, satisfying careers and a comfortable family life 

that would be achieved by succeeding at college. Their 

concerns with money were also more immediate, obtaining and 

maintaining scholarships, tuition waivers, and other 

financial assistance; and everyday concerns about money for 

food, clothing, rent, and for the all-important incidental 

expenses of gas, records and tapes, partying, and 

socializing. 

Assuming responsibility and control for making and 

managing money was considered an important indicator of 

becoming adult. Successfully managing one's money now was 



an important developmental task on the way to becoming 

adult. 

285 

Students perceived a social system that required a 

college degree for the good life of a satisfying career, and 

a comfortable life style. Each of the students was 

committed to the hard work and effort they perceived as 

necessary to graduate and obtain a comfortable life style. 

None of these students wanted to be rich, they wanted enough 

to comfortable, just enough to be "happy". 

Their present life, however was overshadowed by the 

need to obtain financial aid to assist in paying tuition, 

fees and books. Grades were calculated with attention to 

qualifying for financial aid and maintenance of scholarships 

and tuition waivers. As emerging adults, students felt the 

obligation and responsibility to contribute to the cost of 

their education by earning scholarships and tuition waivers 

because they knew their parents were "really counting on me 

having that waiver" (Monique). They also tried to assist by 

working to "take some of the burden off my parents" (Tom). 

Students were also committed to assist their parents when 

their career goals were achieved. 

No matter whether students' concerns regarding money 

were short, mid, or long term, making and managing money was 

an important indicator of one's ability to progress to the 



world of adulthood. Being responsible was a persistent 

student theme. 

Implications For Theory and Practice 
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The results of this study have implications for 

existing theory regarding the college student experience and 

for considerations for improving institutional policies, 

programs and procedures to enhance the college student 

experience. 

Implications for Theory. 

Research on the Hispanic college student generates a 

profile of the typical student as: entering college several 

years after graduation from high school; coming from a low 

socio-economic background; a first-generation college 

student; academically poorly prepared; not highly motivated; 

having uncertain goals; mostly living at home; uninformed 

about financial aid; having few role models; and 

encountering cultural barriers, particularly within families 

holding traditional Hispanic views that resist women and 

perhaps the eldest son attending college -- the extended 

family can also be a primary support for students once 

they've entered (Frost, 1991, Justiz & Rendon, 1990, Von 

Destinon, 1989). However, most of this work has not 

attempted to view the effects of ethnicity as separate from 

the influence of class. 
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These students differed from the profile of the typical 

Hispanic student except in the influence of their culture 

and the influence of their families. students' ethnicity 

matters. Their ethnic backgrounds influenced the ways in 

which they shaped their identity, in their perceptions of 

the college experience, and in the ways they constructed 

their social lives. 

The core concept that emerged from this study, "making 

it on your own," supports the student development literature 

in which the primary focus is on the development of student 

identity. Developmental theories generally share the 

perspective that the college years for traditionally aged 

students are dedicated primarily to the formation of 

identity accompanied by expanded personal relationships and 

that students increasingly become aware and appreciate the 

"paradox of independence existing simultaneously with 

interdependence" (Terenzini, 1987, p. 13). The influences 

and the ways in which these Hispanic students constructed 

their view of themselves and interpreted their experiences 

are different than the literature would suggest. Arthur 

Chickering's Vectors of Development may be useful to 

illustrate those differences. 

Chickerings work, one of the earliest developed, is 

considered most inclusive of the conceptual similarities 

across the various developmental theories (Terenzini, 1987), 

--------------



one of the most widely used (Widick, et al., 1978), a 

classic, and most useful (Widick, et al., 1985). 
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Chickering maintained that the central task of college 

students is the "establishment of identity" (1969., p. x). 

He developed seven vectors of development as an attempt to 

postulate more specifically identity development in young 

adulthood. 

Chickering's seven vectors can be summarized as: (1) 

developing competence; (2) managing emotions; (3) developing 

automonYi (4) establishing identity; (5) freeing 

interpersonal relationships; (6) clarifying purpose; and, 

(7) developing integrity. 

He implied an order among the vectors, i.e., the first 

three are antecedent to the central vector of establishing 

identity, and the latter three follow establishing identity. 

He maintained it was common for college freshmen and 

sophomores to be dealing with the first three and juniors 

and seniors to be dealing with the last three vectors 

(Chickering, 1969). 

Students in this study weren't waiting for their junior 

and senior years to address issues related to the last three 

vectors of relationships, purpose and integrity. Though 

differing in intensity and levels of maturation, they seemed 

to be dealing with all seven vectors simultaneously. They 

were freeing interpersonal relationships, their involvement 
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with multicultural social networks already developing a 

tolerance and appreciation for a "wider range of individual 

and ideological differences" (Widick, et al., 1985). Nor 

were they, as Chickering would suggest, awaiting the 

development of autonomy and identity to plunge into intimate 

relationships; many of these students had developed intimate 

relationships in high school, and were considering 

marriage -- some during and others after college. Their 

relationships, however, were predominately restricted to 

significant others who were also Hispanic. They were 

already engaged deeply in clarifying purpose in their lives. 

Although their life plans were in most instances still 

somewhat vague, they were constructing those plans, 

prioritizing as important, a "happy life," attempting to 

integrate career, economic and lifestyle considerations. 

These students weren't awaiting the final formation of 

identity before moving on to the last three of Chickering's 

vectors, though they were admittedly addressing each with 

various degrees of involvement, maturity, and intensity. 

Though students were involved in becoming more 

autonomous, they were not just separating from family as is 

suggested by Chickering; they were becoming very 

interdependent. Their development of identity was linked 

closely to their own changing role within the extended 

family. As they moved, as all young adults do, from a 
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dependent state to independence, they saw themselves 

assuming new roles that included different responsibilities 

and obligations to their families. They weren't separating 

from, but rather were developing autonomy and identity 

within the framework of the shared identity and tightly 

linked relationships with family. 

Theirs was more a shared rather than individual 

identity. They defined themselves as Hispanic, seeking to 

reconstruct and stay in touch with their culture through 

their friends and family. Their social activities were 

important not because of what they were doing, but because 

of "who I'm doing it with." Their shared identity was also 

of family, of living in two worlds, and defining themselves 

through the lens of family -- "who I am" was very much 

dependent upon the family's definition of "who we are." 

Present student development theories were constructed 

mainly from studies of white, middle-class males students. 

For example, Chickering's longitudinal study was of thirteen 

small private colleges in the Northeast, Perry's at Harvard, 

and Kohlberg's on ten to sixteen year-old white males in the 

Chicago area (Kneflkamp, et ale 1978). This study provides 

insight into a major debate conducted by both adherents and 

critics of developmental theory -- the universal 

applicability of developmental theory across different 

cultures and ethnic groups (Dannefer, 1984). This study 
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suggests that Hispanic students, though concerned with 

development of identity as suggested by student development 

theory, are influenced by their ethnicity and undergo a 

qualitatively different experience. Theirs is an identity 

that incorporates their view of themselves as Hispanic and 

and as responsible, contributing members of their Hispanic 

families. 

Ethnicity also influenced students' views of the 

university and the role the university played in their lives 

writ large. College life as a specific collegiate culture 

found its origins in the early nineteenth century (Horowitz, 

1987) but began fading in the early twentieth century, 

until by the 1960's, students were part of a common, 

classless, internationally defined youth culture (Moffatt, 

1989, p. 50). Though these Hispanic students shared in this 

common youth culture, their views of it, and limits to 

participation in it, were shaped by their ethnicity. 

students' lives were lived off as well as on-campus. 

They lived in two worlds, the anglo campus world in which 

the potential for discrimination existed, and in which one 

was reminded daily of one's minority status, but they also 

lived in an off-campus world of minority, predominately 

Hispanic friends and their Hispanic families. 

On-campus, their Hispanicity highly constrained the 

creation of their social networks; participation in OMSA 
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activities introduced them to other minority students early 

in the academic year, influencing the composition of their 

peer groups on-campus and failing to integrate them into the 

larger student community. Additionally, they understood 

that in order not to be "put down" by anglos, as Magdelena 

was when she tried to say hi to Christian at Spring Fling, 

you need to limit overtures to anglo students. The 

parochialism and sometimes insularity of whites made it 

difficult to expand their friendship groups beyond 

minorities. If the way one makes new friends is to meet a 

friend of a friend, and most of your friends are minorities, 

and in turn most of their friends are minorities, one's own 

friendship groups become fairly limited to minorities. 

Students had active social lives off-campus. Their 

friendship groups were not limited to their student friends. 

They dated off-campus, they cruised and socialized off

campus -- but mainly with Hispanic and other minority 

friends. Though they participated in a "youth culture" 

(Moffatt, 1989), it was mostly Hispanic and not mainstream 

culture. And their culture didn't necessarily emphasize 

youth to the exclusion of their families. These students 

were very involved with family. They spent considerable 

time in off-campus activities with family, and family 

influenced the selection of dates and friends with potential 

for intimate relationships. Students' off-campus lives were 
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not dedicated solely to their friends, and to participation 

in a classless, common youth culture; their families were 

central to their social lives. 

The influence of ethnicity and family on student 

behaviors and attitudes has implication for the college 

impact literature, particularly the theoretical work in the 

area of student persistence. Cabrera and associates (1993) 

note that the effect of environmental factors on student 

persistence seems to be far more complex than envisioned by 

Tinto (1987). Moreover, Nora (1987) has suggested that 

encouragement and support from significant others, 

particularly for Chicano students, should be incorporated 

into theories and frameworks concerned with student 

persistence. This study, revealing the instrumental role 

that the Hispanic family plays in student development of 

identity, and in the importance that family encouragement 

and support plays, would support emphasizing the role of 

family and significant others when developing persistence 

models concerned with Hispanic students. 

Relatedly, Tierney (1992) has taken issue with Tinto's 

persistence model with its emphasis on academic and social 

integration derived from notions of "suicide" and "rites of 

passage." Tierney's arguement is that the language of the 

integration model is the language of white, middle-class 

professionals who view minority student attrition in terms 
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of the problems of acculturation. Acculturation to the 

university implies that minority students must learn the 

ways of the white world (ibid., p. 613). "To utilize 

Tinto's Durkheimian formulation, the implicit assumption is 

that Native Americans will need to undergo a cultural 

suicide of sorts to avoid an intellectual suicide" (ibid., 

p. 614). Though students in this study were Hispanic, 

Tierney's arguement is supported nonetheless. 

These students moved in an anglo system. They adopted 

street-wise strategies that all students, irrespective of 

ethnicity, have learned to use to succeed in college -- and 

most were succeeding. These students bought into the 

meritocratic, middle class view that hard work, and effort 

would earn for them the reward of a good life. They saw 

themselves as passing -- not sounding nor looking Hispanic -

- and they attempted to act as other students. When on

campus, they had to assume their middle-class, non-Hispanic 

"face." In order to succeed on the campus, students felt 

they must deny their ethnicity. 

Much of the literature on the college student assumes 

that students mature and develop both in and outside the 

classroom. Campus ecology principles (Banning, 1978) 

suggest that certain environmental conditions affect, and 

can be manipulated for, desired student outcomes in behavior 

and learning. Astin's involvement theory refers to the 
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amount of physical and psychological energy students devote 

to the academic experience (Astin, 1985, pp. 133-134). His 

five basic postulates of involvement concludes, "The 

effectiveness of any educational policy or practice is 

directly related to the capacity of that policy or practice 

to increase student involvement" (1985, pp.135-136). The 

institution, through faculty and curricula in the classroom, 

and primarily through the student affairs division outside 

the classroom, attempts to "connect" (Noel & Levitz, 1990) 

students, manipulating their environment, involving them, 

and guiding behavior and attitudes toward anticipated 

outcomes. 

But in spite of institutional efforts to involve these 

students, they acted and played largely on their own. These 

students negotiated everything, and they assumed everything 

was negotiable, or at least worth trying to negotiate. They 

negotiated their own learning, choosing in and out of class 

that which was intellectually meaningful for them. Their 

involvement in academics, in terms of time spent, was much 

less than faculty would deem ideal, yet they were doing well 

in terms of grades received, and sought to learn outside the 

formal curricula composed by faculty. 

Most importantly, they turned almost every occasion 

into a social event. The vast array of programs and 

services designed to aid their out-of-class growth was 

-------------
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mostly ignored. Students were heavily involved in spending 

time with their peers. Their social life predominated, and 

their mental and physical energies were dedicated more to 

their peers and interactions with other students than with 

any institutionally sanctioned activity. When involved in 

institutionally sanctioned activities, such as registering, 

attending class, studying, even attending advising sessions 

at OMSA, they often negotiated those activities into social 

events. students activities were conducted away from the 

long arm of adults. They weren't amenable to the change 

adults envisioned for them, nor to the ways in which adults 

anticipated precipitating those changes. 

For these Hispanic students, campus was not a 

particularly welcoming place. Students entered a world 

dominated by middle-class anglos -- professors who couldn't 

pronounce their names, minority professionals who were 

"powerless", a social system in which they could be "put 

down" by anglo students for being Hispanic, and a 

bureaucratic system that was often error-ridden and 

meaningless. Though they maintained they weren't conscious 

of being Hispanic on campus, and saw being Hispanic as an 

opportunity, they acknowledged the potential for 

discrimination and the tacit and sometimes not so tacit 

condescension. Yet they refused to be victimized, 

maintaining they were responsible for their success on 
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campus. To succeed in this, their anglo world, they felt 

they had to pass as mainstream anglo students and disavow 

their heritage. But they didn't participate in the 

mainstream social life of campus. Their social and 

psychological support on campus came from enclaves of social 

networks they created with other minority students. 

The literature on minority students on campus points to 

these issues -- lack of minority role models, different 

world views, a sense of oppression, differences in 

perspectives of identity, etc. -- as potentially 

contributing to a sense of estrangement, isolation, and 

alienation that leads often to minority student failure and 

attrition (Justiz & Rendon, 1990, Von Destinon, 1989, 

Attenasi, 1986; Blocher and Rapoza, 1985). 

But the experience for these students was not so bleak. 

These students negotiated with everything -- even an 

environment loaded with oppressive potential. Though 

Monique's statement is perhaps naive regarding the 

opportunities for Hispanics and women given the literature 

on the limits to careers and restricted employment 

opportunities for minorities and women (Faludi, 1991, 

Blocher & Rapoza, 1985, Ballesteros, 1986), she echoes 

students' belief in themselves and in the system. They 

believed they were responsible for their success in a system 

that rewards hard work and effort, and they believed they 
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could successfully negotiate with the system -- both before 

and after graduation. They accepted the limits this "unfair 

system" (Magdelena) placed upon them, but believed they 

could wrest control within those limits. 

Difficult to tease from the data, and even more 

difficult to express is the sense of freshness, and the 

sheer enjoyment in their faces, their tone of voice, and 

their laugher when we talked about their experiences. No 

matter the frustration, sometimes meaninglessness, and the 

spectre of discrimination and oppression hovering in the 

background of their lives, students enjoyed being students. 

They wholeheartedly enjoyed being immersed in the "friendly 

fun" (Moffatt, 1989, p. 33) of college life. During the 

interviews and while analyzing the data, I was constantly 

impressed by their wonderful freshness, their sense of hope 

and confidence in themselves and the future. 

Implications for Institutional Policies and Procedures 

The results of the research reported here suggest a 

number of strategies the university might adopt to improve 

the college-going experience for Hispanic students and 

college students generally. My comments will be framed by 

Astin's (1985) theory of involvement and acknowledge Tinto's 

(1987) theory of integration along two dimensions: 

suggestions for increased involvement in community, or 

social integration; and suggestions for increased 
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involvement in learning, or academic integration. The 

suggestions are also sensitive to Tierney's (1992) 

recommendations for reconfiguring social conditions on 

campus for minority students that acknowledge multicultural 

conditions and move the campus from models of assimilation 

towards a framework of emancipation and empowerment (p. 

616) • 

As noted earlier, the campus was not a particularly 

welcoming place. Students viewed many of the demands of the 

campus system as meaningless hoop jumping. Courses of 

study, grades, financial aid procedures, advising and 

counseling processes were obstacles one had to overcome in 

order to "do what you want," and students reacted to tacit 

discrimination and condenscension by creating their own 

social lives apart from institutionally sactioned 

activities. The Office of Minority Student Affairs was the 

exception to institutional meaninglessness, and was the only 

office on campus that linked students to the campus. OMSA 

provided students with precollegiate programs and post

matriculation programs which students pointed to as useful 

and meaningful. In addition to providing formal academic 

support such as advising and tutoring, these programs also 

informed students about tactics and procedures traditionally 

passed from student to student. More importantly perhaps, 

these programs introduced students to other students, 
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establishing social networks of support and identification 

early in their college careers. OMSA personalized the 

institution for students, familiarizing them with the 

institutional procedures and providing a vehicle for 

interaction with other students. OMSA also helped students 

overcome the meaningless obstacles, and at times even 

understand them. Programs such as OMSA could be expanded 

that personalize the entry process for college freshmen, and 

explain the relationship of courses, grades and other 

"hoops" to relate to the career and life goals of students. 

On the other hand, programs like OMSA could be improved 

to enhance student involvement in the student community and 

in their own learning. OMSA's programs contributed to 

students' limiting their social networks to other minority 

students. Not only were the programs limited to minority 

students to the exclusion of anglo students, but they also 

did not establish cooperative relationships with similar 

programs for anglo students. Programs such as OMSA can be 

designed to provide for social and psychological support of 

students within minority groups, but they can also be 

designed to involve students more directly with majority 

cultures on campus. 

At first blush, it would appear that many of the 

strategies OMSA's advisors advocated for learning and 

success were more form than substance, (e.g., visiting the 
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prof and taking 12 credit hours of unwanted coursework 

simply to satisfy financial aid requirements). Most of 

those strategies, however, were developed from the 

literature on improving the success of college students 

which, using the two examples above, suggest that 

faculty/student interaction and an understanding of how to 

manuever through the financial aid maze contributes to 

minority student success (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 

Upcraft & Gardner, et al., 1990). Additionally, the author 

was actively involved with OMSA while working in the 

Learning center on campus in developing and implementing 

programs and activities for academic improvement in which 

many of these same students were required to participate. 

In courses and programs prior to and during their freshman 

year, many of these students were introduced to effective 

learning and cognition strategies, stress and time 

management skills, psychological self-care methods, and 

career development activities. students chose, as they 

did everything else on campus, to negotiate. They selected 

that which they thought useful and pertinent to them. And 

often, the suggestions weren't pertinent when presented 

since most of the activities were conducted before or early 

in the academic year when the students had yet to adjust to 

the changes in the demands on time and effort that all 

students encounter as they move from high school to college. 



These were good students in high school -- they thought 

they'd be good students in college. 
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Programs such as OMSA could go even further in aiding 

student learning. OMSA already required, as a condition for 

receiving certain financial aid, advising and counseling. 

They could also require the tutoring that students were not 

utilizing, and they could require periodic attendance at 

learning strategies workshops and individual counseling 

during the course of the academic year -- orientation to the 

campus and to academic skill building should be continued 

througout the academic year. 

Additionally, many of the students' career goals were 

ambiguous and often ill-informed. Tom, for instance, wasn't 

sure what an engineer did, he just knew they made a lot of 

money. The meaninglessness of courses of study become 

intensified when considered irrelevant to a student's 

present or future life. Programs and activities that 

explore and select possible career areas and then link those 

in a meaningful way to programs of study would help students 

to make informed career choices. students were excited 

about learning -- learning that was relevant to their lives. 

Understanding the relationship of chemistry to medicine 

might have encouraged Monique not only to learn, she may 

have even liked chemistry. In addition, developmental 

advising programs not only link career to present courses, 
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they also focus on assisting students .in the development of 

decision-making skills, a sense of competence, and sense of 

identity as they attempt to clarify and solidy future plans. 

Students' academic lives were centered in the 

classroom, but they spent little time and effort in 

academically related activities -- including studying. Yet 

as noted earlier, students were excited about learning. 

Somehow, institutions of higher education have distanced 

themselves from capitalizing on students' enthusiasm for 

learning. It would seem the institution could take measures 

to encourage more student involvement in the learning 

process. Linking courses and programs of study with 

relevance to careers as mentioned above would be an initial 

step. A second initiative would be faculty training and 

development in effective pedagogy. Much of the students' 

frustration in class was not due to perceived lack of 

expertise of faculty in the discipline, but rather due to 

perceived "inconsistencies" in the process of teaching. 

Unclear or misleading expectations, unfair tests, and 

unclear grading policies can dampen enthusiasm for learning 

the content, and create an environment in which learning 

becomes viewed as merely playing the academic game of 

reading the game plan and then responding with maneuvering 

tactics and strategies. Learning becomes deemphasized and 

students focus instead on survival skills and tactics 
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rewarded by meaningless grades. Increased efforts to 

improve faculty teaching skills and methodologies could 

encourage student learning. A third initiative to encourage 

student learning is the creation of opportunities for 

student and faculty to interact. A persistent theme in the 

literature on minority student -- and traditional students -

- retention is the importance of faculty and student 

interaction (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). For many of 

today's students, the lack of intrigue with, and attraction 

to, scholarship is due to a lack of interaction with role 

models and mentors who can communicate their excitement of 

learning. Most of these students viewed learning in an 

instrumental sense, as something to be used in relation to 

job, career, or sometimes to understand better something 

else. Mentoring of students by faculty -- going beyond 

merely "visiting the prof" as a manipUlative strategy -

would promote involvement in learning, and an appreciation 

for the ideals of the academy. Mentoring programs can be 

accomplished in at least two ways: by linking faculty and 

stUdents together in individual pairs with planned and 

systematic contact throughout the academic year, or by 

creating learning communities in residence halls and in 

academic programs. The creation of living-learning centers 

in residence halls in which students attend classes 

concurrent with classes on campus, and in which faculty 
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and particularly minority faculty -- spend time teaching, 

presenting colloquia, advising, and informally interacting 

with students, bring faculty and students together in 

communities that focus and capitalize on students' 

excitement with learning. Learning communities can also be 

created in academic programs that "cluster" students around 

selected academic themes -- math and science for example. 

Selected faculty members teach and develop close working 

relationship with students in these programs. 

The encouragement, advice and support of their families 

was critical in students' lives. These minority students 

viewed the college experience through the "filter" of their 

families' self-concept. Institutions could provide for 

parents, particularly minority parents, more information and 

activities that would inform parents of the experiences and 

demands on their sons and daughters. Though the parents of 

these students were concerned about their success, they were 

removed from any involvement in the campus experience. 

Involving parents more directly in activities and providing 

information could develop an understanding of the challenges 

their children face, and engender informed support from the 

families. 

A final recommendation. The red tape of bureaucracy is 

inevitable. Policies and procedures often seem pointless 

and irrational, and the personnel who implement and enforce 
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them seem uncaring. Encounters with the institutional 

bureaucracy carry the potential for anger and frustration 

for both students and employees. Staff training programs 

that emphasize consumer satisfaction and the articulation by 

administrators of a culture of care would reduce the 

frustration and perhaps make more meaningful this experience 

of "jumping through hoops". 
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Time Chart Action Codes 

C - Attending class 

F - Spending time with friends or family 

S - studying/cramming 

W - Working (paid, Unpaid, Volunteer) 

E - Eating 

Z - Sleeping/napping 

T - watching T.V. 

o - Official contacts (UA prof, advisor, staff, others) 

CL- Club/organization activity 
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PR - Physical Recreation (Jogging, basketball, tennis, frisbee) 

L - Leisure (Hobby, shopping, partying, reading, etc.) 

R - Routine chores (housekeeping, laundry, yardwork, etc.) 

PH - Personal hygiene/care (bathing, hair, etc.) 

TR - Traveling (to campus, to work, to a friends house, etc.) 

X - Other (please explain/describe in comments section) 
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Date i~ 7; 
Weekly Activity Log 

Same--"-, _-..-'-_ _-.,-

Time IAction: Where : With Whom: Journal/Comments 
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Neekly Activity Log 

oate L\ -9 -qp . .. Name ___ _ 

Time :Action: Nhere : Nith NhoM : Journal/Comments 

-------~ 



Date ~/2 Sj9() 
l11ondw, 

Time :Action: Where 
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Weekly Activity Log 

. Name _ _ ~ .. ___ _ 

With Whom: Journal/Comments 
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Weekly Activity Log 

Date _L...;..! ..... ' .:...:,_:;;-_v .. ~ lfame_ 
, : 

Time :Action: Where : With Whom: Journal/Comments 
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These questions served only as a broad guideline for 

conducting the interviews. The questions were raised in the 

context of the discussion with students. Each session was 

begun with approximately five minutes of "small talk" to re

establish rapport. Transition to the interview guide was 

often unnoticed by either the student or the interviewer, as 

the small talk led naturally into the areas of interest. 

How would you describe your week? 

Would you say this is a typical week in your life? 

Could you state in a sentence or two your impressions of the 

week? 

How would you define a successful week? 

Name the two most important things that happened during the 

week. 

Did you set out to make them happen? 

What were the most boring things you did. 

What were the most exciting things you did. 

What were the two most disappointing things that happened? 

Of what are you most proudest? What did you have to do to 

get those things accomplished? 

How did these (boring, exciting, important, disappointing, 

proud) affect each other? 
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What would you say are the three major obstacles you faced 

during the week? 

How did you find out how to deal with them? 

How are those obstacles related to your long/mid/short 

term goals? 

What would happen if you weren't successful? 

How well/poorly would you say you did last week? What can 

you do about it? What are the alternatives? How do you 

choose among them? 

Name two people that most affected your life during the 

week. 

Why are they important? How do they control/influence your 

life? How do you interact with them? What 

alternatives to action do you have with each? Are they 

influential all the time? Only during the semester? 

Who are the most important people in your life? Are they 

that way because of theirjob/role/position/ personality? 

You mentioned being with Did you initiate the 

interaction or did they? 

What was the interaction/contact about? What was the 

purpose? What was the result? What was your role? Were 

you responsible or were others? What were others' reactions 

to what you did? will you be able to contact X again? 

Why/why not? 
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Did the above interaction affect other things in your life? 

What do you think of your professors? Of other officials 

with whom you've come in contact on campus? 

What is your boss/supervisor like? Demanding/helpful? 

Good/bad to work for? How does their behavior affect 

the non-work areas of your life? Will they affect your 

future? Why/why not? 

Is your social network much different now than it was in 

high school? Who are friends not that are different 

from high school? How did you meet them? 

How did this week fit into your long-term plans? Did things 

go according to your plan? If not, what happened? How 

did you respond? 

Do you plan each day? How well do the plans go? What do 

you plan around (Classes, parents, friends, etc.)? 

Name something you had planned but that didn't happen the 

way would have liked. 

What are your academic/career/major/personal/social goals by 

the week/semester/year/college/life? What do you have 

to do to accomplish them? What are the major 

obstacles? 

What is your plan/goal for your chemistry/history/english, 

etc. class? Which is the most difficult? Do you see 

yourself succeeding? What are the major blocks to 

.. -.--_._ .... _----



aChieving that goal? What can you do to 

avoid/eliminate those blocks to goals? 

Is work related to your career plans? 
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How did you choose this major/career? How will being 

Hispanic help/hurt your success? What are the major blocks 

you'll deal with? How will you deal with them? 

Discuss how time affects your week. Do you think about it 

much? Does time seem to take care of itself? 

What is the most difficult part of dealing with time? How 

do you apportion time? How much control do you have 

over time? 

If you went back to your high school, what would you tell 

others about university life? 

How do you do things differently now than you did when you 

first entered the university? 

How would you describe the ways in which you get things 

done? 
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Table x. Summary Student Activity Log. 

Student Class Friends Family Study Work Eat Sleep T.V. 

Magdelena 15.75 28.50 2625 4.75 225 25 6525 .1lO 

Vsandlll 1225 2925 .75 13.75 .1lO 1.75 55.50 7.75 

Chuck 1525 19.1lO 425 1025 7.50 .50 6025 2.50 

Dave 13.75 21.75 2.50 13.75 12.50 325 56.50 1.75 

Luis 12.50 15.75 725 17.50 33.1lO 2.25 60.75 1.75 

Raul 10.50 44.1lO .1lO 29.1lO .1lO 325 57.1lO .1lO 

Ron 16.50 31.75 25 19.50 14.50 1.50 57.1lO .1lO 

I Monique 14.50 16.50 27.50 15.1lO 2.1lO 1.50 6025 .50 

Lori 7.75 4625 .1lO 1325 .1lO 2.50 64.1lO .75 

Rudy 8.1lO 41.1lO 1025 10.1lO 21.50 .00 56.50 .1lO 

Tom 825 825 8.75 23.75 14.1lO 125 57.50 17.75 

Fina 14.50 24.50 4125 925 .1lO .1lO 5B.1lO .1lO 

Denise 7.00 5525 .75 .75 9.50 .1lO 63.1lO 11.15 

Rosalinda 12.1lO 1325 46.50 7.50 .1lO 25 63.75 3.50 

TOTAL 168.50 395.1lO 17625 168.1lO 116.75 1825 83725 46.1lO 
---

Official Clubs Physical Leisure 

2.75 .50 .1lO 6.1lO 

425 .1lO 25 6.75 

2.75 .1lO 7.1lO 22.1lO 

225 .1lO 925 1.75 

.75 .1lO 2.75 1.75 

3.50 .1lO .1lO .75 

1.1lO .1lO 525 6.75 

225 .1lO 1.50 7.1lO 

225 .1lO 3.1lO 10.50 

.50 .1lO .1lO 1.75 

1.50 .1lO 625 11.1lO 

.1lO .1lO .1lO .1lO 

1.1lO .1lO 2.1lO 425 

1.50 .1lO .1lO .50 

2625 .50 3725 ~.~---_. -- _ .. -

Chores Hygiene Tlllvel 

2.25 11.1lO 1.00 

5.50 1425 7.1lO 

7.75 3.50 5.50 

125 8.50 725 

.50 4.1lO 7.50 

825 1.75 10.1lO 

.75 525 8.1lO 

325 7.50 5.50 

325 9.1lO 5.50 

1.75 525 8.75 

.75 2.75 625 

.50 7.75 925 

225 5.50 5.1lO 

1.75 825 825 

39.75 9425 94.75 

Other 

1.50 

.1lO 

.1lO 

.1lO 

.1lO 

.1lO 

.1lO 

325 

.1lO 

.75 

.1lO 

3.1lO 

.1lO 

1.1lO 

9.50 

Total 

168 

159 

168 

156 

168 

168 

168 

168 

168 

168 

168 

168 

168 

168 

2.331 

I 

! 

w 
...... 
~ 
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