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ABSTRACT 

This qualitative case study of parents in a single metropolitan school district explored 

how Latino/a parents with elementary school aged children conceptualized and framed college. It 

employed a funds of knowledge framework (Moll et al., 1992; Vélez-Ibáñez & Greenberg, 1992) 

to understand college knowledge, families framing of college, and the collective sensemaking of 

the community. Archival data, interviews, participant observations, and field notes were gathered 

to explore parents/guardians’ beliefs, opinions, and values and whether and how they are shaped 

by educational attainment, language, and immigrant generation status. Findings revealed that 

families adopted a meritocratic belief even when families encountered systemic structures of 

inequality. Hard work did not necessarily translate into college. Yet, families actively engaged, 

strategized, prepared, and collectively planned how to make college a possibility.  This study is 

significant as it provides an opportunity to document the process of parent’s college 

sensemaking, sheds light on Latino/a college choice models and types of institutions, and 

provides a deeper exploration of college preparation from a funds of knowledge approach. This 

work contributes to previous research utilizing funds of knowledge in order to further 

differentiate among levels of knowledge in Latino/a communities, focusing on variations by 

language preference, generational status, educational attainment.  

 

Keywords: Latino/a families, college framing, community, immigrant generation, language
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CHAPTER 1:  

NATURE AND PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

“Un Mejor Futuro: The College Sensemaking of Latino Parents with Elementary School-Aged 

Children. ” 

Introduction 

“Se puede planear la universidad como una quinceañera!” College can be planned like a 

quinceañera! The collective sensemaking of the community and families funds of knowledge 

(i.e. experiences, language, practices, knowledge, skills etc.) allowed them to brilliantly plan for 

college as a right of passage. When college was presented as a quinceañera, college became a 

plan. Moreover, college became a community effort. The collective sensemaking of families see 

college as a milestone and a time of celebration. Quinceañeras like college can be very 

expensive. Padrinos (financial sponsors) were key players to plan and pay for college. Families’ 

funds of knowledge were essential in the way college was planned and framed in the household 

and within the community.   

As a daughter in a migrant farm working family, the decision to enroll in college 200 

miles away from home was not “mine”, it was a collective decision. In identifying as a Mexican-

American born in the United States, growing up in central Washington I witnessed the hard 

physical labor my parents endured on a daily basis. My older brother, younger sister and I spent 

our summers working in the agricultural fields sorting and packing cherries. Although my 

parents had limited schooling, my family’s experiences had a profound impact on me, and helped 

shape my educational pursuits. I learned to value both the hard work of agricultural manual labor 

and the importance of an education. The family goal was to earn a higher education and obtain 

an indoor job with air conditioning. However the local educational ecology in the small town of 
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Brewster, WA, presented zero postsecondary opportunities. The closest community college was 

about 70 miles away and the two closest regional universities were approximately 130 miles to 

160 miles away from home, while state research universities (in Washington and Idaho) were 

more than four hours away. My parents’ college knowledge mostly consisted of beauty schools, 

community colleges, and few public four-year institutions. My parents knew about these options 

from friends and family, but cost and proximity were significant challenges. Among those 

options, not many classmates completed a college degree. My family and community often 

framed college as far away and expensive, yet highly important. 

I was the first in my family to set foot on a university campus. My parents knew about 

scholarships from my older sister who studied cosmetology an hour away from home. However, 

paying for college for four years was daunting. After applying for multiple scholarships and 

federal aid, careful cost and proximity considerations, school field trips, guidance from a school 

counselor and school recruiters, and multiple conversations with my family, led me to apply to a 

regional and state university The college decision-making process was not linear. Once I was 

accepted in both colleges my family and I still thought about cost and proximity. We were 

unsure about many things. Nonetheless, I accepted the admissions offer at Washington State 

University (WSU), which was four hours away from home. My parents, little sister, and I 

attended a three-day bilingual new student orientation session. The orientation session was 

entirely in Spanish. Bilingual staff dedicated themselves to inform the entire family about how 

college may be like for me. They understood, our language, work experience, work ethic, and 

cultural values.  

My family was important in making my college decision and how they framed college. 

However, they did not stop me from applying to a university over 200 miles away even though it 
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was financially out of their reach. Elements of Familismo influenced my decision to apply to a 

college that was relatively close to home. Yet, I did not experience strict tensions when 

prioritizing my family and a college education. My parents reassured me that I was making the 

right decision to pursue a college degree. My mom said to me, “Si yo tuviera tu edad y la 

oportunidad, yo también viniera a estudiar aquí”. In English she said, if I was your age and had 

the opportunity, I would also come here to study.”  

Now as a student affairs practitioner in outreach I have the honor to work with families in 

an college outreach program. College Knowledge Academy (pseudonym--CKA) has allowed me 

to work with families that resemble my own family, and with parents who are in many ways like 

my parents. The majority of the families who enroll in CKA have children in elementary school. 

Although it is an urban, not a rural area, the families are largely from low-income communities, 

are first in their families to attend college, and mostly (90% percent) Mexican American. 

Throughout my college preparation process with my family, and professional experience as a 

practitioner, I have witnessed how families know more about the value and challenges of 

attending college than what many researchers and practitioners believe. I have also witnessed the 

sorts of family values and practices that are so important for pursuing and succeeding within 

college that too often are underestimated or unacknowledged by scholars and practitioners.  

Many researchers and student affairs professionals believe that these families lack the social and 

cultural capital (i.e. networks, skills, tools, and information) necessary to support their children 

in the college preparation process. As a result, there is a sense that parents and families need to 

simply listen to and take notes from college professionals. Although parents and guardians have 

many questions and concerns about college, they tend to know more about the factors that can 
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impact admissions and scholarship eligibility than what university administrators and researchers 

realize.  

CKA program materials and assessments coupled with my personal experiences and 

graduate studies have led me to ask how do Latino/a families conceptualize college? 

Specifically, I explore how families with elementary school children frame college. The topic of 

college and college planning starts earlier than we imagine. In exploring the framing of college 

framing I examine parents/guardians’ beliefs, opinions, and values. Most importantly, whether 

and how they are shaped by educational attainment, language, and immigrant generation status. 

Previous literature has not yet uncovered what the collective sensemaking of college looks like 

for low-income Latino/a families. Thus, it is important to understand who is involved in this 

process and how conceptions are formed. Foremost, for this study I have deliberately chosen a 

framework that encompasses families’ shared college knowledge and practices that will help 

educators and researchers understand the processes of college preparation. I use a “funds of 

knowledge” (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzales, 1992; Vélez-Ibáñez & Greenberg, 1992) 

approach to examine Latino/a parents’ conceptions and interactions of college.  

This study works out of a funds of knowledge perspective (Moll et al., 1992; Vélez-

Ibáñez & Greenberg, 1992) in exploring how lower income Latino/a parents conceptualize and 

frame college. Much scholarship in education draws on the classic concepts of social and cultural 

capital (Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988) to examine the experience of lower income Latino/as in 

schools and colleges.  Much of that work focuses on the influence of family, and in some cases 

on the behaviors and choices of families in relation to schools (Lareau, 1997, Lareau & Goyette, 

2014), particularly as it relates to social class background. It tends to adopt a deficit perspective, 

concentrating on the deficiencies of the families. However, I feature parents/guardians’ assets 
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and voices with a particular focus on ethnicity, language preference, generational status, and 

educational attainment. Thus, applying a funds of knowledge” perspective. 

As defined by Moll et al., (1992, p. 133) funds of knowledge is “historically accumulated 

and culturally developed bodies of knowledge and skills essential for household or individual 

functioning and well-being.” Funds of knowledge are central to the ways in which families 

engage the question of education, schooling, and college for their children. This deeper approach 

has been articulated as a counter to the deficit model of Latino/a parents (Moll et al., 1992; 

Kiyama 2010, 2011; Rios-Aguilar, 2010, Rios-Aguilar & Kiyama 2012; Vélez-Ibáñez & 

Greenberg, 1992). Although I understand the broader anthropological meaning of funds of 

knowledge, I will be using this framework more narrowly to understand how college is framed 

through lived experiences, social interactions, practices, processes, and varied language abilities 

in relation to college framing. I will be using funds of knowledge in order to understand Latino/a 

families’ conceptualization of college in the U.S. 

By contrast, this study explored how low-income Latino/a parents frame the discussion 

about college to their elementary school-aged children. In this study, “un mejor futuro” refers the 

general sentiment of college among families residing in the southwest. “College sensemaking” 

refers to the beliefs, opinions, and values about college, which includes primary and fundamental 

concerns that parents had when planning for a postsecondary education while also bringing into 

context that decisions are made collectively, as a family.  

Much literature has revealed that college choice is a collective process for Native 

American and for lower-income Latino/a students when compared to students coming from other 

cultural and ethnic backgrounds. For instance, HeavyRunner and DeCelles (2002) have 

developed the Family Education Model in analyzing college choice for Native American 
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students.  Similarly some scholars have pointed to the significance of “Familismo” for low-

income Latino/a students (Martinez, 2013). This line of research suggests that it is not just that 

Latino/a students often choose to stay closer to home and attend a less prestigious institution 

because of their financial status, family responsibilities, and previous college knowledge 

(Alvarez 2010; Desmond & Turley, 2009; Perez & Ceja, 2015; Martinez, 2013; Roderick, 

Nagaoka, Moeller, 2008).  The process by which college is discussed begins in the home and 

often before high school. My work builds on and extends this research by incorporating the 

voices of the parents themselves through a variety of data sources. 

Statement of the problem 

Previous research and the prevailing conceptual framework about students and college 

decision making have indicated that college choice and enrollment are linear processes 

comprised of three stages (predisposition, search, and choice) in which the individual student 

makes a decision to maximize his or her education (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987). Background 

characteristics such as family and socioeconomic status are considered, but primarily as variables 

that affect the decision of the individual student (Rhoades, 2014). Previous research assumes that 

it is an individual’s sole decision. Although the three-stage college choice model has been 

contested (Alvarez; 2010; 2015; 2016; Ceja, 2006; Perez & Ceja, 2015; Martinez, 2013, Perez & 

McDonough, 2008; Perna, 2006; Rios-Aguilar & Deil-Amen, 2012, Turley, 2009), it continues 

to reappear, to be used to understand college decision-making among Latino/as, and to be the 

dominant conceptual framing of “college choice.” What is overlooked are the interactions and 

meanings embedded and expressed in familial networks that make for a collective framing and 

decision making process about college early on, not just in the college choice process. In these 

interactions and the framing of these meanings the individual student has a role, but not always 
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the determinative one, and often one that is played in relation to the family unit. This is why 

Perna’s (2006) college choice model still does not fit into the context of collective sensemaking 

in which I am interested.  Perna (2006) draws on economic and sociological approaches to 

examine how students are making decisions about college. Although the conceptual framework 

assumes that the decision to enroll in college is based on a series of cost analysis decisions, the 

concept of family is largely associated with income. Thus, the model does not clearly define the 

role and the influence of family.  

A significant advancement in the field is Alvarez’ (2015) Latino Student and Parent 

College-going Negotiation Model to help predict college enrollment for high school students. 

This model has three main components, college-going timeline, environmental factors and the 

negotiation variables to examine student and parent college decision-making. Although this 

model captures the role of family, college preparation was assumed to occur until high school. 

Such collective thinking likely takes place over time, may be done by family members as well as 

by the students and may affect not only whether students go to college, but also where they think 

about attending. Nonetheless, Alvarez (2015) makes significant strides in recognizing that going 

to college is a collective decision.  

Purpose of the research and research questions 

 The main purpose of the study was to explore how lower-income Latino/a parents of 

elementary school aged-children conceptually frame college. Specifically, I sought to understand 

parents’ primary and fundamental views and concerns (if any) when thinking about a 

postsecondary education for their children. I utilized a funds of knowledge approach to examine 

and understand how college was framed:  

1. What are families’ funds of knowledge in regards to college?  
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2. How do families frame the idea of college and how are their beliefs, opinions, and values 

formed and enacted? 

3. What does the process of parents’ collective sensemaking about college look like within 

the Latino/a community?   

For each of these questions I was interested in the ways in which language, generational status, 

educational attainment, and possible migration patterns affected college framing. Such factors 

have been found to influence college framing among Latino/a families. Moreover, they are most 

accessible by including, as this study did, the voices and perspectives of parents (Alvarez, 2010, 

2015, 2016; Ceja, 2004; Kiyama, 2010, 2011; Garza, 2017).  

This study included first, 1.5 second, third and fourth Latino/a immigrants. I classified 

Latino/a immigrant who were born outside of the United States as first generation. In other 

words, parents who migrated to the U.S. Individuals who were born in a different country other 

than the U.S., but immigrated as a child were classified as a 1.5 immigrant generation. A second-

generation immigrant was defined as a person that was born in the U.S. Second generation 

immigrants have at least a parent that was born outside of the US. A third generation immigrant 

was one that was born in the U.S. with at least one or both parents. Finally, a fourth generation 

immigrant was defined as U.S. born, whose great grandparents were first to immigrate to the 

U.S. (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001; Rumbaut, 2008). 

Significance of the study  

The contributions of my study to the literature are in the following four regards.  First, 

most literature on college conceptions and decision-making focuses on high school students 

(Alvarez, 2010; 2015; Desmond & Turley, 2009; Martinez 2012; Martinez 2013; Perez & Ceja, 

2015; Perez & McDonough, 2008; Perna, 2006, Turley, 2009), whereas my study looked at 
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parents of elementary school students. According to Auerbach (2004) parents wished they had 

college information before their children reached high school. Therefore, starting as early as 

elementary school was highly recommended to cultivate family college aspirations. Second, with 

some important exceptions (Alvarez, 2010, 2015, 2016; Garza, 2017; Kiyama, 2010, 2011) most 

literature does not focus on the voices of low-income Latino/a parents (English and Spanish)—

indeed, even the literature on Familismo is based on interviews with students, not with the 

parents (Martinez, 2012, 2013).  The bulk of the literature on low-income and Latino/a parents is 

about their aspirations (Ceja, 2004; Ceja 2006; Raleigh & Kao, 2010) and about their 

“involvement” in school events (Crozier, 2001; Durand 2011; Lareau, 1987; Nokali, Bachman & 

Votruba-Drzal, 2010), but not about their understandings, questions, and conceptions about 

college and how that plays into college choice.  Third, there is relatively little literature on 

Latino/a parents and families’ conceptualizations of college that sufficiently addresses variations 

that may exist by language preferences and generational status, whereas in my study I will be 

considering possible variations in the thinking surrounding colleges by the language preference 

of the families/parents (for Spanish or for English), and by their generational status in terms of 

immigration to the U.S. Finally, I am building on previous work utilizing funds of knowledge in 

order to further differentiate among levels of funds of knowledge in Latino/a communities. I 

focus on variations by language preference, generational status, and educational attainment. 

Thus, the study may be used to implement strategies designed to aid the college-going decision 

process of first-generation college and low-income Latina/o students and families before they 

reach high school.  

Organization of dissertation 

In Chapter 2, I outline dominant frameworks that have been applied to discuss and 
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understand families’ roles in education. I also juxtapose, alternate frameworks and their 

contributions to help understand the role of parents in higher education. I bring attention to 

immigrant generations and college proximity for Latino/a families. Finally, I conclude chapter 

two with the theoretical framework utilized to guide this study. Chapter 3 outlines the 

methodology. This chapter provides more details regarding the design of the study, research site, 

data sources, data analysis, positionality, validity, and limitations. Consequently, findings are 

organized in two chapters, Chapter 4 and 5. Findings and themes that emerged from this study 

are first introduced in Chapter 4. In Chapter 4, I introduce my first theme with three subthemes, 

“hard work equals college, right?” While, chapter 5 focuses on the cost of college and the ways 

in which families actively engaged, strategized, prepared, and collectively planned how to make 

college a possibility. Finally, Chapter 6 initiates the conversation about why this research matters 

and what can be gained from this study. I make specific recommendations to research, practice 

and policy that can help include families in the college conversation.  
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CHAPTER 2:  

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

The Latino/a population in the US is projected to continue to increase each year making 

Latino/as one of the largest ethnic groups in this country (Chappell, 2015; US Census Bureau, 

2018). Yet, Latino/as are not equally represented in education. In 2014, the Pew Research Center 

reported 35 percent of 18-24 year old Latino/as enrolled in higher education institutions. This 

means that 65 percent of the Latino/a population has less than a college degree. Two decades ago 

the college enrollment rate was only at 20 percent (Pew Research Center, 2016). Although 

Latino/as are enrolling in post secondary institutions, an overwhelmingly amount of students are 

enrolled in community colleges. Given the rise in the Latino/a population and low educational 

attainment rate for one the largest ethnic groups, it is imperative that educators, policy makers 

and researchers turn their attention to ensuring college access for everyone.  

Over the past two decades, research on Latino/a families and college going decision 

making models have stressed the need to work with and for Latino/a families using asset based 

frameworks that recognize that systems of education were not built for communities of color. For 

the purpose of this dissertation study the following literature review will begin by introducing 

dominant theoretical perspectives used to explain unequal educational outcomes among social 

classes and ethnic groups in order to understand why funds of knowledge is used as the 

appropriate framework for this study. Traditional college choice models are examined as well as 

its shortcomings to understand college decision-making among Latino/a students and families. I 

present alternative frameworks that have been applied to Latino/a high school students and 

families with elementary school-aged children. Third, I briefly explain where parents’ voices lie 

within the academic literature. Fourth, I include existent literature on generational aspirations. 
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Fifth, I outline how college proximity is an important factor in the decision making among 

Latino/a families. Finally, the review of literature will allow for a deeper understanding of where 

gaps in the literature exist and the importance of including families’ perspectives in higher 

education. 

Cultural and social capital 

 Too often social and cultural capital are explored in terms of what lower income and 

ethnic populations and communities lack. Social capital is concerned with non-monetary 

resources and is largely interdependent with economic capital (Bourdieu, 1986). It is defined as 

“the aggregate of the actual potential resources which are linked to possession of a durable 

network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance or recognition” (p. 

246). It is about who you know that will get you to where you want to be. One of its primary 

functions is to enable a person to gain access to additional forms of capital and resources. 

Networking can gain profits, but resources are not evenly distributed (Bourdieu, 1986). 

Structural barriers are imposed in the form of differential access to undeserved groups. Social 

capital views individuals’ membership as valuable and profitable. While Coleman’s (1988) 

perspective on social capital serves a function in promoting the status of attainment. People 

engage in certain behaviors in order to facilitate access to their capital. Within education research 

Coleman (1988) suggests that social capital results from relationships between parents and 

children and parents and other adults. Yet, both views on social capital stress that relationships 

and social structures can possibly increase the likelihood academic success and college access 

for those individuals in power.   

Those in power engage in various activities that grant them access cultural capital. 

Cultural capital is described as the exclusivity of dominant knowledge, skills, language, and 
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possessions of valued cultural goods (Bourdieu, 1986). Bourdieu (1986) argued that cultural 

capital is acquired partially in relation to one’s economic capital. For example, in education 

having a steady financial income allows for more educational and cultural opportunities (i.e. 

museums, sports, theatre, tutors, exam preparation, college exposure, etc.). Therefore, the 

accessibility to cultural capital will encourage parents to invest in their children’s future 

(Bourdieu, 2003; Lareau, 1987). Cultural capital’s value lies in its scarcity, and lower income 

and people of color are seen as lacking or having less of the cultural capital that is valued by the 

dominant groups. Furthermore, educational institutions primarily recognize particular and 

exclusive forms social and cultural capital as valuable (Deil-Amen & Rosenbaum, 2003). Thus, 

underrepresented students and their families are often labeled as being deficient or lacking social 

and cultural capital in order to be successful or knowledgeable in education.  

Although there are some commonalities among funds of knowledge, cultural capital, and 

social capital (i.e. transmission, accumulation and activations of knowledge), (Bourdieu, 1986; 

Vélez-Ibáñez & Greenberg, 1992; 2005), funds of knowledge allows educators and researchers 

to understand families’ experiences through an asset based-perspective (Moll et al., 1992; 

Kiyama 2010, 2011; Rios-Aguilar, 2010, Rios-Aguilar & Kiyama 2012; Rios-Aguilar, Kiyama, 

Gravitt, & Moll, 2011; Vélez-Ibáñez & Greenberg, 1992; 2005). Too often social and cultural 

capital are explored in terms of what lower income and ethnic populations and communities lack, 

missing Bourdieu’s aim of critiquing and calling into question the valorization of these forms of 

capital and the ways in which they are actively managed by dominant populations to 

exclude/subjugate others. Thus, funds of knowledge allows for a deeper exploration of college 

preparation from an asset-based perspective, yet providing variations of knowledge.  
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College going models  

Historically, the traditional college going model has been created with little regard for 

families and marginalized groups. College decision-making is believed to occur in a linear 

process. The three-phase college choice model (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987) continues to be one 

of the most influential frameworks in higher education. The three components include 

predisposition, search, and choice.  Predisposition refers to the student’s initial interest in 

applying for college. In the predisposition phase, the individual and organizational factors can 

have a great influence on the student’s college decision. Examples of individual factors are 

socioeconomic status, family attitudes, peers, household, financial aid planning, parental 

educational attainment, race etc. Organizational factors are defined as school characteristics such 

as K-12 school quality, college guidance, academic preparation etc. (Hossler, Braxton, 

Coopersmith, 1989; Hossler & Gallagher, 1987). Second, the search phase suggests that students 

are gathering information about college admissions. Hossler and Gallagher (1987) describe the 

search phase as the interaction of student’s preliminary college values, student search activities, 

and college and university search activities. These interactions lead to an informed decision 

about their college options. The third phase is choice. At this point, students have narrowed 

down their top college choices, begin to select the best fit and finally matriculate in college.  

This model includes a set of normative behaviors among high school students and 

postsecondary institutions. There have been challenges because literature demonstrates that there 

are familial, personal, religious, institutional, and systemic-wide factors that simultaneously 

affect college choice, retention and graduation (Deil-Amen & Turley, 2007; Knight & 

Oesterreich, 2002, Perez & Ceja, 2015; Perna, 2006). Hossler and Gallagher  (1987) fall short in 

realizing that student’s background characteristics interact and influence college choice. Thus, 
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students’ college choice is not always subject to three phases of pre-disposition, search and 

choice (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987). Students are not homogenous. College choice models need 

to be more inclusive of systemic policies, parent’s college ideologies, and students’ 

intersectionality of identities that influence their decision about college and or promote or limit 

college access.  

Another limitation of Hossler and Gallagher’s (1987) framework is that it does not 

consider the manner in which the geographical context in which students grow up affect their 

college going-decisions. This limitation was made evident by Turley (2009) and Desmond found 

that college proximity to family matters.  

On the other hand, Perna (2006) proposed an economic and sociological model on 

college access and choice. This model features four layers of college decision-making, “schools 

and communities, higher education institutions, and the social, economic, and policy context” (p. 

105). College enrollment is seen as an assessment of costs and benefits and recognition that there 

are differences across students. However, what is overlooked are the interactions and meanings 

embedded and expressed in familial networks that make for a collective framing and decision 

making process about college early on, not just in the college choice process. Additionally, the 

way in which college information gathered is centered on educational institutions, not on 

families or communities assets and bodies of knowledge. In these interactions and the framing of 

these meanings the individual student has a role, but not always the determinative one, and often 

one that is played in relation to the family unit. This is why Perna’s (2006) college choice model 

still does not fit into the context of collective sensemaking. Although the conceptual framework 

assumes that the decision to enroll in college is based on a series of cost analysis decisions, the 

concept of family is largely associated with income. Thus, the model does not clearly define the 
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role and the influence of family.  

Considering that low-income Latino/a families may not fit the three-phase college choice 

model or economic and sociological model, Familismo has been used as an alternative model to 

understand how Latino/a students are making college decisions (Vega, 1990). Familismo is a 

different framework that has been applied to examine Latino/a college choice. Although it is still 

centered on the high school student, the college decision-making process is examined through a 

different lens that encompasses cultural values, family based decision-making, and familial 

responsibility (Vega, 1990). For example, a students’ decision to enroll in a college near home to 

be close to family would be exemplifying Familismo. In other words, this model examined how 

students make their decisions based on family wherein students will often prioritize their family 

needs over theirs (Vega, 1990). Familismo has been considered by scholars (Ceja, 2004, 2006; 

Desmond & Turley, 2009; Martinez, 2012, 2013) to be an appropriate model to use when 

examining Latino/a students college choice, although variations of family prioritization may 

exist. 

Despite the shortcomings of Hossler and Gallagher’s (1987) model, their work continues 

to be used to explain high school students and at times parents’ college decision-making process. 

For example, Alvarez (2010) applied the three-stage college choice model (predisposition, search 

and choice) and Familismo (i. e. family negotiations, loyalty, and closeness) to examine how five 

bilingual Latina high school students and their parents navigated the college going process in a 

rural town in the state of California. Findings indicated that parents and students displayed 

different information-seeking behaviors. Students and parents did not go through a linear college 

decision process. This was contrary to Hossler’s and Gallagher’s (1987) three-stage college 

choice model. Parents primarily sought out information from family members and the expertise 
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of their children (Alvarez, 2010). However, Alvarez (2010) also noted that parents actively 

sought college information since their children were born. Thus, bringing light to the active role 

of parents in the college decision process. On the other hand, students would report obtaining 

information from relatives, a diverse group of individuals, media, and community leaders 

(Alvarez, 2010). In general, individuals who went to college were the first hand resources. Given 

that the college decision-making process is a complex task, students were not making decisions 

by themselves. Quite the contrary, their families and communities were often their primary 

sources of information. Students often demonstrated elements of Familismo ( i. e. loyalty) to 

family members who provided college information (i.e. siblings, cousins) and those who were 

supportive of their educational pursuits. Hossler and Gallagher (1987) dismissed the fact that 

families had such interactive role in the college decision-making process. In this perspective, the 

need to inform and listen to Latino/a parents about students’ college decision-making was 

evident given their direct and primary role as source of information and supporter. Findings have 

indicated the importance of including parents’ voices in the college decision-making process 

while challenging traditional college going models. 

To this date, only three studies by Alvarez have explored both student and parent’s 

college going patterns (Alvarez, 2010, 2015, 2016). Yet, the college selection process is still 

assumed to occur during the last year of high school by both practitioners and scholars when it is 

usually too late as students may fall short on the required credits to be admitted in a four-year 

institution (Auerbach, 2005; Fan et al., 2009, Kiyama, 2010, 2011; Downs, Martin, Fossum, 

Martinez, Solorio, Martinez, 2008; Roderick, Nagaoka, Coca, & Moeller, 2008). The three-stage 

model however, did not provide sufficient flexibility to analyze the impact of family, community 

and language for Latino/a students and parents (Alvarez, 2010). In summary, further research 
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needs to examine Latino/a families’ college choice beyond the three stage model in order to 

really understand families’ college aspirations, decision-making, and sensemaking.  

Subsequently, Alvarez (2015) provided a new model for understanding Latino/a parents 

and high school students’ college going processes and college enrollment. The Latino Student 

and Parent College-Going Negotiation Model is composed of three components: the college 

going timeline, environmental factors, and negotiation variables. This line of research 

specifically focused on first generation college U.S. born Latino/a students and their parents 

(Alvarez, 2015). This model hopes to understand the complexity of college going process for 

Latino/a families. Findings suggested that if the risk of going to college was perceived low from 

the parent and student, then the likelihood of enrolling in college increased (Alvarez, 2015). She 

described six negotiation variables that affect the parents or child’s decision to enroll: mental and 

physical health, separation from family, self-sufficiency, academic capabilities, value of 

education and pressure to fulfill expectations. This model makes significant strides forward 

placing the family at the center and core of Latino/a student decision-making. Yet, these 

negotiations and college conceptions have not been explored to understand how early and when 

concerns were developed. Currently, this model like previous college going models (Hossler & 

Gallagher, 1987; Perna 2006) assume that this thought process and college planning begins in 

high school. However, parents and students have formed college conceptions over time 

(Chapman, Contreras & Martinez, 2018; Kiyama, 2010, 2011). While this model acknowledges 

that college is a collective decision, it overlooks ways in which families with elementary school 

children may be having these sorts of conversations. Thus far, research on early college planning 

has been given little attention.  
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Other studies have focused their attention on where immigrant families are accessing 

college information. Ponce (2013) explored parents’ sources of information within a charter high 

school and those key components of successful college access programs. She used an 

ethnographic approach (i. e. focus groups, interviews, and surveys) to explore families’ college 

knowledge with children in the following categories: enrolled in a four-year institution, enrolled 

community college, and those parents with children who had chosen not to pursue higher 

education. Results indicated that the inequitable education system continues to disadvantage 

underserved students and families. The education system had failed to support immigrant 

students. Families were blaming themselves for not being able to help their children reach their 

college goal. Her study also found that if schools wanted to be more involved in providing 

college information and resources to families, they needed to start their outreach efforts before 

high school.  

One of the important exceptions to understanding families’ college aspirations and 

college ideologies has been the work conducted by Kiyama (2010, 2011). Not only did she 

examine Latino/a, low-income elementary school-aged families, but she also applied an asset 

approach to understand Mexican American families’ college ideologies in a university outreach 

program. A funds of knowledge approach was applied as defined as bodies of knowledge, 

culture, family rituals, language, exchanged relations and kinship networks essential for 

everyday life (Kiyama, 2011). Her findings suggested that students and families tend to have 

college aspirations and are informed and engaged about postsecondary options and the value of a 

four-year degree. She also noted that college aspirations develop beyond the formal interactions 

with school representatives and school systems. Specifically, she argued that college information 

was collected informally through various family members and the information seeking behaviors 
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were continuous, rather than simply during the senior year. Interestingly Kiyama (2010) noted 

that there was some missing information to families’ college knowledge. For example, she found 

that college knowledge was sometimes rather limited to local four-year institutions and Ivy 

League schools.  

It is important to note that Kiyama’s (2010) research presented many implications for 

Latino/as in higher education. Families in college outreach programs could form strong 

connections with the partnering institution, which was an important finding for university 

enrollment management. Higher education institutions were also encouraged to think about 

college as early as elementary school. Kiyama found that families have a preference for the local 

institution form a strong alliance with the institution. Establishing a college path, tapping into 

families’ pool of knowledge and learning about the availability of financial resources would help 

them feel more confident in navigating postsecondary education systems (Kiyama, 2010; 

Kiyama 2011; Nunez & Olivia 2009, Ponce, 2013). Kiyama’s (2010) research helped to 

deconstruct the deficit approach in working with Mexican American families in order to disclaim 

the lack of interest in education. The funds of knowledge framework in the context of higher 

education was used to analyze the educational ideologies of these families and to voice the rich 

stories that provide insight into the college-going views and practices in higher education (Moll 

et al., 1992). This research laid foundational work in the importance of including elementary 

school aged-parents’ voice in higher education, but doing so in a respectful manner in honoring 

what they already knew. Unfortunately, the scope of her research did not allow her to further 

explore possible variations in the thinking of surrounding colleges by the language preference 

(English or Spanish) and generational status in terms of migration.  
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Most recently Garza (2017) also identified the need to understand how parents with 

elementary school aged children were preparing for college. Garza identified 10 families who 

had not obtained a university degree. This study did not solely focus on Latino/a families, rather 

a variation of ethnic backgrounds (i. e. Latino/a, Indian, Black, White and Middle Eastern). The 

purpose of the study was to identify how the school could support parents and develop systems 

of intervention and a college going culture. However, the study applied a deficit framework in 

identifying families college knowledge and perceptions. Families were described as “lacking 

knowledge and experience” about college. Community resources were also labeled as 

“unreliable.” Yet families described home assets and community resources for college 

preparation as helpful. Conclusions inferred that college information and college preparation was 

found in the school. Although Garza (2017) claimed the importance of understanding parents 

perceptions about college, it failed to recognize that first generation college going families have 

valuable experiences, practices and community resources that promote college preparation. 

Institutional barriers were not acknowledged as possible barriers for college preparation (Downs, 

et al., 2008; Alvarez, 2010; Ceja, 2004, 2006; Kiyama, 2010, 2011; Ponce, 2013).  

Martinez (2012, 2013) examined the role of Familismo of Latino/a high school students’ 

college decision process and the values shared by their families. Students shared implicit and 

explicit messages on how they made their decision to attend college. The purpose of the study 

was to assess how Familismo played a role in student’s college decision process and how 

students negotiated any tensions. Findings described that students would negotiate options of 

attending a college close to home in order to attend to family responsibilities. Students would 

often choose to enroll in a community college or regional university in order to be near family 

and fulfill family responsibilities (Martinez, 2012, 2013). In addition, findings indicated that 
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family networks were important sources of information (Alvarez, 2010; Ceja 2004, 2006; 

Kiyama, 2010, 2011; Martinez, 2012, 2013).  

Nonetheless, in the above work, parent’s voices were not included. Rather, researchers 

interviewed students talking about the importance of family and parents. In order to deepen and 

further our understanding of parents and families’ beliefs, experiences and conceptualization of 

college we need direct studies of those parents/guardians and families.  

Latino/a parents’ college aspirations and involvement 

 As previously stated the bulk of the literature on low-income and Latino/a parents is 

about their aspirations (Ceja, 2004, 2006; Raleigh & Kao, 2010) and about their involvement in 

school events (Lareau, 1987).  It is not about their understandings, questions, and conceptions 

about college and how that plays into college choice. Previous research suggests that low-income 

Latino/a parents have college aspirations for their children, but limited college knowledge. Some 

studies suggest that siblings can replace the parents as sources of information (Ceja, 2006). But 

again, parents’ voices, in their own terms, are largely disregarded. 

Ceja (2004) argued that the value of education and educational resiliency is transmitted 

through family. He used educational resiliency to understand the important role parent’s play in 

developing their child’s college aspirations. Educational resiliency was used as a strength based 

approach in understanding Mexican-American’s college aspirations. Twenty, first-generation, 

low-income Chicana high school seniors were interviewed for the purpose of this study. Chicana 

students provided family anecdotes on how they perceived their parents to reinforce a college 

education. According to the students, parents gave direct and indirect messages about pursuing a 

college education to their children. Students’ interpretation of their families’ lived experiences 

(conditions and struggles) as well as their “consejos/advice” were the most important factors in 
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cultivating their college aspirations and educational resiliency. Students were able to use their 

family history and background to mediate their current social, educational and financial 

circumstances (Ceja, 2004). Parental influence was discussed as an important factor in 

developing college aspirations. Yet, parents were not being asked to share their college 

aspirations for their children and the resiliency factors passed on as well.   

 Although the role of Latino/a parents have been found to be instrumental in their child’s 

education, practitioners and researchers have mostly focused on supplying parents with 

information rather than understanding the families’ collective conceptualization of college and 

their funds of knowledge (Valdes, 1996). College outreach programs have attempted to provide a 

holistic approach to college preparation with effective workshop delivery to meet parents where 

they are. Fann, Jarsky and McDonough (2009) and Downs et al., (2008) have found that parents 

require additional information on financial aid, types of colleges, admissions requirements, and 

the process of applying to college. College access programs are important as they enable parents 

to meet other community members who are going through the college preparation process 

(Auerbach, 2004; Downs et al., 2008). Previous research has also found that parents become 

more comfortable with the college decision process if they are informed in their native language 

(Downs et al., 2008; Kiyama, 2010, 2011; Martinez, 2012, 2013). Nonetheless, college access 

programs have mostly focused on supplying families with college knowledge rather than 

learning about how parents frame and understand college (Kiyama, 2010, 2011; Valdes, 1996). 

Generational differences (migration) 

To date, little research has examined the generational differences among Latino/a parents 

and higher education. The bulk of the literature focuses on educational outcomes and barriers for 

students (Becerra, 2010; Kalogridges, 2009; Portes & Rumbaut, 2001; Ryan & Ream, 2016; 
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Suarez-Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 2009; Valenzuela, 1999; Waldinger & Feliciano, 2004). The 

existent literature on parenting and generational differences highlight that variations among 

Latino/as have not been thoroughly examined.  

Con Respeto: Bridging the Distance Between Culturally Diverse Families and Schools, is 

an ethnographic study where Valdes (1996) presents an alternative perspective on Latino/a 

families. In this study, Valdes specifically focused on first generation Mexican parents living in 

the Southwest. Her approach was “Con Respeto”, which translates to with respect. Con respeto 

has challenged educators, researchers, and policy makers to rethink assumptions made about 

underserved groups, their value of education and the common exclusionary practices in 

education. Although Valdes (1996) brings light to first generation Latino/a families experiences 

in education, little is known about second, third, and older generations and their 

conceptualizations and framing of education and college.  

Portes and Rumbaut (2001) suggest that there are generational differences among 

Latino/a immigrants. Their work provides a closer look at patterns of acculturation, experiences 

of discrimination, aspirations, and achievement. Results also indicated that the longer a person is 

the United States the lower their educational aspirations will be. Downward assimilation across 

Latino/a generations indicated that older immigrant generations were at risk of remaining low-

skilled. Thus, generational differences among Latino/a immigrants may well affect students’ 

educational attainment levels. The authors have compiled one of the most comprehensive studies 

of second-generation youth to this date. Their longitudinal study provided a close look at the 

second generation while analyzing the changes in level of acculturation, language, self-esteem, 

achievement, family and perceived context of reception (Portes & Rambaut 2001). However, 

comparisons were not made with first and older generations to exemplify how segmented 
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assimilation manifested. Unfortunately the scope of this research did not include third 

generations and older and parents educational aspirations .  

Valenzuela (1999) claimed Latino/a immigrants and U.S. born Latino/as face institutional 

challenges. These challenges often deter students away from educational systems. She described 

this as subtractive schooling. Valenzuela (1999) argued that Latino/a achievement could be 

understood by analyzing how schools have reduced resources from students. Educational 

structures were not meant for people of color. Students’ language and culture is minimized and 

their own definition of education is not valued in academia (Valenzuela, 1999; Valdes, 1996). 

Valenzuela (1999) conveyed that the education system has not provided an equal opportunity for 

marginalized communities. She attributes lower academic aspirations as result of institutional 

neglect and prejudice from schools. However, research has not further explored parents’ 

experiences in planning for their children’s education and the framing of college.  

Waldinger and Feliciano (2004) argue that while native born whites and second-

generation immigrants do not possess the same level of educational attainment, there is still 

sizeable growth in educational and occupational attainment of immigrants. Clearly, there are 

additional factors that come into play in working class communities that either prevent or support 

immigrants to further their education even among older Latino/a generations. Waldinger and 

Feliciano’s (2004) data set consisted of a sample of approximately 240,000 adults. Within group 

comparisons across generations and across group comparisons of Mexican Americans were 

made to further analyze the phenomena of segmented assimilation. The literature suggests that 

the second-generation men are significantly better educated than the first generation men 

(Waldinger & Feliciano, 2004). In contrast to Portes and Rambaut (2001), Waldinger and 

Feliciano (2004) found that second generation Mexican American children exceed the schooling 
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obtained by their parents. Immigrant children tend to pursue a higher standard of living than their 

parents. But what is not clear from previous studies is if the same pattern holds true for older 

generations and the role of parents and guardians in fostering college ideologies (Portes & 

Rumbaut, 2001; Waldinger & Feliciano, 2004). Portes and Rambaut (2001) and Waldinger and 

Feliciano (2004) present contradictory findings when sampling two different sets of generations 

Findings between these two studies speak to the importance of examining between and across 

generational groups.  

Similarly Kalogridges (2009) used segmented assimilation theory to explore generational 

status (first, second and third) and academic achievement among low-income Latino/a high 

school students. This study is one of the few studies that include variations of Latino/a immigrant 

generations. Kalogridges (2009) explored how “maintaining a strong ethnic identity and 

connections to the immigrant group and optimism of immigrant parents” could support student 

achievement (p. 161, 162). Contrary to Portes and Rumbaut (2001), findings indicated that 

students achievement increased from first, second and third immigrant generations. Although 

findings found a small increase from second to third generations, achievement was not stagnant. 

Kaolgridges (2009) claimed that segmented assimilation tends to categorize students culture as 

“underclass”. Communities of color continue to be seen as lacking using segmented assimilation 

to explain achievement. No evidence was found that Latino/a students did not seek for a college 

education.  

Most recently Ryan and Ream (2016) drew on longitudinal data and social capital theory 

to address variations across Latino/as (first, second and third generation) and its relationship to a 

four-year college-enrollment. In particular, parents’ social capital was examined to determine 

college admissions. The purpose was to identify college aligned activities and parents’ social 
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capital that would highlight any variations across generations. Older generation Latino/a 

immigrants were assumed to be better equipped to support their children through college due to 

their familiarity with the education system. Findings suggested third generation immigrant 

families and older generations provided more advice and college-aligned activities than first and 

second immigrant generations. Parental income and education attainment also demonstrated a 

positive relationship with four year college enrollment rates among second, third and older 

immigrant generations (Alon, Domina, Tienda, 2010; Ray & Ream, 2016; Tienda, 2011). 

Although this study acknowledged variations of college knowledge, it dismissed families’ funds 

of knowledge. College aligned activities were strictly defined and labeled college preparation as 

a binary. The study limited the way in which families’ experiences fit the dominant mold of 

college preparation. Existent literature has indicated the families are engaging in college 

preparation practices that are not recognized by dominant frameworks that show families as 

deficient (Downs, et al., 2008; Alvarez, 2010; Ceja, 2004, 2006; Kiyama, 2010, 2011; Ponce, 

2013, Valdes, 1996). There continues to be a void in the literature that focuses on Latino/a 

parents’ and on the communities’ assets in college preparation.  

College proximity 

College proximity is an important factor in cultivating conceptions of college. Turley 

(2009) finds that low-income and minority students tend to stay closer to home. For many 

students and families, the desire to attend a college that is close to home is crucial because it 

enables them to live at home while in college, participate in family gatherings and continue their 

family responsibilities (HeavyRunner & DeCelles, 2002; Martinez, 2013; Turley, 2009). Turley 

(2009) finds that the likelihood of a student applying to college increases if the institution is 

within 12 miles in urban areas and 24 miles in suburban areas.  
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At times, staying closer to home means enrolling at a community college (Martinez, 

2013). The composition of community colleges tend to be largely ethnic minority, commuter, 

part-time, low-income, women, and/or adult learners (Hoachlander, Sikora & Horn, 2008). Other 

scholars suggest that students will compromise their first choice college because of distance 

(Fernette, 2004, Martinez, 2013). While residing near a higher education institution increases the 

likelihood of going to college (Turley 2009), that institution may not be the optimal choice. 

Therefore, college proximity should be further examined to include how not only students are 

conceptualizing college and making their college decision based on proximity, but how parents 

are framing college in terms of distance and local ecology. 

College proximity raises important implications for college framing and decision-making. 

College proximity was stressed as an influential factor for minority and low-income students as 

they may develop a preference for an ethno-racial composition, commuting distance and being 

close to family (Butler, 2010). Desmond and Turley (2009) examined the importance of family 

for Latino/a students. Results indicated that even with highly educated parents, Latino/a students 

are most likely to choose a college closer to home than their white counterparts. However, little 

to no information is known about how familial ties are among different generations of Latino/a 

immigrants that can influence college sensemaking. Although findings indicated that students 

have a strong sense of family, parents continue to be critical. Parents’ perceptions are unknown 

in response to their child’s sense of familial ties and importance of staying near family. 

Furthermore, empirical research on local ecology has disregarded the importance of qualitative 

research in order to gather in depth information on Latino/a families’ college decisions college 

sensemaking. We know very little about how families as a unit conceptualize college.  
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Given these points, I am building on previous work utilizing funds of knowledge in order 

to further differentiate among levels of knowledge in Latino/a communities, focusing, as 

indicated above, on variations by language preference, generational status, educational 

attainment. College knowledge and preparation tends to be examined when students reach high 

school, however Kiyama (2010, 2011) suggested that college aspirations and college ideologies 

are forming in elementary school. Therefore, it makes it important to consider the college 

conceptions and understandings of elementary school-aged Latino/a families with a funds of 

knowledge approach in order to explore their bodies of knowledge. 

Research questions 

1. What are families’ funds of knowledge specific to college?  

2. How do families’ frame the idea of college and how are their beliefs, opinions, and 

values formed and enacted?  

3. What does the process of parents’ collective sensemaking about college look like within 

the community?   

For each of the questions above, I will explore, to what extent do parents’ conceptions 

about college vary by educational attainment, SES, language and generational status? 

Moreover, I am interested in the sources of information for the parents.  

Theoretical framework  

As defined by Moll et al., (1992) funds of knowledge is the “historically accumulated and 

culturally developed bodies of knowledge and skills essential for household or individual 

functioning and well-being” (p. 133). In simple terms, funds of knowledge respects families’ 

experiences, language, knowledge, communities, practices and sees them as valuable. Funds of 

knowledge are central to the ways in which families engage the question of college for their 
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children. Families transmit positive educational values, skill sets, and household practices that 

apply to college. This deeper approach has been articulated as a counter to the deficit model of 

Latino/a parents (Gonzalez, Moll & Amanti, 2005; Kiyama 2010, 2011; Moll et al., 1992; Rios-

Aguilar, 2010, Rios-Aguilar & Kiyama 2012, 2018; Vélez-Ibáñez & Greenberg, 1992, 2005). 

Funds of knowledge can help to implement strategies designed to aid the college-going decision 

process of underserved populations. Specifically the goal of this study was to understand and 

highlight families’ assets to transform higher education practices and bridge families with 

institutions of higher education. 

Funds of knowledge: anthropology 

Vélez-Ibáñez and Greenberg (1992) presented funds of knowledge through an 

anthropological lens. Funds of knowledge was described as a form of exchange among 

households for essential functioning. The historical, political and economic context for Mexican 

Americans in the southwest region contributed to the evolution of knowledge from generation to 

generation. Vélez-Ibáñez and Greenberg (1992) explain how Mexican bi-national families had to 

adapt to changes within the border. Thus, historical, political and economic forces changed the 

ways in which funds of knowledge were transformed and exchanged within and between 

households and communities (i.e. types of jobs, farming, anti-immigrant policies and practices). 

Families needed to adapt and learn new ways.  

Vélez-Ibáñez and Greenberg (1992) also brought attention to how children learn and the 

application of various forms of knowledge found within the community and the home. For 

example, a child assisting a family member with a vehicle was a way in which funds of 

knowledge could be transmitted.  Families provide many ways in which a child can be exposed 

to funds of knowledge. The transmission of funds of knowledge was said to be largely 
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experimental, thus active learning. However, schooling generally restricts pedagogy to 

traditional approaches in terms of school behavior, learning style, dominant language spoken 

(Vélez-Ibáñez & Greenberg, 1992). Yet, when funds of knowledge are understood and applied 

properly in the school systems, children are not seen as a deficient. Learning can be transformed 

with culturally inclusive instruction that values families and communities funds of knowledge 

(Gonzalez, Moll & Amanti, 2005; Moll et al., 1992; Vélez-Ibáñez & Greenberg, 1992) 

Funds of knowledge: k-12 education 

Moll et al., (1992) and Gonzalez, Moll and Amanti (2005) transformed the way in which 

K-12 education uses funds of knowledge. The ability to recognize and understand student’s 

everyday experiences and assets presented greater learning opportunities for students. Funds of 

knowledge transformed how homes and classrooms connect. Household activities could be better 

linked to classroom curriculum. For example, linking mathematical concepts to cooking, 

budgeting etc. provide opportunities for children to make connections to new knowledge in the 

school.  Thus, enhancing the overall learning and classroom experience. The K-12 concept of 

funds of knowledge has changed how we see and connect families with the education. 

Funds of knowledge-higher education 

 Funds of knowledge has evolved since its first application in attempts to understand 

cultural identity and the broader practices of historically accumulated and culturally developed 

bodies of knowledge (Kiyama 2010, 2011; Moll et al.,1992; Rios-Aguilar, 2010,; Rios-Aguilar 

& Kiyama 2012; Vélez-Ibáñez & Greenberg, 1992). Funds of knowledge has transformed how 

we see the role of family in higher education. Students and parents/guardians are active and want 

an education for their children. Currently, Kiyama (2010, 2011) is one of the few scholars that 

have applied funds of knowledge to understand Latino/a parents’ college aspirations and college 
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perceptions. Her work challenged the deficit model in higher education by sharing families’ 

strong educational values and ideologies about college. The deficit model communicates that 

Latino/as/a do not value education and that Latino/a families with limited formal education 

cannot possibly help with college preparation (Lopez, 2001). By using an asset-based approach 

such as funds of knowledge, parents are more easily able to realize the value in their familial 

resources and personal experiences to help their children with college planning. Although I 

understand the broader anthropological meaning of funds of knowledge, I will be using this 

framework more narrowly to understand how college is farmed through, lived experiences, social 

interactions, practices, and varied language abilities. I will be using funds of knowledge in 

order to understand specific information about college knowledge in the U.S.in relation to 

Latino/a families. 

Finally, I not only use funds of knowledge to indicate college as a collective, but I also be 

build a deeper understanding of funds of knowledge. I disaggregate families’ knowledge about 

college by immigrant generational status, language preference, and patterns of immigration and 

socioeconomic status. Variations of funds of knowledge have not yet been uncovered which can 

reveal a wide repertoire of skills, information or resources about families’ and college 

knowledge. It is expected that funds of knowledge would expand and evolve depending on the 

context (location, social, political climate etc.).   
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 CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

This study included first, 1.5 second, third and fourth Latino/a immigrants. I classified 

Latino/a immigrant who were born outside of the United States as first generation. In other 

words, parents who migrated to the U.S. Individuals who were born in a different country other 

than the U.S., but immigrated as a child were classified as a 1.5 immigrant generation. A second-

generation immigrant was defined as a person that was born in the U.S. Second generation 

immigrants have at least a parent that was born outside of the US. A third generation immigrant 

was one that was born in the U.S. with at least one or both parents. Finally, a fourth generation 

immigrant was defined as U.S. born, whose great grandparents were first to immigrate to the 

U.S. (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001; Rumbaut, 2008). 

Research design of study  

 The study was a qualitative case study of parents in a single metropolitan school district. 

My positionality within the parent outreach program allowed data to be collected over-time. In 

some situations, a longitudinal study would make sense, tracing the changing framing of college 

over time by particular parents and families. The present study will be a baseline for such future 

work. In fact, I am conducting an analysis of the ways that an outreach program evolves over the 

course of a decade in terms of embodying funds of knowledge in its practices. For the present 

dissertation study, however, it makes more sense to consider a set of parents and families during 

a more concentrated period of time. A case study approach allowed for an in-depth and holistic 

understanding of funds of knowledge to be explored (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011). Rather than 

studying multiple case sites, I focused on one site in which I had established rapport with the 

community, facilitating ongoing data gathering about daily life. This allowed me to be able to 
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observe and record the fluidity of funds of knowledge that are generally embedded and expressed 

in the daily activities and interactions among family members as well as between family 

members and others. Thus, a qualitative approach was employed to explore the sensemaking of 

Latino/a families with regard to college. Although some quantitative research has been done on 

funds of knowledge (Rios-Aguilar, Kiyama, Gravitt, & Moll, 2011; Rios-Aguilar & Kiyama, 

2012; Rios-Aguilar, 2010), the focus on the relatively unexplored voices and meaning making of 

parents called for a qualitative approach.  

Site and sample population 

The study was conducted in a southwest metropolitan city that is in some ways distinctive 

in its demographics and configuration. The city is about one hour from the U.S./Mexico border.  

This location has a large Latino/a population (41 percent of the population—U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2015), with the vast majority of these residents being Mexican American. The rest of the 

population consists of approximately forty-seven percent White, five percent Black, three 

percent Asian, and three percent Native American. The metropolitan city is also the new home to 

an estimated 400 refugees from the Democratic Republic of Congo, Somalia, Syria, Iraq, and 

Ethiopia (Arizona Department of Economic Security, 2018). However, for the purpose of this 

study I want to direct your attention to the growing Latino/a population in the Southwest and 

ways in which education is discussed in the home. Additionally, what these three cities have in 

common is the large Latino/a (Mexican/Mexican American) population. In particular the use of 

the Spanish language is heavily used in the southern parts of the metropolitan city where the 

study was conducted. Thus, emphasizing the need to include and represent Spanish speaking 

families in the study. 



45 

The city has one public university and branch campuses of two state public universities 

and one extended campus of a private for profit-university. However, the local public university 

remains the primary university of the city. There is also one community college (with six 

campuses) and a number of for-profit higher education institutions. It also has a distinctive local 

ecology, quite relevant to the idea of educational deserts (Hillman & Weichman, 2016, Turley, 

2009) in terms of actual ecology, and the availability of institutions of higher learning. For 

example, I present two cities in different states that help put college framing into perspective in 

terms of college availability. These cities are similar in demographics, agricultural production, 

and geographical region, yet different in number of college options. Comparable to the size of 

the city, postsecondary education options, industry, population, and geographical region is El 

Paso, Texas. El Paso has two public universities and one community college with six campuses 

and a number of for-profit institutions (City of El Paso, 2018). Fresno is another city worthy of 

comparing in regards to population, size, and industry. Fresno has three community colleges, and 

three universities (public and private) and a number for profit institutions (Colleges near Fresno, 

2018). Texas and California have far beyond more postsecondary institutions than the state the 

study was conducted in (three total public state universities). Yet it presents an opportunity to 

better understand how Latino/a families are conceptualizing college in their local context.  

The families that participated in the study reside in a local school district in the southern 

metropolitan city. The city has six school districts, rather than one school district. The school 

district is the second largest in the city. Desert School District (pseudonym---DSD) has 12 

elementary schools, three middle schools, three high schools and two schools that are mixed 

grade levels (i. e. combination of Pre-K, elementary and middle school). As of 2015-2016, the 

number of students enrolled was a little over 16,000 students. The student racial and ethnic 
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makeup consisted of approximately 83 percent Latino/a, nine percent White, five percent Native 

American, two percent Black and 0.6 percent Asian. Additionally, 86 percent of the students 

were on free and reduced lunch programs (DSD, 2018). The population residing in the school 

district parameters is primarily Mexican American, lower working-poor to lower middle class 

families, and a large majority will be first in their families to go to college (DSD, 2018). 

According to the US News and World Report, graduation rates for the two traditional high 

schools is 83 percent while, the non-traditional high school has a 39 percent graduation rate. The 

college readiness index ranges from 18 to 24.7 for both traditional high schools (US News and 

World Report, 2015). No college index was found for the alternative high school.  

The research site also included a parent outreach program that I coordinate. College 

Knowledge Academy (CKA-- pseudonym) was established 15 years ago with Desert School 

District (DSD). CKA was designed for parents/guardians and children in elementary school. The 

majority of the families that the program serves per cohort are Spanish-speaking (approximately 

70%) and 90% identify as Mexican. The belief is that the earlier the child and family begins to 

prepare and understand the college preparation process, the higher the probability that the student 

will enroll in a four-year university. Bridging the institution with the local community was a 

primary goal. CKA values the role of the family in college planning and has been successful in 

enrolling 100 families each year.  

 The program consists of weekly, two-hour workshops held over a twelve-week period. 

Workshops are facilitated in both English and in Spanish and are completely free of charge. I am 

in charge of all logistics of the program and responsible for the facilitation of the Spanish 

language group, while a colleague helps to facilitate the English language group. The program 

also consists of two campus visits to the university showcasing academics, campus life, and 
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cultural activities. The third campus visit honors the parents with a graduation ceremony for their 

time, commitment, and skill sets. The last component of the program is college camp for children 

in K-6. College camp provides the opportunity for the entire family to get involved in planning 

for college. CKA also provides childcare for children younger than five years old. Middle and 

high school students are invited to attend the parent workshops. No specific programming is 

designed for older students as the focus is on younger children. Current undergraduate students 

serve as student role models for college camp. Half of the college students who were facilitating 

college camp had participated in CKA in elementary school. College students develop fun and 

enriching activities for children to deliver similar college going messages as their parents are 

receiving, but at an age-appropriate level. The program provides parents with an opportunity to 

use their bodies of knowledge within their home, work experiences and culture to discuss real 

life applications of postsecondary education with their children. 

Lastly, the study also included a second college knowledge program that I coordinate and 

have developed. Parent to Parent (pseudonym-- PtP) is a peer to peer model of approximately 20 

parent/guardian volunteers who have graduated from the College Knowledge Academy (CKA). 

It is housed at the local university, but found across all southern parts of the city. PtP has only 

been in existence for the past four years. Parent to Parent operates under the same principle as 

CKA; a college education begins in the home. Parents are key agents and advocates of higher 

education. This is a program led by parent volunteers who have graduated from CKA. Families 

had the desire to stay informed, disseminate college information, and continue to stay active 

within the community. PtP helps to reach families who cannot make it to CKA and provide 

support to other parents and guardians in their college plan. Parents and guardians facilitate 

college knowledge through platicas or conversations of college knowledge to the larger 
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community (Gonzalez & Portillos, 2011). My role as a practitioner is minimal during PtP. My 

role consists of arranging times, locations, managing social media accounts, purchasing supplies, 

and supply any specific college information as requested. Platicas are generally once a week or 

once a month during the fall semester and are about 60 minutes long. Each platica consists of 

approximately two to four parent facilitators. College knowledge topics consisted of college 

consejos-advice, paying for college, types of colleges and universities, career exploration, and 

core academic courses necessary for college admission. Approximately 30 to 40 presentations 

are delivered in the fall, to approximately 100 families. Platicas take place in public libraries, 

youth centers, and K-12 schools in southern city limits. PtP does not have a direct partnership 

with Desert School District (DSD) as CKA does. Its mission is to share college knowledge with 

the wider community.  

Given the sites for the study, the sampling of parents is in some sense a convenient 

sample. My current employment with the University and 15 year partnership with the school 

district have allowed me to have contact with families throughout the year. CKA and PtP are 

respected programs within the DSD community and the larger community. Since my 

employment with the University in parent outreach, I have assisted more than 500 families 

within DSD. Both programs work with families at various stages in their college planning. 

Working for CKA and PtP has not only helped me to develop strong relationships with families, 

but I have also earned the respect from school board members, school clerks, teachers, and 

principals. I have become invested in the community beyond my role as a parent outreach 

coordinator. I make an effort to get to know the community on a personal level. The genuine 

interest and care for the community has been key in gaining access to this convenient sample in 



49 

order to further explore college framing within this community. The relationships built in the last 

five years have played a critical role in the sampling of parents and the school district.  

Sample of parents/families 

 Purposeful sampling was utilized in order to include families that varied in terms of 

language preference, immigrant generation status, and educational background within all of my 

data sources. For example, my gatekeepers knew families’ primary language and put me in 

contact with families who had an interest in discussing their college goals. Heterogeneity was 

sought in order to include a range characteristics such as language, education, generation, 

experiences and variations of funds of knowledge among the southwest. This sampling technique 

was also used for the identification and exploration of Latino/a families practices, knowledge, 

college sensemaking (Maxwell, 2013; Patton, 2002). A total of 21 participants (who had not 

participated in CKA) engaged in semi-structured interviews. I was intentional about recruiting 

parents who had not participated in CKA to explore the larger communities’ college framing 

rather than selecting families who had participated in the outreach college program. My aim was 

to ensure a wide range of families’ experiences (Creswell, 2013; Patton, 2002). Five participant 

observations occurred in a local elementary school where I had already established a relationship 

with the school principal and with the community. I had access to families that were comfortable 

with my presence and study. Choosing the site for the participant observations study provided 

the opportunity to examine the complexity of the communities’ college sensemaking. 

Approximately nine families participated in the observation study. Purposeful sampling was also 

utilized in the archival data set gathered from CKA. CKA provided a general framework on how 

families’ were framing college. Data gathered from CKA included word clouds (2 per 4 years) 

and four weekly writing reflections. The CKA sample consisted of approximately 400 self-
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selected families with elementary school children who committed to engaging in 12 weekly 

conversations about college with other community members and university staff. Purposeful 

sampling was ideal as CKA provided a larger sample of families, self-selected group, and a best-

case example. It is also important to note that all families within the study were highly involved 

and engaged parents (school related events and within the home). Finally, field notes in parent 

outreach also supplemented my data collection. Field notes allowed me to record notes of daily 

and natural settings with families. These interactions were direct contact with families who were 

Thus, purposeful sampling allowed me to explore and include a different set of families that 

varied by language, immigrant generations, and educational levels.  

This study included first, 1.5 second, third and fourth Latino/a immigrants. I classified 

Latino/a immigrant who were born outside of the United States as first generation. In other 

words, parents who migrated to the U.S. Individuals who were born in a different country other 

than the U.S., but immigrated as a child were classified as a 1.5 immigrant generation. A second-

generation immigrant was defined as a person that was born in the U.S. Second generation 

immigrants have at least a parent that was born outside of the US. A third generation immigrant 

was one that was born in the U.S. with at least one or both parents. Finally, a fourth generation 

immigrant was defined as U.S. born, whose great grandparents were first to immigrate to the 

U.S. (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001; Rumbaut, 2008). A total of 14 parents were categorized as first 

generation, two parents were 1.5 generation, one parent as second generation, three third 

generation and one fourth generation immigrant.  

Table 1. Sample of families 

 Archival Data 
CKA 

Observations 
PtP 

Interviews 
(non CKA or PtP 
participants) 

Field Notes 
(CKA, PtP) 
 

Sample CKA 2 PtP mothers 4 Fathers 5 years of field 
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8 Word clouds total 
4 weekly writing 
reflections on 
college per year 
(60/year) 
~400 families 

7-9 mothers, 1 father 
 

17 Mothers 
Generations: 
1 gen: 14 
1.5 gen: 2 
2 gen: 1 
3 gen: 3 
4 gen: 1 

work experience 
in Desert School 
District 

Time 4 years 
Spring 2014-2017 

Nov 2016 
5 (2 hour) weekly 
observations 
Topics:  
1.) Advice 
2.) Core Academic 
Courses 
3.) Admissions 
4.) Paying for 
college 
5.) Types of colleges 

Oct- Dec 2016 5 years 
Fall 2013-
Spring 2018 

Educational 
Attainment  

Elementary School  
Middle School 
High School 
Certificate 
Technical School 
Community 
College 
Some college 
 University: 
Bachelors Degree 
Graduate 
School/Professional 
Degree 

Not Available  Elementary 
Middle School 
High School 
Some college 
Vocational School 
University  
Graduate degree 
(M.A) 

Not Available 

Income Mode-$11,000-
$20,000 

Not Available Not Available Not Available 

 

Data collection 

The data for this study came from four sources aimed at exploring families’ funds of 

knowledge, college framing, and collective sensemaking from several vantage points. These 

various data sources allowed for different insights into the daily interactions of families and the 

perspectives of various families. In this way I was able to develop a better understanding, 

through an asset-based framework of how families framed college and also apply a funds of 
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knowledge perspective (Scholz & Tietje, 2002). A qualitative case study of parents in a single 

metropolitan school district was conducted.  

Data was gathered through two primary sites, CKA and PtP. Interview data were 

gathered from families that resided in Desert School District who had not participated in College 

Knowledge Academy. Participant observation data were gathered from PtP. Finally, field notes, 

and archival data were gathered from, CKA. Through these data sources I was not looking to 

triangulate, but to explore the different aspects of funds of knowledge with different gathering 

methods. Thus, partially mimicking the research conducted by Moll et al., (1992). While the 

study employed an ethnographic approach, I conducted a case study with elementary school aged 

families who were aspiring a higher education. The data sources allowed me to be as close as 

possible to understand how college is framed in families’ homes and within their community. 

First, the document analysis consisted of archival data from the College Knowledge 

Academy. Archival data included two activities on four cohorts of approximately 100 families 

per cohort: (a) a word association exercise in response to the term, “university”; (b) (four) 

weekly reflections (i.e. questions, comments or concerns on college topics). The word 

association exercise was facilitated on the first day and last day of CKA to both English and 

Spanish language groups. Families were instructed to write words that came to mind after 

hearing the word “university”. For example, parents wrote words such as money, future, 

frustration, education, Bachelors, Harvard, etc. The total number of words per language group 

were approximately 150-300. This initial activity provided a general idea of how families were 

framing college before the workshop began. It also further communicated that families valued a 

college education. Finally, lists of words were consolidated and were inputted in a word 

generator to provide a visual representation of college conceptions. One word cloud was created 
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to be able to see both English and Spanish words in one image. The word cloud presented larger 

images of words due to its high frequency and low frequency words as smaller in both English 

and in Spanish. In practice, this activity helped me as the CKA coordinator to tailor the college 

content to address families’ concerns, questions, and aspirations in each specific language group. 

In theory, this activity provided an opportunity to explore families’ college knowledge and 

framing of college as a community. The word cloud was presented to the families the following 

week. Families interpreted what they saw in response to the word “University”. The word cloud 

helped families understand that there were other families like them, with similar goals, concerns 

and knowledge. At the end of the 12 weeks, families were asked to answer the same prompt; 

“What words come to mind when you hear the word ‘university’?” The second word association 

included words such as: mejor futuro-better future, success, journey, careers, etc. Words were 

highly positive and less focused on words of stress and frustration. The total number of words 

per group ranged from 100 to 150. After gathering the list of words, I followed the same 

procedure and inputted the words in a word generator. The second round of word associations 

presented the opportunity to explore college framing after families’ participation in a college 

knowledge program. Furthermore, to explore the important role of having a safe space to share 

college aspirations and college concerns as a community. The word cloud was shared with 

families via social media after the program had ended. The initial word cloud and second word 

cloud were presented side by side so that families could see how college was framed within their 

CKA community. These word associations were also shared with the partnering school district to 

communicate transparency, care for the community and an opportunity to apply what families 

know into school programming etc.  
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Figure 1: 2014 1st day of CKA. Parents’ and guardians’ response to “what words come to mind 

when you hear the word University?” 

 

Figure 2. 2014 Last day of CKA. Parents’ and guardians’ response to “what words come to mind 

when you hear the word University?” 
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Figure 3. 2015 1st day of CKA. Parents’ and guardians’ response to “what words come to mind 

when you hear the word University?” 

 

Figure 4. 2015 Cohort last day of CKA. Last day of CKA. Parents’ and guardians’ response to 

“what words come to mind when you hear the word University?” 
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Figure 5.  2016 cohort 1st day of CKA. Parents’ and guardians’ response to “what words come to 

mind when you hear the word University?” 

 

Figure 6. 2016 cohort last day of CKA. Parents’ and guardians’ response to “what words come to 

mind when you hear the word University?” 
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Figure 7. 2017 cohort 1st day of CKA. Parents’ and guardians’ response to “what words come to 

mind when you hear the word University?” 

 

Figure 8. 2017 cohort last day of CKA. Parents’ and guardians’ response to “what words come to 

mind when you hear the word University?” 
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The second activity within the document analysis were (four) weekly reflections about 

parents’ questions or concerns after engaging in the programming, presentations, and in 

conversations with university staff and families within CKA. Programming, presentations and 

conversations consisted of the following topics: college options, core academic courses, college 

admissions (in-state and out of state), how to pay for college (scholarships, FAFSA, private 

loans, savings, etc.), and family transitions. Each week, families were encouraged to write any 

questions they had on a note card and were asked to turn in their questions at the end of each 

workshop. The total number of questions per week ranged from 10 to 50 questions from each 

language group and per cohort. Not every family wrote a question. Some families chose to ask 

their questions during the workshop. All questions (i.e., concerns about costs, admissions, legal 

policies, and questions about college) were addressed during the following workshop [by the 

facilitators]. The series of program materials provided an opportunity to examine how families 

who primarily speak Spanish or English participating in CKA framed college. The archival data 

from CKA also provided support to understand interactions and meanings embedded and 

expressed in familial networks that made for a collective college framing.  Reflection questions 

were addressed within CKA along side colleagues before embarking in this study. Weekly 

reflections helped to enhance the program, as it was another way to refine and listen to the 

families.   

The next source of data were field notes. As previously stated, I have worked for CKA 

and in PtP for the past five years. Field notes were a combination of recorded observations, 

conversations, and interactions with families in college outreach (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2005). 

These two outreach positions have given me access to a variety of interactions throughout the 

entire year. As a professional in student affairs, I am constantly immersed with the Latino/a 
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community as a liaison and a friend. For example, the fall academic semesters provided me with 

almost daily interactions with families in formal academic settings (K-12 schools) and informal 

personal (homes, family parties, churches etc.) settings. These constant interactions provided the 

initial framework of how families were framing college. For example, fall semester consisted of 

CKA recruitment. I attended a wide range of events where I was given five minutes to 60-

minutes to invite families to CKA coupled with a college knowledge presentation. Presentations 

gave me the opportunity to introduce myself as a Mexican American, first generation college 

graduate student, and university professional. Multiple visits and presentations helped me gain 

the large majority of the communities’ trust and respect. As a result, families grew comfortable 

sharing their college goals and concerns. Events included, but were not limited to: concerts, 

parent organization meetings, parent and principal meetings, English language classes, student 

recognition ceremonies, school carnivals, community resource fairs, parent teacher conferences, 

and college fairs. My field notes included approximately 70 school visitations. At the same time, 

PtP delivered college knowledge platicas to the larger community. In this setting, I was able to 

engage, listen and observe the interactions and conversations among parents. A total of 30 to 40 

hours of platicas were documented each fall.  Platicas took place in schools, youth centers, and 

public libraries, thus reaching a wider audience within the community, but still within the 

parameters of Desert School District. An example of what I was able to record, was when a PtP 

family shared a binder full of certificates awarded to their son. The mother kept record of all of 

his achievements to help her son realize that he was college bound and that college was a family 

expectation. This was one of ways that families’ funds of knowledge was shared with the 

community, but also used in the home to express the importance of early college preparation, 

hard work, and value of a university degree. In my professional role I have been able to 
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document such experiences where parents and guardians are taking active roles preparing for 

their child’s college education.  

The following spring semester consisted of my weekly interactions in College 

Knowledge Academy. In this position I have spent at least 60 hours per spring semester of direct 

contact with families via workshops, phone calls, and university field trips per year. CKA has 

been the foundation to my conceptual framework in helping me understand how college is 

framed in Latino/a homes and within the community. Field notes document the collective college 

decision-making among families. For example, 100 families’ willingness to attend 12 weekly 

workshops from 6:00 P.M. to 8:00 P.M. with their elementary school aged students demonstrated 

the level of commitment, early college planning, effort, and the necessity to listen and engage 

families in conversations about college. Beyond that, the dialogue families had with each other 

indicated the importance of community support. The field notes gathered in CKA expressed how 

college is a collective process.   

During the summer, I follow up with families via phone or in person to support families 

beyond CKA and PtP. I meet with families in my office, their home, and schools, attend family 

celebrations, write letters of support for scholarships, jobs, immigration and share meals 

together. I take great pride in the relationships I have been able to create with families. As a 

friend and advocate for the community, I have been able to document how college is framed 

beyond the college outreach programs, but also in the home. Field notes in this study provide a 

holistic approach and an ethnographic approach to college framing. 

All field notes included formal and informal interactions and conversations with families. 

I made detailed observations that would help me understand the tone and the current context of 

interactions. I followed Corbin and Strauss’ (2015) recommendations on memoing various 
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experiences within CKA, PtP and my dialing interactions with families. Field notes included 

experiences, values, actions, emotions, processes and questions about what these interactions 

meant. Over the course of time, it also helped me understand relationships in the schools among 

parents and school personnel and college going environment.  

The third source of data was gathered through a set of 21 individual interviews with 

Latino/a parents (Seidman, 2006). Semi-structured interviews were most appropriate for eliciting 

and exploring novel knowledge, subjective understandings, experiences, processes, and parents’ 

interpretation and framing of college in more depth (Creswell, 2014; Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 

2011; Marshall & Rossman, 2014). Interviews were conducted with Latino/a parents or 

guardians who had not participated in CKA. It is important to note that every person that was 

interviewed was the biological parent to an elementary school child. If more than one parent or 

guardian was available to interview, both participated. No grandparents, aunts, uncles, foster 

parents, etc. participated in the study. Gatekeepers (i.e. school clerks, active mothers in the 

community) and I made direct contact with parents. Choosing not to interview parents or 

guardians who I had worked with in the past, helped to reduce response bias and to obtain a 

better perspective on college framing as a whole (Siedman, 2006). I was concerned that families 

may have wanted to answer based on the discussions we have had in CKA. Therefore, It was 

ideal that participants were not former CKA participants. If multiple parents or guardians were 

interested in participating in the study, all were invited to participate. Parents were identified and 

recruited to participate through school events and through word of mouth among the 12 

elementary schools and two-mixed grade schools in Desert School District. Families were 

invited to register to CKA and at the same time were invited to participate in the study if they 

had not been involved with CKA before. Additionally, parents and guardians were also recruited 
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by word of mouth and with the help of community members. Mothers who had participated in 

CKA, school clerks, and active members of the community helped to connect me with families 

who had not participated in CKA and who varied by language, educational attainment, 

immigrant generation and language spoken. These mothers gave me access to families. These 

mothers were critical gatekeepers and leaders in the DSD community (Siedman, 2006).  

In some sense the families identified for this study were a best-case sample of parents. 

Families were self-selected to be a part of the study. I recognize that families had an interest in a 

University degree and a commitment as parents. After each interview I shared information about 

CKA. Some families did associate me from CKA and asked more questions about start date. 

While other families asked me if I was aware of college preparation programs. Families  later 

self-selected to participate in CKA. Participants varied by language (Spanish and English), 

generational status  (in terms of immigration) and educational attainment. Fifteen interviews 

were conducted in Spanish and six were in English. Fourteen participants identified as first 

generation immigrants (two fathers, and 12 mothers). First generation was defined as a person 

born outside of the US. Two mothers identified as 1.5 generations. These mothers were born in 

Mexico, but were raised in the US before age of five. Only one second generation immigrant 

participated in the study. He was born in the US, while his parents were born in Puerto Rico. 

Three third generation immigrants participated in the study (one father and two mothers). The 

grandparents of these parent participants were the first to migrate to the US. Every generation 

after, were born in the US. Finally, one only fourth generation immigrant mother was 

interviewed. Her great grandparents were Mexican immigrants. All participants identified as 

Mexican or of Mexican decent except for one parent who identified as Puerto Rican.  
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Among first generation Mexican parents, the highest level of education ranged from 

elementary to some university education in Mexico and in the US. The breakdown are as 

follows: one mother had a second grade education, one father had reached middle school, two 

mothers had obtained a high school education, two mothers had vocational degrees, three 

mothers had completed some university education, and two mothers had obtained a university 

degree in Mexico. One first generation mother obtained a vocational degree in the US. Finally, 

one first generation immigrant father transferred from the local community to local university. 

However, he only completed some university education. Two 1.5-generation Mexican 

immigrants had obtained a university degree and a vocational degree in the US. A second-

generation Puerto Rican father had completed some community college and a vocational degree. 

Third generation immigrant parents had obtained the highest level of education among all 

participants. One mother had a Master’s degree. She started at the community college and 

transferred to the local university after she acclimated to college life. She then pursued a Masters 

degree. One father had also completed a Master’s degree. He began his college education at the 

local university. On the other hand, one third generation immigrant parent was only able to 

obtain some community college education. Lastly the fourth generation Mexican mother had 

obtained some community college and a vocational degree. 

The interview protocol was developed utilizing a funds of knowledge approach. I began 

the interview by thanking the participants for their time, for sharing their experiences with me 

and for contributing to research. Next, I shared my salient and hidden identities to families. For 

example, being a first generation college student, coming from a farm working family, sharing 

my research interests, and professional role in the community helped families become more 

comfortable in choosing to participate in the study (Siedman, 2006). I emphasized that there was 
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not a right or wrong way to answer any of the questions. I walked parents through the consent 

form and asked for permission to audio record them. The interview protocol was constructed on 

the basis of the theoretical framework and research questions. The focus on these interview 

questions were on families’ funds of knowledge, the framing of college and the collective 

sensemaking of the community (see appendix C). Questions centered on the family (members of 

the family, migration patterns, language spoken in the home, migration patterns), college 

aspirations (life teachings, goals, beliefs, steps, college, experiences in school), community 

sensemkaing (describing the community, how college is talked about, community resources for 

college, and decision-making), challenges in obtaining a college education and concluded with 

parent’s educational attainment and employment. Educational attainment and employment was 

asked at the end if families had not yet disclosed to help them feel more comfortable in sharing 

such personal information (Seidman, 2006).  

The fourth and last source of data were five participant observations in Parent to Parent. 

PtP facilitated five college knowledge workshops at an elementary school in Desert School 

District. As previously stated, PtP is a peer to peer model of approximately 20 parent/guardian 

volunteers who have graduated from the College Knowledge Academy (CKA). My professional 

role in the community facilitated access to the observation site. PtP was known among the school 

district as a vehicle for college knowledge. I also had a pre-established relationship with the 

elementary school principal through my work in CKA and PtP. I was constantly visiting the 

school site and had gained the principal’s and families’ trust. I had access to families that were 

comfortable with my presence and the study. Families from the community were invited to 

attend through word of mouth, flyers, phone calls, and, social media. The series consisted of the 

following five workshop topics: parent to parent advice, admissions, paying for college, career 
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exploration and types of institutions. Choosing the site for the participant observations study 

provided the opportunity to examine the complexity of the communities’ college sensemaking. 

The goal was to include detailed field notes on families’ context (i.e. experiences, interactions, 

values, beliefs, behaviors etc.).  

The purpose of conducting five participant observations was to strengthen the findings 

with a holistic and collective approach of college framing in process. This research method 

provided a more naturalistic setting than interviews. Families had a chance to discuss with a peer 

what college looked like and feels like for their family. The workshop series provided an 

opportunity to document parents’ behavior, attitudes and interactions with peers and specific 

college information. Observations provided a deeper insight into processes that are a core aspect 

of funds of knowledge. Observing PtP’s rich conversations provided an opportunity to 

understand how college is broadly defined, and identify who is involved within and beyond the 

family in the college preparation process.  

A total of nine families were present in the observation study (including PtP facilitators). 

Seven participants attended the session from the local community (Six mothers and one father). 

Two out of those nine families were PtP mothers. All families identified as Mexican or of 

Mexican descent. Spanish was the primary language of the platica, however English was also 

used to communicate with one another. Two mothers understood Spanish, but would often use 

Spanglish to communicate with the rest of the group. Families had all known each other from 

previous school events, meetings, or were already friends. I was also well acquainted with the 

families. Eight of those parents in attendance had participated in CKA in the past. Only one 

participant was new to me. Observations also provided a base case scenario of families. These 
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were families that were active in the community (volunteer, parent school leadership council, PtP 

volunteers etc.) and comfortable in discussing their educational goals and challenges.  

Observations began at 9:00 A.M. in the parent room (school portable). PtP platicas 

ranged from 60 minutes to 90 minutes. The first 15 minutes were used to greet one another and 

to get settled in. Families already knew me and why I was there. Families knew about PtP before 

and my association to the outreach program.  Coffee was  coffee brewing every meeting. The 

room was spacious enough for families to have two large round tables with 8 chairs. A desktop 

computer was also available. Everyone (including me) sat at a big round table. The baby was 

taken care of by the group while the PtP facilitated or got organized. Extra chairs were pulled if 

necessary. At times, school staff would come into the room to help a student. The parent room 

was used to store extra clothing for children, toys were stores, bookshelves, and arts and crafts 

projects. Once families got settled in I walked them through the consent forms. In this setting 

families were more comfortable with me as I had worked with the same group of families in the 

past. I explained I would be taking notes about the conversations. The purpose was fully 

explained to all participants involved in the study (Creswell, 2007). Families’ confidentiality was 

important and was protected by using pseudonyms.  

Once the platica started I played a minimal role in PtP as parents were the primary 

facilitators of the workshop series. Parents take ownership of the conversations important to 

them. PtP facilitated five workshop topics: parent to parent advice, admissions, paying for 

college, career exploration and types of institutions. I occasionally participated in helping 

families look up information, pass handouts, and joined in conversations regarding residence life, 

understanding of the US higher education structure, provide university specific information etc. 

All families knew I was also taking notes. Participant observations provided an opportunity to 
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engage, observe, learn about parents’ interactions, values, beliefs and perceptions about college 

(Creswell, 2007, 2014; Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011). Observations of PtP made it an ideal 

environment to better understand the collective sensemaking of the community.  

Furthermore, each data source addressed two or more research questions. Rich data was 

gathered to explore the different aspects of families’ and communities’ funds of knowledge. The 

three main research questions in this study were: 1. What are families’ funds of knowledge 

specific to college? 2. How do families’ frame the idea of college and how are their beliefs, 

opinions, and values formed and enacted? 3. What does the process of parents’ collective 

sensemaking about college look like within the community? Some data sources were better at 

communicating the framing of college while others were better able to capture the communities’ 

sensemaking (Corbin & Strauss, 2015; Creswell, 2007, Seidman, 2006,  The archival data-

document analysis from CKA primarily addressed research question number two about the 

general framing of college, and research question number three about the process of parents’ 

collective sensemaking. Archival data captured beliefs, attitudes, and values and ultimately gain 

a sense of how families conceptualize college. The archival data gave the primary framework for 

how college was framed. The interviews helped to explore funds of knowledge, behaviors, and 

familial values in more depth. Interviews were appropriate for all three research questions. The 

participant observation data source primarily addressed research question number three about the 

collective sensemaking. Observations were also able to capture families’ funds of knowledge, 

research questions one and two, the framing of college. Finally, the field notes on both parent 

outreach programs added support evidence with regard to all three research questions. Field 

notes were on going and provided a longitudinal data source.  
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The study followed a particular sequencing in data collection, as follows: program 

materials, interviews, and participant observations. Field notes preceded and continued 

throughout the data collection process (and are ongoing even now, as part of my professional 

work). Archival data were gathered first because of my positionality within the college outreach 

program. I had access to the data and had analyzed the program materials previously for 

professional purposes. As a result, the data had also influenced the direction of the research.  The 

analysis of archival data also led to professional presentations to the school district, regional 

conferences and national conferences.  

Although the data provided an initial perspective on funds of knowledge, families’ 

college framing and collective sensemaking, the program materials did not fully explain why 

families gave specific responses. In my view, there was a need to understand families on a 

different level. That led me to an additional data gathering approach in order to gain a deeper 

understanding of families’ perspectives.  There is a void in the literature in how families are 

represented in having or not having college knowledge. The standard methods are quantitative 

regressions, or qualitative methods that are not inclusive of language, immigration, SES or 

educational attainment. Gaps in the literature exist in including families’ perspectives in higher 

education. Consequently, interviews were conducted next. Interviews gave me the opportunity to 

construct deeper meaning and build rapport with the program participants (Hesse-Biber & 

Leavy, 2005). Interviews gave me indirect insight into families, practices, values and beliefs 

about college.  

As a next step, I sought to conduct participant observations.  Participant observations 

provided an opportunity to mimic previous funds of knowledge methodologies. Participant 

observations allowed me to further understand how families framed, engaged, and understood 
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college with other community members. This data source supplemented the archival data from 

CKA and semi-structured interviews by focusing on behavior and conversations. Participant 

observations gave me the opportunity to directly observe and explore how skill sets are 

encompassed. It was not about whether families had knowledge or not it was about how families 

engage in their social networks and use their bodies of knowledge to frame college. Parents are 

not passive, but active participants in a range of activities (Moll et al., 1992).  Additionally, it 

allowed room for clarity after program materials were analyzed and interviews had been 

conducted. Finally, field notes were a continuous process during the data collection process. 

Field notes allowed me to record informal conversations and interactions with families that 

would supplement what was found within the archival data, interviews and observations. Field 

notes also provided an opportunity to continue to explore the community sensemaking beyond 

Parent to Parent.  

Data analysis  

 No data software was used for the analysis of the data. Data was audiotaped or 

transcribed verbatim in Spanish or in English. The interview transcripts, observation field notes, 

practitioner field notes and archival data (word associations and reflections) were systematically 

analyzed for thematic patterns (Creswell, 2014). The following paragraphs describe how data 

was coded to make sense of the data. More details are provided on how each data source was 

coded and systematically analyzed to move towards consolidated meaning. 

I developed a list of informal codes (Saldaña, 2009). For example, I began to read the 

archival data (word associations and weekly reflections), interview transcripts, observation field 

notes, field notes from my professional practice and created initial categories of emerging 

themes. I began my first cycle of qualitative coding according to Saldaña (2009). While coding, I 



70 

asked questions such as: what is this saying, what nonverbal cues are being expressed, what is 

the tone of their voice, what does this represent, what is this an example of, what is happening 

here, and what is not said. Saldaña (2007) states that initial coding can include, structural, 

descriptive, emotional, and value coding to explore and identify frequencies, actions, values, 

interpersonal experiences. Initial codes included (family, expensive, better future, etc.).  

Subsequently, I undertook second cycle coding, to provide an opportunity to reorganize 

and reanalyze data. According to Saldaña (2007) second cycle coding allows for better-

developed categories, themes, and theoretical organization from the first set of codes. Second 

cycle coding ensured that all categories fit together to answer the purpose of the study. I used 

pattern and axial coding to analyze the data. Pattern coding facilitated the creation of major 

themes, examining social networks and patterns of human relations among interviews, program 

materials, participant observations and field notes. Axial coding allowed for a deeper synthesis 

of data with inductive and deductive reasoning (Saldaña, 2007).  

The archival data analysis began with separating data by language groups (English and 

Spanish) and then looking at college framing as it varied within and across these groups. In the 

initial coding phase I examined the visual word clouds as a whole (holistic coding) to provide a 

general perspective of how college was framed (Saldaña, 2006). A total of eight word clouds 

were generated over the past four years. Next, I printed a list of alphabetized words from each 

language group per year (four) to help me systematically organize codes. I looked for high 

frequency words and words that were less frequent for each language group. Initial and end of 

the program word associations were systematically analyzed for thematic patterns (Creswell, 

2014, Saldaña, 2006).  I coded for themes, values, and processes. Such codes generated 

categories: funds of knowledge, mejor futuro, college aspirations etc. Next, data was reorganized 
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and grouped to explore college framing. For example, themes (i.e. college is expenses, hard work 

equals college?) were derived after careful examination of the most frequently used words for 

both Spanish and English speakers. Once archival themes were established they were revisited 

after all data (archival data, interviews, observations and field notes) was systematically coded 

and analyzed.  

Similarly, weekly reflections were also systematically coded with thematic patterns in 

order to understand parents’ college knowledge and concerns more thoroughly. Weekly 

reflections were consolidated into one list. Pre-established codes from the archival data helped to 

organize and categorize data. In some ways, weekly reflections provided complementary aspects 

of the same patterns found in the word associations. Categories among weekly reflections were 

(college expenses, undocumented students, learning abilities etc.) 

Interviews were audiotaped and transcribed on a word document in parents’ native 

language, natural and comfortable setting to elicit responses that could help develop an 

understanding of college conceptions among an underserved group. Interviews ranged from 30 

minutes to 1 hour and 40 minutes. Memos were immediately composed after each interview. 

Memos were also used in the data analysis.  First, I developed a list of informal codes (Saldaña, 

2009). I began to read the interview transcripts and created initial categories of emerging themes. 

Initial categories consisted of college pathways, college rationale, undocumented students etc.). 

The second round of coding consisted of a deeper synthesis of data. For example, transcripts, 

were reread and re-listened to ensure that a coherent synthesis of the data was produced. Once 

the data had been initially coded, the second cycle of coding allowed me to group data into 

categories and establish themes across interviews (Creswell, 2014; Saldaña, 2007). Saldaña 

(2007) suggests that pattern and axial coding are the most appropriate when presenting the most 
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salient categories or themes and when studies include a variety of data.  

 Observation field notes and field notes generated from my professional practice were also 

analyzed. Procedural coding were applied during the first cycle of coding. Process coding is used 

to connote action in the data. It is most useful on studies that examines routines, daily practices 

etc. (Saldaña, 2007). Field notes were most helpful in observing behavior and families’ funds of 

knowledge. I applied a domain and taxonomic coding to identify practices and interpret 

experiences. Domain and taxonomic coding is defined as method that helps to discover cultural 

knowledge and interpret experiences (Saldaña, 2007). This coding method is most helpful for 

ethnographic studies. Finally I engaged in second cycle coding and identified most salient 

categories in how families as a collective were framing college. Ultimately, codes were 

developed into categories to consolidate meaning arranged for systematic themes. Themes 

derived from second cycle coding were, quinceañera to college, juntos: collective decision-

making etc.).  

Finally, to honor families’ voices, I conducted a third cycle of coding. I went through all 

data to ensure that examples and voices were equally represented. Specifically, I made sure that 

that families’ who participated in interviews were equally represented. The third cycle of coding 

was to ensure that one voice was not overpowering another parent, guardian or data source. Four 

data sources provided an extensive amount of data in which quotes and specific examples were 

plentiful and difficult to choose from. Although interviews were my main data source, the quotes 

chosen were an accurate representation of families’ funds of knowledge, college framing and 

community sensemaking.  
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Table 2. Themes and Subthemes 

Theme Subthemes 
1. Hard work equals college, right? 1. Familial messaging and practices of hard 

work 
2. Educational experiences in K-12  
3. Undocumented families 

Mejor futuro, but expensive 1. From Quinceañera to college 
2. Stepping stones and end goals 
3. Juntos: a collective decision making 

 

Researcher’s positionality 

As a researcher in this study I am juggling multiple and shared identities (Mexican 

American, working class background, first to attend college, etc.) with my sample population. I 

am a full-time professional working within the university. Working with DSD is part of my 

professional responsibility, through which I have developed a range of professional and personal 

relationships (Reed, 2007). At the same time, I am a graduate student and aspiring academic who 

is informing my professional practice with concepts and ideas drawn from graduate education. 

As a professional, I have had the opportunity to work with more than 500 families in a 

personalized setting or in large events where I often share college information with families. 

These interactions have given me the opportunity to build rapport with parents, while also 

learning more about the school district. For example, my interactions have consisted a series of 

home visits, spending holidays together, sharing meals, attending quinceañera celebrations, 

attending naturalization ceremonies, and a wide range of formal and informal gatherings. At this 

point in time, families have associated me with the University. 

My current relationship with families, staff and school administrators facilitated access to 

parents and the opportunity to gather various data sources. For example, the interviews were 

facilitated by my positionality within the school district. School district was supportive of my 
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graduate education and engaging DSD families in the study. However, I chose not to interview 

families who had directly participated in the college preparation program I coordinate to reduce 

bias by virtue of their trying to give me feedback that they thought I wanted. 

Although I understand that my identity as a university professional and as a doctoral 

student may have caused tensions or distance from families, I navigated tensions or uncertainty 

by disclosing my personal background and contributions to the study. My continuous work in the 

community allowed me to be present in multiple settings and observe practices and interactions. 

As a scholar, I wanted to ensure that families felt comfortable sharing their rich experiences, 

college conceptions and questions about college. I shared my interest in working with families 

beyond the study.  

Validity 

I also had to control for bias given my positionality as an insider. I took a series of steps 

to ensure that I was obtaining transparent results. For example, my main concern was ensuring 

that my interview questions were not misleading and that my previous work experience with 

families was not going to blind side me to one perspective. I was careful with the wording of 

questions about college. I did not want to lead families to respond on the basis of a university 

degree. The first step was deciding not to interview families who had participated in CKA to 

reduce response bias (Saldaña, 2007). I did not want families to answer in relation to the college 

preparation program. I also reduced elements of bias by audiotaping, writing immediate field 

notes, and keeping a reflective journal of every interview. The audiotapes also gave accurate 

summaries of interviews as well as comments made. I often asked myself, what is not being said, 

who is missing in the conversation, what is the tone of voice,  how would funds of knowledge 

perspective interpret the data? Field notes helped me examine my surroundings and write down 
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specific examples. A journal was used as a reflective tool to revisit when analyzing my data. 

Additionally, I conducted member checks during interviews to ensure that data interpretations 

and conclusions derived from interviews were accurate. Member checking also consisted of 

committee members who study funds of knowledge and Latino/a families (Creswell, 2014). I 

acknowledge that my positionality may have elicited bias, however I also understand there are 

great benefits in being an insider in research (Saldaña, 2006) as I was able to gain their trust 

through their networks.  

Limitations 
 

 Although the findings of the study help to broaden familial decision-making and college 

framing among Latino/a families, there are some limitations to the study. First, this study did not 

provide a large sample of older generation Latino/as. Unfortunately, only four parents who 

identified as third or fourth generation participated in the study. The majority of the parents 

consisted of first generation Mexican American families. Ideally, an equivalent number of 

generations for each sample would have provided a deeper perspective on possible variations by 

generation. However, findings were still able to provide perspective on families’ experiences and 

value of education, which challenge the notion of lower aspirations among older Latino/a 

immigrants (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001). Future research must also discuss and disaggregate by 

immigrant generation to understand the variations of college knowledge and funds of knowledge. 

Specifically, there needs to be more concentration on third and fourth and later generations of 

Latino/as as it is known that Latino/as will be the largest ethnic group in the US.  

 Second, the families that participated in the study were all parents in a nuclear home 

except for one grandmother. Although the study did not focus on nuclear families, participants 

could all be described as a nuclear family (mother, father and child/ren). However, in two cases 
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grandparents were living with participants. Yet, nine families expressed the important roles 

grandparents, aunts, and uncles played in their family. Extended family members were also 

positive support systems. Grandparents often took the roles of caregiver and teachers of language 

and culture. Older generations communicated how their children would learn Spanish through 

grandparents. At times, grandparents were spending more time than parents could due to work 

responsibilities. Grandparents were also key players in communicating and conceptualizing 

college goals. In retrospect, those grandparents who were living in the same household should 

have also been interviewed to understand the generations among each family and the familial 

funds of knowledge. Future research must include extended family members to explore the 

collective sensemaking of a college education.  

The third limitation encourages future research to explore college conceptions through a 

longitudinal study. Ideally this study would have provided a better perspective on how college 

conceptions develop and evolve over time. One family in the study expressed the active and 

collective college decision making in her family. The entire family was involved in decision-

making process as it was going to affect the dynamics of the family and possibly the younger 

children’s college choice. Although the various data collection methods tried to capture the 

framing of college, a case study that followed a particular group of families would provide 

greater depth. 

 Finally, my sample was overwhelmingly centered on mothers’ college framing. My 

connection to the community is often with mothers. The absence of fathers in my sample is 

something important to consider, as the voices that are shared are predominately female. This 

trend was also the case in College Knowledge Academy. Yet, research on fathers’ college 
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conceptions remain highly important to be able engage with families holistically and to be able 

to better understand theory.  
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

In this chapter I begin by describing the families who participated in my study, with 

whom I have also had daily interactions in my professional work in parent outreach. 

Subsequently, I present the study’s findings, which are structured by two themes that emerged 

from the research: (a) Hard work equals college, right?; and (b) Mejor futuro, but expensive. The 

findings speak to the values, experiences, and processes that express Latino/a families’ college 

conceptions and framing of college. In detailing the findings about the Latino/a households and 

local community, I relate them to the three research questions: (1) What are families’ funds of 

knowledge as it relates to college?; (2) How do families frame the idea of college and how are 

their beliefs, opinions, and values formed and enacted?; and (3) What does the process of 

parent’s collective sensemaking about college look like within the community? I weave in data 

from interviews, participant observations, four years of archival data, and field notes to present 

findings in such a way that honors and respect families’ voices. The various data sources come to 

form a platica (Gonzales & Portillos, 2012). Gonzales and Portillos (2012) define platicas as 

intimate conversations, popular conversations and intellectual dialogue. Platicas allow findings 

to be communicated with respect and recognition of families’ funds of knowledge.  

The voices of and respect for the families is central to this work. Platicas validate 

families’ knowledge, practices, experiences, language as valuable advancement to the traditional 

ways of thinking and pedagogy (Gonzales & Portillos, 2012). This study will reveal the socially 

constructive, interactive role of families and communities in framing college. The ways in which 

families communicate goals, engage in practices with their children, and find support from the 

community indicate that college is an interactive and collective process that develops over-time. 
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While the findings present the active and collective role of families and communities in regards 

to college framing and planning, it is at the same time clear that for these families and 

communities also viewed college as an expensive and exclusive commodity. In this research, I 

seek to share the findings in a way that represents families in their native tongue and across 

generations of Latino/a as in the Southwest and that I hope will enhance and extend researchers 

and practitioners’ understanding of Latino/a families and communities. 

Las familias 

In this section of the chapter, entitled, las familias, I provide an overview of the families 

that participated in the study. The portrayal I provide comes from interviews, observations of a 

college parent group (Parent to Parent), field notes of my daily interactions with parents, and 

four years of archival data from the College Knowledge Academy. By way of introduction to the 

participants of this research, the general overview will offer the reader some understanding of 

participating families in the Southwest. Details about their education attainment levels, 

occupation, generation in terms of migration to the United States, and language preference are 

included.  

Interviews: The vast majority of the family members who participated in the semi-

structured interviews identified as Mexican or Hispanic (one parent identified as Puerto Rican). 

By far, most families expressed a preference to be interviewed in Spanish (five interviews were 

conducted in English and 16 in Spanish). Similarly, most of the participants (17) were mothers, 

whereas 4 were fathers. No guardians, grandparents, uncles, aunts, etc. were interviewed, but 

were not excluded for this study.  

Out of the 21 parental participants, 14 were first generation immigrants. Almost all of the 

first generation immigrants were Mexican born and raised, coming to the U.S. in their teens or 
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after marriage. Two parent participants immigrated before the age of five and had done all of 

their schooling in the United States. One male participant identified as a second-generation 

immigrant from Puerto Rico. Three parents identified as third generation immigrants. Finally, 

one parent identified as fourth generation Mexican American. Families disclosed their generation 

in terms of migration to the country. Generation labels were applied based on their response.  

Some families also had mixed status households with different family members having 

different citizenship or immigration statuses. Mixed status was important in how families framed 

college. For example, families recognized the limited access to federal resources. Families had 

already encountered multiple closed doors when trying to seek for educational or medical 

assistance. The most notable difference during their college preparation process was the way in 

which college costs, types of institutions, and scholarships were discussed.  

Out of the 21 participants, eight parents had obtained some postsecondary education 

(university, community college, vocational college, or certificate) in Mexico or in the United 

States. A number of them had started a college degree but were not able to finish it. Marriage or 

immigration to the United States shifted parents’ college plans. Only two mothers had completed 

a Bachelor’s degree in Mexico. Two parent participants had earned up to a Masters degree in the 

US. Three parents had earned a vocational degree in a beauty school, healing or medical 

institute. Three parents had a primary or secondary education from Mexico. A mother had a 

second grade education, one father had a middle school education and one mother reported 

having a high school diploma. Regardless of the level of education parents obtained, college was 

a personal and familial goal.  

Occupations ranged across participants and generation in terms of migration. The 

occupations of the participants included stay at home mother, custodial staff, housekeeper, 
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caregiver, store vendor, principal, assistant manager, UPS driver, accountant, teaching aid, and 

beautician. Ten mothers were stay at home mothers. All stay at home mothers were first 

generation immigrants except for one mother who was third generation immigrant. A first 

generation Mexican mother was a custodian at her son’s 4-8 school. Three first generation 

women were housekeepers. Two mothers were caregivers for their parents while also holding a 

full-time job, and attending their immediate family needs. A first generation father was a store 

vendor. Two third generation Mexican immigrants were principals of a local elementary school. 

Both principals were products of the Southside community and or local school district. A first 

generation immigrant father was a store manager of a grocery store. A second-generation father 

was a UPS driver and a Massage Therapist. A mother born in Mexico, but raised in the US was 

an accountant for her father’s business. A first generation mother was a Teacher’s Aid for her 

children’s 4-8 school. Finally, a fourth generation mother was a cosmetologist. She and her 

husband started a business at home. For some, their jobs gave them the flexibility of attending 

their children’s events, supporting their students’ academic success, and the opportunity to 

volunteer.  

Table 2. Las familias 

Parent Generation Latino/a Language Occupation Education 
attainment 

Andrea 
8 children 

1st generation 
Guanajuato, Mexico 

Spanish  Stay at home 
mother 

Mexico-2nd 
grade 

Barbara 
3 children 

 

1st generation 
Sonora, Mexico 

Spanish Clean houses, 
store clerk 

Mexico-Some 
university 

Cassandra 
3 children 

1st generation 
Sonora, Mexico 

Spanish Cleans houses US-some 
community 

college 
Eliza 

3 children 
1st generation 

Sinaloa, Mexico 
Spanish Stay at home 

mother 
Mexican-

Vocational 
degree 
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Jessica 
3 children 

1st generation 
Sonora, Mexico 

Spanish Teacher 
Assistant 

US-Vocational 
degree 

Jorge 
3children 

2nd generation 
Puerto Rican 

English UPS driver & 
Physical 
therapist 

US-Vocational 
degree 

Jennifer 
3 children 

4th generation 
Tucson, Arizona 

English Beautician US-Vocational 
degree 

Lucero 
2 kids 

1st  generation  
Sonora, Mexico 

Spanish K-8 custodian Mexican-some 
university 

Maggie 
3 children 

3rd generation 
Tucson, Arizona 

English Stay at home 
mom 

US-some 
community 

college 
Marcia 

2 children, 
5grade 

3rd generation 
Nogales, Arizona 

English Principal US-Masters 

Maria 
4 child 

1st generation 
Sonora, Mexico 

Spanish Stay at home 
mother 

Mexico-Some 
University 

Martha 
1 child 

1st generation 
Mexico City, Mexico 

Spanish Stay at home 
mother, 

caregiver 

Mexico-High 
school 

Natalie 
2 children 

1.5 generation 
Sonora, Mexico 

English Accountant US-University 
degree 

Nelly 
2 children 

1st generation 
Sinaloa, Mexico 

Spanish Stay at home 
mother 

Mexico-
University 

Patricia 
3 children 

1st generation 
Sinaloa, Mexico 

Spanish Stay at home 
mother 

Mexico-Some 
vocational 

training 
Ricardo 

3 children 
3rd generation 

Tucson, Arizona 
English Principal US-Masters 

Rebecca 
2 children 

1.5 generation Spanish Stay home US-Vocational 
degree 

Santiago 
2 children 

1st generation Spanish “commerciante” Mexico-
Middle School 

Sandra 
2 children 

1st generation Spanish  Stay at home Mexico-High 
school 

Thomas 
2 children 

1st generation 
Nogales, Sonora 

Spanish Store assistant 
manager 

US-some 
university 

Carla 
2 children 

1st generation 
Nogales, Sonora 

Spanish  Stay at home 
mother 

Mexico-
University 
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Finally, all participants were in a two-parent household. Although grandparents or other 

guardians were not interviewed, they were a part of the college conversation. Extended family 

like, grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins provided emotional, educational, and social support as 

well as a connection to their culture. Between two families, grandparents were currently living in 

the same household. Other times, they were neighbors or were within close proximity.  

Participant observations: Participant observations consisted of a college knowledge 

Parent to Parent program. The PtP was sponsored by an outreach program at the local university. 

The participants were parent volunteers who dedicated their time and energy to share college 

knowledge with the rest of the community. At the observation site, two parents were in charge of 

facilitating the platica (Gonzalez & Portillos, 2011). Parents and guardians facilitated college 

knowledge workshops through platicas or conversations to the larger community (Gonzalez & 

Portillos, 2011). Families shared their experiences, consejos (advice), and college knowledge 

platicas. It was a dialogue between families where they could feel comfortable and vulnerable. 

Participants sat at a round table and had coffee or breakfast before the parent meeting started. 

Parents knew each other from before the group meeting as they seemed comfortable discussing 

any topic. Families also knew me from CKA and were comfortable with my presence. The first 

15 minute conversations could be described as comadreando (gossip). In other words, parents 

were catching up, laughing and shared a genuine relationship with each other. This established 

the tone for the platica. The level of respect and trust they had for each other when sharing their 

goals, concerns and knowledge was evident. As a participant observer and the local university 

liaison, I also had the opportunity to join the platica. Approximately seven parents participated in 

the five weekly platicas not including the two parent facilitators. All attending families were 

Mexican and varied in length of residency in the US due to the preference for the English 
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language. Families’ generation status was not asked. Meetings were at times in Spanglish. 

However, Spanish was the dominant language. All families understood Spanish and were able to 

communicate with each other. Mothers also expressed a mixed legal status within these platicas. 

All of the participating parents were mothers, except for one grandmother who had custody of 

her grandson. One male participant was present only during the first platica. Additionally, there 

was a two-month-old baby in the college knowledge platica. The baby’s mother was one of the 

parent facilitators. All mothers helped and took turns holding the baby while the mother was 

sharing or facilitating.  

The participant observation group consisted of a different set of parents and guardians 

than the previous families that were interviewed. The majority of the parents and guardians 

participating in the Parent to Parent program were former College Knowledge Academy (CKA) 

participants. Through CKA and PtP, I was able to develop a close relationship with families. 

There was only one father I did not know. All of the participating families knew each other as 

they all had children that attended the same elementary school.  

Field notes and archival data: As a parent outreach coordinator for the local university I 

have had the privilege of working with hundreds of families over the course of five years. 

Archival data and field notes were both gathered from my position with CKA. In my role, I get 

to visit and facilitate presentations at early education centers, elementary, middle, high school, 

youth centers, and public libraries. I typically work with families in the south side of town where 

there is a higher concentration of Mexican and Native American families. Field notes and 

archival data have been collected in the course of my professional work. Thus, my position has 

allowed me to personally assist families in a number personal and academic challenges, address 

college concerns, celebrate successes, introduce the local university for the first time to families, 
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and better understand how families frame college in their household in relation to the local 

context.  

In the next section, I present the main findings of the study. The findings are organized 

around two themes that emerged from my fieldwork: (a) Hard work equals college, right? and (b) 

Un mejor futuro, but expensive. In discussing these two themes I weave in specific data from 

interviews, observations, archival data and field notes to best represent and respect families’ 

voices and to address the three research questions from the study. In fleshing out the themes I 

will address family members’ values, experiences, and processes with direct quotes in both 

English and in Spanish to represent families’ college conceptions and framing of college. 

Hard work equals college, right? 

In American society, we all have heard some version of, “you just need to work hard to 

succeed.” Interestingly, hard work and education were values that the participants in this study 

clearly articulated. In their view, hard work is a key to educational success. It will lead to 

college. Beyond just educational success, the valuing of hard work has helped lower income, 

Latino/a families through personal, economic, cultural and political struggles (Gandara, 1993). 

For the family participants in this study, this belief in hard work was part of their funds of 

knowledge, and was in some ways reinforced in their children’s’ school experiences. The 

meritocratic belief was that society was fair in providing an equal opportunity for college for 

those who work hard and earn it (Cabrera, 2011). For the purposes of this study, I expand upon 

three key areas of this belief and practice of hard work equaling college: familial messaging and 

practices of hard work, educational experiences in K-12, and undocumented families and 

students.  
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Familial messaging and practices of hard work: Families were active in teaching their 

children what a mejor futuro looked like and the hard work that both led to and accompanied it. 

Children were often presented with opportunities to learn, play and work alongside parents, 

explore career opportunities, and envision a better future for themselves (Gonzalez, Moll, 

Amanti, 2005; Moll et. al., 1992; Vélez-Ibañez & Greenberg, 1992, 2005). Families’ funds of 

knowledge was a vehicle to communicate the importance of a college education. Messages of 

hard work and of the value of a college education developed over time. In Nelly’s words, 

“Dándoles una buena educación. No me voy a esperar a que tenga 18 años, para hablarle de la 

universidad. No, yo desde chiquitos.” She describes it as, providing a good education at home. 

College conversations don’t happen until they [kids] are 18. No, since they are little. Engaging 

children in early conversations and practices about college and hard work was highly important. 

These experiences allowed children to appreciate the physical labor their parents endured and the 

value of time and money. Fathers would often take their children to work to have them 

experience their working conditions (i.e. heat exhaustion, strenuous physical labor etc.) and the 

importance of higher education. Mother’s would express that their children were more grateful 

and understanding of a college education. Fathers’ occupations included construction worker, 

landscaping worker, plumber, store vendor, welder, office custodian, security guard, engineer, 

principal, and store assistant manager. Part of the modeling was about the difficulty of physical 

labor, as a motivation to do well in school so children would not have to endure the working 

conditions their parents do.  But the modeling was also about the importance and value of 

working hard.  

Although fathers would physically take their children to experience hard work, mothers 

would also take important roles in communicating their familial values by sharing their personal 
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stories and sacrifices with their children. Mayra a first generation immigrant and a mother of a 

second grade student shares how she instilled the value of hard work and appreciation of 

physical labor, familial sacrifices and a college education.   

Martha: Nosotros de eso [estudio]. Hemos hablado con el porque hemos ido hacer 
trabajos con el [son]. Que mi esposo tiene que trabajar. Por ejemplo sábado y domingo y 
luego, no le hago lonche en la mañana, voy y se lo llevo. Y a veces, hay que calor, que 
calor, dice el chamaco. Y le digo, a bueno pues si no quieres trabajar así como tu papa, 
estudia.  Para que tengas un trabajo, adentro en la oficina, en lo fresquesito. Y siempre 
uno busca la manera de hacerles ver. Ósea porque trabajo es trabajo. Pero pues a veces 
puedes hacer algo, algo mejor y tienes que trabajar duro para poderlo conseguir. Ya 
nosotros, ya estamos grandes. Y ya nos conformamos con saber el Ingles, hablado y 
escrito, y leído, verdad? Pero, ellos tienen mas oportunidad de hacer mas.  

 
Martha: We have talked about that [school]. We have talked about that with him because 
we have gone to do some work with him. For example, when my husband has to work on 
Sunday I don’t pack him a lunch and I take it to him. My son says that it’s hot, really hot. 
And I tell him, well if you don’t want to work like your dad, study. So you can have an 
inside job, where it’s nice and cool. You can do something better and but you have to 
work hard to achieve that. We are older already. We are satisfied with reading, speaking, 
and knowing written English.  

 
Teaching and instilling the value of hard work was something families were very 

intentional about with their children. The value of hard work was a transmitted to her son at an 

early age. College was a large financial investment and would require a number of familial 

sacrifices. And the messages were complex. For example, Martha described a college education 

as a luxury. Basic needs took priority. At the same time, Martha believed and communicated that 

hard work in school could transform the future of her son. Yet, she also knew that a college 

education was not an easy task. And from all the funds of knowledge in the community, she did 

not see many students or role models in the community earning a university degree.   

Hard work resonated deeply with all the parents. In particular, older generations or 

parents who grew up in the United States were more likely to claim the amount of hard work in 

terms of who was more deserving of a better future. Marcia is a third generation Mexican 
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American and the mother of two boys. She is also the principal at a local elementary school and 

the product of the same school district in which she works. She is a strong believer in education 

and in the value of hard work. She sees few obstacles for her children in pursuing a college 

education and constantly communicates the endless opportunities of a college degree and hard 

work. Marcia has taken her children to the local university to experience college life and 

understand the work ethic invested in a college degree. 

Marcia: … I think the summer before I took them to the [local university]… it was during 
one of our breaks, and I took them to campus. We went to the bookstore, I was looking 
for some stuff for school, college and career stuff. And I said let’s go and let’s walk. And 
I said, okay let’s pretend that this is our class, okay? And that to get to this class, it’s in 
this building and they were like, what?...Cuz until you start in your program you don’t 
start in the College of Education. You can be in different buildings you know? So we 
went out and we watched the kids... Look at their faces. Some of them have a look of 
urgency. Some of them you can tell who has a lunch break. You can tell who’s walking 
casually.  

 
In that visit, and in other examples she provided, Marcia was trying to instill in her children an 

understanding of the value of hard work to get to college, and once they are in college. 

Families’ messaging of a mejor futuro, hard work, and the value of a college education 

was consistent and embodied in the lives and practices of the household. Parallel with the 

literature on Latino/a families’ educational aspirations (Alvarez, 2010, 2015, 2016; Ceja, 2004; 

Kiyama, 2010; 2011; Ponce 2013; Chapman et. al, 2018), parents inculcated strong educational 

messaging about college and hard work. A fourth generation Mexican American mother, Jennifer 

and second generation Puerto Rican father, Jorge expressed how their daughter relayed familial 

messages of hard work to her friends, reflecting and extending their familial funds of knowledge. 

In this example, the child expressed and adopted the value of education and the discipline it 

required to obtain a better future. 

Jennifer: “…we tell them, there is no excuse for not trying and not doing your best. And 
kids that don’t turn in their homework, they tell them too. They will tell their friends, 
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‘why didn’t you turn your homework in?’ There is no excuse because we do all of our 
homework in the car cuz we are not even home…don’t you worry about your grades?   
Jorge: …you want a nice house, don’t you? We’re like, hey they listen to us. You want a 
good job, don’t you? So you can pay for that house. And then their friends are like, yeah. 
 
Although Jennifer and Jorge constantly communicated hard work pays off, Jorge also 

understood that race and privilege mattered, but did not communicate that to his children. Only 

two parents discussed how college was a privatized commodity for the elite. Jorge believed that 

Ivy League schools only accepted white and wealthy students even though he communicated 

with his children that hard work would open access to any college.  

Jorge: yeah well I’ve heard, I’ve heard of stuff like when.. when you go to…. What is it? 
Princeton, or Harvard or stuff like that. …They look at you like, you have to be 
Caucasian. You have to be a certain money class wise to get in or so. I’ve heard, I don’t 
know if it’s really like that, but you hear a lot of stories like… it’s going to be hard for 
your kids to get it. Because they only accept these kind of people, you know so. 
 

Hard work was still valuable in the household, but he believed that Ivy League schools were out 

of reach for his family. His family did not fit the student profile.  

Natalie, a 1.5 generation Mexican American and mother of two children also discussed 

and communicated about hard work in terms of race and privilege. However, she viewed recent 

arrival immigrants as less deserving of a college education. Natalie was quick to distance herself 

from recent arrivals. Although she was a Mexican national, she became naturalized US citizen. 

She was an immigrant that did things the “right way”. She was not a “sob story”. She defined 

who was deserving of a mejor futuro according to the amount of hard work.  

… I don’t want to seem like racist, obviously I’m Hispanic. Obviously I wasn’t even born 
here. But I just, I don’t know, I just don’t feel right that all these people from Mexico are 
coming in and like all these free scholarships. ‘COME ON OVER’ you know. When a lot 
of students here are trying really hard, but they get kinda like, there is so many of them. 
Like the other ones are like “OH MY GOD, HE’S FROM MEXICO, HE’S AN 
IMMIGRANT, LET’S PAY FOR HIM.”    
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Natalie’s views speak to the complexity and diversity of funds of knowledge within the 

Southwest community. Natalie was also the exception to this ideology.  

The way hard work was communicated among all interviews presented some limitations 

in terms of views about how success was achieved. For some parents, hard work and success was 

measured by the amount of effort the individual student put forward, although that implicitly 

assumed that other children had at least one parent or guardian that knew English and were able 

to get some help with schoolwork at home. For others, the message was about a lifestyle change 

that would make it possibly for the child to achieve success. In Jennifer’s and Jorge’s example, 

their daughter adopted the same ideology as her parents, a sort of “no excuses” for not trying. 

The belief was that the education system provided an equal opportunity regardless of race, class, 

immigration status, gender, language, ability etc. Families constantly enacted and expressed 

success by virtue of hard work. As a result, it was also framed as an individual’s choice and as an 

individual’s fault if they did not succeed. Families’ funds of knowledge instilled a strong work 

ethic in their children. At the same time, those funds in some sense accepted and validated the 

existing educational system, rather than identifying the ways in which the education system 

embodies and enacts racism, oppression and White, upper middle class privilege (Cabrera, 2011; 

Freire, 2000). 

Educational experiences in k-12: Parents’ educational experiences and interactions in 

K-12 were significant in fostering negative or positive college aspirations.  Out of 21 interviewed 

parents, 15 participants reported how school personnel or education systems supported or 

discouraged families’ educational goals. Additionally, families in the participant observations 

study described experiences similar to those parents who were interviewed for the study.  

The families’ experiences of the schools were at times positive, with participants labeling 
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the school as a resource for their children as they helped them reach their educational goals. 

However, more often than not, families had negative experiences of the K-12 education system. 

Many families spoke of their children experiencing multiple substitute teachers and receiving 

little support for their academic growth. For some older generation immigrants, homeschooling 

was an option to ensure their children’s’ educational success. Two families from the participant 

observation study had shared to homeschool their children. Parents talked about the school 

personnel blaming them for their child’s poor performance. Nevertheless, parents were proactive 

in seeking help for their children (i.e. finding community tutors, attending meeting with the 

teacher, etc.)  to ensure that they received the best education. Regardless of families’ experience 

in school, hard work was still communicated as highly important. Individuals were blamed for 

unfair opportunities, yet the education systems were not criticized. Many families realized that 

hard work in school did not necessarily provide a fair chance in the education system, yet they 

still education systems. They understood they needed to be proactive in advocating for their 

children.  

Andrea, who is a first-generation immigrant and a mother of eight children, explains the 

little support she received from her children’s school. This is just one example of the multiple 

negative experiences she encountered.  

La verdad que no sentí mucho apoyo de las maestras, de la directora. No sentí mucho 
apoyo porque has de cuenta que como que no le pusieron mucha atención de que tenia 
bullying el chamaco. Yo sentí que era bullying. Me dijeron [la escuela], sabes que 
tuvimos una junta con la directora, con el consejero, las maestras, con todos, dice la 
maestra, dice la directora, yo pienso dice, que el niño tiene… lo que le hace falta es el 
papa, porque el papa no esta. Porque el papa ... extraña mucho el papa. Le digo, si lo 
extraña, le digo, pero siempre el papá ha estado. Desde que estaban chiquitos el [papá] se 
iba [trabajar]. Ahorita no se va. 
 
The truth is that I didn’t really feel much support from the teachers and from the 
principal. I didn’t feel much support because they haven’t really put much attention to my 
son being bullying. I knew that it was bullying. They blamed me. The teacher and 
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principal said that they thought it was because my son was missing his father. He [father] 
wasn’t there. That he missed his father a lot. I told them, yes, he misses him. But his 
father has also been there them. Since they were small, his dad would leave [work outside 
the city]. He doesn’t leave for work now.  
 
Valenzuela (1999) documented these relationships between Latino/a students and 

schooling as another mechanism of institutional neglect and hostility, contributing to the 

underachievement of these youth. Andrea also disclosed that the bullying impacted her son’s 

willingness to attend school and her trust in the school personnel. Unfortunately, she experienced 

multiple problems. She also felt discriminated against and disrespected due to her socioeconomic 

status. She states in Spanish, no respetan… pues como te dijera, pues pienso que no es delito 

estar pobre. They don’t respect…how can I say this, I don’t think it’s a crime to be poor. What 

Andrea is articulating is what academic research has found, which is that Latino/a parents are 

often made to feel that their funds of knowledge are not valuable (i.e. knowledge, culture, 

experiences, language, and values) and will not be enough equate success. Hard work in school 

did not present a fair opportunity for Andrea’s family. She felt that her children were already 

behind according to school standards. However, although this mother had multiple negative 

experiences in school, she was always present at the school, she continued to instill messages of 

hard work, and was hopeful that her children would reach a university degree despite the 

negative experiences in school. 

 The second example illustrates a similar sentiment of institutional neglect. A first 

generation immigrant and a mother of two had a negative experience with the same elementary 

school Andrea’s children attended. However, the problem at school was identified as having 

little respect and lack of sensitivity to children’s learning abilities. Cassandra’s son had been 

diagnosed with ADHD, but his math teacher did not provide him with any support.  

Janette: Y los maestros, se ven que lo apoyan?  
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Cassandra: La de matemáticas, no. Y fui a hablar con ella. Le dije que, que no le 
estuviera gritando  a mi hijo. Que no le estuviera gritando porque gritándole no iba 
aprender. Que si no sabia ella que mi hijo era ADHD.  Y que ellos necesitan mas ayuda. 
Y me dijo, pues hable con la maestra de educación especial para que lo mismo que yo le 
estoy enseñado, que se lo enseñe ella.  Ósea no, no se sentía apoyo de esa parte. Pero yo 
le pregunto a [mi hijo], como te trato la maestra de matemáticas? “Bien ama, ahora 
bien. O ama, ahora mal. Y ya sabes que si te vas y te quejas con la directora, no hace 
nada.   

 
 Janette: And the teachers, does it seem that they are supportive? 
 

Cassandra: Not the one from mathematics. And I went to talk with her. I told her that she 
needed to stop yelling at my son. That she needed to stop yelling at him, because yelling 
was not going to make him learn. And if she knew that my son was ADHD. And that they 
needed more help. And she told me, well talk to the special education teacher so that she 
can teach him the same thing that I am teaching here. I didn’t feel her support. But I ask 
[my son], how did the math teacher treat you? “Good mom, today was good or mom, 
today was bad”. And you know that if you go complain with the principal she won’t do 
anything about it.  
 
Although parents advocated for their children, they did not feel that the school leadership 

was proactive in listening to and addressing families’ concerns, in this case in regard to the 

teaching and instruction of children with different learning abilities or disabilities. The math 

teacher had little patience for Cassandra’s son, who was referred to special education.  And that, 

choice, too, can be seen as a downward tracking of students.  Much academic literature shows 

that Latino/a male youth are disproportionately tracked into special education and lower levels 

classes (Martinez, 2014; Valenzuela, 1999).  

A second mother, Mayra identified a similar issue with her son. Mayra is a first 

generation immigrant and a mother of four. Her children attended a different elementary school 

than Cassandra’s son. He, too, had learning disabilities, that she felt were unattended to and 

neglected by the school. The mother advocated for extra support and attention. She spoke to her 

son’s teachers and the principal about her son’s ADHD and dyslexia but said she was ignored. 

Although Cassandra’s and Mayra’s daily messaging to children was “you need to work hard and 
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go to college”, some schools did not set up children for success especially, if they had a learning 

disability.  

Maggie, a third generation immigrant and a mother of four girls shared how her oldest 

daughter’s high school had done a poor job in supporting her families’ college goal for her 

children. College preparation was reactive rather than proactive. The teachers’ responsibility 

seemed to be more to graduate students than to get them prepared for college. College was not a 

topic of conversation for younger students or underclassmen. It was clear that Maggie wanted a 

better future for her children. She was a strong advocate of higher education. In conversation 

with Maggie, she shared her active presence in the counselors’ office and would communicate 

her disappointment in outreach efforts with younger students and college exposure. The quote 

below illustrates the way in which her daughter’s school has done little to prepare students like 

her daughter for college. Although families instilled the importance of hard work in their 

children, work ethic was not enough for Maggie and other families.  

Maggie: They are not focused on the younger kids. They are only focused on pushing out 
those seniors. But I think they need to start a lot sooner. If there is an opportunity, but 
they don’t’ really talk about college though. College doesn’t, it doesn’t really get 
spoken….[daughter] says right now… last year she had an AVID teacher that didn’t do 
anything. Didn’t get involved and [daughter] says that this year she says that the next 
teacher is the same way. He’s not getting involved. A lot of these teachers are there to get 
their paycheck. They just want to see the kids graduate. That’s all that matters. They get 
their paycheck. That’s really hard… but I said if she can go beyond that person. Go to the 
counselor.  But she’s very shy. She gets mad when Mommy speaks up. Because I will 
speak up and I will keep on pushing and pushing, pushing until I get what needs to be 
done for my kid.  

 
In this case, the parent communicated that the teachers are emphasizing high school graduation, 

not college preparation. The focus is on the individual teacher not doing enough for her daughter, 

yet the education system was left intact.  

On the other hand, when families did encounter positive experiences in school, parents 
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were more likely to say “hard work” grants access. Moreover, parents were more confident and 

identified fewer obstacles in reaching their college goals. Out of 21 participants, five first- 

generation, one-second generation and one fourth generation immigrant parent/s firmly believed 

that the education system provided a fair educational opportunity.  

Nelly: “He tenido muy buenas maestras. He conocido a gente muy buena que ayuda. Yo 
he asistido a los programas de asesoría de padres, educación para los niños. Todo eso y 
eso te ayuda. Yo me he dado cuenta que en este país hay mucha ayuda. Quien quiere…… 
MAS para los niños. Y yo me imagino que ya el tiempo llega a la universidad va ser lo 
mismo. Si tu buscas a las personas adecuadas, puedes recibir ayuda o asesoría o buscar 
los mejores caminos, preguntando, informándote…” 
 
Nelly: I have had really good teachers. I have met a lot of good people that help. I have 
been to programs that advice parents, child education. All of that and it helps you. I have 
noticed that in this country there are a lot of people that help you. Those who 
want…..MORE for kids. And I imagine that when the time comes for the university, it’s 
going to be the same. If you find the adequate people, you can find help or advising, or 
looking for the best pathways, asking, getting informed…” 

 
Nelly communicated that she has a wide range of networks that can provide her with 

information. She felt comfortable in asking for help from teachers and other families in the 

community. Nelly had interacted with other families regarding college preparation and college 

experiences. She identified at least two mothers who would share their funds of knowledge 

specific to college experiences and preparation with their children. In particular, she elaborated 

on a teacher who spoke Spanish and was very kind to her. The teacher would share her personal 

experiences with getting her two kids in college. Her funds of knowledge were shared and 

validated. She described their relationship as equals. The level of respect and appreciation for 

funds of knowledge helped to foster college planning and academic excellence.  

A second mother described her positive experience with the schools and school 

personnel. Sandra is a first generation immigrant mother with two children. Sandra’s oldest child 

was blind since birth and has been provided with various resources to support the family. Since 
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she can recall, her experiences in Pre-K and elementary school have been positive. Her daughter 

was enrolled in a school for the death and blind until 5th grade. She began 6th grade in the local 

school district. However, this school had not enrolled a blind child before. The family advocated 

for accommodations for their daughter, as they wanted her to meet other children and adapt to “a 

traditional school environment,” but ensure that their daughter had tools and support necessary. 

Although it was a learning experience for the school and for the family, their daughter was 

transitioning well. Sandra’s quote speaks to her experience with the local school 4-8 school 

where both of her children were enrolled.  

Sandra: ha sido muy… de muy gran ayuda el apoyo que hemos tenido en las escuelas con 
los maestros.  Y que ellos quizás, tu puedes hacerlo, puedes llegar. Si tu quieres, lo vas a 
lograrlo.  No le ponen limites [escuela]. Están puchando a que, a que avance (énfasis). 
Que no se quede nomas a la primaria o secundaria. Que vayan mas. Poniéndoles metas. 
 
Sandra: It has been… of great help all of the support that we have received from the 
schools and teachers. And that they perhaps, that you can do it, you can get there. If you 
want, you will make it happen. They [school] don’t put limits. They are pushing for them 
to advance. To not stay just with an elementary or secondary education. To go further. 
Setting more goals 
 
Furthermore, the community support has also fostered her children’s academic success. 

At times language being the barrier to help her children in their homework and other times, 

supplementing what the school was not able to provide. The funds of knowledge found within 

the community were valuable assets for Sandra’s family. The support received from her 

neighbors and local library has also provided a positive outlook for Sandra’s family. Sandra 

explained the way in which she sought for supplemental support outside of her children’s school.  

A veces que vienen con sus tareas y que no pueden. Pues a que buscar ayuda. No te 
puedo ayudar pero vamos a la biblioteca. Vamos con algún vecino. La responsabilidad de 
que tiene que entregar esas tareas. De que tiene que a ver la forma de cómo ayudarlos.  
 
Sometimes they come with their homework and they say they can’t do it. Well we go find 
help. I can’t help you, but we go to the library. We go with a neighbor. They have to be 
responsible for returning those assignmets. There has to be a way to help them.  
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The funds of knowledge found within the community have also helped Sandra’s family 

reach one step closer to their college goal. Although Sandra states that she cannot help her 

children finish her homework, she is active about seeking for help. Her own funds of knowledge 

provide her with knowledge about local community resources. At the same time, Sandra 

communicates the amount of discipline, hard work and value she and her family have for 

education.  

Although it was more common to hear families describe barriers in education, mostly in 

the form of unhelpful teachers, counselors, and principals, families did not address systemic 

structures of inequality. Education systems were respected and valued. For example, during 

CKA a mother made a comment in Spanish that exemplified how families do not address 

systemic inequality. The mother states in Spanish, “no hay maestro malo, sino el estudiante.” It 

translates to; there is not a bad teacher, but the student. Families also adopted the individualistic 

belief that schools instilled in their children. Although CKA had a discussion about the mother’s 

comment, this message implied that education systems were thought to provide a fair opportunity 

to a mejor futuro for all students regardless of race, gender, ability, economic status, legal status, 

etc.  

Families’ employment and or volunteer experience helped parents understand the 

education system and the steps necessary to achieve a college degree. The majority of families 

volunteered or had experience working in K-12 systems and or universities. Such experiences 

gave families inside knowledge about academic standards, student activities, discipline, and 

college resources. Yet parents did not address structures of inequality.  

Jessica: Precisamente, estar pendiente. No estoy desconectada en un trabajo donde a lo 
mejor pudiera ganar mas pero no pudiera estar cerca de ellos. Me entiendes? Entonces, 
hasta ese es un modo en el que yo también, creo… me siento que estoy haciendo algo por 
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ellos. Porque aquí estoy hablando con los maestros, estoy al pendiente de ellos. No es 
como estoy esperando si me hablan y me dicen. No, yo estoy pendiente también. Y aquí 
en el ratito que tengo yo voy a su clase y si, si que se porto mal y que esta muy inquieto, 
pues esto es lo que vamos a hacer. Y así. Y que me esposo también dice bueno, pues que 
bueno que ahí estoy.   
 
Jessica: Precisely, being aware. I'm not disconnected in a job where maybe I could earn 
more but I could not be near them. You understand me? So, even that is a way in which 
I... I feel that I am doing something for them. It’s not like if I’m waiting to be called and 
they tell me. No, I am vigilant. And here in the little time I have, I go to his class and yes, 
if he behaves badly and is very restless, this is what we are going to do. And so. And my 
husband also says its good that I'm there. 
 
Andrea, a first generation Mexican immigrant described her experience as a custodian 

while working at the local university. Andrea had an opportunity to work as a custodian at the 

local university. Her primary responsibilities were to clean residence halls. She recognized that 

the type of student that enrolled and lived on campus was accustomed to a different life style 

than her children. Students were privileged. Her personal values did not match with the student 

population. However, she was supportive of her son’s decision to enroll in college, but would 

highly encourage her son to live at home. Andrea’s personal work experience and understanding 

of college allowed her to make the decision that living in the dorms was not the best choice for 

her family. Her funds of knowledge broaden the meaning of a traditional college student. The 

working mothers in education created opportunities to make a space for their children  

Esther, a first generation Mexican immigrant, mother of three and member of Parent to 

Parent, is another example of how volunteer experience has helped parents understand the 

education system and the steps necessary to achieve a college degree. Esther’s involvement with 

PtP, Ameri Corps and other community organization has helped her family find free summer 

programs at the local university geared towards undeserved students in health professions. Her 

oldest daughter has participated in a health sciences program for grades fifth through seventh for 

the past two years. Esther and her family have broadened their social networks within the health 
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sciences. The connections to faculty within Pharmacy and Medical school have helped the family 

find concrete steps to meet their college and health sciences goal. Not only is Esther 

knowledgeable about college preparation, she is also findings opportunities for her children to 

get exposed to professional careers that will make it much more tangible for her children.  

Undocumented students and families: For undocumented families as well, the belief 

that they just need to work hard to succeed is strongly held. In this section, families of mixed 

status immigration backgrounds and community members describe the numerous challenges in 

K-12 and throughout their college preparation process. But even as they talked about challenges, 

participants also expressed the belief that hard work would repay familial sacrifices and 

ultimately provide a mejor futuro. Despite this commitment to hard work, there was a larger 

understanding among first generation immigrant families about the uphill battle that 

undocumented students and families have to face in pursuing a college degree. The following 

section provides in larger detail the messaging within the community and individual households.  

Over the course of five years I have had the opportunity and privilege of working with 

hundreds of students and families. Families of mixed status, undocumented, DACAmented 

(Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals) , permanent residents, US citizens and or community 

members affected by the political climate of the state of Arizona. Undocumented students and 

families have been fearful about what, if any, possibilities remain for their children. I have 

worked with families who believe that undocumented students are not able to access any higher 

education institutions. Others believed that their only opportunity remains within community and 

vocational colleges. Political discourse and policies inspire and deflate families’ dreams about 

college accessibility, particularly in the cases of Proposition 300 (prohibits undocumented 
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students from qualifying for in-state tuition), DACA, in-state tuition for DACA holders, and the 

possible termination of DACA (Undocumented Student Tuition: State Action, 2014), 

Soon after the election of President Trump, there have been many visible changes in the 

policies, practices, and discourse surrounding these issues in the state of Arizona. Families 

became more nervous about leaving their homes and getting pulled over, with the granting to 

police officers of the power to call ICE on families. Families expressed feeling even more 

racially profiled. Such practices and changes greatly affected the participation of parents in the 

parent college outreach program. First generation, undocumented families stayed home as much 

as possible. As I called CKA families to ask where have they been, they would share that they 

were scared of leaving their homes. Some families did not own a car and had to car pool. In other 

cases, their neighbor who did have a car was undocumented and stopped attending the program 

due to fear of being stopped and deported. Families’ legal status not only affected how they 

viewed college, but how they viewed their safety and their ability to proactively draw on their 

funds of knowledge and community resources to support the pursuit of their dream.  

One story from my field notes conveys the depth of commitment and the familial and 

communal practices that support the framing of college as a collective aspiration. In November 

of 2017, an undocumented mother of four US citizen children was on her way to drop off her 

children at school when she got pulled over for an alleged traffic violation. Ms. Garcia (pseudo 

name) was detained immediately as she could not present her state driver’s license and could not 

prove her legal residency in this country other than her Mexican Passport. She was detained for 

three weeks before she received any help from a lawyer who could support her case. Ms. Garcia 

was released with a $3,000 fine in midst of finding a solution to her legal situation. In early 

January, she was tasked with finding letters of support and with trying to resume her life as much 
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as possible. This mother returned back to work in order to support her three children who were 

living at home under the guidance of her sister who took over while she was detained. Her oldest 

son was in the process of getting married just weeks before she was detained. Her second oldest 

daughter was enrolled in a college preparatory high school and excels in her academics. Her 

young twin daughters are in elementary school and are doing well academically. All of the 

family members have high aspirations to go to college, for a better and for a more stable life.   

Although her children are US citizens, this mother worries about the support she can 

provide to her children and she does not know what immigration agents will decide to do with 

her case. After this mother was released, she requested a letter of support from the office in 

which I work. Her eyes communicated the immense amount of trauma she experienced. Yet, her 

familial and educational goals were not compromised. She still tells her oldest daughter “echale 

ganas a la escuela para que te ganes una beca.” It translates to, do well in school so you can earn 

a scholarship. Work ethic and strong academics is the driving force of the family as financial 

resources are limited. Ultimately, a college degree would compensate the family for good 

character, hard work, familial sacrifices (i.e. home, culture, customs and language) and the 

betterment of society. College is the goal for this family as it is for many others in this 

community.  

Observations notes: The platicas in the parent group also included topics of immigration 

and the hostile political climate for undocumented, DACA students and mixed status families. It 

should also be noted that these observations were made during the month of November of 2016. 

Families were especially concerned with the Trump Administration coming into office. Families 

would tell US citizen mothers “vota por nosotros- vote for us.” The importance and value of 

voting was clear in the platicas.  
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After the election, families reflected on the support the US President received from the 

state and the Latino/a community. Most family members appeared to be devastated. The state 

was already highly conservative, with many anti-immigrant policies.  

Unsurprisingly, families discussed college accessibility in terms of money and legal 

status. The local university had recently allowed for DACA students to pay in-state tuition, but 

there were still challenges for undocumented students and families. The full in-state tuition was 

still incredibly high. Moreover, with the new administration, policies toward DACA students 

could (and in fact did) change in a matter of months. Families discussed proprietary colleges, as 

they did not make distinctions between types of institutions. Although hard work was necessary, 

undocumented families also knew that it would have to be accompanied by a significant amount 

of scholarship money to cover even just college tuition. More than that, though, the political 

climate of the country and of the state impacted how undocumented families framed college and 

continue to see it as of today.   

Among parents who were interviewed, a large majority of first generation families 

identified legal status as a barrier within their community or for their family. Moreover, first 

generation families also communicated that students’ legal status impacted the decision-making 

of the family and how hard work was not enough to provide them an opportunity in higher 

education. In the following section, families provide their perspective on their community 

members’ legal status or of their own status, and how hard work did not precisely equal college 

for such students.  

 Eliza, a first generation Mexican immigrant and a mother of three, describes the obstacles 

she has seen for undocumented students within her community. Although her children are US 

citizen, she describes how undocumented students are not given a fair chance in postsecondary 
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education. College costs were insurmountable even when undocumented students were awarded 

multiple scholarships. Being a good student who tried hard was not enough to pay for college. 

Eliza: Ella, (la mamá, sentada en otra banca) su hijo, uno de sus hijos se ganó, no se si 
tres becas y no pudo seguir estudiando porque no es de aquí . Es el obstáculo que yo he 
escuchado. Si, el único. El mas fuerte, que mas queremos. Y conozco muchachitos que no 
son de aquí, que conozco yo que tampoco han podido seguir estudiando, siendo buenos 
estudiantes.   
 
Eliza: She, (the mother sitting on the other bench) her son, one of her kids earned, not 
sure if three scholarships but, they couldn’t continue studying because he’s not from here. 
The obstacle that I have heard of. Yes, the only. The strongest one, the one we want the 
most. And I know a lot of youth that are not from here, that I know have also not been 
able to keep studying being good students. 
 
Within the College Knowledge Academy archival data, Spanish speaking parents had 

similar concerns about funding for undocumented students and families. Families were 

strategizing different ways to support their child, even if it meant moving or having their child 

away from home. Scholarship opportunities were scarce. A participating family in CKA wrote a 

question about their financial concerns for undocumented students.  

“Que si tienen oportunidad de tener becas personas que no tienen documentos? Y si tiene 
la oportunidad de ir a otra ciudad? 
 
 Is there an opportunity for undocumented students to obtain scholarships or do they have 
to go to a different city?  Is this your question? 

 
For Andrea’s family, her children’s mixed status has posed a significant barrier. Some 

children have been able to qualify for particular medical and educational services while others 

cannot. She has seen firsthand how her Mexican born children have received fewer opportunities 

to succeed in school. She expressed some loss of hope, but sarcastically comments that anything 

is possible, “pero si se puede”. Hard work should grant her children the opportunity to study. 

However, she recognizes that her experiences in school have not resulted in a fair opportunity for 

a better life.   
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Andrea: Ellos como no son de aquí siento que tienen menos posibilidades de estudiar, los 
que no son de aquí, me entiendes? … Por ejemplo [hijo] que no tiene este, que no es de 
aquí. Que no tiene, su…. como se dice su…..se me olvido como se dice… su seguro 
social, pienso que tiene menos posibilidades que los demás…Pero si se puede (risa 
sarcástica). Pero pues, eso es lo que siempre me, como que me detiene.  

 
Andrea: Because they are not from here, I feel that they have less possibilities to study, 
the ones who are not from here, you get me?... For example, [son] does not have, he is 
not from here. He does not have… how do you say it… his… I forgot how to say it… his 
social security, I think that he has less possibilities than the rest. But, yes we can 
(sarcastic laughter). But that is something that has always, like held me back.  

 
Additionally, Nelly expressed how hard work did not grant her daughter’s friend access 

to college. The student compromised her goal of attending a university, for a vocational college. 

A college education was inaccessible for undocumented students. Undocumented students are 

told to that if one works hard, their legal status will not matter. Her friend’s daughter had the 

“smarts” and the work ethic, but not the opportunity to pursue her educational goal.  

Nelly: Pues mira, algunas… algunas han sido… yo tengo una amiga, su hija es bien 
inteligente. Bien así, exageradamente inteligente. Pero como no tenia un estatus… La 
universidad era un sueno imposible. Entonces ella entro para asistente medico.. ahí. Y si 
lo termino y todo… Osea era la único opción que ella tenia... Es que tu como padre ya lo 
ves, como un sueno inalcanzable…ya tu hijo no llego. Necesitas tener un hijo, bien 
persistente.    
 
Nelly: Well look, some… some have been… I have a friend, and her daughter is super 
smart. Like super smart. But because she did not have a legal status… The university was 
not an attainable dream. So then she enrolled to become a medical assistant. And she did 
finish and everything…That was her only option she had… Like a parent, you see it, like 
an unattainable dream…your children then did not make it. You need to have a very 
persistent child. 
 

However, it is still assumed that it is up to the individual student to succeed. The education 

system is not at fault, nor seen as racist and oppressive (Freire, 2000). 

Patricia is a first generation Mexican immigrant and a mother of three. Her family is 

composed of a mixed status household. Her husband, oldest son and herself are undocumented, 

while the two youngest daughters are US citizens. Patricia describes differences in financial aid 
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for undocumented and documented students. She assumes that money is the only obstacle for 

students. Thus, students who have a legal status should be able to access a college education with 

federal aid and hard work.  

  
Patricia: Pues no, no te sabre decir cual seria el obstáculo de ellas. Porque sus hijos son 
cuidadonos y tu sabes que los ciudadanos tienen un poquito mas ventaja porque pues 
tienen sus prestamos ,… aunque son deuda lo van a pagar con su mismo trabajo.  
 
Patricia: Well no, I wouldn’t be able to tell you what their obstacle for them would be. 
Because their kids are US citizens, and you know that citizens have little more advantage 
because they have their loans…although they will pay the debt with their own work.  

 

First generation families were the most empathetic and sensitive to undocumented 

students and families’ struggles. Hard work was highly regarded as the key to success. Yet, 

families in the community and those directly affected by their legal status often communicated 

that education system was not providing a fair opportunity for students. But the systemic nature 

of education was never questioned.  Success was regarded as an individual decision, and 

problems were more about individual people in the schools. For undocumented students and 

families, though, they often felt defeated by the education system and compromised their goals 

due to perception of accessibility and affordability.  
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CHAPTER 5 

FINDINGS 

Mejor futuro, but expensive 

The value of a college education was clear for all participants in the study, regardless of 

language, generation, educational attainment, and economic status. All families stated a mejor 

futuro was the number one reason to pursue a higher education. A better future for their children 

was obtained with familial sacrifices, enrollment in the best schools, school 

employment/volunteerism, respect, discipline, family unity, humility, hard work, and education. 

Striving to provide a mejor futuro often began by transmitting families’ funds of knowledge to 

their children. Eliza, a first-generation immigrant, mother shared in Spanish,   

Eliza: “Lo que quiero para ellos, triunfo, felicidad. Que sean personas muy importantes 
…Mi marido y yo…, somos humildes de corazón…y es lo que queremos que ellos sean 
siempre. Que no se les olvide de donde vienen y de donde venimos nosotros. Y si como yo 
te digo, si ellos lo logran de llegar a ser grandes en la vida… que siempre tengan buenos 
sentimientos con los demás. Es todo lo que quiero de mis hijos… así como fuimos criados 
nosotros.” 
 
Eliza: “What I want for them is, triumph, happiness. To be very important people…My 
husband and I are humble people…and that’s what we want them to always be. To never 
forget where they come from and where we come from. And like I tell you, if they are 
able to achieve and get to be big people in life… for them to always be kind hearted 
people and good to others. It is what we want for our children…just like we were raised. 
 
Eliza wanted her children to be humble, happy and successful. A college education not 

only represented a better future for her family, but also a higher quality of life for others. 

Humility was the personal quality that carried success to another level. There was a moral and 

ethical responsibility to respect and serve others with compassion and dignity regardless of status 

achieved. Additionally, this quote communicates the moral obligation to honor familial sacrifices 

and funds of knowledge (Vélez-Ibañez & Greenberg, 1992, 2005; Moll, et al., 1992). 
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College was the ultimate goal that provided a chance to a mejor futuro. At the same time, 

college was also framed as expensive and even as a luxury. Over the past five years as a parent 

outreach coordinator, I have had first hand and ongoing contact with parents and guardians who 

are anxious about college costs, but hopeful that college would be the best investment and 

inheritance they can give to their children. Tuition and fees rise each year. Even so, 70 percent of 

those families often overestimated the actual cost of attendance. Families projected tuition alone 

could range from $10,000 to $40,000 per year for the local public university.  

For many if not most of these families, Pell Grants and a substantial scholarship would be 

the only imaginable way their children would be able to afford to go to college. In particular, 

first generation immigrant families and Spanish speaking families heavily relied on financial aid 

to subsidize the costs. Older generation families were also anxious about the high cost of college, 

but had some previous experience with the education system or federal financial aid.  

In order to meet families’ goal of a university degree, families strategized and 

collectively planned how to make college a possibility.  For the purposes of this study, I expand 

upon three key sub-themes within the larger theme of mejor futuro, but expensive: from 

quinceañera, to college, college pathways, and juntos: the collective decision-making.   

From quinceañera to college: A college education was the ultimate goal and a huge 

financial sacrifice for families. Similar to a fiesta de Quinceaños (birthday party for a 15 year 

old), families planned and organized how to pay for college using their funds of knowledge. A 

quinceañera was a large and expensive milestone for families, yet they managed to find a way to 

engage in these cultural practices that can be quite expensive. Although quinceañeras are more 

common among Latina women, young men also celebrate their birthday in such elaborate ways.  

Yet, only two families indicated that they had a college savings fund. Every family who 
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participated in the study stated finances as their families’ and or communities’ greatest challenge. 

If college was not covered by a scholarship or college savings fund, first generation immigrant 

families often claimed that it was going to be nearly impossible for their children to attend. 

However, when families’ funds of knowledge were applied to paying for college, parents 

realized the ways in which their cultural practices and skills sets were assets for their familial 

college goal.    

Although college savings did not come up often, families knew it was important, but 

were overwhelmed with college costs. Families found it hard to keep up with basic necessities 

and save for college. Saving for college was a luxury. The two families who had a college 

savings did not share how much or how often money was saved. However, the savings plan 

would be shared among the siblings. Only one grandmother who participated in the PtP platicas 

expressed that she had a college savings plan for her grandson. She saved 50 dollars per month 

out of the monthly custody check she had received. It was clear that families knew any college 

savings was important. However, saving for college was not always feasible.  

Archival data in the college knowledge academy also reflects the financial concerns 

families have regarding cost and financial resources. CKA devotes a two-hour workshop to 

address parents and guardians concerns about cost and how to pay for college. Written reflection 

questions on paying for college, also centered on cost, finding scholarships, and specific 

resources for undocumented students. Within four years of archival data and five years of 

fieldwork, English and Spanish language groups within CKA had 60 questions or concerns about 

scholarships, requirements, seeking for scholarships and FAFSA, probabilities of obtaining a 

scholarship and assistance. Such questions came up repeatedly, regardless of the specific topic of 

the week. CKA families engaged in conversations with other families while actively creating a 
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college budget sheet, brainstorming session on how to write a scholarship essay, scholarship 

advice, FAFSA, and discuss in-state, out of state, private, and public tuition rates. Questions 

were generally asked in person or written and addressed throughout the program (i.e. before, 

during, after the topic) as these platicas often encouraged families to share what they have heard 

or seek for guidance in getting started.  

Questions in regards to cost indicated a concern about the different types of career 

expenses and differences for in-state and out of state tuition. For example, one parent asked: “My 

daughter got accepted in an in-state college, and one out-of-state college, but she really wants to 

go out-of-state but says she is worried about money, what can you suggest?” A different question 

in Spanish asked,  

Carla: Aquí lo que he escuchado todo es caro. La Universidad es cara. Los libros son 
caros. El mantenimiento de estar ahí es caro. Todo es bien caro. 
 
Carla: What I have heard here is that everything is really expensive. The university is 
expensive. Books are expensive. Room and board at the university is expensive. 
Everything is really expensive.  

 
Families often compared the cost of education to their home countries. Carla had attended 

college in Mexico. Although she struggled financially to pay for her schooling she realized that a 

public college education was nearly seven times much as what she paid in Mexico. College was 

a large expense. But it was a goal she was not willing to compromise. 

Parents became even more anxious when they realized that they were going to have two 

or more children enrolled in college at the same time. Yet, families highly encouraged their 

children to pursue a university degree and felt responsible for following through with their 

children. They wanted their children to have the opportunity to be someone, have a mejor futuro 

and continue their education.  
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At one and the same time, families were well aware of their immediate financial situation 

and also fearful of putting limits on their financial support. Understandably, basic and daily 

necessities such food, transportation and health took priority. Half of the family members had 

one to three jobs to support their families. The other half were stay-at-home mothers who relied 

on their spouse’s income. Andrea, a first generation Mexican immigrant of eight children states 

in Spanish: 

Andrea: A mi me gustaría que, pues pienso que por la economía que estudiaran hasta 
donde yo pudiera darles. Porque… dicen, no se, es muy cara… las carreras. Pero hasta 
donde yo pueda tratar de darles. Y siempre les digo que tienen que estudiar, echarle 
ganas porque tienen que ser alguien... Porque yo por ejemplo, que no se nada.. Ahorita 
me arrepiento mucho y siempre les digo eso. Tiene que estudiar para que lleguen a ser 
alguien en la vida. Por lo menos que no batallen como yo.  

 
Andrea: I would like that, because I think that because of the economy that they study as 
far as I could give them. Because… they say, I do not know, it is very expensive…the 
career. I’ll do my best with what I have to try to give them what I can. I always tell them 
that they have to study, work hard because they have to be someone ... For example, I do 
not know anything. Right now I regret a lot and I always tell them that. You have to study 
to become someone in life. At least not struggle like me.  
 
Ricardo, a third generation Mexican American and a father of three explains the hardship 

he sees in the community in regards to college costs. He is a principal of an elementary school 

and has been able to provide another perspective on the financial challenges.  

Ricardo: For a lot of families even with two incomes, the [local university] would be not 
affordable. Even with, unless they had a significant scholarship. Like if you think about 
it, $13,000 for like one year. For an 18 year old who was in high school the year before, 
for free. Like that’s hard for a parent. It would be difficult to do… I think every kid in 
[city] has a great first option. If they can get in and afford it and that kind of thing.   
  
When college costs are so high, college does seem to be a matter of more than just work 

ethic. It turns into a matter of cost. Can we pay for it?  

A university education was described by parents in the study as the ultimate reward, but 

also the most unattainable. Even the local land-grant university is perceived as being out of 
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reach. Those who attend are seen as people who can afford to pay out of pocket. Martha, a first 

generation Mexican immigrant and mother claims that the university does not cater to her. The 

way families’ frame a college education is important to understand as this perception can affect 

their children’s college options. The local university is not seen as welcoming by the families 

who live in its own backyard.  

Martha: Pero cuando uno habla de universidad, uno dice…. ricos.   

Martha: When one talks about the university, one says… for the rich.  

At the same time families’ culture and past experiences (i.e. quinceañera/o celebrations, 

selling food, budgeting skills etc.) have enabled families to effectively strategize and pay for 

college. Families’ funds of knowledge were essential to understand how to make college a 

possibility. Among the parent to parent observations, families discussed college as a 

quinceañera/o. Quinceañera/o parties use padrinos (sponsors) to help pay for these expensive 

milestones. That was the way in which the Parent to Parent group framed college. The Latin 

American celebration of a young woman’s or man’s fifteenth birthday was a way in which 

families conceptualize college costs as manageable. Families’ funds of knowledge unveiled the 

way in which cultural practices can be used for college preparation. Quinceañera/o parties can 

be very expensive, but very special and important milestones. Additionally, quinceañera/o 

parties also indicated that families were not alone in the college preparation process. Family and 

friends play a key role, as they become padrinos for the young man or woman’s birthday party. 

They either process with the quinceañera/o, sponsor a specific item and or help pay for the 

birthday celebration. Padrinos played similar roles as scholarships. Any financial contribution 

would help families’ reach their goal. Families discussed college as a quinceanera/o, but also 

provided a different perspective on how gifts for birthday parties can be changed to financial 
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gifts (i. e. money tree) instead of material goods. Those financial gifts could contribute to their 

child’s college savings plan. Families were able to grapple with the college expenses when put 

into cultural perspective. 

Additionally, families’ cooking skills were used to fund raise for college. Families’ funds 

of knowledge supplied them with ideas about how to raise funds. A grandmother participating in 

the parent to parent sessions mentioned, “Si no hay becas. Sino vendiendo tamales.” It translates 

to, if there are no scholarships, than we sell tamales. Selling tamales was something that a 

grandmother knew how to do that could help pay for college. Scholarships were ideal, but she 

also understood she could do something about the costs to support her grandchildren. Similarly, a 

mother who participated in the college knowledge academy also supplemented her income with 

selling flour tortillas. This helped to provide a college savings for her daughter.  

It is clear that families’ funds of knowledge involve strategizing how to pay for college 

and continue to support their children beyond sharing consejos, and college aspirations.  Martha, 

a first generation Mexican immigrant also provides an example of how her family helps to 

alleviate financial emergencies: 

Martha: no somos una familia que este acomodada y que no tengas que preocuparte por 
muchas cosas, no. Incluso entre nosotras mismas que sale un apuro con fulana, nos 
juntamos y orale! Apoyar económicamente si es necesario.  
 
Martha: we are not a family that is well off where you don’t have to worry about many 
things, no. Even among ourselves, when someone in the family is financial stressed, and 
we get together and let’s go! We support each other financially if necessary.  
 

 
 Families described a quinceañera to college approach to the financial challenges of 

college education, which for these families is very expensive. Families’ funds of knowledge 

were expressed in this distinctive framing of college costs. College Padrinos, family members, 

tamales and tortillas can all help make college a possibility. Families’ experiences, skill sets, 
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customs and language equipped them to collectively engage in college savings and in fund 

raising activities. As Martha expressed, money is not easily accessible in the home, but there are 

practices in the home and community that have alleviated financial strain that can be associated 

with college expenses. Nonetheless, families were still apprehensive about costs, policies and 

recruitment practices that could limit college access for their children. College remains 

expensive and is still framed as for those who can “afford it.” College opportunity for children 

from these families is profoundly affected by and potentially compromised by annual tuition 

increases and the decrease in funding from the state.  

Stepping stones and end goals: Families framed college as a university degree. They 

described multiple ways in which their university goal could be obtained. Ideally, families 

preferred a direct route to college. However, when families’ circumstances (i.e. socio economic 

status, legal status, academic preparation, undecided major, fear etc.) did not allow them to enroll 

in a four-year institution, families would opt for their children to begin at a community college to 

help them reach their university goal. The community college was framed as an avenue to get to 

the university.  At the same time, this path was often stigmatized. Families’ language, 

generational status, migration patterns, and educational background guided their college 

rationale. Across all families (generation, language migration, and educational attainment), the 

primary choice was centered on the local four-year institution (Kiyama, 2011). 

Notably, families’ educational attainment influenced their college rationale given their 

experience with the Mexican and U.S. education system. Among first generation Mexican 

parents, the highest level of education ranged from elementary to some university education in 

Mexico and in the US. The breakdown are as follows: one mother had a second grade education, 

one father had reached middle school, two mothers had obtained a high school education, two 
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mothers had vocational degrees, three mothers had completed some university education, and 

two mothers had obtained a university degree in Mexico. One first generation mother obtained a 

vocational degree in the US. Finally, one first generation immigrant father transferred from the 

local community to local university. However, he only completed some university education. 

Two 1.5-generation Mexican immigrants had obtained a university degree and a vocational 

degree in the US. A second-generation Puerto Rican father had completed some community 

college and a vocational degree. Third generation immigrant parents had obtained the highest 

level of education among all participants. One mother had a Master’s degree. She started at the 

community college and transferred to the local university after she acclimated to college life. She 

then pursued a Masters degree. One father had also completed a Master’s degree. He began his 

college education at the local university. On the other hand, one third generation immigrant 

parent was only able to obtain some community college education. Lastly the fourth generation 

Mexican mother had obtained some community college and a vocational degree. 

Families’ educational attainment levels provided perspective in their college rationale. 

Those who were more willing to start at a community college had begun their college career 

there or were looking to reduce costs. On the other hand, those parents who had not received a 

college education were more likely to encourage a university pathway. Mayra, a first generation 

immigrant mother aspired a university degree for her son. However, she felt that it was out of 

reach because it was too expensive. She did not have a college savings account to cover the 

costs. Additionally, no one from her neighboring community had gone to a university. Her niece 

and nephews perspective on the different pathways her family could take. They were both 

enrolled at a community college and had been able to obtain better employment opportunities. 

She also recognized that was a less expensive option. The community college became a second 
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best choice. Yet, a university degree remained as the family goal. All families aspired a 

university degree. Their own vocational or community college training did not influence the 

goals of families for their children’s’ educational attainment. Other educational institutions, such 

as community colleges were stepping-stones to a four year institution and degree.  

First generation immigrant families were particularly hesitant about starting at the 

community college. A first generation Mexican mother explained how she did not want her 

children to deviate from their path to a university degree. However, after speaking with her 

neighbor she came to believe that a community college could be a stepping-stone to the 

university. Nevertheless, from her perspective community colleges were an option to reduce 

college costs and academic preparation, not a goal in themselves. Sandra expressed in Spanish 

what she learned from her neighbor after discussing their college plans for their children: 

Sandra: Por ejemplo el [community college].Hay muchas clases que te van a dar en la 
universidad y que son más caras y que te la pueden dar en el [community college]. Que 
son más económicas pero cuando llegas a la universidad ya allá las llevas. Y no cuestan 
tan caro. Que también cuando tu no acabalas los pasos que necesitas para entrar directo 
a la Universidad, ahí te dan la oportunidad de llegar a esos pasos para poder llegar a la 
universidad. Nosotros, yo al principio, no nunca optaba así por, hay el [community 
college] [suspiro]. Yo quería directo a la universidad.   
 
Sandra: For example, [community college]… There are a lot of classes that you will be 
given at the university that will be more expensive than at the community college. They 
are more affordable, and when you get to the university you already have them. And they 
are not as expensive. And when you don’t meet the university requirements, you get the 
opportunity there to get to the university. We, at first I never opted for the community 
college (sigh). I wanted a direct route to the university.  
 

After speaking with her neighbor, Sandra had a different understanding of different college 

pathways. The community college became a less stigmatized option. However, her familial goal 

continued to be a university.  

By contrast, Nelly, another first generation immigrant, expressed her ultimate goal and 

the best outcome as being the university. Her family has found support within the community 
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and in her children’s school to help them pursue a university degree. Her response is reflective of 

her familial goals and support she has received. 

Nelly: Pero yo sinceramente, a lo mejor me escucho muy, no se, yo no veo a mis hijos 
para allá [colegio comunitario]. Yo quiero que mis hijos…yo para mi, ellos van directo a 
la universidad. Ósea vamos a seguir el caminito. El BUEN camino. No nos vamos a 
desviar. Por eso yo no pienso para ellos para allá, no.   
 
Nelly: But I honestly… I don’t know, I don’t see my children over there [community 
college]. I want my children to... If it’s up to me, they are going directly to the university. 
We are going to follow the path. The RIGHT way. We are not going to deviate. That’s 
why I think my children will not go there.  
 

The university was framed as “the good way.”  By contrast, the community college was framed 

as “deviating” from the good path.  Given the research on college pathways and low transfer 

rates from community college to the university, that is an understandable and scholarly 

supportable framing of the choices and paths to a university degree. 

More than that, families believed that the local university is an excellent choice and 

prestigious university. It was the pathway to a mejor futuro. Families viewed the local university 

as a “good school”. Students from across the US were willing to move to attend the local 

university. Thomas and Carla are a married couple and first generation Mexican immigrants. 

They have two elementary school aged children. They shared goals similar to those of Nelly. 

However, this family provided some perspective on college access that reflected their personal 

experience of the local university and community college. 

Thomas: Pues mira, yo se que esta Universidad es muy Buena. Y porque yo fui ahi 
aunque no me haya graudado, yo se que es buena.  Se el historial que tiene la 
Universidad.  
Carla: En [colegio comuniatario] todo mundo puede estudiar, entonces… 

  
Thomas: Well look, I know that this university is really good. And because I went there, 
although I didn’t graduate, I know it’s good. I know the reputation of the university.  
Carla: In the [community college], anyone can study. 
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 Thomas and Carla share their personal experiences of the local public higher education 

institutions. Thomas was a community college transfer student. As he states in his quote, he 

enrolled in the university, but did not complete his degree due to personal and academic 

circumstances. Carla held a university degree in elementary education. They both believed that a 

university education was the best option for their children and family. The local university was 

close to home and a well renowned university. They ultimately wanted their children to be 

attending the university as it would provide a mejor futuro. The community college was an 

option for this family, but was not regarded as a recommended option. As “anyone” could study 

there. Thomas and Carla had a clear college preference for their family, both in terms of the 

pathways and goals of education. 

Within weekly writing reflections families’ across language groups expressed the desired 

goal of a university degree and apprehensions in reaching their college goal (i. e. motivation, 

college information changing and separation of children). One family expressed, “How can we 

help our elementary students in regards to university encouragement?” English and Spanish 

groups both stated motivation as their primary concern for their children. Parents’ ultimate goal 

was for their children to have an opportunity for a better future. A college education was not an 

easy task. Although not as prevalent, families were also worried about information changing by 

the time their elementary school aged children went to college. Finally, among those 

apprehensions about college and college transitions, a family from the Spanish group stated, 

“Como quitarme el miedo de como poder de que mi hijo se va a estudiar lejos.” How can I take 

my fear away about my son leaving so far away for college? Community spaces like CKA 

allowed families to find support, resources and affirmations to continue pushing forward. 

Families wanted to keep going and support their children’s education goals.  
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On the other hand, some mothers and families were supportive of the community college 

as a pathway to a university degree.  Maggie and Marcia are both third generation Mexican 

immigrants and products of the same school district their children currently attend. Although 

Maggie did not finish her degree at the community college, she was open to having her children 

begin there. In her perspective, a community college pathway provided a cheaper option for a 

college education, a way to complete “basics” classes, and adjust to college life. Additionally, 

she commented on the lack of college preparation while she was enrolled school. “When I grew 

up, high school didn’t teach you to get ready for college. They only taught you to get ready to 

graduate and find a job.” Marcia on the other hand did successfully complete her college degree. 

Her outlook on the district was more positive and was a proponent of public education. She 

started at the community college, transferred to the university and continued onto graduate 

school. She initially began her college career at the local university and participated in a summer 

bridge program. However, after taking a math class she felt overwhelmed with the classroom 

size, lecture style, and experienced culture shock. She was not ready to continue as a full-time 

student at the university. Thus, she decided to enroll at the community college. Natalie a 1.5-

generation Mexican immigrant also started her college career at the community college and 

transferred to the local university. She stated, “I did [community college], the first 2 years 

because that’s what they told me. [Community college] and then you transfer. I went to 

[community college] for 2 years and then I went 3 years at the [university].” Natalie was 

supportive of the same career path on her children if that is what they wanted to do.  

Maggie, Marcia, and Natalie were highly supportive of their children starting off at the 

community college. Their reasoning consisted of various rationales, ranging from being able to 

complete generational education classes at a community college, having more clarity about 
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career choice and exploring that first at a community college, to the cheaper cost of starting at a 

community college, to it simply being a good option, and to the culture shock that can come 

from going immediately to a university. Such rationales and reasoning were more common with 

older generation parents who themselves had started their schooling at a community college 

and/or those who had a positive experience at the community college. That contrasted with first 

generation parents, who were less likely to encourage their children to start at a community 

college.  

At the same time, both sets of parents framed the ultimate goal as a university education. 

For some of the parents, that aspiration included the possibility of an elite, selective private 

university.  Maggie, Marcia and Nelly highly encouraged Ivy League schools. In their view, their 

children’s’ opportunities were endless if they supported. Hard work often meant scholarships. 

Their thinking extended beyond academics as it was also tied to the amount of financial 

assistance received. 

Maggie: they can apply anywhere they want. There is no… if they want to go to 
[community] college]. They can go to [community] college. I probably recommend that 
first. Do all of your general and then transfer out and wherever you want to go then.  It’s 
really up to them. It’s up to them. How hard they want to work. Because I can’t do the 
work for them… They want to go to Harvard, go to Harvard. You want to go to 
anywhere, go.  
 
Almost all families were aware of Ivy League institutions in the US. These universities 

were also seen as ideal.  At the same time, the local university and community college presented 

an opportunity for their children to be close to family. Family unity was a common theme and 

core value families shared with each other. Thus, it was not uncommon to also frame college on 

the basis of proximity to family. Ricardo, a third generation Mexican immigrant and a principal 

within the school district described the convenience and proximity that the local community 

college provides to students and families considering postsecondary options. He believed that the 
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community college was an attractive option that at times surpassed the university. The local 

university could be from a 15 minute to 45 minute commute while the community college could 

be five minutes away from home. However, he also expressed that the university was a great 

option within the city. He described how it would be more difficult to access college if families 

lived in smaller cities with no postsecondary options. Ricardo also alluded to education deserts. 

Education deserts are a part of the country that have fewer colleges and with limited public 

college options for students (Hillman 2016; Hillman & Weichman, 2016). The advantage was 

that both local university and community college allowed families to live at home. Yet, the 

community college presented an advantage over the university in terms of proximity to home.  

Ricardo: I think most would say [community college] because it’s across the city. And 
there is a [south] campus that’s like 5 minutes from their house. There is West campus 

 
 Being close to home was an important consideration even when it was just miles away. Family 

was interactive and integral, not just an impact variable as stated in college choice models 

(Hossler and Gallagher, 1987; Perna, 2006). Ricardo provides an example of the importance of 

family with my own mother. My mother was visiting from Washington State and was invited to 

attend the College Knowledge Academy graduation ceremony.  

Was it your mom at the ceremony? So I saw the way that your mom looked at you. I 

could still visualize it right now and when you’re not near her… it’s not an on and off 

switch... Like it’s unconditional. 

Family proximity continues to be very important for families’ decision making and 

framing of college. Family was not an on or off switch for me either. Yet, geographic 

opportunities were different in Washington State. I had to leave home because I was living in an 

education desert that presented zero post secondary options. The financial support I received 

from my graduate studies aided my decision to move out of state. Although I have been away 
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from home for the past 10 years, family continues to be an integral part of my life. Proximity to 

family was an important factor for all parents regardless of generation status, language, 

occupation and educational attainment.  

Finally, families’ legal status greatly influenced how they framed and decided on a 

college. Parents in the participant observations explored private colleges beyond the local 

university. Private institutions were seen as more welcoming to undocumented and DACA 

students as they did not charge different tuition prices for out of state residents or international 

students. The belief was that their children could have a fair chance to succeed if they got 

accepted. A private institution could help fund their child’s education, as public state colleges 

could not. Private institutions often consisted of Ivy League equivalent schools (i. e. Stanford, 

Harvard, Princeton, etc.) found outside of the state. Families were fearful about their children 

leaving home, but also hopeful for their children’s educational success. However, community 

colleges were also considered for undocumented families. Patricia, a first generation Mexican 

immigrant and mother of three children describes below how her son’s college options are 

considered and discussed by her husband. College was framed in terms of time, money and 

academic preparation.  

Patricia: Y ya le [esposo] dice [mi hijo]. Yo le digo, quieres ir a la universidad? … No, 
me dice. Porque, le digo? Porque no, dice. Mejor voy a entrar al college [colegio 
comunitario], me dijo . Okay le dije. Y ya estaba mi esposo aquí, sentando ahí. Me dice, 
pues yo también dice, me gustaría que entrara al college a que entrar a la universidad. 
Porque a lo mejor si no la haces, dice vas a perder ese tiempo y el dinero le dice. Y así 
nada mas quedo. Pero yo pienso que porque también mi esposo, le ha dicho. Que el 
quisiera que estudiara ahí. Porque una carrera pues es muy larga en la universidad. Y 
pues nosotros. El no es nacido aquí para pagar mas.   

 
Patricia: And he [husband] tells him [my son]. I tell him, do you want to go to college? ... 
No, he tells me. I ask why. He says, no because, I better go to the [community college] 
instead. Okay, I told him. And my husband was sitting here. He also tells me, I would 
like him to enroll at the [community college] instead of a university. Because maybe if 
you can’t make it, you're going to waste your time and money. And that’s how the 
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conversation ended. But I think he says that because my husband has told him that he 
would like him to study there. Because a university career is very long. And then us,. 
He’s not born here so we can’t pay more. 

 
For undocumented families, college pathways are often framed on the basis of cost. A 

community college is a cheaper and faster option to obtain a college degree and mejor futuro. If 

no scholarships are awarded to students, families have to bear the entire cost with no federal 

support. Public institutions that do not offer in-state tuition to undocumented students tend 

charge about three times as much for tuition. College costs are one of families’ biggest barriers. 

Families are looking for college options where they can obtain a credential and institution that 

will not charge them more for their legal status.   

Within the College Knowledge Academy, scholarships are ongoing conversations. 

Families would actively seek for financial resources. Scholarships and financial aid would 

always be present in the parent workshops. Even when the workshop topic was not related to 

financial resources, parents would often share that they learned about a new scholarship. Parents 

would ask other families, university staff and current college students for help or advice. Paying 

for college was a concern in developing a college plan. CKA provided a space and central hub 

for college information.  

For families, a mejor futuro was obtained with a university degree. However, personal 

experiences with colleges, conversations with neighbors, perceptions, family proximity and legal 

status affected the way college options were framed and discussed. Communities’ funds of 

knowledge allowed for a deeper exploration of families college pathways and stepping stones.  

Contrast to what literature indicates about Latino/a and minority enrollment in private 

for-profit institutions and community colleges, families did not see the community college or for-

profit institutions as a primary choice for their children (Holland & DeLuca, 2016; Melguizo, 
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2009). Six parents discussed their affiliation or connection to a for profit institution or apprentice 

certification through a community college. Jorge, a second-generation Puerto Rican father, began 

at a community college but did not finish his desired career path as a personal trainer. Jorge later 

obtained a massage therapy degree from a healing arts institution. It was something he really 

loved to do, but he only does massage therapy on the side. He works full-time for UPS. Jennifer 

a fourth generation Mexican American also began at a community college hoping to transfer to a 

university. She attended the community college for four to five years until she decided to stop 

enrolling. Work and school were getting difficult to manage. She later enrolled at a beauty 

school and has pursued her career ever since. Rebecca, a 1.5 generation Mexican immigrant 

graduated from a medical institute and became phlebotomist. However, her true career goal was 

to become a registered nurse. She longed for a university degree. Marcia’s husband had enrolled 

in an apprenticeship program at the community college. He was very successful at this job and 

now owned a plumbing business. He was supportive of the apprenticeship program and of a 

quick financial investment. Yet, Marcia and her husband both wanted a university degree for 

their children as it provided more career stability and flexibility. Finally, two parents had some 

connection to ITT Tech. Mayra, a first generation Mexican immigrant mother, had a nephew 

enrolled at ITT Tech when all campuses started to shut down. She became skeptical of the 

institution and knew that there was fraud activity. She favored the community college over ITT 

Tech. The second family was Natalie’s husband. He obtained a related degree in the field of 

engineering. Natalie expressed that her husband felt lost in finding college information and 

stumbled upon ITT Tech.  Although families had personal experiences with or degrees from for-

profit institutions, they did not emphasize it as an option for their family. The goal for these 

families was to obtain a university degree. 
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Juntos: the collective decision-making: Among family participants, it was clear that 

college was a family and or community effort. Conversations about and framing of college often 

involved siblings, parents, family friends, and extended family members. Principals, teachers, 

counselors or other school personnel appeared seldom in conversations. University staff was 

often associated with the College Knowledge Academy. Parents knew that the coordinator of 

CKA was a resource for their family. Families would use language that would frame college as a 

familial task. The usage of "we" and "hemos" was reflective across language preference, 

educational attainment, and generational status. Advocacy and investment in their children’s 

academics, well being, college preparation and future made it evident that their children were not 

alone in the college decision making. It was “juntos”. The collective decision-making was 

reflective as a family and as a community. I discuss seven themes in which college was 

discussed as juntos as a family and two themes in which college was discussed as a community.  

Juntos as a family was at times explicit and at other times found in subtle ways. Families’ 

funds of knowledge also translated the collective and interactive effort parents and guardians 

play in the college decision-making process. Family practices and discussions about college did 

not start when the children were in high school. Rather, from a relatively early age, in elementary 

school, families were active in working on ensuring that their children had an opportunity for a 

“mejor futuro.”   

Families participated in a range of practices to support their child’s education and college 

preparation. Parents believed that the college preparation process was a team effort. There was 

not one simple way in which parents’ behaviors enacted a collective decision-making. Some 

examples of how the families’ funds of knowledge that related to or focused specifically on 

framing college include daily messaging about hard work and discipline, family activities, 
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choosing the best K-12 schools for their children’s’ academic success, taking English classes, 

celebrating success, volunteering or working at their children’s school. Finally, those practices 

influenced how families described how they perceived college decision-making would look like 

in their home. 

First, hard work and discipline was weaved into parents’ familial and educational goals. 

Parents led by example and described the ways in which their families’ funds of knowledge 

provided the foundation for their families’ work ethic. Hard work and discipline was also a value 

that parents hoped their children would learn from them. Establishing a strong work ethic in the 

home was a family commitment. Hard work represented courage, responsibility, discipline and 

respect among themselves and their children. Reaching for a better future meant working 

together as a family and learning from each other’s experiences, sacrifices, and active roles in the 

community. Jessica, a first generation immigrant mother described the way in which hard work 

was translated in her home. It was a collaborative effort and part of the families’ daily routine.   

Jessica: Pues primeramente, es que somos de cómo tener una rutina. De ser consistentes, 
y pero al mismo tiempo, como divertirnos . Así como que, “hay que agusto estamos” Por 
ejemplo, cuando es tiempo de hacer tarea, entonces que todos están haciendo tarea. Pero 
que no es nomas como, “hay que aburrido”, sino que eso va hacer para algo bueno. 
Entonces tratar de hacerlo todo el tiempo. No es a veces si y a veces no. Tratamos, mi 
esposo y yo de cómo vivirlo lo que les estamos diciendo. Pues cuando ellos me miran a 
mi, que,  YO también estoy tomando una clase. O a que también voy a unas platicas de 
biblia de la iglesia. A que mi esposo y yo estamos involucrados en el grupo de 
matrimonio. Así, es en el modo que se los estamos inculcando esto es importante… y 
pues que también tenga disciplina.....A que no le estamos diciendo hagan, hagan, hagan 
sino que, lo estamos haciendo juntos.  
   
Jessica: First of all, we like to have a routine. Be consistent and but at the same time have 
fun. And have fun while doing it. For example, when it is time to do homework, then 
everyone is doing homework, but it is not just like, "we’re bored,” but that it is for 
something good. So we try to do it all the time. It is not that sometimes we do it and 
sometimes we don’t.  My husband and I try to lead by example. When they look at me, 
that I am also taking a class or that I’m also going to bible groups. My husband and I are 
also involved in a marriage group at church. So that is one of the ways that we are 
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inculcating to them that this is important ... And we are not just saying do, do, do, 
because we are doing it together. 
 

For Jessica’s family, hard work was embedded in their daily routine. Instilling the 

value of hard work provided the opportunity to build strong study habits and develop a 

genuine desire to learn and aspire for a better future. Jessica believed in leading by 

example in all aspects of life (i. e. morals, work ethic, values, family etc.). Hard work 

was possible juntos.  

Families participated in a range of activities to stress the importance of hard work. 

It was not only expressed through family narratives, but through dialy routines, family 

activities, and extra curriculars. Hard work and discipline was seen as one step closer to 

success and a mejor furtro. Families support and embodiment of hard work were prime 

examples of how college was a collective decision. 

Additionally, my daily interactions with families have also allowed me to 

document families’ funds of knowledge continue to play with college freshmen. Juntos 

was the way in which the Garcia family supported their son through his first year of 

college. A first generation mexican immigrant and Parent to Parent mother shared the 

way in which she continues to support her son. Mrs. Garcia and her son work on the 

kitchen table until all homework is done. She stays up late until her son goes to bed. She 

feels the stress her son is going through to be the first in the family to go to college. She 

has been able to witness the effort, discipline and hard work her son has to put forth to 

successfully pass each course. There is no doubt that college is a collective effort. Mrs. 

Garcia is by her son’s side every step away. The countless, snacks, teas, and cups of 

coffee, sleepless nights, and unconditional support is one of the ways in which families 

have expressed that college and hard work is a collective effort.  
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Second, family activities also presented a collective approach to college planning. 

Families engaged in college related activities. College was presented as a collective decision by 

normalizing college. Although older generation immigrants were more likely to arrange family 

trips to the university, first generation immigrants also visited the university through school 

functions. Families discussed career goals and the opportunities the local university offered 

them. For Ricardo, a third generation Mexican American, college visits were an opportunity to 

speak to his children about family values, careers, college life and ultimately normalizing the 

next step after high school.  

Ricardo: We do little things like, 2 weeks we brought them to the homecoming parade 
like just, not even to the game, just so they can sit on the mall, watch the parade. Waste 
like, 5 dollars on some hotdog (giggle) I’m just kidding. Have some fun, like they got on 
and played all these games that they had for kids and… it’s just about, hey when you 
grow up you can come here, like you know. Or some days we will be driving by and stop 
and park and eat lunch like in the student union. 
 

 Families often experienced college juntos. College was not just a family goal.  It also was 

something that the family experienced together. Families like that of Ricardo visited the 

university together and helped the children understand that the whole family is in this together. 

The local university became familiar at an early age. The university was the next step after high 

school. College was a family commitment and a place enjoyed by the family. Ideally, the local 

university was going to be the children’s and their family’s second home.  

Third, the way in which K-12 schools were chosen also demonstrated a collective 

decision-making. Academic preparation was important to families as it could facilitate college 

admissions. Parents took an active role in finding the best schools in the area. Families’ funds of 

knowledge helped to make informed decisions. There was a preference for charter schools and 

private catholic K-12 schools. The level of academic preparation and individualized attention 

was attractive to families and encouraged them to consider options beyond public K-12 systems. 
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Finding a school that could offer a well-rounded experience for their children was highly 

important. The personal connections within the community helped families find their best option 

for their family. Families’ funds of knowledge were critical as it helped them navigate the K-12 

system. The interactive role parents and guardians play in K-12 indicated a large commitment to 

academic preparation and family involvement in the college preparation process. Two mothers 

describe the way their family has discussed or have chosen K-12 schools.  

Nelly a first generation immigrant mother described how she advocated for her son’s 

education and the K-12 options she knew she had.  

Nelly: Sabes [escuela primaria] es buena escuela. La cuestión de que queden ahí es lo que 
tu como padre le pongas de empeño. Y hay MEJORES [escuelas]…si tu quieres. Si yo 
me fuera mas lejos [norte] puedo agarrar una escuela mejor. 

 
Nelly: You know [elementary school] is a good school. Staying there [school] is more 
about what you as a parent put forward. And there are better [schools]…if you want. If I 
go further [north]I can get into a better school. 

 
The elementary school Nelly’s oldest son is enrolled at is considered one of the best 

elementary schools in the district. The school admits students on a lottery admissions system. 

She was recommended the elementary school through family friends. She chose not to enroll her 

son in the school within her neighborhood because of the academic rigor and experiences others 

had with this school. However, she also acknowledged the socioeconomic disparities within the 

school district and K-12 education. Choosing schools further from her house provided her 

children with a larger amount of resources. Her involvement and advocacy for her child’s 

education is a testament to how her funds of knowledge enables her to find the best schools for 

her children and parents interactive role in their child’s education.  

The second example provides greater insight on how a family chose K-12 options and the 

importance of communities’ funds of knowledge.  
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Patricia: Les pregunto a las muchachas que ya tienen hijos grandes porque ellas ya tienen 
experiencia.  Por ejemplo, tengo una amiga, que tiene 3 muchachas ya grande y ella es la 
que le pregunto. [amiga]. A ella le pregunte porque el niño quiere entrar a la [secundaria], 
ya la [preparatoria]... Y yo le digo que no…Porque yo he sabido de muchas cosas no muy 
buenas de la [preparatoria] . Yo investigué. Aunque el se enoje conmigo y me hace así los 
ojos.  Porque el si se quiere quedar pero yo no quiero que entre. Yo quiere que entre a la 
escuela que se llama, como se llama? [escuela charter k-12 ]. Porque me dicen que es mas 
pequeña y que ponen mas atención con alumnos. Yo quiere que entre ahí [escuela chárter 
K-12].   
 
Patricia: I ask the girls who already have older children because they have already 
experience it. For example, I have a friend, who has three older girls and she is the one 
that I ask. her. [friend]. I asked her because my son wants to enroll in [middle school] and 
[high school]. And I tell him no… Because I have known not many good things from the 
[high school]. I investigated. Although he gets mad at me and rolls his eyes. I don’t want 
him to go to school there. I want him to go to the school that is called, what is his name? 
[escuela charter k-12]. Because they tell me it's smaller and that they put more attention 
to their  students. I want him to go there [charter school]. 
 
Patricia’s social networks enabled her to find the best school for her son. The information 

she found within her friends indicated a collective approach to K-12 and active role in ensuring 

her son was on his way to college. A charter school was the best option as it provided 

individualized attention and academic rigor. Although all families had their children enrolled in 

public elementary schools, families expressed a preference for private catholic schools or charter 

schools to continue their K-12 education. These schools provided network of college students 

and a space for parents to feel comfortable in seeking information from other community 

members. Jessica who had enrolled her son in a Catholic college preparatory high school, sought 

for community resources she trusted would help her reach her family college goal. Jessica, as 

well other families, sought the advice, guidance and support from their social, community 

networks centered in religiously affiliated high school and charter schools. The level of academic 

preparation was seen of higher caliber. The Catholic high school in the community was highly 

respected. Families who I have worked with in the past continue to explore this particular high 

school for its college preparatory reputation, college placement, and rigorous coursework. Here 
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lies another indicator that these families were thinking about college well before high school 

started.  For they were considering where their elementary and middle school children would go 

to school, as a pathway to educational attainment in college. Yet, college preferences still 

remained public. The way in which families have chosen and framed K-12 schools is another 

example of how college preparation is a collective decision.   

Fourth, one particularly significant example of families embedding practices early on that 

would serve their children’s’ educational future was in the pattern of many parents taking 

English classes. It was more common for first generation Mexican families than for others to 

have had current or previous participation in English classes. Both mothers and fathers would 

participate in language acquisition classes.  A major part of their motivation for doing this was to 

support their children in school. Parents wanted to help their children understand their homework 

and have a better opportunity succeed in school. 

Maria: Siempre [esposo] esta yendo a clases de ingles. Ya no. Aunque habla bien el 
ingles. Pero estaba yendo a clases de cómo leer el ingles de lectura para ayudar a 
[hijo]….Pues a todas esas clases iba. Y luego… siempre el iba a esas clases de, 
enseñado a educarse: para que no pierdas la paciencia, que debes de hacer con los niños 
y cosas así.   
 
María: He’s [husband] always going to English classes. Not anymore. Although he 
speaks English really well. But he was going to classes like how to read English to help 
our [son]… He would go to all classes. He would always go to classes on how to 
continue educating himself: how not to lose patience, what to do with children and things 
like that.  
 

 Families had a strong commitment to ensure their children had a chance to a “mejor 

futuro.” Although for some families the English language presented a barrier, some found 

community resources to acquire the language. If families did not feel comfortable with the 

English language or were not able to help their children with their homework they would often 

find family members to help their children. Siblings, grandparents, and extended family 
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members were important mentors that also provided guidance for college. That mentoring was 

not uncommonly coordinated by the family. 

Fifth, celebrating success as a family was an example of collective sensemaking among 

families.  Andrea is a first generation immigrant and a mother of eight children. She described 

how she believed the college decision-making process would be like for her family.  She 

described a collective familial approach. She did not want to impose what she thought was best. 

Rather, she wanted her children to be happy and have a say with the college decision. Going to 

college was going to change the dynamics of the family. Andrea and her family were really close 

and were never apart for more than a day. They enjoyed being at home “unidos todos.” This 

passage from Andrea’s reflected the special and close bond of the family. 

Andrea:pues pienso que todos, entre todos juntos, no? Entre la pareja y los hijos, no? 
Porque si tu decides . YO decido que tu vas a esa escuela y el no quiere. Me entiendes? 
Pienso que es como todos unidos en familia a ver que es lo mejor para el. 
 
Andrea: Well I think it be with everyone, everyone together, right? Your spouse and the 
children, Because if I decide and he does not want to. Do you get me? I think it's like all 
united, as a family to see what is best for him. 
 
Families also aspired to celebrate success juntos. For Andrea’s children, their goal was to 

buy their mother a big home. A college degree would be worthwhile if they could honor their 

mother with a house that she deserved. Currently, the family lived in a humble single trailer park 

home. However, in order to accomplish this goal, Andrea would continue to emphasize to her 

children the importance of a college degree. Any career her children wanted to pursue, college 

was always a part of the conversation. It was a necessity. A college degree meant a mejor futuro 

for the entire family and a form of the children repaying their mother. It was collectively agreed 

upon that the family was going to work together to provide a better living situation for everyone 

in the family.  
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Andrea: Porque todos tienen la misma meta de que me van a comprar una casa… Ellos 
dicen que cuando sean grandes y cuando acaben de estudiar me van a comprar una casa. 
Dicen que ellos quieren una grande bonita. 
 
Andrea: Because everyone has the same goal that they are going to buy me a house ... 
They say that when they’re grown up and when they finish studying, they will buy me a 
house. They say they want a big and pretty home. 
 
College was a collective goal for the family. The best interests of the children were 

considered.  But the children themselves also engaged in familial dialogue as to what was good 

for them and for the family. In return, the children wanted to work together to honor their 

families’ sacrifices. 

Sixth,  families’ reasoning to work and volunteer in their children’s school also indicated 

the collective framing of college. Almost all mothers, except for one mentioned working, had 

work experience within K-12 or higher education or volunteered for their children’s school. Only 

one father worked within the school district where he enrolled his children. Volunteering and 

working for the school allowed families to become insiders of education while remaining close 

to their children. For example, parents were able to monitor children’s academic progress, align 

work and academic schedules, and support their children in their academics and extracurricular 

activities. Parents were able to gain access to important spaces and also be able to incorporate 

this knowledge as a part of their funds of knowledge. Jessica and Marcia explain the benefits of 

working for the education system and the ways they continue to support their children.  

Marcia: I do this work because it allows me to be family oriented. Who brings their kids 
to school everyday? You know? That I know that I’m blessed to do that. 

 
Marcia a third generation Mexican American described the privilege to be working in the same 

school as her children. As principal of the local elementary school she has been able to keep her 

family intact. Additionally, her position allows her to closely monitor her children’s academic 



133 

progress and stay highly involved in her children’s lives. Working for the school has given her 

the social capital to ensure that her children are well prepared for college. 

Jessica is a first generation Mexican immigrant who works as a teachers aid in her 

children’s school. She explains the benefits of becoming an insider of the education system.   

Jessica: A mi lo que me sirvió es.. estar ahí [escuela]pendiente desde chiquito. Porque 
me sirvió mucho estar hablando con sus maestras de el…Por ejemplo, cuando yo tenía 
una conferencia con sus maestros, a mi me servía mucho que el maestro me decía, “mira 
estas calificaciones tiene su hijo, “tiene A y B” o si tenia C lo que tenia.  Entonces decía, 
“pero mira, si el tiene puras A, eso es bueno para el. Porque eso es lo que lo va llegar a 
obtener un mejor GPA. Es lo que lo va ayudar para que estudie una carrera.” Una 
maestra me lo dijo en palabras muy sencillas. 
 
Jessica: What helped me a lot was being there [school] since he was small. It helped me a 
lot talking to his teachers...For example, when I had a conference with his teachers, the 
teacher told me, "Look at the grades your son has, A and B” or if he had a C. He said " 
look, if he has all A’s that's good for him because that will allow him to have a better 
GPA. It’s what he will need to get a good career. A teacher told me that in very simple 
words. 
 
Like other parents, Jessica was a former parent volunteer and is now a school employee. 

She described her experience as eye opening. She was able to work with her child’s teacher, find 

academic support, deepen her understanding of the K-12 education system, and recognize the 

importance of grades in reaching a college degree. Jessica like Marcia, valued having a work 

scheudle that was aligned with their children.  

 It was evident that working or volunteering in the education system provided perspective 

on how to reach their college goal. It was especially helpful for first generation immigrant 

mothers who had obtained their schooling in Mexico. Families had a beter idea of the steps 

necessary and the ways in which they could continue to stay involved in the collece preparation 

process. The social capital obtained through these educational spaces have shed light on the ways 

in which families are highly involved in the college preparation process, but also the ways in 

which families have incorporated what they have learned as a part of their funds of knowledge.  
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Seventh, families college decision-making. Jessica is a first generation Mexican 

immigrant.  She is the mother of three children. Jessica spoke of the collective decision making 

in her household. One example was about her high school son, who is getting offers from 

multiple universities. Jessica and her husband were active in attending college informational 

nights. Conversations about college were always a topic of conversation in the home. She 

recounted when her son was getting college offers sent to their home. She provided insight on 

the way decisions were made in her household. College was an important topic of conversation 

as her son’s college decision was also going to affect her younger children’s’ college choice. Her 

children wanted to follow their big brothers’ footsteps. The college decision was going to have 

an imprint on their entire family. In the following passage, Jessica describes the collective nature 

of the decision-making.  

Jessica, a veces me dice, “ay ama I’m going to commit to this y luego le digo, espérate no 
vas, you’re not going to commit, WE have to commit, todos juntos, tu papà, y yo y todos. 
It’s not de repente venga, “Ama, I already committed to...” nomas porque le manden el el 
papel, y he commits to the school. Y luego no, no, no espérate, espérate, espérate.   

 
Jessica: sometimes he tells me, “Mom, I’m going to commit to this and then I tell him, 
wait, no you’re not. We have to commit, all together, your dad, everyone and myself. It’s 
not all of a sudden, “Mom, I already committed to...” just because he received an offer 
and he commits to the school. And then no, no, no wait, wait, wait.  
 
Contrary to the way the prevailing literature conceptualizes the process, in this as in so 

many of the parents/guardians I interacted with, the college framing and even decision-making 

process was one in which the individual student has a role, but not always the determinative one. 

All possible options needed to be carefully examined and all immediate family members needed 

to be a part of the conversation. The decision making process was interactive and reflective of 

the familial values and relationships, as in the recognition that the oldest son’s decision would 
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influence the decisions of his younger siblings, which in turn would again affect the whole 

family.  

Marcia is a third generation Mexican American and a mother of two boys. She described 

college framing and decision-making as family centered, both in her own college pathway and in 

that of her sons. At the time she started college, Marcia did not want to separate from her family 

nor did she feel ready to start at the local university, although that had been her original plan. She 

started at the local community college and later transferred to the university. She could not 

fathom being away from her family.  In Marcia’s words, 

I remember being like “oh my gosh!”. I knew. I’ve always been very aware of what I 
want and what I don’t want. I have a vision for myself and so I knew right away this 
wasn’t what I wanted to do yet. I need to figure it out. So I was accepted to the university. 
I never wanted to leave my parents. I would live with them now if they would let me. 
Bring my whole family. I am one of those. I am a big girl but, in my heart, I’m very 
family oriented. 
 
The community college allowed her to be physically close to her family and transition 

gradually into a college atmosphere. Now, for Marcia’s children college was an expectation. At 

the same time, as it had for her in her college framing and decision making, the college choices 

of her sons also provoked a lot of stress. Although she joked about moving to college with her 

sons she was more than willing to do that. She valued family unity and proximity to family. 

Juntos also manifested in taking various measures to support her children and ensure their 

success even as the family was kept intact.  

Marcia: I can envision moving away with my kids somewhere if they say out of state. I 
can envision that, because I know my parents may not be with us anymore so I can 
envision that. And my sister and I would just bring her [mother]. We would travel; we 
would go see each other. We have means to be able to stay in touch… I can dream a big 
dream for my kids. I want it and will move mountains for that, but in my heart I just 
think, God give me the strength. Because I don’t know how our parents did it.  

 



136 

Similarly, Nelly and her family have also thought about moving with her children to 

college. College was not an individual commitment. It was “todos juntos.” It was a shared and 

familial commitment and goal.  

Nelly: Pero nosotros si estamos bien firmes en eso, que van a estudiar la universidad. No 
lo vemos como, como algo inalcanzable no… Mi esposo a veces dice, oyes, y cuando el 
[Thomas—pseudonym] diga “ mama, me quiero ir a tal… a otro estado. Me voy a ir a 
estudiar la universidad a otro estado.” Y nos miramos los dos, que vamos a hacer? Y 
luego, dice mi esposo, vamos a empacar maletas y no te vas, NOS VAMOS.  Ósea 
estamos abiertos a todo eso. Pensamos que si el día que el quiera salirse… vamos irnos 
junto con el. Todo ese sueno, nosotros lo vamos a, a acompañar. Esa es nuestra meta. 
 
Nelly: But we are very firm in that they are going to study at the university. We do not 
see it as, as something unattainable, no. My husband sometimes says, listen, when [son] 
says "Mom, I want to go to such and such college, in a different state. I'm going to study 
out-of-state." And we looked at each other. What are we going to do? And then, my 
husband says, we are going to pack our bags. You’re not going alone, WE ARE GOING 
with you. We are open to all of that. We think that if the day comes and he wants to leave 
... we will go with him. We are going to be with him and accompany him in his dreams. 
That is our goal. 
 

The commitment is for the child to go to college, to move away, but also for the entire family to 

move with the child. The family unit would go away to the site of the college. 

Ideally, Marcia and Nelly wanted their children to apply to the local university. At the 

same time, the reality was that out of state colleges could also be attractive to their children.  In 

that case, some parents had a plan. They would relocate. Marcia was close to retirement and was 

financially stable. Her children and husband were her largest commitments in town. She had the 

means to travel and see family. Marcia also had extended family members who attended college 

in California, Massachusetts and studied abroad in Mexico City. Going to out of state for college 

was somewhat normalized in her family. Her children had also shared that going out of state was 

something that they were considering. However, she still preferred to have them close to home. 

On the other hand, Nelly did not have any family members who had experience with the 

US higher education system. Nelly and her husband knew that out-of-state colleges and Ivy 
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League institutions as valuable options. Regardless, of where their children attended school, 

families were supportive and were willing to relocate to support their families. College was a 

collective goal, decision and process.  

For those parents who had completed a university degree in Mexico or in the US, they 

also described their college degree as a familial goal and a family effort in getting to and through 

college. Family proximity and support was important for their success and retention.  Carla, a 

first generation immigrant and mother of two boys, talked about her experience in college. She 

was the only child from her family to pursue a college degree. While her siblings also aspired to 

a college degree, and valued it, they were not able to continue their education. Carla became the 

pride and joy of the family as her degree also represented their familial success. All family 

members felt that they contributed to her success. It was a family effort to get Carla a college 

education.  

Carla: Yo fui la única que se graduó de algo se podría decir en mi familia. Y todos, 
todos, todos estaban “ay la maestra.” Estaban súper orgullosos de mi, mis hermanas. 
Todos ayudaron… Todos en lo largo de los 4 años que estudie, todos como que 
aportaron algo. Como que sintieron parte de ese logro.   
 
Carla: I was the only one from my family that graduated from something, you can say. 
And everyone, everyone, everyone, was like, “ooooo the teacher!” My sisters were super 
proud of me. Everyone helped… Over the course of my 4 years in college, everyone felt 
that they contributed with something. They felt a part of the achievement.   
 
College was a family effort in cultivating college aspirations, decision-making and 

successfully graduating college. It was todos juntos. Whether it was financial help or words of 

encouragement, Carla felt that she could push through college. Families described multiple 

familial processes to ensure their children had an opportunity for a better future. The pride in 

Carla’s family was present in many other families as well.   
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College was a community goal as well. Juntos as a community, provided a perspective on 

the collective sensemaking of the larger community. Families worked together to help their 

children reach a college degree. This was made evident in the Parent to Parent platicas 

(participant observations), church networks, college knowledge academy, in interactions among 

friends and at school gatherings and shared fear of failure. Yet, findings also presented an 

exception to the community asset-based approach. Nonetheless, these support networks often 

helped families obtain personal and transitional support for students and families.  

First, the PtP program is a perfect example of the community sensemaking and support 

system that some families have. PtP is a volunteer group that originated from the College 

Knowledge Academy. It provided space for parents and guardians to share college knowledge 

and personal experiences with the rest of the community. They offer college knowledge through 

pláticas or conversations about college knowledge to the larger community (González & 

Portillos, 2011). Parents and guardians provide 30 platicas each year to the larger community. 

The group is composed almost entirely of mothers (except for two fathers). Half of the group has 

had a least one child in college (i.e. university or community college). The rest of the group is 

formed of families who are planning for college and learning about the primary, secondary, and 

postsecondary education systems. This group provides the space for families to talk about any 

topic—college aspirations, learning abilities, course scheduling, college choice, paying for 

college, career exploration, college admissions requirements, DACA, resources for 

undocumented students and families, bullying, school activities, academic challenges, school 

leadership challenges, academic and personal milestones, political climate, GED, and English 

language classes, and personal stories (i. e. funds of knowledge).  
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PtP also tries to break down language and cultural barriers in order to get to college 

juntos. PtP leaders are bilingual and consist of Mexican and Native American parents. More than 

that, the program provides holistic services for families. The group provided comfort in 

discussing academic and personal issues with the education system with engaging discussions 

and activities.  

Within PtP, families framed college like quinceanera celebration. A quinceañera is a 

milestone and a community effort. It can range from $5,000 to $20, 000 depending on the size, 

venue, state and country (quinceanera cost, 2018) Padrinos for college was one of the ways 

families described how their community, culture, customs, values, and family could help in 

reaching their children’s’ college goals, just as they had for their daughters’ or sons’ quinceanera 

party.  

Additionally, Catholic churches became spaces where families found college information 

and support systems. The Catholic Church that was referenced was associated with a private 

catholic high school. The high school had a strong academic reputation and college going 

culture. Many of those students and families were members of the church and provided families 

with valuable resources. Community members became primary sources for families. Jessica, a 

first generation mother, and highly involved member of the church connected with a family who 

had a daughter at the local university. These daily or weekly interactions would allow families to 

develop close relationships with other community members. For Jessica, it provided an 

opportunity for her son to learn about college through a peer. Churches provided a network of 

college students. Their religious community group was another resource that provided support 

and college information for families.  
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Jessica a first generation Mexican mother explains how she has learned about 

scholarships and funding for college through her social network at church.  

Jessica: Por ejemplo, el Domingo pasado estábamos en la iglesia. Estábamos en un fund 
raising ahí, ayudando a vender. Entonces una muchacha, una hija de unos amigos de mi 
esposo y mío…Entonces ya ella, ya hablo, me pongo a preguntarle, “hay como te ha ido 
en la escuela” para que me empiece a platicar para que escuche ahí mi hijo. Entonces ya 
el también le empieza hacer preguntas de cómo le hizo. Y ella ya esta en la [University]. 
Y también que scholarship la que ella agarro y todo eso. Y como le esta haciendo. 
 
Jessica: For example, last Sunday we were in church. We are at a fund raiser there, 
helping to sell. There was a girl, she the daughter of my husband’s friend and mine. She 
begins to speak and then I start to ask, "How’s school going?” So she can start talking 
and my son can listen. So then he begins to ask about how she did it. She’s already at the 
[University]. And also what scholarship she got and all that. And how she's doing. 
 

Church was not only a space to practice faith, but was also a college information hub.  What is 

interesting about this, though, is that it was other parents and families at the church that were the 

resource, another source of funds of knowledge.  It was not the officials of the church, or 

activities about education and college organized by the church.  

Third, juntos also involved the College Knowledge Academy.  CKA was as a community 

resource that could help their family find college information. Although none of the interviewed 

families participated in the academy, many had friends who completed the program and 

encouraged them to enroll. CKA created a space for families to discuss and plan college goals, 

concerns, family, culture, etc. The academy was referenced as a trusted resource that cared about 

the community’s success. Some of the families shared that they had seen me at their school 

inviting them to attend CKA. They knew that their college planning did not have to be done 

alone. Most of the families who had not been to CKA had the desire to enroll in the program but 

their school and family activities were often in conflict with the program. Yet, families described 

the support, strong reputation and respect that college knowledge academy had for the 

community.   
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 Those families who have participated in the college knowledge academy also 

communicated their collective college sensemaking throughout their participation in the 

program. CKA is designed to work with and for families. It honors families’ experiences, 

language, skill sets, culture and family (Kiyama, Lee, Rhoades, 2012). CKA is a bilingual 

program, provided entirely in Spanish and in English for families with those language 

preferences. Staff and faculty are invited to participate who share similar backgrounds and 

language as families. These similarities and genuine care provide families the comfort to share 

their college goals with CKA staff, faculty and families. The culture within CKA allowed 

families to tackle college myths and feel that juntos, college was a possibility. As a result, 

families felt more confident in pursuing their college plans and in supporting other families. 

During the academy, families would share their experiences with the K-12 and higher education 

system; participate in group activity and in informal and formal discussions about college. 

Activities included role-playing college admissions counselors. Families’ funds of knowledge 

provided perspective on what hard work looked like during the admissions activity. Families 

realized that students did not have to be perfect to be admitted to college. These activities and 

twelve-week conversations about college provided a space for families to plan college as a 

family and as a community. Families were each other’s first and readily available resource. For 

example, a mother who I met and worked with at CKA shared how she helped her nephew and 

his parents understand the college admissions process after participating in CKA and in PtP. This 

mother took ownership of the college knowledge in order to help her family and her community. 

As can be imagined, families also discussed and planned for college among their social 

networks. Families talked about high school choice, college and university options, emotional 

transitions, funding, success and challenges. These social networks often involved close friends 
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or school personnel. The way in which families found support systems outside of their household 

also communicated the collective sensemaking among multiple families. College was a 

community and collective goal. For example Marcia, a third generation immigrant and principal 

of a local elementary school recalls a family that continues to come back to her elementary 

school to share their daughter’s success with other families. The value of education was clear 

among this family. The desire to come back to the community and share their college 

experiences with others communicates a collective college goal.   

A family…they are so proud of their daughter. She got a full ride to [university]. She was 
a soccer star here. Didn’t get a soccer scholarship but she’s going to go out for the team. 
And they just couldn’t be prouder. They are so happy. Those families tend to come back 
more often and share their story because there is a level of pride and there is a level of, 
“we made it.” 
 
Marcia took note of the collective sensemaking in her school community. Although 

families have “made it” within their immediate households, families are coming back to share 

their successes, transitions, and support with the rest of the community. Giving back and 

reciprocity was a common theme among first generation college bound families (Vélez-Ibañez & 

Greenberg, 1992). Their familial college goal was getting fulfilled, yet it is a larger community 

commitment to help others reach a mejor futuro. Similar to the Parent to Parent group, parents 

had ongoing conversations about college with the rest of the community.  

Another example of this giving back theme, and pattern is embodied by Eliza.  A first 

generation Mexican immigrant and mother of three, Eliza described school relationships and 

conversations with a group of parent volunteers that resonated with Marcia’s quote. Eliza’s son 

is enrolled in the elementary school in which Marcia works. The group of parents were more 

than volunteers, they were close friends and neighbors. They support their children’s’ 

classrooms, school events, and have created a space for parents to feel welcomed. I have had the 
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opportunity to visit the shared space in the elementary school. The parent room is a space where 

laughter, language, culture food (i. e. café con leche, champurrado) arts and crafts and 

community resources are always present. Sharing personal stories and college concerns with 

each other was normal. Eliza and Marcia both described a close community.  

Eliza: …aquí me quedo como mamá voluntaria…bien a gusto platicamos. Y ahí 
platicamos, reímos, lloramos. Se sacan muchas cosas a la vez. 
 
Eliza:...I stay here as parent volunteer… we talk very comfortably. We talk, we laugh, we 
cry. We talk about a lot of things. 

 
The relationships formed at school have been invaluable for families. The community 

support and authentic relationships also serve as examples of college framing, decision making, 

and going as collective processes. The support found within these spaces have helped families 

feel that they are not alone. Families were able to be vulnerable in these spaces and discuss the 

future. Although college was their ultimate goal, it was also scary, especially for first generation 

college bound families. Feeling scared about a college education was also present among all data 

sources (i. e. observations, archival data, field notes, interviews).  

Within the Parent to Parent to observations, families discussed fear of failure. One 

mother claimed she was scared that she was not a strong role model for her children because she 

dropped out of high school. She was concerned about setting high expectations for her daughters. 

Her fear was also wrapped in the political and hostile climate for undocumented immigrants. The 

oldest daughter was a high achieving student, but her educational future was in jeopardy under 

the presidency of Donald Trump. The mom expressed this? Or is this your statement? 

Moreover, families also discussed the possibility of having a child that did not want to 

pursue a college education or having a child that was not smart enough. In a mother’s words she 

said “ y luego que nos salga bien burro?” [and what if they turn out dumb?] Not being smart 
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enough was something real for families. Their belief was that college was only for the smart. 

Indeed, college was a large financial, emotional and familial investment and risk. A mother also 

explains it as “miedo a fallar, fui y no pude.” [Fear of failure, I went and I couldn’t]. 

The imposter syndrome that many first generation and students of color face was also 

present among families. Never thinking you are smart enough or that you belong. Seeing college 

as being only for the smart. Although their children had been successful, having to prove oneself 

worth of such investment and risk was a scary feeling (Parkman, 2016; Peteet, 2015; Solorzano, 

Ceja, Yosso, 2000). There was a lot at stake when granted the opportunity to attend to college. 

The fear of the unknown and uncertainty of college was also present in the word associations 

gathered from the college knowledge academy.  

CKA provided a space and community to share those fears. The archival data (pre-word 

association and weekly writing reflections) indicated that families wanted a mejor futuro, but 

there was a lot to navigate and to discuss. The parent word clouds indicated that both English and 

Spanish groups associated the word “UNIVERSITY” as a better future with a few concerns.  The 

English-speaking parents most frequently stated Money, Degree, Education and Proud, while the 

Spanish-speaking group stated Mejor futuro, Dinero, Educación, Superación and Miedo (Better 

Future, Money, Education, Overcoming and Fears). The parent pre-clouds indicated that both 

English and Spanish associated the word “UNIVERSITY” as highly positive. However, words 

like money, stressful, fear, costo, frustración, tiempo (Cost, Frustration, and Time) implied that 

families were also concerned with the cost of college. Parents in the English group also 

mentioned Fun, Hard Working, A Chance, Change of Lifestyle, Good Citizens Contributing to 

Society, Big Money, Rewarding, Strong Students etc. Spanish-speaking parents stated sabiduria, 

paciencia, estudios, logro, valor, respectable, buen futuro para mi hija, principio de un futuro 
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exitoso etc. (Wisdom, Patience, Education, Achievement, Courage, Respectable, Good future for 

my daughter, The beginning of a successful future).  

Relationships within the community helped families understand and learn from each 

other’s experiences. The community had similar fears and goals. Cassandra, a first generation 

Mexican immigrant and mother of two children, discussed the way she finds support with 

college planning within her circle of friends.  

Cassandra: Cuando nos juntábamos con [amiga] y todo la universidad. Pues decíamos 
que estudiaran… Lo que queríamos. La meta. Y pues, que le decíamos a [amiga] que 
bueno que esta apoyando a su hijo. Que luego que anduviéramos nosotros igual. “hay” 
dice, “es muy bonito pero muy triste” 
Janette: pero porque triste? 
Cassandra: porque cuando se le iba ir [hijo del amiga] se le iba quedar ahí en la 
universidad. Decía como? Es mi único hijo! Lo voy a extrañar mucho. Y la [segunda 
amiga] también dice, pues ya mi hija la mas grande paso por lo mismo. Y luego que 
decíamos nosotros “hay que miedo! Luego que andemos nosotros igual.” 
 
Cassandra: When we meet with [friend] and talk about the university. Well, we talk about 
having them study ... That is what we want. The goal. And so, we tell [friend] how she is 
doing such a good job at supporting her son. And we imagined being in her shoes. She 
says (big sigh), it’s such a great feeling, but it’s also really sad. 
Janette: But, why sad? 
Cassandra: Because when her son was going to leave, he was going to be living on 
campus. She would say, how? He is my only son! I'm going to miss him a lot. And the 
[second friend] also said, well my oldest daughter went through that too. And then we 
would say, how scary is that. And then to be going through the same thing.  
 
Cassandra explains the ways in which the college decision-making process has been a 

collective process with her close circle of friends. The community role models who have 

children in college have been Cassandra’s greatest role models. She is able to see first hand how 

she can also cope with her emotions, fears, and continue to support her educational goals. 

Families have also asked me personally how is it that my parents have been able to move 

through these difficult transitions. Yet, my mother has never stopped crying after we depart 

ways. It is still a difficult process for my family. The community support they received through 
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programs like CKA has been invaluable. Cassandra, like my family, understand that college is 

not an easy goal to accomplish, but definitely worthwhile and more manageable with the support 

of others.  

On the other hand, Natalie a 1.5 Mexican immigrant and mother of two boys argued that 

the community was a toxic environment for her children to succeed. Natalie was the only parent 

that expressed herself like this. She was an outlier within the study. Natalie was also the product 

of the same school district where her children attended. She is a college graduate and is now 

working for her father’s business. Her children currently attend the “better elementary school.” 

Her negative perception is clear as she described the community as “ghetto.” In her perspective, 

the community had low educational aspirations. She did not want her children to be “losers.” 

They had to work hard like she did. Natalie described that the biggest educational challenge was 

the community. 

Natalie: Just like the community itself, dude. Like other kids, you know. That’s what I 
think. It’s just like the fricken plague, dude. That there is so much negativity now.  
 
Although Natalie also described bullying as a larger issue among her children’s school 

campus, she also described and belittled the community. Students and families did not work hard 

enough nor aspired for a better future. Parents were much more interested in celebrating personal 

relationships (i. e. dating) rather than college. The community that she grew up in, bred a lot of 

“losers.” 

Natalie: You know, my biggest thing is that I’m always like, don’t be a loser. Look at this 
person, you don’t have to be like them, you know. Which maybe it’s wrong of me. I 
mean I don’t know. Or like if someone is, see, he’s going to be a wacho [derogatory 
name]. He didn’t go to school, see that’s what happens.  

 
Natalie aspired a college education for her children and would encourage her children to 

dream big as opportunities were endless. College was not a collective decision for her. She 
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believed in individual hard work. She described going to college on her own. Anyone could go to 

college if they only aspired to it. She described as “My thing is, I got mine paid for, you can do it 

too. You know, it’s not that hard you know.” 

In this section, it was evident that college was more often than not, a collective decision. 

Families made decisions to engage in certain activities in order to expand their children’s 

possibilities to succeed, as a family and as a community. Given families’ decision to volunteer, 

work, move across the country with their children, and engage in conversations with community 

members about college, it was clear that college happened over time and as a collective. Family 

was more than just an educational or financial variable. College was a collective plan for 

families. Current literature assumes that college decision-making is the student’s decision 

(Hossler and Gallagher, 1987; Perna, 2006). However, families have a greater and active role.  

The second theme, Mejor futuro, but expensive, revealed families’ active and early 

college planning. College seemed almost impossible for the local community. A university 

degree was the ultimate goal with the highest price tag. Those who could afford it, often 

indicated white and wealthy students. However, families were still determined to find ways to 

support their children. Their funds of knowledge put their cultural practices into perspective 

From selling tamales or finding padrinos for college, their goal was not going to be 

compromised. Families’ rationale was also indicative that a university degree was the goal. A 

community college was a pathway, but not always idealized. Planning and getting to college was 

made possible as a family and community. College was safer juntos. 
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CHAPTER 6: 

DISCUSSION 

In this final chapter, I first summarize the findings of the study. Then I discuss 

implications for research and practice. With regard to the former, I address the relationship of my 

work to previous literature as well as its distinctive contributions. Further, I map out some future 

projects that could stem from this work. Finally, I offer recommendations for professional 

practice regarding how universities can work more respectfully and effectively with lower 

income Latino/a families and communities towards the goal of enhancing access and success in 

and beyond college. For me, these considerations of practice, which are too often de-emphasized 

or overlooked altogether in academic research, are at the heart of my work, and my interest in 

contributing to improved structures and practices in working not just with, but also for families.   

The purpose of the study was to explore how Latino/a families frame and conceptualize 

college. Specifically, my aim was to learn about families’ experiences, language, culture when 

planning for a college education as a family unit as well as collectively within the community. 

The concept at the core of this study and of my professional practice is the funds of knowledge 

present in the homes and communities of Latino/a families. Through that lens, my aim in this 

work is to understand and bring to light the interactive and collective decision-making processes 

of these families in regard to framing what college is and what it means for their children. To 

explore families’ funds of knowledge and conceptions of college, Data were gathered through 

interviews, participant observations, documents generated in working with these families, and 

field notes from my work.  

The three research questions guiding this study were as follows: a) What are families’ 

funds of knowledge in relation to college?; b) How do families frame the idea of college and 
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how are their beliefs, opinions, and values formed and enacted?; & c) What does the process of 

parents’ collective sensemaking about college look like within the community? For each 

question, I explored how parents’ conceptions varied by language preference, occupation, 

education, generational status or by patterns of migration.  

Turning first to my summary of the findings, key components of the two primary themes 

of chapter 4 and 5—hard work equals college, right?, and mejor futuro, but expensive.  

Hard work equals college, right? 

It was evident that Latino/a families placed a high value on education and in gaining an 

opportunity for a mejor futuro (Auerbach, 2004; Ceja, 2004; Delgado-Gaitan, 1990; Gandara, 

1995; Kiyama, 2010; 2011). Regardless of the educational background, generational status, 

occupation, and language, families wanted a university education for their children. Families’ 

funds of knowledge were essential in the framing of college as they communicated the 

importance of a college education through work ethic and familial sacrifices. Hard work was the 

overlying theme within the home, school and, community messaging as key to college access.  

Parents’ occupations were often drawn on to provide perspective and first hand 

experiences for their children to experience the quality of life they would experience with a 

college degree. For instance, parents communicated to their children in their practices and words 

the difficulties of their work, of working two or more jobs, of working in the heat, and of hard 

physical labor. At the same time, families’ funds of knowledge expressed the values of discipline 

and work ethic as essential and indeed as morally significant.  

Despite the idea that success would come with hard work, the education system did not 

always provide their family with a fair chance to a mejor futuro. Parents and families 

experienced their children being provided with a less than a solid foundation and fair chance for 
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a college education. Families and children were blamed for their misfortune (Valdez, 1996; 

Valenzuela, 1992).  Schools often masked their discrimination practices with identifying who 

was more deserving of an education. The school system claimed that families were not 

involved.] Thus, some children experienced misplacement in special education classes, were 

suspended for lice (with no supporting evidence), or were provided with little academic support 

even when that support was requested.  The absence of institutions was also important to 

highlight. The local colleges and universities’ absence failed to tap into the families funds of 

knowledge (i. e. having a presence in the community, reaching out to families, using the Spanish 

language, etc.), leading families to self-blame. 

Yet, families continued to inculcate familial values and messages of hard work. Their 

practices and words embodied these values even when their children had multiple negative 

experiences in schools. The K-12 education did not value families’ funds of knowledge. Still the 

school system remained as a trusted source. The problem was a teacher or a principal but not 

system as a whole.  

However, parents saw a college education as almost impossible for undocumented 

students and families. Families expressed a loss of hope. In their case, hard work did not provide 

a fair opportunity for college. Although the political climate was not explicitly stated as a 

contributing factor to the uphill battles families faced, the negative sentiment about college for 

undocumented students was clear. Families continued to blame themselves and lost hope in 

education. 

In short, families in general did not have low educational aspirations, contrary to what 

Portes and Rumbaut (2001), have claimed. Rather, findings indicate that mixed status families, 

and undocumented students were the ones with little hope at this point for succeeding within the 
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higher education system. It is worth emphasizing the larger political climate for first generation, 

mixed status households, DACA recipients during the time of the study, and the depressing 

effect that has had on undocumented students and families with regard to framing college. 

Research findings place a large emphasis on context.  

Mejor futuro, but expensive  

Without question and almost without exception, families and the larger community 

framed college as expensive. A university degree was the ultimate goal, but at the same time it 

often signified the most expensive and unattainable option. A university education was 

financially impossible without financial assistance (i.e. scholarships or a college savings). 

Federal aid was not ideal as it was often associated with loans and debt. College was seen as 

being for those who could afford it. Those who could afford it were identified by some parents as 

White and financially privileged. A college education was a luxury.  

Although college is and was framed as expensive, families used their funds of knowledge 

to address and overcome college costs. A college education was a milestone for families and 

their children, like a quinceañera. The quinceañera to college concept was developed by 

families who used patrons or sponsors to help pay for college. Families’ knowledge and skills 

sets of organizing and celebrating success were nothing short of a brilliant and practical coping 

strategy and idea for helping pay for what would be an expensive college education. The funds 

of knowledge within the community helped to contextualize college costs.  

Additionally, the framing of college found within families indicated extensive knowledge 

of and strategic planning for a higher education. For most families, a community college degree 

was regarded only as a path towards a university education. Older generations were more likely 

to encourage starting at a community college to lower cost, complete general education classes 
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and solidify career interests. Older generation immigrants also had previous experience with 

community colleges and were encouraged as high school students to begin their college 

education there.  

While some parents had received a vocational degree, they did not encourage a 

vocational pathway to their children. Vocational colleges were not as common among the 

community and less reputable. The exception here was that for undocumented students, 

vocational colleges was the most viable option that would allow them to have a credential. 

Vocational colleges were seen by undocumented students as a compromise. They would have 

preferred a university education.  

Furthermore, families’ strategic planning and college knowledge also indicated that 

college was a collective decision. College was a milestone that was going to affect the entire 

family. College going models do not capture the collective decision making or familial college 

rationale the families have described (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987; Perna, 2006). College 

planning and decision making were conducted as a collective. This study places significance on 

the way college is framed in the home and how parents play an interactive role with students and 

in relation to the community. Family is not an on or off switch when students get to college. For 

the family, college was a collective goal. Families explicitly shared how family members would 

join in the college decision-making and in the college journey. Decisions were made juntos.  

Juntos also signified that families sought for community support. This was evident in 

structured programs like College Knowledge Academy and Parent to Parent. Every year CKA 

welcomes approximately 100 families per year, while PtP facilitates approximately 30 

presentations per year. Community spaces like CKA and PtP allow families to find support, 

resources and affirmations to continue pushing forward. More than that PtP and CKA help to 
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reach families and create safe spaces to discuss their goals and fears. CKA and PtP give families 

comfort in the college preparation process. Both programs provided a space and central hub for 

college information.  

However daily interactions with friends and religious affiliations also provided college 

support. Catholic churches presented the opportunity to network with other families. Community 

members became primary sources for families rather than the appointed leadership. A mejor 

futuro and university education was going to be achieved collectively. 

Implications for research 

So what does this study mean for existing literature on Latino/a families and their 

conceptions of college? What directions can future research take?  

Existing literature on Latino/a families and education have primarily indicated the lack of 

college knowledge. Dominant and linear college going models are applied and used to 

understand how Latino/a families make college decisions, yet they fail to adequately capture how 

families are engaging in practices, conversations, and instilling values that foster a college 

education. However, there have been exceptions to understanding Latino/a families’ college 

aspirations, ideologies, college preparation and decision-making patterns. These exceptions help 

to explore how college is understood and discussed in the home.  

College going models : Considering that low-income Latino/a families may not fit 

traditional college going models (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987; Perna, 2006), the contribution of 

this study is significant as findings indicate that the decision making process is collective and at 

times compromised due to families legal status and perceptions of cost. Hossler and Gallagher 

(1987) and Perna (2006) downplayed the fact that families had such interactive roles in the 

college decision-making process. Families are discussing college options before their children 
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get to high school (Alvarez, 2010; 2015; Ceja, 2004; Ceja 2006; Martinez, 2012, 2013. Prior to 

my research, the majority of scholars who examined college-going literature assumed that 

families’ involvement and college knowledge was limited. Funds of knowledge outlined the 

ways in which families took an active role in their child’s education. The college preparation 

process was not linear. There were policies, family, and cultural practices involved that made for 

an interactive college going approach. Parents have been intentional about engaging in college 

conversations and practices with their children, neighbors and larger community.  While college 

going models indicate a selection process, my work shows patterns of preference and college 

rationale when exploring why a local university or community college are the best college 

pathways for their family. Families expressed that college costs and preferences at times changed 

their trajectory, but not their goals. Understanding the context of students and families also 

allude to the non-linear pathways and decision-making.  

The political climate under the Trump Administration, rising cost of college tuition, 

experiences in school and community support have influenced the ways in which college is 

discussed. College decision was not a linear process. There was a lot at stake for families. 

College was a milestone that impacted the entire family. Findings stressed the importance of 

moving away from traditional college going models (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987; Perna, 2005) as 

funds of knowledge can help to better explain the decision-making patterns over time. Although 

Familismo (Martinez, 2013, 2012) and the Parent College-Going Negotiation Model allude to the 

non-linear college pathways for Latino/a families, previous research tends to ignore familial 

college conceptions, how values have been enacted and the ways in which families consider 

various college options before their children reach high school.  

Collective decision-making: College decision-making is often thought to be the sole 
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responsibility of the student. However, Alvarez (2015, 2015) and Kiyama (2010, 2011) indicate 

how families’ play an interactive role in the college preparation process. Early and collective 

college planning was not only represented in each household, but also in families’ awareness and 

participation in community resources like College Knowledge Academy (designed for parents 

with elementary school aged children), Parent to Parent, church networks and support found 

within community members. A significant advancement has been made in bridging cultural 

practices, values, and education to understand how decisions are made. Families regardless of 

educational attainment, language, generation, and occupation desired for a college degree for 

their children. The ideal was to stay close to home. Yet, parents did not necessarily ask their 

children to compromise their goals to stay close to home (Martinez, 2012; 2013). The only 

example of a compromised goal was expressed within undocumented or mixed status families. 

Benefits and risks were weighed more heavily for families whose legal status was at the hands of 

anti immigrant policies (Alvarez, 2015). Findings resembled Familismo as they hoped that their 

children would stay close to home (Martinez, 2012; 2013), but were not limited to the local 

university. Parents were willing to move with their children. The families who participated in 

this study, all identified the local university a great first option. This option was relatively 

“cheaper” and would allow their children to be close to home. The study advances the literature 

in providing examples of collective decision-making and college preparation in elementary 

school (Alvarez, 2015; Hossler & Gallagher, 1987; Kiyama, 2010; 2011; Martinez, 2012; 2013; 

Perna, 2006). It places emphasis on future research to explore the ways in which Latino/a 

families as a whole are planning for college.  

Framing college: Much literature traces patterns of Latino/a and minority 

disproportionate enrollment in private for profit institutions and community colleges (Holland & 
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DeLuca, 2016; Melguizo, 2009). As previous scholars have asserted, Latino/a families have a 

preference for the local serving university and Ivy League schools (Kiyama, 2011). However, 

little information is known about how families described other types of institutions such as 

community colleges, vocational schools etc. It appears that community colleges are an option for 

families, but not preferred. Families did not want to compromise their goal of a four-year degree 

to that of a community college degree. Time and college knowledge gives families the advantage 

of having options and enrolling in an institution of their choice. My work presents an opportunity 

to further explore college pathways for a range of higher education institutions. The study 

encourages researchers to tap into families’ funds of knowledge to unveil the depth of knowledge 

families have in regards to college options.  

College access: Findings also indicate that the political context of the community, state 

and country has influenced the framing of college. The political context for undocumented 

students as perceived by parents is something that the literature has overlooked. Although 

undocumented families and college framing was not the focus of this study, findings indicated 

the necessity to understand how families are impacted. The southwest climate has affected 

families’ experiences in K-12 and the ways in which their children successfully moved forward 

in their academics and in their college planning. DACA has been under attack in the Trump 

Administration and has received little support to continue supporting this program. Families have 

been on edge about what will happen next. The possibility of accessing a college education had 

been linked to DACA. Future research on college access is critical as a number of policies are 

inhibiting college access for undocumented students and families.  

College access is not an individual problem, as it is embedded with institutional racism. It 

is critical to understand the context in which families are living to understand how “hard work” 
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was not enough for college access. This study presents evidence that families are self-blaming 

for inequities of college access. Research needs to move beyond blaming individuals and using 

measures like financial aid to advance college access. This research also alludes to the illusion of 

inclusion for Latino/a families.  

Funds of knowledge: The present study is an extension of existing work that maps out 

practices and strategies used by Latino/a parents in the framing of college and thinking about 

college costs. This study builds on preexisting literature that applies funds of knowledge and 

higher education and variations of funds of knowledge found within households. Kiyama (2010, 

2011) is the only scholar to date that has applied funds of knowledge to explore early college 

conceptions among Latino/a families. Her study goes beyond applying an asset-based approach 

to low-income Latino/a families. Her research communicates how families promote and support 

college aspirations as early as elementary school. Yet, the bulk of the literature continues to 

explore the decision-making process that families engage in during their student’s high school 

years (Alvarez, 2010, 2015; 2016; Martinez 2012, 2013, Ponce 2013) or continue to use 

traditional linear college going models (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987; Perna, 2005). Funds of 

knowledge deepens our understanding on familial and college values, beliefs, concerns, 

practices, decision making, support systems and social networks. In alignment with literature on 

college outreach and parent involvement (Auerbach, 2004, 2007; Downs et. al. 2008; Kiyama, 

2010, 2011; Ponce, 2013; Valdés, 1996), studies communicate the importance of tapping into 

families’ existing funds of knowledge to understand educational experiences, aspirations, and 

college planning. As illustrated in my findings, exploring early college formations can help to 

understand preferences for college (types of institutions), college concerns, and explore issues of 

college access. 
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The present study also contributes to the funds of knowledge literature in higher 

education. The present study provides a variation of how funds of knowledge can be applied to 

the world of academia and practice. Cultural practices like a quinceañera, expand the way in 

which researchers can understand how families plan for college. Too often literature presents 

Latino/a families as deficit (Cecilia & Kiyama, 2018). College knowledge is also presented as 

binary. Thus, this study expands the way in which funds of knowledge can be used to understand 

college knowledge among Latino/a families.  

Funds of knowledge also builds on the College Going Negotiation Model (Alvarez, 

2015). The interactive model describes the important role parents’ play in the college decision-

making process. As a result of my research, scholars in the field will understand that the parent 

role in the college preparation process extends beyond decision-making. All families 

communicated their college preference, fears, values, practices and dreams for their children at 

an early age.  Negotiations were at times made before their children became seniors. Using a 

funds of knowledge lens added a different perspective on how families’ were coping and 

navigating college concerns and college planning. Understanding familial college conceptions 

earlier in the college pipeline coupled with a funds of knowledge perspective provided an 

opportunity to continue to shed light on the value that Latino/a families have on education. 

Beyond its contribution to literature, this study also builds on its theoretical 

understanding. This study brings to light the variation of funds of knowledge on the basis of 

language, generation, occupation, and educational attainment. The findings illustrated various 

examples of the different types of funds of knowledge present in families and within the larger 

communities. It helped to expand the ways in which funds of knowledge can be documented (i. 

e. interviews, observations, archival and field notes) for various generations of Latino/a 
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immigrants. Variations of funds of knowledge specific to language was more apparent in 

community support programs such as CKA and PtP. Families expressed the need to provide 

college information in Spanish as many families feel restricted in providing specific college 

guidance. For example, the ways in which parents presented messaging and practices of hard 

work among first generation families was primarily focused on physical labor. Older generation 

families communicated creating healthy academic habits that would allow their children to see 

the advantages of hard work in school. Variations of funds of knowledge was also identified in 

educational attainment as families described specific college pathways and institutions. 

Additionally the ways in which we document funds of knowledge within communities has also 

been unaccounted for. The wealth of knowledge within College Knowledge Academy and Parent 

to Parent programs also provided a way in which families are building on each others funds of 

knowledge. It has not been documented how funds of knowledge could be transferred among 

community members. However, the quinceañera to college concept emerged in the PtP 

conversations. The funds of knowledge found within the community was an indicator in how 

families decision-making was a collective approach. Understanding families’ funds of 

knowledge provides an opportunity to expand on the theoretical framework and provide specific 

recommendations for practice.  

The current study built on the importance of including families’ voices in higher 

education. In particular, this study provided depth in four areas: college going models, collective 

decision-making, parents’ college rationale, college access and funds of knowledge. Latino/a 

family college framing with elementary school aged children moves scholarship beyond 

consejos, aspirations, familial sacrifice, and college choice. By using a funds of knowledge 

approach, literature can recognize the wealth of knowledge and practices families are engaging 
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in to prepare their children for college education. 

Suggestions for future research 

First, mother’s employment in education remains limited. In particular, coming out of the 

interviews for my dissertation, there is some evidence that working mothers’ experiences were 

important, particularly when they were working in higher education institutions (e.g., as 

custodial staff in residence halls) or in the schools (e.g., as aides). Limited research addresses 

low-income families’ employment in educational settings, exploring implications of family 

members gaining access to important social capital in navigating these institutions, and 

incorporating this as part of their funds of knowledge (Kiyama, 2011). My dissertation findings 

imply that mothers’ employment in education systems, impact families’ perceptions about 

college access. Further research is necessary to explore families framing of college as insiders of 

education.    

Second, little literature considers the effect of the local ecology of higher education on 

college sensemaking (Durand & Turley, 2009; Turley, 2009). For Latino/a families like myself, 

geographic location was an important factor in my college decision-making (i. e. accessibility of 

higher education and the physical separation of family). My rural hometown presented zero 

postsecondary opportunities in comparison to Seattle, WA, which has approximately 30 colleges 

and universities. Future research should involve the thinking of surrounding colleges in various 

local ecologies that present fewer colleges and limited public college options (i. e. Educational 

deserts and non-educational deserts (Hillman & Weichman, 2016, Hillman 2016). Ecology plays 

an important factor for students and for parents. 

Third, grandparents and extended family members’ involvement in the college 

preparation process remains limited. This study hoped to provide the ways in which college was 
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a collective perspective. However, extended family members were not included. Extended family 

members were also positive support systems. At times, grandparents were spending more time 

than parents could due to work responsibilities. Grandparents were also key players in 

communicating and conceptualizing college goals. In retrospect, those grandparents who were 

living in the same household should have also been interviewed to understand the generations 

among each family and the familial funds of knowledge. Future research must include extended 

family members to explore the collective sensemaking of a college education.  

Finally, I encourage future research to conduct research on fathers in higher education. 

The limited sample of fathers in the study also encourages future research to remain conscious of 

the absence males and fathers in education. Limited research exists on the roles of fathers in 

higher education (Quiñones & Kiyama, 2014). The way in which college is racialized, gendered, 

classed and politicized is extremely important in higher education. 

Implications for practice and policy 

This line of research presents practical considerations for educators across the P-16 

pipeline. The ways in which educators decide to understand and work with families is 

imperative. Using a funds of knowledge approach has indicated an opportunity to understand the 

ways in which families actively engage, strategize, prepare, and collectively plan for a college 

education. Assuming that families do not know anything about college is shortsighted and 

perpetuating a deficit perspective on Latino/a families values and goals.  

This section provides an opportunity to reevaluate practices within K-12 and Colleges/ 

Universities. First, I will provide a short narrative given my professional work in outreach and 

commitment to the community. I speak to implications for other school and college 

professionals. Findings suggest the importance of engaging and working alongside families to 
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address issues of college access.  

I first met the Garcia family during my first year in CKA. They were a family that had 

started the program when their son was in second grade. However, they had decided to return to 

CKA once their son was in 10th grade to refresh and revisit community resources that would 

facilitate their college preparation process. This family continues to participate in CKA after 

their son graduated from high school and successfully enrolled in college. Their son is now a 

sophomore at the local university and a student mentor in CKA and is giving back to the 

community. At the same time, the Garcia parents have also taken an additional role in CKA by 

participating in PtP. PtP provided a space for parents to share funds of knowledge and explore 

college framing among the community by applying a peer-to-peer model. The collective 

sensemaking of college was represented in the ways in which families like the Garcia’s were 

giving back to the community. Mrs. Garcia described how she was known as the college 

counselor among her family (even though she had not attended a postsecondary education in the 

US or in Mexico). The highest education level she reached was a high school degree. Yet, she 

was knowledgeable about college admissions, ways to pay for college (beyond FAFSA), 

understood college options and had become familiar with university resources, faculty and staff. 

Outreach programs like CKA and PtP provided an opportunity to listen and explore how 

families understand college through a variety of group discussion and intentional programming 

that tapped into families’ funds of knowledge (Alemán, Pérez-Torres & Oliva, 2013; Aleman & 

Bernal, 2015). Most importantly, helping families to recognize that their funds of knowledge do 

matter and that they do know a lot already. Getting to know how the Garcia family as well as 

other families in CKA became very important to ensure that college planning actively engaged 

families. My work in CKA provides an example of how important it is to explore, develop 
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relationships, work with and for families in their college preparation process. The findings in this 

research study matter and apply to the ways in which practitioners can connect, understand and 

explore college with families. 

The first recommendation for K-12 and college educators and practitioners is to listen to 

families.  Some of the ways in which educators can do this is by using mandatory meetings or 

large family gatherings (i. e. conferences, registration, graduation etc.) to ask families what the 

needs are within the community and within each household. Providing an opportunity for parents 

to express what they think is important and helpful for their family will be key. Educators must 

listen and not and assume what families need to know. Leadership must also be proactive in 

maintaining the communities’ trust by acting upon their requests. This way, families take 

ownership and indicate when, where, what and how college conversation should further develop. 

Working con respeto and validating the existing funds of knowledge within families shifts the 

dialogue from “limited college knowledge” to a “wealth of college knowledge”. This approach 

was how PtP was developed. Families decided on the most important college topics, community 

sites, time of day and the ways in which college knowledge was going to be communicated. It 

also allowed parents to take ownership of the program and feel invested. PtP incorporated the 

quinceañera to college concept to communicate how college can be seen as more attainable and 

as a familiar process. Including families in the college conversation is of critical importance. 

Considering that families as early as elementary school are active in the college planning 

process, there is an important role outreach programs like CKA can play. Half of the sampled 

families knew of existing university partnerships. However, it was assumed that some of their 

friends did not know about college resources or who to ask for help. Thus, the second 

recommendation is for college outreach programs and college partnerships to more readily 
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available to families. It is recommended to have college outreach representatives present during 

K-12 open houses, school registration events, parent teacher conferences, school resource fairs, 

science fairs, student recognition ceremonies, parent organizations, etc. to address questions, 

concerns and provide educational support and build meaningful relationships with families. It 

was clear that not all families were able to participate in programs like College Knowledge 

Academy. Findings indicate that we have to make ourselves available and visible to families in 

other ways. It is important to be at school sites and within the community. The personal 

investment and genuine care is essential.   

Having positions within K-12 schools that assist families with family college planning is 

recommended. This liaison can be the bridge between families and postsecondary education. The 

goal is to provide a wide range of readily available resources to families in one central location. 

The liaison serves like a college counselor. However, parent liaisons need to be fully funded, 

culturally competent, well staffed and be fully supported by the school district. As literature and 

findings suggest, families respect and seek for college information and support from schools.  

 Universities who want to develop a college knowledge program with limited resources 

can also gain insights from this study. CKA and PtP have received numerous requests to do more 

and to provide guidance to other institutions that want to start a parent outreach program. It is 

clear that universities are not prioritizing programs like CKA who work with a population that 

will not result in immediate revenue for the institution (Rhoades, 2006). Despite not providing 

immediate returns, CKA and PtP allow the university to develop a bigger applicant pool by 

outreaching and working with families whose children may not be consider “college material” 

when they are in middle and high school. They also provide services to schools that are not 

priority schools for university recruiters. These children grow and develop an interest in not only 
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going to college, but specifically to the local university. However, despite the promise in return, 

programs like these are not valued by institutions and in most cases, their budgets remain 

stagnant for years. What I have been able to do on a limited budget is develop strong 

relationships with families. Funds of knowledge is at the core of CKA. Our funds of knowledge 

approach developed into an increase of increase human capital. Parent volunteers help to supply 

the demand of outreach programs. Parent to Parent is an example of a successful, yet low 

resourced program that has helped to build capacity within the community. Unfortunately no 

stipends are salaries are provided to families who are essentially are doing the job. PtP increased 

the availability of community support and college preparation. The support from the community 

has in some way compensated the low budgetary support that CKA has received. However, it is 

highly recommend that universities better support outreach programs as they are constantly 

asked to provide more services to families with the same budget for an extended number of 

years. 

 Lastly, one of the most important recommendations for practice from this study is to 

incorporate cultural practices in the college preparation process. For example, in this study 

families were speaking about paying for college as they would organize themselves for a 

quinceañera party. College was a right of passage. After hearing college as a quinceañera in PtP, 

I have personally applied this analogy in CKA. Before discussing college costs, I ask parents, 

who has planned for a quinceañera, has had a party or is currently planning one? I usually get a 

couple of hands and ask them to share their strategy. Having parents speak and share with other 

is my priority. At the end, I pull some key details (time, money, family, etc.). Next  

I ask how planning and paying for a quinceañera could be similar to planning and paying for 

college? These simple questions facilitate the college preparation process because we are 
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validating that they know how to get to college and that their funds of knowledge are valuable. 

Families talk about having padrinos’ financial support as critical for a quinceañera. These 

sponsors can still be close family or friends. However, educators can use padrinos to also 

introduce concepts like FAFSA. Padrinos for college can simplify how families envision college 

as a possibility. Breaking the cost down with cultural practices is an important step that 

practitioners can make when working with and for families.  

  Finally, this study also has implications for enrollment management. Families’ early 

college planning and college preference has implications for colleges and universities. There is a 

possibility of having a streamlined pipeline. Early college marketing materials, events and 

college experiences can help families feel more confident in their college decision planning 

process. Having staff that are bicultural, bilingual, and social justice oriented provide a world of 

a difference to the Latino/a community. Prior research on Latino/a communities have 

demonstrated the role that familiarity with particular colleges develops a chain migration for 

younger siblings to attend those institutions (Ceja, 2006). Family is at the core of college 

decision making. Local universities and colleges should be recruiting more actively within the 

region. Latino/a students and families have the desire to stay in the city, but often feel that there 

is an iron gate at the local university. Campus visit allow students and their families to visualize 

themselves attending the campus, allowing students to see the university as a possible 

destination. The type of student universities are recruiting and demonstrating in their view books, 

does not look like them. Families have described the student population as white and wealthy. 

However, there needs to be more investment in recruiting its students from its own back yard and 

including families in the recruitment and retention of students.  

Conclusion 
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This study is a timely resource for local, state, and national stakeholders committed to 

improving educational outcomes for Latino/a Parents/guardians. Its contribution will enhance 

our understanding of funds of knowledge and college decision making for Latino/a families. 

Previous research assumes college choice is an individual’s decision (Hossler & Gallagher, 

1987). However, what is overlooked are the interactions and meanings embedded and expressed 

in familial networks that make for a collective framing and decision making process about 

college, one in which the individual student has a role, but not always the determinative one. 

Findings indicated that parents consistently communicate how college can provide a better life. 

Un mejor futuro was often associated with a university degree. Moreover findings suggested that 

families’ funds of knowledge and college framing largely focused on universities not on 

community colleges or for profit institutions. Thus, parents in this study had high aspirations for 

their children and were active participants in the early planning and preparation for college. A 

university degree was obtained through hard work and scholarships. College was a collective 

goal. The preparation, decision making process and coping through college transitions 

represented a juntos approach. This study has larger implications for researchers and university 

enrollment management. College is a family decision and parents must be a part of the 

conversation.   

The goal of this study was to also highlight the valuable ways in which practitioners can 

learn how to engage with Latino/a families in the college preparation process. Too often research 

is written for other researchers who assume best practices. However, this study is meant to share 

families’ voices, challenge traditional models, bring to light political context, language, 

theoretical practices and most importantly bridge theory and practice.  
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Appendix A 
Table 1: Sample of families 

 
 Archival Data 

CKA 
Observations 
PtP 

Interviews 
(non CKA or PtP 
participants) 

Field Notes 
(CKA, PtP) 
 

Sample CKA 
8 Word clouds total 
4 weekly writing 
reflections on 
college per year 
(60/year) 
~400 families 

2 PtP mothers 
7-9 mothers, 1 father 
 

4 Fathers 
17 Mothers 
Generations: 
1 gen: 14 
1.5 gen: 2 
2 gen: 1 
3 gen: 3 
4 gen: 1 

5 years of field 
work experience 
in Desert School 
District 

Time 4 years 
Spring 2014-2017 

Nov 2016 
5 (2 hour) weekly 
observations 
Topics:  
1.) Advice 
2.) Core Academic 
Courses 
3.) Admissions 
4.) Paying for 
college 
5.) Types of colleges 

Oct- Dec 2016 5 years 
Fall 2013-
Spring 2018 

Educational 
Attainment  

Elementary School  
Middle School 
High School 
Certificate 
Technical School 
Community 
College 
Some college 
 University: 
Bachelors Degree 
Graduate 
School/Professional 
Degree 

Not Available  Elementary 
Middle School 
High School 
Some college 
Vocational School 
University  
Graduate degree 
(M.A) 

Not Available 

Income Mode-$11,000-
$20,000 

Not Available Not Available Not Available 
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Appendix A 
Table 2: Themes and Subthemes 

 
Theme Subthemes 
1. Hard work equals college, right? 1. Familial messaging and practices of hard 

work 
2. Educational experiences in K-12  
3. Undocumented families 

Mejor futuro, but expensive 1. From Quinceañera to college 
2. Stepping stones and end goals 
3. Juntos: a collective decision making 
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Appendix A 
Table 3:Las Familias 

 
Parent Generation Latino/a Language Occupation Education 

attainment 
Andrea 

8 children 
1st generation 

Guanajuato, Mexico 
Spanish  Stay at home 

mother 
Mexico-2nd 

grade 
Barbara 

3 children 
 

1st generation 
Sonora, Mexico 

Spanish Clean houses, 
store clerk 

Mexico-Some 
university 

Cassandra 
3 children 

1st generation 
Sonora, Mexico 

Spanish Cleans houses US-some 
community 

college 
Eliza 

3 children 
1st generation 

Sinaloa, Mexico 
Spanish Stay at home 

mother 
Mexican-

Vocational 
degree 

Jessica 
3 children 

1st generation 
Sonora, Mexico 

Spanish Teacher 
Assistant 

US-Vocational 
degree 

Jorge 
3children 

2nd generation 
Puerto Rican 

English UPS driver & 
Physical 
therapist 

US-Vocational 
degree 

Jennifer 
3 children 

4th generation 
Tucson, Arizona 

English Beautician US-Vocational 
degree 

Lucero 
2 kids 

1st  generation  
Sonora, Mexico 

Spanish K-8 custodian Mexican-some 
university 

Maggie 
3 children 

3rd generation 
Tucson, Arizona 

English Stay at home 
mom 

US-some 
community 

college 
Marcia 

2 children, 
5grade 

3rd generation 
Nogales, Arizona 

English Principal US-Masters 

Maria 
4 child 

1st generation 
Sonora, Mexico 

Spanish Stay at home 
mother 

Mexico-Some 
University 

Martha 
1 child 

1st generation 
Mexico City, Mexico 

Spanish Stay at home 
mother, 

caregiver 

Mexico-High 
school 

Natalie 
2 children 

1.5 generation 
Sonora, Mexico 

English Accountant US-University 
degree 

Nelly 
2 children 

1st generation 
Sinaloa, Mexico 

Spanish Stay at home 
mother 

Mexico-
University 
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Patricia 
3 children 

1st generation 
Sinaloa, Mexico 

Spanish Stay at home 
mother 

Mexico-Some 
vocational 

training 
Ricardo 

3 children 
3rd generation 

Tucson, Arizona 
English Principal US-Masters 

Rebecca 
2 children 

1.5 generation Spanish Stay home US-Vocational 
degree 

Santiago 
2 children 

1st generation Spanish “commerciante” Mexico-
Middle School 

Sandra 
2 children 

1st generation Spanish  Stay at home Mexico-High 
school 

Thomas 
2 children 

1st generation 
Nogales, Sonora 

Spanish Store assistant 
manager 

US-some 
university 

Carla 
2 children 

1st generation 
Nogales, Sonora 

Spanish  Stay at home 
mother 

Mexico-
University 
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Appendix B 
 

 

Figure 1: 2014 1st day of CKA. Parents’ and guardians’ response to “what words come to mind 

when you hear the word University?” 

 

Figure 2. 2014 Last day of CKA. Parents’ and guardians’ response to “what words come to mind 

when you hear the word University?” 
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Figure 3. 2015 1st day of CKA. Parents’ and guardians’ response to “what words come to mind 

when you hear the word University?” 

 

Figure 4. 2015 Cohort last day of CKA. Last day of CKA. Parents’ and guardians’ response to 

“what words come to mind when you hear the word University?” 
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Figure 5.  2016 cohort 1st day of CKA. Parents’ and guardians’ response to “what words come to 

mind when you hear the word University?” 

 

Figure 6. 2016 cohort last day of CKA. Parents’ and guardians’ response to “what words come to 

mind when you hear the word University?” 
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Figure 7. 2017 cohort 1st day of CKA. Parents’ and guardians’ response to “what words come to 

mind when you hear the word University?” 

 

Figure 8. 2017 cohort last day of CKA. Parents’ and guardians’ response to “what words come to 

mind when you hear the word University?” 
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Appendix----C 
 Interview Protocol- Spanish 

 
1. Por favor, dígame un poco acerca de su familia. 

a. ¿Cuántos hijos, nietos, hermanos, padres ... que son considerados miembros de su 
familia, dentro de su hogar, familia extensa, familia, barrio, etc. 

b. ¿Siempre ha vivido en el área de Tucson? ¿cuándo se mudo su familia a Tucson? 
¿Por qué? 

c. ¿Cuál es su lengua materna? 
d. Cuénteme un poco de su día y el día de su familia. 

2. ¿Qué es lo que quiere que sus hijos aprenderán de usted? 
a. ¿Qué es lo que hace con sus hijos para hacerles o para ayudarles a entender estos 

metas o valores? 
b. ¿Esto fue algo que usted ha aprendido o escuchado de sus padres? 
c. ¿Cuáles son sus metas y sueños para sus hijos? ¿Qué dicen sus hijos acerca de lo 

que quieren ser? 
i. ¿Qué actividades o pasos que han tomado como una familia para alcanzar 

estos metas? 
ii. ¿Dónde espera que sus hijos vayan a estudiar? Si sus hijos ya están en la 

universidad, donde asisten? ¿Cuántas universidades o colegios aplicaron y 
como tomaron la decisión? ¿Cómo se entero de este colegio/universidad? 
A quienes aceptan ahí? 

iii. ¿Qué otros colegios o universidades conoce? ¿Cómo se enteró acerca de 
ellos? ¿Quién puede asistir ahí y por qué? 

iv. Cuando es necesario encontrar información de la universidad a quien 
acude? O que pasos toma?  

v. ¿Cuáles han sido sus experiencias positivas y negativas con la búsqueda 
de información para la universidad? 

vi. Cuando digo la palabra "universidad" que las palabras se le vienen a la 
mente? ¿Por qué? 

3. ¿Me puede contar mas acerca de su comunidad y de las familias que viven por aquí? 
a. ¿Se junta con ellos seguido? 
b. Cuando el tema de la educación aparece en la conversación, ¿cuál es el mensaje 

general? 
c. ¿Hay alguien en la comunidad con quien puede dirigirse para obtener información 

de la universidad? 
d. ¿Cómo cree que las familias deciden donde estudiar?  

 
4. ¿Cuál cree usted que es el obstáculo mas grande para su familia en poder llegar a la 

universidad? ¿Qué es lo que esta haciendo para poder vencer el obstáculo? 
 

5. Educación y Empleo 
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Appendix----C 
 Interview Protocol-English 

 
1. Please tell me a little about your family? How many children, grandchildren, siblings, 
parents…who are considered your family members, within your home, extended family, 
neighborhood family, etc.  

a. Have you always lived in the Tucson area? Probe: when did your family first 
move to Tucson? Why? 

b. What is your home language? 
c. What does your day look like for you and your family? 

 
2. What do you hope your children will learn from you? 

a. What do you have your kids do to help them understand these goals and values? 
b. Is this something you learned or heard from your parents? 
c. What are your goals and dreams for your children? What do your kids say about 

what they want to be? 
i. Probe:  

1. What activities or steps have you taken as a family to reach these 
goals?  

2. Where do you hope your children go to college/university)? If 
children are already in college, where are they attending? How 
many colleges did they apply to and how was the decision made? 
Probe: How did you first hear about this/these college/s or 
university/ies? Who have you seen attend this/these institutions? 

3. What other institutions are you familiar with? How did you learn 
about them? Who gets to attend those institutions and why? 

4. When you need to find college information who do you reach out 
to? Walk me through the steps you take. 

5. What have been your positive and negative experiences with 
finding college information? 

d. When I say the word “UNIVERSITY” what words come to mind? Why? 
 

3. Can you tell me more about your community and the families that live near you? 
a. Do you meet with them frequently?  
b. When the topic of education comes up, what is the general message? 
c. Is there someone in the community you can reach out to for college information? 
d. How do you think families decide on a college?  

 
4. What do you think are your families’ biggest obstacle in obtaining this goal of a college 

degree? How do you plan to work through these challenges? 
 

5. Education and Employment 
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