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Abstract 

Previous research on medical school experiences for students focuses on how to 

holistically admit underrepresented students in medicine (URiM) into medical school, but does 

not clearly understand their experiences once in medical school. The long-term influence of 

family for URiM students was explored to determine whether the influence of family had an 

impact on the students’ academic success throughout adolescence into their current academic 

standing within a premedical program. These findings suggest that culture and family within 

medical education and how they connected to the self-identity is critical to explore. Studies like 

this one provide insight into how to improve educational outcomes for URiM students. A cohort 

of 10 URiM students in the Pre-medical Admissions Pathway Program (PMAP) at the University 

of Arizona participated in semi-structured interviews in fall of 2014 and was followed up the 

subsequent spring semester. A qualitative research approach was chosen to collect rich 

descriptive data on the student’s experiences that could not be assessed through other forms of 

research (Dicicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). Each interview lasted one hour and consisted of 

questions about the students’ personal experiences in their education and how these connect to 

culture and family. The symbolic interaction and attachment theories were used to analyze the 

experiences shared by the participants. From this framework, coding themes and key terms were 

identified to better understanding the data gathered. In the preliminary interviews, family was 

identified as an important factor in being successful academically (even when students identified 

themselves as their motivation for education) because of the different types of support families 

offered this cohort of students. This study identifies how URiM students navigate within their 

academic, cultural, and familial identities and how these tie into their success within medical 

school. 
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Abstract 

Previous research on medical school experiences for students focuses on how to 

holistically admit underrepresented students in medicine (URiM) into medical school, but does 

not clearly understand their experiences once in medical school. The long-term influence of 

family for URiM students was explored to determine whether the influence of family had an 

impact on the students’ academic success throughout adolescence into their current academic 

standing within a premedical program. These findings suggest that culture and family within 

medical education and how they connected to the self-identity is critical to explore. Studies like 

this one provide insight into how to improve educational outcomes for URiM students. A cohort 

of 10 URiM students in the Pre-medical Admissions Pathway Program (PMAP) at the University 

of Arizona participated in semi-structured interviews in fall of 2014 and was followed up the 

subsequent spring semester. A qualitative research approach was chosen to collect rich 

descriptive data on the student’s experiences that could not be assessed through other forms of 

research (Dicicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). Each interview lasted one hour and consisted of 

questions about the students’ personal experiences in their education and how these connect to 

culture and family. The symbolic interaction and attachment theories were used to analyze the 

experiences shared by the participants. From this framework, coding themes and key terms were 

identified to better understanding the data gathered. In the preliminary interviews, family was 

identified as an important factor in being successful academically (even when students identified 

themselves as their motivation for education) because of the different types of support families 

offered this cohort of students. This study identifies how URiM students navigate within their 

academic, cultural, and familial identities and how these tie into their success within medical 

school. 
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Introduction 

Adolescence is the developmental time period in which self-identity begins to be defined. 

Balancing two cultures (inherited and American culture) can make forming identity difficult for 

underrepresented populations. This is because underrepresented students have to learn to create 

an identity that unites their roles within their culture, family, and external environments, such as 

their academic environment. Factors which help create identity for this student population 

include these same contexts: family, culture, and personal experiences (Umana-Taylor, Zieder, & 

Updegraff, 2013). Studies demonstrate that the positive promotion of family and culture within 

the family leads to the positive formation of self-identity which begins in adolescence, and is 

solidified by adulthood. Positive self-identity is developed despite the fact that it is more 

challenging for the integration of more than one culture. This process is eased because families 

are supportive of both family and cultural values, and any additional values, which a student 

might hold such as education (Armenta, Carlo, Knight, & Jacobsen 2010).  In general, positive 

support from family whether it is academic support or the understanding of embracing multiple 

roles within their identity leads to better academic outcomes for underrepresented populations, 

specifically Hispanics, African Americans, and Native Americans (Blanco, Bares, & Delva, 

2013).  

Family is an important component when examining URiM students’ education trajectory. 

For example, in previous studies about acculturation and socialization within Hispanic students, 

the importance of family interaction for self-identity formation is noted (Knight et al., 2013). 

Knight et al. (2013) indicate that Hispanic students who have a positive family environment have 

a better chance of succeeding academically. Although, what is absent in previous literature is 

how students navigate between the many roles they balance in their everyday lives.  For this 
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study the focus is underrepresented students on the journey to a medical education. It is 

imperative to note the importance of family and cultural influence because not only do these 

affect family dynamics, but also the academic success of students (Carter, 2006). This idea 

builds upon how important these processes within the family are to the construction of self-

identity. Family is the foundation of an individual’s values and goals (Carter, 2006). These 

family processes are vital within students of color; therefore their effect on the value of medical 

education for students who are Underrepresented in Medicine is important (URiM) (AAMC, 

2013).  

The present study explores the relationship between being an underrepresented student in 

medicine and the ability to navigate between academic culture, family, and native culture 

environment.  Moreover; it examines the connection between the mentioned contexts and the 

self-identity of URiM students as members of a family, a culture, and medical school. Thus, the 

purpose of this research is to explore how underrepresented students in medicine view their self-

identity in the spectrum between cultures, family, and medical school and how these multiple 

identities affect their success within medical education over time. For example, family support 

and values are positively associated with higher academic success in Hispanic students (Knight 

et al, 2011). Therefore, viewing the different ways in which students form a successful identity 

within their education is important in understanding how they can be successful within medical 

school.  It is also important to examine how culture and family helped students’ form self-

identity and progress through their academic careers and now onto a future medical career. 

Terms that are important in this research will be presented and defined. For this project 

Underrepresented in Medicine (URiM) represents students who are African American, Native 

American, and Hispanic. (Association of American Medical Colleges, [AAMC], 2013). Family 



Aceves 5 

 

in this study are people that each of the participants consider family, which can range from 

brothers, sisters, mother, father, grandparents, and in some cases even extended family. Culture 

is described as knowledge, skills attitudes, and behaviors that are shared by a group of people 

and transmitted from one generation to another (Santisteban, Muir-Malcolm,  Mitrani, & 

Szapocznik, 2002).  

Along with these key terms, it is important to consider the theories that are utilized in this 

project: Symbolic Interaction and Attachment theories. Symbolic interaction is defined as one in 

which families and individuals are always creating meaning from their behaviors and words 

(Gusfield, 2003).  Symbolic Interaction Theory is important to this research because socialization 

and acculturation are essentially acts that allow families and individuals to create significance 

from their interactions. Attachment theory is described as a person’s ability to navigate within 

socio-emotional and personality experiences successfully or unsuccessfully based on the 

foundation of their attachment style (anxious, ambivalent, insecure, or secure) (Pistole & 

Kalsner, 2003). Therefore, the attachment style a student has will influence in their ability to 

articulate their self-identity and navigate between the different roles which they hold.  Lastly, 

self-identity includes the understanding that one has about him/herself, based off his/her personal 

experiences and values that were learned within the family (Gusfield, 2003). Understanding 

these terms is important because they each play a fundamental role in understanding how family 

values, socialization, and acculturation all interact within the success of URiM students in their 

prospective medical education. 

For the present study, it is central to explore how URiM students navigate between the 

various roles within their self-identity and how that affects their experience within the journey to 

medical school. There is not sufficient research on the issues that URiM students face within 

http://psycnet.apa.org/index.cfm?fa=search.searchResults&latSearchType=a&term=Santisteban,%20Daniel%20A.
http://psycnet.apa.org/index.cfm?fa=search.searchResults&latSearchType=a&term=Muir-Malcolm,%20Joan%20A.
http://psycnet.apa.org/index.cfm?fa=search.searchResults&latSearchType=a&term=Mitrani,%20Victoria%20B.
http://psycnet.apa.org/index.cfm?fa=search.searchResults&latSearchType=a&term=Szapocznik,%20Jos%C3%A9
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themselves, in the family, and their social contexts (specifically within medical school and 

culture). The focus population is a cohort of students whose goal is to matriculate into medical 

school through a premedical pathway program. Exploration of the effects of socialization and 

acculturation in their experiences is interesting because this specific cohort of students come 

from diverse backgrounds. Thus, culture and family can play a significant role in self-identity. 

For underrepresented students, value for culture, family, and academic career form within their 

families and they set the foundation for success in their education. These issues will be closely 

considered based off previous research within higher education of students of different cultural 

and ethnic backgrounds. This will assist in opening a new spectrum of research incorporating the 

role of family, culture, and self-identity in admitting successful URiM students into medical 

school. In addition, this study strives to discover the role that family, culture, and self-identity 

play in the long-term academic trajectory of URiM students 

 

Literature Review 

Family, Culture, and Self-Identity in Adolescence: 

        Cultural, familial, and academic values affect the way an individual views their self-identity 

because these values are acquired through socialization and acculturation processes, especially 

within underrepresented populations. Socialization is a continuing process whereby an individual 

acquires a personal identity and learns norms, values, behavior, and social skills (Umana-Taylor, 

Zieder, & Updegraff, 2013). Acculturation occurs through the process of adopting cultural traits 

or social patterns of another group (Rogoff, 2003). The relationship between socialization and 

acculturation illustrates how family and cultural socialization and acculturation are reciprocal 

processes, where both influence an individual’s self -identity, family and cultures (Umana-

Taylor, Zieder, & Updegraff, 2013). The importance of the self-identity formation for 
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underrepresented students in higher education and professional education is crucial because 

understanding how culture, academics, and family interact can affect successful academic 

outcomes. The development of self-identity for this population of students includes many ideas 

within cultural and familial values, which can conflict with their educational values. Thus, often 

times it can mean weighing the importance of family and culture over education or vice versa for 

these students.  

Knight, Cham, Gonzales, Liu, & Umaña-Taylor  (2013) assert that exposure to 

mainstream culture (meaning American culture) during adolescence promotes positive ethnic and 

self-identity. Families are the main promoters of mainstream and inherited culture; therefore 

positive or negative associations of new culture are dependent on family and cultural values. In 

other words, if family functioning and attitudes are positive and stable, adolescents have a higher 

probability of stable identity versus confused identity (Schwartz, Mason, Patin, & Szapocznik, 

2009). Therefore, when family values and adolescent self-identity are stable, this creates a better 

environment for the academic success and the positive promotion of academic goals. 

Adolescence is the beginning of self-identity formation. This is important in relation to self-

identity in professional education because the factors that are critical in adolescence may still 

play a significant role at the professional level of education and within emerging adulthood. 

Thus, if these factors still play a crucial role researchers must understand the identity of URiM 

students in order to enhance the medical school experience to help them succeed.  

Acculturation and socialization processes are primarily demonstrated within the family, 

but specifically by parent- child relationships which are the main promoters of family values. 

These relationships portray the ways families embrace cultural values and non-familial cultural 

values such as academics. This behavior influences the identity students have about their own 
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cultural values and non-cultural values such as education (Blanco, Bares, & Delva, 2013). A 

study of Mexican-American parents demonstrated that positive promotion of cultural attitudes 

helped lessen the gap of understanding between native culture and non-native cultural values. 

This in turn created a feeling of positive attachment to native culture meaning that positive 

attachment to culture resulted in a positive view of ethnic and self-identity (Umana-Taylor, 

Bhanot, & Shi, 2006). These positive associations led to positive academic achievement since 

adolescents understand what it means to be an underrepresented student because they recognize 

the advantages and disadvantages they encounter by being from an underrepresented group 

(Umana-Taylor, Bhanot, & Shi, 2006). Thus, positive attachment to culture leads to prosocial 

behaviors in adolescents, which correlate with students’ educational success (Armenta, Carlo, 

Knight, & Jacobsen, 2010). These findings relate to underrepresented students in medical 

education because studies conclude that the more social support and positive associations of 

cultural values their families (specifically parents) demonstrate the more likely students will be 

able to participate in pro-social behaviors such as being academically successful (Knight et al., 

2013). This is an important phenomenon to explore because adolescents who experience high 

social support within their parental relationships are more likely to move onto college. 

Socialization and acculturation begin to play a role in the lives of students as early as 

middle school years. This time period is when students begin their attempts to find self-identity, 

and their long-term career goal identity (Ojeda, et al., 2011). Positive ethnic identity is positively 

related to self-identity because it results in success with choosing a long-term career goal. This 

relationship would be useful to explore with URiM students because if their medical career goal 

was established early in adolescence this may correlate with higher success within this career 

(Ojeda, et al., 2011). At the college level, it is noted that students with higher levels of self-
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actualization experience lower levels of stress and anxiety. This positive self-actualization is a 

reflection of their interpersonal relationships with others and ethnic identity because it 

demonstrates a secure attachment to culture and family relationships (Vaughn, Naylor, & White, 

2009). Students in college undergo changes in self-identity just as much as middle school 

adolescents. College is a critical time period in which students decide who they are and what 

their career goals (Ojeda, et al., 2011). Based on this literature, it is likely that students in pre-

medical education are developing self-identity within their academic career and that family, 

culture, and experience influence this identity. 

Theories of Identity Development within Higher Education and Human Development: 

Initially the focus of this literature is adolescence because it is the time period most 

associated with the formation of self-identity. This is important to understand because self-

identity formation is not completed at the end of adolescence, especially if an individual is 

pursuing professional education in which they need to integrate their roles within their family, 

culture, and education into their identity. The Model of Multiple Dimensions of Identity (MMDI) 

provides insight into how the roles that students enact in their daily lives are meshed into their 

self-identity. This model demonstrates how the core (the center) components of an individual’s 

self-identity are personal attributes, characteristics, and identity (Jones & Abes, 2013). In the 

context of self-identity (outside/around the center of identity) are family background, socio- 

cultural conditions, current experiences, career decisions, and life planning. In between the core 

and context are culture, race, gender, sexual orientation, religion, and class (Jones & Abes, 

2013). This model provides a visual understanding of how to better explore the experiences of 

URiM students. The model also helps to understand how self-identity interacts with culture, 

family, and education, which are the main interests of self-identity for this study.   
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 In addition to the ideas presented in the previous model of self-identity, the literature on 

ethnic identity development in higher education must be considered since this study concerns 

culture and family specifically with URiM students. Ethnic identity consists of three 

components, which include personal identity, reference group identity (racial group which may 

define attitudes, values, and behaviors), and ascribed identity (commitment to racial group) 

(Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).  These parts of ethnic identity are derived from the construction 

of culture which students experience through family, cultural, and educational experiences. 

Families provide students with an understanding of what values they should hold for themselves 

through their family interactions (Gusfield, 2003). Although students’ lifelong interactions with 

their family provide values such as education, it is not until college that students truly commit 

and invest in any particular part of their identity (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). This is because 

college places students in an environment which offers them an opportunity to examine what 

their familial and cultural values mean to them. Thus, URiM students may be continuing to 
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develop their ethnic identity within their overall self-identity because the medical school culture 

may cause them to explore their identity further or commit to what they understand about 

themselves.  

 In terms of integrating culture and family within identity, this tends to occur positively 

for underrepresented students during their experiences in college. Walker and Syed (2013) found 

that when comparing students of color to white students, students of color positively incorporate 

their ethnic identity within their academic identity. Ethnic identity and academic identity, 

together, help underrepresented college students fully understand their academic goals and their 

personal self-identity successfully (Walker & Syed, 2013). These identities together have this 

ability because students are able to understand what is important to them academically and 

individually. This is vital information because it demonstrates the positive connection of 

academic identity to ethnic identity that could be linked to family and culture and to overall self-

identity. College is a period of discovery and provides students an environment that allows them 

to explore facets of their identity (Walker & Syed, 2013). Baxter Magolda (2003) further 

explores how college is an opportunity for students to understand their culture and to learn to 

work interdependently with other diverse cultures. The college environment not only helps 

students enhance their sense of self but also university campus climate in the process (Baxter 

Magolda, 2003). These findings signify the importance of exploring the role of culture and 

family of URiM students because these components may function together to enhance not only 

identity, but also success within medical education. Although, these theories that were previously 

mentioned are not used in the analysis of this study they are important to consider in 

understanding URiM students.  
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In this study the analysis of data focuses on the tenants from the attachment and symbolic 

interaction theories. Attachment theory as “formulated by Bowlby (1988) explains the enduring 

affectional ties that individuals make to particular figures throughout their life span” (Pistole & 

Kaslner, 2003). The relationships students form throughout their lives (within their families) 

formulate the foundation for socioemotional development and personality functioning; which is 

what allows students to feel secure and confident in the various environments that they traverse 

throughout education and development (assuming the relationships are positive) (Pistole & 

Kaslner, 2003). The students’ internal working models determine the quality of attachment they 

share with the people in their lives. These models are concepts that are constructed by aspects of 

the world, which include the self, an attachment figure, and their relationships. Positive efficacy 

about these aspects allows students to succeed in the academic environments because these 

concepts are a secure base to which students can turn to when difficult times arise. A study of 

college students discovered that attachment in earlier stages of life often reflects the abilities of 

students to successfully integrate themselves to a college setting and be academically successful. 

This is because students with positive attachments in their lives are able to use these as a 

resource from which they can successfully respond to challenges dealing with disappointment 

and helplessness. Most importantly, since students with positive attachment are used to 

helpfulness and responsiveness from others, they are more likely to approach faculty for help and 

formulate supportive friendships (Pistole & Kaslner, 2003).  

As can be seen, when assessing the self-identity of URiM students, attachment is 

essential given that a lot of their identity is tied to their family and culture, which is where much 

of attachment to our identity is formed. This also points to the importance of incorporating the 

symbolic interaction theory in the analysis of the data. The symbolic interaction theory stresses 
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that individuals form values for things in their lives through interaction with their social and 

physical environments (Rank & LeCroy, 1983). These interactions typically occur with the 

family, peers, social groups, media, and etc. environments and thus cause individuals to interact, 

respond, and interpret these environments. This creates meaning for the social norms, self- 

identity, and anything that is meaningful in the life of URiM students (Rank & LeCroy, 1983).  

Symbolic interaction theory also teaches individuals the importance of roles and how to behave 

in the different responsibilities that individuals enact throughout their daily lives. Without the 

interaction individuals have with different environments, they would not learn what is important 

in life for them or how to act in a particular situation (Rank & LeCroy, 1983).  Thus, when 

studying URiM students’ self-identity, symbolic interaction theory allows researchers to 

understand how interactions with family and culture, may create meaning for education and in 

turn how that value translates into academic success. The important consideration with symbolic 

interaction theory is that it is a framework from which familial and cultural practices experienced 

by URiM students can be studied in meaningful manner.   

Family, Culture, and Self-Identity in College Students: 

When examining self-identity of URiM students it is crucial to explore both culture and 

family together because these two components interact within a student’s self-identity. Rogoff 

(2003) states that researchers cannot examine the role of culture within self-identity, or identity 

in general without considering the role of family. Family and culture are two agents that cannot 

function without one another. This is why when exploring the self-identity of URiM students 

both components must be understood in order to obtain an objective understanding of their 

medical school experiences. In a study by Brittian, Umana-Taylor, & Derlan (2013), positive 

self-affirmation and self-identity were associated with positive ethnic identity in biracial college 
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students. Positive self-affirmation refers to a students’ ability to feel comfortable and confident 

in an environment that is not common for them. This association explains how college students 

in this study were able to come to terms with their self-identity because of positive cultural 

teachings which their families shared (Brittian, Umana-Taylor, & Derlan, 2013). Other studies 

have also demonstrated a connection between positive self-affirmation and self-identity and 

higher academic achievement (Vaughn, Naylor, & White, S., 2009). This is because students’ are 

able to achieve a sense of self, and feel “like they fit in”, regardless of their underrepresented 

background. This demonstrates how important it is to explore family and culture within the self-

identity of the students within this study.  

 Culture, family, and education often form barriers for underrepresented students. These 

barriers are formed by the different needs that the familial, cultural, and educational 

environments have which are not apparent until underrepresented students are fully immersed in 

higher or professional education. These barriers often can include compromising the value of 

education over family and culture or vice versa. For example, research programs and the 

academic and social environment within higher and professional education allow URiM students 

the opportunity to begin to develop a self-identity outside of the family and cultural 

environments. Hurtado, Cabrera, Lin, Arellano, & Espinosa (2009) assess the opportunity that 

URiM student have within research programs to immerse themselves within the culture of 

academia. The most significant finding is that these types of programs allow URiM students to 

discover how to manage between the competing roles in their lives. Students often have trouble 

exploring their identity outside family and cultural environments because of their strong ties to 

that identity; but these research programs allow students to learn to navigate between the 

explained competing barriers (Hurtado, Cabrera, Lin, Arellano, & Espinosa, 2009). Another 
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study that also explores similar issues about the barriers between culture, family, and academia 

found that Latina college students have trouble balancing between these various roles within 

self-identity once in college. This is because they have to negotiate between gender and family 

roles placed on them by their Latino culture (Sanchez, 2013). These findings suggest that URiM 

students do not begin to have an understanding of the importance of family, culture, and 

education within their self-identity until they are a position that challenges those values. 

Therefore, understanding URiM students and the roles within their identity allows them navigate 

between them in a positive manner.  

Literature suggests that family and cultural values influence how students view their 

educational and overall identity. Students tend to value education based on learned family and 

cultural values, but overall it is their personal decision to determine the importance of education 

within their identity (Evans, Forney, & Guido-DiBrito, 1998). This is because education is a 

belief that students establish within their individualistic values, which influence identity. 

Individualistic values refer to the ideals which college students establish for themselves and 

believe are derived from their choices.  Schwatz, et al. (2012) demonstrate how positive 

individualistic values are correlated with higher wellbeing in young adults who are in college. 

This is a direct result of positive family acculturation (along with formation of positive self-

identity) that students experience in early adolescence (Schwartz, et al., 2012). Therefore, it is 

imperative to consider all the factors within self-identity such as family, culture, and the self, to 

obtain the best outcomes when investigating how successful URiM students can be in medical 

education. Most importantly, it is important to explore the connections between the components 

of familial and academic cultures of students to truly understand what helps URiM students 

succeed in academia and their career goals.  
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Much of the literature shared examines Latino students’ experiences, but commonalities 

are found within other underrepresented student populations which include African American 

and Native American college students. In a study within higher education, researchers revealed 

that Native American students were stereotyped as being unsuccessful in college. This was 

because they were unable to fully acculturate to a college environment due to their strong 

cultural and family ties (Tierney, 1992). However Tierney argued that culture is not a drawback. 

Instead, being drawn away from culture has a detrimental effect on Native American students’ 

self-identity; revealing that the assumption that the students’ cultural background is the issue is 

not an adequate solution. Families and culture are the foundation from which individuals can 

successfully understand who they are especially in an unfamiliar environment Knight et al., 

2013). Another investigation demonstrated that when it came to the academic success of a cohort 

of African American students at a predominately white university, the relationships their parents 

shared with them was the essence of what influenced them to be successful in a STEM college 

career (Russell & Atwater, 2005). Within their culture these students were taught that the 

connection to family is important. Therefore, maintaining strong bonds with their parents was 

what facilitated the students’ confidence in being successful (Russell & Atwater, 2005). The 

positive relationships college students maintain with their families are important to their success 

in establishing a strong self-identity and success within their academic endeavors. 

Along with the cultural commonalities found among URiM students it is important to 

explore how family influence is also consistent across cultures and to understand its significance 

to student self-identity. Smith, Hill, & Jackson (2003) examine how Native American students 

need family support throughout their academic career in order to move forward and succeed. The 

specific term used to describe the effect that family support has on students is resilience. Native 
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American students need a connection to their culture, which happens to be their families, even 

when they are not geographically close (Smith, Hill, & Jackson, 2003). This is an important 

consideration because Native American students are the least likely to succeed in college when 

this part of their self-identity is lacking (Reddy, 1993). In addition, African American and Latino 

students derived much of their support for academics before attending college from their families 

(Cheng & Starks, 2002). Therefore, family support establishes the foundation from which 

students can be successful long term, especially since the family provides students the ability to 

have a positive self and ethnic identity. Baker (2013) found that once in college Hispanic and 

African American students expand their support network to include on-campus personal support; 

meaning they shift from their less readily available family support to other sources of support. 

This is why it is important to explore the self-identity of URiM students because they begin to 

incorporate many other contexts into their lives (medical education and culture) which can cause 

them to negotiate parts of their identity.  

Exploring URiM Self-Identity  

Underrepresented students benefit from all the factors and processes mentioned 

(socialization, acculturation, family, culture, and education) which directly influence self-

identity, as initially shared family and individualistic values are crucial for long-term academic 

success (Heard, 2007). Therefore, students who possess positive family values and have 

established cultural identity are more likely to have an established identity that aids them in 

being successful. In research regarding URiM students it is important to explore how a student 

views their personal self-identity within the familial culture and academic cultures, and whether 

there is a connection between those cultures. It is essential to understand the connection or 

disconnections which higher/professional education culture has in the overall identity of URiM 
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students in relation to culture and family. As underrepresented students become more assimilated 

into American culture and are more present within higher and professional education, 

understanding how their personal experiences translate into creating successful students 

(specifically prospective medical students for this study) will be useful for future URiM students 

and the medical schools which educate them.  

Methodology 

Qualitative research methods, through semi-structured interviews were utilized to explore 

the relationship between family, cultural influence, self-identity and the academic success of the 

participants. Semi structured interviews used a pre-determined list of open ended questions 

which were asked by one or two research team members present in the interviews. In addition, 

questions that arose based on the shared conversation were asked throughout the interview as 

well (Dicicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006).  Individual in-depth interviews allowed the interviewer 

to explore social and personal matters about URiM students’ academic and family experience 

(Dicicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). In this particular study, the purposeful conversation 

developed through the interview aided in gaining general information about the role family, 

culture, and self-identity have in the participants’ academic career (Morgan, 1997). Individual in-

depth interviews allowed researchers to gather rich descriptive data in the words of their 

subjects. This allowed insights to develop based on how the participants viewed education, 

family, and their self-identity from their own experiences (Bogdan & Biklen, 1982). The 

collected data from this descriptive qualitative approach included transcripts of the interviews 

from recordings that were done with the consent of the participants. In addition, memos about 

each interview were logged at the conclusion of the interview noting initial thoughts the 

researchers had about the data collected. 



Aceves 19 

 

The Institutional Review Board (IRB) approved this study as safe and purposeful for all 

participants involved. This particular study is part of a larger evaluation of the University of 

Arizona’s Premedical Admissions Pathway program (PMAP). The individual in-depth interviews 

permitted the interviewees to explain and share the ways in which their family has been and is 

involved in their education. This also allowed the researcher to observe any significant 

association between academic success and family in the recollections that the participants shared. 

This method is useful in examining if there is variation in long-term significance of family in 

education for underrepresented student populations. Any findings about the relationships 

between familial and cultural influences are not generalizable given the unique experiences of 

each participant.   

Participants  

The study consisted of students at the University of Arizona (U of A), who are a part of 

the Premedical Admissions Pathway (PMAP) program. This program was developed by the 

College of Medicine as a means of addressing issues of diversity and medically underserved 

populations by recruiting students who are interested in serving these specific populations. Eight 

out of the ten cohort students participated in a one hour long, in-depth interview conducted at the 

College of Medicine at the U of A during the beginning of the spring semester. The participants 

all come from diverse backgrounds, meaning that their age, educational level, and 

underrepresented statuses vary (see Table 1 for more information). It is important to note that 

this program is not specifically for underrepresented students in medicine, but this specific 

cohort self-identified as members of groups that are considered URiM.  

To gather participants for this study, the total population of this pilot program was asked 

to participate, but only nine of the ten students participated. It was important to identify that, 



Aceves 20 

 

although the technique used to select students was purposive, this was not a limited sample due 

to the fact that entire cohort was invited to participate. To invite participants, the research team 

leader directed an e-mail to all students within the PMAP program inviting them to participate in 

a study that sought to assess educational experiences and outcomes specific to the PMAP 

program at the U of A. All students in the study were active in the PMAP program. These 

students were in the process of completing the PMAP program with the goal of gaining 

admission to the College of Medicine at the University of Arizona.  

Table 1 

Student  Level of 

Education  

Graduation 

Date 

Ethnicity  Male/Female 

Student 

1(Alex) 

B.S. 5/14 Hispanic  Female 

Student 

2(Benjamin) 

PhD 5/13 Native 

American  
Male 

Student 

3(Caty) 

B.S. 12/12 Native America  Female 

Student 4 

(Donna) 

M.A.S. 8/10 Native 

American  
Female 

Student 5 

(Elizabeth) 

M.S. 8/13 Hispanic Female 

Student 6 

(Frank) 

M.S. 8/14 Native 

American  
Male 

Student 7 

(Greg) 

B.S. 12/12 African 

American 

Male 

Student 8 

(Hannah) 

PhD 12/10 Hispanic  Female 

Student 9 

(Irene)  

 

B.S. 05/06 Native 

American 

Female 

Table 1 presents some information about the participants. These details are important when 

interpreting the results of the study. Note, that the names are pseudonyms to protect the identity 

of the students.  

 

 

Data Collection: Interview Protocol  

The interview protocol gathered information about the participants’ experiences, which 

related to self-identity and to concepts relate to family and culture (see full interview protocol in 
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Appendices A and B). These experiences included any information which the participants were 

willing to share even if it was not directly related to the study. For this study these experiences 

ranged from the past (youth, adolescence, college, etc.) to present time as they are working their 

way to admission into medical school. A list of questions was created with the goal of exploring 

the connections and issues that related to the influence of family, culture, and self-identity on the 

educational trajectory of URiM students. The questions attempted to address codes that touch on 

topics related to the research question. These codes include: a) influence of culture, (b) familial 

influence and academics and (c) self-identity (and its connections to culture, family, and 

education). The protocol questions were based on the symbolic interaction and attachment 

theories.   

These specific categories helped address terms and trends that are important in the 

exploration of family and cultural influence, academics, and the importance of self-identity for 

URiM students in being successful. Since this study is focused on URiM students, specific 

dialogue was divided into these themes. This is useful in the assessment of how symbolic 

interaction and attachment theories, and self-identity relate to family and cultural influence, and 

then finally how that influence translated into the students’ academic trajectory and current effort 

to matriculate into medical school. The categories are themes that are important when 

considering the self-identity of the students using the symbolic interaction and attachment 

theories.   

Data Analysis 

Symbolic interaction theory, as described by Mead (1934), is important to this study 

because it is based in the idea that people create meaning and significance from behaviors, 

words, and actions they share with others (Gusfield 2003). Therefore for this study, in order to 
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determine how significant long-term family influence was for URiM students, language and 

behaviors which participants’ expressed are fundamental for analysis. Three codes were 

developed in which the questions were categorized thus allowing for discoveries to be made 

about the important components derived from the interview data: (a) influence of culture, (b) 

familial influence and academics and (c) self-identity (and its connections to culture, family, and 

education). 

The three coding categories brought attention to specific attributes that were crucial when 

exploring how URiM students viewed their self-identity in relation to family, culture and 

education. The influence of culture explored how a student navigated their self-identity between 

the various environments URiM students are exposed to, but most importantly through cultural 

situations. Familial influence and focus on academics within the family allowed the researcher to 

explore trends in family involvement, within the context of the interaction between the family 

and academic lives of the students. Self-identity (and its connections to culture, family, and 

education) explored how the individuals viewed their self-identity and how they navigated 

between the various identities and roles they manage everyday within culture, family, and 

education.  

 Particular attention was focused on family behaviors, the language they used to share 

their experiences, and trends about family and culture that were consistent in the shared 

information. Symbolic interaction theory has its basis in creating meaning from particular 

experiences that people share, as coding categories aim to address (Gusfield 2003). Also, in 

order to find a connection between family and URiM students’ success in their academic careers, 

these particular factors were important. Most importantly the focus of this study was the self-

identity of the URiM students; therefore symbolic interaction theory and attachment theory were 
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utilized in the analysis because the scholarship suggests that these theories are vital for 

understanding self-identify.  The coding categories that were formulated aid in understanding the 

various influences of URiM students’ self-identity. The categories allowed for the interview 

responses to be coded in a way that related to the foundation of the study, along with the ability 

for researchers accurately represent from the ideas expressed by the participants.  

The data when analyzed were coded into code families that addressed general ideas of 

family, culture, and its connections to the students’ view of their education within these contexts. 

This method of analysis allowed for triangulation of the data to occur because two researchers 

coded the interviews independently for this specific code family and then they merged the data 

they coded in order to see the similarities and discrepancies in the coding methodology. The 

researchers also met to discuss their findings and clarify any disagreements that rose when 

analyzing the data within this coding family. This allowed the researchers to reach a point of 

agreement and to redefine what each specific code was truly addressing, thus allowing for more 

reliability in the analysis of the data.  Table 2 presents the coding categories that were created to 

address the research question and assess the self-identity of URiM students in the contexts of 

family, culture, and family.  Lastly, it is important to note that this specific study was within a 

larger study which assessed how the PMAP program was performing and facilitating access to a 

medical education for URiM students. Although this paper focuses in primarily addressing the 

importance of family and culture in the self-identity of URiM students the data also include 

information that relates to the general findings about the PMAP program. 
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Table 2: 

Coding Themes for Interview Questions  

Coding Themes  Code Definition  

Influence of Culture The manner culture (native or mainstream culture) influences 

the URiM student’s attitude regarding their academic career; 

to determine if culture drives the students’ identity and 

motivation within their medical career.  

Familial Influence and 

Academics 

The effect family (as defined by the student) has in 

promoting a connection to an academic career. Whether this 

means offering support and encouragement, or making the 

student aware from a young age that an academic career is 

important. Also the opposite, in which the family has no or a 

negative influence on the students’ academic aspirations.  

Self-Identity (connections to 

culture, family, and 

education) 

This code addresses how the student identifies himself or 

herself through his or her lens on the importance of culture 

and family values in their educational success. The personal 

struggle or importance of incorporating and balancing culture 

and family within their academic trajectory. Also how 

family, culture, and academics come together or do not in the 

student’s identity.  

 

This table displays the coding categories used for the analysis of the data.  Also it demonstrates 

the definition of each code.  

 

Results 

 This qualitative research approach allowed for a wealth of descriptive data to be 

collected.  The findings are diverse based off the different experiences participants have faced. It 

is important to note that certain trends and consistencies were present in the results obtained that 

that greatly relate to the interest of this study. Below, direct dialogue that was shared by the 

students was utilized to demonstrate the trends related to the developed codes. The coding 

themes will be explained on how they generally pertain to the overall group of students and how 

it is demonstrated by each of the examples of dialogue that were utilized in this paper. Note that 

pseudonyms are used to quote the participants and not reveal their identity.   

Coding Categories   
 



Aceves 25 

 

 In this section, the codes that were created for analysis are presented with data that 

support the purpose of each code for this study. Each coding category was created within the 

framework of a theory that will help examine how these different contexts are found within this 

research interact with the URiM students’ self-identity. Below is a table that reviews the coding 

categories once again and describes their relationship to theories used for analysis in this paper.  

Coding Categories   

 
Relationship to Theory  

Influence of Culture Symbolic interaction demonstrates the way 

the student perceives their academic career 

based on cultural values, activities and 

experiences that student shared in the 

interviews.  

Familial Influence and Academics Attachment theory and Symbolic interaction 

theory are of essence in this code because 

they help explain the relationship the student 

had with his or her family and how this 

positively or negatively affected their 

academic career. Also values are learned 

through interactions and teachings shared 

within the family environment.  

Self-Identity (connections to culture, family, 

and education) 
Attachment theory will aid in explaining how 

the student is able to successfully navigate 

between their different roles within culture, 

academics, and family, as well as how to 

balance them when there is disequilibrium.  

 

Influence of Culture  

 The following quotations demonstrate the influence culture has on the URiM students’ 

identity and their drive for their academic career. Overall, for the majority of students there was a 

cultural factor that drove the importance of their career. The cultural factors ranged from coming 

from a culture that is “hard working” or a “collectivist” culture in which the main goal is to help 

their community with their career. Also for students’ whose culture was not the main motivation 

for their academic endeavors, it served as a support system and ideal that they could always fall 

back upon when they felt they lost sense of self within their academic career.  
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“There’s a great sense of pride within my family that we have been able to overcome a 

great deal of those boundaries, but we also have to recognize, especially myself having 

gone to Mexico where there’s an indigenous population of the Pascua Yaqui Tribe that 

extends down into Mexico and to see that lifestyle at the orphanage’s or within the 

indigenous population there. There’s a sense of great hope, yet responsibility in which we 

feel we must give back that opportunity to others” – Frank  

 

 For Frank, there is pride in his cultural heritage. This pride provides a motivating factor 

in his medical career identity. He feels that because his culture is such an important component 

of his life that it adds importance to the overall identity he holds of himself.  

 

“I am not smart, I am a hard worker and that’s what has gotten me here. That’s really 

what it is. I have worked really hard and it’s a combination of both things so the value of 

education in my family particularly and in general how hard working Mexican 

Americans, the Mexican community is… that we really do not take things for granted 

because we know how hard things are and we work hard for them. – Hannah  

 

 Hannah directly states it is her Mexican values that make her so hard working. This 

influence from her culture has guided her throughout her educational experience to push to try 

harder. In this way there is overlap between the cultural influence she experienced and her 

identity within her academic career.  

“There’s not a way that we’re not taught those things (not taught to overcome family 

crisis because of the value of family within cultural practices)… the family is close knit 

in the Native American community that when we lose that nucleus, it’s like the worst 

thing that can happen and you are not taught how to prepare for how to deal with that 

(crisis) … and that happens to a lot of Native American students to the point where they 

feel like they will lose everything”—Irene   

 

 This particular student had a different outlook on the influence that her culture had on her 

academic career. Throughout her undergraduate career her parents were getting divorced and the 

whole family was involved in this crisis because that is how these situations are handled for 

people within her culture. Similarly, she states in her interview that being from a Native 

American culture that is close knit and individuals never learn how to deal with crises that occur 

within family. This is because in her culture family is the nucleus for people’s lives, therefore 
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when issues arise within the family all members are involved. For this student, culture can be 

seen a detrimental factor and affected her identity within her academic career negatively because 

she had to be involved in the family crisis due to the values that her culture taught her. Thus, she 

had to sacrifice her ability to be successful to help her family.  

“I never saw any native providers, not even or let alone Navajo or community members. 

That is a big thing that pushed me to want to go back there, to be able to say, “I am from 

here. I graduated right down the road from high school,” and to kind of inspire the 

younger generation, and then as well as knowing that… I want to live my life there 

(hometown) and knowing that once I start working there, I’m going to stay there.” – 

Donna   

 

 For this particular student culture is clearly influential to her career because she 

previously shared that in her culture she was taught the importance of being interdependent with 

her community. This value established within culture is what inspires her to proceed and stay 

motivated in her academic career because she wants to serve as a role model for her community. 

Donna takes pride in being able to use her career to help her people because this what her culture 

has emphasized, the need to help and maintain knit ties with family and the community she grew 

up with.  

“It’s culture because our culture is very influenced by religion. Many of the customs and 

traditions are actually from our religion. I am Muslim and half of the things we do are 

related to the slate of religion. It has actually helped me with knowing what is right and 

wrong and staying out of trouble. Religion has been a guide and something that I can 

refer to instead of relying on peer pressure or taking a different route.”—Greg   

 

 For Greg, culture does not necessary refer to his background, but instead his religion. 

When he shares about his culture he immediately went into speaking about the interdependence 

between his culture and religion. A lot of the teachings and understanding he has about culture 

are about religion. This explains why he states that his religion/culture has been a factor that 

guides him through his education and other values he holds.  
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Familial Influence and Academics  

 In this coding category, the dialogue exemplifies the way the students understand their 

family’s role in their academic career, as well as how academic value and interest are interrelated 

between the family and the student’s perception of this connection. The focus is not necessarily 

the family’s view, but instead how the student views the role of their family in their academic 

career. Also, specific attention was brought to experiences and interactions the student shared 

with their family that demonstrate and bring to life this coding category.  

“One thing that they (family) always emphasized as I was growing up was go to school, 

you have to go to school because they wanted us, me and my younger sisters to not have 

the same experiences that they had and so we could one day not work construction or 

have those jobs that are very hard on your body and are tough. Not that medicine and 

science are not hard, but it’s a different level of hard, like body wear and tear and all that 

kind of stuff.” – Hannah  

 

 For Hannah, her family influenced how she perceived her education. It was the family’s 

day-to-day life, which taught her the value of education. This vivid memory of the experience 

demonstrates the positive and impacting connection she has with her family.   

“It was very important that we go and advance our education because my mom had the 

privilege to go to college and she graduated with a degree, but my dad didn’t … basically 

from the beginning, I was told you got to go school. You got to do your work because 

education was the biggest thing in the family. We had to, as siblings, we all had to go and 

get our education.” – Greg  

 

 Greg shares that education was always the route to take from a young age. Given his 

career path and commitment to it, this is a value that he has embedded within his personal 

identity. Although, it was a value initially implemented by his family even this far into his career 

it is personally important and gratifying.  

 

“So my husband became my support, my family, and it shifted from my parents to 

relying on him. Back then he was still my boyfriend. We got married my senior year in 

college in 2007, but before that it was mostly him if I was feeling down about a class or if 
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I got my first C on a paper he was the one I was able to talk to and I still check in with 

my mom every now and then.” – Donna  

 

Donna identifies her family mostly focused on her husband, which is an interesting 

finding in comparison to most of the students. Although this is different than other, the result is 

similar as her interactions with her “family” demonstrate the importance of having family 

involved with her education endeavors. It allows Donna to feel connected to her identity with 

family and academics. 

“This whole time they’ve (family) been my support system throughout the whole way 

and they’ve been a big part of my decision making, actually because whenever I need to 

make a decision they have to be included within my decision so that is why… even when 

I pursued school, medical school I had to pick a school nearby…My dad passed away so 

now I have to help with my mom and my other siblings. That is why my family is 

important.”—Alex  

 

 For Alex, all-important decisions are tied to her family because as she stated now that her 

father has passed away she serves an important familial role by helping her mom. Her family is 

so influential that even choosing where to pursue medical school kept her close to her family. 

This quote is a distinctive way in which family can be influential for the PMAP students, not just 

for the value families establish for education, but also how they can influence different factors of 

the students’ education such as location due to obligations the student has with their family, like 

Alex.   

  

Self-Identity (connections to culture, family, and education)  

 Within the self-identity coding category, it was an opportunity to examine how the 

students viewed their self-identity through their shared experiences within family, culture, and 

their academic career. All students, ultimately had their own view of how they identify within 

culture, family, and their medical career, but there was a consistent trend throughout. This trend 
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includes students connecting their academic self with their culture and family, even when they 

identified that culture and family are separate components for them. Even when students express 

a form of independence the need of family and culture in their drive and success within their 

academic career is crucial. Lastly, this category describes the understanding the URiM students 

have of who they are in respect to familial and cultural factors within their medical education.  

“I just was very just, kind of a go getter. Just go do this and that and my parents were the 

ones that motivated me. They always were there for me pushing me along… they were 

encouraging and motivating me all the time. I have a supportive family… I think coming 

from a background that I have, like my parents not being able to go to school really 

taught me to value my education.” – Hannah  

 

 This particular student understands within her identity that the value for education was 

derived from the interactions with her family, specifically her parents. Hannah has a clear 

understanding that although, her family is the essence of her value for education that the 

motivation to continue to be successful in her academic career is left up to her. This is because 

she identifies herself as a “go getter” and it was because of her parents’ lack of education that she 

developed into a motivated individual.  

“I think I keep them separate. I have always kept them separate (culture and family). I 

mean like I said I chose to do the academic stuff myself and although it is pretty valued, I 

think because my dad went to technical college and my mom to college…so when I go to 

school I want to do science based stuff, it’s not like I can come home and talk to them 

about it at this point… so I sort of separate them.” – Elizabeth  

 

Elizabeth demonstrates that through her identity she tries to keep family, culture and 

family separate to ease the tension between her daily life roles. Although, there seems to be a 

disconnection between culture, family, and her academic career Elizabeth relies on the value of 

education, which her family taught her. It was the experience with her parents’ education levels, 

which allowed her to establish her own identity for academics, even when she cannot connect 

directly with her family.   
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“It’s weird because I have never been pushed because I’ve always pushed myself. So 

they (family) never told me like “Oh do your homework, or I never had them like that 

kind of support…I think I was more dependent before and now I feel like I need them for 

support and everything, but I don’t need them for financial things, but I think I’ll always 

like the values they showed me. I haven’t left them behind and I think that has been my 

balance” – Alex  

 

Alex had a unique experience in that her family went through a crisis of divorce early in 

her adolescence, which is a reflected in what she said in this quote. She feels that she needs more 

help from her family now, to find a balance between family, academics, and culture. The type of 

support Alex seeks from her family is emotional support: helping her get through the challenging 

moments in her career, emotionally, Alex does state that the values taught to her by her family 

are ones present to her today and make her resilient in her education.  These values include the 

importance of being close to family and valuing the opportunity for an education.  

“If I wanted to be selfish I would not be a doctor. There are plenty of other things that I 

know I could do that would lead to what I want to do. If I wanted money I would have 

went into a different field but that is not what I want… it is not about me. It is about what 

our community needs if that makes sense.” – Benjamin  

 

 Benjamin in his interview shared that he is Native American and that this drives his goal 

of finishing his degree and serving his community. He acknowledges that his talents need to be 

used in a manner that not only serve him, but also his community. As exemplified, in the 

quotation above it is not about him but instead the needs of his community. This is due to the fact 

that a major part of his identity is connected to the interdependence between his culture and his 

sense of self.  

“I know that it is difficult. I do not really know anything else (culture/family values). I 

mean what has always been instilled in me is a greater sense of community, a greater 

sense in us and our people. I would guess without them (values) it would be a bit more 

self-centered. In fact it would be pursuing a career based on my personal ambitions or 

sort of a more selfish aspect. –Frank  

 



Aceves 32 

 

 Frank states that his values and identity within his career would be very different if he did 

not have the teaching his family and culture offered him. His culture and family taught him the 

importance of community and how the main goal with a career should be to help others. 

Therefore, this part of his identity continues to dominate the importance of his career and how 

his familial, cultural, and personal values interact with his medical school career. It is impressive 

how Frank was able to identify how without his culture, his career aspiration would be self-

centered. He directly states that thanks to his culture his career and talents are to be used for the 

greater good.  

Discussion 

 Generally, the literature on the self-identity of underrepresented adolescents and college 

students finds that students must navigate through the different roles of their identity, such as 

cultural and familial roles, in a way that makes them unique to non-URiM students. Their 

underrepresented status provides different perspectives and experiences for URiM students, 

which cannot be compared to those of non-URiM students. Recalling the data reviewed in the 

literature, one research article specifically found that for Latina college students, balancing their 

familial, cultural, and academics roles within identity is difficult because there is a contradiction 

in the values each provides (Sanchez, 2013). This was the general trend in the literature. 

Underrepresented students may or may not have a difficult time navigating their roles, but that 

they do have to find a balance and agreement between these different contexts of their identity in 

order to be successful within their academic careers.  

 The study in this paper investigated the relationship between being an underrepresented 

student in medicine and the ability to navigate between academic culture, family, and native 

culture environment. The purpose of this research was to explore how underrepresented students 
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in medicine view their self-identity in the spectrum between culture, family, and medical school 

and how these multiple identities affect their success within medical education over time.  The 

research found that there is much overlap of these contexts of identity for the URiM students in 

the PMAP program. The interaction they had with their family and culture affected their 

perception of their academic success in both positive and negative ways. Also it is important to 

note that students’ academic trajectory and success have been influenced by family, regardless of 

the students’ independent or interdependent mindset in regards to their family and culture. In all, 

the main take away message is that for URiM students, consolidating their identity is a much 

more difficult task given that their families and cultures are such influential components of who 

they are as individuals.   

 Throughout the presented quotations from the interviews, it was demonstrated that in the 

discussion of education URiM students turn to the contexts of culture and family within their 

identity because these are the foundation from which they created their own identity. This 

demonstrates the importance of using attachment theory in the analysis of the results.  The 

premise of attachment theory framework is to assess the security students have in navigating 

their academic career, based off the relationships they shared with their families. Overall, it was 

found that students rely on the relationship with their family for support and a comfort zone they 

can return to when their academic career is challenging. Based on their stories, all students who 

were interviewed shared positive and strong relationships with their families, which intermingled 

with their academic career. These relationships exemplify the students’ abilities to forge a 

successful academic self-identity outside of their contexts of family and culture. This is because 

positive relationships demonstrated positive academic values and success. The examples in the 

results section within the family category exemplify these findings. Thus, these examples 
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indicate findings which can help to facilitate the future success of these students in medical 

school, as well as a way to better understand what makes URiM students holistically successful.  

 There was an exception to this trend in the data. One student demonstrated negative 

effects, due to the close relationship she shared with her family and culture. During her college 

years, her family was going through a family crisis of divorce, which negatively affected her 

scholastic endeavors because of the values she holds within culture and family. In the culture 

category of coding, “Irene” clearly speaks about how being drawn into her parents’ divorce 

interfered with her academic endeavors because she was taught to value the strong ties to her 

family and her heritage, but not to overcome the hardship of them. Even with this exception in 

the data, it is a clear demonstration of how attachment and the relationships shared with the 

family affect how the students experience and perceive their academic success. Culture and 

family are such strong factors in the life of URiM students that were interviewed, which implies 

that these ideas need to be further studied.  

 The second theoretical framework that explains the results of this study is the symbolic 

interaction theory.  When the students shared their life stories, they spoke a lot about what their 

families would do to support them and the different practices that caused them to value their 

education the way that they did. Examining the quotations within the family code, all the 

students formed the value of education because of family practices, which caused education to be 

something meaningful to each of the students. It was the support and involvement with their 

families and the cultural values enacted by the family, which allow for academics to have the 

role that they do in the identity of the students. The majority of these students had a positive 

view of education that was influenced by their families; while others had negative experiences 

that happened within their families, which still influence the drive of their academic career in a 
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positive manner. Therefore, the important finding here is that family has significant role in the 

identities of URiM students. This is because family is the teaching platform from which URiM 

students learn to value and understand what is important to them. This research begins to help 

researchers and educators better understand how the educational experience of URiM students 

need to be tailored to their specific needs and what is valuable to them from their familial 

experiences.  

 Research on self-identity of underrepresented college students acknowledges the 

importance of family and culture in the academic career of the students but that research is 

focused on the students’ personal experiences and trajectory. It does not account for what has 

occurred in the contexts of family and culture for the students and how the contexts interact with 

the students’ academic career. It is clear that an important component of research on URiM 

students is researching how students perceive their academic career, but what makes this study 

novel and significant is the fact that it delves into learning and understanding beyond the 

students’ experiences in the academic setting. This research examines the contexts of family and 

culture to see how these impacted the academic career of the students. In the stories shared by 

the PMAP students, researchers were able to learn about these students’ familial experiences 

throughout adolescence up until the present day. Clearly, the events that happened within their 

family or their cultures overflow and intermingle with their academic identity. Thus allowing for 

the research account for further explanation and understanding on what makes URiM students 

successful in higher and professional education.  

 Overall, the findings were consistent throughout the nine interviews used for this 

research. There were not many differences in the trends within the self-identity and students’ 

connection to culture, family, and academic career despite the varying cultures and trajectories of 



Aceves 36 

 

schooling represented by the students; although, there were two noteworthy findings. The first 

example is the one that was previously mentioned about “Irene” viewing how the values of her 

culture caused her internal conflict with her cultural and familial values. The reason she viewed 

her culture as discordant within her academic career was because her culture taught her the 

importance of being close and linked to family no matter what happens. Therefore, when her 

parents got divorced, “Irene” was not content with the negative spillover effect family issues had 

on her academic career. She had to be involved in issues concerning the divorce that she did not 

want deal with but since it concerned her family she had to be involved. The second example is 

regarding the student “Greg” who throughout his interview tied his culture and family, to his 

religion. For him religion was the center for his value of education, because his family’s 

practices and values are influenced by religion. These two unique experiences regarding religion 

and having negative family/cultural interactions cause for novel questions to arise in order to 

better understand the academic success of URiM students. It is important to note that although 

these findings do not contradict the overall findings of the study it does imply that there are 

aspects of culture and family within self-identity of URiM students that need to be addressed 

even further.  

 One significant limitation of this study is the limited number of participants. The research 

team interviewed nine students because there are only a total of ten in the PMAP program. This 

does suggest that the findings are not generalizable to the general population of URiM students 

because a larger sample size would be required to make conclusive statements about the impacts 

of family, culture, and academics in the self-identity of URiM students. A larger sample size 

would allow researchers to explore more trends within these contexts of self-identity of URiM 

students. In general, collecting data from a larger sample would provide a wealth of data and 
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validity that a small sample like the one in this study cannot. This study has made an impact on 

the literature about URiM students by increasing the understanding researchers have about their 

academic success. It is one of the first steps in a direction which can improve the educational 

experiences of URiM students in medical schools.   

 An area within this research that could be addressed is assessing each culture of URiM 

students. Conducting studies that focus on only Native American students, Latino students, or 

African American students would help to examine the similarities and differences of what makes 

each of these groups of students academically successful.  This research would diversify the 

knowledge on this topic and provide deep understanding on the familial and cultural differences 

of these groups and how they impact academic achievement. This study provides the beginning 

step in assessing and understanding URiM students and how they can be successful in medical 

school. As previously mentioned, this is crucial given that URiM students’ success in academic 

roles is a great indicator of career achievement for the students, but also success for these 

populations who are medically underserved because it is adding more doctors who are willing to 

serve these medically underserved populations.  

 Another interesting area of research within this topic about URiM students would be to 

address the effects of physical and emotional proximity URiM students have with family. 

Throughout the interviews, students briefly shared the importance of choosing the PMAP 

program due to how physically close it was to their family’s location. It would be interesting to 

address this topic in order to understand if physical and/or emotional proximity to family is an 

influential factor for positive academic success in URiM students. This is because physical 

proximity could serve as a “secure” base for students and thus enhance their emotional 

connection to their families. As assessed by the attachment theoretical framework within this 
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study, family provides a sense of security and confidence (emotionally) for the students, given 

that this is where a lot of their support is derived. Therefore, seeing the importance of physical 

and emotional proximity can determine whether students fare better when they are close both 

physically and emotionally. The future study would involve not only researching URiM students 

who are within a 0-50mile radius and have regular access to their family, but also those that do 

not have regular physical access to their families and are in locations far away from “home”. 

This research would open the doors to many other topics regarding how medical schools can 

better the educational experience for URiM students based off these important familial factors.  

 A major implication that is made from this research is that having a better understanding 

of URiM students and their experiences will lead to better retention, recruitment, and graduation 

of URiM doctors. This is the whole goal with learning about URiM students and what makes 

them academically successful. Since the number of URiM doctors is limited this strains the 

access that underrepresented populations have to health professionals and services that 

understand their disparity. Currently, there is a lack of doctors that serve these populations and it 

is individuals from underrepresented populations who tend to serve them medically. For most, if 

not all the students in the PMAP program, their purpose of becoming a doctor is to be able to 

serve their community and people like themselves who did not have the best access to healthcare 

or providers that understood their medical issues from a cultural perspective. Thus, this research 

aids in opening up the doors to more knowledge about how educators, institutions, and 

researchers can help URiM student be successful in their medical school endeavors early on in 

the career trajectory and especially during medical school. The overarching goal here is to better 

serve URiM students in their academic trajectories so they are successful, and then in turn having 

these URiM students serving the medically underserved populations in the United States. 
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 From this research, the importance of understanding URiM student through factors such 

as their attachment and the values they have established through interaction with their families 

and environment was demonstrated. For example, the attachment theoretical framework 

exemplifies the importance of exploring the connection URiM students have with their families 

and culture because it will help determine whether or not they established a positive self-identity. 

Most importantly, it portrays the students’ ability to not only interact positively with their family 

and culture, but within the academic environments.  Attachment is a strong predictor of a 

student’s ability to successfully navigate challenging environments (such as medical school). 

Therefore, it is crucial to have further understanding in this area to fully assess what makes 

URiM students successful. In addition to attachment, the symbolic interaction theoretical 

framework was essential in understanding how students establish value for their educational 

career and the many roles URiM students shift through within their self-identity. Symbolic 

interactionism provides a meaningful manner in which to study how family experiences interact 

with an URiM student’s ability to be successful. Thus demonstrating, that the family and cultural 

practices that URiM students experiences are significantly influential in academic success and 

the perception URiM students have their academic career. Understanding how family practices 

influence the value of education is an initiative in recognizing how incorporating families and 

culture into their students’ medical education can be a useful practice in positive student 

retention and success.  

 Aside from theory, implications for practice involve understanding URiM students and 

creating initiatives that aid them in being academically successful in medical school.  An 

important step in the right direction is for medical schools to be aware of and understand cultural 

differences and diversity. Therefore, training staff, faculty, and medical students to understand 
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diversity and cultural differences would be useful. It is important for individuals to be educated 

on this subject given that the United States is a diverse country. Also since medical students are 

being trained to become doctors, education on diversity and cultural differences enhances their 

competency in their future careers. An action plan that would directly aid URiM students would 

be experiences and opportunities related to family and culture throughout their medical 

education. This would involve opportunities for families to come see and learn about the work 

their student conducts in medical school, which could be done in the form of workshops or a 

family orientation. As for cultural opportunities, this could be fulfilled by offering opportunities 

for students to serve communities from similar backgrounds as URiM students. This can be done 

through summer credit for the service in locations in which they have access to cultures and 

populations of interest. There is a lot of opportunity for researchers to learn about URiM 

students, but also medical school leaders to be part of the change that allows URiM students to 

have successful medical school experiences so that all populations in the United States are not 

only medically served, but also educationally served.  
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Appendix A 

Interview Protocol Questions First Interview  

Coding Themes  Interview Questions 

Academic Success and 

Achievement  

1) How were academic achievements in your family 

acknowledged? As an adolescent? And currently?  

2)  In what ways has your academic career reinforced your 

family ways values or has it caused you to reconsider 

them based off your experiences?  

 

Effects of Ethnic and 

Cultural Identity  

1) Throughout your academic career, in what ways has 

your culture/heritage been important to your academic 

successes? 

2) In what ways were your cultural and family values 

interrelated, when it came to the academic expectations 

you family had for you and the success you have had this 

far? 

3) Can you explain how your academic career and success 

would differ, without the teachings your family and your 

culture/heritage implanted in you?   

 

Long Term Experiences 

within Family  

1) To begin, can you share a little about your family life as 

adolescent (in high school)? As an undergraduate? And 

now as you plan to pursue a medical degree? 

2) In what ways has your family motivated you to pursue a 

college degree? And now a medical degree?  

 

Self-Identity in Relation to 

Family Influence  

1) What role has your family played in your education as an 

adolescent? And currently?  

2) As an adolescent, what was the view of higher education 

within your family?  

 

 

This table includes the interview protocol questions that were used in the initial interview of the 

PMAP students and where the majority of the data for this paper is derived. Some questions that 

do not pertain to the topic have been excluded. The coding categories focus on themes that were 

of interest in the preliminarily research.   
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Appendix B 

Interview Protocol Questions Second Interview  

Interview Question Category  Interview Questions  

Attraction to Medicine  - Please describe how your interest in medicine has 

developed as it relates to this program thus far. 

 

- Thinking back to what attracted you to this 

program and what you hoped to gain when you 

began it, in what ways (if any) has this program 

fulfilled or is currently fulfilling those expectations? 

In what ways, if any, has this program fallen short? 
o What are the costs and benefits you 

weigh in your decision to continue 

participate in this program? 
o What can the institution do to 

support you further or improve 

your experience?  

 

Family - Since being in P-MAP, please describe your 

relationship with your family. (Probe: Is this a 

change to previous years?)  

 

- How have you balanced your family with 

academics? (Probe: Any prioritization/sacrifice 

needed? What is family’s response to needs?) 

 

- How has your family impacted your ability to be 

successful (Probe: positive and negative)?   

 

- What value do you feel your family or culture has 

had on your academics? 

 

Culture - Please describe the ways in which the medical 

school culture is congruent or not congruent with 

your own culture?  
 

Identity  Which people have had the most impact on shaping 

who you are? How has your sense of self changed 

since being in the program? 

 

 

This table includes the interview protocol questions that were used in the second round of PMAP 

student interviews and aid the analysis of the data for this paper. Some questions that do not 

pertain to the topic have been excluded.   



Aceves 43 

 

References 

Alessandria, K. P., & Nelson, E. S. (2005). Identity development and self-esteem of  

first-generation american college students: An exploratory study. Journal of College 

Student Development, 46(1), 3. 

Alfaro, E. C., & Umana-Taylor, A. J. (2010). Latino Adolescents' Academic Motivation: The 

Role of   Siblings. Hispanic Journal of Behavioral Sciences, 32, 4, 549-570. 

Armenta, B. E., Knight, G. P., Carlo, G., & Jacobson, R. P. (2011). The relation between ethnic 

group attachment and prosocial tendencies: The mediating role of cultural values. 

European Journal of Social Psychology, 41, 1, 107-115. 

Association of American Medical Colleges. (2013). Roadmap to Success: Key Concepts for 

Evaluating the Impact of Medical School Holistic Admissions. Washington D.C.: 

Association of American Medical Colleges  

Baxter Magolda, M. B. (2003). Identity and learning: Student affairs' role in transforming higher 

education. Journal of College Student Development, 44(2), 231-247.  

Brittian, A. S., Umaña-Taylor, A. J., & Derlan, C. L. (2013). An examination of biracial college 

youths' family ethnic socialization, ethnic identity, and adjustment: Do self-identification 

labels and university context matter? Cultural Diversity & Ethnic Minority Psychology, 

19(2), 177-189. 

Bogdan, R., & Biklen, S. K. (1982). Qualitative research for education: An introduction to 

theory and methods. Boston: Allyn and Bacon. 

Carter, P. (2006). Straddling Boundaries: Identity, Culture, and School.Sociology of Education, 

79, 4, 304-328. 



Aceves 44 

 

Dicicco-Bloom, B., & Crabtree, B. F. (2006). The qualitative research interview. Medical 

Education, 40(4), 314-321. 

Evans, N. J., 1947, Forney, D. S., 1947, & Guido-DiBrito, F., 1952. (1998). Student 

development in college: Theory, research, and practice. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass 

Publishers. 

Gusfield, J. R. ( 2003). A Journey with Symbolic Interaction. Symbolic Interaction, 26, 1, 119-

139. 

Heard, H. E. (2007). Fathers, Mothers, and Family Structure: Family Trajectories, Parent 

Gender, and Adolescent Schooling. Journal of Marriage and Family, 69, 2, 435-450. 

Henry, C. S., Merten, M. J., Plunkett, S. W., & Sands, T. (2008). Neighborhood, Parenting, and 

Adolescent Factors and Academic Achievement in Latino Adolescents From Immigrant 

Families. Family Relations, 57, 5, 579-590. 

Hurtado, S., & Carter, D. F. (1997). Effects of college transition and perceptions of the campus 

racial climate on Latino college students' sense of belonging. Sociology of Education, 

324-345. 

Hurtado, S., Cabrera, N. L., Lin, M. H., Arellano, L., & Espinosa, L. L. (2009). Diversifying 

science: Underrepresented student experiences in structured research programs. Research 

in Higher Education, 50(2), 189-214. doi:10.1007/s11162-008-9114-7 

Jones, S. R., 1955, & Abes, E. S., 1969. (2013). Identity development of college  

students: Advancing frameworks for multiple dimensions of identity. San Francisco, 

Calif: Jossey-Bass. 

Kaufman, P., & Feldman, K. A. (2004). Forming identities in college: A sociological  

approach. Research in Higher Education, 45(5), 463-496. 



Aceves 45 

 

Knight, G. P., Basilio, C. D., Cham, H., Gonzales, N. A., Liu, Y., & Umaña-Taylor, A. J. (2013). 

Trajectories of Mexican American and Mainstream Cultural Values Among Mexican 

American Adolescents. Journal of Youth and Adolescence. 

Knight, G. P., Berkel, C., Umana-Taylor, A. J., Gonzales, N. A., Ettekal, I., Jaconis, M., & Boyd, 

B. M. (2011). The Familial Socialization of Culturally Related Values in Mexican 

American Families. Journal of Marriage and Family, 73, 5, 913-925. 

Lorenzo-Blanco, E. I., Bares, C. B., & Delva, J. (2013). Parenting, Family Processes, 

Relationships, and Parental Support in Multiracial and Multiethnic Families: An 

Exploratory Study of Youth Perceptions. Family Relations, 62, 1, 125-139. 

Merriam, S. B. (2002). Qualitative research in practice: Examples for discussion and analysis. 

San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Milem, J. F., & Umbach, P. D. (2003). The Influence of Precollege Factors on Students' 

Predispositions Regarding Diversity Activities in College. Journal of College Student 

Development, 44, 5, 611-24. 

Morgan, D. L. (1997). Focus groups as qualitative research. 2nd edition. Qualitative Research 

Methods Series. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Ojeda, L., Piña-Watson, B., Castillo, L. G., Castillo, R., Khan, N., & Leigh, J. (2012). 

Acculturation, enculturation, ethnic identity, and conscientiousness as predictors of latino 

boys’ and girls’ career decision self-efficacy. Journal of Career Development, 39(2), 208-

228.  

Okagaki, L., Helling, M. K., & Bingham, G. E. (2009). American indian college students’ ethnic 

identity and beliefs about education. Journal of College Student Development, 50(2), 

157-176 



Aceves 46 

 

Pascarella, E. T., & Terenzini, P. T. (2005). How college affects students: A third decade of 

research. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Rowley, S. J., Sellers, R. M., Chavous, T. M., & Smith, M. A. (1998). The relationship between 

racial identity and self-esteem in african american college and high school students. 

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 74(3), 715-724. 

Russell, M. L., & Atwater, M. M. (2005). Traveling the Road to Success: A Discourse on 

Persistence throughout the Science Pipeline with African American Students at a 

Predominantly White Institution. Journal of Research in Science Teaching, 42, 6, 691-

715. 

Schwartz, S. J., Waterman, A. S., Umaña-Taylor, A. J., Lee, R. M., Kim, S. Y., Vazsonyi, A. T., 

Huynh, Q. L., Williams, M. K. (2013). Acculturation and well-being among college 

students from immigrant families. Journal of Clinical Psychology, 69, 4, 298-318. 

Schwartz, S. J., Des, R. S., Huang, S., Zamboanga, B. L., Unger, J. B., Knight, G. P., Pantin, H., 

Szapocznik, J. (2013). Developmental Trajectories of Acculturation in Hispanic 

Adolescents: Associations With Family Functioning and Adolescent Risk Behavior. 

Child Development, 84, 4, 1355-1372. 

Schwartz, S., Mason, C., Pantin, H., & Szapocznik, J. (2009). Longitudinal Relationships 

Between Family Functioning and Identity Development in Hispanic Adolescents. Journal 

of Early Adolescence, 29, 2, 177-211. 

Smith, S. A., Hill, C. L., & Jackson, A. P. (2003). Academic persistence among native american 

college students. Journal of College Student Development, 44(4), 548-565.  

Suizzo, M.-A. (2007). Parents' Goals and Values for Children. Journal of Cross-Cultural 

Psychology, 38, 4, 506-530.  



Aceves 47 

 

Tierney, W. (November 01, 1992). An Anthropological Analysis of Student Participation in 

College. Journal of Higher Education, 63, 6, 603-18. 

Umaña-Taylor, A. J., Diversi, M., & Fine, M. A. (2002). Ethnic identity and self-esteem of latino 

adolescents: Distinctions among the latino populations. Journal of Adolescent Research, 

17(3), 303-327.  

Umaña-Taylor, A., Bhanot, R., & Shin, N. (2006). Ethnic Identity Formation During 

Adolescence. Journal of Family Issues, 27, 3, 390-414. 

Umana-Taylor, A. J., Zeiders, K. H., & Updegraff, K. A. (2013). Family ethnic socialization and 

ethnic identity: A family-driven, youth-driven, or reciprocal process?. Journal of Family 

Psychology, 27, 1, 137-146. 

Vaughn, L. M., Naylor, S., & White, S. (2009). Relationship of attachment style and ethnic 

identity to self-actualization in college students. Journal of College and Character, 10(6), 

13-12. 

Walker, L., & Syed, M. (2013). Integrating identities: Ethnic and academic identities among 

diverse college students. TEACHERS COLLEGE RECORD, 115(8), 1. 

 

 

 

 

 


	titlepage
	page 2
	abstract
	FINALhonors thesis.laceves



