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ABSTRACT 

Hispanics are the largest and fiistest growing minority group in the United States. 

Puerto Ricans are the second largest Hispanic group. As a result, research on Puerto 

Rican educational attainment has received increasing attention over the years. However, 

some areas of their educational experience remain virtually unexamined. This study 

explores Puerto Rican high school students' educational ideologies. It seeks to uncover 

students' attitudes and responses toward education as well as their postsecondaiy 

education attitudes, perceptions, and choices. It examines differences based on class, 

birthplace, and gender. This study finds that an education is perceived to be a necessity 

and believed to be the best route to gain a comfortable middle class lifestyle. It was found 

that a high school education was not enough to guarantee success and that a 

postsecondary education was critical to reach personal and professional goals. 

Furthennore, ditTerences in the utility of 4-year and 2-year colleges are discussed. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Introduction 

An education has become a necessity to achieve upward economic, occupational, 

and social mobility. Consequently, educational researchers have long been concerned 

with the high attrition rates of Hispanics in K-12 and its impact on higher education 

enrollment. Research (Few Hispanic Center, 2002; U.S. Census Bureau, 2003; Nettles & 

Ferna, 1997) has found that Hispanic high school completion and college participation 

rates have increased consistently over the past few decades. Moreover, it has been found 

that for Hispanics a higher education is extremely important and is perceived to be a 

requirement to attain good jobs and a middle-class lifestyle (Immerwahr & Foleno, 

2000). Puerto Ricans are no exception. Although high school graduation rates among this 

group are still far below the national average, Puerto Rican high school graduates are 

attending college at higher rates than ever before and are choosing to attend 4-year over 

2-year colleges. This investigation will examine Puerto Rican high school students' 

educational ideologies. 

Statement of the Problem 

Over the years, researchers have been interested in understanding the educational 

attainment of Puerto Ricans. Studies on this group have primarily focused on K-12 

research, and have often emphasized academic laikire. It has been found that Puerto 

Ricans have many barriers to educational achievement such as lov»? societal expectations, 

limited language proficiency, poor academic instruction, finjuicial barriers, and limited 

parental engagement, all of which has historically contributed to their high dropout rates. 
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In 2002, only 66.8 percent of Puerto Ricaiis 25 years old and over had completed high 

school, compared to 88.7 percent of Anglos (U.S. Census Bureau, 2003). This 

educational achievement gap increases among college graduates; only 9.1 percent of 

Puerto Ricans over the age of 25 hold a bachelor's degree, compared to 29.4 perccnt of 

Whites (U.S. Census Bureau, 2003). 

The persistence of an achievement gap among Hispanics has prompted 

researchers to address attitudes about the value of education and higher education. 

However, no research has solely investigated Puerto Ricans high school students' 

educational attitudes, perceptions, and choices and how class, gender, and birthplace 

impact these. This study will shed light on how students perceive the stratified higher 

education system and why they may place more value on certain types of educational 

institutions over others. Thus, the results of this investigation will help administrators, 

educators, and researchers both in K-12 and higher education begin to comprehend how 

these students feel about and perceive their education and their chances for a future in 

postsecondary education. Only by achieving this, can we begin to develop strategies and 

programs that suit these students' needs and improve their chances for a brighter more 

highly educated future. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this investigation was to explore Puerto Rican high school 

students' educational ideologies. This investigation addresses students' experiences <ind 

reactions to their current education using cultural-ecological theory as a guiding 

framework, and explores the students' higher education attitudes, perceptions, and 
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choices. More importantly, this investigation focuses on the students' beliefs about the 

different types of postsecondary educational institutions and their attitudes and choices. 

In addition, gender, class, and birthplace differences are presented. This research aims at 

expanding the understanding of the experiences of Puerto Ricans related to K-12 and 

higher education. 

Need for the Study 

In 2002, there were 3.4 million Puerto Ricans on the mainland and 4.1 million in 

Puerto Rico (U.S. Census Bureau, 2003). Puerto Ricans are the second largest Hispanic 

group in the United States. Today, Hispanies represent 12.5 percent of the U.S. 

population and are expected to grow to 19 percent of the total population by 2030. 

Hispanies are the largest minority group, the youngest, and the fastest growing. From 

1990 to 2000, the Hispanic population grew by nearly 60 percent (President's Advisory 

Commission, 2003) and of the 37 million current Hispanies in the United States 34.4 

percent are 18 years of age or younger (U.S. Census Bureau, 2003). Hence, Puerto Ricans 

and other Hispanies represent a substantial percentage of the student-age population in 

the United States. 

While there have been slight gains in the educational attainment of Hispanies, 

research has shown that they continue to trail behind the national average at all levels of 

the educational ladder. The high school completion rates of Hispanic 18-24 year olds 

increased from 57 percent in 1980 to 64 percent in 2000 (National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2002). However, even with this increase, Hispanic high school dropout rates 

are much higher than the national average: 45.3 pcrccnt compared to 17.9 percent 



(Hispanic Association of Colleges and Universities, 2002). In 2000, the proportion of 

people over 25 years of age who had completed high school was 80 percent nationally, 84 

percent for Whites, 72 percent for Blacks, and only 52 percent for Hispanics (US Census 

Bureau, 2003). Among Puerto Ricans, more than a third (35 percent) of the population 25 

years and older are high school dropouts (NCEiS, 2002). 

Today, only about 10 percent of Hispanics graduate from colleges with a four-

year degree. Research by The Tomas Rivera Policy Institute (n.d.) found that 10.3 

percent of Hispanics have at least a bachelor's degree, 5.2 percent have an associate's 

degree, 13.3 percent have some college, and 71.2 percent have no college background. 

The national averages are 23.8%, 7.3%, 17.2%, and 51.7% (TRPI, n.d.), respectively. 

Among Puerto Ricans 25 years and older, 7 percent have an associate's degree and 14 

percent have a bachelor's degree, compared to 9 percent and 29 percent of the Wliite 

population, respectively (NCES, 2002). Furthermore, among high school graduates only 

29 percent of Puerto Rican 18-24 year old high school graduates are attending college, 

compared to 33 percent of Hispanics, 37 percent of Blacks, and 42 percent of Whites 

(Pew Hispanic Center, 2002). This research also found that Puerto Ricans attend 4-year 

colleges at similar rates than Whites. 

Educational research on Hispanics and Puerto Ricans has otl:en focused on risk 

factors contributing to achievement both in K-12 and higher education. A recent report by 

the President's Advisory Commission on Educational Excellence for Hispanic Americans 

(2003) revealed the following problems and issues hindering the educational gains of the 

Hispanic population: 



(1)  Low socie ta l  expecta t ions  for  Hispanic  youth .  

(2) Limited language development and weak early cognitive development due to 

factors such as high mobility, poverty, and limited parental time, resources, 

and education. 

(3) Lack of quality educational opportunities. 

(4) limited parental and community engagement. 

(5) Poor academic instruction, particularly in reading. 

(6) Teachers and college faculty who are poorly prepared to teach Hispanic 

students. 

(7) Lack of resources in schools that have kurge enrollments of Hispanics. 

(8) Research that has not distinguished among subgroups within the Hispanic 

community. 

(9) Lack of a federal research agenda that support Hispanic students. 

These risk factors along with others such as low socio-economic status, highly 

segregated neighborhoods, urban concentrations, poor academic record and test 

performance, competing work options, and misinformation about educational options 

contribute to a huge high school dropout and college enrollment problem. 

Although much is known about the factors blocking the educational attainment of 

Hispanics and Puerto Ricans, more research needs to address how these students feel 

about their education iind their chances for entrance and success in postsecondaiy 

institutions. The need for this study becomes particulaily important given that no 

previous research has addressed Puerto Rican high school students' educational attitudes 
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and perceptions. There have only been a few investigations of this nature and they have 

addressed parental attitudes as well as aggregate Hispanic or other minority attitudes. 

Furthermore, no research has addressed Puerto Rieans in particular and their attitudes and 

beliefs about different types of postsecondaiy educational institutions. Thus, if we want 

to ascertain that these students get to college, researchers need to place more emphasis on 

how students come to these ideas, and more importantly, what could be done to change 

any misguided beliefs and enhance their chances for success. Considering the growth of 

this population and their condition in education, more research should address student 

attitudes about education, how those transcend into higher education, and how Hispanic 

subgroups may differ not only in their choices but their educational beliefs as well. 

It the purpose of this research to tbcus on Puerto Rieans given their low 

participation and completion rates at all levels of the educational ladder. Furthermore, 

academic achievement research has traditionally grouped Puerto Rieans with other 

Hispanies although they differ in terms of national origin, demographic and economic 

characteristics, migration history, and educational experiences. This study focuses on 

Puerto Rieans because traditionally this research has been part of the broader Hispanic 

educational research. Furthermore, this study addresses how socioeconomic class, 

gender, and birthplace impact the students' attitudes, perceptions, and choices- a 

dimension that has not been previously studied among Puerto Rieans. Thus, by 

disaggregating class, gender, and birthplace, we can begin to give new meaning and 

texture to the previous studies that have been used to explain Puerto Rican educational 

achievement and underachievement. 
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Theoretical Framework 

lliis research was informed by the literature on minority underachievement, 

minority achievement, and college choice. 

Much of the research on minorities and schooling has focused on dropouts and 

underachievement. Reproduction theory focuses on the role of class and posits that a 

person's class determines educational achievement. Hence, educational institutions 

pretend to transmit social equality through the language of meritocracy, when in reality it 

is social class that determines academic success. Reproduction theorists (Bourdieu, 1973; 

Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; Bowles & Gintis, 1976; Dumais, 2002; DiMaggio, 1982; 

McDonough, 1997) argue that educational institutions serve to reproduce and perpetuate 

the existing class structures by rewarding the behaviors of the upper and middle class 

over working class and low-income students. Hence, educational institutions serve to 

foster and maintain low achievement and failure among non-dominant groups such as 

low-income students and racial and ethnic minorities. 

Researchers (Willis, 1977; MacLeod, 1995; Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; McLaren, 

1994) have additionally argued that students develop an oppositional stance to schooling 

practices as a challenge to dominant-groups. They posit that while students may have a 

high regard for the value of an education, they develop identities resisting school norms 

and expectations. Thus, minorities do not believe that hard work and an education are 

enough to achieve success and that stractural forces restrict economic and social gains. 

To comprehend students' academic attitudes and performance, Ogbu's research 

(1991, 1992,1993,1998) suggests that minorities have different cultural models, which 



stem from different collective solutions to their treatment by the dorninant group. 

Cultural models are "the ways that members of a minority group understand or interpret 

their world and guide their actions in that world" (Ogbu & Simons, 1998, p.7). Most 

minorities ive grouped into voluntary or involuntary minorities and differ in four ways: 

frame of reference (e.g., native home/countiy or middle class White America), 

instnimental adaptation (e.g., folk theories of making- meritocracy or institutionalized 

discrimination), relational adaptation (e.g., degree of tmst in White people and their 

institutions), and symbolic adaptation (e.g., beliefs about the effects of adopting White 

ways on identity). In essence, voluntary minorities have a cultural frame of reference tliat 

enhances their academic success (i.e., not oppositional); where as involuntary minorities 

develop conflict or oppositional attitudes as a reaction to their subordinate status. The 

disproportionate academic failure among Puerto Ricans and other nonimmigrant, caste

like minorities is believed to stem from their subordinate status to the dominant, Anglo 

society and their mistreatment within. In essence, minorities like Puerto Ricans do not 

succeed because they develop an oppositional stance/resistance to the dominant White 

society in an effort to maintain their identity. 

Contrary to resistance/oppositional research, minority achievement studies 

(Gibson, 1988; Matute-Bianchi, 1986; Mehan, Hubbard, & Villanueva, 1994; Hemmings, 

1996; Flores-Gonzalez, 1999,2002; Foley, 1990, 1991) have argued that academic 

success is not always associated with a loss of ethnic identity or with oppositional 

behaviors. Much of the literature on achievement argues that students can maintain their 

ethnic or minority identity as well as model student identity. This research suggests that 



the notions of "making it" and succeeding are not directly tied to severing ties with 

minority culture. 

The literature on college choice and influences has focused on economic and 

social factors impacting access, choice, and enrollment. This reseiirch has found that a 

number of factors influence college choice and enrollment, which include school quality 

and resources, family socioeconomic status, parental educational attainment, students' 

early educational and occupational aspirations, race/ethnicity, gender, student academic 

ability, access to information, parental encouragement and support, and finances (Perna, 

2000a, 2000b; Tiemey, 1980; Leslie, Johnson, & Carlson, 1977; Gilmore, Spire, & 

Dolich, 1981; Kelpe Kem, 2000; David, Ball, Davies, & Reay, 2003; Trusty, Robinson, 

Plata, & Ng, 2000; McPherson & Schapiro, 1998; Heam 1984, 1991; Berkner & Chavez, 

1997; Hossler, Braxton, & Coopersmith, 1989; Chen & Kaufman, 1997; Davis and Van 

Dusen, 1975; Plank & Jordan, 2001; Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000a, 2000b; Hossler, Sclimit, 

& Vesper, 1999; Hubbard, 1999). Thus, this literature suggest that students from higher 

income groups, high parental educational attainment, and high parental involvement are 

much more likely to attend higher prestige institutions and thus gain greater benefits from 

their education. 

Research Questions 

In order to accomplish the purposes of this study, the following research questions 

were used; 

Research Question One 

What cultural model do Puerto Rican students hold? 
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Research Question Two 

What are the higher education attitudes, perceptions, and choices among 

Puerto Rican high school students? 

Research Question Three 

Do socioeconomic status, birthplace, and gender impact Puerto Rican 

students' educational attitudes, perceptions, and future educational 

choices? hi what ways? 

Description of the Study 

This study was conducted in two high schools in New Jersey. These were located 

in low-income urban and working middle-class neighborhoods. Tlie researcher visited 

both high schools, described the study to possible participants, and informed them that 

participation was voluntary. 

The first phase of data collection involved seeking volunteers, gathering school 

data and getting familiar with the schools, talking with school staff, signing and 

collecting consent forms, and setting up interviews. It was during this phase that general 

descriptive background information was collected from the students. This information 

included demographic information such as grade, age, gender, parental educational 

attainment, parental occupation, future plans, and grades. In the second phase, the student 

interviews were conducted as well as the follow-ups. These interviews were taped and 

later transcribed. The sample included a total of 29 students; 17 in City High School and 

12 in Hill High School The majority of the students were in the 12^'^ grade, US born, and 

attending college. 
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Limitation of the Study 

This investigation has several limitations. The first limitation is that of the 

researcher's influence on the students' behaviors and/or responses. According to 

Esterberg (2002), the presence of a researcher or observer may alter behaviors and/or 

responses of those being studied. The students may tend to exaggerate or alter their 

responses to give what they perceived as socially acceptable answers. Hence, in this 

investigation, this limitation was reduced in two ways. First, the students were made to 

feel at ease by having contact with each student on several occasions before the 

interview. Second, the students were told about the value of all answers and that there 

were no wrong answers to the questions being asked. 

The second limitation is that of researcher's bias. The researcher's expectations 

and beliefs may impact the study results and the emphasis given to certain themes derived 

from the data. Moreover, initial impressions may weigh more heavily on the researcher's 

mind and may affect the data analysis. According to Miles & Huberman (1994) and 

Esterberg (2002), in order to minimize this problem, the researcher must place emphasis 

on the overall patterns in the data and pay attention to the data over the whole time span. 

In order to reduce this problem, the interviews were taped, transcribed, and the data 

collected was reviewed on multiple occasions in its entirety before themes were 

formulated. 

The third limitation is that students sampled in this study may not be 

representative of the Puerto Rican population in the mainland. Although the sample size 

satisfies the requirements for this dissertation, the ratio of US born, PR bom, and Circular 
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Puerto Ricans may not be general izable to the larger population of Puerto Ricans residing 

in the continental United States. Furthermore, the findings on Puerto Rican bom students 

may not be generalizable to that population given the small number of students within 

this group. 

The final limitation is that the students selected were in the ll'Sind 12*''grade, 

which may limit the perspectives on the educational experiences and attitudes of Puerto 

Ricans presented in this investigation. Thus, a longitudinal study tracking the students 

from the middle school years may shed more light on the factors impacting the students' 

educational attitudes and choices and how those may change over time. 

Definition of Terms 

The following terms are defined as they apply to this study. 

Hispanics or Latinos - A group of people who share a language and common 

cultural origins but who come from diverse nations and backgrounds with distinctive 

histories and socio-economic and political experiences (Brown. Santiago, & Lopez, 

2003). 

US Born - a person of Puerto Rican lineage bom in the mainland. 

PR Born - a person of Puerto Rican lineage born in the island of Puerto Rico. 

Circular Puerto Rican - a Puerto Rican born in Puerto Rico or the mainland that 

lived in Puerto Rico during some point in their lives and returned to the mainland. 

Dominant group/culture ~ a culture that exercises authority or influence over 

educational institutions, White culture in the U.S. 
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Cultural Model - a theoretical framework of ideas, beliefs, customs, and responses 

of a group of people toward education and its institutions. 

Educational Ideologies - the beliefe about the role of education on success and 

about different types of educational institutions. 

Organization of the Dissertation 

This dissertation has six chapters. Chapter One provides an introduction and an 

overview of this investigation. Chapter Two presents the literature and existing research 

on achievement, underachievement and college choice explanations. Chapter Three 

discusses the procedures and methods employed in this study. Chapter Four and Five 

present the findings of this investigation. The fonner relates to the students cultural 

model, while the ladder addresses the students attitudes, perceptions, and choices about 

college. Finally, Chapter Six presents the study observations, implications for practice, 

recommendations for future research, and conclusions. 



CHAPER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

For some time researchers have been interested in understanding the patterns of 

behaviors and the aeademic achievement of Puerto Ricans in the United S tates (Gonzales, 

1996; FIores-Gonzalez, 1999,2002; Few Hispanic Center, 2002; Tomas Rivera Policy 

Institute, n.d.; Hispanic Association of Colleges and Universities, 2002; Baxter, 1998; 

U.S. Census Bureau, 2003; Donato & Wojtkiewicz, 1996; Rivera Batiz & Santiago, 

1995; Rodriguez, 1991; Perez y Gonzalez, 2000; Rodriguez & Bosque-Perez, 1994). 

High academic failure and dropout rates have traditionally characterized the education of 

Puerto Ricans at all levels of the educational ladder. This trend is troublesome due to its 

lifetime consequences, which limit future employment and earning opportunities in an 

increasingly credential based society and knowledge based economy. 

Educational research has traditionally grouped Puerto Ricans along with 

Hispanics and/or Latinos. The terms Hispanic and Latino have been broadly used to refer 

to persons of Latin American descent living in the United States with a more or less 

common history and language. However, Hispanics are a heterogeneous minority group 

in terms of national origin, population characteristics, demographic and socioeconomic 

characteristics, immigration and migration histories, and educational attainment. This 

chapter will shed light into some of these differences and discuss the literature guiding 

this study. In doing this, I focus on the literature on minority underachievement, minority 

achievement, and college choice. 
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Mainland Hispanics and Puerto Ricans 

Population Characteristics 

Hispanics are the fastest growing population in the United States. This population 

has more than doubled since 1980, and in 2002 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2003), became the 

largest minority group in the United States with a total of 37.4 millions, excluding Puerto 

Ricans in the Island. Among the Hispanic population in the mainland, 66.9 percent are 

Mexican, 8.6 percent are Puerto Rican, 3.7 percent are Cuban, 14.3 percent are Central 

and South American, and 6.5 percent were of other Hispanic origin (U.S. Census Bureau, 

2003). However, when the population living in Puerto Rico is included, Puerto Ricans 

total 18.4 percent of the Hispanic population in the United States. 'ITie Puerto Rican 

population has grown substantially in recent decades to a total of 7.2 million: 3.4 in the 

mainland and 3.8 in Puerto Rico (U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.d, n.d.f). 

Demographic and Socioeconomic Characteristics 

Hispanics are a heterogeneous group and as such their demographic and 

socioeconomic characteristics vary by country of origin. In 2002, 58 percent of Puerto 

Ricans lived in the Northeast, 54.6 percent of Mexicans lived in the West, and 75.1 

percent of Cubans lived in the South (U.S. Census Bureau, 2003). Central and South 

Americans are almost evenly concentrated in the Northeast (31.5 percent), the West (29.9 

percent), and the South (34.0 percent). Almost half, 45.6 percent, of all Hispanics live in 

central cities within a metropolitan area compared to only 21.1 percent of Whites. The 

majority of Puerto Ricans (57.4 percent) and more than any other Hispanic group live in a 

central city (U.S. Census Bureau, 2003). 
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Hispaiiics feire worse economically than Whites in the United States and are more 

likely than Whites to live in poverty. In fact, 21.4 percent of Hispanics in 2002 were 

living in poverty, compared to 7.8 percent of Whites (U.S. Census Bureau, 2003). Puerto 

Ricans were more likely than any other Hispanic group to live in poverty, 26.1 percent 

respectively. Among children under 18 years of age, 44 percent of Puerto Ricans lived 

below the poverty level, compared to 35 percent of Mexicans, 32 percent of other 

Hispanics, 27 percent of Central and South Americans, and 16 percent of Cubans (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2003). 

Hispanic families are substantially different from White families. In 2002,26.5 

percent of Hispanic families consisted of households with 5 or more people, compared to 

10.8 percent of Whites. 30,8 percent of Mexican family households had five or more 

people, compared to 16.8 percent of Puerto Rican families and 10.6 percent of Cuban 

families. Puerto Ricans are more likely than Mexicans and Cubans to live in single-parent 

families. In fact, women head 35.8 percent of all Puerto Rican families, the largest 

proportion among any other Hispanic group (U.S. Census Bureau. 2003). 

Moreover, 8.1 percent of Hispanics are unemployed, compared to 5.1 percent of 

Whites (U.S. Census Bureau, 2003). Puerto Ricans have the highest unemployment rates 

among any other Hi.spanic group, 9.6 percent, compared to 8.4 percent of Mexicans, 6.8 

percent of South and Central Americans, 6.1 percent of Cubans, and 8.6 percent of other 

Hispanics (U.S. Census Bureau, 2003). According to the U.S. Census Bureau, (n.d.g), the 

mean household income of Hispanics has remained relatively low compared to Whites, 

44,000 and 61,000 respectively. In 2000, the mean earning income of Puerto Ricans in 
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the mainland was slightly less than 31,000 and a total of 26.9 percent of households were 

on economic assistance (Baker, 2002). 

Immigmtkm and Migration 

Immigration and migration patterns also vary by country of origin. While 

immigration refers to permanent movement from one country to another, migration is the 

relocation within regions and is often associated with movements from one state to 

another (Perez y Gonzalez, 2000). Immigration from Latin American countries is 

typically unidirectional. Thus, people move in one direction often leaving their home 

countries permanently in search of better opportunities. However, for Puerto Ricans, 

migration is not always permanent. According to Garcia Fassalacquua (1994), "In the 

case of Puerto Ricans, migration is not unidirectional, we go back and forth, we migrate 

and return, and migrate again, and return again" (p. 104). 

It is history that makes Puerto Ricans distinctive from all other Hispanics. In 

1898, Puerto Rico was annexed to the United,States following the Spanish-American 

War (Fitzpatrick, 1971) and in 1917, by Congressional fiat, Puerto Ricans were made 

U.S. citizens (Garcia Passalacqua, 1994). Thus, unlike any other Hispanic group, 

American citizenship has given Puerto Ricans the freedom to travel with minimal risk 

between Puerto Rico and the mainland. In addition to citizenship rights, migration among 

Puerto Ricans has been impacted by an island population increase, economic pressures, 

and cheap airline flights (Fitzpatrick, 1971). In the last four decades, the increasingly 

fluctuating emigration and immigration of Puerto Ricans is now referred to as "the 

revolving-door migration" (Rodriguez, n.d.) and terms such as commuter people/nation 
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(Rodriguez Veccbini & Burgos, 1994) and circulai' migrants (National Puerto Rican 

Coalition, 1992; Rodriguez, n.d.) have gained increasing popularity. 

Educational Attainment 

Hispanic educational attainment trails behind the national average and most other 

racial and ethnic groups in the United States. Early research (Fligstein & Fernandez, 

1985) found that high school completion rates vary by nationality. Puerto Ricans were 

found to have the lowest high school completion rates (49 percent) followed by Mexicans 

(57 percent) and Cubans (89 percent). More recent research (Donate & Wojtkiewicz, 

1996), however, has found higlier completion rates yet persistent race-based and inter-

group differences. Only 58 percent of Puerto Ricans had completed high school, 

compared to 85 percent of Wliites, 75 percent of African Americans, and 63 percent of 

Mexicans. Many studies have placed Puerto Rican dropout rates between 46 to 76 percent 

(Barreto el al., 1986, Calitri, 1983; National Puerto Rican Coalition, 1992; Rivera-Batiz 

& Santiago, 1995; Donato & Wojtkiewicz, 1996). 

More recently, the Hispanic Association of Colleges and Universities (2002) 

reported the Hispanic dropout rate at 45.3 percent, compared to a national average of 17.9 

percent. The National Center for Educational Statistics (2000) found that among 16 to 24 

year olds 28.6 percent of Hispanics, 12.6 of Blacks, 7.3 of Whites, and 4.3 percent of 

Asians are high school dropouts. In addition, 94 percent of Whites, 86.8 percent of 

Blacks, and only 62.8 percent of Hispanics age 25-29 had completed high school. The 

U.S. Census Bureau (2003) found similar findings with 43 percent of Hispanics 25 years 

and older having no high school diploma compared to only 11.3 percent of Whites. 
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Central and South Americans, Puerto Ricans, Cubans, other Hispanics, and Mexicans 

(64.7 percent, 66.8 percent, 70.8 percent, 74 percent, and 50.6 percent) were less likely to 

have graduated from high school than Whites, which had a high school graduation rate of 

88.7 percent. Donato & Wojtklewicz (1996) found that Puerto Ricans ai'e more likely 

than other Hispanics to have characteristics, which contribute to educational 

underachievement such as being bom off the mainland, living in single-parent 

households, and speaking a foreign language. 

Research on higher education and Hispanics show similar achievement gap 

patterns. While the number of Hispanic students in higher education increased by 98 

percent in the 1990s (Nettles & Pema, 1997), Hispanic students continue to be 

underrepresented in colleges and universities and among bachelor's degree recipients 

nationwide. Hispanics make up 13.3 percent of the total U.S. population (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2003) ajid only 9 percent of the total college enrollment (Cabrera & La Nasa, 

2002). The Tomas Rivera Policy Institute (n.d.) found that 71.2 percent of Hispanics have 

no college background, 13.3% have some college, 5.2% have an associate's degree, and 

10.3% have a bachelor's or more. The national averages are 51.7%, 17.2%, 7.3%, and 

23.8% (TRPI, n.d.), respectively. The U.S. Census Bureau (2003) found 11.1 percent of 

the Hispanic population had a bachelor's degree, compared to 29.4 percent of Whites. 

Baccalaureate attainment ranged substantially by country of origin with Cubans ranking 

highest at 18.6 percent to Mexicans at 7.6 percent (U.S. Census Bureau, 2003). Puerto 

Ricans faired among the lowest with only 9 J percent of 25 years old and over 

completing a bachelor's degree. 
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Moreover, research (Cabrera & la Nasa, 2002) has found that most Hispanics and 

Puerto Ricans enroll in Hispanic-serving institutions concentrated in New York, Illinois, 

Jersey, California, Texas, and Florida. It has also been found that Hispanics choose 

degree programs in the social sciences more than in health sciences and education, atid 

are equally likely to major in engineering, business, and life sciences than Whites 

(Cabrera & La Nasa, 2002). Lastly, with the exception of engineering, a traditionally 

male career, more Hispanic women than Hispanic males enroll in higher education 

(Cabrera & La Nasa, 2002). 

Theoretical Eixpl anations 

Research pertaining to minorities and educational attainment has been well 

developed. To guide this study, I turn to the literature on educational underachievement, 

educational achievement, and college choice. In this section, I will review the literature 

relating these three areas and discuss strengths and limitations. 

Underachievement Explanations 

Much of the research on schooling inequities has focused on dropouts and 

underachievement. Two dominant perspectives, reproduction theory and 

oppositional/resistance theory, have offered partial explanations of this problem. 

Reproduction Theory 

Reproduction theory addresses the relationship between schooling and work, and 

the production and reproduction of social inequality (Bourdieu, 1973; Bourdieu & 

Passeron, 1977; Bowles & Gintis, 1976). It posits that cla.ss structure is reproduced from 

generation to generation through academic institutions, which pretend to transmit social 
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equality and mask success with the language of meritocracy when in actuality it is 

primarily social class that determines students' success. Reproductiorx theorists believe 

that schools are dominant group establishments, which perpetuate class structure and 

serve to foster and maintain low achievement among non-dominant groups such as 

racial/ethnic minorities and low-income students (Bourdieu, 1973; Bourdieu & Passeron, 

1977; Bowles & Gintis, 1976). 

Bowles & Gintis (1976) argue that academic success is not related to cognitive 

ability and that cognitive development and schooling are not sufficient to explain 

economic success. They argue that schools provide unequal education to different class 

groups through unequal resource expenditures and curriculum, which favors the upper-

income groups over lower-income and minority students. Hence, schools reproduce and 

perpetuate the existing class stractures by rewarding the behaviors of the upper and 

middle class over working class students. 

Among reproduction theorists, Pierre Bourdieu has attracted considerable interest 

with his theory of social reproduction and the concepts of cultural capita! and habitus. 

Bourdieu argues that educational institutions reward the culture of the dominant class. He 

believes (1977) that low-income students that are brought up in an environment where 

success is rare are less likely to succeed than a middle-class student surrounded by people 

who have succeeded. His most studied conccpt. cultural capital, is defined as the cultural 

background, knowledge, disposition, and skills that are passed from generation to 

generation and has been examined by researchers thoroughly. According to Bourdieu & 

Passeron (1977), children from different social classes have different cultural capital. In 



turn, under the lingo of meritocracy, educational institutions reward the cultural capital of 

the dominant class while devaluing that of the lower class (MacLeod, 1995). This leads to 

increased access to better schools and colleges among higher class students, which in turn 

leads to better employment opportunities in a credential-based labor market. 

Habitus, one's view of the world and one's place in it, is also critical to 

understanding the way that students respond to educational practices. According to 

Dumais (2002), it is imperative to consider the resources (capital) and the orientation 

toward using those resources (habitus) to understand how class reproduction occurs. 

Reproduction of class results from habitus. Both habitus and cultural capital may be 

different based on the person's race, class, and gender. "People develop ideas about their 

individual potential; for example, those in the working class tend to believe that they will 

remain in the working class" (Dumais, 2002, p. 46). According to Swartz (as cited in 

Dumais, 2002), for students, the decision to work hard, study, and continue into college 

largely depend on class status and expectations of whether people in that group or class 

are successful. 

Research in education has provided evidence of a connection between these 

concepts and school success (Dumais, 2002; DiMaggio, 1982). DiMaggio (1982) found 

that cultural capital measured as the students' self-reported involvement in the areas of 

classical music, art, and literature had an effect on students' high school grades. The 

findings confirm the previous arguments that teachers, major consumers of high culture, 

communicate more easily with students who participate in elite status cultures and 

perceive them as more intelligent than students who lack cultural capital (DiMaggio, 
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1982). Other research (Dumais, 2002) joining the role of cultural capital and habitus 

found that females and higher-income students are more likely to participate in cultural 

activities than males and low-income students. She found that traditional gender 

stereotypes play a negative role in the cultural participation of males and a positive one 

on females, and tliat females had higher white-collar job aspirations (habitus) than males. 

McDonough's (1997) research used the concepts of cultural capital and habitus to 

frame the study of four high schools in different socio-economic neighborhoods and 

found that social class communities and schools shape the students' college choices. 

According to McDonough, "class socialization precedes and significantly shapes the 

formation of aspirations- students develop college plans based on their families' and 

communities' values and assessment of appropriate goals" (1997, p. 152). She tlnds that 

the "individual's cultural capital is evident in a sense of entitlement: students believe they 

are entitled to a particular kind of collegiate education based on their family's habitus or 

class status and organize their college searches around a range of acceptable institutions" 

(1997, p. 155). Hence, joint efforts of family and school influences work to shape the 

students' aspirations. 

Focusing on class, studies using reproduction theory describe how inequality is 

reproduced and perpetuated in education. While reproduction theorists argue that class-

based inequalities exist in education, they do not account for individual or group 

challenges to the educational system. Thus, the next section, will focus on an extension of 

reproduction theory, resistmice/oppositional theory, and will address some of these gaps. 
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Resistance or Opposidoml Theory 

Within the larger umbrella of reproduction theoiy, resistance or oppositional 

theorists propose that students develop an oppositional stance as a challenge to 

educational institutions (Willis, 1977; MacLeod, 1995; Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; 

McLaren, 1994; Fordham, 1988). These theorists argue that while students may have 

high regard for education and its value, they develop identities oppositional to the 

schools' norms and expectations in reaction to structural forces, which serve to restrict 

economic gains. This research has traditionally focused on K-12 low achievers who reject 

the grandiose egalitarian notions of the educational system. They do not believe that an 

education and hard work are sufficient for success. Instead, they believe that ascriptive 

factors such as class, race, ethnicity, and gender impact their future opportunities. 

Willis's (1977) ethnography of white, male, working class students in a small 

English working class town finds a major division in the attitudes and actions of two 

groups of students. While the ear'oles conform to school rules and expectations and 

aspire to attain middle class jobs, the lads posses a counter-school culture and reject 

school expectations by being disruptive, mocking the ear'oles and having a iaff.' The 

lads have a personalized opposition and resentment of authority figures and school. They 

understand that because of their socioeconomic condition, the chances for mobility are 

small, and because of that they rather have a 'Iaff than confonn. According to Apple 

(1982), "Their rejection of so much of the content and form of day to day educational life 

bears on the almost unconscious realization that, as a class, schooling will not enable 

them to go much further than they already are" (p. 99). Moreover, Willis (1977) beliefs 
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that ones attitude of labor, whether manual or intellectual, is the main difTerence between 

working working-ckiss and middle class groups. 

Much like Willis's research, MacLeod (1995) addressed how social inequality is 

reproduced in the United States. He studied how two groups of low-income students, the 

Hallway Hangers and the Brothers, regardless of racial orientation, are victims of class 

barriers. The fomier are a group of boys of Italian or Irish descent stereotyped by 

outsiders as hoodlums or punks, which are at odds with mainstream American society 

and school This group of students is a distinct subculture, which does not conform to the 

dominant's culture vocabulary and values and harbor feelings of hopelessness. The latter, 

strive to achieve academically and accept the dominant's culture values and have a 

positive outlook on their chances for upward mobility. 

MacLeod found that both groups were victims of class exploitation. However, 

although the African American group had to additionally cope with the burden of racism, 

they blamed themselves for their failures. MacLeod finds that race is also a factor in 

educational and occupational outcomes. He concludes that although American society 

buys into the 'land of opportunity' and the 'rags-to-riches' myths, the opportunity for 

social mobility is limited and more or less predetermined by class and race, to an extent. 

Oppositional research argues that for ethnic/racial minorities and low-income 

students' high academic achievement in schools has class and/or racial/ethnic 

connotations (Flores-Gonzalez, 2002). Hence, confomiing to school rules and 

expectations is often associated with loosing their identity and adopting those of middle-

class White Americans. I'his research attributes the low educational achievement of 
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incorporated into American society (Ogbu, 1991, Ogbu & Simons, 1998; Fordham & 

Ogbu, 1986; Suarez-Orozco, 1987, 1991; McLaren, 1994). They argue that minorities 

that have been forcefully incorporated into American society have difficulties 

maintaining their ethnic identity and academic achievement simultaneously. Proponents 

argue that minorities that have been forcefully incorporated into American society have 

difficulties maintaining their ethnic identity and academic achievement simultaneously. 

Fordham and Ogbu (1986) suggests that school behaviors such as participating in 

class discussions, iisking the teacher for help, getting good grades, studying, and being on 

time to class are often associated with "whiteness" and a loss of ethnic identity. Fordham 

(1988) asserts that African Americans have to choose between maintaining their ethnic 

identity and becoming underachievers or shedding their identity and succeeding. Success 

in school is believed to be cultural suicide because to succeed students must shed their 

identity and adopt 'white' ways (McLaren, 1994). Moreover, a study of immigrant 

children suggests that "instead of becoming more American with the pass^ige of time, 

second-generation immigrant youths increasingly shift to ethnic and racial minority 

identities, ranging from the panethnic labels into which they are commonly classified 

(Asian, Black, Hispanic) to a reactive embracing of their parents' nationality" (Rumbaut 

& Fortes, 2001, p. 309). This trend is believed to be reflective of the impact of external 

discrimination and the students' awareness of the place they occupy in American racial 

and social status. 
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John U. Ogbu, an oppositional theorist, studied minority education for more than 

three decades. In his earlier studies, he focused on school performance between 

minorities and dominant groups and found that it was the treatment and discrimination of 

minorities both in school and society that led to diflerences in performance (Ogbu, 1978). 

In later studies, he focused on differences between minorities themselves and later called 

his explajiation of minority school performance cultural-ecological theory (Ogbu & 

Simons, 1998). 

Cultural-ecological theory attempts to explain minority school perfomiance and 

considers the dynamics between school and societal fectors and the minority community. 

"Ecology is the "setting," "environment," or "world" of people (minorities), and 

"cultural," broadly, refers to the way people (in this case minorities) see their world and 

behave in it" (Ogbu & Simons, 1998, p. 158). The theory has two parts: the system and 

community forces. 

According to Ogbu and Simons (1998), to understand the differences in school 

performance among minority groups one must focus on (1) their history of incorporation 

into the United States and their treatment or mistreatment by the dominant, Anglo society 

in education and (2) how their responses to their treatment and history of incorporation 

affect their perceptions of and responses to schooling. Hence, cultural-ecological theory 

defines minority status not based on numerical representation, but on the basis of power 

relations between groups and the impact of dominant-group treatment. "A population is a 

minority if it occupies some form of subordinate power position in relation to another 

population within the same country or society" (Ogbu & Simons, 1998, p. 162). 



To understand differences in school perfonnance, minorities are classified into 

three main groups: (1) autonomous, (2) voluntary or immigrant, and (3) involuntary, non

immigrant, or castlike (Ogbu 1978; Ogbu, 1983; Ogbu, 1991; Ogbu, 1992; Ogbu & 

Simmons, 1998). Autonomous minorities "may be culturally or linguistically distinct but 

are not politically, socially, or economically subordinated to major degrees" (Ogbu, 1992, 

p. 290). These belong to groups that are small and may be different from the dominant 

group in race, ethnicity, language, or religion such as the Amish, Jews, or Mormons 

(Ogbu, 1978; Ogbu & Simons, 1998). Although this group may be victim to 

discrimination, they are not oppressed and their educational achievement is no different 

from the dominant group (Ogbu, 1978). Volunt£iry or immigrant minorities "moved 

more or less voluntarily to the United States because they believe that this would result in 

more economic well-being, better overall opportunities, and/or greater political freedom" 

(Ogbu, 1992, p. 290). Examples of these are Cubans, Chinese, Punjabi, and South 

American immigrants. According to Ogbu (1993), this group does not encounter 

persistent school failure because while they experience discrimination and subordination, 

they have positive expectations and a tourist attitude, which often enhances their school 

performance. Lastly, involuntary, non-immigrant, or caste-like minorities such as African 

Americans, Mexican Americans, Native Americans, and Puerto Ricans were brought to 

the U.S. by enslavement, conquest, or colonization and were made part of the United 

States against their will (Ogbu, 1993, Ogbu & Simmons, 1998). This group typically has 

no homeland to retum to, and have traditionally been less economically and educationally 

successful than the other two groups. For this group, there is a "White way" and 



"minority way" of behaving and talking. "They feel strongly that tiieir way of taJking, 

walking, etc., is an expression of their group identity," (Ogbu, 1992) which should be 

maintained. 

To comprehend students' academic attitudes and performance, Ogbu (1993) 

suggests that voluntary and involuntary minorities have different cultural models, which 

stem from different collective solutions to their treatment by the dominant group. These 

are "the ways that members of a minority group understand or interpret their world and 

guide their actions in that world" (Ogbu & Simons, 1998, p.7). Voluntary and involuntary 

minorities differ in four ways: frame of reference (e.g., native home/country or middle 

class White America), instrumental adaptation (e.g., folk theories of making it-

meritocracy or institutionalized discrimination), relational adaptation (e.g., degree of trust 

in White people and their institutions), and symbolic adaptation (e.g., beliefs about the 

effects of adopting White ways on identity). 

The frame of reference is the way in which a group or person looks at a situation 

and may be positive or negative (Ogbu and Simons. 1998). Voluntary or immigrant 

minorities have a positive dual frame of reference, which is based on their situation in the 

U.S. and native country/home. For this group, their frame of reference is positive because 

they perceive more opportunities in the U.S. than in their country of origin. However, for 

involuntary, non-immigrant, or castelike minorities, the frame of reference is negative. 

These groups or persons also have a dual frame, which constitutes their social and 

economic situation in the U.S. in comparison to middle-class White Americans. Their 



frame of reference is negative because their schools and economic and social situation are 

inferior to White Americans. 

Instrumental responses are the means necessary' to succeed in American society 

and include folk theory of making it and role models. Voluntary minorities' folk theory 

are optimistic, believe in meritocracy, and employ some of the same strategies of middle-

class White Americans for success, which includes the belief that getting a good 

education, hard work, and following the rules will lead to success (Ogbu & Simons, 

1998). Role models are people within their communities who play by the iiiles and 

succeeded by acculturating, achieving a higher education, and economic success (Ogbu 

& Simons, 1998). In turn, involuntary minorities share different beliefs about the means 

to succeed. These groups believe that education and hard work are necessary but not 

sufficient to overcome institutionalized and permanent discrimination. Furthermore, their 

role models include groups that have often used talent and/or physical strength instead of 

education to succeed and include the wealthy, athletes, and entertainers as well as rebels 

in a White-controlled .society. Thus, unlike voluntary minorities, involuntary minorities 

do not look at minority professionals as role models because they often believe that this 

group has abandoned their identity by adopting White ways. 

According to Ogbu & Simons (1998), the way minorities trust White-controlled 

institutions also varies by their method of incorporation in American society. In the case 

of voluntiiry minorities, they tni.st these institutions and believe in what they have to 

offer. They conform to their authority because education is a route to success. However, 

involuntary minorities treat schools with suspicion and distrust due to their history of 
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discrimination and racism. They do not believe that they are educated the same as White 

middle-class students. 

Lastly, minorities differ in their symbolic response to education. As Ogbu & 

Simons (1998) put it, "Symbolic response has to do with the way minorities understand 

and interpret the differences between their culture and language and white American 

culture and language" (p. 174). Voluntary minorities take a tourist model and attitude 

about learning English and a new culture by willing to learn these. On the contrary, 

involuntary minorities do not possess a tourist model and feel that language and culture 

have been imposed on them. These groups resist adopting White ways and believe that 

loosing their identity and adopting White ways threatens their collective minority 

identity. 

In sum, these four main differences, which account for community forces give 

voluntary minorities and involuntary minorities different cultural models. In one hand, 

voluntary minorities have a non-oppositional cultural model that enhances their academic 

success. They accept mainstream folk theory and strategies for getting ahead and believe 

they can overcome economic hardships through hard work. They do not question school 

authority and make efforts to adapt culturally to achieve success. On the other hand, 

involuntary minorities are skeptical about their chances for succeeding. For this group, no 

degree of hard work and education alone are sufficient to overcome institutionalized 

discrimination, and as a response, they develop oppositional attitudes and behaviors. 

The disproportionate academic failure among Puerto Rlcans and other 

nonimmigrant, caste-like minorities is believed to stem from their subordinate status to 
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the dominant, Aiiglo society and their mistreatment within. According to Ogbu, "The 

status of Puerto Rico is ambiguous: It is neither a state within the US polity nor an 

independent nation in the real sense. According to Ogbu (as cited in Ogbu, i 993), many 

Puerto Ricans feel that their "country" is still a US colony". In essence, cultural-

ecological theory proposes that involimtary or caste-like minorities like Puerto Ricans do 

not succeed because they develop an oppositional stance/resistance to the dominart 

White society in an effort to maintain their identity. 

Oppositional theoiy is not without it's critics. Among the major criticisms of 

Ogbu's framework of minority underachievement is the simplistic dichotomous nature of 

his explanation, which can serve to contribute to group stereotypes. Moreover, intra-

group variability and class, generational, and gender differences are not taken into 

account. Lastly, when it comes to Puerto Ricans, the differences in commimily forces, 

which is believed to define a group's cultural model, has not been studied in detail. 

Minority Achievement Explanations 

Achievement research (Gibson, 1988; Matute-Bianchi, 1986; Mehan, Hubbard, & 

Villanueva, 1994; Hemmings, 1996; Flores-Gonzalez, 1999,2002; Foley, 1990, 1991) 

has found that being successful does not always come at the expense of ethnic identity 

and/or oppositional behaviors. Much of the literature on minority achievement argues that 

students, which have been classified by Ogbu's theory as involuntary minorities can 

maintain minority and model student identities simultaneously. Thus, for these students 

being successful academically is not associated with the White culture or 'whiteness," but 

with middle-class status. 
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According to Mehan et al (1994), Jow-income Latino, African American, and 

Anglo high school students can become academically successful While the students were 

aware of the unequal educational structure, they held positive attitudes about the power of 

agency and developed strategies for overcoming societal discrimination, prejudice, and 

racism. Ilie students affirmed their cultural identities and recognized the need to develop 

specific dominant group cultural practices such as achieving academically in order to 

succeed in the fliture. Thus, instead of taking an oppositional stance toward education, 

these students adopted an "accommodating without assimilating" strategy, which did not 

result in acts of cultural inversion suggested by resistance/oppositional theorists. 

Similarly, Hemmings (1996) found that high achieving African Americans 

formed identities as model students as well black persons. He contends that African 

American achievers did not "reject or downplay the importance of schooling on the basis 

of a broad intergenerational cultural belief that black people regardless of their 

educational attainments cannot compete successfully in the dominant white society" (p. 

45) or develop an the oppositional racial behaviors previously found by Fordham (1988) 

and Fordham & Ogbu (1986). In fact, it was found that the students constructed different 

identities to facilitate success in different settings. 

Furthermore, Matute-Bianchi (1986,1991) found that all Mexican students' 

experiences are not equal and that they are a complex and multifaceted group. Her 

research categorizes Mexican-descent students into five heterogeneous groups, recent 

Mexican immigrant, Mexican-oriented, Mexican-American, Chicanos, and Cholos, which 

coincide with lengtli of residence in the U.S. and individual strategies and attitudes about 
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schooling. She finds that recent Mexican immigrants do not suffer from emotional 

distress when they make £in effort to become model students (Matute-Bianchi, 1986). She 

argues that to understand academic success or failure we must define groups more 

precisely by taking notice of intragroup variations. 

Foley's (1990) study of schooling and Mexican Americans in a small rural town 

in Texas found that middle-class Mexican American students did not have an anti-school 

culture. In the mists of the Chicano Mo vement, he finds that a new category of Mexican 

Americans had evolved, which were upwardly mobile and aspired to middle-class status 

(Foley, 1991). He studied how students used the cultural capital of the mainstream to 

break with local traditions and beat the gringos at their gane by winning the approval of 

school authorities through sports, classroom interactions, and other school rituals, while 

simultaneously feeling proud of being ethnic (Foley, 1990). These students used language 

common to the group such as 'chicanismos' and did not believe that these were 

dysfunctional or negative. Essentially, he found that the more middle class the student is, 

the more they used mainstream Anglicized speech as a way to succeed in American 

society (Foley, 1990). Foley found that academic success is driven primarily by social 

class speech styles. 

Flores-Gonzalez (1999, 2002) research on Puerto Ricans finds that academic 

success is not associated with a loss of ethnic identity. Her research (2002) on Puerto 

Rican students in Chicago does not find evidence of conflicts between the Puerto Rican 

and American identities. In fact, Puerto Ricans maintained their ethnic identity along with 

a secondary and less prominent American identity, which was based on citizenship. 
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Hence, for this group, although 'Puerto Ricanness' is emphasized it does not contradict 

their American status. More importantly, Flores-Gonzalez suggests that the notions of 

"making it" are not directly tied to severing ties with culture, but nither developing a 

sense of ivnity. Thus, in her resetffch (2002), Puerto Rican students value education, 

aspire to be middle-class, and do not question their identity. Furthermore, research by 

Rodriguez (1998) found that mainland Puerto Ricans identify as Puerto Rican and view 

their culture and ethnic background positively. 

College Choice 

In the United States, an education beyond high school has become essential to 

achieving upward mobility. The college participation rates and attendance patterns of 

Latinos has increased dramatically in recent years (Nettles & Pema, 1997; Pema, 2000a, 

2000b; Pew Hispanic Center, 2002) and with it research on influences and factors 

impacting Latino enrollment in institutions of higher learning (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2002; 

Pema, 2000; Gandara, 1995; Pope & Fermin, 2003; Immerwahr, 2000,2003). However, 

no previous research exists on Puerto Rican high school students' attitudes and 

perceptions regarding higher education and how those shape their future academic and 

non-academic destinations and the role of class, birthplace, and gender. ITiis next section 

will address the literature regarding the college decision-making process and individual 

influences and factors affecting college choice among the general population as well as 

Hispanics and other underrepresented minorities. 

The literature on college choice and influences has largely focused on the 

decision-making process and economic and social factors contributing to access, choice, 
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and enrollment. Research shows that factors influencing college choice are students' 

early educational and occupational aspirations, school quality and resources, femily 

socioeconomic status, racial/ethnic background, gender, parental educational attainment, 

student academic ability, parental encouragement and support, access to information, 

college qualifications, and ability to finance a higher education (Pema, 2000a, 2000b; 

Tiemey, 1980; Leslie, Johnson, & Carlson, 1977; Gilmore, Spire, & Doileh, 1981; Kelpe 

Kem, 2000; David, Ball, Davies, & Reay, 2003; Trusty, Robinson, Plata, & Ng, 2000; 

McPherson & Schapiro, 1998; Hearn 1984, 1991; Berkner & Chavez, 1997; Hossler, 

Braxton, & Coopersmith, 1989; Chen & Kaufman, 1997; Davis and Van Dusen, 1975; 

Plank & Jordan, 2001; Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000a, 2000b; Hossler, Schmit, & Vesper, 

1999; Hubbard, 1999). 

The college decision-making literature (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987; Chapman 

1981; Cabrera & LaNasa, 2000b; Galotti & Mark, 1994; Dixon & Martin, 1990; Hossler, 

Braxton, & Coopersmith, 1989) has focused on the developmental process and how 

individual and organizational factors impact the process and college expectations. During 

the decision-making process, students develop predispositions to attend college, search 

for prospective institutions, and make higher education choices (Cabrera & La Nasa, 

2000b; Hossler & Gallager, 1987; Hossler, Braxton, & Coopersmith, 1989). ITiis research 

suggests that the decision-making process begins as early as middle school and continues 

until college matriculation. 

According to Hossler & Gallager (1987), college choice is a three-stage process. 

In the first stage, predisposition, students develop career and educational aspirations as 
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well as enroll in college-bound courses. In, this stage, students value an occupation and 

believe that college is the route to secure those goals (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000b). 

Typically, this stage begins in the 7'^ grade and continues through 9^''' grade. The second 

stage, search, is marked by students researching possible institutions and securing college 

information. This phase, which is marked by increased interaction between the individual 

and institutions, begins during lO"' grade and continues through 12* grade (Hossler, 

Braxton, & Coopersmith, 1989). In the last stage, choice, the students receive financial 

information, become aware of college expenses, file applications, make institutional 

c o m m i t m e n t s ,  a n d  p r e r e g i s t e r  i n  c o l l e g e ,  l l i i s  s t a g e  c a n  b e g i n  a s  e a r l y  a s  t h e  1 g r a d e  

and continue until enrollment (Hossler, Braxton, & Coopersmith, 1989). 

Early research by Davis & Van Dusen (1975) found that college preference is 

based on the students' socioeconomic status. They report that upper income students 

prefer private universities, middle-income students prefer state universities, and low-

income students prefer community colleges and state colleges. McPherson & Schapiro 

(1998) have also found that family socioeconomic status impacts college destination. 

According to their study, low-income students enroll at public institutions and 2-year 

colleges at much higher rates than higher-income students, 80 percent and 12 percent 

respectively. Berkner & Chavez (1997) found a similar positive relationship between 

students' family income and educational attainment and choice of college. According the 

their study of students planning to attend 4-year colleges after high school graduation, 17 

percent of low-income students enrolled in 2-year colleges compared to 7.5 percent of the 

upper-income group. They also found that parental educational attainment had a positive 
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influence on college enrollment. Eighty-seven percent of high, school seniors whose 

parents held a college degree enrolled in college immediately after high school compared 

to 73 percent of those with parents with some college and 65 percent of those with no 

college. Moreover, research has found that low ability high-SES students are more likely 

to go to college than high ability low-SES students (Jencks & Reisman, 1968; 

McDonough, 1991). 

The way students seai'ch for postsecondaiy institutions appears to be directly tied 

to the students' socioeconomic status. Early research (Leslie, Johnson, & Carlson, 1977; 

Tiemey, 1980) have found that low-income students rely more often on high school 

counselors as their most likely source of college information, where as high-income 

students use multiple sources of information such as private and school counselors, 

college representatives, and family, iriends and peers. McDonough (1994) found that 

high-socioeconomic status students use more inlbrmational sources than low 

socioeconomic by hiring private counselors to assists with the college search and 

application process. Affluent students are more likely to consider more prestigious 

institutions and search postsecondary institutions outside of their immediate geographical 

area (McDonougli, 1997; Tiemey, 1980; Hossler, Schmit, & Vesper, 1999). Hence, high 

socioeconomic status gives students a clear advantage. This relationship between income 

and college choice is has direct implications for Puerto Ricans since more than 1/5 live in 

poverty and more than 1/3 cam less than 35K a year (U.S. Census Bureau, 2003). 

According to Chen and Kaufman (1997), there are five risks factors associated 

with iower-SES students: (1) being raised in single parent homes, (2) poor academic 
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performance during the middle school years, (3) a history of high school dropouts in the 

family, (4) being held back at least one year, and (5) frequent change of schools. They 

find that lower-income students, on average, were affected by at least one risk factor, 

while high-SES had less than one. Haveman & Wolfe (1994) confirm some of these 

findings and suggests that years lived in a single parent family reduces the probability of 

graduating from high school £ind consequently attaining a higher education. Research 

(Lillard & Gemer, 1999) suggests that children from one-parent families are less likely to 

apply to, be admitted to, attend, or ever attend a 4~year college or choose a selective 

college. Research has found that Puerto Ricans are more likely than Whites, Atrican 

Americans, and any other f lispanic group to live in single-parent homes (Donato & 

Wojtkiewicz, 1996; U.S. Census Bureau, 2003), a factor that traditionally leads to 

decreased educational achievement and earning potential. 

Hossler, Schmit, & Vesper (1999) have found that while there are many factors 

impacting students' early educational plans, parental encouragement is the strongest 

predictor. Flint (1992) found that the frequency of parental encouragement is directly 

linked to the students' maintained postsecondary aspirations. According to Flint (1992), 

parents encouragement is manifested through advise of parents on college costs, college 

savings plans, and financial aid searches. Furthermore, Plank & Jordan (2001), found that 

discussion between parents and students about school events, testing (SATs, ACTs, etc.), 

postsecondary plans, and financial aid options decrease talent loss and incre^ise the 

likelihood of postsecondary attendance among all socioeconomic groups and minorities. 

Other factors that have been found to affect the college choice process are the advice of 
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friends, peers, and counselors, and educational activities (Hossler & Gallager, 1987; 

Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000, 2000). 

Research focusing on minority students and college choice and influences has 

received increasing attention in recent years (Pew Hispanic Center, 2002; Pema, 2000b: 

Cabrera & La Nasa, 2002; Nettles & Pema, 1997; Freeman, 1997, 1999; Sevier, 1993; 

Stewart & Post, 1990; fmmerwahr, 2003; Immeiwahr & Foleno, 2000; Pope & Fermin, 

2003). The Pew Hispanic Center (2002) examined U.S. college enrollment rates by race 

and ethnicity and found that Hispanics and Puerto Ricans enrolled in college less 

frequently than Whites, Blacks, and Asian/l^acitic Islanders. However, among high 

school graduates Hispanics were enrolled at higher rates than White and Black high 

school graduates, 10.1, 6.7, and 9.3 percent respectively. PHC (2002) found that among 

18-24 year old high school graduates, 33 percent of Hispanics were enrolled compared to 

42.4 percent of Whites, 37.2 percent of Blacks, and 56.9 percent of Asian/Pacific 

Islanders. Hispanics were more often in 2-year colleges than any other group with 40 

percent of 18 to 24 year olds attending (PHC, 2002). Hispanics were found more likely to 

be part-time students than Whites, 25 percent and 15 percent, respectively (PHC, 2002). 

Furthermore, compared to Whites, Hispanics are on average 20 perccnt less likely to 

secure college qualifications and 16 percent less likely to apply to 4-year colleges 

(Cabrera & La Nasa, 2002). 

The report also explored differences in college enrollment by generation and 

nationality. PHC' found that among 18 to 24 year old high school graduates, native-bom 

Hispanics were enrolled at higher rates than foreign-bom students, 2-year college 



enrollment varied among groups, and Cubans enrolled in college at much higher rates 

than other Hispanics (PHC, 2002). Moreover, 7.9 percent of all Puerto Rican high school 

graduates were enrolled in college, comp£u*ed to 6.7 percent of Whites. Twenty-nine 

percent of Puerto Rican high school graduates between 18 and 24 years old are enrolled 

in undergraduate studies, the percentage for the Anglo population is 42 percent (Pew 

Hispanic Center, 2002). Compared to Whites, Puerto Ricans are also more often part-

time students, older, and in 2-year colleges (Pew Hispanic Center, 2002), all of which 

have been found to negatively affect the chances for successful baccalaureate completion. 

The report also found that the majority of all Puerto Ricans were in 4-year and public 

colleges. Moreover, among Puerto Rican.s, generational status did not have a major 

impact on 2-year vs. 4-year enrollment patterns. 

Moreover, Pema (2000a) found clear college destination differences between 

Whites, African Americans, and Hispanics. Thus, 26 percent of Hispanic high school 

graduates attend 4-ycar colleges, compared to 42 percent of Whites and 35 percent of 

African Americans. She found that Blacks and Hispanics had similar college educational 

expectations and less economic capital than Whites, which was a strong predictor of 4-

year college enrollment. She finds that academic ability is an important predictor of 4-

year college enrollment among all the three groups. However, for African Americans and 

Hispanics social and cultural capital are as important as academic ability. Furthermore, 

research (Pema, 2000b) has found that among Hispanics, high-income is associated with 

increased 4-year college participation. 



According to Pope & Femnin (2003), the most influential factors contributing to 

college attendance of Hispanic students were achieving personal and career goal, better 

job opportunity, more money, and parental encouragement. Other important factors were 

high school academic preparation, teacher support and encouragement, parental financial 

support, college campus field trips, and encouragement by friends who have or are 

attending. Moreover, Hispanic students placed greater importance on these factors than 

their White counterparts. Furthermore, when academically successful Chicanos were 

asked about the factors most important in their success, they two most mentioned were 

persistence and hard work (Gandara, 1995). 

Research on the gap between college intentions and reality found that many 

academically qualified Hispanic high school seniors were faced with less tangible 

obstacles (Immerwahr, 2003). The study found that students lacked clear adult guidance, 

received misinformation about higher education, and had competing work options such as 

the military service, which often deterred them from making decisions based on long-

term rewards over short-term gains. Furthermore, research by Freeman (1997) and St. 

John (1991) suggest that while minority students value a higher education, they do not 

believe that a higher education guarantees employment commensurate with the level of 

education. 

According to Immerwahr & Foleno (2000), Hispanic high school students' 

parents believe that a college education is a prerequisite for a good job and a comfortable 

middle-class lifestyle. Parents were asked if college was a necessity for today's work 

world or if there were mjuiy other ways to succeed without a college education. It was 
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found that Hispanic parents placed a much greater emphasis on a college education than 

White and Black parents, 65, 32, and 44 percent respectively. Diaz-Rivera (1994) found 

that among Puerto Ricans parents believed that schooling was important and wanted their 

children to succeed. Research on academically successful Hispanics (Gandara, 1995) 

found that parents facilitated achievement and created a culture of possibilities by setting 

high standards, modeling and encouraging literacy, exhibiting supportive behavior, and 

assisting students with schoolwork. Pema (2000a) confirms this finding and posits that 

parental involvement in Hispanic student's school activities predicts enrollment. 

Kelpe Kem's (2000) study in a major southwestern urban school district found 

that the majority of students were attending college, 84.8 percent: 70.6 percent at 4-year 

and 14.2 percent at 2-year colleges. These students indicated that it was not a tradition in 

their families to attend college, yet they were highly encouraged by family members. The 

students were not very interested in campus life and responded negatively to ideas of 

going to college to get away from home. Furthermore, research indicates that minorities 

choose colleges close to home (Stewart & Post, 1990). 

Freeman (1999) reports race as a factor in the college choice process. In his study 

of African American high school students, he found that race impacted every aspect of 

the students' academic lives and that family or self-influences, psychological or social 

barriers, and cultural awareness impacted their decision-making process. Thus, Freeman 

found that family influences did not stem from previous attendance, but rather because 

they wanted their child to achieve beyond their level or do better than the previous 

generation. These students were also found to mention themselves as motivators. They 
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also expressed a need to attend college because they wanted to do better than others 

within their racial group as well as a desire to increase awareness among their group. 

Moreover, Sevier (1993) found that during the college evaluation period, African 

Americans seek information from college students and college admissions 

representatives, and consider availability of major or specific course of study and 

financial aid, educational costs, and college reputation in their decisions about college. 

According to Hubbard (1999), the college aspirations and strategies of African 

American students differ among gender lines. She found that frequently males chose to 

go to college to play sports and relied on athletic scholarships, while females wanted to 

pursue their academic and career goals and relied on their academic record to get to 

college. It was found that both groups were encouraged to attend by their parents. 

However, males complained that they were discouraged by counselors and others to take 

college preparation courses. Similar findings were reported by Hemmdez (1990). He 

found that among Hispanics, women perceive their parents and teachers/counselors to be 

more supportive than males. Furthermore, a study in the UK (David et al., 2003) about 

gender, parental involvement, and higher education choices, found that girls were more 

likely than boys to engage their parents specially their mothers in their decisions about 

higher education. Boys reported wanting more independence and autonomy from parents. 

Research has found that while the primary direct influences of college destination 

are academic (e.g., grades, test scores, educational expectations, and extracurricular 

involvement), tjscriptive factors, particularly socio-economic status have an indirect 

effect on destination (Heam, 1991). Heam (1984) also found that when controlling for 



educational factors. Blacks, low-income students, females, and students with parents with 

low educational attainment and large Iknilies were less likely to go to selective 

institutions. Research has found that socio-economic status is an indicator of selectivity 

and that students from higher-status families and upper-income are more likely to attend 

selective institutions such as Liberal Arts colleges and Research universities (Grubb, 

1992). These findings are important because the type of institution a student attends 

influences the amount of education one receives, future earnings, and social attainment 

since, on average, research (Fox, 1993) has found that a bachelor's degree yields greater 

economic returns than a high school diploma, certificates, and associate degrees. 

According to Clark (1960), a democratic society presents upward mobility as 

inherently open and easily gained through hard work. However, hierarchical work 

organizations do not permit mass upward mobility. Higher education itself is "a stratified 

system of institutions, graded formally or informally in status and prestige, in wealth, 

power, and influence of various kinds" (Trow, 1984, p. 132). "Those who are fortunate 

enough to attend the most advantaged institutions receive, in turn, further good fortune as 

a result of their attendance" (Hearn, 1991, p. 159). He argues that higher education 

provides an unequal opportunity structure, which stems from high costs at elite 

institutions, cultural advantages stemming from social class, and other institutional 

traditions such as recruiting practices. Thus, Hearn finds that "in the high-school-to-

college transition, the academically and socioeconomically rich become richer (i.e., 

attend schools having superior intellectual and material resources) while the academically 

and socioeconomically poor become poorer" (p. 28). 
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Previous research on the role of college type on baccalaureate attainment (Clark, 

1960; Karabel, 1972; Velez, 1985; Aiba & Lavin, 1981; Dougherty, 1992) has found 

distinct differences between the 2-year and 4-year sector. Among these researchers, 

Clark (1960) argues that "Certain components of American higher education perform 

what may be called the cooling-out function" (p. 569), which can be observed through 

substitute achievement, gradual disengagement, denial, consolation, and avoidance of 

standards. Alba & Lavin (1981) found that after controlling for differences in academic 

background community colleges deter students from attaining their educational 

ambitions. In general, students in 2-year schools did not stay as long, eamed fewer 

credits, and were less likely to earn a baccalaureate than similar students in 4-year 

colleges. Velez (1985) and Dougherty (1992) support these findings. According to 

Dougherty (1992), "baccalaureate aspirants are much less likely to receive a bachelor's 

degree if they enter a community college rather than a four-year school" (p. 188). 

Conclusion 

For years, researchers have found that Puerto Ricans lag behind in educational 

attainment compared to other groups in the U.S. Most of the research on Puerto Ricans 

has been quantitative and has focused on low educational attainment and factors 

contributing to these such as geographic concentration, economic hardships, family 

composition, language barriers, and oppositional behaviors. While the literature has 

addressed the achievement and underachievement of minorities in K-12 and factors and 

influences to college choice, little research has addressed Puerto Ricans in specific. Thus, 

the aim of this study is to add to the knowledge about the Puerto Rican students' 
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educational ideologies and future college choices, an area of study that has not been 

researched among this group. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY AND PROCEDURES 

Introduction 

The aim of this research is to understand Puerto Rican high school students' 

cultural models and examine their attitudes, perceptions, and choices about higher 

education. It was my purpose to focus on Puerto Ricans given their relationship with the 

United States and their low participation and completion rates at all levels of the 

educational ladder. Furthermore, academic achievement research has traditionally 

grouped Puerto Ricans with other Hispanics although they differ in terms of national 

origin, demographic and economic characteristics, migration history, and educational 

experiences. 

I chose to do this study not only because Puerto Ricans are often included in the 

broader Flispanic educational research, but because I wanted to also focus on within 

group socio-economic, gender, and birthplace differences. Hence, this study addresses 

how socio-economic class impacts the students' beliefs, attitudes, and choices- a 

dimension that has not been previously studied among Puerto Ricans. Moreover, it 

analyses gender and birthplace differences. By disaggregating class, gender, and 

birthplace, we can begin to give new meaning and texture to the previous studies that 

have been used to explain Puerto Rican educational achievement and underachievement. 

This chapter will present the methods and procedures employed in this study. It 

highlights the procedural framework by addressing access, data collection, data iuialysis, 

and design limitations. The data was collected over a period of five weeks during the end 

of spring semester at two public high schools in New .fersey. Interviews, school 



documents, and student background information questionnaires were used as data 

collection tools in order to answer the tliree research questions of this study. 

Research Question One 

What cultural model do Puerto Rican students hold? 

Research Question Two 

What are the higher education attitudes, perceptions, and choices among 

Puerto Rican high school students? 

Research Question Three 

Do socioeconomic status, birthplace, and gender impact Puerto Rican 

students' educational attitudes, perceptions, and future educational 

choices? In what ways? 

Access 

After the research problem was conceived, various possible research sites in the 

Northeast were investigated. New Jersey was selected for two reasons: (1) Puerto Ricans 

are the largest Hispanic group in this state and (2) I was able to reside with family 

members during the research period. 

While gathering information about possible research sites, the New Jersey 

Department of Education (NJDOE) was contacted. The NJDOE offered critical 

information about the potential research sites and counties that were high Hispanic and 

minority areas. It also gave crucial information about protocol to the research request 

and provided information related to the socio-economic ranking system and school report, 

cards, an essential part in the initial school selection process. 
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Selection of Schools 

The two schools that participated in this research are large, ethnically diverse, 

comprehensive high schools located in the same county in northern New Jersey. The 

schools were selected using two primary tools: the on-line report cards and the NJDOE 

District Factors Grouping (DFG) system. 

The New Jersey School Report Cards, mandated in 1995, provide parents and the 

community with useful information relating to the effectiveness of the scliools. These 

highlight school facts, statewide assessment results, facts about the graduates, and district 

financial data. Unfortunately, the School Report Cards do not maintain ethnic and/or 

racial group composition data. There is only one reference to diversity in the report cards, 

language spoken at home. 

The report cards were initially used to assess the language diversity within each 

school. The schools with higher percentages than the national native Spanish speaker 

population were contacted and asked about the make up of their Hispanic groups. 1 relied 

on Hispanic group estimates presented by the schools' administrative staff to determine if 

there was a substantial Puerto Rican student population within the school. At both 

schools, the administration perceived Dominicans to be the largest group even though the 

largest Flispanic nationality in each city, the county, and the state is Puerto Rican. 

Once a list of schools with high percentages of Spanish speakers and moderate 

estimated percentages of Puerto Ricans was generated, the school districts' socio

economic rankings were researched. Once again the NJDOE was contacted about 

infonnation relating to the socio-economic ranking of the areas and directed me to the 
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District Factors Grouping System, whicli was conveniently on-line at the NJDOfi's 

website. 

The District Factor Grouping (DFG) system, estabMshed in 1975, provides a 

means of ranking New Jersey's school districts by their socio-economic status (NJDOJi, 

n.d.b). The index is generated using a statistical score using seven indices available in the 

decennial Census of Population: percent of population with no high school diploma, 

percent with some college, occupation, population density, income, unemployment, and 

poverty. The system ranks school districts ranging from the highest score, 1 (highest 

SES) to the lowest score, A (lowest SES). This index was initially essential since it gave 

the school district's socio-economic ranking. Hence, the selection of schools based on 

their economic areas was important to selecting students from different socio-economic 

groups. 

After assessing and downloading the summary of DFG for school districts, the 

number of school districts with high percentages of Spanish speakers was almost 

exclusively low income designated A and B in the DFG system. Thus, as expected, every 

increase in DFG diminished ethnic diversity in the school districts. While there were 

plenty of low-income school districts with high percentages of Spanish speakers, the 

same was not true for middle class neighborhoods. In all, only one district within the 

county had high numbers of Spanish speakers and was in a working to middle class 

neighborhood. 

Five school districts were initially asked for permission to conduct the research 

study; only two districts granted permission. One high school was selected within each 



district. The high schools selected were ranked A (lower class urban district) and DE 

(working to middle class district) by the District Factor Grouping System (NJDOE, 

n.d.b). 

The superintendent in the low-income district granted permission immediately. 

However, the district in the middle class area was not easily persuaded. In fact, it was 

only after making persistent phone calls regarding the written request (see Appendices A 

& B) and communicating via phone and email with the superintendent and school 

administration that permission was granted. This initial permission process lasted two 

months. 

Selection of the Students 

Due to the nature of the research questions and the focus on class differences, 

Puerto Rican students from two schools in different socio-economic areas were selected 

(lower and working to middle class). Students from different levels of academic ability 

were selected to get a fuller picture of Puerto Rican high school students. 

Twenty-nine participants were selected through purposive sampling, 12 at Hill 

High School and 17 at City High School. All participants were in the 11"' or 12'^ grades. 

For the purpose of confidentiality, anonymity was guaranteed to the study participants as 

well as the high schools and school districts selected. In order to achieve anonymity, 

pseudonyms have been given to the students and schools. 

The selection of study participants was more difficult than expected and was 

different at both schools. It is for that reason that these will be discussed separately. 



Cily Hmh School {CHS) 

The student selection process at this research site was relatively smooth. I spoke 

with the administration about the student selection process and the best methods for 

identifying study participants. The administration sent a memorandum to all homeroom 

teachers in the 1and 12 grades requesting names of students from Puerto Rican 

descent. Teachers returned the lists within a week. Eighty-nine students were identified, a 

number much smaller than expected by the school's administration. However, given the 

high national Puerto Rican dropout rates, this finding is not surprising. 

Upon my arrival to New Jersey, with the help of the guidance and administrative 

staff, all students previously identified as Puerto Ricans by their homeroom teachers were 

directed to the auditorium during the school's homeroom period. Once the students were 

seated in the auditorium, the research was discussed and voluntary participation was 

solicited. Interested students were given subject consent forms in Spanish or English (see 

Appendices C & D). In the next three days, consent forms were collected and prospective 

participants were contacted by telephone. During the phone conversations, unanswered 

questions about the purpose of the investigation were clarified. The students' general 

background information from the Student Information Sheet was also collected. 

Seventeen students at CHS volunteered. The students were of mixed academic 

ability as well as future educational aspirations. The majority of students at City High 

School were females, 59 percent. Only 5 of the students (29 percent) lived in two parent 

homes. Of the 17 participants, 10 were planning on completing some type of 

postsecondiuy training or schooling. Seven of the students, 4! percent, had families that 



were on economic assistance, and the average parental educational attainment was a 10 

grade education. Tables 1 and 2 provide a snapshot of the participants by displaying 

demographic information about the students and their families. 
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Table 1 

City High School Students' Demographic Information 

Name Grade 
^ , Place of PR SED or 

Age Gender GPA 
Future 
Plans 

Maria 

Alejandro 

Sara 

Antonio 

Javier 

Violeta 

Ivin 

Eva 

Carlos 

Fernando 

Pilar 

Catalina 

Jessica 

Miguel 

Cristina 

Sofia 

Veronica 

12 

12 

1 1  

1 1  

11 

12 

12 

12 

1 1  

11 

12 

1 1  

12 

12 

17 

18 

18 

18 

1 8  

17 

17 

18 F 

16 M 

1 2  

19 

18  

16 

18 

18 

16 

17 

17 

M 

F 

M 

Ml 

F 

M 

M 

M 

US 

PR 

PR 

US 

US 

PR 

US 

us 

us 

us 

us 

us 

PR 

us 

us 

us 

us 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

No 

No 

No 

No 

Yes 

No 

No 

No 

Yes 

No 

Yes 

Yes 

No 

No 

No 

No 

No 

No 

No 

No 

No 

No 

SED 

No 

No 

ESL 

No 

No 

No 

No 

2.84 

3.6 

3 

2.6 

3.4 

2.96 

3.4 

2.3 

3.46 

2.7 

3.22 

1 

3.7 

2.8 

Technical 
institute 

4 year/ 
public 

Military 

Technical 
institute 

Other/ 
aviation 

4 year/ 
public 

4 year/ 
public 

4 year/ 
public 

Military 

Unsure 

Military 

4 year/ 
public 

2 year/ 
public 

2 year/ 
public 

4 year/ 
public 

Military 

Unsure 
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Table 2 

City High School Students' Family Demographic Information 

Name Residence 
Parental 

Education 
Parental Occupation 

Economic 
Assistance 

Father Mother Father Mother 

Maria Mother 
HS 

Diploma 
HS 

Diploma 
Unknown Secretary No 

Alejandro 
Mother & 

Father 
8 7 Custodial Cashier No 

Sara Aunt 9 6 City worker Unemployed No 

Antonio 
Mother & 

Father 
Some 

technical 
1 i 

Auto body 
work 

Homemaker No 

Javier Mother 
HS 

Diploma 
n Unknown Market clerk Yes 

Violeta Mother GEO GEO 
Warehouse 

manager 
Unemployed Yes 

fvdn Mother No HS No HS Unknown Secretary No 

Eva Mother 11 9 Welder Store clerk No 

Carlos 
Mother & 

Father 
HS 

Diploma 
HS 

Diploma 
Construction Day care worker No 

Fernando Mother 8 11 Homeless Homemaker Yes 

Pilar Self Unknown 8 Unknown 
Homemaker/ 

disabled 
Yes 

Catalina 
Aunt & 
Uncle 

HS 
Diploma 

11 Mechanic Waitress No 

Jessica Mother 11 9 Mechanic House-wife Yes 

Miguel 
Mother & 

Father 
3 11 Disabled Homemaker Yes 

Cristina Mother 
HS 

Diploma 
Graduate 
Degree 

Data entry Jury manager No 

Sofia Mother 
HS 

Diploma 
3 Constniction Homemaker Yes 

Veronica 
Mother & 

Father 
7 8 Disabled Home nurse No 
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Hill High School (HHS) 

The student selection process at this site was more time consuming. After my 

arrival in New Jersey, the site was visited in order to get familiar with the school and 

discuss the final details of the study with the Principal and other staff members. The 

school would not, under any circumstances, seek to identify students biised on 

nationality. I was given the option to work with the school's news and television studio to 

record an announcement stating the purpose of my study and seeking vol unteers, who 

would be aired in the morning amiouncements. Students listening to the television news 

who wanted to participate could then attend the auditorium where they would be 

informed about the nature of the study. The first announcement aired tlie following week 

and was unsuccessful at retrieving possible study participants. Only two students 

volunteered. 

A second live announcement was scheduled and over fifty prospective study 

participants volunteered to listen to the study information. Students who were interested 

were then given subject consent forms in Spanish or English. In the next week, the 

consent forms were collected by the principal's office. Prospective participants were 

contacted to schedule the interviews and obtain the students' background information 

from the Student Information Sheet. 

Twelve students at HHS volunteered. Compared with the students at City High 

School, these students were more often living in two parent homes, their parents had 

higher educational attainment.s, and were more likely to have atte/ided postsecondafy 

institutions. The majority, 58 percent, lived with both parents and 92 percent were 
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planning on attending postsecondary institutions. Furthermore, these students were more 

likely to plan on attending private postsecondary institutions. Tables 3 and 4 display 

demographic information about the students and their families. 

Table 3 

Hill High School Students' Demographic Information 

Name Grade Age Gender 
Place of 

Birth 
PR 

Residence 
SED or 

ESL 
CPA Future Plans 

Robert 12 17 M US No No 3,2 
2 year/ 
public 

Amalia 12 18 F US Yes No 3.12 
2 year/ 
private 

Diego 12 17 M us No No 3.24 
4 year/ 
public 

Nadia 12 17 F us No No 3.6 
2 year/ 
public 

Pedro 12 19 M us No SED 3.6 
2 year/ 
public 

Jose 12 18 M us No No 2.8 
2 year/ 
public 

Jorge 11 16 M us No No 3.2 
4 year/ 
private 

Shakira 12 17 F us No No 3.6 
4 year/ 
private 

Rachel 12 19 F us Yes SED 3.6 
2 year/ 

public or 
institute 

Luis 12 17 M us Yes No 3.8 
4 year/ 
public 

Chris 12 19 M us No SED 2 
2 year/ 
public 
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Table 4 

Hill High School Students' Family Demographic Information 

Name Residence 
Parental 

Education 
Parental Occupation 

Economic 
Assistance 

Father Mother Father Mother 

Robert 
Mother & 
Stepfather 

HS 
Diploma 

Some 
College 

Mechanic Secretaiy No 

Atnalia Father 
HS 

Diploma 
9 Pharmacy work Disabled No 

Diego 
Mother & 

Father 
HS 

Diploma 
9 Store manager 

Technical 
company worker 

No 

Nadia 
Mother & 

Father 
10 11 Factory manager Disabled No 

Pedro Father 11 
HS 

Diploma 
Welder 

Mortgage 
breaker 

No 

Jose 
Mother & 
Stepfather 

No HS 
HS 

Diploma 
Factory 

supervisor 
Hospital worker No 

Jorge 
Mother & 

Father 
AA AA Electrician Teacher's aid No 

Shakira 
Mother & 

Father 
10 

Some 
College 

Disabled 
Bookkeeping/ 

Accounting 
No 

Rachel Mother Unknown 9 Unknown Bus driver No 

Luis 
Mother & 

Father 
11 BA 

Heating/ 
Refrigeration 

Teacher No 

Chris Mother 
HS 

Diploma 
Some 

College 
Unknown Real estate agent No 
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Time Span and School Visits 

The peniiission and data collection process lasted four months. The approval 

process took three months and included superintendent aid school administrative 

permissions. Both schools were visited prior to the interviews where time was spent 

talking with school staff Once the students volunteered, one week was spent collecting 

parental consent forms, talking with students over the phone, and arranging the 

interviews. The student interviews were conducted during the students' non-academic 

classes and were completed in 7 school days at City High and 3 at Hill High. 

Data Collection 

Multiple data collecting methods were utilized in this study. These included 

student interviews, document review, and student information sheet/questionnaire. Other 

supplementary techniques such as tape recordings and field notes were also used. 

Student Information Sheet/Questionnaire 

The Student Information Sheet (see Appendi-x E) was used as a questionnaire and 

served two purposes. On the one hand, I was able to speak with the students via telephone 

and establish rapport before the interview(s) took place. On the other, it allowed me to 

assess if the student would be a good fit for the study while also retrieving information 

related to the students' background, which was necessary for the interview(s) and 

descriptive information. 

The student information sheet was utilized to record background infomiation on 

the participants. It included questions about the participants' age, grade, school, gender, 

residence, parental occupation and educational attainment, language, family size, 
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birthplace, trips to Puerto Rico, GPA, and tuture plans. This information was essential to 

compare the students by school (i.e., socio-economic status), birthplace, and gender. 

Student Interviews 

The interviews were semi-stmctured conversations used as the primary source of 

data. Through these conversations, information was collected about the students' 

educational attitudes, perceptions, and post graduation plans. 

The student interviews were conducted using the interview guide approach. The 

interview guide (see Appendices F & G) consisted of a list of questions and topics to 

examine in the course of the interview and was selected primarily because it provides a 

general checklist of the topics to be covered during the interview while allowing for 

flexibility in questioning when necessary. According to Patton (1987). the interview 

guide approach allows the interviewer "to build a coiwersadon within a particular subject 

area, to word questions spontaneously, and to establish a conversational style- but with 

the focus on a particular predetermined subject" (p. 111). 

The interview guide was broken down into two parts: formal education and higher 

education. In the first part, the students were asked about their attitudes and perceptions 

of their current education. Included in this section were questions seeking to address the 

students' cultural model. For instance, they were asked about their current educational 

opportunities, the educational opportunities in Puerto Rico, teachers, parents, educational 

achievement, role models, and perceptions of language. In the second part of the 

interview, students were asked about their future plans and their perceptions of higher 

education. These questions focused on the students' post graduation plans, differences 
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between colleges, steps to attend college, collegc influences, and definitions of success. 

Moreover, in order to understand the students' perceptions of hierarchy, the students were 

given a handout with ten New Jersey higher education institutions (see Appendix H) and 

were asked to rank these from best to worse. After the exercise was completed, they 

were asked to explain the ranking, what they knew of those institutions, and how they 

came to those conclusions. 

All interviews took place on school grounds during school hours in conference 

rooms, classrooms, libraries, or cafeterias. Each participant was interviewed from one to 

two times for a period ranging from twenty minutes to one hour and ten minutes. The 

majority of the interviews were at least 35 minutes long. All students were given the 

opportunity to speak Spanish or Enghsh or a combination of both during the interview. 

Only two students opted to conduct the interviews in Spanish; however, many students 

switched back and forth to Spanish in order to emphasize and/or clarify points during the 

interviews. 

All interviews were scheduled ahead of time via telephone. Students were also 

called the night before the interview to remind them of the interview's time and place. 

Students that failed to show for the interview were called by the school's administration 

to the interview site. Moreover, the interviews were audio taped in order to increase the 

researcher's attention and focus to the interviewee, while also assuring data accuracy. 

According to Patton (1987), "Tape recorders do not tune out of conversations, change 

what has been said because of interpretation (either conscious or unconscious), or record 

more slowly tkin what is being said" (p. 137). 
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School Documents 

Public school documents such as school report cards and school profiles were 

utilized to assist in developing a comprehensive understanding of the educational 

environments. The documents collected for this study were either photocopied or 

downloaded from the World Wide Web in order to avoid omission of important data. 

In this study, the documents provided a snapshot of the schools. For instance, the 

report cards (NJDOE, 2003a, 2003b) detailed facts about the school (e.g., enrollment, 

language diversity, student mobility and dropout rates, student suspensions and 

expulsions, student/computer ratio, attendance, etc.), assessment results (e.g., eighth 

grade and high school proficiency, SAT results, advimced placement results, etc.), facts 

about the graduates (e.g., enrollment history, graduation data, post graduation plans, etc.), 

and financial data (e.g., administrative and faculty personnel, median salaries, benefits, 

revenues, per pupil expenditures, etc.). Furthermore, other documents such as graduation 

requirements and school fact sheets were collected from counselors and other staff 

personnel. These helped to understand differences in the schools' curriculum, educational 

tracks, and general neighborhood characteristics. 

Supplementary Techniques 

Field notes, procedural and analytic memos, and audio recordings were used to 

document and enhance the data collection process. 

Handwritten field notes and memos were kept in legal pads, which were later 

attached to the students' consent forms and information sheets. These notes included 

information related to the students' responses and appearance and my personal notes on 



the interview and student. More iniportantiy, these notes helped to capture students' non

verbal cues. Though these did not prove indispensable to the data collection, they were 

able to provide me with a better feel for the validity of the information given and/or other 

student characteristics, which may have influenced student responses. For instance, 

during one interview, a student made minimal eye contact. As a resuh, I inquired about 

course load and found that the student had Attention Deficit Disorder. The field notes 

helped to generate new questions and/or ways to change the questions to the students in 

order to receive richer data. 

All interviews were audio taped. The interviews were listened to multiple times 

and were later transcribed, though not verbatim. Furthermore, there were approximately 

20 informal conversations with students, security guards (at CHS), counselors, teachers, 

and school administrators. These were conducted in random areas such as offices, 

libraries, hallways, and cafeterias. These conversations ranged in length from a few 

minutes to an hour and helped to clear up questions related to student and school 

characteristics and educational tracks within the schools. 

Data Sorting 

An index was developed to keep track of the students' infonnation. The index 

included the students' name, number of interviews, school, date of the interview(s), 

length of the interview(s), date of notes and transcriptions, tape number, and other special 

information. Once the data was collected, interviews were transcribed, some preliminary 

data was placed into charts, and an index was created. The student background 

characteristics were imputed into the statistical program SPSS. This helped with basic 



descriptive information needed for the comparison of the students based on school, 

birthplace, and gender. 

Data Analysis 

According to Esterberg (2002), the data analysis process involves getting intimate 

with the data and trying to load your memory with the inlbrmation at all times. This 

process started with the dissertation proposal and continued well into the writing stage. It 

was an ongoing process, which included searching for ideas, concepts, themes, and 

categories, seeking relationships and patterns within the data, and coding the descriptive 

data using SPSS and Excel. 

Once the interviews were completed, I listened to the audiotapes and made 

additional notes ranging from the students speech and demeanor to possible categories 

within the data. The interviews were then transcribed. Field notes, transcribed interviews, 

student background sheets/questionnaires, and school supplementary documents were 

reviewed and notes/comments in the margins were made using the preliminary coding 

matrix as a guideline (see Appendix I). This matrix, which was included in the 

dissertation proposal, links the study research questions to the interview questions and 

provides possible explanations to students' responses explained by the theoretical 

construct. A combination of the three types of coding procedures suggested by Strauss & 

Corbin (1998) was used: open, axial, and selective. These will be discussed individually. 
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Open Coding 

Open coding is defined as "the analytic process through which concepts are 

identified and their properties and dimensions are discovered in data" (Strauss & Corbin, 

1998). In this process, the text must be 'opened' in order to accurately expose the 

concepts, ideas, and meanings within. During open coding, "data are broken down into 

discrete parts, closely examined, and compared for similarities and differences" (Strauss 

& Corbin, 1998, p. 102). Actions that are found to be similar are then grouped into larger, 

abstract categories, which can later be broken down into subcategories. This process can 

be perfonned using line-by-line, whole document, or paragraph analysis. 

In this study, the analysis of choice was paragraph analysis. This initial process 

involved naming and labeling the ideas and concepts from the transcribed interviews. 

Thus, over forty labels were initially formed using what Patton refers to as indigenous 

typologies. These are names or concepts used by study participants in their own language 

(Patton, 1990). Some of these included labels such as skipping, somebody/nobody, 

credentials, local colleges, universities, achievement, good job, career, middle class, 

poverty, and teachers. After making a list of the concepts found in the data, a pattern of 

categories began to emerge and led the way for axial coding. 

Axial Coding 

Axial coding is the process of relating subcategories to categories. The purpose of 

this coding technique is to link categories that were broken during open coding, hence, 

providing more accurate definitions of the observed phenomena (Strauss & Corbin, 

1998). Linking categories to subcategories allows the researcher to answer questions such 
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as why, where, who, how, and when aiid gives the concept greater explanatory strength 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1998). 

For instance, the initial analysis generated many concepts and ideas about 

community colleges. Concepts such as high school extension, low college, low 

credentials and quality, and language problems were found to refer to community 

colleges and described the participants' ideas about what community colleges were, who 

went to community colleges, and why they went, llius, under the category of community 

colleges, subcategories were formed to include student and college characteristics. These 

were further subcategorized to include concepts such as entrance requirements, entrance 

deadlines, language/class deficiencies, and slackers/underachievers. Grouping concepts 

into categories proved essential to reducing the number of units to a working, manageable 

size in order to make better sense of the data. 

Selective Coding 

Selective coding involves integrating and refining theory by deciding on a central 

concept. This concept, also called core category, is representative of the main theme of 

the research (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). It explains what the research is about. "Relining 

the theory consists of reviewing the scheme for internal consistency and for gaps in logic, 

filling in poorly developed categories and trimming excess ones, and validating the 

scheme" (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 156). This process involves relating categories to 

the core category/theme while deleting poorly developed categories. 

The central category also called the core category represents the main theme of 

the investigation (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). In this study, the core category was education 
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as a means to being somebody and attaining a comfortable/middle class lifestyle. This 

core category was chosen with Strauss & Corbin's (1998) criteria in mind. Hence, the 

core category was central to the investigation, appeared frequently in the data and could 

be related to almost all categories and subcategories, and is logical and consistent in 

explaining variation. ITie students' statements relating to the main categories were placed 

into Excel spreadsheets for easy access for coding and retrieval of the students' quotes. 

Design Limitations 

There were several design limitations to this study. This section will give a brief 

description of those. 

First, the schools were not in proximity to the researcher. The distance did not 

allow for prior visits to the schools, which could have possibly prevented some 

apprehensions about the student selection methods on behalf of school administration. 

Complications with the student selection methods at HHS led me to conduct two 

interviews with the participants at City High School. Thus, the difference in time spent 

with the students at CHS (two interviews) versus HHS (one interview) allowed for a 

deeper understanding and follow-up to the students' responses, which consequently led to 

receiving richer data from CHS. 

Secondly, the sample selection process was different at both schools. While the 

students at CHS were identified prior to my arrival, those at HHS were not. At HHS I had 

to rely on students listening to the morning announcement. Thus, had they been 

identified prior to my arrival at HHS, the prospective participant pool could have been 

larger and more representative of the Puerto Rican population within the school. 



Lastly, the nature of the subject matter in the interview questions could have led students 

to try to give what they thougiit might be the correct answer. I tried to minimize this 

possibility by following up with multiple questions. This technique helped to verify the 

accuracy of the students' beliefs and the validity of their responses. 
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CHAPTER FOUR; CULTURAL MODEL RESULTS 

Introduction 

This study has two main purposes: first, it seeks to understand Puerto Rican high 

school students' cultural model by determining whether or not they fit into the 

established models within cultural-ecological theory, and second, it examines Puerto 

Rican high school students' attitudes, perceptions, and choices about higher education 

institutions and the impact of socioeconomic status, birthplace, and gender on those. This 

chapter provides an overview of the two schools and neighborhoods, descriptive 

background characteristics of the study participants, and presents the analysis of the 

information gathered about the students' cultural models. Hence, this chapter will address 

the first research question: what cultural model do Puerto Rican students hold? 

Schools and Neighborhoods 

[This area] is really bad [laughs]... Where in Hill [the 
neighborhood] the biggest thing to worry about is stealing a 
car. To where as here there are shoo touts and drugs and 
trafficking and all that stuff. It's two different words. It's a 
major difference. It's notable. People really see it. 
(Cristina). 

Both high schools in this research study are located in the same county in New 

Jersey. The county is situated in the northern portion of New Jersey, and is a diverse area 

with both urban and suburban areas. The high schools selected are in different school 

districts and have been given pseudonyms to protect the identities of the study 

participants. The schools. Hill High School (HHS) and City High School (CHS), are large 
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and have ethnically diverse student populations with high percentages of native Spanish 

speakers 27 and 45 percent, respectively (see Table 5). 

Table 5 

Comparison ofHHS and CHS Student Population by First Language Spoken at Home in 
Order of Frequency 

Language Hill High School City High School 

English 44% 45% 

Spanish 27% 45% 

Polish 7% — 

Bengali — 4% 

Arabic 4% 3% 

Gujarati 4% — 

Turkish 2% 1% 

Filipino 1% — 

Others 11% 2% 
Note. Data collected from the New Jersey Department of Education (2003a, 2003b). 

Although Hill High School appears to be more ethnically diverse than City High 

School; White students made up more than half of the student population, 54 percent 

(NJDOE, n.d.a). This was not the case at City High where almost all of the English 

speakers were Black and only 9 percent of the student population was White. 

Furthermore, as shown in Figure !, fifty seven percent of students at City High were 

Hispanics, while Hill High was only 33 percent Hispanic (NJDOE, n.d.a). 
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Figure L Hil! High School and City High School enrollment by race. 
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City High School (CHS) 

Established In the 1960s, City High School is located in one of the largest and 

oldest industrialized urban areas in the state. CHS is located in a lower class 

neighborhood and has approximately 2,400 students. It is a comprehensive four-year 

secondary school, with a mission to provide its students with a broad range of educational 

programs ranging from college preparatory to work-study programs. Students are in 

programs that focus on a specific academic or technical area ranging from Science and 

Math to special needs. Almost 50% of Class 2002 students dropped out or moved by the 

beginning of their senior year, and the majority of those intending to attend 

postsecondary schooling attend 2-year colleges (NJDOE. 2003a). Furthermore, only 43 

percent of seniors during 2001-2002 took the Scholastic Assessment Test and scored an 

average of 791 (NJDOE, 2003a). 



The school is an. immense white building almost correctional in nature, an 

impression reinforced by the numerous security gu^irds in the corridors and at exit doors 

within the building. Moreover, the City High utilizes photo identification cards that 

students are required to show when asked by school personnel and security guards. The 

school is located within 30 miles of New York City in a low-income area where 69 

percent of the housing units are rented. The majority, 50.1 percent, of the city residents' 

are Latino and the median annual income in the city is 32K with slightly over 40 percent 

of the population age 25 or higher having no high school diploma (US Census Bureau, 

n.d.b). 

Hill High School (HHS) 

Located within 5 miles of City High School, Hill High School is a four-year 

comprehensive high school with more than 3,000 students. The school offers courses in 

areas of college preparatory, occupational training, and work study programs and has 

more extensive advanced placement offerings than most other schools in the county. 

There were 17 subject areas in which students tested for advanced placement (NJDOE, 

2003b). Hill High School also offers college credit at Seton Hall, Fairleigh Dickingson, 

and Bloomfield College through the Middle College Program (NJDOE, 2003b). Over 90 

percent of Class of 2002 was still enrolled by their senior year and the majority of those 

reporting to enroll in postsecondary education plan to attend 4-year colleges (NJDOE, 

2003b). Moreover, 71 percent of seniors during 2001-2002 took the Scholastic 

Assessment Test and scored an average of 981 (NJDOE, 2003b). 
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The school is a red brick building constructed in the 1960s with well-kept 

surroundings. Hill High also has student identification cards. However, unlike City High, 

the students are required to wear these at all times. The school is located in an industrial 

and residential community. Sixty-one percent of the housing units in the community are 

owner-occupied (U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.c). The surrounding area is a primarily 

middle/working class neighborhood with a median household income of 50K (U.S. 

Census Bureau, n.d.c). Approximately 80 percent of its residents have a high school 

diploma or higher and the racial composition in the city is primarily Anglo (78 percent) 

with less than 20 percent Hisptmic (U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.c). I'able 6 compares 

neighborhoods as well as state and national data. 

Table 6 

Comparison of Neighborhood. County, State, and National Characteristics 

Hill High 
Neighborhood 

City High 
Neighborhood 

County State USA 

Foreign Bom 
Persons 29.2% 32.8% 26.6% 17.5% 11.1% 

Hispanic 
population 

19.8 % (26 % 
Puerto Rican) 

50.1% (32% 
Puerto Rican) 

30.0% (28 % 
Puerto Rican) 13.3% 12,5% 

Median household 
income* 50K 32K 49K 55 K 42K 

HS Graduate or 
higher 78.6% 58.5% 73.3% 82.1% 80.4% 

Bachelor's degree 
or higher 23.6% 8.2% 21.2% 29.8% 24.4% 

Note. From U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.a, n.d.b, n.d.c, n.d.d, & n.d.e. 
*M,edian household income has been rounded to the nearest thousand. 
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Students 

A total of 29 Puerto Rican students were interviewed: 12 at Hill High School and 

17 at City High School. All study participants were in the eleventh and twelfth grades 

and had an average age of 17.5 years. The majority of the students were bom in the 

continental U.S.; however, 36% of these had returned to Puerto Rico some time in their 

lives. This group will be referred to as circular migrants. Fourteen percent were bom in 

Puerto Rico. Five of the nine circular migrants and all Island-born students were enrolled 

at City High School. 

Figure 2. Breakdown of the students by birthplace and migration. 
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The students were of mixed academic ability £md self-reported an average 3.10 

grade point average. Students at Hill High School reported higher grade point averages 

than those at City High School, and students that were bom in Puerto Rico or had lived in 



the island (circular migrants) had higher GPAs than those that were US-bom. Moreover, 

females reported higher GPAs than males. Figure 3 compares the students GPAs. 

Figure 3. Students' reported GPAs by school, gender, and birthplace. 
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Fifty-two percent of the participants were males. Among the participants, 25 

percent were in one or more special education and/or ESL course(s). The majority of the 

students, 72 percent, were seniors and had already decided on postsecondaiy plans. 

Seventy three percent of students reported plans to continue their education after high 

school. 17 percent planned to enter the military as a means to acquire money for higher 

education and/or build a military career, and 10 percent were undecided. Figures 4, 5, and 

6 detail post high school graduation plans by school, birthplace, and gender. 



Figure 4. Post high school graduation plans by school. 
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Figure 5. Post high school graduation plans by birthplace. 
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Figure 6. Post high school graduation plans by gender. 
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Overall, the students were very cooperative and spoke freely of femily problems, 

hardships, and previous or current drug problems without much apparent hesitation or 

fear of school administrative repercussions. All interviews were conducted in private 

offices and/or classrooms on school grounds during school hours. 

The students at both schools were very different. This was evident in the students' 

attire and demeanor. The students at Hill High School appeared more middle class 

mainstream wearing clothing from stores such as Gap and were more likely to carry 

designer labels and knock offs; this was not the case at City High School. 

Parental liducation 

The average education of the parents was 10.78 years: 10.70 mean years for the 

fathers and 10.83 years for tlie mothers. Fifty seven percent of the students' parents had 

not completed high school, 29 percent completed high school, and only 14 percent had at 
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least some college. Only 21 percent of the students lived in households in which both 

parents completed high school and none had both parents with bachelor's degrees. Only 2 

students (7%) came from homes where at least one parent had a bachelor's degree. 

Students at Hill Higli had parents with greater educational attainment (see Figure 7). 

Figure 7. Parental educational attainment. 
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Parental Occupation 

Twenty one percent of all the parents were at home either disabled, unemployed, 

or by choice (e.g.. housewife). Of the 58 parents, only 5 (9 percent) were employed in 

occupations that required some form of postsecondary education. Of those all were 

mothers and only one was in an occupation that required a bachelor's degree (elementary 

school teacher). The rest of the parents were in low-skill and low-prestige occupations 

such as custodial, city workers, secretarial, service, sales, and construction positions (see 

Figure 8). 

Hills HS City HS Ail 
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Blgure 8. Parental occupation. 
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Family Characteristics 

Only 4 students (14 percent) reported being born in Puerto Rico. However, almost 

half had held residence in Puerto Rico at one time in their lives and all students had at 

least one parent bom in Puerto Rico. Moreover, three-quarters of the students have 

frequented the island to visit family and friends. 

With the exception of 6 students (21%), 5 at Hill High School and 1 at City High 

School, all spoke Spanish or a combination of Spanish and English in the home. The 

number of children per household ranged from one to five with an average of 2.5 children 

per household. All students reported that their parents came from poor or working class 
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families and more than half of the participants, as shown in Figure 9, report,ed living with 

only one parent or relative. 

Figure 9. Students' living arrangements by school. 
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Fifty four percent of the students lived in single parent households. The students' 

reported that their parents were often not involved or minimally involved with their 

decision to continue their education and were often more focused on basic needs for the 

family such as food, shelter, and clothing. ITie students interviewed in the lower income 

school were also more often in troubled homes with absent parents. Twenty five percent 

ol'the students were on government assistance, all of these were at City High School. 

Cultural Model 

This section of the chapter will address the findings related to cultural-ecological 

theory. Within cultural-ecological theory there are two parts: the system and community 
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forces. This study focuses on community forces and how Puerto Ricans perceive and 

respond to their education. The four factors that have traditionally been used to classify 

minority groups into voluntary and involuntary minorities are their frame of reference, 

instrumental response, relational response, and symbolic and collective response. This 

section will report the interview results according to those categories. In the process, I 

answer the first research question: what cultural model do Puerto Rican students hold? 

Frame of Reference 

To understand the students' frame of reference, the researcher asked students 

about their cun-ent educational opportunities, Puerto Rico's educational opportunities, 

and how they identified and why. Furthermore, during the interviews, any references to 

the island were used as a frame of reference. For instance, when asked about their 

prospects for success, students often made references to the success and/or failure of their 

relatives in Puerto Rico. 

The Island 

Despite the fact that all but 4 of Che students were bom in the U.S., the majority of 

the participants, 66 percent, made references to Puerto Rico and used their experiences in 

the island and/or their families' experiences to describe their educational opportunities. 

Even among US bom Puerto Ricans who had not lived in the Island, references to Puerto 

Rico were the dominant pattern; 50 percent of these students made references to 

increased opportunities in the continental United States. Only one student compared their 

school to White middle class schools. Tables 7, 8, and 9 show the students' frame of 

reference by school, birthplace, and gender. 
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Table 7 

Students' Frame of Reference by School 

All Hill High School City High School 

freq % freq % freq % 

Puerto Rico and Neighborhood 15 52 5 42 10 59 

Neighborhood 8 28 6 50 2 12 

Neighborhood and White 
America 1 3 — 1 6 

PR, Neighborhood, and White 
America 4 14 ] 8 3 17 

Unknown/Ambiguous I 3 - - 1 6 

Total 29 100 12 100 17 100 

Table 8 

Students' Frame of Reference by Birthplace and Migration 

United States Puerto Rico Circular 

freq % freq % freq % 

Puerto Rico and Neighborhood 7 44 3 75 5 56 

Neighborhood 7 44 - - 1 11 

Neighborhood and White 
America 1 6 — 

PR, Neighborhood, and White 
America 1 6 1 25 2 22 

Unknown/Ambiguous - - ~ 1 11 

Total 16 100 4 100 9 100 
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Table 9 

Students' Frame of Reference by Gender 

Males Females 

freq % freq % 

Puerto Rico and Neighborhood 6 40 9 65 

Neighborhood 7 47 1 7 

Neighborhood and White America - - J 7 

PR, Neighborhood, and White America 2 13 2 14 

Unknown/Ambiguous - - 1 7 

Total 15 100 14 100 

Students who lived in Puerto Rico at some point in their lives perceived their 

education in the states better than the one in Puerto Rico. All of these students spoke 

poorly of the educational system in Puerto Rico, and consequently believed that their 

chances for academic success were greater in the states, llie negative comments about 

Puerto Rican education related to three main areas; criminal activity, curriculum 

limitations, and lack of student support. As expected, the students that had lived in Puerto 

Rico were able to provide more detail in regards to schooling differences. 

Jessica: En Puerto Rico uno podia hacer muchas cosas malas. Habi'an 
amias, drogas, y todo era natural. La gente no se preocupaba por 
eso. Los maestros no te ayudaban a pasar y no se preocupaban por 
ti. Aunque te estuvieras colgando. 

[In PR one could do a lot of had things. There were guns, drugs, 
and everything was ok. People didn 7 worry about that. Teachers 
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didn 't help you to pass and didn Y worry about you. Even if you 
were failing,] 

Rachel: Well, its way better, cause in PR they take things as a joke, like the 
teachers. I think they should be stricter over there, like here. Cause 
you can leave at 11 or so [in Puerto Rico]. 

Sara: Here we study another language and have more dilferent things to 
do and participate in. There you don't have so many academic 
classes and so many things to participate in. Over here, if I wanted 
to, 1 could take shop and keyboarding. Over tliere if you want to do 
those things you would have to wait to go to college. 

US born students who had not lived in Puerto Rico expressed some of the same concerns, 

which they got mostly from the parental and family beliefs. 

Pilar: Here in America there are a lot of opportunities. I don't think it's 
the same way in Puerto Rico. I haven't lived there. So I can't really 
say. It's what I've heard. 

Violeta: I never really went to school there. But 1 know that my mom went 
there. She says it's a lot easier. You can get away with a lot more 
things there. 

Jorge: In Puerto Rico a lot of family members don't have the same 
opportunities that I get. Down there the schools are more church 
based. And they don't have as many programs and sports and stuff 
like that. Like Cast [the Media program]. 

The students, especially those in the inner city, were also aware of the differences 

between neighborhoods. More specifically, how their economic situation is different than 

other wealthier neighboring school districts and how that negatively impacts their 

education. 

Pilar: Here in City the opportunities are not the same. It may be an 
economic thing. You know, look at this place. We can't even get 
new books. In other places they are farther along with education. 
Basically I think that it's the economic. I think. I'm not really too 
sure. 
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Furthermore, four students had a triple frame of reference. They used Puerto Rico, 

their neighborhood, and other more affluent areas in comparison to each other. Some of 

these students made references to more affluent areas and how their conditions were a 

consequence of resource defi,cits. 

Carlos: I think that I'm better off here [than in Puerto Rico j. Better 
education. But outside of City. I give it a 4 or 5 on a scale on 10. 
We don't have good resources. Not enough TVs, VCRs, desks. In 
other schools each rootn has their ovro TV and stuff. It's very 
limited for our own resources. Others get better resources. 

However, in general, the views about inequalities within the U.S. were not 

hindering the students' attitudes about succeeding in US society. The students believed 

that their education, though not perfect, is a viable one. As one participant stated, 

Veronica.- I don't come from the best place. And you know City is known to 
be one of the worse schools. But my education, it's perfectly fine 
here. I wouldn't trade it for anything. 

Interviewer; Why? 

Veronica: Because, people look in the newspaper and they have always 
looked at City as being, always being the bad school. City having 
all these fights having all these cops around. We do have that. But 
if you look inside the school, the teachers actually do take time to 
help you out. The teachers do stick with you and tell you look this 
is what you need. And I like it. 

None of the students interviewed believed that they would have better educational 

opportunities in Puerto Rico. In fact, not only did these students believe that their 

opportunities were better than those in the Island, but they also transferred those thoughts 

from education into future career opportunities. As one student put it, 

Alejandro: I think that I have more opportunities here, .lust cause there is more 
variety. I think that Puerto Rico is getting better in education, but I 
think Fm better off over here. Cause the curriculum,, you know, the 
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one in Puerto Rico, may be a bit different. I think that it's 
compatible [the curriculum in Puerto Rico], but here it's more and 
better careers. 

These results show that Puerto Ricans, regardless of school, birthplace, and 

gender do not follow the patterns of involuntary minorities. That is, the dominant pattern 

was not a comparison to White Americans, and while they were cognizant of differences 

in middle-class, Anglo neighborhoods, 28 of the 29 participants spoke with optimism 

about their prospects for success in the future. Thus, they believed that they were 

receiving a good education. 

Instrumental Response 

The students were asked about their role model(s) and folk theories of making it 

in order to understand the students' instrumental response and their perceptions of how 

success in the United States was possible. Students were asked to talk about their role 

model(s) and how they believed that people succeeded in the U.S., and the actions and 

behaviors in place to achieve success. 

The Family as Role Models 

As shown in T able 10, almost three quarters of the students (69 percent) stated 

that a family member or members was/were the most important factor driving them to 

succeed. In addition, two students, 7 percent, also mentioned a combination of family 

member(s) and community member(s) as role models. With the exception of 3 students, 

all of these family members were individuals who the students' perceived as hard 

workers and who had not attained a higher education and were still struggling to make 

ends meet. The percentage of students mentioning a family or family members was about 
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the same at Hill High School and City High School, 68 and 70 percent, respectively. 

Furtheraiore, once the responses are analyzed by gender and birthplace (see Tables 11 & 

12), the majority (60 percent) of the students wi thout role models were female US bom 

students. Of the 14 females in this study, 4 did not report having any role models. 

Table 10 

Students' Role Model by School 

All Hill High School City High School 

freq % freq % freq % 

Family Member(s) 20 69 8 68 12 70 

Family and Community 
Member(s) 2 7 I 8 1 6 

Jesus/God 1 3 I 8 - -

MLK 1 3 1 8 -- ~ 

Self/None 5 17 1 8 4 24 

Total 29 100 12 100 17 100 
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Tabic 11. 

Students' Role Model by Birthplace and Migration 

United States Puerto R ico Circular 

freq % freq % freq % 

Family member(s) 11 69 2 50 7 78 

Family and Community 
Member(s) — — 1 25 1 11 

Jesus/God 1 6 - -- — 

MLK ] 6 - -

Self/None 3 19 1 25 1 11 

Total 16 100 4 100 9 100 

Table 12 

Students' Role Model by Gender 

Males Females 

I'req % freq % 

Family Member(s) 11 73 9 64 

Family and Community Member(s) 2 13 - -

Jesus/God - - 1 7 

MLK 1 7 - ~ 

Self/None 1 7 4 29 

Total 15 100 14 100 
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Thus, among this group of students, none mentioned conventional role models 

such as entertainers, atkletes, and the wealthy, which are associated with involuntary 

minorities' cultural model. While there were some students that claimed to have role 

models that had learned the language and succeeded, the students definition of success is 

not necessarily defined by monetary excess and full acculturation, but by a sense of 

pulling resources together, working hard and collectively rather than individually. 

When asked to identify role models and people they aspired to be like, students' 

responses gravitated toward family. To the majori ty of the students' role models were not 

people who had achieved tremendous economic success, but those that had not given up 

on their dreams and were still struggling to make ends meet. More importantly, their 

primary focus was on how they could learn from previous parental mistakes. The 

majority of the students spoke about their parents and/or siblings dropping out of high 

school and/or getting pregnant and how that deterred them from achieving their goals. 

According to the students interviewed, their parents and/or siblings used their life 

experiences to try to prevent them from making the same mistakes. 

Eva: I think it's my mom, even though she doesn't have a high 
education. And she works hard and tries her best. She influenced 
me in the matter that you have to work hard to get what you want. 
She's always telling me that I have to get an education. So I won't 
have same troubles she did. 

Maria: My sister got pregnant and got skipped. l.a brincaron de grado. 
[She got promoted. J She graduated a year ahead. Tiene dos nenes 
ahora. [She has two kids now.] My sister is like a mirror. She took 
the long route. She [mother] tells me not to do what my sis did. 
Ella me apoya. [She supports me]. 
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Relatives who had, achieved educational success were also role models for some 

of the students. For one student, Cristina, her mother was her role model because she had 

managed to move to the states, team English, and become a lawyer although she later 

chose not to practice and give back to her community working as a jury manager at the 

local court system. 

Cristina: My mom, she's my number one role model. When she was young 
she didn't know one word of English. She succeeded. Out of 7 kids 
she was the only one that went to law school. I look up to her. 

It's also worth noting that five participants (17 percent) claimed not to have role 

models. As one student stated, 

Fernando: I don't got no role model. 1 really don't. You can't trust nobody 
out in the streets. You got to look out for yourself. My mother 
cares but she don't really. To me, she gave up on me. She's going 
through her own problems. When she dies, she possibly has 
cancer, she's 37.1 don't know what my brothers are going to do. 

Interviewer: Why? 

Fernando: It's the way I was raised. I was raised to trust nobody. 

In all of these cases, troubled relationships with adults were the problem. This attitude 

was dominant in the inner city school, where many parents were absent from the 

students' lives, ill, on economic assistance, and/or had multiple jobs to support the 

family. In fact, of the 17 participants in City High, 11 (65 percent) were affected by one 

or more of these factors though not all were impacted in the same manner. This was less 

likely among Hill High students, where only one student made such reference. 
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Success 

All participants believed that working hard and getting further postsecondary 

training/education combined will improve their chances for success in the future, 

regiirdless of school attended. All students made references to working hard as the route 

to success; however, hard work was not the only route to success. As one student put it, 

Jose: You can work hard and all that, but if I don't get it [postsecondary 
education], you can't succeed. Ewery job requires a paper that says 
this or that. Without it you are nobody. 

All students interviewed believed that a high school diploma was not sufficient and were 

planning to continue their training after high school, which was evident in their post 

graduation plans. Tables 13, 14, and 15 show the students' plans after high school. 

Seventy two percent of the students were enrolling in postsecondary schooling, while 17 

percent were opting for the military. While there was not much difference in the 

percentages enrolling due to gender, both US bom and City High School students were 

less likely to attend postsecondary schooling and/or training than those that had lived in 

Puerto Rico and were attending Hill High School. Moreover, of the 5 students enrolling 

in the militaiy, 4 were using it as a way to finance their higher education. 
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Table 13 

Students' Post High School Graduation Plans by School 

All Hill High School City High School 

freq % freq % freq % 
Postsecondary schooling (i.e., 
college or institute) 21 72 11 92 10 59 

Military training 5 17 1 8 4 23 

Other 1 4 - 1 6 

Undecided 2 7 - 2 12 

Total 29 [00 J 2 ,^^ 100 17 

Table 14 

Students' Post High School Graduation Plans by Birthplace and Migration 

United States Puerto Rico Circular 

freq % freq % freq % 
Postsecondary schooling (i.e., 
college or institute) 11 69 3 75 7 78 

Military training 2 13 1 25 2 22 

Other 1 6 - -- -

Undecided 2 12 - - -

Total 16 100 4 100 9 100 
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Table 15 

Students' Post High School Graduation Plans by Gender 

Males Females 

freq % freq % 

Postsecondary schooling (i.e., college or institute) 11 73 10 72 

Military training 2 13 3 21 

Other 1 7 - -

Undecided 1 7 1 7 

Total 15 100 !4 100 

In essence, the students believed that by working hard and making it through 

some post-high school training, whether college, military, or other, they will achieve their 

goals and establish economic security. When asked about what their ideas of success, the 

majority of students spoke about finding stable employment, buying a home rather than 

renting, getting a higher education or other training, accomplishing goals, moving to a 

better neighborhood, and giving their family a better life than they had, which was in 

most instances the opposite of what their families' situation was (see Tables 16,17 & 

18). It was found that among City High students, greater importance was placed on stable 

employment/being financially set, buying a home, moving out of current neighborhood, 

and living without public assistance/having good credit than Hill High School students. 

Furthermore, gender differences existed. Males were the only students to report wanting 

to have a nice car and nice clothes, £md reported achieving a higher education or other 

training and finding stable employment/being financially set at higher rates than females. 
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Table 16 

Factors Conducive to/Defining Success by School 

HilfHigh city High" 
All School School 

Frecj % freq % freq % 

stable employment/financially set 26 90 10 83 16 94 

buying home 26 90 9 75 17 100 

achieving a higher education or 
other training 25 86 H 92 14 82 

accomplishing goals 22 76 9 75 13 77 

providing for family 19 66 9 75 10 59 

moving out of neighborhood 18 62 1 8 17 100 

no assistance/good credit 5 17 1 8 4 24 

being happy 3 10 2 17 1 6 

having nice car 2 7 1 8 1 6 

being own boss 1 3 1 8 - -

having nice clothes 1 3 1 8 
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Table 17 

Factors Conducive to/Defining Success by Birthplace and Migration 

United States Puerto Rico Circular 

freq % freq % freq % 

accomplishing goals 14 88 3 75 5 56 

achieving a higher education or 
other training 13 81 3 75 9 100 

buying home 14 88 4 100 8 89 

moving out of neighborhood 9 56 4 100 5 56 

stable employment/financially set 15 94 3 75 8 89 

providing for family 13 81 3 75 3 33 

no assistance/good credit 3 19 2 50 — — 

being happy I 6 1 25 1 11 

having nice car 2 13 ~ — — — 

being own boss 1 6 — — — 

having nice clothes 1 6 — 
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Table 18 

Factors Conducive lo/Defining Success by Gender 

Males Females 

fi-eq % freq % 

accomplishing goals 13 87 9 64 

achieving a higher education or other training 14 93 11 79 

buying home 13 87 13 93 

moving out of neighborhood 8 53 10 71 

stable employment/financially set 15 100 11 79 

providing for family 9 60 10 71 

no assistance/good credit 3 20 2 14 

being happy 1 7 2 14 

having nice car 2 13 — — 

being own boss 1 7 — — 

having nice clothes 1 7 

For many of these students, the factors conducive to succcss were in line with 

middle class status. Hence, for the most part, they did not seek wealth and flashy 

lifestyles and believed that to achieve succcss hard work was necessary. They looked at 

their families' situation and wanted to accomplish more than they had. As some students 

put it, 

Eva: You have to work hard to get what you want. ... I do good [in 
school]. I do good because I'm positive about the things that I do. I 
just think that I have to do it to continue on to college.... I'm going 
to be able to achieve my dream. I want to be able to have my house 
in PR. It's going to be like having the perfect life. Having what 
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you always wanted. Also emotionally, cause it's to achieve what I 
want to achieve, 

Violeta; The life tliat my parents alwjiys wanted to give me. Owning a 
house, stable job, not being on assistance, good credit, happiness. 
Stuff like that. 

Pedro." Financially you are set. They, the family, didn't go to school. 
Make better than what they did. 

Relational Response 

In order to comprehend the relational response to schooling, students' were asked 

about their feelings and trust of school personnel (e.g., teachers, counselors, and 

administrators). Moreover, they were asked about their attitudes, achievements, and/or 

failures as well as their families' responses to such. 

Trust in Teachers, Counselors and other School Personnel 

The majority of all students reported trusting and/or being able to confide in at 

least one teacher, counselor, or staff member in their school. All four PR-bom students 

reported trusting their teachers, counselors, and/or school staff; trusting school personnel 

was reported less frequently among US bom and Circular students. Furthennore, there 

were differences between City High and Hill High. Students at CHS, 82 percent, were 

confident that the school's teachers and counselors were a source of support and were 

there to help them. This sentiment was not true at Hill High School where the majority of 

the .students, 58 percent, were distmstful, and questioned some of the practices by school 

authority figures. Furthermore, females reported trusting or being able to confide in 

teachers and other school personnel more often tkm males. Tables 19, 20, and 21 show 

the results by school, birthplace, and gender. 
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Table 19 

Students' Trust in Teachers and/or Staff by School 

All Hill High School City High School 

freq % freq % freq % 
No 9 31 7 58 2 12 

Yes 18 62 4 'J  "1 14 82 

Unsure 2 7 1 8 1 6 

Total 29 100 12 100 17 100 

Table 20 

Students' Trust in Teachers and/or Staff'by Birthplace and Migration 

United States Puerto Rico Circular 

freij frsg % {reg[ % 

No 5 31 - - 4 44 

Yes 10 63 4 100 4 44 

Unsure 1 6 - - 1 11 

Total 16 100 4 100 9 100 

Table 21 

Students' Trust in Teachers and/or Staff by Gender 

Males Females 

freq % freq % 

No 6 40 3 22 

Yes 8 53 10 71 

Unsure 1 7 1 7 

Total 15 100 14 100 
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City High School. 

According to tlie students at City High, teachers and counselors were often a 

source of personal and academic support that could be trusted. Many of the students 

believed that the staff was genuinely concerned about their well being and fliture. 

Veronica: But if you look inside the school, the teacher's actually do take 
time to help you out. The teachers do stick with you and tell you-
look this is what you need. I'm telling you not to get on your case 
but to help you. And I like it. 

Mtiria: It's like a family [school]. They help you with family and social 
problems and academics. I just like it. They always support me. 
Every teacher has been supportive. 

Interviewer; Do you trust them? 

Maria; Yeah, I do. I can tell them anything. They sit me down and talk to 
me. I feel safe with them. 

Jessica; Mi consejera me llama y se preocupa por mi. Son bien preparados. 
Se preocupan por uno. Hablan contigo si tienes un problema para 
ayudarte. Te aconsejm, toman el papel de madre o de padre. No en 
todos. Pero como en dos. 

fMy counselor calls me and cares about me. They are well 
prepared. They look out for you. They talk lo you if you have a 
problem so they can help. They counsel you, take the role of father 
or mother. I don 7 trust all. But about two.] 

Carlos: Great teachers. I can't complain. They are good. I mean some 
teachers are here and teach and that's it. But some really work with 
you. I trust them. Most with school and others with personal stuff. 

In general, the students at CHS spoke highly of their teachers and counselors. These 

students did not question the authority Figures in the school and believed that they were 

looking out for their best interest Furthermore, although students were aware of group 
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clicks, none of the students implied or suggested that there was differential racial 

treatment stemming from teachers and/or other school staff toward them based on their 

ethnicity. 

Hill High School. 

At Hill High School, almost all students spoke of preferential treatment and racial 

discrimination and were concerned with these and how they affected them. These 

students were not only aware of such treatments, but also provided vivid examples, 

explanations as to why it occurs, and the actions they had taken to correct the problem. 

As some students stated, 

Jose: As much as people don't want to say it, the racial problem is 
everywhere. At least once a year, I get one [teacher] that 
categorizes you off the bat. Cause if you're Spanish you are lazy, 
cause if you don't dress like the pretty White boys. They help out 
others and leave you alone. I had a teacher tell me that she don't 
know why I'm in school that 1 should prepare for paper or plastic. 

Interviewer: I'm sorry, what was that? 

Jose: Yeah, paper or plastic. You know, at McDonalds.... Especially 
since the 9/11 started, this one teacher checks all the id of the Arab 
kids and the Spanish kids and lets the Whites go by with no 
questions. I've talked to the VP and he talked to her but she's still 
doing it. 

Shakira: It seems like the White kids get away with more than the Hispanics 
and Blacks. Like if they [teachers and school staff] see you in hall, 
they have in mind that they are causing problems. Most have the 
potential to be a good student but get discouraged with that kind of 
behavior. That bothers me that people are like the teachers. 
.. - When it comes to gang problems they think it's the minorities. 
And I'll tell you one think the drug problems son los blanquitos 
[the Whites], cause they have the money. 
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Even the students who claimed not to ha.ve been affected by these practices were aware 

of them and believed that these did in fact occur in school grounds. Some stated, 

Pedro: Cause I've heard, not to me, but its there, preferences. I think there 
is some truth to it. I think dtat some people are stubborn. 
Sometimes cause different races, some people are treated different. 

Amalia: Yeah, teachers here favor other students. Whi te students. Not 
necessarily me, but others. Sometimes they will let off the White 
student easier than the Spanish people or Blacks. 

Overall, students at Hill High School reported cases of ethnic discrimination. This 

conflict, which according to the students was perpetuated by the school personnel, led 

them to distrust some of their teachers and other school stalT. hiterestingly, the results 

from this study show that the students' relational response and their attitudes about tnist 

and consequently racial discrimination diff er by school. Thus, at City High School, where 

Whites were few and scarce, racial discriminatory practices were not reported. 

Symbolic Response and Collective Identity 

To understand the students' symbolic response and collective identity, they were 

asked about their identity and about their feelings about learning English. This section 

will discuss those in addition to comments about stereotypes and racism which were not 

directly asked during the interviews, yet were prevalent in almost all interviews. 

Puerto Rican 

The majority of the participants, 79 percent, identified solely as Puerto Rican. 

Students attending Hill High were more likely to include their American identity as well; 

17% identified as both Puerto Rican and American and 17% identified as American. All 

PR-born students identified solely Puerto Rican. Furthennore, females were more likely 
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than males to identify as Puerto Rican and a combination of Puerto Ricari and American, 

100 percent and 80 percent respectively. Tables 22, 23, and 24 show the results by 

school, birthplace, and gender. 

Table 22 

Students' Identity by School 

All Hill High School City High School 

freq % freq % freq % 

Puerto Rican 23 79 8 67 15 88 

Puerto Rican and American 3 10 2 17 1 6 

American 2 7 2 17 - -

Other I 3 ~ - 1 6 

Total 29 100 12 100 17 100 

Table 23 

Students' Identity by Birthplace and Migration 

United States Puerto Rico Circular 

freq % freq % freq % 

Puerto Rican 13 81 4 100 6 67 

Puerto Rican and American 1 6 .. 2 22 

American I 6 - 1 11 

Other 1 6 -

Total 16 100 4 100 9 100 
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Table 24 

Students' Identity by Gender 

Males Females 

freq % freq % 

Puerto Rican 11 73 12 86 

Puerto Rican and American 1 7 2 14 

American 2 13 -

Other 1 7 - -

Total 15 100 14 100 

When discussing their Latino/minority identity, the students, especially those that 

identified as Puerto Rican, wanted to change the negative stereotypes associated with 

Latinos and more specifically Puerto Ricans. They believed that these negative 

stereotypes, while sometimes unfounded, impacted the way they felt. 

Maria: Weil, some would say oh, I'm not trying to be racist, well they are 
spies- they can't do what we can do. It bothers me. Cause I'm 
smart and 1 can do it. Just cause I'm not there financially doesn't 
mean I can't do it. 

Luis; I'm not comfortable with it. ... 1 think that a lot of Americans have 
a wrong picture of Puerto Ricans and belittle them because they 
have advantages from the U.S. Because of that they belittle people 
in general. They don't give them much credit for their 
achievement. They think that the U.S. benefits them so they are 
lucky. I want to do well, cause I don't want people to think that I 
benefit. 
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All students spoke of negative stereotypes, which were given to Puerto Ricans 

and/or other Latinos. However, these students did not allow those to get to them, instead, 

they wanted to make it in order to change this stereotype and prove people wrong. 

Being Somebody 

A dominant force driving the students to want to succeed was the desire to prove 

people wrong and/or change stereotypes by being somebody. According to the students, 

the negative stereotypes associated witli Puerto Ricans and/or Latinos was a driving force 

behind their desire to succeed. These students believed that through an education tliey 

would be somebody and change their current situation. 

Catalina: I want to go on to college. Because, first, is cause I want to do it. 
Secondly, is to prove eveiybody wrong. They [acquaintances] 
think that I'm not going to make anything of myself cause nobody 
else in the family has. ... I want to do it so I can be somebody. 

Amalia: You got to go to school and get ahead. Cause otherwise you are a 
nobody. 

Heriberto; Why school? Cause you want to be somebody, become somebody 
by getting ahead. 

Alejandro; Cause people think, oh, you're from City and you are a minority, 
it's ok not to do well. And you know, I can't stand that. ... I want 
to get somewhere just because of that. 

Shakira: Puerto Ricans have bad rep cause of the way that some carry 
themselves. But you can say the same about Whites but people 
don't look at it that way. We get lumped. I want to be a minority 
that makes something of themself Puerto Ricans specially, I want 
to make it to the top. So I can be a good statistic of a Puerto Rican. 
1 never hear anything good or you barely hear it. 

The students, especially those at City High School, did not want to be 'a statistic.' 

Interestingly, these negative stereotypes worked to drive the students to persist in high 
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school and to continue their schooling after graduation. Although all of the students 

believed that some Puerto Ricans have a bad reputation, they did not see this blocking 

their chances for success. Hovv'ever, along with this language of success, students, 

especially those that were US-bom and Circular Migrants were cognizant of the negative 

impact they made. According to several students, 

Shakira: Like teenagers and mostly minorities give up too easy and they 
want things handed to them. And we get labeled a lot, just because 
you are a minority, and it starts to impact you. 

Amalia; Yeah, being Puerto Rican influences me, cause they always try to 
down Hispanics. Always trying to put them down. 

Interviewer: Who? 

Amalia: Americans, well, I guess they feel they are better. ... It bothers me. 

In fact, while they believed that previous generations of Puerto Ricans have suffered from 

discriminatory practices, they were optimistic about changes in society. One student 

stated, 

Edgardo: Those stupid people with their stereotypes. If people use them they 
are just ignorant. I just keep going and don't worry about those 
things. 

English 

Among all students (100 percent), the ability to speak and/or leam English was 

very important regardless of school, birthplace, and gender (see Tables 25,26, & 27). 

According to the participants, speaking proper English was instrumental to their future 

occupational success and stability. 
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Table 25 

Students' Beliefs about the Importance of Learning/Speaking English by School 

AH Hill High School City High School 

freq % frcq freq % 

No 

Yes 29 100 12 100 17 100 

Total 29 100 12 100 17 100 

Table 26 

Students' Beliefs about the Importance of Learning/Speaking English by Birthplace and 
Migration 

United States Puerto Rico Circular 

freq % freq ^ freq % 

No 

Yes 16 100 4 100 9 100 

Total 16 100 4 100 9 100 

Table 27 

Students' Beliefs about the Importance of Learning/Speaking English by Gender 

Males Females 

jTe(j_ % freq 

No 

Yes 15 100 14 100 

Total 15 100 14 100 
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The students made relationships between being someone and iearniiig the 

language. Often, the students believed that in order to get iihead one must speak good 

English primarily because others may perceive them as less intelligent, and thus, unable 

to perform the job requirements. 

Amalia: English, its good to learn it. Cause in this countiy you are notliing 
without it. Cause ray mom, she was in her coimtry going to be a 
nurse and then came here and she didn't know English and is a 
nobody. 

Cristina: Yeah, it's important. If you don't speak correctly, they assume that 
you are not as intelligent as the next person. Because if you don't 
know how to talk English they automatically assume that you are 
not as intelligent as the next person. Like lets say a person who has 
grown up in America, and knows English, you know a Caucasian 
person, and then a person from Puerto Rico who might just be as 
intelligent as that person, just cause they don't know English they 
might not be viewed in the same way. 

Nadia.- I think that it's very important. It's the predominant language here. 
It's very different for those that don't speak it properly. Those that 
don't speak because of language, its hard cause they need a 
translator. But for those who just speak slang, it's hard, because 
they look at you and think that you can't handle the job and stufT 
like that. 

These students did not perceive their culture as opposing to American culture. 

While they acknowledge differences between the languages in Puerto Rico and the 

continental United States, they did not believe that English had to replace their native 

tongue. In fact, the majority of the students continued to speak Spanish or a combination 

of Spaiish and English in the home. Furthermore, most of the students opted to switch 

back and forth between Spanish and English during the interviews. 



Conclusion 

The students in this study were not hesitant about achieving an education. Both 

low- and high-achiever students did not appear have an oppositional identity. Regardless 

of gender, class, and birthplace, they were proud of being Puerto Rican. While many 

were conscious of negative stereotypes and discriminatory practices toward Puerto 

Ricfins, they did not allow that to impact their lives and decisions about their future. 

They strongly believed that hard work and an education would lead them to success, a 

view of social advancement that was reinforced by teachers, p^irents, and other family 

members. 

While being cognizant that one's race and/or class may impact chances for 

success, the students believed that meritocracy and individual ability was a route to 

success. It was found that these students believed that stereotypes, discrimination, and 

prejudice was dominant, yet most thought that they could ignore it or avoid it through 

advancement in their education. In addition, they believed that by following school rules 

and norms, such as getting good grades, attending class, studying, and speaking/learning 

English, one could achieve success. 

It was also found that the racial and ethnic composition of the schools may affect 

the students' attitudes toward authority figures and consequently their education. The 

students at Hill High School spoke frequently of negative stereotypes and discriminatory 

practices within the school. Thus, how these students succeed in school is not necessarily 

due to student resistance, but more a function of the students' perceptions about 

themselves and their abilities and schooling practices. 
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Hence, the students in this investigation do not fit neatly into either of Ogbu's 

cultural models. Perhaps what has not been addressed by this theory is that Puerto Ricans 

are unlike any other Hispanic or involuntary 'caste-like' minority group in the United 

States. Puerto Ricans, regardless of birthplace, feel that they have a homeland that is 

distinctive from their American citizenship, which they can freely travel back and forth 

from when desired. Thus, for these students citizenship and nationality was not one of the 

same. That is, American status is a matter of citizenship, whereas Puerto Rican identity is 

tied to nationality. 

In conclusion, the students in this investigation did not show academic behaviors 

opposing that of Whites or the dominant group. In fact, they did not associate educational 

success with being White or belonging to any particular class group. Thus, explanations 

to school success such as that of Ogbu assume that Puerto Ricans and other minorities 

share a similar definition of success. It does not take into account how class, gender, and 

birthplace impact these behaviors. This study shows that how students perform and 

perceive their education is not a reflection of their minority status but more accurately 

defined by their perceptions of their individual ability. Lastly, it's important to note that 

the sociocultural context of school impacts their attitudes toward schooling practices, 

which may in turn impact their future decisions. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: COLLEGE RESULTS 

Introduction 

In the previous chapter, the findings about the students' cultural model were 

presented. In discussing the students' cultural model, a brief description of the students' 

postsecondary educational choices was given. This chapter will delve deeper into the 

students' college choices and the factors influencing these decisions. Thus, this chapter 

will address the last two research questions in this study; what Jire the higher education 

attitudes, perceptions and choices among Puerto Rican high school students to what 

extent and how do socio-economic status, gender, and birthplace and/or migration impact 

Puerto Rican students' educational attitudes, perceptions, cuid future educational choice. 

To understand the students' postsecondaiy education attitudes, perceptions, and 

choices, they were asked about their post high school graduation plans, their thoughts on 

college, the steps they had taken, if any, in the college decision and application process, 

and influences on their attitudes, perceptions, and choices. Students were also asked 

about the type of colleges that they had researched, if any, and their opinions with regards 

to different types of institutions. This chapter is divided into five main sections; 

postsecondary choices, institutional selectivity, utility and access, college types, and 

college choice influences. 

Postsecondary Choices 

Of the participants in this study, 21 of 29 (87 percent) were intending to attend 

some kind of postsecondary institution. It is these 21 students that will be discussed in 

this section, llie remaining 8 students in this study were either undecided or enrolling in 
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the military and will not be included in this section. None of the students attending 

college were intending to pursue liberal arts degrees. Thus, all students chose fields of 

study that were linked to professions. Table 28 reports the students' college choices and 

chosen fields of study. 
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Table 29 

Students' College Choices and Chosen Fields of Study 

Student High School College Field of Study 

Maria CHS Berdan institute Medical Assistant 

Ivan CHS Bloomfield College Teaching 

Jessica 

Catalina 

Antonio 

CHS 

CHS 

CHS 

Passaic County Community College 

William Paterson University 

E^erdan Institute 

Undecided 

Child Development 
or Criminal Justice 

X-Ray Tech/Medical 
Assistant 

Alejandro CHS Stevens Institute of Technology Engineering 

Miguel CHS Passaic County Community College Phannacy Tech 

Cristina 

Violeta 

Eva 

Robert 

CHS 

CHS 

CHS 

HHS 

Rutgers, New Brunswick Campus 

Montclair State University 

Montclair State University 

Bergen Community College 

Pre-Law 

Early Childhood 
Education 

Psychology or 
Criminal Justice 

Film 

Jose HHS Bergen Community College Undecided 

Jorge HHS Seton Hall University Computers 

Shakira 

Diego 

Nadia 

HHS 

HHS 

HHS 

Seton Hall University 

Rutgers, Newark Campus 

Bergen Community College 

Nursing 

Business Admin or 
Business Mgmt 

Sonography 

Rachel HHS Bergen Community College X-Ray Tech or 
Nursing 

Chris HHS Bergen Community College Animation 

Pedro 

Luis 

Anialia 

HHS 

HHS 

• HHS 

Bergen Community College 

Rutgers, New Brunswick Campus 

Holy Name Nursing School 

Criminal Justice 

History and 
Education 

Nursing 
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Among all the study participants planning to enrol! in postsecondary institutions, 

48 percent were accepted or planning to attend in 4-year colleges, 38 percent were 

accepted or planning to attend in 2-year colleges, and 14 percent were opting for other 

educational institutions, which are not classified as either 4- or 2-year colleges (see 

Figure 10). All the students intending to attend other educational institutions were 

choosing careers in tlie health profession (i.e., medical assistant and nursing). Students 

reported researching from 1 to 6 colleges before making their decisions with an average 

of 3 colleges per student. 

Figure 10. Students' postsecondary education choices (frequency and percent). 

3, 14% 
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None of the students believed that a high school education was sufficient 

education. Nevertheless, none had gathered college information until well into their high 

school years. Students reported that it wasn't until the 11"^ grade that prospective colleges 



were researched. Although 3 students opted to take the SATs in 11'^ grade, most 

indicated that it was during 12"^ grade that the test was taken and the application was 

completed. Only four students reported having visited a college or university before high 

school and only 11 students reported thinking about college before high school, and even 

then, with the exception of one student, these thoughts did not revolve around courses 

meeting the college entrance requirements. Often, students expressed that their first 

thoughts about going to college were about a desire to achieve or succeed. When they 

were asked about their first college thoughts and what they knew about college then, they 

often admitted not knowing much about it. 

Violeta: Not that long ago maybe 4 or 5 years ago [first thought of college]. 
I just thought that 1 wanted to go, you know to do better in life and 
achieve. I really didn't know that much about it, I was naive. 

Cristina: I knew even in grammar school that I wanted to go [to college]. I 
like the feeling that 1 could achieve. I like succeeding. ... I just 
knew that it v/as after high school. I was a kid, you know. 

When students were asked about colleges and universities researched, 6 students 

(29 percent) mentioned having thought about out-of-state institutions. Among these 

.students, 4 considered out-of-state colleges near other relatives. However, none had 

applied or were intending to apply to these institutions. Additionally, when asked about 

their ideal institutions, only two students mentioned out-of-state colleges and universities. 

Most claimed that they were attending their ideal college, which was near their home. 

Only 3 students were planning to live on-campus; thus, 86 percent were planning 

to live at home or with other family members while attending college. The majority of 

students, 67 percent, were attending public institutions. Fourteen percent, 3 students. 
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were attending catholic affiliated institutions. None of the students mentioned religious 

affiliation as a factor driving their decision to enroll. 

Tuition, excluding room and board, ranged from J ,584 to 23,150. None of the 

students reported that their parents would pay the entire costs of college. However, they 

did report that family members would assist financially when capable. All students 

intended to file or had filed for fimuicial aid and were willing to borrow money for 

college. Most students were intending on using a combination of loans, grants, 

scholarships, and/or outside employment to pay for college. Most students had not 

received financial aid award letters and were uncertain of how much they would receive. 

Interviewer: How are you paying for college? 

Pedro; I'm taking out student loans. I haven't started to do that. I just got 
the acceptance letter last week. So I'll .start to look at that soon. 
After financial aid. possibly loans and working also. 

Maria: We are working on that [financial aid]. I was given grants. It was 4 
thousand. Then 1 can get a student loan for the rest. [I] got the Pell 
and another type of loan. [I will pay] the rest with loans and work. 

Robert; Financial aid and I'm working right now. We are still [working] on 
that. 

Shakira: I'm still waiting on the Fafsa and all that. Based on that, 1 will 
make that decision. I'm going to work this summer and my parents 
will help me. I'm also going to take out loans. And I'll keep 
searching for scholarships. 

Furthermore, all students stated that they would work at iecist summers and/or holiday 

seasons to help with college costs. Most had plans to work part-time during the school 

year. 
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When students were asked about why they decided on their institution of choice, 

proximity was most mentioned as a factor impacting their decision. 

Interviewer; Why did you decide to go there? 

Amalia: It's ten minutes from here. I'm living at home. 

Shakira: It's close to home. 

The students' decision to stay at home or attend college close to home varied. Some 

students stayed at home to save money, while in others, the decision stemmed from 

family ties and sometimes a sense of family obligation. Nonetheless, feelings of family 

ties and/or obligations were not viewed in a negative light by the students. The fitmily 

was an essential support system. 

Antonio: Si ellos necesitan ayuda yo los puedo ayudar. ... Ellos siempre 
estan ahi [Because if they need help I can help them. They are 
always there for me.J 

Catalina: It's closer to home ... I think that something closer to my family 
would be better. To help out the family when needed.... My 
family always helps whenever. 

Violeta: Yeah, I'm going to stay at home. Cause money and stuff..... 
Cause I wanted to stay close to home. They always give me 
support. And I need that. 

Moreover, most students attending 2-year colleges mentioned cost and proximity, while 

those attending 4-year colleges mentioned reputation of the university or program and 

proximity. All students intending to enroll in other institutions listed length of program 

and academic focus as the most influential factors driving their decision. 
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Institutional Selectivity 

In order to measure the institutional prestige of the students' college choices and 

destinations, I use two indices: the 2000 Carnegie Classification and Peterson's College 

Entrance Difficulty Level. The Carnegie Classification is based on degree-granting 

activity, while Petersons Levels uses aptitude test scores, high school class ranking, and 

percentage of applicants accepted to rank institutions. Institutional prestige is discussed 

because previous research has found a relationship between institutional type and prestige 

and students' socio-economic status and ethnic background (Pew Hispanic Center, 2002 

& National Center for Education Statistics, 2002). 

Peterson's Guides Inc. (2003) breaks down four-year colleges into five levels of 

difficulty. The levels are the following: 

i • Most difficult - 30 percent or less of the applicants are accepted. More than 75 

percent of the freshman were in the top 10 percent of their graduating high 

school class and scored above a 29 on the ACT or above 1310 (verbal and 

math) on the SAT I. 

2. Very difficult - 60 percent or less of the applicants are accepted. More than 50 

percent of the freshman were in the top 10 percent of their graduating high 

school class and scored above 26 on the ACT or above 1230 on the SAT L 

3. Moderately difficult - 85 percent or less of the applicants are accepted. More 

than 75 percent of the freshman were in the top 50 percent of their graduating 

high school class and scored above 18 on the ACT or above 1010 on the SAT 

I. 
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Minimally difficult - Up to 95 percent of the applicants are accepted. The 

majority of the freshman were not in the top 50 percent of their graduating 

high school class and scored below 18 on the ACT or below 1010 on the SAT 

L 

5. Noncompetitive - Almost all applicants are accepted. High school rank and 

test scores are not emphasized (Peterson's Guides Inc., 2003). 

The 2000 Carnegie Classification includes U.S. colleges and universities that are 

recognized by the U.S. Secretary of Education and are degree-granting (Carnegie 

Foundation, n.d.). The classification scheme is the following: 

1 • Doctorate -granting Institutions: 

a. Doctoral/Research Universities - Extensive; These institutions offer a 

wide range of baccalaureate programs and are committed to graduate 

education through the doctorate. They award 50 or more doctorates across 

15 disciplines or more. 

b. Doctoral/Research Universities - Intensive; These institutions offer a wide 

range of baccalaureate programs and are committed to graduate education 

througli the doctorate. They award 10 doctorates in 3 or more disciplines 

or at least 20 doctorates overall. 

2- Master's Colleges and Universities: 

a. Master's Colleges and Universities I - These institutions offer a range of 

baccalaureate programs and are committed to graduate education through 
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the master's degree. They award 40 or more master's degrees in 3 or more 

disciplines. 

b. Master's Colleges and Universities 11 - These institutions offer a range of 

baccalaureate programs and are committed to graduate education through 

the master's degree. They award 20 or more master's degrees. 

3. Baccalaureate Colleges: 

a. Baccalaureate Colleges - Liberal Arts - These institutions are primarily 

undergraduate colleges with emphasis on baccalaureate programs. At least 

50 percent of their degrees are in liberal arts. 

b. Baccalaureate Colleges - General - These institutions are primarily 

undergraduate colleges with emphasis on baccalaureate programs. Less 

than 50 percent of their degrees are in liberal arts fields. 

c. Baccalaureate/Associate's Colleges - These institutions give the majority 

of conferrals below the bachelor's degree (e.g., associate's degrees and 

certificates). At least 10 percent of their awards are bachelor's degrees. 

4. Associate's Colleges - These institutions offer associate degrees and other 

certificate programs. Few offer baccalaureate degrees and less than 10 percent of 

awards were bachelor's degrees. 

5. Specialized Institutions - These institutions offer a range of degrees from 

doctorate to bachelor's degrees. Typically the majority of degrees are in one field. 

These institutions include; schools of law, theological seminaries and other faith-

related institutions, medical schools and medical centers, health profession 



schools, schools of engineering and technology, schools of business and 

management, schools of art, music and design, teachers colleges, and otlier 

specialized institutions. 

The majority of students, 52 percent, were planning to attend institutions with no 

difficulty level ranking such as 2-year colleges and other institutions. Thirty-eight percent 

were attending institutions ranked "moderately difficult." Both "very difficult" and 

"minimally difficult" institutions were the destinations of 5 percent of the students (see 

Figure 11). 

Figure 11. Entrance difficulty levels of the students' college choices. 
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While the largest group of students was attending 2-year colleges (38 percent), the 

number of students attending Doctorate-granting Institutions was also large (29 percent). 

Fourteen percent of students were attending Master's Colleges and Universities and 5 
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percent were enrol ling in Baccalaureate Colleges. Lastly, 14 percent of students were 

enrolling in other institutions not recognized by Carnegie, which have been designated 

N/A. (see Figure 12). 

Figure 12. Carnegie classification of the students' college choices. 
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When both measures are combined, the results show the following: 29 percent of 

the students were attending doctorate-granting institutions that were ranked by Petersons 

"very difficult" to "moderately difficult"; 14 percent of the students were planning to 

attend a Master's college or university with "moderately difficult" entrance difficulty 

level; tmd 5 percent was enrolling in a baccalaureate-general college with a "minimally 

difficult" level. None of the students planned to enroll in institutions ranked "most 

difficult". Furthermore, other institutions such as a private vocational institutes and a 

musing school not recognized by Carnegie and Peterson's were the educational 
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destinations of 1,4 percent of the students. Table 30 compares the students' intended 

higher education choices using both indices combined. 

Table 30 

Students' Intended Higher Education Plans using both the 2000 Carnegie Classification 
and Peterson's College Entrance Difficulty Levels 

Number of Students Percent of Students Classification Difficulty Level 

2 10 D/R-Extensive Moderate 

1 5 D/R-Intensive Very 

3 14 D/R-Intensive Moderate 

3 14 Master's I Moderate 

1 5 Baccal aureate-Gen Minimal 
8 38 Associate's N/A 

J 14 N/A N/A 

As expected, a greater percentage of the students at Hill High School were 

attending postsecondary educational institutions than City 1 ligh School, 92 percent and 

59 percent respectively. However, City High School students were found more likely to 

attend 4-year colleges, while those at Hill High School were more likely to attend 2-year 

colleges. The percentage of students attending other institutions was larger at City High 

than Hill High. Furthermore, on average, the students at City High reported researching 

more colleges than, those at Hill High, 3.1 and 2.9 respectively. Figure 13 compares 

postsecondary destinations by school. 

Students born in Puerto Rico were found more likely to attend 4-year colleges 

than US-born and Circular Puerto Ricans. The majority of PR-bom and US-born Puerto 

Ricans were attending 4-year colleges, whereas most of the circular group opted for other 
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institutions rather than 2-year and 4-year colleges. The students born in Puerto Rico 

reported researching more institutions than US-bom tmd Circular Puerto Ricans, 4.3,2.8, 

and 2.7 respectively. Figure 14 compares postsecondary destinations by birthplace and 

migration. 

Females were more likely than males to attend 4-year colleges and other 

institutions. Males were attending 2- and 4-year colleges at equal rates. In addition, 

females reported researching 3,2 postsecondary educational institutions, while males 

reported 2.8. Figure 15 compares postsecondary destinations by gender. 

Figure 13. Students' college choices by school. 
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Figure 14. Students' college choices by birthplace. 
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Figure 15. Students' college choices by gender. 
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Utility and Access 

The remainder of the chapter will draw on data from both students who had 

decided to attend college and those that were either undecided or enlisting in the military. 

When students were asked about their future goals, almost all mentioned careers that 

required some type of post high school education such as teaching, law, engineering, 

computers, nursing, and medical assistants. There were also students that were interested 

in law enforcement and military careers that were looking into college to ensure higher 

rank in those careers. 

When students were asked about why they decided to go to college and/or why 

they thought students went to college, they gave a variety of reasons ranging from a 

desire to leam and help people to financial benefits. 

Interviewer: Why college? 

Jorge; The college degree will increase your pay. Like if I go for a job 
with no degree and someone else goes with degree, they are going 
to get it. 

Amalia: I don't know, cause I like it [nursing], I like helping people and 
you can't do it without school. 

Luis: Because I want to be a history teacher. You can't do that without 
going [to college]. 

Alejandro: I have a lot of dreams and goals. And I know that they are not 
possible without a college education. Also, I've always wanted to 
experience college. Just to live there. 

Antonio: Una vez fui al doctor. Me gusto lo que hacia ese tipo. Era x-rays. Y 
yo habM con mi familia de eso.... Ahora yo quiero estudiar eso. 

[One time 1 went to the doctor. Hike what he did It was x-rays. 
And 1 spoke with my family about that. ... Now I want to study 
that J. 
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Furthermore, the majority of students used their families' struggles and hardships as the 

reason for attending college. To many students their desire to succeed and go to college 

stemmed from not wanting to follow in their families' footsteps. According to the 

students, their families had a hard life that was mostly due to a lack of education. The 

students believed that a college education would give them the credentials for upward 

mobility and a stable career, and consequently, make life 'easier' and 'better.' Almost all 

students used their families' life experiences, hardships, and struggles when explaining 

why they wanted to go to college. 

Diego: I don't know but it seems easier if you go to college. I got cousins 
who did and didn't, and the ones that did are better. My one cousin 
is 24 got two kids and is working two shifts. And the one down in 
Florida, he's 30. Got one kid. He's got it made. He went to college 
in Orlando. 

Pedro: 1 decided to get better pay better job. I don't want to struggle like 
my dad. College gives me a better chaitce. Without the college not 
good. 

Robert: My mother, she said that no matter what I do, 1 have to do 
something in college. Cause in the family all the boys never 
finished high school.... Cause she sees how my brothers don't 
have the jobs they want to [have]. Cause she wants me to have a 
better life than my bothers. Easier. 

Violeta; I'm going to college. Mostly cause I don't want to be in the same 
situation as my parents. I want a better life for myself and my 
family. 

While a high school degree was valuable to the students, it was not sufficient to 

'compete' for jobs. Almost all students thought that a higher education was the best route 

for further advancement. 
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Interviewer: Why do you think people go to college? 

Veronica: For a higher education, they [those that go to college] see more 
opportunities. Cause now a days it's harder to get a job, and they 
want more education from you. 

Jose: To get a real job. You have to have that degree to get in. 

Alejandro: Some do it for the money, some as a way out to get farther in life. 
High school is not enough. You just have to compete, and you 
can't do that with just high school. 

Even those unsure about their post high school plans or enlisting in the military, thought 

that college was a means to ensure more opportunities, especially those relating to 

employment, a 'career,' or just simply breaking out of the cycle. 

Fernando: I'm looking into it [college]. People [employers] want that [college 
background], 

Sara: I need to go for my career. It's hard to do something without it. 

Javier: A lot of people here [in City High School] don't consider college. 
They just go to work. But they struggle. 

Interviewer: Why didn't they [go to college]? 

Javier: Maybe cause they thought that they could go on without that 
degree, but they were wrong. 

Most students spoke of their families' financial hardships and struggles and had 

adopted their parents' work ethic. They believed that by working hard you could succeed 

and that belief was evident in their attitudes about college access. When students were 

asked about who went to college, regardless of school, gender, and birthplace, they often 

stated that college was for anyone who wants to succeed and who is dedicated and 

determined and wants to be 'somebody' and 'do something in life.' 
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Amalia: People who want to be somebody in life [go to college]. High 
School is ok, but people who are very determined do it [go to 
college]. 

Cristina: Everyone has the potential to go.... You have to study, it [going to 
college] says something about you. That you are dedicated. It says 
that you want to just not be a statistic, 

Robert; People who want to do something in life. You have to apply 
yourself. 

Diego: To me people who go to college see a future and have a goal. You 
have to be like what will I be when I'm 25. Where will I live? Do I 
want to be own boss? People who go to college want to succeed. 

Students were also cognizant of additional barriers that they had to overcome due 

primarily to economic resources. This belief was dominant at City High School where 

poverty rates were high and almost half of the students, 41 percent, had families on 

economic assistance. Many thought that although their education was good, the area in 

which they lived and the school was not on par with otliers. Students often commented on 

the lack of resources in City High School, which ranged from the physical plant such as 

stained or graffiti windows in need of replacement to instructional materials such as a 

lack of computers, books, and other more basic teacher supplies. 

Catalina: Like they all got new things and we don't. They have more 
equipment for activities, they have newer textbooks, more money 
to go on trips more. Like you see the windows here. Stuff is broken 
and we don't get new ones. They cleaned them [windows] with 
acetone or I don't know, and we were supposed to get new ones. 
They were supposed to fix them years ago. All the graffiti and 
stuff. 

Because of the lack of resources and the school's surrounding urban area, students often 

felt that they were not expect to make it. They also felt that in order to succeed they 

would have to work even harder than others in better neighborhoods. 
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Pilar: Even more if you are from here. You already have points taken off. 
Look where we come from. Our education is not that high. And we 
have to work twice as hard. 

Veronica: It's just this place is bad. It's one of the worse .schools, the 
resources, money, crime and stuff.... You just have to work more, 
harder.... 

Cristina: Growing up in City it's not expected [to do well in school). I mean 
look at this place. You are already down, you know. ... It's harder 
to get out. 

College Types 

In order to comprehend the students' beliefs about types of higher education 

institutions, they were given a list often New Jersey colleges and universities ranging 

from private highly selective research institutions to the local community colleges (see 

Appendix H). Students were asked to order these colleges and universities from best to 

worst. Almost all students were cognizant of an institutional hierarchy and ranked the 

research universities at the top and community colleges at the bottom. However, most 

placed emphasis on the private elite (e.g., Princeton), research university (e.g., Rutgers), 

local public 4-year colleges (e.g., William-Paterson & Montclair), and community 

colleges (e.g., Bergen & Passaic). When they were asked to elaborate on others 

in.stitutions that were similar around the country, most were not able to give names of 

such, with the exception of elite institutions. Thus, for these students, local colleges was 

what they knew of and had researched. 

In addition, students were asked about their beliefs about different types of 

postseconda,iy educational institutions. For instance, they were asked about private vs. 

public, selective vs. non-selective, and 2-year vs. 4-year colleges. Most students were 
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cognizant of some differences between institutions. That is, almost all students associated 

increased benefits to attendance at 4-year and selective colleges, which were almost 

always linked to increased job opportunities. The students' perceptions about private vs. 

public institutions were somewhat mixed and varied by the amount of research the 

student had done. Moreover, students rarely used non-local colleges and universities in 

their examples. 

Community Colleges 

Students at Hill High School were more otlen attending 2-year colleges than those 

at City High School. All students believed that the primary purpose of 2-year colleges 

was to serve students with one or a combination of individual factors: financial 

difficulties, academic deficiencies, language barriers, and/or academic uncertainties. 

According to students attending community colleges, 

Jose; Community colleges, usually you go there if you're not sure that 
you want to go to college. Or not that great [academically].... or 
someone who's not that good in English and some subjects like 
that. 

Jessica: A los community colleges van estudiantes como yo. Que algunas 
instituciones no los quiere o aceptan, que no tienen ingles, o casos 
economicos. 

[Students like me go to community colleges. That some institutions 
don't want or don t accept them, that don 7 have English, or 
economic cases go to community colleges.] 

Pedro: I've had special education classes. And since I haven't taken labs, 
the requirements, it's really hard to get into a 4 year college. 

Robert: Cau.se a 2 year is just there so that people who have no idea what 
they want to do after high school can go ajid pick what tliey like. 
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The same beliefs were found among students attending 4-year colleges and those unsure 

of their educational future. 

Shakira: Because when I hear of community colleges they are people that 
slacked in school, that didn't do much, they typically go to bring 
up their grades. 

Alejandro; [You would go to 2-year colleges] if you don't have enough 
money, if you don't have the grades, if you don't want to go far 
away from home.... If you don't finish high school, you could go 
with a GED. 

Jorge: Community colleges are there for lower income students. If you 
don't have enough money that's where you go. 

Fernando: That's why a lot of people go to community colleges [money]. 
Cause City is not a rich tovm, everybody knew that. 

In general, community colleges were seen as a last resort for many students 

regardless of the student's school, gender, birthplace, and college choice. In addition to 

the comments relating to the usefulness of community colleges, students often made 

references to the stigma of community colleges. In fact, almost all students spoke 

negatively about community colleges. When students were asked about community 

colleges, they often made references about lower educational quality and lack of 

academic rigor. According to Pedro and Nadia, students attending Bergen Community 

College, community colleges are low quality colleges. 

Pedro: Community college is much lower. It's only for people who can't 
succeed in 4 year. It's the lowest of the low. Oh, when I tell people 
[that I'm going to a community college], they say, oh your going to 
a community college. But right away 1 tell them that I'm 
transfe,rring cause I want to get that in there. Cause it's a 
community college. It's not a university. It's nothing special. Just 
some low college, the education is not so great. You get looks you 
know. It's like you never applied yourself, your going to a 
community college. I know it's pretty good [the education there]. 
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... People tell me [the education at comoiunity college] is the 
same, but my mentality is that it's not like 4 year. The standards 
are a bit different.... No SATs and stuff" ... To other people just 
look at their face, it's not a good response [when you tell them you 
are going there]. 

Nadia: People tell me that basically I'm degrading myself by going there 
[a community college] because I can do so much more.... I can't 
be sure about the quality of their education. It's not as high [in 
community colleges]. 

Much the same beliefs were also fbiind among students not enrolling in community 

colleges. Tliese .students believed that community colleges were "nothing special' where 

often those that didn't work hard had to go if they wanted a higher education. 

Maria; PCCC [Passaic County Community College] everybody goes 
there. It's nothing special. Because basically anybody can get 
accepted. You don't have to have a special skill. It's open to 
everybody. 

Shakira; Because when I hear of community colleges. They are people that 
slacked in school, that didn't do much. I think that people see you 
as la2y. 

Others associated community colleges with an extension of high school. Often 

these students spoke of testing, grades, and/or minimum class requirement differences 

that made them similar to high school and unlike 4-year colleges and universities. 

Eva: PCCC is the same as this school. I don't want to go there... .But 
Passaic Community College is basically another City. You don't 
have to take the tests [SAT or ACT] or meet other requirements 
like classes [labs and math] and stuff 

Pilar: Well, community colleges, like PCCC, it's like low, like this 
school. Like teachers don't even advise it. They say it. I don't 
know [why]. They just say that. 

fnteviewer: Why do you think that is? 
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Pilar: Well, no SATs and anyone can go there. Ivike even without a high 
school diploma, and they don't have deadlines to apply and stitfT. 
Or they aren't as strict. 

Diego: It's [community college] also high school level. It can be like this 
school. 

Many of these students were aware of community colleges' minimal application 

requirements and believed that the open access and uncompetitive nature of community 

colleges made them similar to high school and therefore imdesirable. However, they did 

think that it was better than no education at all. To students attending 4-year colleges, like 

Diego, community colleges were an alternative if they were denied admission, while to 

others like Veronica it was simply seen as a middle ground to test if they wanted to 

continue their education. 

Interviewer: Why a commimity college? 

Diego: I'm not mocking it [community colleges], if they told me that I 
couldn't get in [to a 4 year college] and then I could do the Passaic 
thing [Passaic County Community College]. It's something you 
know. 

Veronica: I really can't see myself in a 4-year college cause I have doubts 
about going to college. So, I would just rather do the 2-year. And if 
I like it I would continue. I really didn't want to go to school. 

Among the students in this study, a total of 8 were choosing to attend community 

colleges. Of these, 3 students did not have the requirements to attend 4-year colleges 

because they were either in Special Education or English as a Second Language classes 

and two admitted to having bad grades in high school. Thus, a total of five students were 

going to community colleges with the hopes of transferring. According to Miguel and 
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Cindy, community college would allow them to complete the requirements to transfer to 

a 4-year college. 

Miguel: I've had special education classes and since I haven't taken labs, 
the requirements, it's really hard to get into a 4-yr college. Bergen 
works with that. Then, when I'm ready, I can trcuisfer. 

Cindy: Voy a cojer el ailo que me queda en City [Passaic Community 
College]. Porque yo apliqu6 para 5 universidades y ninguna rae 
acepto porque necesito ese ultimo aiio de ingles. [I'm going to take 
the year that I need in City [Passaic Community College]. Because 
I applied to 5 universities and none accepted me because I need 
that last year of English.] 

For other students, it was grades that aftected their decisions. These were also hoping to 

transfer. 

Carlos: 1 don't think that they [4-year colleges] will take me. Cause my 
grades aren't as high as they could be. [I'm] going to Bergen cause 
money wise it is reasonable. If I stick with it for 2 years then I can 
transfer to New Jersey Institute of Technology. 

Omar: After high school I'm going to PCCC for 2 years. [I'm] going to 
bring up my GFA to go to bigger college. Then 1 can transfer. 

I'he last 3 students were attending community college because they did not have the goal 

of furthering their education to a great extent. When students were asked as to why that 

was, they stated that their program of study was short, they did not aspire to "make 

money' because of personal reasons, or they did not want to take extra classes which 

were not of interest to them. 

Nadia: It's useful in the situation that I'm in. It's for someone that doesn't 
have the goal of furthering their education to a great extent. It's 
just my own opinion. But my goal is not to make money or go to 
far with education. Because religion is important. It's more cause I 
volunteer 840 hours a year and I need something that will allow me 
to do and pay decently with a part time job. I want to continue with 
my volunteering. 
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Robert: Well in 4-yeai* you have to know eveiy aspect of film were in 
community college it's just the basics. I really don't want to think 
about taking all other studies. I could learn a lot, but I don't wait 
to take other stuff that doesn't have to do with film. 

Interviewer: Why are you going there [Bergen Community College]? 

Rachel; Cause you learn more than regular school I want to go for nui-sing, 
yeah, like x-rays. ... It's all that I need. 

Lastly, students perceived differences between community colleges. In this study, 

students had researched a total of three community colleges: Passaic, Bergen, and Morris 

Community Colleges, all of which were in close proximity to their homes. Only Passaic 

and Bergen community colleges were destinations of the students. Interestingly, many 

students made references about educational differences between these. 

Nadia: Passaic is worse than Bergen. I just heard that it's not a good place 
to go. And I know of a few people who go there and they tell me 
not to go.... It's just a bad place. The projects and all that. 

Chris: Cause I heard that Bergen cause I heard is a better school than the 
other one [Passaic]. Even though they are similar. The area is a lot 
different too. 

Thus, they believed that Bergen was more reputable than Passaic. When asked about 

those differences, students often associated it with the neighborhood in which they were 

at. Thus, Bergen Community College is located in one of the wealthiest counties in New 

Jersey, whereas Passaic Community College is one of the poorest (New Jersey 

Department of EMucation, n.d.b; U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.c). 

Four Year Colleges 

Students were also asked about 4-year colleges and if they thought there were 

differences between them and what those might be. Almost all students believed that 4-
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year colleges were better tkin 2-year colleges. Furthermore, they associated attendance at 

4-year institutions with better employment opportunities. In feet, they thought that 

employers prefer employees that came from higher quality institutions and would 

possibly make hiring decisions based on the type of college attended. 

Jessica: Si, no da lo mismo si tii aplicas a un trabajo. Esa persona va a 
contar mucho la universidad donde fuiste. Toma mucho en cuenta 
lo cual buena es la universidad. 

[Ves, its not the same if you apply to a Job. That person is going to 
give weigh to the university were you went. He 'II take into account 
how good the university was]. 

Violeta: I don't know. I figured it would be better [to go to a 4 year 
college].... Maybe in getting ajob. You [employers] might prefer 
someone with a 4-year rather than 2-year degree. 

Another student believed that the benefits were not solely due to increased job 

opportunities, but also increased upward mobility within the field. 

Veronica: In a 4-year you'll have more opportunities for a higher position in 
the career that you chose. A 2-year you are going to have to work 
even a bit harder or continue with your education. 

In essence, this student associated less education with having to work harder or attain 

further credentials in order to succeed in the work environment and attain upward 

mobility. 

Moreover, students also spoke of differences between 4-year colleges though they 

expressed their beliefs differently. They did not think all 4-year colleges and universities 

were the same. In fact, students understood that selective institutions also gave them 

additional professional benefits. 
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It's like your clothes [colleges]. The nicer and higher quality the 
better. The most popular college is the top college and will help 
you out professionally. 

The credits are the same [at Ivy Leagues and local 4-year colleges] 
but I would rather go to a college that has a good reputation. Cause 
J would like to get a first cla»ss education.... It's like McDonalds 
and Red Lobsters. McDonald's is ok, but you rather have the Red 
Lobster. 

Everyone knows that if you graduate from Harvard or Princeton 
you are goi ng to do well, but if you went to Rutgers you may not 
do as well as the person from Harvard, which is not always the 
case. I mean Ivy League schools, it's a lot of stereotypes. It's 
unspoken. People know that that's the way the system is. 

From what Fve heard and the people that I know go there. I just 
put 2 and 2 together. The type of school is important. For instance, 
if you have a graduate from Princeton and Ramapo and you went 
to get a job they would take Princeton. It matters because of the 
school. ... I don't think that you should be judged on that, but the 
reality is that you are. 

Whether students compared colleges to the quality of clothing or food or spoke of 

stereotypes and hierarchies, their beliefs about colleges are essentially the same. Hence, 

they know of hierarchies and understand the implications of such. While they did not 

agree with the way the system works, often believing that hard work and determination 

should count, they simply thought that it was 'reality' and as such they must deal with it. 

Furthermore, students at City High School often associated attendance at 

prestigious universities with being White and having money. These students learned this 

through word of mouth as well as their own lived experiences and the media. 

Maria; Harvard you have to be perfect, well mamiered, proper, como los 
blancos [like the Whites], all proper. Everything is a high standard. 
People who go there are highly intelligent. Unless you are going 
for a scholarship in sports you have to be an ' A' plus genius. And 

Jos<§: 

Edgardo: 

Cristina: 

Shakira: 
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community colleges deal with the average, ... You got to have 
money too. 

Catalina: The richer kids [go to the better schools]. The kids of higher class. 
Or like Princeton, I lived about 10 tnin from Princeton [in 9th 
grade]. And I met a lot of kids from there. And they are really high 
class and you know very uptight about things.... they did worse 
things that we did but its quiet there. Like if something happens 
here in City it's all over. But if it happens in Wayne then it's quiet. 
It's predominately White. The background and that's the criteria 
for higher class schools. I see stuff in movies. I've seen Princeton 
in movies and the girls family is rich. 

This same comparison of prestigious universities to White Americans was not the case at 

Hill High School. Instead, students at Hill excluded comments relating to race or 

ethnicity when speaking about these differences. 

Luis: I think that I would like to go to Princeton. It's just that it's really 
expensive. It's people up there [that go]. 

Shakira: Well, like the top 10 percent of class and obviously you have to be 
wealthy to go to those schools. It's overall high class people. 

This finding was interesting, since almost all students at Hill High School spoke 

negatively of racial preferences within their own school. 

In essence, most of the students thought that going to a 4-year college was better 

than a community college education and that going to a prestigious 4-year college was 

better than a local 4-year college. When asked about how they came to these conclusions, 

most students said that it was parental, school, workforce, and other societal influences. 

Nadia; It's just the way it is. I think it may [make ditTwere you go] cause 
even were I'm at now, at the law office, they look at were they 
went and they give value to that. I see the way that he [my boss] 
talks to me about that. He tells me that he went to Notre Dame. 
And he says that it's about where you go [that's important], 

Violeta: Thfit's what people told me. Friends, family, teachers, counselors. 
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Oistina: Because, my mother always told me 4-year colleges. She always 
pushed me to Rutgers. Even the guidance counselor assumed that I 
would go to 4-yr colleges. 

Chris: From my mom and the counselor in school and everytliing. 

Amalia; I don't know, it's like the clothes you wear. You want the best and 
look good. You try to fit in with society.... It's what's expected. 

Other Postsecondary Institutions 

Three students were attending other postsecondiiry educational institutions, lliese 

were Berdan Institute and Holy Name Nursing School in New Jersey. Both are private, 

ibr profit institutions focusing on training health professionals (i.e., medical and dental 

assistants and nursing). Although three students were opting to enroll in these institutions, 

a total of five had considered them. Two of the three students attending these institutions 

were at City High School. To these students, these institutions were a quick way to go 

into the workforce and start earning money. The primary reasons for attending these 

institutions were money and length of program. To the students, attending these 

postsecondary educational institutions was made even easier since federal monies were 

available. 

Antonio: Es rapido. ... Yo quiero trabajar. Me gusta [los x-rays]. 

[It's quick. . . .  I want to work. I like x-rays] 

Veronica: By August I'll be starting in one of the tech schools [Berdan 
Institute] for 6 to 8 months I'll be getting my medical assistant 
certificate.... Then after 6 to 8 months they place me in a job, ...I 
was going to go to Montclair. 1 decided that financial wise, it's too 
much. The tech school came up belter. Not only financially, but 
it's also closer. ...Then they gave me the fin aid. [Berdan] gives 
me certification nationwide. [It] gives you liands on training. 
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Amalia: I'm going to go to Holy Name, plamiiiig to pursue a nursing career, 
cause it's needed, I don't know, cause I like it. 

Interviewer; Why Holy Name? 

Amalia: It's only a 2 year program, I'll be an RN.... Cause Holy Name is 
just getting right to the point. If I go to William Paterson then it's 
four years, and I want to start doing, start, practicing. Start my 
career. 

Moreover, one of the students attending Berdan Institute believed that this alternative was 

a better option than a community college even though the tuition was five times more 

expensive, lliis belief stemmed Ixom the institute's applicant screening process, which 

was believed to be more stringent than the one at community colleges due to a testing 

requirement in place. 

Veronica: 1 like it [Berdan Institute].... I took two tests. One is prelim with 
25 [questions) test then harder one with 50 questions and I passed. 
It's not like community college. C]!ause everybody can get in there. 

College Choice Influences 

The majority of students reported having family members, friends, and/or school 

staff such as teachers and counselors influence their college decisions. Except for one 

student who had been in and out of correction facilities and was involved with gangs, all 

reported that their families were supportive of their decisions. Students often stated that 

their parents wanted them to do better than they did. In fact, parents used their life 

experiences and previous struggles to encourage them to attend college. Seventy one 

percent of students reported that a parent had influenced them to attend. The majority of 

these students stated that their parents' role was of encouragement and ultimately the 

decision to attend was theirs. One student reported that a parent gave him only one 



156 

option, to attend college. However, when students were asked about ptirental involvement 

their responses often showed minimal involvement at best. 

Alejandro: They don't know much about the system. I talk to family that has 
gone. They know that its necessary, but they don't know too much, 
cause they haven't experienced it. 

Iv&i: But my mom and grandpa they were always telling me [to go to 
college]. They don't know much cause they never went. But they 
know that it's important.... I did it on my own. 

Edgardo: My dad is very proud. He asks if I need help and tries that way. He 
doesn't go to school. He treats me like an adidt. I should know 
how to fix stuff myself. 

Diego; They will feel better when 1 go to college and stuff Mami is not 
active cause her English is not to well. 

Shakira; They [parents] just want me to succeed. And they are willing to do 
whatever it takes to see me there. 1 did everything by myself.... I 
know that there is a lot out there. I just don't know were to get it. 
... My parents really don't know. And my brother, before he 
dropped out of Montclair. But he really doesn't help. 

With the exception of 5 students, who had parents that had at least some college, the 

parents did not know much about the system. Typically, the students who had received 

help with the process had parents that had taken them on campus tours, helped with 

application fees, and gave them general advice such as how to dress for college 

interviews. 

The .students also reported teacher and counselor involvement primarily with 

college applications and financial aid options. This support did not go unnoticed and was 

often the students' best link to accurate college information. In many cases, the students 

were given opportunities in class to research colleges and financial aid options. The class 

involvement, for many, started with basic tests to assess students' interests to searching 
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for scholarships and completing financial aid forms. In essence, for many the connection 

with teachers and counselors that had gone through college was the best link to 

information. The schools' involvement, while most of the time insufficient and late in the 

decision process, was the best source for students that had families which were often 

unaware of the steps to go to college and the application process. 

Interviewer; Who has helped you in your decision? 

Javier: Nobody, well, except my English teacher.... Right now we are 
looking in ray English class. Looking on the internet and filling out 
forms. The applications and everything. Now we are not filling out 
paperwork to see what career suits me. Then, if we like it, then we 
apply to a college under that. It's going to be done next month. 
Then we will fill out financial aid and stuff ... 1 talked to her [my 
teacher]. Well she helped. We are looking in the computers and all 
that. 

Violeta; 1 really don't know I don't know that much about colleges. Only 
about the locals. My guidance counselor also gave me stuff on that 
[college applications]. 

Nadia: Cause she cares [English teacher]. She helps with the college 
applications. Cause with the essays we needed help. 

Furthermore, students at City High were more likely to have reported teacher 

and/or counselor involvement than those at Hill High, In the majority of the cases, the 

school stafiPs role was assisting students with a career choice, the application process, 

and encouraging them to apply. Lastly, at City High School, most students reported the 

college fair to be a factor in their college choice. 

Conclusions 

Based on the data gathered in this investigation, Puerto Rican .students value a 

higher education and gave practical as well as symbolic meaning to a college degree. All 
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students believed that it was a requirement for good employment and a career. In 

addition, students often saw the opportunity to go to college as a way to make it in a 

middle class American society and 'be somebody.' For these students this was important 

since their parents had struggled to give them opportunities that they didn't have. For 

most, their parents had not gone to college and were working low-wage jobs in order to 

support their tamilies. A college degree was symbolic of being somebody. They were 

often proud to have made it thus far and be among die first in their families to go to 

college. 

The students' higher education ideologies often stemmed from institutional 

criteria such as test scores, application deadlines and grades and parental and school 

influences. Hence, regardless of school, birthplace, and gender, they knew of a hierarchy 

within the system and that attendance at the top, which was often 4-year local colleges to 

these students, was best to achieve success. While the students understood that there were 

a variety of barriers that they had to overcome, they did not feel sorry for themselves and 

were often wanting to achieve their educational goals as a way to get out of their current 

economic situation. It was found that the .students' decisions to attend college were often 

late in their studies. Most of these students reported having minimal involvement from 

family members, and while teachers were often their best source for information, this 

involvement was late in their high school studies. 
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CHAPTER SIX; CONCLUSION 

Introduction 

This study examined Puerto Riean high school students' cultural mode! and their 

attitudes, perceptions, and choices about higher education. This chapter will discuss the 

findings of this investigation in light of the previous research by focusing specifically on 

the research questions: (1) what cultural model do Puerto Rican students hold, (2) what 

are the higher education attitudes, perceptions, and choices among Puerto Rican high 

school students, and (3) does socio-economic status, birthplace, and gender impact Puerto 

Rican students' educational attitudes, perceptions, and future educational choices and in 

what ways. This chapter will also address implications for practice, recommendations for 

future research, and conclusions. 

Research Questions, Study Findings, and Literature 

Research Question One 

Oppositional researchers (Willis, 1977; MacLeod, 1995; Ogbu & Simons, 1998; 

Ogbu, 1991; Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Suarez-Orozco, 1987, 1991; McLaren, 1994; 

Fordham. 1988) have argued that ethnic/racial minorities and low-income students 

develop a resistance toward schooling, which ultimately impedes their academic 

achievement. The students in this study were not resistant to schooling and did not 

exhibit an oppositional stance. Similar to MacLeod's (1995) Brothers, they were 

optimistic about their future and while mtiny understood that better neighborhoods had 

better schools and resources, they were content with their education and believed that 

they could succeed if they worked hard both in school and later in the workplace. The 
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students' future dreams and goals and definitions of success were in line with American 

middle-ciass culture. These students believed that if their parents were able to provide 

for their families with little education, they could attain middle-class status and a career 

by remaining in school and getting a higher education or training, 

Ogbu{i978; 1983; 1991; 1992,1998) has argued that minority underachievement 

is a function of the history of a group's incorporation into American society, and has 

classified minorities into three groups; autonomous, voluntary, and involuntary. These 

groups differ in their academic achievement because of their cultural model, which is 

defined by frame of reference, instrumental response, relational response, Euid symbolic 

response and collective identity. Thus, under his theoiy, Puerto Ricans, are involuntary 

minorities due to their colonial status. Hov/ever, this theory does not take into 

consideration that in many ways Puerto Rico still maintain a separate identity from the 

mainland, and that this is reflected in the lives and ideologies of Puerto Ricans. 

Involuntary minorities are believed to have a dual negative frame of reference, 

which compares their economic and social situation in the United States to that of 

middle-class White Americans (Ogbu & Simons, 1998). However, this was not the case 

among the study participants. The majority of the students in this study, regardless of 

their achievement levels in school, used Puerto Rico as a frame of reference. As 

expected, the students that had been bom in Puerto Rico and the Circular students used 

Puerto Rico as a reference more often than those bom in the mainland. However, even 

among students that had not lived on the Island, references to the economic and social 

conditions in Puerto Rico were made, and the overall quality of education in Puerto Rico 
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was perceived £ts much worse than that on, the mainland, an ideology that was passed 

down from generation to generation. Their frame of reference was more often a positive 

one, unlike what is expected from the literature on cultural-ecological theoiy and 

involuntary minorities. Most of the students in this study, regardless of birthplace, 

gender, and school believed that they had better opportunities in the mainland than in 

Puerto Rico and were optimistic about their chances for success, a characteristic that is 

most often associated with voluntary minorities. 

The students' instrumental responses, which include folk theories of making it 

and role models also did not follow the patterns of involuntary minorities. While the 

study participants were aware of discrimination and that some groups were able to 

achieve success easier because of economic resources, they did not believe that 

discrimination was blocking their ability to succeed, contrary to previous research. 

Furthermore, role models were not the wealthy, athletes, entertainers, or rebels, a 

reported characteristic of involuntary minorities (Ogbu & Simons, 1998), but instead 

parents and other family members, who were in most cases struggling to make ends meet. 

Regardless of achievement level, the Puerto Ricans in this study, similar to the 

research on Puerto Rican high achievers (Flores-Gonzalez, 1999), African Americans 

(Fordham, 1988; Hemmings, 1996), and low-income Latino, African American, and 

Anglo high school students (Mehan et aL, 1994) believed in th.e achievement ideology. 

All of the students were optimistic about being able to be somebody and achieving their 

personal and career goals. They believed that to achieve success it was essential to work 

hard and continue their education past a high school degree. Most students believed tliat 
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cutting class and getting bad grades was detrimental to their chances for success. Thus, 

for these students, school behaviors such as going to class and getting good grades were 

essential to their success. Like Foley's (1991) Mexican American middle-class students 

and Willis's (1977) ear'oles, they did not have an anti-school culture. Hence, much like 

Hemmings' (1996) African American and Foley's (1991) Mexican American students, 

the stxidents in this study did not reject schooling on the premise that Puerto Ricans, 

regardless of educational attainment, are bound for failure and underachievement, an 

ideology most commonly associated with oppositional behaviors and involuntary 

minorities. 

Furthemiore, all students believed that a high school education was not enough to 

succeed and that some type of postsecondary training and/or schooling was essential. 

This belief was often reinforced by their parents' struggle, which they constantly lived 

with day in and day out. For these students, their achievement ideology was grounded in 

persistence, self-motivation, and working towards their individual goals. Thus, much like 

MacLeod's (1995) Brothers, Flores-Gonzalez's (1999) Puerto Rican high achievers, and 

Gandara's (1995) Chicanos, these students believed that if they failed it was due to their 

individual inability and lack of motivation and/or work ethic. 

Moreover, the overwhelming majority of the study participants reported their 

parents as role models; a finding that is neither found in voluntary or involuntary 

minorities cultural models. That is, while the students' believed that their parents had 

succeedcd because they were able to provide a better life for them that they had, the 

overwhelming majority had not achieved a higher education and economic success. The 
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ties were often more important than economic wealth. Furthermore, unlike the research 

on involuntary minorities (Simons & Ogbu, 1998), none of the students in this study had 

role models that used talent or physical strength instead of an education to achieve wealth 

and success. 

The students' relational response to education and educational institutions is also 

believed to vary depending on the minorities' history of incorporation into the United 

States. ITius, research (Ogbu & Simons, 1998; Ogbu 1991, 1993) has claimed that 

because of a history of discrimination and racism, involuntary minorities treat schools 

and its authority figures with suspicion and distrust, while voluntary groups trust these 

institutions and believe in what they offer. However, this study has found that when it 

comes to trust and the students' relational response, the schools' racial composition and 

institutional climate are crucial to understanding these responses. 

At City High, where the overwhelming majority of all students were minorities 

and only 9 percent were White, the students did not appear to distrust teachers, 

counselors, or other school staff. The majority of these students felt that they could trust 

teachers, and many spoke of personal problems that they had discussed with school 

personnel. Often teachers were seen as a second parent who was interested in seeing them 

succeed. Furthermore, teachers and other school personnel were often the students' best 

source of information for their future educational goals. The students believed that 

teachers were not keeping them from achieving, but rather were often a source of support: 

in their fliture educational and professional goals. 
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With White students making up 54 percent of the student body, Hil! Higli School 

students' attitudes about trust were mixed and more often negative. Most students spoke 

candidly about school persomel discriminatory practices and often told stories involving 

their own personal experiences. They often believed that because they were a minority, 

they had been targets of discrimination while many similar White students had privileges. 

The students believed that since 9/11 the security within the school had increased as had 

racist practices that singled out minorities as problematic students. Findings on trust and 

relational response show that school racial composition as well as schooling practices and 

perceived racial tensions can have a direct impact on the students' reactions. 

The students' symbolic response and collective identity was also addressed in this 

study. According to previous research (Ogbu & Simons, 1998), voluntJiry minorities take 

a tourist attitude toward learning English and American culture. They do not believe that 

their home culture and language are at odds with American ways. However, involuntary 

minorities are believed to feel that language and culture has been imposed on them. As 

such, they resist American ways and believe that to adopt these ways is to loose their 

identity. For the Puerto Ricans in this study, there was no conflict between learning a new 

language and their ethnic identity. Similar findings on Puerto Ricans were reported by 

FIores-Gonzalez (1999). That is, the students in this study did not perceive that learning 

English would lead to identity loss. Most students did not feel threatened by having to 

learn a new language and continued to speak Spanish with family and friends. Many 

students associated not learning Iinglish with decreased opportunities. For these students, 

there did not appear to be a conflict between being Puerto Rican and adopting American 
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ways. They believed that they could maintain both identities and be somebody who 

achieved their goals and simultaneously help to diminish negative Puerto Rican 

stereotypes. 

Similar to the students in FIores-Gonzalez's (1999) research, being Puerto Rican 

and identifying as such was the essence of who they were. They often told stories of 

Puerto Rico and their families and maintained an emotional connection to the island. 

Thus, much like the students in Flores-Gonzalez (1999), most of the students, regardless 

of school, birthplace, or gender, identified as Puerto Rican first and foremost. 

While previous studies have found that to participate in school activities and 

succeed academically are perceived as acting white or adopting white ways (Fordham & 

Ogbu, 1986; McLaren, 1994) this was not the case among these students. In fact, they did 

not associate achieving an education in a negative light or with behaviors of White 

people. For the study participants, academic success or wanting to achieve a greater 

education is not associated with loosing their identity or acting White. Both high and low 

achievers were proud of achieving academically and being Puerto Rican, findings that are 

similar to research on Puerto Rican high achievers (Flores-Gonzales, 1999). 

Although Puerto Rico was forcefully incorporated into the United States in 1898 

as a result of the Spanish-American War, md later subjected by Americans to continuous 

assimilation attempts, Puerto Rico along with its people has remained separate from the 

United States. According to Flores-Gonzalez (1999), "While there has been resistajice by 

Puerto Ricans to Americanization, an oppositional culture does not seem to have 

developed perhaps because Puerto Ricans have a homeland, a language, and a sense of 
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nationhood that define them as one people, regardless of race" (p. 10). In Puerto Rico and 

among its people, regardless of race, ethnic identity is based on culture and nationality 

(Rodriguez, 1998), which may impact the fact that among these study participants race is 

not associated with school achievement or performance. Success is not associated with a 

loss of their Puerto Rican identity. Rather, research must look at other factors, which 

contribute to school failure such as low parental educational attainment, urban settings, 

socioeconomic status, structural conditions, and institutional climate. 

Research Question Two and Three 

The students in this study were actively involved in the college choice process. 

Most of the students were either searching for prospective colleges or making 

institutional commitments. This is consistent with the research on the college decision

making process (Hossler & Gailager, 1987; Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000; Hossler, Braxton, 

& Coopersmith, 1989). Of the students going to college, all but 5 reported wanting to 

enroll in nearby public state colleges or community colleges. Similar findings have been 

found by other scholars (Davis & Van Dusen, 1975; McPherson & Shapiro, 1998; 

Berkner & Chavez, 1997; McDonough, 1997; Hossler, Schmit, & Versper, 1999), which 

suggests that socioeconomic status impacts college destination and that lower and 

middle-class students often attend state and community colleges more frequently than 

their higher income counterparts. It was also found that the majority of the students' 

college information came from counselors and teachers, a finding that is consistent with 

previous research (Leslie, Johnson, & Carlson, 1977; Tiemey, 1980). 
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All the students, regardless of birthplace, gender, and school, believed that a 

higher education was important to achieve success. Like Freeman's (1999) research on 

African American high school students, the Puerto Ricans in this study wanted to attend 

college to do better than others in their group and to help change perceived negative 

Puerto Rican stereotypes. Fmthermore, similarly to Keipe Kern's (2000) findings, an 

overwhelming majority, 87 percent, of the students were intending to attend 

postsecondary educational institutions. These findings are also consistent with previous 

research (Peraa, 2000a, 2000b; Pew Hispanic Center, 2002; U.S. Census Bureau, 2003; 

Immerwarh, 2003), which finds that minorities and Hispanics value a higher education 

and are attending at higher rates than before. 

The largest proportion of students (48 percent) were planning to attend 4-year 

colleges, while 38 percent were attending 2-year colleges aid 14 percent were choosing 

other educational institutions. Like the research on Puerto Ricans and college destination 

(Pew Hispanic Center, 2002), which found Puerto Rican high school graduates 

attendance at 2-year colleges to be lower than 4-year college attendance rates, the 

students in this study selected 4-year colleges at higher rates than 2-year colleges. 

However, there were also many students that did not opt for either 2- or 4-year colleges, 

and chose short-term educational goals at other private institutes and schools in order to 

complete vocational certificates. Furthemiore, like previous research on flispanics 

(Immerwarh, 2003), it was found that many students were enlisting in the military or 

considering competing options such as work and the military service, choices that were 

often based on short-term economic gains. 
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Furthermore, when students were asked about their higher education preferences, 

nearly all students spoke negatively of community colleges. Often these students 

perceived community colleges to be a last resort. ITius, while a total of 38 percent of the 

students were going to community colleges, the majority of these were going because 

they lacked requirements to attend a 4-year college. The overall student perception was 

that community colleges were for the less academically able. Moreover, the open nature 

of community colleges and lower entrance standards made them similar to high school 

and therefore undesired. 

When the data is disaggregated by school, it was found that a larger proportion of 

students were attending college at Hill High School, a finding that is congruent with 

research on class and educational attainment (McDonough, 1997). However, unlike 

research (Grabb, 1992; Heam, 1991) that suggests socio-economic status to be an 

indicator of institutional selectivity, the students at the working to middle-class school 

were attending 2-year colleges at higher rates than those at the lower-class school. 

Furthermore, PR-bom students were attending college at higlier rates than US-bom and 

Circular Puerto Ricans. 

Female Puerto Ricans were attending 4-year colleges and other institutions at 

higher rates than males. This finding is also substantiated by previous research (Cabrera 

& La Nasa, 2002), which found that female Hispanic students attend college at higher 

rates than male Hispanic students. However, unlike research by Hubbard (1999) who 

found that males more often relied on athletics to go to college while females relied on 
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their academic record, both male and female l^iierto Ricjui students had similar strategies 

for attendance and were relying on their academic records to get to college. 

All but one student reported that their parents were a source of continuous support 

and encouragement in their future educational choices. TTiis finding is important since it 

has been found that parental encouragement is linked to postsecondaiy aspirations (Flint, 

1992) and predicts college enrollment (Plank & Jordan, 2001; Hossler, Schmit, & 

Versper, 1999; Pema, 2000a). However, it was found that this encouragement was often 

based on emotional support. Like findings by Freeman (1999), parents wanted tlieir child 

to achieve beyond their level and do better than the previous generation. The students 

often believed that their families' hardships and struggles stemmed from a lack of 

education. Most students believed that the best way out of economic hardships was 

through postsecondary education, a belief that was reinforced by parental encouragement. 

Furthermore, their academic decisions were focused on care^ aspirations, which would 

provide future economic stability. 

Similar to the literature on the impact of class on schooling (Bourdieu & 

Passeron, 1977), these students were brought up in environments where success and 

achievement in education were rare. However, unlike MacLeod's (1995) Hallway 

Hangers, who believed that their fate was sealed by predetermined factors, these Puerto 

Rican students did not think that their families' current struggles and hardships would 

continue or that tliey were destined to follow in their families' footsteps, ITiese students 

come from, families were parents hold low-skill jobs, yet they have managed to maintain 

a household. However, unlike MacLeod's study, these students do not believe that a high 
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school diploma will give them a chance to land suitable jobs. Instead, they believe that a 

higher education, whether a certificate, associate's degree, bachelor's degree, or graduate 

degree, is the route to changing their lives and desti.tties. They believed that a college 

education would give them the credentials to compete for a good career, a necessity for 

attaining middle-class status and social mobility. 

Implications for Practice 

Several important implications surfaced from this research that can prove 

beneficial to educators and policy makers. 

First, Puerto Ricaii students believe that an education is the key to their success. It 

was found that they valued an education and that an overwhelming majority were 

intending to attend postsecondary education. In fact, many thought that it was the best 

route to middle-class status. Unlike Ogbu and MacLeod's work on minorities and low-

income students and education, the results of this study find an emphasis placed on 

postsecondary training and/or schooling. Thus, research should move to examine 

students' ideologies not only about K-12 education, but also about higher education. 

Second, this study finds that more emphasis should be placed on assisting 

students with the decision-making process given that most of the students' families had 

little if any exposure to college. Thus, while this study found that teachers and counselors 

were often the best source of accurate college information, often the students reported 

beginning the process late in 11 grade. Many of these students found themselves lacking 

the appropriate coursework necessary to attend a 4-year colleges. As such, more 

emphasis should be placed earlier in their middle school years that would get the students 
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thinking about a career and the necessary coursework to attain those goals and enroll in a 

4-year college. 

Finally, the students' economic condition is often a barrier to educational goals. 

Students reported that they had looked at alternative routes such as the military and other 

work options. These students, especially those that were not attending college, were often 

focusing on short-term financial gains and forgoing the long-term benefits of a higher 

education. Thus, an increased attention and awareness to the overall benefits to a higher 

education should be discussed with students at tm early age. Lastly, increased efforts by 

schools and their staff should address financial aid options in the beginning high school 

years, which would help alleviate some of the students financial concerns that could hider 

their decisions to attend. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

Several important recommendations for future research would help to shed more 

light on students' education attitudes, perceptions, and choices. 

The study's data was primarily collected through student interviews. Hence, the 

length of time spent with the participants was fairly short. An ethnographic study over a 

semester or more, which could include classroom observations, student-teacher 

interactions, peer interactions, extracurricular activities, and family interactions would 

present a much clearer picture of the students behaviors and how that impacts their 

schooling attitudes, perceptions, and choices. For instance, does student behavior differ 

from, their interview responses? Do they exhibit oppositional behaviors in light of their 

optimistic attitudes? How does family interaction impact their attitudes and choices? 
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It would also prove helpful to follow-up on the students interviewed. Hence, 

similarly to MacLeod's (1995) study, it would be beneficial to know whether these 

students were successfol in ascertaining their educational and career goals. Furthermore, 

this would shed light on social reproduction theory. Do these student break the cycle of 

poverty and failure or do they succeed? Furthermore, for those that do make it and 

continue with a college education, what can we leam form them? What can they report to 

us that would have been beneficial in the high school to college transition? I collected 

phone numbers, and it is my plan to follow-up on the students' activities in the lliture. 

Research on Puerto Ricans has often been aggregated into Hisp^mic research. 

More research that compares Puerto Ricans to other Hispanic groups would be fruitfal 

and help provide a clearer picture of their experiences and how they may or may not 

differ in their educational ideologies. For instance, how do Puerto Rican students' 

attitudes about 2-year vs. 4-year colleges differ from other Hispanic groups? How do 

these students' attitudes about school and a higher education compare to Cubans in 

Miami or Mexicans in Los Angeles? 

While my initial intention was to get middle and low-income Puerto Rican 

students with clear socioeconomic differences especially in parental educational and 

occupational attainment, my sample did not reflect this pattern. Stronger comparison of 

how class impacts Puerto Rican students and other Hispanics may help to inform how 

schools can help promote academic behaviors that would facilitate the high school to 

college transition. 
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Conclusion 

No amount of teaching experience or reading on Puerto Ricans and education 

could have fully prepared me for this study. At the beginning of die project, I was 

stunned and shocked at how two high schools so near in proximity could be so different. 

As Cristina said during one of our interviews, "It's two different words. It's a major 

difference. ... People really see it." More importantly, I was amazed to find that the 

students' parents, who were mostly in their late 30s and early 40s, could have so little 

education and face so many struggles and barriers, which traditionally foster low 

achievement among minorities and low-income students. 

ITiis research dramatically increased my awareness of the struggles and hardships 

that students, especially those in cities and urban areas, encounter. I felt honored that 

these students gave me a glimpse of their lives. These students were happy that someone 

cared about them. They gave me a quick look at their lives and spoke candidly about their 

experiences. The students were curious, fimny, insightful, intelligent, and kind. Their 

responses showed that they really cared about their families, valued school, and had 

positive attitudes about their futures. 

I was initially concerned, especially at City High School, with not being able to 

address the questions related to higher education. However, much to my amazement, 

these students, in spite of their immediate surroundings and family circumstances, had 

optimistic attitudes about their ftiture and a college education. Thus, these students valued 

their education and believed that a higher education is tlie route to .success and a 

comfortable lifestyle. The students were optimistic about their flitures in spite of their 
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Iknilies' failures and hardships, I was proud of them and wished them the best in their 

future choices. 

However, even though these students were optimistic about their flitures, one 

must wander how their fannilies' economic situation and the schools' climate and 

practices help to shape and reproduce class patterns. Thus, while these students did not 

believe that institutionalized discrimination would block their chances for success, it was 

evident from tlieir stories that they do encounter these. Often the stories of the students 

highlighted barriers and life experiences, which are commonplace among low-income 

and urban settings such as early pregnancies, neighborhood criminal activity, economic 

stmggles, and family educational underachievement. 



175 

APPENDIX A 

DISTRICT SUPERINTENDENT PERMISSION LEITER 

2901 E. Ft. Lowell Rd. 
Apt. 421 
Tucson, ,AZ 85716 

January 6,2003 

, State District Superintendent 

Dear : 

I am a doctoral candidate in the Center for the Study of Higher Education at the 
University of Arizona in Tucson. I am writing to request permission to conduct student 
interviews at — High School during spring semester 2003. The interviews and data 
collected will be part of my dissertation work and will follow the strict guidelines and 
regulations of the Human Subjects Protection Program at the University of Arizona. 

The study will seek to understand how Puerto Rican high school students living in the 
states make sense of their educational environment and opportunities. A total of thirty 
Puerto Rican students from two high schools will be asked to participate in the study. The 
participants will be asked about their ethnic identity, educational experiences, and college 
knowledge, aspirations, and understandings. 

The dissertation proposal is currently under review by the dissertation chair, Dr. Sheila 
Slaughter. Please feel free to contact Dr. Slaughter (520) 621-7951 or me (520) 319-2971 
if more information is needed. If so desired, I will be more than happy to send a copy of 
the proposal with the interview questions once the dissertation committee approves it. 

Thanking you in advance for yo'ur consideration of this request. 

Yours sincerely, 

Mayte C. P6rez-Franco 
mavte@,emaiLarizona.edu 
(520) 3T9-297I 
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APPENDIX B 

SCHOOL PRINCIPAL PERMISSION LETTER 

2901 E. Ft. Lowell Rd. 
Apt. 421 
Tucson, AZ 8.5716 

January 9,2003 

, Principal, 

Dear : 

I am a doctoral candidate in the Center for the Study of Higher Education at the 
University of Arizona in Tucson. 1 am writing to request permission to conduct student 
interviews at High School during spring semester 2003. The interviews and data 
collected will be part of my dissertation work and will follow the strict guidelines and 
regulations of the Human Subjects Protection Program at the University of Arizona. 

The study will seek to understand how Puerto Rican high school students living in the 
states make sense of their educational environment and opportunities. Fifteen Puerto 
Rican students will be asked to participate in the study. The participants will be asked 
about their ethnic identity, educational experiences, and college knowledge, aspirations, 
and understandings. I will also seek to speak with at least one counselor in an effort to 
understand the schools' involvement and guidance in the students' college decision 
process. 

The dissertation proposal is currently under review by the dissertation chair. Dr. Sheila 
Slaughter. Please feel free to contact Dr. Slaughter (520) 621-7951 or me (520) 319-2971 
if more information is needed. If so desired, I will be more than happy to send a copy of 
the proposal with the interview questions once the dissertation committee approves it. 

Thanking you in advance for your consideration of this request. 

Yours sincerely. 

Mayte C. Perez-Franco 
maYte@email.arizona.edu 
(520) 319-2971 
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APPENDIX C 

SUBJECT CONSENT FORM (ENGLISFI VERSION) 

SUB,IECT'S CONSENT FORM 
Educational Achievement Ideologies Among Puerto Rican Students 

I AM BEING ASKED TO READ THE FOLI.OWING MATERIA!. TO ENSURE 
THAT I AM, INFORMED OF THE NATURE OF THIS RESEARCH STUDY AND OF 
HOW I WILL PARTICIPATE IN IT, IF 1 CONSENT TO DO SO. SIGNING TFIIS 
FORM WILL INDICATE THAT I HAVE BEEN SO INFORMED AND TFIATI GIVE 
MY CONSENT. FEDERAL REGULATIONS REQUIRE WRITTEN INFORMED 
CONSENT PRIOR TO PARTICIPATION IN THIS RESEARCH STUDY SO THAT 1 
CAN KNOW THE NATURE AND RISKS OF MY PARTICIPATION AND CAN 
DECIDE TO PARTICIPATE OR NOT PARTICIPATE IN A FREE AND INFORMED 
MANNER. 

PURPOSE 
I am being invited to participate voluntarily in the above-titled research project. The 
purpose of this project is to assess Puerto Rican high school students' attitudes, 
perceptions, and responses to educational institutions. 

SELECTION CRITEMA 
I am being invited to participate because I am Puerto Rican and I am in 10'*', 11"*, or 12"* 
grade. Approximately 30 subjects will be enrolled in this study. I am not required to 
participate in any way. 

PROCEDURE 
If I agree to participate, I will be asked to consent to one interview with the researcher 
lasting between 45 to 60 minutes to be recorded via audiotape during the interview 
session. 

RISKS 
There are no known .social or psychological risks to participation. 

BENEFITS 
There are no social benefits to participation in this study, but I will have the opportunity 
to reflect on ray attitudes, perceptions, and responses to educational institutions. 

CONFIDENTIALITY 
Confidentiality is guaranteed. My name, or any identifiable information, will not be 
associated with any information that I provide as part of this study. All information 
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obtained will be coliected and stored in a locked filing cabinet at the Center for the Study 
of Higher Education, Room 321, College of Education, University of Arizona. Only 
Mayte C. Perez, the Principal Investigator, will have access to the information collected. 
Pseudonyms for both the school and myself will be used in any published material. 

PARTICIPATION COSTS AND SUBJECT COMPENSATION 
There is no cost to me except for my time. I will be compensated with a movie gift 
certificate once the intervievi' is completed. 

CONTACTS 
I can obtain further infonnation from the principal investigator Mayte C, Perez, Doctoral 
Candidate at (520) 990-6396 or via email at mavte@emaiLarizona.edu. If I have 
questions concerning ray rights as a research subject, I may call the Human Subjects 
Committee office at (520) 626-6721. 

AUTHORIZATION 
BEFORE GIVING MY CONSENT BY SIGNING THIS FORM, THE METHODS, 
INCONVENIENCES, RISKS, AND BENEFITS HA VE BEEN EXPLAINED TO ME 
AND MY QUESTIONS HAVE BEEN ANSWERED. I MAY ASK QUESTIONS AT 
ANY TIME AND I AM FREE TO WITHDRAW FROM THE PROJECT AT ANY 
TIME WITHOUT CAUSING BAD FEELINGS. MY PARTICIPATION IN THIS 
PROJECT MAY BE ENDED BY THE INVESTIGATOR FOR REASONS THAT 
WOULD BE EXPLAINED. NEW INFORMATION DEVELOPED DURING THE 
COURSE OF THIS STUDY WHICH MAY AFFECT MY WILLINGNESS TO 
CONTINUE IN THIS RESEARCH PROJECT WILL BE GfVEN TO ME AS IT 
BECOMES AVAILABLE. THIS CONSENT FORM WILL BE FILED IN AN AREA 
DESIGNATED BY THE HUMAN SUBJECTS COMMITTEE WITH ACCESS 
RESTRICTED TO THE PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR, MAYTE C. PEREZ OR AN 
AUTHORIZED REPRESENTATIVE OF THE DEPARTMENT OF HIGHER 
EDUCATION. 1 DO NOT GIVE UP ANY OF MY LEGAL RlGHfS BY SIGNING 
THIS FORM. A COPY OF THIS SIGNED CONSENT FORM WILL BE GIVEN TO 
ME. 

Subject's Name (Printed) 

Subject's Signature Date 

Parent or l.egal Guardian Signature (if necessary) Date 

mailto:mavte@emaiLarizona.edu
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INVESTIGATOR'S AFFIDAVIT 
I have careflilly explained to the subject the nature of the above project. I hereby certify 
that to the best of my knowledge the person who is signing this consent form understands 
clearly the nature, demands, benefits, and risks involved in his/lier participation and 
his/her signature is legally valid. A medical problem or language or educational barrier 
has not precluded this understanding. 

Signature of Investigator Date 
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APPENDIX D 

SUBJECT CONSENT FORM (SPANISH VERSION) 

FORMIJLAWO DE CONSENTIMIENTO DEL PARTICIPANTE 
Icleologfas de Logros Educativos de Estudiantes Puertorriqueios 

ME SOLICIT AN QUE LEA EL SIGUIENTE MATERIAL PARA ASEGURAR DE 
QUE ESTOYINFORMADO DE LA NATIJRALEZA DE ESTE ESTUDIO 
INVESTIGATIVO Y CUAL SERA Ml PARTICIPACION, SI CONSIENTO 
PARTICIPAR. AL FIRMAR ESTA FORMA CONFIRMO QUE HE SIDO 
INFORMADO(A) Y QUE DOY Ml CONSENTIMIENTO. LAS REGULACIONES 
FEDERALES REQUIEREN CONSENTIMIENTO ESCRITO ANTES DE QUE 
PARTICiPE EN ESTE ESTUDIO INVESTIGATIVO PARA QUE YO CONOZCA LA 
NATURALEZA Y RIESGOS DE MI PARTICIPACION. YO PUEDO ESCOJER 
PARTICIPAR O NO DE MANERA VOLUNTARIA. 

PROPOSITO 
He sido mvitado(a) a participar voluntariamente en el proyecto investigativo senalado en 
el ti'tulo de esta forma. El proposito de este proyecto es evaluar las actitudes, 
percepciones, y reacciones de estudiantes puertorriquenos de escuela superior hacia 
instituciones educativas. 

CRITERIO DE SELECCION 
He sido invitado(a) a participar por el heeho de que soy puertorriqueno(a) y estoy en los 
grados 10, 11 o 12. Alrededor de 30 estudiantes participaran en este estudio. Mi 
participacion es voluntaria. 

PROCEDIMIENTO 
Si yo acepto participar, debere consentir a una entrevista llevada a cabo por la 
investigadora la cual tomara approximadamente de 45 a 60 minutos y sera grabada en 
cinta raagnetofonica. 

RIESGO 
La participacion no conlleva riesgos conocidos de Indole social, ni sicoldgico. 

BENEFICIO 
la participacion en este estudio no garantiza beoeficios de indole social. Tendre la 
oportunidad de reflejar sobre mi perspectiva, actitud, y reaccion hacia las instituciones 
educativas. 



18! 

CONFIDENCIALI0A1) 
La confidencialidad esta garantizada. Mi norabre u otra forma de Identificacion 
relacionada no se asociara con la informacion dada por mi como parte de este estudio. 
Toda la informaci6n que se obtenga eslara bajo archivos sellados en el Centro para el 
Estudio de Educaci6n Superior, oficina 321, Escuela de Educacion, Universidad de 
Arizona. Unicajnente MaytiS C. Perez, la investigadora principal, tendra acceso a la 
informacion recopilada. En el material que se publique seudonimos se usaran para mi 
nombre y el nombre de mi escuela. 

COSTO I.)E PARTICIPACION Y COMPENSACION 
No habra costo por mi participaci6n a exepcion del tiempo que dedique al estudio. Sere 
compensado por el tiempo dedicado con certificados para la admicion gratuita al cine una 
vez completada la entrevista. 

CONTACTOS 
Informacion adicional se puede obtener con la investigadora Mayte C. Perez, Candidata 
Doctoral, telefono (520) 990-6396 o via correo electronico mavte@email.arizona.edu. De 
tener preguntas adicionales relacionadas a mis derechos como candidato a este estudio 
investigative, puedo llamar al 'Human Subjects Committee Office' en la Universidad de 
Arizona al (520) 626-6721. 

AUTORIZACION 
ANTES DE FIRMAR ESTA FORMA DE CONCENTrMIENTO, LOS METODOS, 
INCONVENIENCIAS, RIESGOS Y BENEFICIOS HAN SIDO EXPLICADOS A MI, 
SE HAN CONTESTADO MIS PREGUNTAS Y ACLARADO LAS DUDAS. YO 
PODRE HACER PREGUNTAS EN CUALQUIER MOMENTO Y YO ESTOY EN 
LIBERTAD DE RETIRARME DE ESTE PROYECTO EN CUALQUIER MOMENTO 
SIN QUE HAYAN REPRESALIAS O SENTIMIENTOS Y/0 ACTITUDES 
NEGATIVAS POR ELLO. MI PARTICIPACION EN ESTE ESTUDIO PUEDE SER 
TERMINADA POR RAZONES QUE LA INVESTIGADORA SOMETA DONDE SE 
JUSTIFIQUE EL MISMO. INFORMACION ADICIONAL QUE SE REQUIERA 
DURANTE Et. TRANSCURSO DE ESTE ESTUDIO, EL CUAL AFECTE MI DESEO 
DE COOPE,RAR Y/O CONTINUAR EN ESTE ESTUDIO SE ME INFORMARA TAN 
PRONTO SE PRESENTS LA SITUACION. ESTA FORMA DE CONSENTIMIENTO 
SE MANTENDRA EN UNA AREA DESIGNADA POR EL ^HUMAN SUBJECTS 
COMMITTEE' CON ACCESO RESTRINGIDO A LA INVESTIGADORA, MAYTE C. 
PEREZ 0 UN REPRESENTATIVO AUT0RI2AD0 DEL DEPARTAMENTO DE 
EDUCACION SUPERIOR. AL FIRMAR ESTA FORMA NO CEDO MIS DERECHOS 
LEGALES. SE ME PROVEERA COFIA DE ESIA FORMA DE CONSENTIMIENTO 
UNA VEZ FIRMADA POR MJ. 

Nombre de! Estudiante 

mailto:mavte@email.arizona.edu
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Fimia del Estudiante Fecha 

Finna del Padre o Giuirdiin Legal (si necessario) Fecha 

AFFIDAVIT DEL INVESTIGA0OR 
Yo ie he explicado a estas personas la naturaleza del proyecto. For la presente certifico en 
mi mejor conocimiento, que las personas que firman esta forma de consentimiento 
entienden la naturaleza, exigencia, beneficios y ricsgos envueltos con su participacion y 
que su firraa es legalmente vMida. Probiemas medicos o de idioma o barreras educativas 
no ban afectado este entendimiento. 

Firma de la Investigadora Fecha 
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APPENDIX E 

STUDENT INFORMATION SHEET 

Educational Achievement Ideologies among Puerto Rican Students 

Principal Investigator: Mayte C. Perez-Franco 

Participant's Number 

1. Date of birth 

2. Grade -11 12' th 

3. Gender-Male 

4. Residence 

Female 

mother 
father 
step-parent 
other. 

5. Parental Educational Attainment 

Father 

no hs 
hs diploma 
some college 
vocational/technical certificate 
associate's degree 
bachelor's degree 

_ graduate degree 

6. Parental Occupation 

Father 

Mother 

no hs 
hs diploma 
some college 
vocational/technical 
associate's degi-ee 
bachelor's degree 

^ graduate degree 

Mother 

7. Language spoken at home 

Spanish English Both 

8. Family size brothers__ sisters Number living in house ̂ 

9. Age of arrival to U.S. 
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10. Born in. PR Continental US Other 

11. Number of times visited PR 

12. GPA_ 

13. Plam after lis: college work other, 
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APPENDIX F 

INTERVIEW GUIDE (ENGLISH VERSION) 

Educational Ideologies among Puerto Rkan Students 

Principal Investigator: Mayt6 C. F^rez-Franco 

Participant's Number 
Starting Time of Interview 

Date of Intervie w 
Ending Time 

Formal Education 

1. What do you think that you are getting out of school? What do you hope to 
accomplish with your education? 

2. How do you do academically? Tell me about what kind of student you are (e.g., 
good, bad, follow rules, study hard...) Have you been in trouble in school before? 

3. Tell me about your teachers here. Are they supportive of you? Do you trust them? 
Explain. 

4. Who is (are) your role model(s)? Why? 

5. This school has a diverse student body, do you think that teachers treat some 
(ethnic) groups better than others? Explain. 

6. How do your parents feel about school and your achievement/success in it? Are 
they active in school stuff (e.g., parent/teacher meetings, PTA, open houses, 
extracurricular activities...)? Why do you think that they are interested (or not) in 
your schooling? 

Higher Education 

7. What will you be doing right after high school? Why did you decide on that? 
Explain. 

8. (if student is going to college) What steps have you taken to go on to college 
(e.g., sat, college visits, brochures, grades, prep courses, applications...)? When 
did you .start thinking about college? Where do you hope to go? What type of 

Explain. 
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college is that (e.g., 2-yr/4"yr, private/public, selective/non-seiective) When will 
you go? 

(if not going to college) what steps do students need to take to go on to college? 

9. Do you know of differences between colleges? What are those? Do you think that 
the type of college you attend is important to your future professional success? 

10. If attending college, who has helped you in your decision to attend college? Who 
have you talked to about college? Who has been most influential in this decision? 
How has he/she helped you? Explain, 

11. How are students able to afford college? Tell me what you know about financial 
aid options and how those work. Are there any state programs that you know of.? 
What are those? 

12. Do you think that a college education changes the way people see you? How? 
When you are successful, what will tliat look like (job title, lifestyle, family, 
income, car, etc.)? How is your definition of success different from how your 
family is now? 

Is there anything else that you would like to tell me? Anything that I forgot to ask you? 
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APPENDIX (3 

INTERVIEW GUIDE (SPANISH VERSION) 

Ideologfas de Logros Educativos dc los Estudiantes Puertorriquenos 

Imestigadora Principal: Mayt^ C. Perez-Franco 

Numero del particlpante 
Hora de comienzo 

Fecha de la eritrevista 
Hora de terminacidn 

Ediicacion Formal 

1. ^;Que tu crees que estas logrando con tu educacion? ^Crees que las 
opportunidades educativas aqui son diferentes a las que se ofrecen en la isla? 
^Como asi? 

2. /,C6mo est^ academicamente? Dime que clase de estudiante eres (ej. bueno, 
malo, obedeces las reglas, estudias mucho...) ^Has tenido dificultades antes (ej, 
disciplina)? Explica. 

3. Cuentame de tus maestros aqui. ̂ Ellos te apoyan? ^Confias en ellos? ^Tii crees 
que los maestros tratan a cierto grupos (etnicos) mejor que a otros? ̂ Los 
estudiantes tambien? Explica. 

4. ^Quien(es) es(son) tu(s) figura(s) modelo(s)? ^Por que? 

5. (7,Que tu piensas de aprender ingles formal (de la escueia)? Explica. 

6. ^Como se sienten tus padres con relacion a la escueia y tus logros y exitos en ella? 
Ellos participan en actividades de la escueia (ej, reuniones de padres y maestros, 

PTA, actividades extracurriculares...)? ^Por que tu crees que ellos estM 
interesados (o no) en tu educacion escolar? 

Educacion Superior 

7. ^Que tu vas a liacer despues de la escueia superior? /^Por que decidiste en eso? 

8. (si el estudiante planea ir a la universidad) /,Que pasos has tornado para ir a la 
universidad (ej, sat, visitas, folletos, I'ndice academico, cursos preparatorios, 
solicitudes...)? ^.Cuando comenzaste a considerar estudios universitarios? 

Explica. 
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^Cuantas universidades o instituciones has considerados? (^.Idealmente, donde te 
gustaria ir? donde vas a ir? ̂ ,Que tipo de institucion es (2 o 4 aflos, publica o 
privada, selectiva o no selectiva)? ^.Cuindo iras? 

(si el estudiante no planea ir a la univesidad) /^Cuales son los pasos que un. 
estudiante necesita tomar para poder ir a la universidad? 

9. ^Tu conoces de diferencias entre instituciones universitaiias? ^.Cuales son? /,Tu 
crees que el tipo de institucion universltaria a la cual tu asistas va a ser importajite 
en tu fiituro exito como professional? /,Como? 

10. Si el estudiante va a ingreasar- ^quien te ha ayudado en esa decision? ^Con 
qiiienes tu has habiado sobre la universidad? ^Quicn ha sido la influencia mayor 
en esta decision? ^Como el/ella te ha ayudado? Explica. 

11. ^;C6tno pueden los estudiantes financiar los gastos de asistir a una institucidn 
universitaria? Dime lo que sabes de las opciones de ayuda econ6mica y como 
trabajan. ^Hay algun program del estado que tu conozcas? <^Cuales son? 

12. /,Cuindo tu tengas exito, como te ves (ti'tulo o posidon, calidad de vida, familia, 
ingreso, carro, ect.) que grado es tu definicion de ^xito diferente a la posicion 
en que tu familia se encuetra ahora? 

^,Hay algo adicional que tu quieras afiadir? ^Hay algo adicional que tu me quieras decir? 
^Hay algo que yo haya olvidado preguntarte? 



APPENDIX H 

COLLEGE LIST 

Rutgers, New Brunswick 

Passaic Community College 

Princeton 

Seaton Hall 

Bergen Community College 

New Jersey Institute of Technology 

Montclair 

Wiiliam Paterson 

Monmouth 

Ramapo 
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APPENDIX I 

PRELIMINARY CODING MATRIX 

Theoretical 
Framework 

Research 
Question 

Interview Question(s) Answer Code 

CultUTdl-
F-cological 
Theory 

What cultural model 
do Puerto Ricao 
students hold? 

What do you think that you 
are getting out of school? 
What do you think of the 
education in the island? 
Explain. 

Frame of reference 
* Evaluation of schooling is influenced 
by negative comparison with white 
suburban schools. They do not consider 
schooling better because they don't have 
a 'back home' reference. 

Cultural-
Ecological 
Theory 

What cultural rtiodel 
do Puerto Rican 
students hold? 

Cultural-
Ecological 
Theory 

Cultural-

Ecological 
Theory 

Cultural-
Ecological 
Theory 

What cultural model 
do Puerto Rican 
students hold? 

What cultural model 
do Puerto Rican 
students hold? 

What cultural model 
do Puerto Rican 
students hold? 

How do you do 
academically? What kind of 
student are you? Have you 
been in trouble? 

Tell me about your teachers. 
Are they supportive of you? 
Do you trust them or not? 
Are there differences in 
treatment due to the ethnic 
background of the person? 
How so? 
How is your English? How 
do you feel about learning 
proper English? Explain. 

Who is (are) your role 
model(s)? 

Instrumental Response 
*Folk theory of 'making it' ~ Students 
believe that individual effort, education, 
and hard work are important but not 
enough to overcome racism and 
discrimination. 
*They are often opposed to established 
rules. 

Trust 
•Distrust caused by a long history of 
discrimination, racism, and conflict. 

Symbolic Response & Collective Identity 
* Language is imposed by white 
Americans. 'White talk' or proper 
English means loosing minority identity. 

Instrumental Response 
Role Model Conventional Categories-
•entertainers. athletes, professionals, and 
wealthy 
AND 
Unconventional Cateeories-
•rebels against white society and people 
of exceptional courage, minority 
•^professionals are not because it is 
perceived as these had to adopt white 
ways to get where they arc 
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Cuiturai-
Ecological 
Theory 

What cultural model 
do Puerto Rican 
students hold? 

How do your parents feel 
about school and your 
achievement/success/failure 
in it? Why is that? Explain. 

Cultural-
Ecological 
Theory 

Social 
Reproduction 
Theory 

What cultural model 
do Puerto Rican 
students hold? 

What arc the higher 
education beliefs, 
attitudes, and 
understandings 
among Puerto Rican 
students? 

Are they (parents) active in 
school stuff" 
parent/teacher meetings, 
FTA, open houses, 
extracurricular 
activities...)? Why do you 
think that they are interested 
(or not) in your schooling? 
What will you be doing 
right after high school? Why 
and/or how did you decide 
on that? 

Social 
Reproduction 
Theory 

Social 
Reproduction 
Theory 

What are the higher 
education beliefs, 
attitudes, and 
understandings 
among Puerto Rican 
students? 
How does 
socioeconomic status 
impact Puerto Rican 
students' educational 
beliefs, attitudes, and 
future educational 
goals? 

What steps do students need 
to take to go on to college? 
Or What steps have you 
taken to go on to college? 

Where do you hope to go to 
school (college)? 

Trust (in White Institutiom) 
*Famiiy and student is skeptical and 
ambivalent about the role of education in 
getting aliead due to history of 
discrimination and racism. 
*Parents convey contradictory rtiessages. 
They believe that public schools will not 
educate their children like they educate 
white children. 

Trust 
"^Contradictory messages. 
*There is an interest because believe that 
individual effort, education, and hard 
work are important. However, aware of 
racial hierarchy. 

Class socialization precedes and shapes 
the formation of aspirations. Students 
develop college plans based on their 
families' and communities' values and 
assessment of appropriate goals. 

Aspirations are not a product of rational 
analysis. Instead, they are acquired by the 
habitus of the individual. 

i.e., 
Lower class- success may be rare and 
they are less likely to develop strong 
ambition, (work, military, or technical 
field of study) 
Middle class- success is more prominent 
(college), sense of'entitlement' 
Lower class- inconsistency between steps 
and actions 
Middle class- plan to take necessary 
steps, e.g., SAT, college visits, prep 
courses, apps. The higher the ses the more 
likely to take college prep courses. 
The less well off financially the higher 
the geographical constraints. 

Lower class- community college or 
school within driving distance, more 
feelings about neigliborhood and loyalty 
to friends and family 
Middle class- 4-yr college, increased 
opportunity to reside on campus 
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Social 
Reproduction 
Theory 

What are the higlier 
education beh'efs, 
attitudes, and 
understandings 
among Puerto Rican 
students? 

Do you know of differences 
between colleges? What are 
those? Do you think that the 
type of college you attend is 
important to your future? 

•Differentiation between 2,-yr and 4-yr 
depends somewhat on parental education. 
*Differences that impact fxiture success 
may be more ambiguous. Educational 
institutions make social hierarchies 
appear to be based on merit. 

Social 
Reproduction 
Theory 

Social 
Reproduction 
Theory 

How does 
socioeconomic status 
impact Puerto Rican 
students' educational 
beliefs, attitudes, and 
future educational 
goals? 
What are the higher 
education beliefs, 
attitudes, and 
understandings 
among Puerto Rican 
students? 

Who has helped you in your 
decision to attend college? 

How are students able to 
afford college? What do you 
know about financial aid 
options and how do those 
work? Are there any state 
programs that you know of? 
What are those? 

Lower class- reiore reliance on school 
personnel 
Middle class- more parental guidance, 
possible outside guidance also available 
($) 

Lower the SES the more concerns of 
affordability 
Lower the SES the more likely students 
are expected to work during college 
Low SES students are expected to pay for 
college while parents 'help out' 
Lower SES more reliance on school 
guidance 

Cultural-
Ecological 
Theory 

What cultural model 
do Puerto Rican 
students hold? 

When you are successful, 
what will that look like? To 
what extent is your 
definition of success the 
same and/or different from 
how your family is now? 

Success is defined with the economic 
status of middle and upper class white 
Americans 
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AUTHOR NOTE 

Marcelo M. Suarez-Orozco has used a similar title phrase. "Becoming 

Somebody"; Central American Immigrants in U.S. Inner-City Schools was published in 

1987 in Anthropology & Education Quarterly volume 18. 

The dissertations of Mary Ann Winslow and Eva I. Diaz-Rivera guided the 

organization of this work. 


