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ABSTRACT 

Research on high school dropouts has largely focused on dropout prevention and 

the identification of risk factors that contribute to leaving school early.  While the long-

term prognosis of dropouts economically and socially is often very poor, some 

individuals manage to change course and return for additional education later in life.  In 

this exploratory qualitative study, five individuals who successfully returned for 

additional education and continued on to higher education were interviewed.  Motivation 

theory, specifically Self-Determination Theory, was used to analyze the data, which were 

examined for the decision-making processes that led to the changes in direction, and the 

factors that contributed most to facilitating their transitions. Overall, the participants 

followed similar stages of growth, and ultimately arrived at a turning point that resulted 

in their new directions. Several clear themes emerged from their stories, including the 

need for sufficient social capital, the significance of family and friends, the importance of 

taking responsibility for their decisions, and overcoming previous negative experiences. 
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CHAPTER 1:  INTRODUCTION 

According to the United States Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics 

(2009), every year of education an individual attains leads to a commensurate increase in 

annual income.  For instance, a high school dropout earned approximately 73% of what a 

high school graduate would earn, and college graduates with bachelor’s degrees earned 

163% of what a typical high school graduate would make.  High school dropouts are 

more likely to be unemployed, to earn less when they are employed, are more likely to 

receive public assistance, and are more likely to be incarcerated (Kaufman, Alt, & 

Chapman, 2001).  Effectively preventing dropouts, or encouraging students to return and 

complete education, benefits not only the individual students, but also society as a whole.  

Lochner and Moretti (2004) found that not only does increased education reduce crime 

rates, they estimate cost savings related to reduced crime resulting from completing high 

school to be as much as $1.4 B, or $2,100 per each additional male high school graduate.  

With such significant returns on education, effective programs to keep students in school 

not only benefit students but also their communities.   

There are many reasons why students may drop out of high school.  Teachman, 

Paasch, & Carver (1996) indicate that having low amounts of social capital (positive 

interactions inside and outside of the family that convey values and expectations) is 

associated with early dropout; it is also predicted by living with an unwed single mother, 

living with stepparents, changing schools, or having a sibling dropout.  Additionally, 

Rumberger, (1987) notes that dropouts report school-related issues such as disliking 

school, being expelled, or being suspended (approximately 50%).  Dropouts also report 
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economic reasons for leaving (20% of all dropouts; 40% of Hispanics) and personal 

reasons, such as pregnancy or marriage (33% of all females dropouts).  However, these 

reasons do not reveal the underlying causal factors for leaving, but probably are most 

indicative of the symptoms rather than the actual causes.  

Jerald (2007) argues that while research has resulted in a rather complete 

understanding of the characteristics that put a student at risk for dropping out of school, 

that list of characteristics is actually a poor predictor of what any individual student will 

do.  While preventing students from dropping-out at the high school level and facilitating 

student retention at the community college/university-level are current topics of study, 

few studies have focused on the underlying reasons for dropping out of school, and fewer 

still have examined reasons for returning.  Through developing a better understanding of 

the psychological profile of former dropouts using motivation theory, we can begin to 

comprehend the shifts in motivational beliefs that are associated with decisions to drop 

out and later return to school.  Spanard (1990) interviewed adults who had returned to 

college after having dropped out of higher education and found that adult students make 

rational choices to meet goals that they have identified.  She uses motivation theory to 

couch the thinking of adults who largely choose to return to college to improve or change 

their career status, and is thus able to make recommendations for programs that hope to 

serve this population.  A similar understanding of high school students who drop out and 

return could have implications for improving the design of interventions aimed at these 

students.  Using motivation theory to understand students' decision-making models helps 
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to create a more complete picture of what students who have left school need in order to 

be able to successfully return. 

The focus of this exploratory research study was to investigate the motivational 

profile of students who decided to drop out of high school and then later successfully 

returned to school within the framework of motivational theory.  It was anticipated that, 

through investigating the motivational changes that have occurred in these students and 

better understanding the factors that contributed to these changes, this new information 

can be used to strengthen existing student support services and lead to the creation of new 

programs for returning students that would result in more former drop-outs succeeding in 

becoming increasingly productive members of our society. 

In order to facilitate an overall understanding of the processes at work, a 

qualitative study approach (Merriam, 2009) was used to explore and study the life 

journeys of former high school drop-outs that successfully returned for some form of 

additional education at an institution of advanced or higher learning after having first 

completed a high school diploma or GED.  Additional criteria used included that 1) the 

subjects dropped out of high school voluntarily due to a lack of motivation (i.e. in 

contrast to dropping out for a non-motivational reason, such as caring for an ailing family 

member) and 2) took at least a year off between the time they dropped out and when they 

returned for their high school diploma or GED.  The study used a qualitative research 

approach, which included one or more personal, semi-structured interviews with each 

participant, and the gathering of additional school and personal data.  The study was 

based on the following primary and secondary research questions. 
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Primary Research Question 

1. What changes in motivational beliefs, if any, occur in students who successfully 

return for additional education after having once dropped out of school?  

 

Secondary Research Questions 

1. What are the primary factors that lead to these changes in motivational beliefs? 

2. What support services were most helpful in facilitating these changes and 

successfully enduring the transition? 

The remainder of this thesis begins with a review of the literature.  The stories of 

the five participants are presented next, followed by common stages of maturity and 

motivational development.  Themes that emerged from analyzing the collected data are 

discussed and a model for how the factors interrelate is presented, and finally, additional 

conclusions are discussed, and suggestions for further research explored.  
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CHAPTER 2:  LITERATURE REVIEW 

Dropout Prevention in Practice 

For many youth, dropping out represents a final act of disengagement from school 

that began in the elementary grades (Alexander, Entwisle, & Horsey, 1997; Alexander, 

Entwisle, & Kabbani, 2001).  Many prevention strategies have been used to keep students 

from dropping out of high school, and much of the focus has been on external factors 

such as students' home life, socio-economic status, or school system, all of which help to 

identify which students are at risk for dropping out of school.  However, at least some 

portion of a student's decision to leave school is rooted in their own motivational beliefs, 

and through a process of disengaging from school (Lee & Burkam, 2003).  Much of the 

existing research focuses on students' life circumstances or external factors, but little 

emphasizes the role of a student's internal decision-making process and motivation, 

which is no doubt an important factor when making the ultimate decision to stay in 

school, and consequently to return.  Understanding this motivation could be used to 

inform the design of increasingly effective interventions for students who are on the cusp 

of dropping out or considering returning to school. 

Teachman et al.’s 1996 study of students who dropped out of school before 10
th

 

grade focused on social, human, and financial capital, but did not account for student 

motivation as its own variable.  They discussed the need to investigate dropping out 

between 10
th

 and 12
th

 grade, because by that point students would be more subject to 

extra-familial sources of influence, necessitating the investigation of alternate forms of 

social capital involving peer groups as major influences.  Another factor that might be 
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important to consider at this stage is students' own attitudes and beliefs about their ability, 

which are no doubt closely related to the influence of peers; according to Deci & Ryan 

(2000), ―people will tend naturally to internalize the values and regulations of their social 

groups.‖  

Rumberger (1987) found that students who drop out of school do so for a host of 

different reasons, and suggested that each type of dropout should be treated differently.  

His review of the existing literature at the time led to the conclusion that the needs of 

students who leave school for personal reasons such as pregnancy or marriage would not 

be met by the same interventions that might be successful with students who leave school 

primarily for school-related issues.  Further, Rumberger recommends that all 

interventions include a mix of academic and non-academic components to meet the 

unique needs of varied students.  While dropouts often leave school with an incomplete 

set of academic skills that need to be addressed, they are also often accompanied by 

psychological needs for increased support and a sense of belonging.  

Motivation:  Self-Determination Theory 

 The self-determination theory (SDT) model of motivation has been a popular 

method of explaining academic achievement motivation in the field of Educational 

Psychology for the past 20 years.  While other recent theories of motivation have focused 

on goal-directed behavior with differentiated outcomes, according to Deci and Ryan 

(2000), SDT is unique in that it ―differentiates the content of goals or outcomes and the 

regulatory processes through which the outcomes are pursued, making predictions for 

different contents and for different processes.‖  By also taking into account how the 
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innate psychological needs an individual has are being met through the activities being 

undertaken, it is possible to better understand the likelihood for goal achievement.  

Researchers have been able to apply the principles of SDT to a variety of areas, including 

sports psychology (Frederick-Recascino, 2000), medical care
 
(Ryan, Plant & O'Malley, 

1995), and even high-risk behavior in high-school students (Miles, 2000).  The latter 

study investigated students’ resiliency to stay in school using Ryan and Deci’s (2000) 

model of self-determination in education.  Miles hypothesized that the type of motivation 

that would best predict resiliency in a compensatory education program is intrinsic 

motivation, or the motivation to learn for the sake of learning.  However, Miles’ results 

indicated that high-risk students enrolled in a compensatory education program were 

more inclined to be extrinsically motivated, or motivated for reasons that are external to 

the individual such as rewards, adult approval, or grades.  This makes logical sense 

according to Ryan and Deci’s model (2000) because it is understood that intrinsic 

motivation cannot be attained unless a student is able to meet his/her psychological 

needs. If a student is labeled at risk for dropping out of school because they are 

challenged by the lack of economic or educational opportunities, these risk factors may 

also be associated with the notion that their psychological needs are not being met. 

To answer the primary research question – what changes in motivational beliefs, 

if any, have occurred in former dropouts that have successfully returned to school? – a 

self-determination theory framework (Ryan and Deci, 2000) was used to identify the 

motivational behaviors and regulatory styles of action demonstrated during the 

participants' periods of transition (dropping out and transitioning back in).  According to 
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Deci and Ryan (2000), ―Self-determination theory maintains that an understanding of 

human motivation requires a consideration of innate psychological needs for competence, 

autonomy, and relatedness.  [These] needs specify the necessary conditions for 

psychological growth, integrity, and well-being.‖  Unlike other achievement motivation 

theories that focus primarily on goal content, SDT also focuses on the regulatory 

processes associated with goal attainment and the psychological needs associated with 

positive psychological development.  

In SDT, students fall along a continuum of motivational behaviors (Figure 1) that 

begins with ―Amotivation‖ on one end of the scale, passes through four increasing stages 

autonomy and self-involvement, and eventually arrives at Intrinsic Motivation, in which a 

student's participation is solely influenced by their internal interest, enjoyment, and 

satisfaction for that activity.  The four stages of extrinsic motivation vary greatly in the 

perceived locus of causality experienced, and lead to very different associated processes.  

External Regulation is defined by a desire to act out of expectation of some reward or 

payment, or could be to avoid punishment; the cause of the individual to act is driven by 

completely external considerations (for example, turning in an assignment to prevent 

getting an 'F').  The state of Introjection has somewhat less of an external focus than 

external regulation in that the need for action is based on ego involvement and the 

resultant desire for approval from self or others (e.g. volunteering for a job to curry the 

favor of a teacher).  The Identification Regulation state has a more internal focus in that 

the individual recognizes that the activity has relevance and is of direct value towards 

their own goals, even if the activity itself is not of direct interest (eg. taking a calculus 
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course in high school in order to get accepted into an engineering school).  The most 

autonomous form of extrinsic motivation is Integrated Regulation, which only occurs if 

the individual experiences feelings of competence and relatedness in an uncontrolled 

environment that supports autonomy and fully realized self-regulation.  At this time, a 

student will be able to see that completion of a high school degree has value in and of 

itself, because it is integrated with his or her own goals such as a particular career path or 

general lifestyle. 

 

 
 

Figure 1: Ryan & Deci’s (2000) Self-Determination Continuum Showing Types of 

Motivation With Their Regulatory Styles, Loci of Causality, and Corresponding 

Processes. 

According to the SDT framework, behaviors indicating complete Amotivation or 

extrinsic External Regulation are what would be expected in someone in considering 

dropping out.  Returning to school for a high school diploma or GRE would presuppose a 

shift toward Introjected Regulation or Indentified Regulation at the least, and possibly 
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indicate more advanced motivational beliefs such as Integrated or Intrinsic Regulation, 

that are associated with goal setting and autonomous motivation.  

The secondary research questions – 1) what factors contributed to the changes in 

motivational beliefs that the participant(s) underwent and 2) what support services were 

most helpful in facilitating these changes  – were examined by looking for the causes of 

and catalyst events that coincided with the participants' changes in motivational beliefs.  

In the literature, low social capital has been shown to correspond highly with students 

dropping out.  It is expected that the support services and other influential factors that 

lead the participants to return will also have contributed to the participant's increase in 

social capital on the path to eventual success in returning for additional education. 

Social Capital 

Social Capital research suggests that students who have low social capital are 

more likely to drop out.  Specific indicators, such as the number of times that students 

change schools or patterns of parental interaction can counteract the effects of forces that 

are less related to social capital such as the type of school attended (Teachman et al., 

1996).  Coleman (1988) provided an interesting and potentially useful way to 

conceptualize the impact of families and their environments.  He argued that the impact 

of families could be separated into three different components: financial capital, human 

capital, and social capital.  According to Coleman, social capital is measure of the density 

of the interactions inside and outside of the family.  Within the family, social capital is 

represented by the amount of positive parent-child interaction.  Coleman argued that such 

interaction allows children to translate the financial and human capital present in the 
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family into human capital or some other attribute that increases well-being.  Without 

positive parent-child interaction, there is no mechanism to transmit available human and 

financial capital to children.  Outside the family, Coleman postulated that the density of 

social interactions among parents in different families and among parents and institutions 

in the community, particularly schools, serves to increase closure in intergenerational 

relations (where closure refers to congruence in one generation's expectations for 

behavior in the next generation), and, therefore, social capital.  The accumulation of 

social capital rests on the fact that a web of social relationships with consistent 

expectations for behavior is generated.  In particular, children are not afforded a weak 

link in their daily pattern of interaction that would allow them to engage in behaviors that 

would threaten the development of subsequent human and financial capital (e.g., 

premature sexual activity, use of illicit drugs, participation in a gang) (Teachman, et al., 

1996). 

In summary, research on individuals who drop out of high school has been largely 

limited to examinations of the causes of the departure from school, but rarely (if ever) 

looks at what happens if and when a former dropout decides to return to school.  

Motivation research, and in particular Self-Determination Theory, provides an effective 

lens to facilitate understanding of how individuals progress on the path from dropping out 

to choosing to return to school, and then overcoming the individual challenges that need 

to be negotiated and surmounted in order to succeed.  By examining the journeys of 

former dropouts that successfully returned to school and have continued successfully on 
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to Higher Education, the research study seeks to contribute to the literature on dropouts, 

dropout prevention, and support structures that help former dropouts successfully return. 
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CHAPTER 3:  METHOD 

Participants and Selection Criteria 

The recruitment population for this study was English-speaking former high 

school dropouts who successfully met the research study criteria.  For Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) human subjects' protection concerns, each participant was required 

to be 18 years of age or older; ethnicity, age, and gender were considered unimportant 

attributes.  The actual study participants were identified through one or two approaches: 

1) the potential participants were identified by the researcher using a snowball sampling 

approach or 2) the subjects self-identified after having been contacted by the University 

of Arizona's Registrar's office via email on behalf of the researcher.  The email message 

that was used to announce the study was approved by IRB for contacting the potential 

subjects meeting the criteria for this study (see Appendix A).  Once the subjects agreed to 

participate, a brief prescreening process was conducted to ascertain whether or not the 

potential participants dropped out voluntarily due to a lack of motivation to continue with 

his or her education, or for some other reason unrelated to individual motivation (such as 

needing to work to support their family, talking care of a sick family members, etc.).  

Once it was determined that the potential participants met the criteria, the interview phase 

of the study was initiated.  

Context 

 The participants who ultimately took part in the study had some relationship to 

the University of Arizona, though not everyone attended The University of Arizona as a 

student.  All of the participants are former high school dropouts in their late twenties to 
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early thirties, and only two of them attended high school in Tucson.  All but one 

participant dropped out of school in the tenth grade, although a couple spent several years 

repeating their ninth grade year.  One participant was identified through snowball 

sampling (the stepson of a professional acquaintance of the researcher), while the other 

four participants responded to the study invitation email sent by the Registrars Office to 

UA students that met the criteria.  While 116 individuals were contacted through the 

registrar’s office via email during the recruitment phase, only 13 individuals responded, 

and of those, the first four individuals that made it through the screening process and 

were willing to begin the interview stage were selected.  It is worth noting that there may 

be some sample bias in that all of these individual were rather interested and eager to tell 

their stories, and were universally surprised that someone was interested in learning more 

about them. 

Data Collection 

One semi-structured interview (as described by Seidman, 2006) was conducted 

between the researcher and each of the four participants individually, either in person or 

over the Internet using some form of recording mechanism.  If the interview was 

conducted on-line, either Elluminate video-conferencing software or Google Talk (of the 

Google Enterprise Applications for Higher Education suite) was used to record the 

interview sessions; if the interview was conducted in person, a video recording of the 

interview was made using the built-in webcam of a laptop.  One participant was 

uncomfortable with speaking in person, requested that the interview be conducted via 

web chatting, which was accommodated. 
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While structured interview questions were referenced and used during the 

interviews (Appendix C), each study participant was encouraged to narrate his or her 

story with as little intrusion as possible, and then follow-up questions were asked to 

provide answers to any remaining unanswered questions.  The topical categories to which 

specific questions were composed included: Childhood, High school (before, leading up 

to, and the reasons for dropping out), After dropping out, Thinking about returning to 

school, Returning for your diploma, and Returning for continuing education (post-

diploma).  Additional questions were also asked to provide insight into the educational 

experiences of the participant's parents and siblings, family expectations regarding 

education, parents work history and values, and so forth to provide a better understanding 

of the participants' family's social capital resources, and also to provide an overall 

description of their family upbringing. 

Additional information about the participants’ family histories, friends kept 

during the times of transition, and school information (collected afterwards via the 

Internet) were also investigated for a better contextual understanding of the environment 

that the participants lived in during the transition periods being investigated.  Questions 

were asked about family background of each participant, including the educational 

experiences of the participant's parents and siblings, family expectations for education; 

parents work history and values, etc.  Details were also collected about the friends that 

the participants spent time with while still in school, after dropping out, and after 

returning to school to better understand peer influences at the time.  School information, 
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such as the size and type of school was collected to further contextualize the choice to 

drop out. 

Email exchanges after the first interviews, and second interviews with three of the 

five participants were conducted to fill in missing information and help clarify gaps in the 

researcher’s understanding. However, no new topical questions deviating from the initial 

list of questions were asked. 

Data Analysis 

After the first participant interview was conducted, transcripts were generated 

verbatim and major themes identified and coded based on the responses given.  

Following the inductive approach described by Siedman (2007), the key themes were 

identified and categorized.  In a first reading, the researcher bracketed interesting, 

repeated, and important words and phrases.  A second reader also independently 

reviewed portions of the text at this time, identifying his own set of key themes from the 

text.  A few additional codes (such as laughing) were also identified at this time and 

marked throughout the text.  After assigning codes to these initial words or phrases the 

list of codes were compared, merged, and refined in a separate table that was maintained.  

For example the initial codes of 'su-screwing-up', 'float-floating', 'pa-partying' and 'sm-

struggling mentally' were merged to form the larger category of 'sb-skate-by'.  Once the 

codes and merged categories were reviewed and revised multiple times, key themes 

began to emerge for each of the participants.  By then indicating on the list of themes 

which ones were relevant to each of the participants, the overarching themes of the study 
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became clear.  At the same time that the themes were emerging, the major transition 

stages in the participant’s lives were also becoming apparent.  

To answer the primary research question – what changes in motivational beliefs, 

if any, have occurred in former dropouts who have successfully returned to school? – the 

themes identified in the interview transcripts were analyzed using a self-determination 

theory framework (Ryan and Deci, 2000) to identify the motivational behaviors and 

regulatory styles their actions demonstrated.  According to the SDT framework, 

behaviors indicating complete Amotivation or extrinsic External Regulation are what 

would be expected in someone in considering dropping out.  Returning to school for a 

High School Diploma or GRE would presuppose a shift toward Introjected Regulation or 

Identified Regulation at the very least, and possibly indicate more advanced motivational 

beliefs such as Integrated or Intrinsic Regulation, that are associated with goal setting and 

autonomous motivation.  

The secondary research questions – 1) what factors contributed to the changes in 

motivational beliefs that the participant(s) underwent and 2) what support services were 

most helpful in facilitating these changes and successfully enduring the transition? – were 

examined by looking for the causes and catalyst events that coincided with the 

participant's changes in motivational beliefs.  In the literature, low social capital has been 

shown to correspond highly with students dropping out.  It was expected that the support 

services and other influential factors that led the participants to return would also have 

contributed to the participant's increase in social capital on their path to success in 
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returning for additional education.  These factors are examined in the Analysis section, 

and the ramifications further appraised in the Discussion section. 
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CHAPTER 4:  NARRATIVE RESULTS 

Of the five participants interviewed for this study, four were males and one was 

female; all were in their late 20s or early 30s at the time of the interview, and the names 

of all participants have been changed to protect their anonymity.  

Steve 

The first study participant, referred to as Steve, was 32 years of age at the time of 

the interview and has lived in Tucson for all but the last two years of his life.  From early 

on, Steve fantasized about becoming a pilot as he grew up watching the military planes 

fly overhead while taking off and landing at the Davis-Monthan Air Force Base.  

According to Steve, ―I could listen and tell… what aircraft it was without looking at it 

because I knew the sounds of the engines.‖  

Steve has one sister and was raised by his mother in a single parent household 

beginning when he was eight.  In his own words he felt like ―…I had a lot of free time on 

my hands", and while he accepted that his mother "…was working a lot, to provide for us 

the best that she could", he mentally felt like he was "always all over the place" and not 

very structured at all in his thinking.  Four years after his parents separated, his mother 

introduced a boyfriend (Bob) to the family, much to Steve’s dismay.  When Bob (who 

eventually became his stepfather) first came into the family, Steve reports, ―I was very 

defiant, I wasn’t very accepting… our relationship was challenging for a long time, and 

I’d say because of me.‖  

Though not explicitly stated, Steve's description of his childhood tells a story of 

anger and of feelings of abandonment, and he reflects upon his relationship with his 
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parents as being ―kind of distant.‖  While Steve's educational journey through the Tucson 

public school system was relatively normal from the time he first entered kindergarten 

through the end of middle school, his high school years began a downward spiral. 

Reflecting on this time, Steve recalls ―You know I was playing soccer a lot throughout 

my youth, and then got into racing mountain bikes.  Then in high school I got into skate 

boarding and partying.‖  While his mother had always encouraged Steve to ―get into 

programs and do things‖, his lack of interest in high school and poor attendance record 

culminated in his mother finally gave him the ultimatum that he either start attending his 

classes or formally quit and go to work.   

At the same time his academic performance was trailing off, Steve’s interest in 

spending time a wrong crowd that "led to a lot of drinking, ditching school, partying a lot, 

<and> experimenting with various controlled substances" was just beginning to take off.  

After his mother finally gave him the ultimatum to either straighten up or got to work, 

Steve quickly decided to drop out, and spent the next year ―…doing various jobs, 

bouncing around, the majority of it being film centers, that was a quick way to make a 

decent buck and not really having to do much.‖  At the same time, Steve continued to 

hang out with the rough crowd he had been associating with because he ―found it easier 

to be all over the place with the crowd that I hung out with…‖ than try and change.  In 

reflection Steve now believes that the majority of these people are ―probably either in 

jail, dead, homeless, or just not living very well.‖ 

Steve ultimately earned his Diploma three years after his initial peer-group 

graduated, taking the first full year completely off, and then spending another two 
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bouncing around while on his way towards earning his diploma after his initial high 

school refused to allow him to return.  Steve ultimately attended three different 

Project/Charter schools: PPEP Tech, Project PASS, and Project MORE, from which he 

finally graduated and had this to say,  

Projects schools, in terms of education, was kind of a skate-by just to get your 

credits and say you graduated because I look back on it, and I don't really think I 

picked up anything in high school. 

Upon graduating from high school at the age of 21, Steve mentally began to mature and 

his outlook towards the future began to shift.  After a heart-to-heart conversation with his 

mother, Steve was soon enrolled in Pima Community College the following fall and 

began to assume more direct responsibility for his education and his future. After initially 

taking classes in Psychology, Steve continued on for his Bachelor's Degree in Criminal 

Justice Administration at the University of Phoenix.  Only in the last two years has Steve 

moved out of state to accompany his girlfriend while she completes her Masters degree. 

Though his stepfather never moved into the house while Steve lived at his 

mother's house (according to Steve, "their houses are 2 min from each other and that's 

just the way they decided to work it"), he has become an increasingly valued and 

respected "father-figure" since becoming an adult.  This is despite the great initial 

difficulty Steve had with him at first.  

Brian 

Brian was born and raised in Tucson, aspired to be a teacher as a young boy, and 

lived with his mother, father, and older brother until the fifth grade when his father 

decided to move out.  Despite his dad working as a middle-school teacher in the Canyon 
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del Oro school district and his mother working various jobs, Brian described his family as 

―…we were really poor, you know, church food baskets, and that’s kind of how we were 

raised…‖  At the time his father moved out, and despite being the younger brother, Brian 

attempted to take over the role of being the man in the household by getting the mail, 

sorting the bills, etc., but reflects that ―I obviously wasn’t very good at it.‖  Brian’s 

grades dropped the first time in Junior High when his father left, but then bounced back 

again by the following year.  He would still see his father at school (where his father also 

worked), and participated in afterschool sports either as a player or to ―…equipment 

manage one of his <father’s> teams.‖  

Right when Brian was about to enter high school, his mother lost the house and 

moved the family across town from the Canyon del Oro school system to an apartment in 

the Amphitheater school district; this is when Brian’s personal life really took a turn for 

the worse.  With no childhood friends around, outside of school Brian reports  

I just started trying to fill the voids with anything I could. Everything I could fill 

voids with were negative things.  Anyone that wanted to give me the time of day 

were people I shouldn’t have been hanging out with, and that’s when I started 

getting into drugs and gangs and stuff like that.  …A guy who I used to call dad 

because he was around more than my dad, would take me with him to sell crack.  

…One day I got tired and he says ―here, just smoke this,‖ …and that was the first 

time I smoked crack - freshman year.‖ 

As Brian’s grades continued to slide, his eligibility to play sports was revoked, 

and increasingly the time he spent in school was used to hang out with members of the 

drug crowd.  While the majority of his teachers by then considered him to be an 

annoyance and wanted him to stay out of the way of the other students, one counselor 

tried really hard to talk to Brian about what was going on, get him into some sort of 
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therapy, and ―really tried to go above and beyond, but at that point it was kind of too 

late.‖  He dropped out shortly thereafter, and in convincing his mother (and himself?) to 

sign the necessary paperwork, told her ―if you let me drop out, I’ll be able to get away 

from the drugs.‖  Unfortunately, while his plan succeeded in getting him out from under 

―dealing with people that were into crack or cocaine,‖ he left that environment for 

working at a ―Wendy’s where everybody there was either using or selling crystal meth 

…that took a hold of me even harder.‖  

Despite having formally left high school, Brian soon after found a self-paced high 

school with the intent to complete his high school degree on his own terms.  As he 

adjusted to his fast food and drug-filled lifestyle, his willingness and interest to complete 

his high school diploma diminished, and he ultimately settled for getting his GED two 

years after leaving Amphi High School.  

The change of course from this downward spiral didn’t occur until he learned at 

the age of 20 that he was going to be a father.  When he first found out the news, he went 

on a two-week straight binge of getting high, and then finally decided he had had enough 

of drugs after taking a nap 

I woke up, and the first thing I thought of was I needed to go get some more drugs 

so I could have some energy.  And I don’t really think I ate anything in those two 

weeks because I was getting all my energy from the drugs, and you don’t really 

think about eating.  …I thought I could go get those drugs, or I could just lay here 

and like, see what happens.  I was probably on the floor for like a week, until I 

could finally get up.  That was pretty much it for anything like crystal-meth, 

crack, or cocaine, or anything like that. 
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After getting off the hard drugs, Brian briefly moved over to taking pain-killers due to 

muscles aches in his body and back (likely from taking the earlier drugs.)  When his 

daughter was born,  

…she came out with a high fever and a few holes in her heart.  And it was kind of 

like one of those things where, she is going to have a lot of fighting to do to stay 

alive, and I kind of need to stay alive too. 

With the drugs now behind him, the focus of Brian’s thinking shifted from just 

wanting to spend money to thinking more about making money, and simultaneously 

―wanting to do something to make my daughter proud‖.  While he never married his 

daughter’s mother, he has had an active, constant role in his daughter’s life and describes 

their relationship as being very close.  With a love of animals that had developed in 

childhood, Brian started working in a veterinary specialty clinic soon after his daughter 

was born, and quickly worked his way up to being the head technician with the internal 

medicine group.  After a few years, he moved over to a more standard veterinary practice 

―because I was tired of watching animals die and wanted to see what it was like to work 

with puppies.‖ 

Brian’s life was going according to plan until an expected hurdle in the form of a 

drunk driver that totaled his car and left him physically weaker for an extended period of 

time made it impossible for him to continue working in his veterinary assistant role.  

Brian made the jump over to behavioral health and social work ―because you don’t have 

to restrain or hold people down‖ and began working in a group home for children that 

were under Child Protective Services or State guardianship care.  While the work was 
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meaningful, the pay was half of what Brian was making in the Veterinary offices by the 

end, with very limited financial room to grow.  

Beginning years earlier at the time when Brian was working at the specialty 

clinic, he befriended a customer with two dogs on kidney dialysis.  According to Brian 

one of the people I met doing veterinary work, I took care of his dogs, and he 

would always compare me to him – he also grew up really poor, didn’t have 

anything, but he earned everything he got and made it to College.  And he kind of 

knew that that was going to be my path; I guess he in a way kind of filled that 

void that I had, and has kind of been like a grandfather to me.  And would just 

always tell me what I could accomplish, and be good at this, and do this, and I 

guess that’s what I need to do. 

And so Brian enrolled at Pima Community College and began taking classes with the 

intent to transfer to the UA to receive a degree in family studies.  

Beginning at Pima was relatively painless as years earlier and around the time he 

got his GED, his brother took classes at Pima, and Brian would often stop by and hang 

out with his brother while he was at school.  His brother had also convinced him at some 

point to sign up for a piano class, so knowing where to go and what to do did not present 

a hurdle.  After taking classes for three semesters, Brian was getting B’s and C’s, 

―figured it couldn’t get any worse‖, and began to worry that ―if I stayed at Pima any 

longer, I could just throw in the towel, because why – you are just at Community 

College.‖  And so began Brian’s transition to becoming an honor’s student.  

For the first semester at the UA, Brian received ―3 B’s and an A… and those were 

the last B’s I’ve ever gotten‖.  After attending for several semesters and having his GPA 

continue to climb, the UA began to offer Brian scholarships and grants instead of just 

student loans.  In an attempt to broaden his social network, Brian petitioned to join the 
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honors college, was accepted, and is now poised to become president of one several of 

the honor societies that he attends.  When asked about his major and whether he still 

wanted to teach, Brian responded  

I was gearing more towards family studies when I first transferred since I was 

doing the social work.  And then, I was taking some education classes (during his 

second semester) to make a thematic minor, and the first class I took was a class 

that was for the Consumer and Family Sciences education students, and the 

instructor was the right teacher.  She was so passionate about what she was doing; 

it just like took me over basically. 

Unfortunately, Brian was taking this class at the same time as when the UA was 

undergoing a major transformation and administrative streamlining due to reduced state 

funding, and later in the semester during this very class 

…the Dean came and said that we are canceling this major, …since all of the 

majors were in that class.  It was kind of their way of saying you can go ahead 

and graduate, but after that it is done.  And the ones that were already in the major 

were just kind of like, shook their heads and accepted it, and I …started arguing 

with the Dean because it didn’t make sense to me.  So afterwards the Dean went 

to that Professor and said that kid you have in your major – she’s like he is not 

one of the majors.  He’s like well, if you want to let him in, I will let you let him 

in, but he is the last one that can get into the major.  So she brought me into her 

office and we talked about it.  I was well, I definitely, I definitely would like to do 

it if it is an option.  And so they switched me into it. 

So finally, in answering the question as to whether he thought his next step would be to 

teach 

 … I think teaching is really neat, but I have been more geared towards defending 

the major and to try to show that there is a reason for that major to be there.  So I 

don’t think so, I see myself staying for a Masters and doing a study on teachers 

that have come from the <University> program compared to teachers that have 

come straight from industry right into the classroom and hopefully show that we 

need this kind of program at the University level. 
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Having recently received an Academic Distinction award from his Dean, in 

describing his transition to becoming a successful student, Brian says, ―It makes me not 

want to stop, and I guess I am addicted to the success, you could say.‖ 

Will 

Born in Austin, Texas, Will recalls his early childhood as a time of being filled 

with aggression, and ―once angry, <being> very hard to talk to.‖  When Will’s parents 

separated at the age of 5, his mother did not want joint custody of him at the time, and he 

ended having to repeat his kindergarten year.  He lived exclusively with his father from 

the age 5 to 9, but by the time he reached 4
th

 grade his father sent him back to live with 

his mother since his ―step-mother couldn’t handle me as a kid.‖  During Will’s 

elementary school years, his father moved the family to Washington State, and eventually 

his mother and brother followed and relocated to the Seattle area as well.  Will’s 

performance in middle school was characterized by low grades and defiance towards his 

teachers.  While the school experience wasn’t to Will’s liking, programming computers 

was - ―I had a really strong interest in computers.  I actually started programming in the 

5
th

 grade…‖  As his interest and progress in programming progressed, his disdain for 

schoolwork increased  

I just thought the whole thing was ridiculous, watered down.  …I thought the 

activities were dumb…. Especially having started programming in the fifth grade, 

…some of this stuff they were having us do was just a joke.‖ 

Transitioning to Vashon Island High School, which functioned as a small, 

traditional high school with 60-70 students in each grade and served only the inhabitants 

of the island, did not go particularly well for Will.  ―High school was probably worse 
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than any other series of grades, so I guess things just got increasingly worse and I just 

said, to hell with it.‖  While he wrestled for the school his freshmen years, he ―wasn’t 

very good at it for whatever reason‖ and ―didn’t have many friends.‖  As the grade levels 

progressed and his courses began to get more difficult, the motivation to continue did not  

…you can’t understand high school algebra without giving it some effort. But you 

can understand that you could understand with no effort.  Right? … But I looked 

at it and said this is stupid.  I do way more complicated operations on the 

computer. 

By the time the beginning of his sophomore year had arrived, Will was ready to call it 

quits and dropped out of high school. 

While continuing to live with his mother and brother, he enrolled for a brief 

period of time at a hybrid high school/junior college located on the mainland near Seattle.  

From a tolerance standpoint, the second high school was much more to his liking as he 

was now just one of many unruly teenagers in an environment better equipped to deal 

with less mainstream students.  Despite no longer getting in trouble from a behavioral 

standpoint, his interest and motivation to continue still wasn’t there, and he made the 

decision to dropout once again, and that was the end of his formal high school 

experience. 

The next chapter of Will’s life continued to be characterized by struggle and 

chaos as he attempted to turn his interest in computer programming and talent with 

computers into a sustainable income.  Unfortunately for him 

…not wanting to be told what to do didn’t translate to the workforce very well 

either.  I held probably 8-10 jobs in a two-year period.  I was good at getting 

hired, but not good at keeping the job.  
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During the difficult times Will would often get assistance from his parents, ―I think I was 

able to get by more with the help of my mother than my actual jobs, but I did make an 

income.‖  Since finding jobs without having a high school diploma or GED was difficult, 

about a year after dropping out the second time, Will walked in off the street, took the 

GED and passed, ―So I guess some of the schoolwork had rubbed off on me.‖  While 

many jobs came and went, two were what Will considered to be ―pretty good computer 

jobs‖; the second of which would take him to North Carolina. 

As a result of a connection through a family friend, Will moved to Chapel Hill to 

work as a computer programmer for an Internet start-up company.  While the company 

itself went out of business in less than a year, the experience overall set in motion a new 

understanding of self-responsibility that also led to a corresponding increase in maturity.  

In between working ―at a bunch of odd jobs,‖ being far away from Washington State 

meant not having the immediate help of his family that he previously relied upon during 

the difficult times, and as a result, learned what it was like to be poor.  The dot-com bust 

of the 90s also meant that the odds of getting another job in the tech sector without 

having any formal education were slim.  And so Will joined the Army. 

…What got me to join?  I don’t know.  I mean, it was something new.  I had 

already shown that I was capable of just trying new things by dropping out of 

high school and moving to North Carolina.  So I don’t know maybe that’s just 

some part of my personality - trying new things.  So I said why the hell not the 

army?  My grandfather fought in world war two, he was an army Colonel.  A little 

family history.  So why not?  You know, so I joined. 

Overall, Will spent four years in the service as a Communications Specialist, 

including two tours in Iraq.  Upon entry, ―I didn’t know anything about the army and I 

didn’t know what kind of a man I would be after the army …but, it was good.  I excelled 
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at the army.‖  In two years he reached the rank of Sergeant, to which Will says ―…most 

people don’t make Sergeant that quick.  I think out of my peers I was the only one.‖  At 

his father’s urging to stay away from the ―real heavy combat-oriented jobs‖, Will 

migrated towards radio communications early on since it seemed to go well with his 

computer background. In reflecting on his time in the service and why it worked so well 

for him in helping straighten out his life, Will has this to say  

But maybe I was just tired of rebelling, too.  Maybe I was just ready to straighten 

up, I don’t know.  …my family was your normal, nice family and nobody had 

ever kicked me around before and I think some people just need that.  It’s 

probably not a very politic view but I think some people need that slap and say, 

hey you know, life’s not easy, you need to be hard too. 

And in responding to how the structure of the army worked for him in comparison to his 

earlier school experiences 

I didn’t want to rebel for the sake of rebelling in high school.  I rebelled because I 

didn’t like what they were talking about.  I didn’t like the activities.  …Even 

though you’re doing dumb things, what they’re telling you to do is basically move 

out and serve your country.  Move out and help your fellow soldier.  They’re not 

saying, hey, let’s make Paper Mache A’s and B’s or let’s write a book report on 

Catcher and the Rye and squeeze every metaphor out of it that we can. 

Since his focus was in communications, Will was stationed in Fort Huachuca, 

Arizona for the duration of his service when he wasn’t being forward deployed.  As 

College had all along been in the back of his mind, with his new self-discipline Will 

began taking courses at a community college and getting his basic college prerequisites 

out of the way.   

The whole time I was in the army I always had the intention of coming back to 

college. I always had the intention of going to college.  …I thought hard about 

staying in and not going back to college, and just making a career out of the 

military. 
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Shortly after being enlisted, Will applied to and started taking classes at a community 

college with the intent of eventually enrolling in a 4-year degree program. Before Will 

was through with his four-year commitment, he had gotten many of his prerequisites out 

of the way, and during his second deployment to Iraq, applied to and was accepted to The 

University of Arizona.  

During the time he spent in Iraq and in communications, a couple of realizations 

occurred to him when thinking about his future ―…it seemed like I was sick of 

computers.  I was done with computers,‖ but he also wanted ―…something that 

synthesized an active life, …being outside and doing things with your hands.‖  While in 

Iraq 

I’d seen some dead bodies in Iraq and it interested me.  Gunshot wounds and ah, 

what not, and so I was interested in medicine.  And we took…I had, I had several 

iterations of the combat lifesaver course in the army.  Basically, trauma skills and 

I found that really interesting.  So between the two, somewhere in there is a 

nascent interest in medicine. 

 Since enrolling and beginning at the UA the next semester after being discharged, 

Since entering The University of Arizona, Will has maintained a 4.0 average, and is 

majoring in Chemistry.  As far as navigating the bureaucracy of the UA, he responds it 

has been ―not difficult,‖ and that a lot of the people that can’t figure something out on the 

UA website ―…just didn’t try.  They gave up and wanted somebody to help them out.‖ 

 In summing up his experiences as a former drop-out, Will had this to say: 

The beginning of my application for the Uniformed Service Medical School was 

The army saved my life.  Because I mean I could have gone that way too.  You 

end up on the street and who knows what’s next.  If you’re sleeping under a 

cardboard shelter, who knows what comes next… 
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Kevin 

Kevin spent the first eleven years of his childhood in Seattle, Washington, in a 

family comprised of both parents and an older sister, surrounded by a large extended 

family that included a many aunts, uncles, cousins, and grandparents.  Growing up in a 

historically blue-collar family, Kevin’s father worked as a machinist while his mother 

worked as a bill collector.  Due to his father’s work opportunities, the family moved 

around quite regularly, and Kevin attended 5-6 different elementary schools as a child.  

From the age of 5 to 8, Kevin’s immediate family moved into an aunt’s home to live with 

his cousins and a second aunt, while unbeknownst to him, his father and the uncle were 

away in prison, spending time for assault.  

While in elementary school, Kevin had some initial difficulty with phonics and 

mathematics, but was generally a good student and would get A’s, B’s and C’s.  As a 

child he always liked to build things and taking things apart – ―model airplanes, remote 

control cars, little machines I would build with my father.‖  At the age of 11, Kevin’s 

family left the northwest and moved to Phoenix, Arizona.  By middle school however, 

Kevin reports:  

<I> was a behavioral case, …spent a lot of time in the principals office, and in 

detention.  Had some friends, but didn’t get along with a lot of the other kids.  I 

didn’t play sports, wasn’t into video games.  …I always did good in math and 

science, but hated reading.  I would BS my book reports sometimes because I 

didn’t want to read it.  Read the book cover front and back, and the topic 

sentences of several paragraphs.  

When it came to high school, Kevin’s grades had now dropped to D’s, and he would 

―behave for teachers that I liked, but not the teachers I didn’t like. …often, I would end 

up having fun and amusing myself at their expense, that is how it went. I only made it 
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sophomore year.‖  By this time, Kevin was skipping an increasing number of days of 

school, and began to get in trouble with the state truancy laws.  It took until the Christmas 

break of sophomore year that the school finally caught up with his parents (thanks in part 

to their frequently changing jobs), and they learned the full extent to how his schoolwork 

had been going.  His parents finally gave him a choice:  either finish high school or 

dropout, get a job, and start paying rent ($400/month); the decision was easy one – Kevin 

officially dropped out soon after. 

Kevin worked at McDonald’s for the next two and a half years, and during this 

time, his parents would often encourage him to get his GED.  While he got the books to 

study for it, he had no real motivation to pursue it, and it wasn’t until Kevin turned 

eighteen that he finally made it a commitment to study for it, and then passed it on his 

first try.  While Kevin’s parents had always provided him with a safety net by making 

sure he had food to eat and a place to sleep, his parents underwent an amicable separation 

at about the same time as when he finished his GED. Learning that he preferred more 

physical-type work than other types of jobs, Kevin moved through a handful of jobs 

during the next year or so, beginning at Home Depot and eventually ending up in a car 

dealership parts department.  When one of the managers got a job at another automotive 

body shop, he brought Kevin with him to the new location, which provided him with 

newfound sense of confidence and worth. 

When an unforeseen offer by his great Aunt and Uncle arrived, Kevin’s life took 

an unexpected turn when he took advantage of the opportunity to attend college and work 

on earning an advanced degree.  The commitment made by his great relatives was that 
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they would fund his tuition and books for four years, while he would be responsible for 

his own living expenses and other purchases.  With his parent’s strong support, and the 

encouragement and scheduling flexibility by his boss and the body shop owner, Kevin 

began taking classes at Glendale Community College (GCC). Kevin’s initial inclination 

was to enter into the automechanics program to become certified as a mechanic, but his 

Great Aunt and Uncle encouraged him to ―pursue a science degree that could be used for 

more than just a trade.‖ 

The decision to return to school was not always an easy one: 

It was a nightmare, it was so overwhelming.  …I got the registration slip and it 

had six slots on it, and I thought I was supposed to sign up for 6 classes in a 

semester.  So I signed up for all of those classes and brought it to the enrollment 

person, and they were like what are you doing? You can’t do this.  I was totally 

lost.  …I even cried one of the days when I was doing this, I was so overwhelmed.  

Here I am 19, 20 crying in the administration office…  

Once past the administration and registration process, Kevin found taking classes and 

studying to be much easier than navigating the administrative hurdles.  Learning to get 

through the assigned readings presented an initial challenge, but he came to excel at the 

math and science courses, and set his sights on an engineering degree.  After a while, 

Kevin began working as a tutor for the math department, and ultimately left Glendale 

Community College with all his lower-division credits out of the way. 

In spring 2009, Kevin enrolled in the Mechanical Engineering program at The 

University of Arizona; the choice to attend school in Tucson instead of Flagstaff or Mesa 

was made out of interest in getting away from home while avoiding the wintery weather 

and ubiquitous hills in Flagstaff (that would serve as an impediment for biking).  His first 

semester went well and he earned a semester GPA of 3.5, but the second semester 
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brought all new sorts of challenges.  During this semester he learned that his relative’s 

support would end completely as they would no longer be able to afford supporting him 

(his total time in school had now far exceeded the original four years of support 

commitment).  Left feeling overwhelmed and panicked with the new responsibility of 

needing to support himself, Kevin became depressed, stopped ―doing homework and 

turning in assignments,‖ but didn’t think to seek medical help.  With few friends to turn 

to and little help from his engineering advisor, by the time the semester was over Kevin’s 

GPA had fallen to 1.7 and the immediate consequences started to become more apparent. 

Kevin reports  

In reflection, I wished I knew how to get help at the time, but I didn’t know how 

to engage, felt powerless, and was too depressed to advocate for myself... 

The Spring 2010 semester went much better and Kevin followed up his dismal semester 

with a very solid performance; with only one grade-replacement in the mix, his 

cumulative GPA rose once again to a 2.8.  Unfortunately by falling below a 3.0, his 

federally subsidized Pell Grant loans will go away, and he will be forced to take less 

advantageous funding for the next year (he has two more grade replacement opportunities 

in the works for the coming semesters, which should continue to restore his GPA).  

 

Hillary 

Hillary differs from the other subjects in the study in that she is the only woman 

to participate; is the only subject born outside of the United States (she immigrated from 

Korea at the age of 13); is the only subject that had to contend with learning English as a 

Second Language; and the only participant that also had to cope with a major health issue 



  43 

 

while simultaneously contending with adolescence.  Despite the distinct cultural and 

childhood differences, her story still manages to share many similarities with the other 

study participants.  

Hillary was born in South Korea and describes her early childhood as one of 

privilege and comfort – her family unit was composed of her mother, father, and one 

younger sister, and her father was the CEO of a large company.  She describes having 

―everything I could have asked for.‖  Education was always a strong value in her family 

(and is celebrated in the culture as well), and she reports that she excelled in her classes 

through elementary school.  All of this began to change, however, when her father quit 

his position and money troubles began to occur in the family.  While her mother was 

busy taking courses, her father was often out drinking and began committing domestic 

violence against her mother.  

As the tension in the household grew, Hillary’s academic performance began to 

decline.  2-3 years after her father quit his job and right about the same time that the 

abuse was beginning to occur, Hillary’s family moved from Korea for the United States 

in order for her mother to get her Ph.D. in Nursing.  Unfortunately, Hillary had never 

studied English in school, so the first obstacle she had to overcome was learning how to 

read, write, and speak the language.  Hillary immediately got to work on developing her 

language skills, and in reflection upon the other students recalls ―because people made 

fun of me, I always wanted to prove that I can make it.‖  Hillary’s father was deported 

from the United States a year and a half later due to being brought up on domestic 

violence charges, after Hillary called 911 in the middle of an incident. With her mother 
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attempting to support Hillary and her sister while also attending graduate school, the 

family faced great financial difficulty during those times: 

My mother went to school and had 2 jobs while working for her Ph.D... we had 

about $600 income / month . ..$400 goes to rent, and my mom, my sister, and I 

were left with $200/ month.  So I was on food stamps, which were very 

embarrassing to use in school, and I always went hungry because of it. 

As if being an adolescent in a new country with a broken family and not speaking 

the language was enough, Hillary’s difficulty in adjusting to her new life soon became 

much worse: 

My family’s situation became even bleaker when I woke up one day to find my 

left visual field completely gone.  I was completely devastated, all the more so 

because I knew my family had no health insurance.  …Doctors also told me that I 

was going to become blind eventually.  

As the medical community struggled to identify what was wrong with Hillary’s vision – 

the incorrect initial diagnosis’s included Multiple Sclerosis or Branch Retinal Artery 

Occlusion, the medical bills quickly began to pile-up, and her mother ultimately filed for 

bankruptcy as a result.  

With the family finances in peril, Hillary went to live with another family that 

attended the same church as her family for part of the year.  Soon after moving-in with 

them, the new family returned to their home state of Indiana and placed Hillary into a 

religious school in Elkhart, Indiana.  The adjustment for Hillary was very difficult, and 

making friends did not come easy; she also found the religious focus of the 

school difficult to swallow: 

…the science classes taught there were literally bible studies. I lost all motivation 

to excel in school.  I thought, "why should I try when I know I am not going to 

become something?‖  …I pretended to believe in their religion just to graduate, 

however, I could not pretend any more  …so I dropped out, lost my scholarship, 
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and a full ride to college. I pretended for a long time,  …but then I reached the 

breaking point where I just couldn't do it, so when I told my foster parents about 

this, they kicked me out of their house. 

Hillary quickly found another family to live with, but without a GED, her options for 

work were very limited, ―I wanted job, but nobody would take me without GED.  So I got 

my GED with honors through the testing center in a week.‖  GED in hand, Hillary got a 

job as a deli-clerk, and quickly realized the importance of education to her future. 

After spending a month at the deli counter, Hillary decided there had to be 

something more for her future and applied to St. Mary's hospital in Tucson to work as an 

emergency room technician.  As her mother’s living situation had also turned around at 

this time, Hillary moved back home to live with her mother and sister once again in 

Tucson.  This new trajectory for her life, both symbolically and practically, represented a 

true break from her difficult past, and once again Hillary found herself dreaming about 

her future: ―I figured that if I could survive in ER, I could eventually go to college and 

complete a B.S. degree.‖ 

The last obstacle that Hillary overcame before applying to College was to get a 

driver’s license.  Up until then, Hillary had relied upon her fiancé, friends, family, and 

public transportation to get from place-to-place due to her impaired vision (―my current 

vision is like looking through a tunnel where you have limited peripheral vision.‖)  Once 

Hillary convinced herself that she actually could be a safe driver and obtained her 

driver’s license, she finally escaped the heavy chains of her adolescence and applied to 

The University of Arizona with the intent of becoming a Doctor of Medicine.  
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While balancing a full-time work schedule with going to school full-time has been 

challenging, once Hillary made the decision to return to school, the transition back to 

taking classes has been comparatively easy.  Although academically she has a high GPA, 

making friends and developing a peer group has been more difficult: 

I hated going to general education classes with 400 freshmen.  I never fit into the 

crowd really, so I tried to stay invisible in those.  General education classes were 

pointless in my opinion, and some of them I believe waste my tuition on 

completely useless things to learn. 

Hillary is now working in a medical research lab along with other PhDs and MDs as she 

works towards a double major in Physiology and Public Health, with a minor in 

chemistry.  In conclusion, Hillary says ―I am happy that I made a decision to go back to 

school and live a happy, normal life.  …where there is a will, there is a way!‖ 
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CHAPTER 5:  DATA ANALYSIS RESULTS 

As to be expected, the participants in this study reported having many of the 

characteristics that are associated with being at high risk for dropping out (Rumberger, 

1987; Teachman, Paasch, & Carver, 1996; Croninger & Lee, 2001).  Table 1 provides a 

summary of these factors.  

 Steve Brian Will Kevin Hillary 

Age parents divorced: 8 12 5 18 14 

Reported at least 1 parent 
absent for a lengthy period: 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Reported not getting along with 
a stepparent: 

Yes Yes Yes No No 

Moved during childhood, 
resulting in changing schools: 

No Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Reported not getting along well 
with teachers: 

Yes Yes Yes Yes No 

Reported skipping class 
regularly: 

Yes Yes Yes Yes No 

Reported having few friends: No No Yes Yes Yes 

Drug use when dropped out: Heavy Heavy Recreational Recreational None 

College was expected in family: Yes Yes Yes No Yes 

Family Income (when in High 
School): 

Adequate Low Adequate Adequate Low 

Grade level when dropped out: 10 10 10 10 12 

 

Table 1:  Dropout Risk Factors and Family Comparison Information of Study 

Participants 
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In terms of family characteristics, all five participants reported living in a single parent 

household for at least three years; four participants’ parents had gotten divorced; and four 

participants had moved to a different school at least once.  Regarding academic success, 

four participants (Steve, Brian, Will, Kevin) reported not getting along well with their 

teachers and the same four individuals also reported skipping class regularly; curiously, 

only two of those students reported not having many friends along with the fifth 

participant (Hillary, who got along reasonably well with her teachers and always attended 

class).  In terms of social capital, all participants but Kevin came from households where 

at least one parent had a college education and the expectation was for them to attend as 

well.  Interestingly, the two participants that reported not having difficulties making 

friends were also the two participants that engaged in heavy drug use both during their 

high school experience and after dropping out. 

Stages of Growth Analysis 

Inductive examination and comparison of the life stories of the study participants 

led to the identification of stages of growth and major themes common to all participants.  

The experiences of all five participants in the study appear to follow a similar trajectory, 

in which four distinct stages of psychological growth are evident: 1) Difficult childhood, 

Angry Childhood 2) Crash & Learn, 3) Turning Point/Flying Right, and 4) Taking 

Control.  

Difficult Childhood, Angry Childhood 

As a consequence of the tumultuous living environments the participants grew up 

in, it should come as no surprise that feelings of anger, alienation, and abandonment are 
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common themes that emanate throughout their recollections of childhood and adolescent 

years.  When reflecting on his childhood, Steve reported, 

The one consistent message that I was getting from teachers I would say from 

elementary school to high school was that you know "he has the ability to learn, 

he has the ability to try, he just doesn't… If he applied himself, he would do 

great.‖  That was always the message, you know, because when it came to 

homework and paying attention in class, I didn't give a shit.  …I was like, screw 

this, and would end up being a troublemaker and sent down to the principal's 

office 

Brian’s decline into the great abyss of drugs and escape came about not immediately after 

his father moved out of the family house, but rather when his mother moved the family to 

the other side of town and he no longer saw his father or friends on a regular basis while 

at school.  After Will spent the first several years of his life bouncing between his 

parent’s separate households and relocating from Texas to Washington, by the time he 

reached elementary school he recalls 

I just didn’t get along with school.  Just had a rebellious nature.  I didn’t want to 

perform.  Didn’t want to think.  Didn’t want to participate in their activities.  I 

wanted to pursue my own activities.  As soon as someone told me to do it, I didn’t 

want to do it. 

After Kevin’s family kept moving around regularly throughout his elementary school 

years, he began to struggle with some of the basic skills in phonics and math, and his 

interest and willingness to engage in school and with his classmates diminished with each 

passing year.  By the time he reached middle school, skipping class became Kevin’s 

preferred strategy for getting through the day.  By the time Hillary reached high school, 

which was after her father had been deported and she had left her mother to live with a 

foster family, she reported feeling she like she had ―lost all motivation to excel in school.  

I thought, "why should I try when I know I am not going to become something?‖ 
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Instead of finding opportunities to feel successful in school, each of the 

participants instead began feeling increasingly alienated to the educational environments 

they were members of, which is consistent with the behavior that the dropout literature 

tells us to expect.  Roderick (1993) followed a cohort of students entering fourth grade in 

Fall River, Massachusetts.  In her longitudinal study, she found that most dropouts follow 

predictable pathways on the way to dropping out and that educational experiences—

including academic performance and school engagement—are the best predictors of who 

will not graduate.  These predictors are also fully congruent with self-determination 

theory’s postulate that in order for healthy development and self-motivation to occur, an 

individual’s innate psychological needs for feeling of competence, relatedness, and 

autonomy must be met. 

Crash & Learn 

The name of the next stage of existence that all of the participants transitioned 

into is what Steve wryly refers to as Crash and Learn (―my method of learning back then 

was trial & error. Crash and Learn.  I could never take anyone’s word for it; I had to 

freaking figure it out for myself.‖)  As Steve and the others were increasingly unwilling 

(or in Hillary’s case, increasingly unable) to listen to the advice of others, and were not 

actively considering the long-term ramifications of the decisions they were making 

regarding their future, it was only through learning the hard way that the participants 

began to realize and understand the consequences of what it meant to be a High School 

dropout.  
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While the perceived benefits from dropping out of high school had outweighed 

the drawbacks strongly enough that the participants acted on the decision to dropout, in 

every instance this decision had more to do with being amotivated to continue and 

avoiding their current school environment (and their limited chances for feeling 

successful within it), and not because of what they were going to do next.  Steve’s initial 

response to dropping-out was almost self-congratulatory ―I didn't have to go to school 

anymore, I didn't have that burden of hearing why you didn't go to school again today? 

Good job!  As far as what occurred during that time, it was almost like I felt a sense of 

freedom…‖  All of the participants except Hillary were used to failing or performing 

below grade-level expectation in at least some of their subjects, and as a result, the 

participants’ future plans were largely hazy, and any sort of long-term vision fell outside 

of their mental scope.  

During this time, not only had the participants disengaged from seeking additional 

education, but they had also checked out from planning for their future.  In terms of the 

acquisition of social capital, instead of working to increase what they had, they were 

literally throwing away what they had previously gained.  Steve initially went to work at 

movie theaters with little thought given to what lay beyond: 

I was more of an immediate thinker; there was really no form of long-term 

projective interpretation of where I was going to lead my life at that point.  I 

really was just thinking in the now, and living in the now. …I was down to the 

point where I would find the place where they paid you weekly versus biweekly 

because god knows I couldn't budget and having money immediately at the end of 

every week seemed pretty cool. 

When Brian left school his first feelings were ―I’ll just go work at Wendy’s, someday I’ll 

make manager, that’ll be my life.‖  Will had this to say: 
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At that point of my life, I think I was probably more driven by emotion than 

anything else.  So, I don’t know.  I know I didn’t like it, and, with uh, the endless 

optimism of youth, I was sure that there was something I could do on the outside.   

Hillary couldn’t bear staying in the religious high school for any longer, and ended up 

taking the first job she qualified for – working as a deli clerk. 

Despite the shallow beginnings to life after leaving high school, within a few 

years of dropping out all of the participants went on to either complete their GED or 

finish with their diploma.  Hillary and Will went in and took the GED with minimal 

preparation in order to apply for specific jobs, while Brian and Kevin returned to take it 

several years later and spent time preparing for it in advance; all four participants passed 

it the first time with flying colors.  Steve was the only participant to eventually return to 

high school to finish his diploma, though the impetus to do so is now rather vague: 

I don't really know the reason why I got back into high school.  I know I jumped 

back in probably due to a conversation with my parents about you need an 

education type thing.  Of course a lot of those years are kind of fuzzy because of 

the partying and screwing off that I was doing at the time… 

Putting their evolving thought processes into a motivational context, that act of 

returning to school to get a GED or High School diploma for work-related needs (Will, 

Hillary) represents a shift from amotivation to external regulation (the desire to act out of 

expectation of some reward or payment), while the desire to return on the advice of 

parents (Steve, Kevin) or for self-satisfaction (Brian) represents a shift from amotivation 

towards a state of introjection (the need for action is based on ego involvement and the 

resultant desire for approval from self or others).  While these changes in motivation 

made it possible for individuals to achieve something, it did not carry them so far as to 

feel that taking action was worth it for their own sakes.  Instead, the participants 
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continued to be motivated by rewards (such as a paycheck) or an increase in their own 

status.  

Turning Point/Flying Right 

For the most part, the act of taking and passing the GED or completing high 

school was not considered an important enough event to provide a new outlook on one’s 

life or lead to a change in life goals at the time.  While the new credential qualified the 

participants for new employment opportunities, it had little effect upon their individual 

needs for having feelings of competence, autonomy, or relatedness. In some ways, the 

ease with which they attained the GED prevented them from feeling that it was a signifier 

of possible future academic success.  Upon completing his GED, Kevin used the 

opportunity to quit working at McDonald’s, and sought new work at Home Depot.  Even 

after Brian had gotten his GED, his earlier thoughts of teaching or other career pursuits 

still hadn’t returned: 

…at that point I didn’t know what I wanted to do any more.  I didn’t want to 

teach, I didn’t want to do anything.  I was more than happy just working my way 

up in some restaurant or just working at a couple restaurants.  …A lot of hard 

work for not a lot of <pause>  …I definitely partied as much as I thought I would.  

That part went according to plan.  I guess I had thought I would have time to at 

some point put my life on track.  And, I always blew it off for other things. 

After heading across country to North Carolina from Seattle and bouncing around several 

more jobs, Will became increasingly frustrated with his inability to really get his life off 

of the ground:  

I was just tired of not doing anything.  And I just couldn’t bring myself to 

accomplish anything.  I mean, I had some minor accomplishments, on the 

computer programs that I wrote.  But in general I didn’t really accomplish much 

there either.  It was just kind of an endless tinkering and never really making 



  54 

 

anything happen.  I don’t know, I just think I was pretty much the same person 

before and after. 

It wasn’t until some kind of major event happened, or the participants found the courage 

to try something different, did their lives finally take a turn for the better, and ultimately 

lead them down a path of restored confidence and willingness to return to school for 

something better. 

"Flying-right" is how Steve refers to his gradual transition from shirking 

responsibility, partying frequently, and doing the minimum to get by, to learning how to 

take care of himself, developing rich relationships with his family, and planning for his 

future.  Returning and then finishing high school was but the first significant step in this 

process of "change from with-in" and " gradually separating all the bad stuff that I was 

doing to a more positive direction in my life.‖  While steady progress had already been 

made, according to Steve,  

the real a-ha didn’t occur until a couple of years after I graduated high school… 

my mom had a conversation with me and basically gave me an understanding of 

unconditional love and support regardless of the choices I make.  And that’s when 

I realized it was more up to me to make a difference in my life. 

In describing this experience, Steve describes feeling a new sense of relatedness with his 

mother, and it is the first time that he demonstrates a direct shift in his thinking towards 

self-identification based behavior, which in the continuum of SDT represents a transition 

to more internally focused and driven motivational behavior.  Unfortunately, this late 

awakening was also accompanied by the understanding that "ever since I decided to fly-

right again I feel like I have been playing catch-up.  Like I can never move fast enough to 

get where I need to be.‖ 
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Brian didn’t really begin to assume a more long-term view towards his future 

until he learned he was going to become a father, and even then his initial motivational 

concerns were driven primarily by what other people might think, rather than what his 

own needs were.  Fortunately, his stars began to align, and being exposed to a highly 

educated subset of society began to wear off: 

And then things happened to where I started networking with the right people, and 

then got into doing veterinary stuff.  And then, pretty much knew right then, I 

don’t need a degree, I’m going to be fine.  Then I had a daughter.  And was like, 

That’s ok, I know how to network, I can to move my way up.  Got a head tech 

position, doing internal medicine, and making, what seemed like pretty good 

money to me.  And I felt like I was in a respectable position and my daughter 

would be able to tell kids ―…oh my dad is the head of internal medicine over 

there blah, blah.‖  My daughter can be proud of that, it’s good enough. 

It was only through his experiences while working in the veterinary setting that Brian 

moved away from feeling a sense of guilt for his relative lack of accomplishment to 

thinking more about what he valued and wanted for himself.  As his confidence and 

feelings of self-competence improved, so did his aspirations: 

And I met a lot of amazing people, and people that believed in me enough to 

move me forward to get me into internal medicine, and to become the head tech in 

internal medicine.  I think being exposed to people that were so educated and so 

respected were so… I guess to some extent it made it real desirable. 

After the car accident made Brian’s future less certain once again, with the help of 

a mentor/friend and knowing he ―had to figure out how to stop working hard, and kind of 

how to start working smart‖, he soon found the courage to reenroll at Pima Community 

College with the intent of pursuing a College degree: 

I was just, I had something to prove and at the same time I am thinking what is 

my daughter going to tell her friends.  Her dad makes $10 an hour, and so, this 

guy kind of took me under his wing.  So I tell him that I am thinking of going 

back to school, and he says well all you have to do is go as far as you can, and 
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then just take one more step.  Well that’s like burned in my brain forever now, 

and I figure I got nothing to lose at this point.  

Getting through the first few semesters at Pima was not very difficult, but also not very 

rewarding or enriching; moving over to the UA became the turning point where Brian not 

only regained sufficient confidence to succeed, but also made a real jump towards more 

directly integrated, self-determined behavior: 

I figured if I transferred to the U of A, you can’t walk away from that – you are at 

the big show, and you can’t put that much into something and just walk away.  

And then I did a lot better than I thought I would.  I have done way better here 

than I did while at Pima, that’s for sure.  … My first semester I got 3 B’s and an 

A.  …So I started thinking that if I tried really hard, I thought I would be able to 

carry a 3.0.  And those were the last B’s I ever gotten; I’ve gotten straight A’s 

ever since. 

 

The act of making the decision to join the army was the real turning point for 

Will.  The frustration of not being able to hold onto a job for very long when he had one, 

and the difficulty of getting a new one when he needed one had been taxing.  Will 

developed a new understanding of the value of education and ―really, really thought hard 

about it (returning to school), …<but> I knew I didn’t have the discipline to make it 

happen.‖  Instead of continuing to struggle with his personal and professional failings, 

Will made the autonomous (and rather risky) decision to enlist in the army.  Not only 

would the army instill the discipline required to be a soldier and provide for the 

relatedness that was lacking in his life, but the on-the-job training and eventual ability to 

use the GI bill would also give Will a future. 

I think the major psychological foundation was already made when I made that 

choice.  I couldn’t tell you why I did.  I mean, I tried for a long time to change.  I 

never liked not accomplishing anything. …So if I had gone in with that rebellious 

spirit, I might have been one of those guys who went AWOL, or if I had been 

forced or been drafted or something.  But I didn’t go in with that.  …I went in 
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with the decision, I had made the decision, I went in with the decision to join.  

And, you’re right, I think that maybe the real work was done when I made the 

choice to join the army, not the army itself.  I think the army for to use a vulgar 

term, took the pussy out of me.  You know?  It said look, it’s ok if you only get an 

hour of sleep a night and you have to run around in the cold and sleep in the dirt.  

It’s ok you’re not going to die if you do it.  And I don’t think anybody ever forced 

me to do anything <before that>. 

With new understanding of his own limits and abilities, and for the first time having a 

framework that provided Will with combined feelings of competency, autonomy, and 

relatedness, he immediately began to excel.  A lot of the responsibility for this, Will 

reflects, had to do with the relatedness that comes with being a soldier: 

In the army, everything was universally stupid, but you don’t feel like you’re 

doing stupid things.  You feel like you’re serving a high purpose.  You’re serving 

your nation, your country, and I mean, your fellow soldiers.  You’re a team.  So 

it’s different!  

While Will’s behavior was still being regulated more by ego-involvement than 

being focused upon his own interests and wants, his ability to set goals for himself and 

accomplish them was finally being fulfilled.  

Unlike the other participants in the study, the impetus for Kevin’s turning point 

came about not out of his own direct need or interest to make a better life for himself, but 

from the offer of his Great Aunt and Uncle to pay for school.  Getting going was initially 

very difficult, but as Kevin slowly progressed in his coursework at GCC, his earlier 

frustrations with school, schoolwork, and reading were slowly replaced by appreciation, 

confidence and hard-earned success.  By the time he finished lower-division credits at 

GCC, Kevin had set his sights on getting a Mechanical Engineering degree, and had the 

self-assurance and adequate feelings of competence in order to believe he could succeed. 
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As soon as Hillary decided that spending her life as a deli counter worker was not 

going to be acceptable and decided to pursue working as an ER technician, she had 

already made the leap to demonstrating individually driven, identification-based 

behavior.  Unfortunately, her medical issues, tumultuous teenage years, and most recent 

school experiences had taken their toll, and it was necessary for Hillary to begin a multi-

year process of restoring her self-confidence in her abilities, both physically and 

mentally.  Once she found that she could be successful working in the ER, her outlook 

towards the future began to transform: 

I figured that if I could survive in ER, I could eventually go to college and 

complete a B.S.  I worked there for 5 years, and loved the atmosphere.  At the 

time I had 2 other jobs, which were translating for Pima superior court, and as an 

on-call surgical technician for transplant/research body donation company.  …<I 

started thinking more seriously about going back for a College degree> when I 

regained my confidence that I can function normally in every aspect of my life.  

After 3 years of working in ER as a Tech, there is not a lot more to be learned... 

so I knew then I had to go to college. 

 

Taking Control (Intrinsic Motivation Doesn’t Happen Automatically): 

Taking control summarizes the fourth and final transition stage of the participants 

on their respective journeys to self-actualized and self-determined behavior.  Analogous 

to humans first learning to crawl, then walk, and eventually then discovering how to run, 

once the participants got through the initial bureaucratic hurdles of returning to school 

and began taking classes, success was soon within their grasp.  While the feeling of being 

a competent student developed more quickly in some participants than the others, all of 

the participants reported reaching grade point averages of 3.5 or above once they got their 

bearings.  The focus and source of anxiety of becoming a successful student was quickly 
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replaced by learning how to balance working long hours to fund their education while 

simultaneously taking classes full-time.  

In parallel to their changing identities as students and the development of new 

academic goals, the participants were also evolving in terms of understanding their place 

in the world, and dreaming about what they wanted out of life. Their earlier feelings of 

inadequacy and lack of confidence were beginning to be replaced with maturity, resolve, 

and a new willingness to engage the world on their own terms. 

According to Steve, ―By the time I had gotten into psychology…I knew I had to 

be a certain kind of person and have a certain character in order to pursue and achieve a 

certain path.‖ In reclaiming control over his life, recognizing that "people that are in 

positions to assist the community are not hindering themselves,‖ and persevering through 

numerous roadblocks along the way, Steve slowly but assuredly left behind the dead-end 

lifestyle he seemed destined for.  During and immediately after graduating from college 

Steve encountered numerous hurdles that he wasn’t necessarily prepared for - aspirations 

to become an EMT, join the Tucson Police Department, and work for the US Border 

Patrol were all dashed due to his previous lifestyle choices and minor skirmishes with the 

law. In the end, he finally went to work for a Healthcare Information Services (unrelated 

to his degree in Criminal Justice Administration), and became a competent and respected 

employee:  

Knew absolutely nothing about working on the back end of computer systems. I 

went in, worked for them for 2 years.  And did great.  I received an award from 

one of my peers for doing my job correctly.  I learned a lot about computer 

systems… 
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By this time, Steve was practicing fully realized self-regulation, and exhibiting the most 

autonomous form of extrinsic motivation – integrated regulation.  

Following a discussion last year with his family and girlfriend that he refers to as 

a "come to Jesus" meeting, Steve decided once again to return to school to pursue his 

initial aspiration in life – to become a pilot.  In acting on this decision, he has now 

reached a fully realized state of intrinsic motivation in following his dream.  On his life 

today: "Right now I am working towards my private pilots license, so I'm actually finally 

flying, which is something I always wanted to do, which is really neat (laughs)."  After 

many years of struggle, he has finally acted upon his intrinsically motivated, childhood 

passion of becoming a pilot.  In reflection, Steve had this to say: 

I really have a love for education and learning about life - I am passionate about 

that now. … if you can actualize that <what you want to do> it really motivates 

you and gets you to go as long as you keep pushing yourself with those thoughts, 

desires, ambitions, goals, and beliefs.  And not just beliefs in what you think is 

beneficial, but actually belief in yourself that you can actually do it… 

 

Once Brian made it to the UA and began taking courses, his initial ambition was 

to major in family studies.  However, the UA was unfortunately eliminating the program 

just as Brian was entering.  His own initiative earned him recognition by the dean and 

permission to pursue the major. 

Despite nearly falling into the great abyss, several years later Brian has not only 

managed to succeed in returning to school, but has since been given a full scholarship to 

complete his degree and now feels empowered to follow his ambitions and soar to new 

heights that are extreme by any measure: 

…It was loan, loan, loan, and then the UA realizes that this guy is actually going 

to do something, and my GPA is getting higher and higher and higher, and so its 
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scholarship, scholarship, scholarship, and its, its just its interesting to know where 

I came from and being in a room with Deans and everything and looking around 

me at kids that are at the right age to be going for their bachelors, and they’re all 

dressed in their nice shirts, and I walk up, about to turn 30, wearing all these 

piercings and tattoos wearing a T-shirt, and the Dean hands me this academic 

distinction award, I’m like, I’m like, it makes me not want to stop, and I guess I 

am addicted to the success, you could say.  I have been taking on more and more, 

really.  I am in a couple honor societies, did one of those self-nominations to get 

into the honors college, and I finish my thesis next semester actually, then I am 

going to be president of one of my honor societies next year.  

 

While Kevin’s journey in returning to school as a student began more as a 

fortuitous opportunity rather than a direct, self-determined decision, once he found his 

bearings, the focus of his educational pursuits returned to his initial interests while 

growing up - ―I always wanted to build stuff and create things.‖  Despite overcoming 

numerous hurdles associated with having a lack of social capital, Kevin’s academic 

successes were directly a result of his hard work and effort.  Consistent with his degree 

program, many of the extracurricular activities that Kevin now engages in are also right 

inline with his inherent interest in Engineering and demonstrate intrinsic motivation.  

Last summer he took a job working with Legos in the RoboClub (the UA College of 

Engineering’s Robotics Outreach Club) introducing engineering principles to middle 

school and high school students.  Since attending community college, Kevin has also 

been  

…Way into bicycles, go on bicycle tours, and go camping … you have to do a lot 

of problem solving while camping, you have to improvise a lot.  …And bikes 

have always amazed me – how good of machines they are, redirecting all kinds of 

forces all over the place. 

 

A real test of Kevin’s motivation and commitment to finish occurred when Kevin 

found out last year that his great relatives would no longer be able to help support his 
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academics financially, leaving him to figure out how to come up with the funding to pay 

for his tuition and other academic expenses.  While this information led to a bout of 

depression, there was never a question in his mind whether or not he still valued a degree 

in engineering, or if he should quit to get a job, decisions someone with less self-

determined or autonomous form of motivation might immediately be inclined to consider. 

As time has brought him to terms with this new reality, his identification with becoming 

an engineer has only solidified further, including even if it means financing the rest of his 

education entirely with student loans. 

According to Hillary, the real moment for taking control occurred when she 

succeeded in getting her driver’s license - ―This was when I gained full confidence that I 

can go for my dreams without depending upon other people. I had lived my life with fear, 

and now I was done with it. If I died while driving, at least I tried.‖  While Hillary had 

already made getting a college education (and possibly more) a direct personal value, and 

through her work in ER had begun to believe in her abilities, until that point she had been 

unwilling or unable to make the final leap back to school.  Once she had overcome that 

final hurdle and began taking classes, she made the jump to fully integrated self-

determination, while her ambition to study medicine came about through her intrinsic 

interest in practicing medicine: <at the ER> ―I fell in love with scalpel blades and 

surgical environment, and applied to the UA to pursue my dream of becoming an M.D.‖ 

Last but not least, of all the study participants Will’s trajectory forward is the least 

self-determined.  The major turning point in the direction of his life occurred when he 

autonomously made the decision to join the army.  Once in, Will quickly soared to being 
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among the top in his unit, and quickly mastered becoming a successful student shortly 

after.  While still very much taking control of his life and his future, Will’s plan is to 

enter Medical school to be a physician, and in being Chemistry major with a 4.0 GPA, he 

seems to be well on the way to achieving his goal.  What is interesting however, is the 

reasons that Will gives for wanting to become a Doctor:  

I have to write all of these essays - why do you want to be a doctor?  …And in 

particular I had to write an essay for the Uniformed Service Medical school, Why 

do you want to be a military doctor?  And so I had to talk about my experience in 

the army the first time.  I’m not sure, I think, and fortunately this isn’t going to the 

MCATs, I think a large component of it is social prestige.  I came from a high 

school dropout, and now I have the discipline to excel, I’m going to show you 

people what I can do and I’m going to be a doctor.  There’s a huge amount of 

social prestige there.  I had been poor before, especially in North Carolina where I 

didn’t have the immediate help of my family, I had, and there had been times 

where I didn’t have enough money to eat.  And so that sucked.  And I didn’t want 

to do that again.  And so you know, doctor in most people’s mind equals security. 

Financial security... 

 

So even though it appears that Will is likely right on-track to enter medical school and is 

capable of handling the work required, much of the locus of causality for his decision is 

externally driven (social prestige), and the regulatory process is ego-driven (―I’m going 

to show you people what I can do…‖).  While Will did find the content of the combat 

lifesaver course personally interesting, it will be interesting to see if he has the drive to 

persevere and succeed in obtaining an MD, if he does, that he actually finds being a 

doctor enjoyable fulfilling and rewarding afterwards. 

Stages of Growth: Exceptions to the Norm? 

While these four stages of growth are consistent across the five individuals in this 

study that successfully returned for more education, they are perhaps unique to people 

who return to school rather than those who dropout of school and never return.  In 
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particular, after passing through whatever Difficult Childhood/Angry Childhood 

experiences that may have led to their dropping out of school, many high school dropouts 

never seem to reach the third stage, Turning Point/Flying Right, that leads to self-

motivated, goal oriented behavior. Brian does a good job of putting this reality into 

perspective when he said 

You get your first paycheck, it’s like, 300 bucks! I’m rich!  And then, your life 

just kind of takes that course.  Sad as it sounds. … I think, you take someone 

who’s living on food boxes and wearing clothes from the clothing bank to like 

getting a paycheck and being able to buy regular clothes, that was the life, I 

thought. 

According to Steve and Brian, their earlier peers never seemed to escape the second 

phase of constantly Crashing and Learning (or perhaps just crashing, and not learning at 

all).  As the two participants that got most heavily into drugs and living a dangerous 

lifestyle, both Steve and Brian also had remarkably similar comments on the outcomes of 

their peers in their earlier lives: 

Steve:  I feel like I am statistically probably pretty rare, because a lot of the guys I 

am hanging out with, or that I used to hang out with are probably either in jail, 

dead, homeless, or just not living very well. 

 

Brian:  Some of them are in jail, some of them died, a couple got killed, ahh, 

they’re not around anymore.  Except for my former roommate, and he’s not doing 

well.  But at least he’s not in jail or dead, or something…  There must have been 

like 30 people.  I guess it is pretty good that like four of us are alive. (Laughs) 

As in the case of Steve and Brian’s peers, it is difficult to move out of a life where 

everyone around you is similarly amotivated and low achieving.  Those who return to 

school seem to have an exceptional combination of personal characteristics and external 

circumstances that enable them to succeed.  



  65 

 

 In this study’s sample of five participants, there are two applicants aiming for 

medical school, one engineer, one pilot, and one honors student who first fell his way into 

his major and now he has his sights set on a Masters Degree or beyond. All of the 

participants have reported having high GPAs (3.5 and above), and working one or more 

jobs while going to school. Compared to the average undergraduate college student, these 

individuals have risen to a level of academic focus and success far beyond what might be 

considered normal. At the very least, it is apparent that despite their initial difficulty with 

attending school and finding their respective ways in life, these individuals are very 

intelligent, have proven to be extremely capable learners, and now have very high limits 

for overcoming obstacles in their way.  

Analysis of Similarities and Differences 

In reviewing the stories of the participants, including the many similarities and 

differences, several clear themes have emerged:  1) Words and previous experiences hurt 

– there are consequences, 2) Change must come from within, 3) Family and friends 

matter, 4) Social Capital Has to Come From Somewhere, and 5) Everybody is different.  

These themes interact with the stages of development in the previous section, helping or 

hindering individuals on their path to the ―Taking Control‖ stage of development.  The 

following section explores these themes and how they relate to the stages of growth 

necessary for individuals to reach a place where their psychological needs are being met, 

and consequently gain the self-confidence necessary to succeed in their new educational 

goals.  Figure 2 show the relationships between these themes and the stages of 

development, and will be discussed further at the end of this section. 
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Words & Previous Experiences Hurt – There are Consequences… 

Returning for additional education after having dropped out once not only means 

making up for lost time in hours of learning, but also requires rebuilding self-confidence 

and believing that you can succeed in an environment previously characterized by direct 

feelings of incompetence, failure, and disappointment.  While positive experiences 

encourage motivation and perseverance, negative experiences do the opposite and 

undermine an individual’s psychological need for feeling competent.  Unfortunately, in 

the case of the study participants, the schools they attended earlier were also responsible 

for actively contributing to the participants’ future uncertainty, and resulted in making the 

transition back to being successful in school that much more difficult.  For example, 

Brian in one instance recalled ―I had this one teacher in high school that basically said I 

wouldn’t amount to anything, and by hanging out with people that were doing good, I 

was just ruining their lives.‖  When Hillary was attending the religious school, the 

message she kept getting from the people in her school was ―Lots of people said they 

were trying to help me- but all they were saying is that I lack in my belief in God.  I got 

fed up with them telling me that I will go to hell.‖  Both Steve and Brian felt that the way 

they finished with high school – Steve in a project school and Brian through getting a 

GED – was much more of a cop-out than serving as any form of academic success.  

When Kevin first returned to GCC, one of the first challenges he had to face and 

overcome was learning how to successfully read the materials for his classes.  

Fortunately, the courses at GCC provided him with adequate resources, training, and time 

to overcome his earlier struggles, and he was eventually able to succeed. 
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Change Must Come From Within 

If changes in behavior are to occur, then motivation literature suggests that the 

likelihood for lasting changes will be strongest if the impetus for change comes from 

within the individual, and fulfills their personal needs for competence, relatedness, and 

autonomy.  According to Deci & Ryan (2000) feelings of competence will not enhance 

intrinsic motivation unless accompanied by autonomy, or an internal perceived locus of 

causality.  A person that decides to make a change in their life or establish a new goal for 

themselves is practicing autonomy in their decision-making, and will have longer lasting 

interest, excitement, and confidence than if they were flowing directions dictated by 

someone.  Until the participants in the study took responsibility for their actions and 

made the decision to begin investing in themselves on their own accord, their ability to 

accomplish difficult new tasks or their willingness to take new risks was quite limited.  

Only when Steve inherently understood the unconditional love of his mother, and 

realized that it was really up to him to take care of himself, was he finally able to do more 

than just float through life. Until Brian learned that he was going to become a father, he 

―didn’t really care if I lived or died.‖  His life took on a whole new meaning with the 

purpose of becoming a supporting father for his infant daughter.  Despite numerous 

attempts spanning multiple years, Will just couldn’t get his life off the ground until he 

made the decision to do something about it by trying something completely different - 

joining the army.  Pursuing a life with loftier goals than physical labor-type jobs was not 

in the cards for Kevin until he was challenged by taking classes and found out that he, 

too, could be successful in academics.  Despite the great obstacles that Hillary had to face 
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beginning in middle school, her unwillingness to accept the life of a deli counter 

attendant jumpstarted her life back down a path towards personal fulfillment and joy. 

In thinking back on his previous lifestyle and what it take for someone to get back 

on-track in terms of making decisions, Steve had this to say: 

No one can do it for you, it doesn't matter how many times someone tells you or 

they are going to beat something into your head to tell you how to do things, 

unless you apply yourself, it is not going to happen.  Change has to come from 

within, and once they set a goal, set their sites on a long-term goal, but do it one 

step at a time.  You know, don't look at the totality of your circumstance and think 

you are going to be able to handle that balloon of an idea because it’s going to be 

overwhelming.  You need to be able to pull out and put the pieces together and do 

something with it.  And as you make these minor goals to your major goal, you 

can use them to look back as a stepping-stone to get to where you want to be.  But 

you have to have a solid foundation in order to be able to stand on anything for 

where you want to be in life. 

Family & Friends Matter 

While the childhood experiences of the study participants likely played a direct 

role in what led the participants to decide to drop out of high school in the first place, the 

strength of family members and close friends still figured prominently into the study 

participants’ ultimately deciding to return.  Relatedness, or the sense that one’s own 

actions are important to others who care about you, is an important factor in the 

development of intrinsic motivation (Ryan and Deci, 2000).  Family members and 

unrelated mentors were instrumental in encouraging the participants and helping them 

feel like they had a place and belonged in the educational setting.  While in high school, 

both Steve and Kevin’s families gave them ultimatums: either take school seriously or 

stop and start working to pay rent.  Both chose the latter, but felt that at least at that point 

they were able to take a little responsibility for themselves. Later, it was through 
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discussions with his mother that Steve first came to the understanding that he needed to 

assume responsibility for himself, and then later on through conversations with his family 

and girlfriend he ultimately came to the realization that what he really wanted to do with 

his life was become a pilot.  Brian’s mother was always a source of support and 

encouragement, but it wasn’t until Brian was to become a father that he really decided 

that he needed to grow up and take care of himself.  It was only after being taken under 

the wing of a mentor with a similar story to Brian’s own, that invested time and energy in 

getting to know him, that Brian’s confidence returned to the point that he felt he would be 

successful in pursuing his dreams.  Will’s mother and Kevin’s parents each provided 

safety nets to their sons during the tough times, and the manager that took Kevin with 

him to a new job gave Kevin the feeling of competence, and strengthened his belief in his 

value and worth.  The offer by Kevin’s Great Aunt and Uncle to pay for school, along 

with the encouragement of his parents, his manager, and the business owner he worked 

for who all supported and encouraged Kevin in taking advantage of the opportunity, 

where instrumental in his pursuing it.  Education was always a strong value in Hillary’s 

family, and was certainly her mother’s top priority, but Hillary’s case is also possibly the 

one exception in that her decision to leave the deli and then go to work in an ER appears 

to have been made in isolation from any immediate input from others. 

Social Capital Has to Come From Somewhere  

Learning how the world works and how to play by its rules is extremely important 

in navigating the complexities of life, especially when taking into account bureaucracies 

as large and complex as Colleges and Universities.  Understanding the greater context of 
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what becoming educated means, why it is important, what are the limitations, and how it 

makes a person more capable in dealing with the complexities of the world (and 

ultimately wield more control over it) are all important elements to understanding why 

investing and enduring in the difficulty, expense, time, energy, and actual work of an 

education are all worthwhile.  Steve provides an interesting insight into the mind of the 

former dropouts he used to hang out with: 

…a lot of people don't have the faculty to believe in themselves or understand 

what believing in themselves means.  A majority of dropouts are probably 

thinking like me <earlier>, not long-term projection.  They're just thinking about 

their current life and that it probably sucks and they're probably numbing 

themselves to avoid the reality of what's going on in their life.   

Of the participants in this study, all but Kevin came from an environment where 

pursuing a college education was an inherently assumed value and at least one parent had 

a college degree.  It is not surprising that Kevin has had the hardest time adjusting to this 

environment.  Understanding that they could succeed in College was not entirely foreign 

to the other four participants; when Will was asked about why he started taking 

community college classes midway through his enlistment period, he had this to say: ―For 

whatever reason; probably because that’s just what people did where I came from.‖  

Hillary’s real challenge to returning to school to take college courses had as much to do 

with believing she could physically manage to do so as it did with being a successful 

student. 

Every Human is Different 

 In spite of the fact that these five individuals do have a lot in common, there are 

still vast differences to their stories and what motivated each of them to return to school.  
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The amount of time that each participant spent in the different stages on their way to the 

final stage, Taking Control, varied considerably – Hillary spent approximately a month in 

the Crash & Learn stage, whereas the other participants all spent several years – and the 

challenges they faced individually were also rather specific to them.  Some of the 

participants benefited greatly from the support and encouragement of others, such as the 

mentor that helped Brian regain his confidence enough to pursue a College degree, 

whereas Will really didn’t rely heavily upon anyone else in a major way as he traveled 

throughout his journey (when asked about this he replied, ―Books are my council. 

Particularly Russian authors.‖)  Just as babies are born with unique personalities & 

identities, interests, likes & dislikes, it must be assumed that the journey in returning to 

school in former dropouts will be just as unique as the individuals that they are. 

Figure 2 displays a model of the ways that individuals move towards more fully 

realized self-directed behavior.  While the participants in this study moved from their 

various turning points toward taking control of their situation in vastly different ways, all 

of their processes were influenced and affected by their sense of relatedness, autonomy, 

and negative competency.  In Steve’s case, a conversation with his mother led him to an 

important turning point in his life, in which he recognized that change must come from 

within, and began on his path to taking classes and taking control of his life.  For Steve, 

previous negative experiences retarded his progress toward his goals, as he fought against 

his own belief that he was not capable of achieving, and at times failed to reach the goals 

he set for himself because he previous behaviors precluded success.  Though his turning 

point was very different, when Brian arrived at the moment of deciding that he would 
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change his own life (as a result of discovering that he was to become a father), the 

support of his mentor friend and family then made it possible for him to overcome the 

real and imaged hurdles before him.  Through perseverance, hard work, and the eventual 

support of people in his program, he eventually find his way at The University of Arizona 

and has begun to authentically take control over his life.  In recognizing that he would be 

unable to succeed in taking college courses, Will decided that he needed to change, and 

made the autonomous decision to enlist in the army, which became his turning point.  

Being a soldier became the way in which he felt relatedness with others, and he continues 

to draw on that sense in his goal of serving as a physician in the armed forces.  For 

Hillary, her turning point was choosing to become an ER technician. She was driven by 

her desire to not continue her life as a deli clerk, and was provided with a new 

opportunity to rebuild her sense of competence.  Finally, moving back in with her mother 

and then gaining a sense of belonging through her work in the ER has provided her with 

an increasing sense of relatedness since her departure from her religious high school.  For 

all four of these participants, their family backgrounds in coming from educated families 

where education was valued and expected, undergirded their progress and provided the 

social capital needed to succeed.   

Kevin, on the other hand, lacking the social capital of the others, has had the most 

difficulty in identifying himself as a college student, such that even registering for classes 

and dealing with the bureaucracy of the university system felt nearly insurmountable at 

times.  However, his family’s support helped him arrive at his initial turning point by 

providing the funds for his college education.  At the time that source of funding 
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disappeared, Kevin made a more fully complete transition to identifying with becoming 

an engineer.  So, while all of the participants in this study moved through the process 

beginning with some turning point in their life to taking control of their own destiny in 

different ways, all of their progressions were in some way related to the friends and 

family providing a sense of relatedness and their developing autonomy.  As denoted by 

the various pathways in Figure 2, each individual progressed toward taking control in a 

different way. 
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Figure 2: A Model for how the psychological needs in Self-Determination Theory relate 

to the Stages of Growth and Major Themes in this Study  
 

 

  

 

Taking Control 

Family & 

Friends Matter 

Social Capital 

Turning Point 

Change Must 

Come From 

Within 

Relatedness 

Autonomy 

Stages of Growth 

Words & Prev. 

Experiences 

Hurt… 

  
Major Themes 

Negative 

Competence 



  75 

 

CHAPTER 6:  DISCUSSION & CONCLUSION 

 

Former dropouts that return to school to overcome their lack of marketable skills 

face many obstacles and barriers that must be conquered.  In order to successfully change 

the direction of their lives, the individuals must be willing to take chances and become 

increasingly responsible for the decisions they make.  Having the inner strength and 

determination to complete the required work is necessary in order to reach success.  

In this study, every participant was able to find success through a series of 

decision-making strategies, even though they still faced the considerable challenge of 

navigating an educational system that by nature is not particularly accommodating to 

individuals with their nontraditional history.  In addition, they have had to overcome 

barriers that include securing sustained financing not only for educational expenses, but 

living expenses as well; managing the logistics of attending school while simultaneously 

becoming a working adult; and developing a new social support structure since neither 

their previous or new immediate peer environments are readily able to provide for their 

personal needs.  Through a combination of hard work, determination, and the support and 

care of others, these individuals have succeeded in transitioning to a life that once not 

only seemed impossible, but also fulfills their needs of competence, autonomy, and self-

actualization.  

Implications for Practice & Further Research 

This case study provides evidence that successful former dropouts do follow a 

similar path to self-directed and determined behavior and provides general insights into 

the transitions they go through.  With this knowledge in mind, there are a number of 
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things our society should consider if we as a community wish to facilitate more former 

dropouts making the transition to self-determined behavior.  First, while the desire to 

seek additional education must come from within, making the resources to continue with 

education at a later date readily available and easily approachable is a necessary step.  

The process these returning students need to go through should not resemble an obstacle 

course in order to re-enroll if we value what the effects of having an education will mean 

long-term (i.e. paying taxes associated with a higher SES than without an education vs. 

the distinct possibility of spending time in prison).  

Support structures that provide returning students with the requisite social capital 

to succeed should be available and (preferably) tailored to this subset of students, 

including the possibility of meeting other peers that fall into this category, would help. 

Feeling a sense of belonging is a fundamental quality of self-determination – all of the 

participants reported having difficulty making friends and feeling related to the much 

more common, traditional students they attended classes with.  How many former 

dropouts do not stick around because they feel like a fish out of water once they arrive?  

In every instance, the schools that these students were attending at the time they 

dropped out failed to meet their needs.  While Steve, Brian, Will, and Kevin all got to 

know the administrators of their respective schools personally, Brian was the only 

participant to report having an experience in which someone actually took an interest in 

the difficult time he was going through.  According to Brian, there was one counselor that 

befriended and attempted to get him help, but ultimately it was too late: 
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… She kind of would talk to me about what was going on, even at one point tried 

to get me into, like, therapy and stuff like that.  And really, she really tried to go 

above and beyond and at that point it was kind of too late, and I ultimately left.  

Despite how disruptive or problematic certain students may be at times, teachers 

and school administrators must always be careful to criticize certain behaviors and never 

criticize the individuals directly.  Both Steven and Brian had mental wounds that needed 

to be healed in their respective journeys to self-determined behavior, caused by school 

teachers and administrators saying hurtful things prior to dropping out (and at a time 

when they were most lost).  How many dropouts are permanently scarred for life and 

never step foot inside a classroom as a result? 

One interesting result of the study is that only one of the fives participants (Brian) 

reported having an influential mentor outside of their family that helped influence there 

return for education in a meaningful way.  When the study was first conceived, it was 

expected that role of mentors would likely be substantial in the successfully returning 

students, and the need for relatedness in self-determination theory supports this.  One 

question for further study might be if the reason for this is due to the fact that overall 

socioeconomic status of the participants families were relatively high, so therefore more 

of their social capital came from within their own families. 

Despite the usefulness of this study’s results, there are also many limitations to 

how the results are generalizable, and there is still much more to be learned about what 

made these individuals succeed, and why other dropouts coming from similar 

circumstances might not.  One of the biggest limitations of this study is that the study 

sample is composed solely of individuals that returned for a college education and were 
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self-selected to participate – that is, they wanted to tell their stories when the opportunity 

presented itself.  Almost every participant also voluntarily commented at some point 

during the interviews on how therapeutic and validating it was for them to have a chance 

to tell their stories from the beginning, and reflect on the reasons they made the decisions 

they did at the time. 

Collecting and examining the stories of these participants’ peers, particularly of 

Steve, Brian, and Kevin (who appear to follow the more traditional paths leading to 

dropout – amotivation and numbing themselves), would provide invaluable comparisons 

to the participants’ stories and help validate the results of this study.  Similar studies of 

returning students that are successfully attending pre-professional and technical school 

training, as well as those students that decide not to go on after receiving their programs 

would also provide meaningful data for analysis and comparison.  In the same vein, 

students that drop-out of GED preparatory programs or after attempting to return to 

College or other advanced educational training would also meaningful and useful to 

compare in the continuum of self-determined behavior. 

Conclusion 

This study attempted to answer one primary question and two secondary ones:  

Primary Question: 

1. What changes in motivational beliefs, if any, occur in students that 

successfully return for additional education after having once dropped out 

of school?  
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Secondary Questions: 

1. What are the primary factors that contributed to these change in 

motivational beliefs? 

2. What support services were most helpful in facilitating these changes and 

successfully enduring the transition? 

Through following and then comparing the histories of five former dropouts along 

their journey back to pursuing additional education, the motivational changes they 

underwent were found to be relatively predictable and consistent in the context of SDT.  

By the time each individual had decided to dropout of high school, the benefits of leaving 

school outweighed the perceived benefits of staying, even though the participants’ next 

steps were very unclear at the time.  

Making the decision to change the course of their lives, including overcoming the 

obstacles in their path and rebuilding their confidence to succeed in a school setting, was 

always precipitated by some turning point that made an indelible mark on their goals and 

aspirations.  In analyzing the data it was found that the participants all followed similar 

trajectories in the return journey for additional education, even though the individual 

factors and challenges that influenced their individual decisions to return were all unique.  

The process of incorporating self-determined and internally motivated regulatory 

processes did not happen instantly, but only after the participants had begun to accept 

responsibility for their well being and happiness, and were committed to try and succeed 

in reaching their goals, despite failure being a possibility. 

In conclusion it takes discretion and understanding to comprehend the difference 
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between aspiring to be something and then actually having the drive and ambition to 

make it happen.  Steve does an incredible job in summing this up when he said: 

…And thinking about it <when I was younger, you know "Wow, SWAT, that's 

really freaking cool, that's some high speed shit."  You know, I want to think on 

my feet critically, I want to do that job.  But, what does it actually mean, what 

does it actually take, and who is that person? What type of person does that?  Are 

you really interested in that, or is there just some fanatical or interest because it's 

amusing?  Is that just … it's the difference between appreciating art and being a 

painter, do you just like to look at things and have such a great appreciation for 

that, or do you actually think you can produce that? 
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APPENDIX A: RECRUITMENT MATERIALS  

SUBJECT: Undergraduate/Graduate Student Interview —Compensation will be 

provided  

 

 Did you earn a High School Diploma or GED after officially dropping out of 

High School? 

 Are you a currently enrolled at The University of Arizona as an undergraduate or 

graduate student, or attend some other school for advanced education or training? 

 Are you interested in participating in a research study that can give you the 

opportunity to receive a gift-certificate to the UA Bookstore or Amazon.com? 

 If so, read on… 

 

A research study is currently being conducted to better understand the motivational 

changes in people who return to higher education after having dropped out.  You have 

been identified by the UA Registrar as meeting this criteria. The study will involve a 60-

90 minute interview about your educational history and will be kept confidential  

 

If you are interested in participating, please email Hale Thomas-Hilburn, 

hthomas@u.arizona.edu to learn more. 

  

 

  

mailto:hthomas@u.arizona.edu
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APPENDIX C: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 

Intro to study: 

 

The target criteria for participant(s) in this study are former high school drop-outs 

that have successfully returned for additional education (GED and post-secondary 

education) after having taken several years off.  The changes in personal motivation the 

individual underwent from the time that they first dropped out to when they returned are 

of primary interest. The influencing factors that contributed to their changes in 

motivation, and the support system they relied upon (people, services, etc.) to overcome 

the obstacles they encountered in returning to school, will also be analyzed to better 

understand the context and contributing influences to their story(ies). 

 

 

Childhood: 

1. How would you describe your childhood, from elementary school up until the 

time you entered high school? 

2. When you were elementary school, what careers, if any, did you imagine yourself 

pursuing when "you grew up"? 

 

High School 

1. How would you describe your high school? 

2. How would you describe the circle of friends you hung out with? Kinds of 

activities you would do? 

3. How would you characterize your relationship with your parents at that time? 

4. Were you close to any of your teachers, counselors, coaches, or other type of 

mentoring adults while in high school? 

5. When you were in school, were you working at the time, playing a sport, or 

participating in some type of regularly scheduled activity? 

6. Thinking back, what were the reasons that lead you to drop out of high school? 

7. Was there one particular thing that finally pushed you out? 

8. At what age and what grade did you drop-out of high school? 

9. Just before and as you were making the decision to drop out, did you have any 

immediate plans for what you would do when you dropped out? 

10. At the time you dropped out, were you thinking at all about more school 

sometime in the future? 

 

After dropping out: 

1. So once you made the decision to drop out, how would you describe what 

happened next? 

2. What unexpected things happened, or what difference occurred when comparing 

your experience with the expectations you had while still in school when 

considering dropping out? 
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3. Please describe what kinds of work you did, and how you imagined your life 

would be at the time. 

4. Did you continue living in the same location after you dropped out, how did that 

change? What factors contributed to these changes 

5. How would you describe the circle of friends you spent time with? Were these 

many of the same people you were friends with in high school? 

6. Thinking back to your initial dreams for a career in childhood, what do you think 

happened? What barriers do you think appeared that most contributed to your not 

following your earlier dreams? 

 

Thinking about returning to school: 

1. When did you first start thinking about returning to school (age) and what were 

the reasons that lead up to it? 

2. Is this something that happened over time, or that came to you very quickly? 

3. What future goals or ideas did have at the time that getting a High School 

Diploma/GED would help facilitate? 

4. How did you approach returning, and what active steps did you take to return? 

 

Returning for a High School Diploma/GED: 

1. What High School Diploma/GED program did you enroll in, and how would you 

describe your experiences? 

2. What issues or complications, if any, did you encounter? How did you overcome 

them? 

3. How long did this process take, and did you have immediate plans to continue 

with additional education once you received your High School Diploma/GED? 

4. What friends and resources did you depend upon most while you were in school? 

 

Returning for continuing education, post- High School Diploma/GED: 

1. How much time passed, if any, between when you received your High School 

Diploma/GED and then enrolled in continuing education? 
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