THE FIRST-YEAR EXPERIENCE AS COUNTERSPACE: A
QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS OF WRITING PORTFOLIOS
BY UNDERPREPARED STUDENTS OF COLOR

A Dissertation Presented to the Faculty
of
California State University, Stanislaus

In Partial Fulfillment
of the Requirements for the Degree
of Doctor of Education in Educational Leadership

By
Jennifer Pace Wittman
April 2018

CERTIFICATION OF APPROVAL

THE FIRST-YEAR EXPERIENCE AS COUNTERSPACE: A
QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS OF WRITING PORTFOLIOS
BY UNDERPREPARED STUDENTS OF COLOR

by
Jennifer Pace Wittman
Signed Certification of Approval page
is on file with the University Library

Dr. Dawn Poole
Professor of Multimedia Educational Technology

Date

Dr. Anysia Mayer
Associate Professor of Advanced Studies

Date

Dr. Katie Olivant
Associate Professor of Liberal Studies

Date

© 2018
Jennifer Pace Wittman
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

DEDICATION
I thought about my beautiful dreams and wondered if they would drift away
just like those lovely soap bubbles.
-Ji Li Jiang, Red Scarf Girl
Nearing the end of spring 2015, I listened as my 19-year-old student Lorena
Martinez (a pseudonym) stood in the front of my classroom and connected this
seemingly simple quote from Ji Li Jiang’s Red Scarf Girl to her life before college.
Lorena had enrolled in my year-long “Stretch” freshman composition class that past
fall—a class designed specifically for students who did not pass the required college
placement exam for English—appearing in my classroom on the first day with big
eyes and a bright smile, excited and hopeful for what lay ahead. During our time
together that year, I never once saw Lorena without that smile on her face, a feature
of her personality I mused over often the more I learned about her life prior to moving
into campus housing.
Lorena, a Latina first-generation college student, always maintained a matterof-fact tone in the narratives she wrote about herself for class: she came from a home
in a small town in the Central Valley of California where she lived in an apartment
with her often-absent mother and helped raise a number of younger half-siblings
while working nights at a fast-food restaurant. When she described her journey to
college, she explained she had always wanted to go to college, but revealed she had
always been hesitant to admit it since she wasn’t sure it was a possibility for her. In
iv

one of her essays, she expressed it wasn’t until her junior year of high school when a
teacher told her she should go to college and gave her money for the application fee
that she thought for the first time she might actually be able to go. Less than two
years later, after experiencing a lifetime of so many, what Lorena referred to as,
“broken soap bubble dreams,” she was suddenly in college. Her biggest dream had
become a reality, though what she would experience after being admitted had yet to
be determined.
At the end of Lorena’s presentation on that same spring day, the following
quote appeared behind her head as her final slide, the conclusion of both her
presentation and her first year of college. It read: “I feel lost and confused. I know
I’m strong but yet I’m fragile. I love who I am but I’m scared to take what I
deserve.” It is perhaps the simplistic nature of these three sentences that Lorena
conveys the essence of the experiences of so many first-year, historically underserved
students.
This dissertation is dedicated to all the Lorenas, past, present, and future.
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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this study sought to understand the past histories and first-year college
experiences of historically underrepresented, underprepared first-year college
students of color who required remedial coursework in their first year of college. The
orientation of this study combines Critical Race Theory (CRT), which puts “race at
the center of critical analysis” (Roithmayr, 1999, p. 1) and Latina/o Critical Race
Theory (LatCrit), which incorporates the multidimensionality of Latinx identities by
adding language and immigration status among other important issues related to race
and racism (Solórzano & Bernal, 2001). Within this framework, this study applied
Hernandez’ (2016) Critical Race Theory reconceptualization of self-authorship as a
tool of analysis to understand the experiences of underprepared college students of
color who may also be first-generation students, positioning race at the center of
students’ experiences within the system of higher education. Overall, the selfauthorship of historically underrepresented, underprepared first-year college students
of color who required remedial coursework in their first year of college demonstrated
how a first-year experience program—particularly a residential program—and firstyear experience curriculum function as both a place and space for underprepared
students of color to develop cognitively, intrapersonally, and interpersonally during
their first year of college.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Background of the Study
Every year, first-time first-year college students arrive on campuses across the
United States bringing with them unique identities and histories. Before many of
these students are given the opportunity to share, reflect, and build upon those
identities and histories, however, the results of university placement exams in English
assign millions of them—roughly 40% of all students at public 4-year institutions
(Chen, 2016), 38% of students entering the California State University System in Fall
2016, and 47% of students entering the site of this study in Fall 2016 (CSU Office of
the Chancellor, 2018)—another identity to internalize: academically underprepared.
And for underprepared college students, the news that university admissions believe
they are not ready to succeed in college comes as a surprise, as these students likely
earned above average grades in high school (CSU Mentor, 2017). Despite this,
underprepared first-year college students arrive in developmental composition
classrooms looking ready to take on a myriad of new challenges.
It is often around the time in their first semester when students receive the
results of their first exams in other classes that their dispositions in the composition
classroom begin to change. Students often earn lower grades than anticipated on
those exams, and the results can trigger an avalanche of emotions. Students who
were initially confident in their academic abilities begin to wonder if college is the
1
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right place for them. Others interpret the test scores as an affirmation that they truly
might not be ready to succeed in college. It is a critical time period in that a range of
feelings are brought to the forefront of the first-year experience (Hurtado & Carter,
1997). Having been reduced to a percentage or letter grade by placement and course
assessments, students’ feelings of hope can transform rapidly into feelings of doubt,
displacement, and uncertainty.
Historically underserved first-generation college students are frequently left to
try to cope with these feelings without any consideration of experiential knowledge
from their own parents or families. Since first-generation students do not have a
parent(s) with lessons from their own college experiences, a struggling student may
have difficulty regaining his or her initial feelings of confidence about college by way
of their family’s reassurance. Consequently, for students who may already have been
fighting off feelings of alienation or imposter syndrome, poor grades and shaky
confidence levels have the potential of pushing underprepared first-year college
students beyond their coping level, placing them at even greater risk for dropping out
(Kuh et al., 2006).
Given the projected shortage of college graduates by 2025 (Johnson et al.,
2015), the nation, and more specifically the State of California, cannot afford to stand
by and watch underrepresented, underprepared college students drop out of college.
The California State University (CSU) system serves an important role in educating
and graduating historically underserved college students who are labeled
underprepared for higher education based on pre-college examinations. Within the
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CSU, 23% of Fall 2016 freshmen were deemed not college ready in English (CSU
Office of the Chancellor, 2018). The racial/ethnic makeup of that population was
35% African American and 55% Latinx The CSU analytic categories “Mexican
American” and “Other Latino” have been combined to reflect United States Census
categories. The term “Latinx” is used throughout the study to refer to
Hispanic/Latino categories of identification, which include the following: a person of
Cuban, Mexican, Puerto Rican, South or Central American, or other Spanish culture
or origin regardless of race.
Because a higher proportion of African American and Latinx students are
underprepared for college, and because the CSU aims to eliminate the achievement
gap between underserved college students and their better served peers, it is important
to study the first-year experience of underrepresented, underprepared students within
the CSU. Specifically at the site of this study, the percentage of African American
and Latinx students identified as not college ready were 52% and 66% respectively in
2016, and the percentage of White students identified as not college ready was 16%
(CSU Office of the Chancellor, 2018). In comparison to the four-year and six-year
graduation rate of 19% and 63% of White students at the site of this study, the fouryear and six-year graduation rates for African American students was 7% and 48% in
2010 and the four-year and six-year graduation rate for Latinx students was 13% and
54% (CSU Office of the Chancellor, 2018). Clearly, programs to support African
American and Latinx students as they persist toward degree completion warrant
study.
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The resultant achievement gap that persists between African American and
Latinx students and their better-served White peers has negative implications for
colleges as well as social consequences for these populations themselves (Baum et al.,
2013; Carnevale et al., 2011). While currently there are only minor consequences for
these students taking longer than four years to complete college, such as increased
financial expenditures and lost time, in the future the consequences may be more
severe. With new legislative initiatives such as the recent SB 412 “The California
Promise” (2016) in the State of California, the goal of which is to put pressure on
colleges and college students to graduate in four years, the potential exists that the
CSU may no longer continue providing access for academically underprepared
students in the way it does today. In fact, Executive Order (EO) 0665 mandates that
underprepared students complete their developmental coursework by the end of their
first year on campus, so since the onset of the EO, students have been subject to
disqualification if they struggle to succeed during that first year. !
Statement of the Problem
Decreasing an undergraduate student’s time to degree-completion is a
challenge for four-year public postsecondary institutions across the United States.
According to the U. S. Department of Education’s National Center for Education
Statistics (2015), the national four-year and six-year graduation rates for first-time,
full-time (FTFT) bachelor’s degree-seeking students at four-year postsecondary
institutions were 34.4% and 56.5% respectively for the 2008 cohort. At the state
level, analytic studies conducted by the CSU system indicated that of the FTFT
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freshmen entering a CSU in 2008, 16% graduated in four years and 54% graduated in
six years. In the last 10 years, the CSU has worked to improve its graduation rates,
most recently through the 2015 Graduation Initiative, which sought to boost six-year
graduation rates at each of CSU’s 23 campuses by 2015 and decrease the achievement
gap for underserved minority students by half. While the CSU was successful in
making small but steady gains in increasing its overall graduation rates for all
racial/ethnic groups, its four-year graduation rate still falls behind similar institutions
nationwide, and the achievement gap between White students and African American
and Latinx students remains considerably larger (Jackson & Cook, 2016).
CSU analytic data published by the Chancellor’s Office reveals persistent
disparities in the graduation rate of African American and Latinx students in
comparison to their White peers. For African American students entering a CSU in
2008 the numbers were significantly low, with only 8% graduating in four years and
only 37% graduating in six years; and of the FTFT Latinx students entering a CSU in
2008, only 10% graduated in four years and only 47% graduated in six years.
Comparatively, of the White FTFT freshmen entering a CSU in 2008, 24% graduated
within four years and 62% graduated within six years, a rate of 16% and 38% higher
than African American students and a rate of 14% and 15% higher than Latinx
students. Therefore, while it appears that the CSU is seemingly proactive in its efforts
to help students achieve timely graduations, first with the 2015 and now the new 2025
Graduation Initiative, and graduation rates show steady, albeit small, incremental
gains, the gap in the graduation rates between White students and African American
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and Latinx students in the CSU persists, creating a discrepancy when considering the
CSU’s larger mission.
In the 2016 “CSU Undergraduate Outcomes Report,” the CSU positioned
itself as a nationally recognized leader in educating a high-need, historically
underserved population and prided itself in providing higher education access for
people who have been historically excluded (CSU Office of the Chancellor, 2016).
This report further stated the CSU would fail in its larger mission by educating only
students who are “most-prepared” and “most-capable” of graduating in four years.
Graphs in the document comparing CSU’s racial demographics of the Fall 2004
FTFT freshman cohort to the Fall 2014 cohort appear to partially support this,
revealing that in the 10 years examined, the Latinx population of students enrolling in
and being admitted into the CSU had outpaced all other racial demographics, nearly
doubling the number of White students. In 2004, 24% of students in the CSU were
Hispanic or Latinx and 39% were White, and in 2014, 43% of students in the CSU
were Hispanic or Latinx and 23% were White. In other words, in looking at the
increased percentage of FTFT Latinx students, enrollment data disaggregated by race
appears to accurately reflect the CSU’s stated mission regarding its commitment to
educational access and success for its Latinx students. However, an examination of
disaggregated enrollment data for African American students presents a different
picture, as this same report revealed a 2% decline in African American students in the
CSU over the decade, dropping from 6% in 2004 to 4% in 2014.
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Current U.S. Census information for Latinx students in the State of California
trends similarly with the percentage of Latinx students in the CSU system. Between
2010 and 2015 the percentage of Latinx students in the State of California rose from
27.6% to 38.8%, which correlates with the increased enrollment of Latinx students in
the CSU between 2004 and 2014 from 24% to 43% (U.S. Census Bureau, 2015).
However, U.S. Census data presents a different picture for African Americans in the
CSU. While the African American population in the State of California increased
from 6.2% to 6.5% between the years of 2010 to 2015, the CSU saw a 2% decrease in
enrollment of African Americans between 2004 and 2014 (6% to 4%). Although the
increase in African Americans in the State of California has not been substantial in
the past five years, the decrease in African Americans in the CSU over the last 10
years is significant and cannot go unmentioned in discussions of race, access, and
attainment of higher education.
Although CSU enrollment data illustrates the CSU seemingly has made
improvement in access for Latinx students into the CSU system, access for African
Americans into the CSU continues to be a challenge. One way the CSU has worked
to increase the percentage of African American students in the CSU is with its
system-wide African American Initiative. Through this initiative, the CSU partners
with over 100 California churches serving predominantly African American students
from underserved communities to implement “Super Sundays” throughout the state
during the month of February. At these events, CSU admissions and financial aid
experts work alongside the CSU Chancellor to provide African American youth
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important college-going information. In February 2016, CSU Vice Chancellor Loren
Blanchard issued a call to action from the pulpit to over 100 California churches with
predominantly African American congregations about the importance of higher
education and how to plan for college. Within his message, Blanchard informed
churchgoers of the startling statistic that in 2014-2015 only three out of 100 African
American ninth graders in the United States earned a college degree in six years or
less. Perhaps not surprisingly, despite these efforts of the African American
Initiative, the percentage of African American students in the CSU has still declined.
On the one hand, for African Americans, access to and graduation from the CSU
remain a challenge. On the other, while access to postsecondary attainment is still a
concern for Latinx students, access to higher education appears to be improving.
Instead, postsecondary attainment for Latinx students seems not to be so much an
issue of access but one of success in college, which thereby affects persistence and
degree completion (Contreras & Contreras, 2015).
CSU retention and graduation data of African American and Latinx students
present an unclear picture of how the CSU, with its stated mission of seeking to serve
historically underserved populations, has not been successful in eliminating or even
simply decreasing the graduation gap between White students and African American
and Latinx students. One explanation for this gap could be due to college
remediation requirements. In the CSU and at colleges nationwide, admissions offices
use multiple placement measures, which more often than not include scores of precollege examinations, to identify students who are not prepared to succeed in college-
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level coursework (Parsad & Lewis, 2003). According to these measures, students
identified as underprepared are institutionally labeled as deficient, or remedial, and
are required to enroll in developmental, pre-baccalaureate courses (Sparks & Malkus,
2013). Participation in remedial coursework is widespread in the U.S. public higher
education system as a consequence of remediation policies (Radford & Horn, 2012).
According to Chen (2016), 40% of students enrolled in four-year public institutions
of higher education reported needing to take at least one remedial course. While
blame is often placed on the K-12 sector for not adequately preparing students for
college-level work (Bettinger & Long, 2009), postsecondary schools respond to this
issue by instituting more policies to help students make up for their academic
deficiencies. For example, the CSU’s most recent response to addressing incoming
students’ lack of readiness is through the Early Start Program, which requires
students who fail their math and/or English placement exam to begin remediating the
summer prior to their first term on campus (CSU Office of the Chancellor, 2016).
Most institutions of higher education require underprepared students to complete
additional coursework which essentially equates with an increased time in college to
try and make up for what pre-college placement measures determine students lack.
Much of the past research on remediation has focused on whether remediation
is beneficial for post-secondary degree attainment. While some studies suggest that it
is, in that remedial coursework is believed to improve weak academic skills and help
to ensure degree-completion (Attewell et al., 2006; Bettinger & Long, 2005; Lesik,
2006), other studies claim that remedial coursework simply lengthens a student’s time
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to graduation, potentially increasing the likelihood that students will drop out
(Bettinger & Long, 2005; Deil-Amen & Rosenbaum, 2002; Lewis & Farris,
1996). Kurlaender and Howell (2012) speculated that part of the challenge in
assessing the impact of remediation on collegiate outcomes is because students who
require remediation are different from those who do not, making it difficult to “isolate
the effect of remediation on college outcomes from the other things that make these
students different” (p. 6). What is missing from this conversation of policy,
procedures, and outcomes of remediation, however, is a discussion concerning how
postsecondary institutions can better support these “different” student populations.
According to Chen (2016), requirements for students to complete remedial
coursework in math and English are high among students enrolling in less selective
colleges and universities. Higher proportions of first-generation students (54% for
students whose parents had no more than a high school education vs. 31% for
students whose parents earned a bachelor’s or higher degree) and students from lowincome backgrounds (76% in the lowest income group) are required to complete
remedial coursework once arriving at public four-year institutions. Further,
remediation data disaggregated by race reveal higher percentages of African
American and Latinx students at public four-year universities enrolling in remedial
coursework, with 69.9% African American and 52.6% of Latinx students required to
enroll in remedial coursework, compared to 35.8% of White students doing so.
Numerous studies corroborate with these statistics, each reporting higher percentages
of African American and Latinx students, as well as first-generation and students
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from low-income backgrounds, taking remedial coursework than their White and/or
non-first-generation peers (Adelman 2004; Attewell et al., 2006; Radford & Horn,
2012; Snyder & Dillow, 2012; Sparks & Malkus, 2013).
Since the majority of students enrolling in remedial classes are first-generation
and/or historically underserved students of color, institutions must recognize that the
majority of underprepared first-year students enter college with prior experience and
needs unique from those of their White, non-first-generation peers. Conversations
regarding academic interventions for underprepared students and narrowing the
achievement gap must expand beyond the parameters of students’ deficiencies.
Institutions of higher education must take into account the complex nature of these
students’ needs and seek to understand how best these students can be institutionally
supported.
One way in which a number of colleges and universities across the nation
have responded to the needs of underprepared students is to incorporate a stretched
model of English composition concurrent with a first-year experience course designed
to support underrepresented, first-generation students. At several CSU campuses,
including the site of this study, writing program administrators have implemented a
model of first-year “stretch” composition and directed self-placement for students
who were deemed underprepared for college based on pre-college examinations.
Rather than the more common deficit model of remediation that places students in
pre-baccalaureate developmental courses, the stretch curriculum incorporates the
same expectations and outcomes as a one-semester first-year composition course, but
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the content is stretched across two semesters to allow students more time to develop
their writing skills. At the CSU campus site of this study, the stretch program is
unique in that the first semester (ENGL 1006) also incorporates first-year experience
(FYE) curriculum, for which students earn two units of General Education Area E
credit (within the CSU system, Area E centers around Lifelong Understanding and
Self-Development). Including FYE E1 credit in the stretch composition course model
enables instructors to attend to building introductory college skills in English 1006
while enabling students to earn baccalaureate credit, which helps to ensure students
consider English 1006 a worthwhile experience.
The FYE curriculum that is embedded into the English “Stretch” composition
curriculum at the CSU campus site of this study can serve to nurture students’ identity
development, feelings of institutional belonging, and motivation to persist, all the
while moving them towards more socially empowered positionalities. College and
university FYE programs were developed as curricular initiatives to supplement the
academic and life skills necessary for incoming freshmen during their transition to
college (Schrader & Brown, 2008). These programs are beneficial to students who
are identified as underprepared and who are also first-generation college students, as
these students’ frequent lack of institutional knowledge renders their identities
incompatible with the institution, leaving such students at risk for feeling alienated
within their new environment. On the whole, students in FYE programs report higher
levels of satisfaction, campus involvement, and GPAs, and are more likely to be
retained and graduate (Jamelske, 2009). Moreover, in addition to FYE curricular
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components to promote students’ feelings of institutional belonging and motivation to
persist via curricular and co-curricular activities, the FYE curriculum embedded into
the Stretch class also allows an opportunity for students to maintain their individuality
through self-authorship, which also benefits retention and graduation (Barbatis,
2010). These are overall important functions of the first-year classroom, a place
where students’ positionalities move from “external formulas” (as they enter into the
university) to the “crossroads” (as they attempt to fit into the university) and
eventually towards “becoming an author of one’s own life” (as they make the
decision to stay in the university) (Baxter-Magolda, 2001).
In Fall 2016, the CSU campus site of this study implemented three Stretch,
FYE sections specifically for ELEVATE students. ELEVATE, a new, living-learning
community originating within Housing and Residential Life in Fall 2016, was
designed for students who failed college placement exams in both math and English
and thus were required to fulfill the CSU remediation milestone in both math and
English prior to the start of their sophomore year. The development and adaptation of
the ELEVATE program initially grew from an analysis of residential student
retention data. At the CSU campus site of this study, Fall 2015 Housing and
Residential Life data reported that 20 first-time full-time (FTFT) freshmen cancelled
their Fall 2015 housing contract, and further analysis revealed that 80% of these
cancellations came from incoming freshmen who had a remediation requirement in
either math, English, or both (Housing and Residential Life, 2015). In addition, Fall
2011 and Fall 2012 Housing and Residential Life data indicated 34.6% of FTFT
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living in Housing required remediation in both math and English, whereas only 26%
of FTFT not living in Housing required remediation in both math and English. Of the
FTFT requiring remediation in both math and English not living in university
housing, there was a graduation and persistence rate of 68.6%; however, of the FTFT
requiring remediation in both math and English who were living on campus, there
was a graduation and persistence rate of only 55%.
In an effort to better serve underprepared students living in campus housing,
the Housing and Residential Life Academic and Career Advisor partnered with one
English Stretch Composition instructor to design ELEVATE’s services. Through this
partnership, the ELEVATE advisor and English Stretch instructor collaborated to
create a curriculum implemented within the three English ELEVATE Stretch sections
and trained two peer mentors to provide weekly supplemental instruction of
“ELEVATE” FYE curriculum within the three English ELEVATE Stretch sections.
Additionally, the ELEVATE English Stretch instructor also facilitated the training of
the other two ELEVATE English Stretch instructors in the ELEVATE FYE
curriculum and in ELEVATE’s coordinated services. In effect, incoming
underprepared students are expected to benefit due to the coordination of English
Stretch instructor, advisor, peer mentors, and the ELEVATE FYE curriculum. These
coordinated services differ from what other underprepared students experience on
campus, in that other incoming freshman requiring remediation in both math and
English during their freshman year do not have access to a consistent advisor, an
English Stretch instructor who is in communication with their advisor, peer mentors
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who come into the classroom, or a consistent, guaranteed FYE curriculum.
Alternatively, first-time first-year students required to complete developmental math
and English coursework at the CSU campus site of this study who are not in the
ELEVATE program are left to navigate the institution on their own. While these
students are able to self-select into an English Stretch class to fulfill their English
remediation and are placed in the appropriate math classes to attempt fulfilling their
math remediation, these students are otherwise left to navigate the institution with
limited resources. And, while there is an FYE component embedded into all English
Stretch courses, there is currently no way to guarantee students are receiving effective
FYE curriculum or what that curriculum includes. Consequently, remedial students
without support such as the ELEVATE program are at a high risk of attrition.
As such, the overall purpose of this study centered on the criticalness of
understanding how prior familial, cultural, and educational knowledge and
experiences of historically underrepresented, underprepared students of color
influenced their higher education performance. At the heart of this study were
students who had sustained and persevered throughout difficult journeys to college,
students who were institutionally identified as not ready for college, and students
whose identities presented them with challenges and needs different from their betterserved White peers. Overall, this study sought to identify which institutional
practices are most beneficial in helping to ensure historically underrepresented,
underprepared students of color persist to graduation by understanding more about
their unique needs.
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Significance of Study
Today, the CSU continues to work to increase its graduation rates through
coordinated actions and efforts both system-wide and at the campus level. In
particular, through the Graduation Initiative 2025, the CSU seeks to eliminate the
achievement gap for underserved minority, Pell-eligible, and first-generation students
to 0% by 2025 (CSU Office of the Chancellor, 2016). The overall goal of this study
was to understand in greater capacity how to help the CSU eliminate this gap.
Research on persistence and timely graduation indicates many factors may
contribute to a student taking more time to graduate or failing to complete a degree.
For example, the “CSU Undergraduate Outcomes Report” (CSU Office of the
Chancellor, 2016) identified the following as reasons that students who enter college
fail to complete a degree: loss of interest in college, lack of preparation or academic
ability to persist, financial constraints, and/or institutional policies and practices (p.
27). This study sought to expand the knowledge base regarding factors that may
contribute to a student not persisting to postsecondary completion, including students’
past familial, cultural, and educational experiences and how those experiences
influence their cognitive, intrapersonal, and interpersonal development within the
higher education setting.!
The results of this research project could be of direct benefit to any policymaker, administrator, program director, faculty member, or other stakeholder who
wants to ensure that historically underserved students of color who also enter college
underprepared have the support they need to earn a college degree. These
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individuals, particularly those individuals working directly with first-year college
students or those making decisions on their behalf, may find value in understanding
the lived experiences of underrepresented, underprepared first-year students. With
this knowledge, both decision-makers and those working closely with this student
population may be able to improve upon the design and delivery of institutional
support strategies that may facilitate timely college completion for these students.
Research Questions
The following questions guided this study:
1.! What does self-authorship in the writing portfolios of English ELEVATE
First-Year Experience students reveal about the experiences of historically
underrepresented, underprepared first-year college students of color?
2.! How do the prior familial, cultural, and educational knowledge and
experiences of historically underrepresented, underprepared first-year
college students of color impact this populations’ self-development in
their first year of college?
Theoretical Framework
The orientation of this study combines Critical Race Theory (CRT), which
puts “race at the center of critical analysis” (Roithmayr, 1999, p. 1) and Latina/o
Critical Race Theory (LatCrit), which incorporates the multidimensionality of Latinx
identities by adding language and immigration status among other important issues
related to race and racism (Solórzano & Bernal, 2001). Within educational settings,
CRT and LatCrit can be employed to uncover how negative racial positions have
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been socially institutionalized and propose that people of color are required to create
an understanding of the educational system based on that perspective (LadsonBillings & Tate IV, 1995). Within this framework, the principal investigator of this
study applied Hernandez’ (2016) Critical Race Theory reconceptualization of selfauthorship as a tool of analysis to understand the experiences of underprepared
college students of color who may also be first-generation students, and in doing so,
position race at the center of students’ experiences within the system of higher
education. Hernandez’ (2016) reconceptualization of self-authorship within the CRT
framework is necessary to allow non-traditional students’ stories—which might
otherwise be disregarded—to be used to gain a larger and more complex social
understanding of how race and racial stereotypes are instituted in such a way as to
negatively impact students of color. Hernandez revised Baxter-Magolda’s (2001)
three dimensions of the self-authorship framework to account for ways in which
social forces affect student development and “influence the journey toward selfauthorship” for historically underserved students of color (Hernandez, 2016, p. 169):
1.! The Cognitive Dimension was revised from “How do I know?” to “How
do I make meaning in my social world?”
2.! The Intrapersonal Dimension was revised from “Who am I?” to “How
does my social world shape my sense of self as a racialized being?”
3.! The Interpersonal Dimension was revised from “What relationships do I
want with others?” to “What relationships do I want with others for the
benefit of my social world?”
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Without these revisions to Baxter-Magolda’s (2001) original self-authorship
framework, race is excluded from ways in which historically underrepresented,
underprepared college students of color who may also be first-generation students
self-author. As a result, Baxter-Magolda’s (2001) original framework runs the risk of
leaving the social construction of students’ racialized identities out.
Definitions
Some commonly used terms in higher education relevant to the study follow.
Counterspace. Sites where deficit notions of people of color can be challenged and
where a positive climate can be established and maintained (Solórzano, Ceja, &
Yosso, 2000).
First-year Experience (FYE). College and university FYE programs developed as
curricular initiatives to supplement the academic and life skills necessary for
incoming freshmen during their transition to college (Schrader & Brown, 2008).
First-generation student. Students whose parent(s)/legal guardian(s) have not
completed a bachelor’s degree (Petty, 2014).
Hispanic Serving Institution (HSI). 2-year or 4-year, degree accredited, not-forprofit colleges that enroll at least 25% Hispanic students (Santiago, 2006).
Historically underserved students of color. Students whose self-reported race or
ethnicity is black or African American, Latinx or Hispanic, or Native American or
Alaska Native, and who are not considered international students (Lundy-Wagner,
Vultaggio, & Gasman, 2013).
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Remediation. College remediation describes the process of educating students in the
skills that are required to successfully complete gateway courses. Students require
remediation usually due to the result of a score on a pre-college examination (Core
Principles, 2012).
Self-authorship. Characterized by the ability to internally generate and coordinate
one’s beliefs, identity, and social relationships, rather than depending on external (or
other’s) beliefs, identities, or social relationships (Kagan, 1994). Individuals who
make meaning following the external formulas (Torres & Hernandez, 2007) have not
yet developed internal mechanisms to determine one’s own beliefs, identity, or how
to guide one’s social relations. As such, these individuals are believed to rely on
external formulas to guide them (Baxter-Magolda, 1998).
Underprepared student. A student who does not pass his or her college entrance
exam(s) in reading, writing, and/or mathematics and whom the college or university
deems is not ready to perform at the college level (Merisotis & Phipps, 2000).
Summary
Historically underserved students of color are more likely to be required to
complete developmental coursework upon admission to college and are less likely to
earn a college degree. For these students, the individual and collective social,
emotional, and economic consequences of not persisting to graduation are extreme
(Baum et al., 2013; Carnevale et al., 2011; Perna & Titus, 2005). In an effort to better
support first-year underserved, underprepared students of color, college and
university first-year experience programs were developed as curricular initiates to
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supplement the academic and life skills necessary during the transition to college
(Schrader & Brown, 2008). Because FYE programs have had proven success by
increasing retention and graduation rates (Jamelske, 2009), such programs are
valuable study sites, particularly to understand better the lived experiences of an
institution’s most vulnerable student populations. Learning how best to support
underserved, underprepared students of color will assist the state in eliminating the
achievement gap and increasing the nation’s workforce. More importantly,
improving the ways in which institutions of higher education serve their students of
color will inch toward eradicating systemic educational inequities and build a broader
understanding of the various ways individuals construct knowledge and make
meaning in their social worlds.

CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
This study analyzed the writing portfolios of African American and Latinx
students enrolled in a first-year experience composition course for underprepared
students in an effort to determine better practices for supporting underserved,
underprepared students and increasing rates of persistence and degree attainment.
The literature reviewed in this chapter outlines the research related to underserved,
underprepared students of color who are required to complete pre-baccalaureate
composition coursework as a contributing factor in persistence and degree attainment.
The first section of the chapter provides information on college readiness and the
achievement gap specifically for African American and Latinx students. The second
section examines Critical Race Theory and Latino/a Critical Race Theory as
frameworks for exploring the issues of college readiness, the first-year experience,
persistence, and higher education degree attainment as they relate specifically to
African American and Latinx students. Finally, this literature review examines the
scholarship of the first-year experience, dimensions of space, and utilizing selfauthorship and writing portfolios within the higher education setting and the effects of
those curricular strategies particularly for students of color.
College Readiness and Underserved Student Populations
College readiness is defined “as the level of preparation a student needs in
order to enroll and succeed— without remediation—in a credit-bearing general
22
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education course at a postsecondary institution” (Conley, 2007, p. 5). The general
characteristics of college readiness include both intellectual (such as engagement and
problem solving skills) as well as behavioral (such as ability to address criticism and
study skills) factors (Conley, 2007, p. 18). Modern conceptions of college readiness
were directed by the National Defense Education Act (NDEA) of 1958 and later by A
Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Education Reform published in 1983 (Barnes &
Slate, 2013). Standardized tests have increasingly been used to identify levels of
readiness and to place students into appropriate curriculum (Alon & Tienda, 2007).
So-called “objective” standardized tests have increasingly been used as tools for
college admissions (Alon & Tienda, 2007). This has caused significant challenges for
already underserved students. The first is that these standardized tests
disproportionately place underserved students into “remedial” education. While these
courses are supposed to eradicate deficits in readiness, more often they serve as
obstacles to graduation. The second is that, because of the perceived cost of
remediation, many colleges and universities “have deemphasized the recruitment of
underserved minorities” (Breland, Maxey, Gernand, Cumming, & Trapani, 2002; Kuh
et al., 2006).!
Since the late 1990s, the role of postsecondary remediation has been a point of
contention among state policymakers, education policy analysts, college faculty, and
administrators (Bettinger & Long, 2007; Mazzeo, 2002). In 1998, Peter S. Hoff
commented about remediation policies stating “Nationally, but especially in
California, statistics on remediation have become political bones of contention, and
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have gotten wrapped up in budget politics, education politics, and ethnic politics” (p.
6). With state boards of higher education functioning as policymaking bodies which
serve to dictate operating procedures to public colleges and universities (Hoff, 1998),
college and university instructors, particularly those teaching students who have been
placed in remedial courses, have been increasingly left to work with whatever
circumstances the policymakers initiate.
Likewise, the processes students are required to successfully undergo in order
to fulfill remediation requirements vary widely across institutions. For example,
while some remedial students in Callahan and Chumney’s (2009) study were required
to complete stand-alone remedial courses, students in Palmer and Davis’ (2012) study
were enrolled in a stand-alone, 6-week, summer “remedial program” to fulfill
remediation requirements. These two studies highlight one of the difficulties of
conducting research on remediation practices: namely, are researchers looking at a
policy and the resultant assessments that serve to identify students with academic
deficiencies, or are they looking at a program that serves to provide interventions for
students whom assessments have labeled as being deficient? According to Grubb
(1999), most often the result of testing into remediation for students is taking “a class
or activity intended to meet the needs of students who initially do not have the skills,
experience or orientation necessary to perform at a level that the institutions or
instructors recognize as 'regular' for those students” (p. 174). These remedial courses
are offered in reading, writing, and mathematics to students the college or university
deem are unprepared to perform at the level required by the institution (Merisotis &
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Phipps, 2000). However, although students who are deemed in need of remedial
coursework are those who have the lowest scores on some type of normative
measurement, how a low score is defined by a particular institution is “highly
variable” and where the line is drawn between a remedial and a non-remedial student
is “completely arbitrary” (Astin, 1998, p. 13). As such, there is no large-scale
uniformity in the assessment tools or placement mechanisms that track students into
or evaluate as in need of remediation. A study by Scott-Clayton, Crosta, and Belfield
(2014) found that due to these inconsistences, severe mis-assignments in remedial
course placements were common.
One reason why scholars who study remediation have not been able to settle
the longstanding debate between those who oppose remediation and those who are
proponents of remediation may be due to the capricious nature of what constitutes
“remediation” research. For example, the above noted inconsistencies in assessment
practices concerning how students are placed in remedial coursework and the
variations in structure of institutions’ remedial course offerings already create
difficulties when attempting to conduct large-scale studies (Grubb, 1999; Parker
Bustillos, & Behringer, 2010). Taking these challenges into consideration, it is hardly
surprising early reviews of literature from the mid and late 1990s reported the
majority of studies on remediation were “seriously flawed methodologically” (Boylan
& Saxton, 1999; O’Hear & MacDonald, 1995). Additionally, other researchers have
noted remediation is difficult to study since it changes according to the context in
which it is offered, and that despite the rigor and accuracy of many studies, they have
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not provided any definite answers (Doyle, 2012). This is compounded by the fact that
policies do not account for the reality that students themselves come from different
backgrounds and respond and acclimate to higher education in various ways
(Bettinger & Long, 2009). As William Doyle suggested when commenting on the
difficulty of identifying exactly what remediation is, “there’s no such thing as
‘remediation’” (2012, p. 60).
Due to the problematic nature of identifying and assessing research on college
readiness and remediation, this review of literature does not chronicle the multitude
of studies detailing the empirical research of scholars who side with either proponents
or opponents of remedial education and why. Instead, this review of literature
suggests that remediation policies are interpreted as being couched within a deficit
perspective (Hull, Rose, Fraser, & Castellano, 1991; Mills, 1998) within an
educational system “shaped by White supremacy, which defines roles, identities,
interaction and policy” (Chadderton, 2013, p. 70).
Underprepared College Students of Color and the Deficit Perspective
Between me and the other world there is ever an unasked question: unasked
by some through feelings of delicacy; by others through the difficulty of
rightly framing it. All, nevertheless, flutter round it. They approach me in a
half- hesitant sort of way, eye me curiously or compassionately, and then,
instead of saying directly, How does it feel to be a problem? they say, I know
an excellent colored man in my town; or, I fought at Mechanicsville; or, Do
not these Southern outrages make your blood boil? At these I smile, or am
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interested, or reduce the boiling to a simmer, as the occasion may require. To
the real question, How does it feel to be a problem? I answer seldom a word.
And yet, being a problem is a strange experience, --peculiar
even for one who has never been anything else…
-W.E.B. DuBois
In 1903, W.E.B. DuBois wrote “the problem of the Twentieth Century is the
problem of the color-line” (p. 1). For DuBois, the concept of the color-line referred
to the role of race and racism in history and society. Karenga (2003) maintained that
racism is a system of social practice organized around the concept of race and made
an important distinction between racial prejudice and racism. He explained that while
racial prejudice is an attitude of hostility or hatred toward people based on negative
assumptions about biology and culture, racism is “the imposition of this attitude as
social policy and social practice…. a system of denial, deformation and destruction of
a people’s history, humanity and right to freedom based exclusively or primarily on
the specious concept of race” (p. 305). In short, race as a concept itself has been
historically produced. The result is that modern policy interventions written to
address racial inequalities are not based on a neutral idea of race, but an already
received and instituted discourse on race that in many ways predetermines an
understanding of racial diversity from a systemic notion of lack or deficit (Dumas,
Dixson, & Mayorga, 2016). Unfortunately, as Dumas et al. pointed out, most
research on policy has focused on issues of access rather than examining “race as a
cultural-ideological formation that deeply informs” these policy decisions (p. 4).
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Critical policy analysts might contend the “problem of the color-line” still persists
today for students tracked into remediation, and that state policymakers, education
policy analysts, administrators, and even well-intentioned college faculty continue to
simply “flutter around it” when systematically assessing incoming college freshmen
and tracking them into remedial classes under the guise of academic deficiency.
One critical approach to critical policy studies, social stratification theory,
offers an important lens through which to view the broader implications a policy like
remediation has on relationships of inequality and privilege (Bernal, 2005; Riddell,
2005). Critical policy scholars utilizing this approach ask questions such as: Does
policy X somehow reinforce or reproduce social injustices or inequalities?” (Diem,
Young, Welton, Mansfield, & Lee, 2014). By pairing this question with the views of
Bourdieu (1991), who claimed that schools are institutions that reproduce
inequalities, critical policy scholars can begin to reveal mechanisms which allow
postsecondary remediation policy to continue reinforcing and reproducing the same
problem DuBois wrote of in 1903 regarding the “color-line.” The focus of this
review, then, concerns these notions of policy as they apply to the formation and
policies meant to address remedial students’ so-called “deficiencies”: in particular,
the deficiencies the system of higher education is attempting to identify with remedial
assessments, the deficiencies from which the system is attempting to remediate
students, and the circumstances remedial students undergo while attempting to
remediate these deficiencies.
Although today institutions of higher education are positioned to recruit more
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historically underserved students of color and in turn create a more diverse student
body, they still retain embedded ideologies which maintain inequality (Savas, 2014).
Historically, students of color have been underserved in the higher education system
and have been incorporated into the lower tiers of the hierarchy of universities
(Karen, 2002; Nettles & Perna, 1997), and today these same students are
overrepresented within college and university remedial courses, heavily occupying
one of those lowest tiers. Within institutions of higher education, it is no secret that
remedial coursework is often taken for no credit (see Title 5, California Code of
Regulations, Section 40402.1, for example) and often taught by the least qualified and
underprepared teachers (Merrow, 2007). Once remediation is instituted, it then
becomes subject to administrative policies, which can equally complicate students’
ability to succeed.
Common policies range from defunding remedial coursework in general
(Soliday, 2002) to limiting the time students have to successfully pass these courses
such as through the implementation of the CSU EO 665, which stipulates that
“students must begin their remedial work in their first semester and must complete it
within one calendar year” or be disenrolled (Crouch & McNenny, 2000, p. 46). It
also encourages campuses to advise students “to consider enrolling in other
educational institutions as appropriate” if they do not meet these limitations (EO 665,
p. 2). Cost is most often cited as the reason for these rules; however, the actual cost
of these programs is difficult to determine and depends on a variety of factors. Often
decisions about policy are made based on inadequate data factors (Saxon & Boylan,
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2001). Consequently, first-time freshmen who enter the university required to
remediate are essentially granted one last opportunity to succeed within the
educational system, and they have to move quickly to overcome all of their perceived
deficiencies once they arrive on campus. For students of color, these deficiencies are
often a result of a lifetime of oppressive circumstances over which they have had little
to no control (Smit, 2012).
Many such students arrive at institutions of higher education as products of
inadequate schooling and thus struggle in their academic pursuits (Smit, 2012). The
terms commonly used in academia to describe these students stem directly from
historically racist discourses, which not only blur the complexity of students as
subjects but tend to place responsibility and blame on them for their failures—turning
a diverse population into a mono-cultural predetermined problem that can be captured
under vague, “protean” vocabulary such as remedial, disadvantaged, or at-risk (p.
371). While this vocabulary is used to describe a diversity of problems and
populations within higher education, it remains ill-defined and ill-critiqued in most
policy discussion even though, at the same time, it subjects students to harsh policy
decisions.
For students attending the CSU campus site of this study, first-year freshmen
testing into developmental coursework are reminded of the criticalness of having
failed math and/or English entrance assessments when they receive the following
email in November of their first semester:
You entered [xxx] in Fall 2016 with deficiencies in English and/or
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mathematics, and you are allowed one calendar year to complete these
deficiencies. As of Fall 2016 our records indicate that you have not completed
your required remediation and will reach your time limit at the end of Spring
2017. To insure compliance with CSU policy, you must register for your
required English and/or mathematics courses(s) in Spring 2017.
While perhaps intended to serve as a friendly notice, for remedial students who have
been accepted into the CSU system, the email likely also serves as a subtle reminder
that they have been previously identified as deficient—meaning they do not fit into
the academic structure as a whole. Such policies and actions serve as reminders that
although “overt” racial conflicts are no longer the standard, there is now more
“subtle” racial discrimination (Savas, 2014). As Savas pointed out, “even if they
successfully transfer from high school to college, this does not necessarily mean they
will find a warm social context in higher education in which there are no racial
conflicts or discrimination” (p. 514).
Aversive Racism and Students of Color within Higher Education
One way students of color who are tracked into remedial courses first
experience racial conflict and/or discrimination is aversive racism. Aversive racism
is defined in the literature as racial biases which are subtle and present barriers that
impede the progression of well-qualified members of historically underserved groups
(Dovidio & Gaertner, 1996). For example, aversive racism can occur when Whites
endorse egalitarian values and regard themselves as non-prejudiced, yet rationalize
discriminating against people of color in subtle ways (Sears, 1988). In the case of
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remediation, aversive racism allows for remediation policies to be rationalized. In the
context of higher education, this leads to racism’s institutionalization. Jones (1997)
argued that evidence of institutional racism has been found in the educational system
and explained that when institutional policies systematically create disadvantage for
racial minority groups, people’s intentions do not matter. This perspective is an
important one in the remediation debate, as it does not attempt to diagnose or change
policymaker’s racist intentions; instead, its goal is to restructure institutional practices
to increase equality of opportunities for all regardless of their race. To leave these
remediation policies unexamined and unchallenged risks imparting racial
discrimination on students of color.
One consequence of leaving remediation policies unexamined and
unchallenged is that students of color are labeled as remedial and are forced to carry
the weight of having been marked with academic deficiencies before ever setting foot
on their postsecondary campus. As a result, students of color considered remedial
who are already positioned to experience college as a different culture due to their
past racial marginalization are situated to experience even greater feelings of
alienation due to their remedial characterization (Burke et al., 2004). Marx’s (1867)
concept of alienation largely referred to workers being separated from the products of
their labor (capital). Critical theorists later described how the “technical structure” of
the modern age began to increasingly conceal the alienating reality of the modern age
(Marcuse, 1964, p. 9), the result of which was the creation of a social desire by
excluded populations to increase social mobility by adopting modern ideologies
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rather than question them. For students caught between desiring upper mobility, but
at the same time being defined as not fitting into the normative social roles that would
allow them to easily do so, their attempts to join the academic community further
these feelings of alienation. According to McWhorter (2003), these feelings include a
sense of futility, fear of failure, and overall anger at the system. These circumstances
are representative of George’s (2012) conceptualization of alienation in which he
claimed that, above all, alienation is the failure to escape from a certain reality.
Alienation has been conceptualized as both a psychological state and a
sociological process (Heinz, 1991; Williamson & Cullingford, 1997; Yuill, 2011).
Case (2008) asserted that alienation refers to a “disconnection in the context of a
desired or expected relationship” (p. 323). This review seeks to address the gap in the
literature concerning the relationship between testing into remedial coursework and
incoming students’ of color perceived feelings of alienation as they enter into and
attempt fitting into their institution of higher education. Mann (2001) likened
entering the new world of academia to that of crossing the border into a new country,
a country of which one has limited knowledge and enters alone. As such, she made a
comparison of the incoming college student’s position to that of the colonized, and
claimed that the student experiences alienation due to the institution’s power of
imposing its specific ways of interpreting the world. Here, Mann (2001) captured the
experience of a first-year student:
…the student is estranged from the language, culture and practices of the
context in which they now find themselves, and is reduced, by their position
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in the discourse as first-year student, to a type rather than to an individual.
One could argue that this has the potential to provoke the sense of
estrangement and disorientation, of invisibility, voicelessness, and
ineffectualness, that we can experience when in the position of outsiders in a
foreign land. (p. 10-11)
Mann (2001) warned that in educational contexts, students risk a loss of sense of self
and of agency. To complicate matters for the first-year student, within the larger
environment of higher education there exists academic disciplines that form
boundaries which serve to include and exclude identities (Becher, 1989). A student
who stands on the edge as an outsider must decide whether to cross over and join and
assess what he or she may have to sacrifice in doing so (Mann, 2001).
Mann (2001) acknowledged that “non-traditional” students, which she
described as low income and working-class, experience alienation not only from
academia but from their own cultural background; however, she made no mention of
students of color in her article. Despite Mann’s (2001) exclusion of students of color
from her discussion of college students’ perceived feelings of alienation, Case (2008)
posited that the minority student experience has remained a significant component in
the literature on alienation in higher education. Ancis, Sedlacek, and Mohr (2000)
suggested that although institutions of higher education enroll a diverse student body
that it doesn’t mean all students experience a similar campus environment.
Pascarella, Edison, Nora, Hagedorn, and Terenzini (1996) found that students of color
enrolled in predominately White institutions frequently experience a lack of support
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and an unwelcoming academic climate. The Association for the Study of Higher
Education 2005 Report, “The Challenge of Diversity,” indicated study after study
reported students of color from all backgrounds encounter racism and other forms of
discrimination by other students or faculty: “many of these students experience
culture shock by being in an environment where dominant values, expectations, or
experiences may be very different from their own and may be implicitly or explicitly
devalued” (Smith & Wolf-Wendel, p. 100). The report further indicated that while
being academically underprepared and of low socioeconomic status could create
matriculation challenges, “evidence is growing that the poor quality of minority
students’ life on campus and their sense of isolation, alienation, and lack of support
are more serious factors in attrition” (Smith & Wolf-Wendel, p. 15). In addition,
students of color are reported to experience a higher level of cultural dissonance as
they adjust to and navigate postsecondary institutions, meaning they experience a
tension between their own cultural background and the culture they encounter in
college, and as a result are likely to disengage from the dominate culture of their
campus (Museus, 2008).
How to improve campus life for students of color in regard to their sense of
isolation, alienation, lack of support, and cultural dissonance remains a formidable
challenge. Nettles et al. (1986) discovered one important factor associated with
success for African American students, for example, was the degree of academic
integration in campus life through the faculty and curriculum. In particular, he
suggested that on many campuses, integration was not sufficient in either academic or
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residential life. Further, Tinto (1975) suggested a student’s relationship with faculty
determined a student’s social integration into the university, meaning the degree to
which faculty convey to the student feelings of acceptance, support, and
encouragement. Moreover, Loo and Rolison (1986) found that faculty-student
relationships may be of greater importance for students of color since most faculty are
White and come from backgrounds different from that of the students. Lastly, it is
important to note that results of Gentemann and Whitehead’s (1983) study
determined that even though students of color may show high levels of academic
satisfaction, they may still experience feelings of alienation.
Critical Race and Latino/a Critical Race Theory
Critical Race Theory
Since the late 1990s, the Critical Race Theory (CRT) framework has been
increasingly used in the study of racism in education (Museus, Ledesma, & Parker,
2015). In 1995, Gloria Ladson-Billings and William F. Tate argued for a critical race
theoretical perspective which could be used as an analytical tool to understand school
inequities in their “Toward a Critical Race Theory of Education.” The authors used
Jonathan Kozol’s Savage Inequalities (1991) to launch their discussion, indicating
many readers’ reactions to Kozol’s work on children’s schooling experiences led
them to question how the United States could allow such vast inequalities to exist
between middle-class White children and poor African-American and Latinx
children. In response, Ladson-Billings and Tate explained that the unequal schooling
experiences for middle-class White children and children of color are “a logical and
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predictable result of a racialized society in which discussions of race and racism
continue to be muted and marginalized” (1995, p.47). In addition, they claimed that
unlike gender and class, race “remains untheorized,” and contended that although past
scholars have used race to explain social inequities, the “intellectual salience of their
theorizing has not been systematically employed in the analysis of educational
inequality” (p. 50). Thus, through their scholarship Ladson-Billings and Tate
purported that while both class and gender intersect race they do not explain all of the
differences in educational achievement that exist between White students and
students of color. In turn, they suggested critical race theory offers a way to rethink
traditional educational scholarship so that students’ race can become the central focus
of the scholarship.
Latino/a Critical Race Theory (LatCrit)
LatCrit theory is an extension of CRT. In educational research, LatCrit can be
employed as a complementary lens to reveal ways in which Latinx individuals
experience race, class, gender, and sexuality, while simultaneously recognizing the
Latinx experience in regard to issues of immigration status, language, ethnicity, and
culture (Huber, 2010). Thus, LatCrit allows researchers a clearer means to articulate
the experiences of Latinx individuals, particularly in regard to the unique forms of
oppression this group encounters, in ways that CRT cannot (Solórzano & Delgado
Bernal, 2001).
During the initial conceptualization of LatCrit theory, Latinx law professors
such as Trucios-Haynes (2000) wrote about the ways in which Latinx individuals
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“experience their daily lives as Non-White people in terms of their race, color,
national origin, language, culture, and/or citizenship status,” (p.3) and called upon
LatCrit scholars to confront issues of Latinx racial identity when establishing the
tenants of the theory. As such, LatCrit scholars took on the task to reveal and
challenge instances of racial inequity existing outside of the initial CRT framework.
Because discussions of race and racism focused primarily on critical issues of
oppression in the African American community through the utilization of a CRT
framework, LatCrit scholars recognized that while CRT was a necessary framework
to reveal instances of racism and oppression within the traditional Black-White
binary, it did not provide an avenue to discuss common areas of concern for all
populations of color. Therefore, the conceptualization of LatCrit theory helped in
efforts to move beyond the traditional Black-White binary to “examine the ways in
which race and racism explicitly and implicitly impact on the educational structures,
processes and discourses that effect People of Color generally and Latina/os
specifically” (Solórzano & Yosso, 2001, p. 479). Without LatCrit—what Valdes
(1996) referred to as complementary and supplementary extension to CRT—the
racialized educational experiences of Latinx students would be left unheard and
unexamined.
CRT and LatCrit Theory in Higher Education
As a reaction to the call for a method to more systematically analyze
educational inequality, Solórzano (1998) developed a set of principles which he
posited are themes of a CRT methodology for the field of education. Where Ladson-
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Billings (1995) is credited with introducing CRT to the field of K-12, Solórzano
(1998) is credited with introducing CRT to higher education (Museus et al., 2015).
Solórzano defined critical race theory in education as one which “challenges the
dominant discourse on race and racism as they relate to education by examining how
educational theory, policy, and practice are used to subordinate certain racial and
ethnic groups” (1998, p. 122). Solórzano (1998) constructed the following themes as
the foundation of critical race as a research methodology:
1.! The centrality and intersectionality of race and racism, which is based on
the perspective that race and racism are a central factor in the experiences
of people of color, can also be viewed at the intersection of gender and
class discrimination, and that class alone cannot account for racial
oppression (Barnes, 1990; Crenshaw, 1989; Russell, 1991).
2.! The challenge to dominant ideology, which indicates that the educational
system’s traditional claims of objectivity, meritocracy, color blindness and
neutrality will be challenged by CRT as that which serves to conceal selfinterest and privilege of the dominant group (Calmore, 1992).
3.! The commitment to social justice, which includes the critical race
theorist’s commitment to social justice and the struggle to eliminate
racism in education (Matsuda, 1991; Wing, 1997).
4.! The centrality of experiential knowledge, which validates the lived
histories of women and men of color and renders this lived experience as
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critical to legitimizing and providing valuable tools to analyze racial
oppression in the field of education (Bell, 1987; Delgado, 1989).
5.! The interdisciplinary perspective, which challenges the majoritarian,
unidisciplinary focus of most analyses of race and racism in education and
instead places such instances in a historical and contemporary context
using transdisciplinary methods (Delgado, 1984, 1992; Garcia, 1995).
Since Solórzano put forth these five themes to establish a critical race methodology,
its utilization by scholars in higher education has steadily increased over the last two
decades (Museus et al., 2015). In Ladson-Billings (2013) “Critical Race Theory—
What it is Not!,” Ladson-Billings reflected on her own scholarship, the scholarship of
those who laid the foundation for critical race theory in education in its infancy, such
as Solórzano (1997), Lynn (1999), Taylor (1999), Solórzano and Yosso (2001), and
Bernal (2002), and the young scholars who were drawn to the field in its infancy. In
this article, Ladson-Billings (2013) employed her reflection to point out that just
because a scholar looks at race or writes about racial issues in his or her work it does
not make him or her a critical theorist. Ladson-Billings (2013) argued instead that
true CRT scholars adhere to the tenants Delgado and Stefancic (2001) outlined: “the
belief that racism is normal or ordinary, not aberrant, in US society; interest
convergence or material determinism; race as a social construction; intersectionality
and anti-essentialism; and voice or counter-narrative” (p. 37).
Further, in 2001, Solórzano and Bernal established five themes that form the
basic perspectives, research methods, and pedagogy of a CRT and LatCrit framework
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in education, providing a more inclusive focus on students who exist outside of the
Black-White racial binary which the five tenants of the CRT framework initially
accounted for. These themes were as follows:
1.! The centrality of race and racism and intersectionality with other forms of
subordination, which purports that while race and racism remain at the
center of the analysis, class and racial oppression cannot in and of itself
account for oppression based on gender, language, and immigration status.
2.! The challenge to dominant ideology, which challenges the predominant
deficit frameworks used to explain Chicana/o educational inequality.
3.! The commitment to social justice, which remains inclusive of social justice
research agendas that lead toward the elimination of racism, sexism, and
poverty and the empowering of underrepresented minority groups.
4.! The centrality of experiential knowledge, which recognizes that the
experiential knowledge of students of color are legitimate, appropriate,
and critical to understanding, analyzing, and teaching about racial
subordination in the field of education.
5.! The interdisciplinary perspective, which insists on analyzing race and
racism in education by placing them in both an historical and
contemporary context using interdisciplinary methods.
While Solórzano and Bernal (2001) pointed out that each of these themes were not
singularly new concepts, they argued that collectively they represent a way to
challenge the existing modes of scholarship, particularly when applied to Latinx
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students, and therefore provide a useful framework for examining instances of race
and racism in education as it relates to Latinx students.
Further, according to Love (2004), methodologically, CRT and LatCrit
represent a paradigm shift in how research is conducted on race and inequalities in
education by challenging existing methods of how research has been previously
conducted. In particular, CRT challenges the idea that the normative paradigm is an
effective means to study educational equity issues. For example, normative framing
tends to control the research condition through scientific methods (Douglas, 1973).
In educational research, it is usually used to depict how various racial groups are
unevenly distributed across a specific outcome. While the normative frame can be
useful to demonstrate how different racial groups differ in outcomes (i.e. graduation),
CRT and LatCrit focus on the needs of the marginalized populations being studied
and are therefore effective in both studying and challenging the normative paradigm
(Teranishi, Behringer, Grey, & Parker, 2009). Through the utilization of CRT’s and
LatCrit’s methodologies of counter-storytelling, parables, narrative analysis, and
majoritarian storytelling (including deficiency models) (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001;
Valencia & Solórzano, 1997), critical race and LatCrit scholars recognize experiential
knowledge—people’s lived experiences—as a strength for informing research
(Brayboy, 2005). Therefore, data collected through the stories of marginalized
populations offer valuable tools to analyze racial oppression and subordination
(Museus, 2013). In higher education, these stories reveal the experiences of students
of color as they navigate the institutions of higher education which they inhabit.
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The Four Dimensions of Space
Schwartz (2014) differentiated between place and space, defining place as a
physical geographic location (i.e. the physical construction of a classroom), while
space is conceptualized more broadly as one dimension of place. In her research on
counterspaces in adult education programs, Schwartz reconceptualized Brown and
Pickerill’s (2009) dimensions of space into: place, temporal, intrapersonal, and
interpersonal (2014). These four dimensions are useful tools to understand different
ways in which counter-narratives can be lived and produced. In her article Schwartz
(2014) defined these as the following:
1.! Place: physical settings;
2.! Temporal: connection of present history, such as Mills’ (2000)
sociological imagination, defined as a mental space where personal
conflicts intersect with global or institutional contexts and where space is
the connection between the personal worlds and the “systems world’”
(Habermas, 1989);
3.! Intrapersonal: self-reflection. Palmer (1993) saw this engagement as
emotional and spiritual established through silence and self-reflection, and
Davidson (2010) understood this intrapersonal space to be present within
the context of writing;
4.! Interpersonal: collective solidarity, i.e. the community, solidarity—the
social space (as cited in Schwartz, 2014, p. 112).
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While the ELEVATE program includes all four dimensions of space, this research
focused its analysis on the second and third dimensions of space through the use of
portfolio evaluation. In her discussion of “Making sense of one’s experience and
communicating it to others” through portfolios, Darling (2001, p. 119) discussed how
student identities emerged “through combinations of words and images expressing
understanding, anticipation, intellectual vigor, fear, confusion, disappointment,
empathy, and…exhilaration” (p. 120). For the ELEVATE students who have been
identified as remedial by the institution, the portfolio was used as a space in which
students’ meta-cognition and negotiation of themselves within the academic place are
realized, particularly through engagement in self-authorship.
The First-Year Experience as Place and Space
Since the first year of college is the time period within which the greatest
amount of student attrition occurs (Upcraft, Gardener, & Barefoot, 2003), many
colleges and universities have constructed both formal and informal first-year
experience interventions to increase academic success and social adjustment during
students’ first year (Schrader & Brown, 2008). First year experience was the
brainchild of Thomas Jones, president of the University of South Carolina from 19621974. Initially only a college-level course (UN101), John Gardner, who was hired as
the director of UN101, soon expanded the program into a college movement and
coined the term “first-year experience” (FYE). Koch and Gardner (2014) used the
phrase “first year experience” to describe “the multiplicity of efforts used by
American universities during the latter twentieth and early twenty-first centuries to
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enhance the academic and social success of first-year students” (p. 12). FYE is
dependent on institutional context at any point in time and can vary within the
institution over the course of time resulting in loose definitions and misinterpretations
of Gardner’s original meaning (Koch & Gardner, 2014). As a result of the diversity
of ways first-year experience was interpreted on any given campus, Gardner clarified
his definition of FYE, stating that it is!“an intentional combination of academic and
co-curricular efforts within and across postsecondary institutions…[a] purposefully
connected set of initiatives designed and implemented to strengthen the quality of
student learning during and satisfaction with the first year of college” (Koch &
Gardner, 2014, p. 13).!!This definition highlights that above all it is most important
that the first-year experience be both intentional and purposeful in its effort to benefit
the needs of the students it served during their first year of college. !
Barefoot (2000) described common goals and protocols in first-year
experience as activities designed to increase student-to-student interaction, increase
faculty-to-student interaction, increase student involvement and time on campus,
connect the curriculum and the co-curriculum, increase academic expectations and
levels of academic engagement, and assist students who are academically
underprepared for college. Because of its student centered orientation, FYE has
proven to be especially beneficial for first-year students’ increased academic
performance (Jamelske, 2009) and improved persistence and graduation rates (Lang,
2007). Moreover, FYE has also shown to support the following: retention of at-risk
students (Potts & Schultz, 2008); improvement in students’ self-efficacy (Smith,
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Walter, & Hoey, 1992); and satisfaction with students’ overall college experience,
relationships with faculty, participation in extracurricular experiences, and academic,
personal, and social skills for both White and minority students (Starke, Harth, &
Sirianni, 2001).!
Barefoot (2000) indicated that FYE has proven particularly beneficial to
students of color, first-generation college students, and academically underprepared
students, as FYE provides these student populations access to establishing
relationships with other students who share similar identities and who have also been
successful in higher education. Access to students who are similar in identities and
those who have already successfully institutionally acclimated to higher education is
beneficial to students of color, first-generation college students, and academically
underprepared students, since, as Tinto (1993) suggested, students are more likely to
persist in higher education if they become socially and academically integrated into
the landscape of higher education. Being in direct contact with students who share
similar identities and having access to older students who have already successfully
transitioned from their home environment to higher education facilitates both the
social and academic integration helping students navigate crossing the bridge between
their home environment and the environment of higher education (Pascarella &
Terenzini, 2005). FYE is, therefore, positioned to serve both a useful and necessary
role in helping historically underserved students transition to college.
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FYE as Place: Living-Learning Communities
One unique concept found in the literature as a means to integrate historically
underserved students to the university is through the implementation of livinglearning communities within residential halls. The National Study of Living Learning
Programs defined living-learning communities (LLCs) as “programs in which
undergraduate students live together in a discrete portion of a residence hall (or the
entire hall) and participate in academic and/or extracurricular programming designed
especially for them” (Inkelas, Brower, Crawford, Hummel, Pope, & Zeller, 2004, pp.
1-2). And, while there has been much variation among the structure and
programming of LLPs across the country, structurally, the typical number of students
served in LLCs has been around 50 students who are all housed within one distinct
section of a residence hall. Programmatically, a total of 17 themes have been
reported, ranging from civic and social leadership to honors to first-year transition to
wellness and health (Brower & Inkleas, 2010). As such, LLCs can serve a range of
student interests and cater to a variety of class-standings, though first-year students
maintained the largest portion of LLC participants in all programs (Inkleas & Bower,
2007).
Living-learning communities (LLCs) first emerged as an institutional response
to improve the undergraduate educational experience and deliver supportive services
targeted at certain student populations (Lenning & Ebbers, 1999; Shapiro & Levine,
1999). One student population specifically targeted by academic and student affairs
practitioners in an effort to increase student involvement and enhance students’
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institutional connection has been first-year students (Inkelas, Vogt, Longerbeam,
Owen, & Johnson 2006). Further, one particular student population LLC
programming has aimed to improve the academic performance and retention of are
underrepresented students during their first-year of college transition (Inkelas &
Weisman, 2003).
LLC programming has shown to be beneficial to both students’ academic and
social transition to college. In short, students participating in LLCs have experienced
higher levels of involvement, interaction, integration, and gains in intellectual
development and learning in comparison to their peers in traditional residence halls
(Pike, 1999) and enhanced student learning and success due to increased facultystudent interaction and peer academic interaction (Shushok & Sriram, 2009).
Furthermore, students living in LLCs demonstrated increased critical thinking skills,
utilized opportunities to apply knowledge in settings outside of the programmatic
structure of the LLC, expressed a greater commitment to civic engagement, and
indicated they made a smoother transition to college (Brower & Inkelas, 2010).
Consequentially, employing a first-year experience component within an LLC of
students of color, first-generation college students and/or academically underprepared
students can benefit students’ academic and social transition to college.
However, Jaffee (2007) suggested that while many students benefit from a
“learning community” experience, “positive outcomes are a contingent rather than an
automatic result” of these programs due to unique social-structural conditions and
social-psychological dynamics which can potentially result in a set of unintended
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outcomes which can weaken or nullify the intended outcomes of the learning
community (p. 66). He explained these unintended outcomes are the result of the
cohort not only sharing a similar age and academic background, but that the “key
distinction centers on the networks and bonds of friendship, cohesiveness, and unity”
of the group, as they spend extended time together, especially if they live together in
the same residence hall (p. 66). Jaffee (2007) noted the following unintended
outcomes of freshman learning communities which have the possibility of causing
challenges within the learning community:
1.! Homophily: students’ common age, academic inexperience, shared
class(es) and residential living environment—the very conditions which
promote community—“can also re-create a mutually reinforcing high
school-like environment with the associated demeanors and behaviors,
characterized by excessive socializing, misconduct, disruptive behavior,
and cliques” (p. 67);
2.! Groupthink phenomenon: first, students are prone to assuming their
position and perspective on a given matter—i.e. an assignment, reading,
assessment, or faculty member—is shared amongst the group. These
prevailing attitudes can cause negative consequences for student-faculty
relations as students are likely to strive for social acceptance and will not
want to deviate from social conformity.
3.! Primary group-like relationships and role conflict: interactions within
primary groups “is characterized by more personal, intimate and enduring
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socioemotional bonds and relationships among members” that extend
beyond the classroom (p. 67). Therefore, within the classroom, conflict,
stress, and tension can arise between students or between students and
teachers.
To combat these unintended consequences, Jaffee (2007) suggested practitioners of
freshman learning communities are “understanding of the social sources of classroom
power, authority, and influence,” indicating that the success of the learning
community is dependent on the type of cohort group and the teaching style employed
(p. 69). While in the end Jaffee (2007) noted that his article was in no way an
argument against learning communities, as he was directly involved in the design and
implementation of learning community programs, he implicated there was still a need
for critical reflection of learning community practices and an awareness of the
aforementioned unintended consequences. This notion, coupled with Tinto’s (2002)
assertion that the settings which students are placed—i.e. classrooms and residential
halls—are directly under the control of the institution and “if we so wish, subject to
change by our actions”—direct the charge at university leadership and not the
students to begin aligning institutional initiatives to best support the students we place
within these settings (p. 2).
FYE as Space: Transitional Curriculum
More recent scholarship on First Year Experience has also begun to include
discussions on curriculum. Kift, Nelson, and Clarke (2010) referred to curriculum in
the historical development of FYE as the “missing link.” Further, Bovill, Bulley, and
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Morss (2011) highlighted the importance of an engaging and empowering curriculum
design in order to enhance the collegiate experience of first-year students in their
acculturation and persistence within the university. Kift (2004) summarized two
instructional strategies with which to reduce attrition and maximize learning and
engagement:
1.! Students must be engaged primarily as learners if they are to have a successful
university experience. The informal curriculum of social and community
interactions, and external commitments such as work and family need to be
acknowledged, incorporated and supported, but it is within the formal or
academic curriculum that students must find their places, be inspired and
excited, and work towards mastery of their chosen area. And:
2.! Students in their first year have special learning needs [emphasis mine]
arising from the social and academic transition they are experiencing. From
multiple starting points, all students are on a journey to becoming selfmanaging or self-directed learners and the first year curriculum must help get
them there. (p. 5)
Kift et al. (2010) suggested that there have been three “generations” of FYE: the first
generation “tended to focus on co-curricular initiative”; the second “focus[ed] on
curriculum”; and the third “more explicitly on an integrated holistic approach” (p.
10). The benefit of the holistic approach to FYE is the “potential for commencing
students to achieve engagement, timely access to support and the development of a
strong sense of belonging” (p. 10). These intentional FYE projects approach the
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student experience as both integrated and holistic, which then enables “serious
transition and retention work” in post-secondary institutions (p. 7).
Kift et al. (2010) used the word “curriculum” in their version of an integrated
third generation FYE to include “all of the academic, social and support aspects of the
student experience” (p. 7). Kift (2008) cited the following “good” six first year
curriculum design principles which should be utilized alongside good teaching and
first year support of first-year students:
1.! Transition—good first year curriculum design aids transition from a
student’s previous educational experience to the nature of learning in
higher education and their new discipline as part of their lifelong learning
journey.
2.! Diversity—good first year curriculum design acknowledges student
diversity because diversity may exacerbate transition issues…for example,
membership of at-risk or equity groups, non-traditional cohorts, [etc.].
3.! Design—good first year curriculum design is student-focused, explicit and
relevant and provides the foundation and scaffolding for learning
success...[and] should form a coherent, integrated whole.
4.! Engagement—good first year curriculum design enacts an engaging and
involving pedagogy…For example: enact a team-based learning approach
in a first year subject.
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5.! Assessment—good first year curriculum design aids students’ transition to
higher education assessment and provides early feedback on student
progress to students and staff.
6.! Evaluation and Monitoring—good first year curriculum design is itself
evidence-based and evaluated, and desirably includes mechanisms to
monitor for student engagement, the latter allowing then for timely
intervention in aid of students who are at risk of not being successful.
These curricular design principles are necessary components to address the special
learning needs of all first year students and especially first year students who have
been historically underserved and who are entering higher education underprepared.
Moreover, specific strategic organizational structures can be built in to the
first year transitional curriculum to help foster the success of underprepared students.
Southwell, Gannaway, Orrell, Chalmers, and Abraham (2005) suggested the
institutional culture of FYE should be a priority of all stakeholders in higher
education. Further, the U.S. Policy Center on the First Year of College (2018) stated
that the first-year experience required a coordinated approach amongst academic
affairs, student affairs, and other administrative unites, and could be made stronger by
ongoing faculty and staff development activities. That said, while these are important
aspects to acknowledge regarding the space within which FYE resides, detailed
procedures to put these important recognitions into action did not appear as frequently
in the literature.
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In light of these findings, Gardner’s (2011) suggestion that programs, courses,
and curriculum meant to help first-year students during their transition into the
university are best when they can “organically emerge and/or be modified, executed,
assessed, and refined in context” makes sense (p. 9). In Gardner’s (2011) opinion
piece “A Program is Not a Plan,” published in Inside Higher Ed, he critiqued the
undergraduate student success movement, saying it had been “misguided.” Gardner,
who first established the national student success movement with the creation of his
first-year seminar course “University 101” 30 years ago, claimed in his article that his
early efforts may have been ill-advised, and suggested to future leaders of first-year
students that to simply plan programs is not enough; that to be effective for the
student populations the program is to serve, university leaders must execute the plan.
For Gardner (2011), the executed plans were to include:
…a combination of changes in institutional policies, a renewed focus on
pedagogy in first-year courses, and particular programs -- yes, programs -that were intentionally selected to address the unique needs of the institution
and its students. For example, institutions [were] connect[ed] [to] their
learning community offerings with their evolving core curriculums to
maximize the success of both efforts; orientation programs were expanded to
include and serve previously underserved and/or completely unserved
populations such as low-income and transfer students; and oversight offices
and/or committees were created to intentionally connect previously disparate
pieces so that learning opportunities were not left to chance. (para. 8)
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Overall, Gardner urged college and university campuses in moving beyond
setting out to develop first-year programs and best practices, and instead suggested
they work to develop intentional comprehensive plans for students’ first year of
college. One question they asked of current and future university leaders is “what
does our college or university need to do to provide an excellent beginning
experience for all students relative to our unique mission, location, and student
characteristics?” (para. 6). The creators of the ELEVATE first-year program and
ELEVATE portfolio have considered this question and recognize that strategies and
interventions that work for certain populations of students at other universities may
not be effective for the targeted population of students requiring remediation at the
university which houses ELEVATE. As such, the creators understand that all firstyear programs are most effective when they can, like Gardner has said, “organically
emerge and/or [are] modified, executed, assessed, and refined in context” (p. 9).
The Writing Portfolio as Counterspace
Solórzano et al. (2000) have defined counterspaces as “sites where deficit
notions of people of color can be challenged and where a positive climate can be
established and maintained” (p. 70). Case and Hunter (2012) expanded upon this
conceptualization, suggesting counterspaces can be employed as a conceptual tool
“for understanding the well-being promoting transactions that occur between
marginalized individuals and the settings in which they participate” (p. 259). Case
and Hunter (2012) defined counterspaces as “settings, which promote positive selfconcepts among marginalized individuals (e.g., racial and sexual minority
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individuals, personals with disabilities, etc.), through the challenging of deficitoriented dominant cultural narratives and representations concerning these
individuals” (p. 261). Case and Hunter (2012) explained that by challenging the
deficit narratives about marginalized individuals, these settings, or counterspaces,
represent what bell hooks (1990) called “sites of radical possibility” (p. 149). Case
and Hunter (2012) claimed that within these spaces, “proactive attempts are made to
ensure that patterns of oppression in the larger societal context are not reproduced
within the setting” (p. 261). As such, if oppression is defined as a force which has the
potential to erect constraints for marginalized individuals in social, political, and
economic realms, while at the same time having a detrimental effect on their
psychological well-being (Bonilla-Silva, 1997; Prilleltensky & Gonick, 1996),
counterspaces, according to Case and Hunter (2012), “can be thought of as
revolutionary settings embedded within larger settings and contexts….pockets of
resistance that may….disrupt larger settings and contexts” (p. 267). Important to this
review is Case and Hunter’s contention that counterspaces are theorized to be created
and maintained across the ecological spectrum, and as a result, can exist at multiple
levels of society (p. 262).
The ELEVATE writing portfolio can be seen as one space which can be
created, maintained, and owned by historically underserved students of color. In this
way, the portfolio exists as a counterspace for remedial students of color to challenge
the deficit narrative that has been constructed about them in higher education, in part
due to remedial assessment practices and the resultant institutionalized remedial
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policies and in part by societal norms, and thus assert agency over that narrative. The
potential for “radical possibilities” exists both due to the reflective nature of the
assignments contained within the portfolio and due to the way the portfolio acts as a
bridge between the cultural and, in some cases, linguistic worlds of historically
marginalized students within the dominant, Eurocentric construct of the university.
In particular, through the reflective nature of much of the writing contained in the
ELEVATE portfolio, new identities of authority may emerge (Cairns, 2010). Parisi
(2011) explained that this newfound sense of agency can begin to arise in students
because reflective writing can “accommodate students’ multiple alliances—family,
peers, neighborhood, race, dialect, language, and ethnicity—while simultaneously
drawing a path to the center of academic membership” (Parisi, 2011, p. 4). For firstyear students of color transitioning into the world of academia, these spaces of
opportunity and possibility can create a bridge between students’ social, cultural, and
even linguistic worlds and first-year students’ new world of academia.
Similar to the impetus of the ELEVATE portfolio, Koelsch and Trumbull’s
(1996) study employed a cross-cultural portfolio project (Chinle portfolio) to create a
similar type of bridge between the cultural and linguistic worlds of “nondominant
students”—in this case a community of Navaho students in an Arizona public
school—and “the dominant culture and language of schooling”—the school district
(p. 261). The study’s intended purpose was twofold: 1) to test whether portfolios
could be useful for assessment practices during a time of heightened standards-based
assessments in which students are compared against one another, and 2) to determine
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if portfolios could be used to negotiate meaning in a culturally congruent way.
Koelsch and Trumbull (1996) explained the intended rationale of the collaborative
nature of the portfolio and the district’s long-term goal:
…attention was focused on developing a system that worked for teachers and
students and for the district context…An essential aspect of this connection
[was] the incorporation of the Navajo philosophy of learning into the portfolio
through the inclusion of a cultural standard (the Life Skills Standard) and
through integrated standards and tasks….The district’s long term goal for
schooling [was] that Navajo culture and the Navajo way of being walk side by
side with non-Native culture (referred to as “Anglo” in the community) and
ways of being throughout students’ K-12 education. (pp. 264-65)
Although the linguistic portion of the model employed by the Navajo students and the
Chinle portfolio does not apply directly to ELEVATE students and the ELEVATE
portfolio in that while some ELEVATE students were native speakers of English, the
only language formally shared by teachers and students, the rationale for the
development of the cross-cultural component of the Chinle portfolio is similar. In
particular, the ELEVATE portfolio, like the Chinle portfolio, can be a space for
“cross-cultural communication”—for example, between that of the lived-culture of
the first-year student of color and the new culture of academia—and for ‘unsilencing’
historically silenced voices” and serving as a powerful emancipatory tool for
“promoting student choice, reflection, and autonomy” (Koelsch & Trumbul, 1996, p.
280). For both the Navajo students and the ELEVATE students, the portfolios served
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as a space to ensure students’ positionalities and voices are centered and heard and to
establish a space of students’ own to lessen their perceived feelings of alienation.
Self-Authorship for Student Development
Baxter-Magolda’s (2001) three dimensions of the self-authorship—the
cognitive dimension, which asks “how we know or decide what to believe,” the
intrapersonal dimension, which asks “how we view ourselves,” and the interpersonal
dimension, which asks “how we construct relationships with others”—initially
defined the self-authorship framework (p. xix). Torres and Hernandez (2007) 1
expanded upon Baxter-Magolda’s (2001) framework to “illustrate the additional tasks
that Latino/a college students experience as they progress through college” (p. 568),
specifically in regard to the complexity of developmental processes students of color
experience at the cognitive, interpersonal, and intrapersonal dimensions. Later,
Hernandez (2016) recognized that for students of color, the social forces of racism,
privilege, and power called for a shift in the way theory and research were applied to
student development. Particularly, in the context of self-authorship, she noted there
was an increasing complexity in the ways in which marginalized populations were
forced to contend with their individual developing sense of self due to the nature of
individuals’ political, racialized, environment. As such, Hernandez’ incorporation of
CRT/LatCrit into the existing self-authorship framework allowed for the inclusion of
race/ethnicity, racism, and power, and enabled her to make the claim that
race/ethnicity and social forces play key roles in student development. This assertion
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Table located in Appendix A.
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prompted her to reconceptualize Baxter-Magolda’s (2001) questions originally
established to analyze the development of White students’ self-authorship so that the
questions could also provide a means to critically analyze the racialized environment
of students of color.
Cognitive Dimension: Meaning-making
In the cognitive dimension, Hernandez (2016) shifted the focus from ways in
which individuals make meaning to how an individual makes sense of their social
world. Therefore, the question “how do we know or decide what to believe” was
revised to “How do I make meaning of my social world?” (p.172). Hernandez
explicated what prompted her to modify Baxter-Magolda’s original question:
The revised question allows for investigation of the developmental processes
needed for an individual to recognize how the environment provides particular
experiences and stimuli, and the meaning-making processes that an individual
may use to interpret this information. Here, the social world includes social
forces (e.g., racism, privilege, power); social systems (e.g. politics,
institutional practices and policies, economic and social classes, social norms
in a community, historical legacy); as well as environment (defined as
location and the mix of individuals in a community as regards the diversity of
perspectives and identities). (p. 172)
Examples Hernandez (2016) cited under the cognitive dimension are narratives of
racist experiences, both witnessed and being targets of, and the process that an
individual goes through in identifying and making meaning out of that experience
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with racism; narratives that give voice to understanding how racism manifests in the
American educational system; and narratives that recognize how one’s social identity
yields different experiences and perspectives based on whether the individual holds a
position of privilege or marginalization.
Intrapersonal Dimension: Shaping Identities
In the intrapersonal dimension, Hernandez (2016) revised Baxter-Magolda’s
question “Who am I,” which seeks to demonstrate the developmental process
regarding how individuals ask themselves how they make meaning of their identities
and personal values, to “How does my social world shape my sense of self as a
racialized being?,” which seeks to provide a means to study ethnic identity
development and the developmental processes of depicting how social norms may
affect sense of self (p. 174). Themes that such an analysis might broach include how
an individual manages and interprets others’ perceptions of their perceived and/or
claimed identities, and what ethnic label an individual claims.
Interpersonal Dimension: Cultivating Relationships
In the interpersonal dimension, Hernandez (2016) expanded the range of
interpersonal development to include more public, political relationships, for instance,
those within which an individual is a representative of a community, an organization,
or a cause. Baxter-Magolda’s (2001) original question “What relationships do I want
with others?” was developed to allow the researcher to understand the individual’s
relationships with friends, romantic partners, and family members; however,
Hernandez recognized the necessity to revise the interpersonal dimension to include
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social systems, and modified the question to “What relationships do I want with
others for the benefit of my social world?” (p. 176). Hernandez cited the examples of
characteristics of how an individual’s ethnic identity might emerge based upon this
question, which include how individuals managed conflict within their organization
and the skills involved in identifying one’s own needs and then considering those of
an organization’s.
Meaning-making: External, Crossroads, and Internal
Within the three dimensions of self-authorship (cognitive, intrapersonal, and
interpersonal), Baxter Magolda (2009) noted that one’s development toward selfauthorship is not linear and is not the same for all individuals, but that people move
towards self-authorship differently “based on their personal characteristics,
experiences, the challenges they encountered, and the support available to them (p.
330). Jones and Abes’s (2013) figure pictured below (see Figure 1) is drawn to
demonstrate the relationships between the three domains of cognitive, intrapersonal,
and interpersonal development. These three domains are integrated at all points along
the developmental continuum, and the figure depicts the movement that takes place
within an individual as they move from external to internal meaning-making. The
authors employ the wavy arrow to represent how the moving from external to internal
meaning-making is not a linear path.
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Figure 1. Development toward self-authorship.
Summary
Issues of equity and access influence the racial and ethnic makeup of
underprepared college students. As such, first-year students required to participate in
remediation practices are disproportionately students of color in comparison to betterserved, college ready White students. Consequently, institutions of higher education
have developed a deficit perspective of these students, and in turn have created a
variety of institutional interventions centered on how to best address underprepared
students’ perceived academic deficiencies. This chapter suggests that remediation
policies in and of themselves are couched in a deficit perspective (Hull et al., 1991;
Mills, 1998) within an education system “shaped by White supremacy, which defines
roles, identities, interaction and policy” (Chadderton, 2013, p. 70). As students
cannot overturn the systemic educational inequities or resist college readiness
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placement measures, underprepared students of color can gain agency over the deficit
narrative they are assigned through counterspaces they inhabit—spaces within which
they can resist, challenge, and claim their “radical possibilities” (hooks, 1990). The
first-year experience place of residential housing and the first-year experience space
of a transitional curriculum are two of these counterspaces. Hernandez’ (2016) and
Jones and Abes’s (2013) reconceptualized frameworks for self-authorship can be
employed to interpret the past and current experiences of underprepared students of
color as they reside within Schwartz’s (2014) four dimensions of space during their
first year of college. As such, the past and current experiences of first-year
underprepared students of color can be better understood.

CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY
This chapter describes the methods used to study the writing portfolios of
underserved, underprepared first-year college students of color as they made
meaning, shaped their sense of self, and cultivated relationships. This chapter
describes: a) the research design, b) study participants, c) research methods, d) data
collection, e) data analysis, and f) trustworthiness.
Research Design
The proposed transformative design of this study was guided by theoretical
perspective as well as a collection of qualitative data (Creswell, 2009). The
theoretical framework for the study is that of a Critical Race and Latino/a Critical
Race perspective, which enabled me to position race at the center of the research
design (Solórzano, 1998; Solórzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001; Solórzano & Yosso,
2002;) particularly because underserved students of color historically have been
overrepresented in the population of students enrolled in developmental coursework
during their first year of college. I employed a transformational research design
because a goal of the study was to advance the needs of underserved students of color
and recommend specific curricular changes that lead to increased persistence and
graduation rates thereby improving the social justice of this student population
(Creswell, Shope, Plano Clark, & Green, 2006). By adhering to a transformative
design that utilized both Critical Race Theory (CRT) and Latino/a Critical Race
Theory (LatCrit), this study aimed to understand the experiences of underprepared
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first-year students. As such, this study intended to validate what the literature
suggests: that underprepared first-time, first-year (FTFY) both experience and
necessitate first-year experiences that are appropriate to their unique needs.
The research questions in this study examined the perceived feelings and
experiences of historically underserved, underprepared first-year college students of
color. The questions guiding this study were as follows:
1.! What does self-authorship in the writing portfolios of English
ELEVATE First-Year Experience students reveal about the
experiences of historically underrepresented, underprepared first-year
college students of color?
2.! How do the prior familial, cultural, and educational knowledge and
experiences of historically underrepresented, underprepared first-year
college students of color impact this populations’ self-development in
their first year of college?
To answer these questions, a qualitative research design was employed. Due to the
transformative nature of the research design, this study’s Critical Race/Latinx Critical
Race perspective provided a framework that necessitated a deep analysis of
qualitative data (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2009).
Research Site and Study Participants
This study examined the collegiate experiences of first-time first-year
underprepared students of color who were enrolled in English 1006/1007 Stretch
Composition courses during the 2016-2017 academic year. The study site was at a
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California State University (CSU) campus in the California Central Valley. Table 1
shows how the university’s demographics compared to those in the CSU system
overall.
Table 1
Demographic Characteristics for FTF Fall 2016
Characteristic
Gender
Female
Male
Ethnicity
Asian
Black or African American
Hispanic or Latino
White

University
n
%

System
n
%

937
452

67
33

35,992
26,988

57
43

138
27
790
244

10
2
57
18

9,486
2,706
28,429
13,378

15
4
45
21

During the Fall 2016 Residential Housing Application cycle, the university’s
Housing application asked first-time freshmen students to indicate in which living or
living-learning community they would prefer to participate. ELEVATE was one of
the options. Spaces were filled by students who indicated on the Housing application
that they were interested in participating or after they were contacted by the
Academic and Career Support Coordinator for Housing and Residential Life based on
their need for remedial courses in math and English.
From the 340 Fall 2016 first-time freshmen residents, 63 participated in the
ELEVATE living-learning community which required enrollment in one of the three
reserved sections of the English 1006/1007 course and living on the same residential
floor in a dorm. These students were provided customized sessions and assistance
during New Student Orientation to ensure that they were registered in the courses
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designated for ELEVATE. See Table 2 for demographic information about this
group.
Table 2
Demographic Characteristics for FTF Fall 2016 Enrolled in English 1006/1007

Gender
Female
Male
Ethnicity
Asian
Black or African American
Hispanic or Latino
White
Income Indicator
Pell Eligible
Not Pell Eligible
Underprepared
English Only
Math Only
English and Math
Parent Education Level
No College
Some College
4-year Degree

Elevate
n
%

On- Campus
n
%

Off- Campus
n
%

48
15

76.2
23.8

195
90

68.4
31.6

696
347

66.7
33.3

3
6
39
4

4.8
9.5
61.9
6.3

21
14
152
66

7.4
4.9
53.3
23.2

114
7
600
174

10.9
.7
57.5
16.7

40
23

63.5
36.5

185
99

64.9
34.9

699
344

67
33

6
19
24

9.5
30.2
38.1

31
49
62

10.9
17.2
21.8

119
200
174

11.4
19.2
16.7

33
18
8

52.4
28.6
12.7

133
73
73

46.7
25.6
25.6

567
272
173

54.4
26.1
16.6

Source: Institutional Research

Since I intended to focus specifically on the experiences of historically
underrepresented, underprepared students of color, before data analysis began, I
eliminated the portfolios of all White students. Student writing portfolios of 52
underprepared students of color requiring remedial coursework during their first year
of college remained. All 52 study participants lived on campus in residential housing
and were members of the ELEVATE first-year living learning community. Of these
students, 42 were Latinx (33 female, 9 male), 7 were African American (5 female, 2
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male), and 3 were Asian (1 female, 2 male), totaling 39 female students and 11 male
students. The majority of students in the study moved to campus from one of three
regions located in the state of California: 1) the Los Angeles area, 2) the Stockton
area, and 3) the Fresno area. All students attended at least one class together and took
this class with at least one of their roommates. To retain the anonymity of the
participants, the names of all students have been changed.
Research Methods
In order to determine what the self-authorship in the writing portfolios of
English ELEVATE First-Year Experience students revealed about the experiences of
historically underrepresented, underprepared first-year college students of color and
how the prior familial, cultural, and educational knowledge and experiences of
historically underrepresented, underprepared first-year college students of color
impacted this populations’ self-development in their first year of college, qualitative
data were collected via English ELEVATE Stretch Composition writing portfolios.
Prior to engaging in the study, the study was approved by the university’s
Institutional Review Board. Prior to participating in the study, all English ELEVATE
Stretch students were provided two copies of an informed consent sheet. All students
signed and returned one copy of the informed consent sheet and kept the other for
their records.
A total of 63 English ELEVATE Stretch students were given folders at the
beginning of the Fall 2016 semester containing eight identical assignment prompts to
be completed by the end of the Fall 2016 semester (See Appendix A). Students
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completed and printed the eight assignments throughout the Fall 2016 semester
according to the schedule set by their English ELEVATE Stretch instructor.
Instructors assigned grades to students according to the criteria outlined on their
individual syllabi. Students were instructed to place graded assignments into their
portfolio as the assignments were returned to them. At the end of the Fall 2016
semester, each instructor collected the portfolios and delivered them to me. During
the Spring 2017 semester, in students’ second sequence of the Stretch Composition
course, they were required to complete three additional assignments. Students were
given new portfolio folders at the beginning of the Spring 2017 semester and they
completed and printed the three assignments according to a schedule set by their
instructor. Instructors assigned grades to students according to the criteria outlined in
their course syllabus. Students placed graded assignments into their portfolio as they
were returned. At the end of the Spring 2017 semester, each instructor collected his
or her class’s portfolios and delivered them to me.
The purpose of analyzing student writing portfolios was to better understand
how historically underrepresented, underprepared first-year college students of color
make meaning, shape their identities, and cultivate relationships within the higher
education setting. These themes were derived from Hernandez (2016), who revised
Baxter-Magolda’s (2001) three dimensions of self-authorship (cognitive,
intrapersonal, and interpersonal) to provide a means to critically analyze the
racialized environment of persons of color. Writing portfolios were analyzed based
on those three themes in order to understand better how writing serves as a
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counterspace in which historically underrepresented, underprepared students of color
communicate the ways in which they understand and grow in their social worlds.
Data Collection
As this study was based on a qualitative approach, I used student writing
portfolios for data collection. English ELEVATE student writing portfolios consisted
of eight assignments that students completed during Fall 2016 semester in their
English ELEVATE Stretch course: 1) Personal Resume, 2) Syllabi Review, 3) Major
Exploration, 4) Four-Year Educational Plan, 5) Career Exploration, 6) Collaborative
Library Research Project, 7) Educational Autobiography, and 8) Semester SelfReflection; the portfolios also consisted of three assignments that students completed
during the Spring 2017 semester: 1) A Letter to Yourself on Your First Day of
College, 2) Self in 2017: Narrative, Poem, and Picture, and 3) First Year of College
Self-Reflection. See Appendix A for the details of these 11 assignments. All
portfolio assignments were designed specifically for English ELEVATE Stretch
sections though they also could have been assigned to any first-time freshman
requiring developmental coursework.
Assignments analyzed for this research project were created by me in
consultation with the Academic and Career Support Coordinator for Housing and
Residential Life. Fall 2016 assignments analyzed in the study included the following:
1) Personal Resume, 2) Syllabi Review, 3) Major Exploration, 4) Educational
Autobiography, and 5) End of Semester Reflection; Spring 2017 assignments
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analyzed included: 1) A Letter to Yourself on Your First Day of College, 2) Self in
2017: Narrative, Poem, and Picture, and 3) First Year of College Self-Reflection.
Data Analysis
Student Writing Portfolios
When reading the raw data, I examined one individual portfolio at a time,
noting each individual students’ progression of experiences as they explored their
self-development based on Hernandez’ (2016) reconceptualization of BaxterMagolda’s (2001) three elements of self-authorship which employs a CRT/LatCrit
framework: making meaning, shaping identity, and cultivating relationships over the
course of their first year on campus. As portfolios contained assignments from both
Fall 2016 and Spring 2017 semesters, I read each portfolio as a chronological telling
of each individual student’s experiences during his or her first year of college in order
to understand the first-year experiences of historically underrepresented,
underprepared students of color.
I initially began data analysis with three preconceived categories with which
to engage in conceptual saturation, a process of collecting enough data to fully
develop each category or theme (Charmaz, 2012; Corbin & Strauss, 2008). These
categories were “making meaning,” “shaping identities,” and “cultivating
relationships” within the higher education setting. Despite these fixed categories,
however, I began the process of data analysis by first adhering to open coding, where
I broke apart data and defined concepts to signify blocks of raw data, while
simultaneously qualifying those concepts based on their properties. I followed the
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process of open coding by a process of axial coding, where the aim was to relate
concepts to each other (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Saldaña 2013). By employing this
method of coding, one that is guided by concept identification yet one that leaves
open the potential of discovering other concepts or themes, I allowed for the
possibility of uncovering new concepts and therefore developed a deeper
understanding of the student population under study.
Trustworthiness
While I did my best to conduct an ethically sound study, it is important to
consider several elements that may have resulted in potential biases during data
analysis. First, I am an insider to the ELEVATE program. As the Faculty and
Curricular Coordinator of ELEVATE, I designed the English curriculum and trained
the English faculty to teach the English ELEVATE curriculum in their own English
ELEVATE classes. In addition, I taught one of the three sections of English
ELEVATE Stretch included in the study. As such, I analyzed student responses to
assignments that I both designed and collected. Additionally, 21 of the 63 students
whose work was collected were students from my own class and with whom I had
relationships with outside of the context of this research.
Further, it should be noted I am a White, married, middle-class, cisgender,
heterosexual female who is using a CRT/LatCrit lens to conduct qualitative narrative
analysis to understand the experiences of students of color during their first year of
college. Inevitably, my background influenced the way in which I constructed
meaning of students’ backgrounds and experiences. I acknowledge this and strived
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for trustworthiness as I attempted to retell the data in a way that closely reflects the
students’ lived experiences. Having taught freshmen composition for nearly 20 years
to a population of students with similar demographics to that of ELEVATE students
helps to establish my credibility. However, as Palaganas, Sanchez, Molintas,
Vistacion, and Caricativo (2017) asserted, “Reflexivity is indeed a journey of learning
and unlearning” (p. 436), and my detailed description of the phenomena written about
by students of color requiring remediation has incited me to continue asking new
questions, prompting me to reflect on the assumptions I have made about this
research and the implications for the research and its findings.
Summary
This study utilized a qualitative approach to understanding how the first-year
experience curriculum in general and writing portfolios more specifically served as
spaces in which students used self-authorship to grow and develop within the higher
education setting. Qualitative methods were used to determine what English
ELEVATE First-Year Experience student writing portfolios revealed about the
experiences of historically underrepresented, underprepared students of color as they
went about making meaning, shaping their identities, and cultivating relationships, as
well as what the past familial, cultural, and educational experiences of this group
revealed about this populations’ experiences of self-development in the higher
education community. Results will be presented in Chapter IV.

CHAPTER IV
RESULTS
This study sought to understand the first-year experiences of underprepared
first-year college students of color. Research questions were designed to determine
what the self-authorship of underprepared first-year college students of color
requiring remediation (SoCRR) revealed about their experiences, and how students’
prior familial, cultural, and educational knowledge and experiences impacted this
populations’ self-development in their first year of college. As such, writing
portfolios of 52 first-year students of color requiring remediation in fall 2016 were
analyzed. This chapter presents findings from qualitative analysis of those portfolios.
The following sections present data on how a first-year experience program—
particularly a residential program—and first-year experience curriculum functioned
as both a place and space for underprepared students of color to develop cognitively,
intrapersonally, and interpersonally during their first year of college.
Development of External/Internal Meaning-Making
In the fall semester, SoCRR wrote about their past histories exploring all three
dimensions of self-authorship: cognitive, intrapersonal, and interpersonal. Students
narrated ways in which they were developing internal meaning-making capacities to
comprehend their social worlds, gaining greater understanding about how their social
worlds shape their sense of selves as racialized beings, and beginning to internalize
what relationships they want with others. While most often students tended to write
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about each of the three domains separate from one another, students periodically
began using the intrapersonal dimension to help them start to engage in a deeper
analysis of their cognitive meaning-making. This also occurred as students narrated
their past experiences within the interpersonal dimension, though students tended to
engage in writing about this dimension less frequently in their narratives about their
lives prior to coming to college.
Student and/or Parent(s) Birth Outside of the United States
Both male and female SoCRR wrote about their families’ and/or their
personal experiences of being born in Mexico or another Latin American country.
Narratives revealed the ways in which SoCRR and/or their parents contributed to the
struggle students and their families experienced once living in the United States. In
particular, both male and female participants wrote about their parents’ lack of formal
education. They also described their parents’ and sometimes their own
undocumented status, their parents’ inability to understand the English language as
factors leading to limited opportunities for their family, the difficulty for their family
to adapt to the American lifestyle, and in some cases, lives lived in fear of
experiencing the result of deportation. For instance, Alejandra, a Latina student,
sought to make meaning of her social world from within the cognitive dimension of
self-authorship as she wrote about the difficulty her family experienced since
immigrating to the United States:
I was born into a Mexican family that immigrated to the United States in
search of a better life style. My family has faced difficult situations such as
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job hunting, trying to obtain health insurance, and most importantly,
questioning themselves every day as to whether they made the right choice of
leaving their home in Mexico and immigrating to a state where they are not
welcomed with full help and support.
Here Alejandra self-authors within the crossroads since she recognizes racism and
how it factors in to social systems. However, at the same time, she has not yet
established a fully internal source of knowledge within the cognitive dimension, and
this causes her difficulty in adjusting to her new environment of higher education
during her first year of college both inside of the classroom and out.
In continuing her narrative, Alejandra reflected on a memory of what her
father would say to her every day when he dropped her off at school as a child:
‘You know you’re the oldest and that means being a good example for your
brothers: good grades, no behavioral problems.’ I was just a third grader at
the time. I would just nod my head and kiss my dad good-bye and go on with
my day. I didn’t know what to feel, I just knew that I had to give it my all at
school.
Here Alejandra wrote from within the intrapersonal dimension as she explained how
her social world shaped her sense of self as a racialized being—in this case, the eldest
daughter of Mexican immigrants. As the oldest child in the family, there were
additional expectations and pressures that Alejandra contended with that were
different from anyone else in her family. In a seeming attempt to reconcile with her
parents’ choices to remain in the United States despite its hardships, Alejandra
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recounted a trip she took to Mexico to visit other members of her family during which
she first began to understand why her parents left their home country:
I began to understand why it was so important to my parents that my
education should be my top priority, not just because they didn’t want to see
me end up like their siblings, but because their children [her cousins] were
growing up in the same environment that they grew up in where it was a
struggle to pay for school, books, and on top of that, miss school days to go
work in the fields just to help your parents earn a little more.
Here Alejandra contends with an evolving awareness of the social world and her
place within it while concomitantly becoming more accepting of multiple
perspectives and uncertainty—trademarks of meaning-making at the crossroads of
self-authorship.
Alejandra concluded her narrative by connecting her parents’ past experiences
and hope for the future to her own education, explaining how middle school was a
“big deal” to her parents because they both only enrolled for one year before they had
to drop out: “to them, this was my chance to step out of the cycle and make my own
path and hopefully have my brothers follow.” Consequentially, for the well-being of
her entire family, Alejandra felt responsible for achieving educational success—a
heavy burden to carry for a middle school student and conceivably even a heavier one
for a college student. For Alejandra, there are great familial expectations riding on
her college success.
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Like Alejandra, Luis and his family also immigrated to the United States from
Mexico. In his portfolio, Luis also wrote from within the cognitive dimension of selfauthorship as he attempted to make sense of his social world, in particular, the
challenges he experienced after his arrival, especially in relation to his education,
limited understanding of the English language, and undocumented status, explaining
that because he was not born in the United States he “struggled” to learn English and
there was “no one that [he] could go to for help.” Therefore, as evidenced by Luis’s
narrative, being a non-native speaker of English is another way SoCRR also
experienced struggle, contributing to both students’ social alienation and academic
underpreparation. Moreover, Luis’s perception that there was no one he could go to
and ask for help is also reflected in the narratives of other SoCRR, and something to
take note of when examining students’ help-seeking behaviors as they attempted
navigating their first semester of college.
Furthermore, through his description of the neighborhood in which he grew up
and his experiences trying to get into college, Luis highlighted other past
circumstances which caused him to experience feelings of alienation:
Growing up in a low income, densely populated community, attending college
seemed farfetched because the communities that I lived in did not advocate
education and careers. In reality my options were either to start working after
high school or join the army so they could pay for my education.
Here Luis revealed information regarding his awareness that he did not grow up in a
community that promoted a college-going culture. Luis continued, writing about how
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in high school he “faced many obstacles,” particularly “discrimination for being an
undocumented immigrant,” and what he referred to as the “first time [he] truly
experienced the disadvantages of an undocumented student,” when he had not been
given the opportunity to visit colleges with the rest of his high school classmates due
to the fact that he was undocumented. As a result, Luis revealed he “felt devastated.”
Here Luis wrote from within the intrapersonal dimension as he described how his
social world shaped his sense of self as a racialized being—in this case, as an
undocumented immigrant living in the United States. As a result of these
realizations, Luis wrote “I began to feel like there was no point of trying if everything
is depending on a scrap of paper that shows I am from the U.S.” Though Luis
explained that his past instinct was simply to give up trying to get into college (“there
was no point in trying”), in the end Luis never provided a detailed explanation as to
how he made it to college. While it is conceivable that he utilized aspects of his selfdescribed dedicated, hard-working character to assist him in getting himself there—
two descriptors frequently reported as “personal strengths” by male SoCRR—it also
is possible that Luis began relying on new schemas suggestive of internal meaningmaking. Although Luis understood, based on external meaning-making, that it was
unlikely for an undocumented immigrant to be able to succeed in higher education, he
utilized aspects of his own, internal meaning-making to begin dispelling external
meaning-making schemas.
Like Luis, Karina also described her frustrations regarding the obstacles she
encountered in obtaining an education, writing that during elementary school she
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struggled because she and her family moved to four different homes and she attended
four different schools:
It was very difficult to get adjusted to [school] in the beginning since I did not
speak English at all. I experienced my share of discrimination when I was
smaller because I had a few old white teachers who were very mean to me
because I did not know how to speak English very well.
Here Karina wrote from within the cognitive dimension of self-authorship, as she
revealed she was cognizant that the educators she perceived as being discriminatory
were “white” and different from her. Karina’s past experience with educators—
particularly White educators—served to amplify her feelings of alienation during
elementary school (i.e. as non-White), as well as potentially manifested in her
feelings of alienation as a student in college who still carried with her the identifiers
of her non-White subjectivity.
Moreover, Karina also wrote about her additional concern regarding
deportation, describing her fears of Immigration and Customs Enforcement’s “White
vans,” stories of “families being separated,” and how she “lived in constant fear”
something like that would happen to her family or herself—a frightening and
pervasive reminder that she was different and even unwanted within the current space
she occupied. Karina concluded her narrative by explaining that even though DACA
(Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals) was passed when she was a sophomore in
high school and provided her some benefits as an undocumented student, she was
“still illegal,” and thus still felt threatened of potential deportation. This, as a result,
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served to create further feelings of alienation in both her educational and social
environments as she attempted to navigate these larger socio-political issues.
Ariana’s narrative, on the other hand, which began with her moving from
Mexico to California with her family at five years old, took a somewhat different
tone, bridging both her family’s financial struggle with that of being born outside of
the United States and the attempts her mother and father made to alleviate the
family’s economic hardships and their children’s social adjustment:
I have seen my parents struggle, I have seen them fight, I have seen them cry,
and I have seen them defy the impossible. To prevent economic barriers from
impeding our education my father acquired two jobs so we would have all the
things necessary to succeed…[and] my mother tried to help as much as
possible by gaining more knowledge herself…she joined programs and took
English classes to learn everything she could to help us, namely, in school.
Unlike Luis and Karina’s families, Ariana’s family—particularly her mother in her
efforts to assimilate within the community—made attempts to lessen their children’s
feelings of alienation, which in effect helped Ariana academically before coming to
college. However, at the same time, Ariana’s awareness of her family’s economic
struggle and past sacrifices heightened her feelings of responsibility to and for her
family in regard to the criticalness for her to succeed in college, an example that she
was beginning to make meaning within the intrapersonal dimension of selfauthorship. Ariana wrote that this awareness created an additional burden for her: “I
know I will be able to accomplish all my goals and make my parents proud, so they
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know that them coming to America and leaving all their loved ones behind was not
futile…I am product of my parents’ sacrifices and I am their hope and pride.”
Consequently, SoCRR like Ariana who carry the weight of many years of
their families’ hard work and perceived sacrifices recurrently wrote about feeling
motivated and even in many cases optimistic that they will doubtlessly succeed in
college. These students, the products of sacrifice and families’ hope and pride, are in
many cases the family members who have climbed their way to the top of their
family’s social hierarchy and therefore are—at least from the family’s perspective—
slated to succeed. This became increasingly challenging for these students after they
entered college and began to more fully internalize how the social world affected
their sense of self as racialized beings.
Being Raised by a Single Mother and/or Experiencing Parental Separation
Female SoCRR who grew up with a mother who was either currently a single
mother or who had been a single mother at one point in time overwhelmingly wrote
about the perseverance of their mothers and the pride and dedication they had for and
to them. As such, female students self-authored from within the cognitive dimension
how they were making meaning of their social world. For instance, one female
student wrote that in third grade her parents split up, and “ever since then it was my
mom, my sister, and me against the world.” Another wrote “my mother was all I had
and I was all she had…my mother is a goddess who walked this planet single and
poor.” Another female student wrote that her mother “raised four children all on her
own and never showed us she was struggling or could not handle it…[she] has always
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been my hero.” Still another wrote that her mom “is someone I refer to as a
superwoman because she is such a strong, kind, wise woman.” These quotes
illustrate how female participants often described their mothers with almost
superhuman qualities, providing readers a window to better understand the feelings of
pride and admiration they held for their mothers due to their tireless perseverance
through difficult circumstances.
One female participant, Lucero, explained how having experienced her
mother’s hardships alongside of her helped motivate her to succeed in college. Due
to Lucero’s mother’s past experiences of crossing the border at age 16, working a job
as a picker “in the hot fields,” and removing herself from an abusive relationship with
Lucero’s biological father, Lucero explained that “Making [her] mother proud is [her]
lifetime goal.” Here Lucero processed from within the intrapersonal dimension how
her social world helped to shape her sense of self as a racialized being, specifically as
the daughter of an immigrant mother. Moreover, Lucero composed the following
description of the abuse Lucero’s father inflicted upon her mother before her mother
finally left her father when Lucero was 2 years old, which seems to provide the
foundation for how Lucero understood her early childhood: “My father was not the
best, he hardly worked. My mom worked every day to get some sort of income into
the house. My father was the biggest jerk; he called my mother names, and he would
get mad so easily.” While it seems unlikely that Lucero had any conscious memories
of this time period, the impact of her mother’s experience still was the foundation for
Lucero’s narration of her early childhood, and as such was also the foundation of her
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identity-development for how she was conditioned to experience future
circumstances. These realizations cross over into the interpersonal dimension of selfauthorship, as students like Lucero also began self-authoring their understandings of
what types of relationships they wanted with others for the benefit of their social
worlds. Most notably, female SoCRR coming from these types of backgrounds were
prone to experience feelings of mistrust of others (as will be demonstrated later in the
chapter), enhanced feelings of needing to protect or care for their mothers, and
somewhat of a misplaced optimism that they, like their mothers, would be able to find
a way to make it through problems that arose—oftentimes without the help of anyone
else.
In contrast, while male SoCRR also wrote narratives about their mothers, they
had a greater tendency to narrate their mothers’ experiences from within the frame of
their father and the results of his actions. In the following example, the writing of one
Latinx student, Ramiro, indicated how he was making meaning of his social world
from within the cognitive dimension of self-authorship. Ramiro revealed in his
narrative that his father lost his job as a trucker due to drinking and driving. He
followed this disclosure with a description of the series of events that proceeded his
father’s job loss—namely the separation of his father from the rest of the family—and
the impact these circumstances had on Ramiro’s perceptions about his mother. For
instance, Ramiro explained:
Little by little, my father has been losing my brothers and I in the course of his
actions...My mother is one of the most important people to me. She was
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different. Even though she is my parent and I lived my whole life with her, I
feel like I don’t know much about her.
Once Ramiro began to distance himself from his father, his mother suddenly became
humanized, and this awareness was difficult for Ramiro to process. In this way,
Ramiro worked within the intrapersonal dimension of self-authorship to help him
rationalize how his social world helped to shape his sense of self as a racialized being.
Ramiro expressed that while he was dedicated to his mother and would do anything
for her, he felt uneasy that he did not really seem to know this woman despite living
with her for his whole life. As well, Ramiro shared he has difficulty grappling with
his mother’s emotional response to the situation regarding his father. This revelation
served as an awakening for Ramiro, as he was suddenly confronted with the
recognition that his mother was more than simply someone who cleaned the house
and cooked the food. The following passage is reflective of Ramiro’s somewhat
frenzied attempt to make sense of his mother’s response to his father’s actions, and
demonstrates how he was working within both the intrapersonal and interpersonal
dimensions of self-authorship in his attempts to understand his own self as “Mexican”
and “male” and what that meant for himself as a social actor in the world:
It seemed like [my mother] was going crazy. She was a wonderful lady. She
was always cleaning and washing clothes. But from one day to the next she
changed...Her morals were to stay married because divorce looks really
irresponsible in her classic Mexican culture. I once heard my grandpa tell her
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that women should always stick with their husband and he didn’t raise no
whore in his family.
Here Ramiro pointed to ways in which his “Mexican culture” created a variety of
dilemmas for both males and females, in that the dynamics surrounding the cultural
gender norms delineated for both males and females had the capacity to present
challenges. For one, Ramiro’s mother was not acknowledged by her family as
someone who served a greater purpose than cooking and cleaning—someone who
should stay with her husband regardless of what she might have to sacrifice by doing
so (i.e. safety and emotional well-being). Secondly, the males in Ramiro’s family
projected they were in control over the women in their family.
Moreover, in the same excerpt, Ramiro demonstrated how his recognition of
these revelations made him feel conflicted and even alienated from his own selfperception as he confronted the fact that he may disagree with these cultural gender
norms. As such, Ramiro worked within the intrapersonal dimension as he made
meaning of how his social world shaped his sense of self as a racialized being. The
issue raised by Ramiro’s grandfather—that his mother would essentially sacrifice her
“morals” if she divorced her husband—“made [him] feel worthless.” This helpless
feeling could relate to Ramiro’s position within the family dynamic as a child who
did not hold a position of authority to “fix” things. Alternatively, Ramiro’s narrative
could suggest that while he was aware of the problem(s) presented by his family’s
current circumstances, he had not yet developed the behavioral strategies that allowed
him to transcend the traditional male behaviors and attitudes with which he grew up.

88
Ramiro’s description of his mother and his grandfather’s expectations also suggests
he did not understand how to proceed with this new awareness or relate to his mother
interpersonally now that he saw her as a more complex being than he had been
previously conditioned to believe her to be.
Female SoCRR like Lucero who had been raised by single mothers or who
experienced parental separation verbalized an enormous amount of pride and respect
for their mothers, as well as a great sense of debt to their mothers. These students
experienced their mothers persevering to overcome numerous obstacles. Their
narratives suggested that when they were undergoing similar hardships in college—
whether they be academic, social, or emotional—they felt if they waited long enough,
things would work out. Likewise, for male SoCRR like Ramiro, there appears to be a
similar belief. However, this belief was compounded by the ways in which male
SoCRR were conditioned to respond to hardship and challenge. Above all, the
narratives of these male SoCRR revealed their pride in being hard-working and
dedicated, and they had been conditioned to project confidence and not reveal if and
when they might benefit by seeking out help.
Family Living an “Unhealthy Lifestyle”
Male and female SoCRR also wrote about their family living what they
described as an “unhealthy lifestyle,” notably either alcohol and drug abuse by their
fathers or about generalized abusive relationships within the family. Overall, students
coming from these situations felt they were better able to handle difficult
circumstances due to the experiential knowledge they had acquired in navigating their
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past challenges, which is demonstrative of students’ self-authoring within the
cognitive dimension. For example, Monica wrote about her father’s drug addiction
and resultant deportation, and explained that after he was deported, her father
“separated himself from my family and is no longer in contact with us.” Monica
recognized this event was an important turning point for her family: “I look back and
realize that we, as a family, had great strength to continue on. We rely on each other
because we only have each other.” Monica’s expression here is reminiscent of other
narratives written by students who had also been raised by single mothers or who had
experienced parental separation. However, unlike the narratives of those students,
Monica’s narrative revealed an additional component regarding the type of
knowledge she perceived herself as currently possessing due to the circumstances she
had to navigate in the past, as well as how she could benefit from these experiences in
the future:
There is no correct way to handle a situation like mine, but being open to
receive support is always good…Being book smart does come with some
benefits; you feel superior to others. Great authority is carried with you
because you are seen as someone worth worshipping...When it comes to street
smarts, you know how to act upon situations where you seen [sic] drugs being
distributed. You know better than to go snitch because that might cause your
family to get hurt.
In this passage, Monica first revealed that she received support in the past to help her
cope with her past difficult circumstances and that this yielded a positive outcome
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(“is always good”). This positive past experience in which she received help could
potentially encourage Monica to reach out for help or support in the future, which
could potentially increase her chances of academic success and social and emotional
well-being while in college. Second, Monica’s writing conveyed her experiential
knowledge regarding her own “street smarts” and the value she associated with them.
Alternatively, her perception of those who possess “book smarts” as being someone
who feels “superior” to others, who holds great authority over others, as who is
regarded as someone “worth worshipping” makes clear that for Monica, having book
smarts does not come with the same “benefits” as possessing street smarts. As such,
throughout this portion of Monica’s narrative she worked on meaning-making within
the intrapersonal dimension, as she began to make sense of her social world and how
it has shaped her identity as a racialized being.
Like Monica, Akelah, an African American female, was also raised in an
environment which could be characterized as an “unhealthy lifestyle.” In her
narrative, Akelah explained that her mother was a single woman raising four children
and that she worked multiple jobs to provide for the family. Similar to Lucero in the
previous section, Akelah’s single mother was also tasked with being the sole provider
for the family. Akelah wrote about her experiences of being raised in an unhealthy
living situation and characterized her home life was “difficult.” Akelah wrote she had
no where to go to avoid the abuse she witnessed while her mom was working: “My
older siblings would take care of me while they were in these abusive relationships.
So I would sit there and see everything.” Although Akelah never provided details
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about the things she witnessed as a child, she explained that due to her siblings’
actions she took on a new role in the family at the age of 8:
I had to be tough. Their [her sibilings’] children needed someone to hold
them so that the situations appeared to be under control. I remember when
fights occurred between my brother and his girlfriend, I would take my baby
nephew and I would hold him inside the closet and rock him.
Akelah perceived herself as strong, dependable, and a source of stability amongst a
chaotic living situation. Accordingly, Akelah made meaning of her identity within
the intrapersonal dimension of self-authorship. At the end of her narrative, Akelah
admitted she “became quite a pro at letting people see what only I wanted them to
see.” Unlike Monica, Akelah never mentioned accepting or even being offered help.
Consequentially, SoCRR like Akelah who had been intrapersonally
conditioned by their past experiences of growing up in an environment which
students characterized as an “unhealthy lifestyle” seem to have developed coping
mechanisms which enabled them to persist throughout difficult circumstances. These
coping mechanisms may have enabled students in the study like Akelah to make it to
college, and in that way, these mechanisms can be regarded as an asset to these
students. However, it remains unclear whether these same coping mechanisms will
allow students to persist as they navigate their new environment of higher education,
especially if they are hesitant to seek out and/or utilize resources designed to support
their needs.
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Mental Health Issues
While male and female SoCRR alike wrote about their past and current
experiences with mental health issues, Latinx male students overwhelmingly wrote
that they had received professional mental health counseling to help them deal with
their feelings prior to coming to college, and in turn help them cognitively make
meaning within their social worlds. Specifically, where female students narrated they
had experienced anxiety and/or depression, Latinx male students reported they had
experienced anger and/or depression. One Latinx student, Hector, wrote that his
mother is a single mother and he is the oldest child in the family, and as such, he
“always had to help her take care of [his] younger siblings.” Occupying his
subjectivity as the oldest male in his immediate family granted Hector access to
intense feelings about his family’s situation. Hector explained that his father had
been in a gang in the past and had gone to prison. Due to these circumstances, Hector
wrote he had “so much hatred towards this man that’s my father because of the
actions he has done in the past.” It seems plausible to assume that when his father
was in prison, Hector, as the oldest male in the family, attempted to fill the space
created by his father’s absence. As a result, it seems likely Hector was tasked with
many of the responsibilities that would have typically been assigned to his father,
potentially causing Hector to feel even more “hatred” towards his father.
Once Hector’s father returned home from prison and Hector prepared to leave
for college, Hector experienced a situation that further demonstrated the difficulty he
was forced to contend with as he attempted relating to his father. Hector described a
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scene that took place between himself, his father, and his aunt. Hector wrote: “When
my aunt started talking about school and when I would be moving, he [Hector’s
father] seemed to ignore it. In all honesty I was hoping he’d ask about school. The
only thing he asked about was my job and where I worked.” Here Hector
demonstrated the divide that existed between him and his father and Hector’s seeming
disappointment regarding his father’s refusal to exhibit pride or even simply
acknowledge Hector’s accomplishment. This scenario was also representative of
other SoCRR whose family members appeared unsupportive of their child pursuing a
higher education, either because the parent or parents did not understand what that
type of support should look like, or because the parent or parents had mixed-feelings
about their child making post-high school graduation choices which were different
from their own. Where some students’ narratives indicated that their parents
demonstrated feelings of pride and excitement for their children’s plans to attend
college, other students’ narratives suggested that their parents demonstrated feelings
that might be better characterized as disappointment, uncertainty, doubt, and even,
possibly, jealously. These findings aside, what is most clearly conveyed by students’
narratives is what their families best understood is “work”—i.e. holding a job—and
that this disconnect between the students and their parents was often conveyed as a
point of frustration for students in their narratives.
At the end of Hector’s narrative, he wrote the quick and seemingly simple
concluding sentence about his life-long difficulties regarding his relationship with his
father: “I went to therapy to deal with issues that dealt with my father but I worked
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my problems out.” The details regarding the type of “therapy” Hector underwent and
how long he attended said therapy were not revealed. Instead, Hector described new
feelings he experienced in the moments following those in which his father did not
ask him about going to college:
I finally got a feeling of peace with my father. I wasn’t super mad at him
anymore and all the stupid things he has done in the past. In a way I felt bad
for him because I [knew] that where he is right now in life isn’t where he
wants to be. I could tell that he’s tired and stressed.
Here Hector indicated new intrapersonal realizations, and he was eventually able to
let go of some of his own anger and frustrations regarding his father by gaining an
awareness of his father’s own anger and frustrations within himself. At the end of his
narrative, Hector revealed that his father told him that he didn’t want him to go to
college, that he wanted him to work at the grocery warehouse with him instead.
While this could have been Hector’s father’s way of reaching out to make amends
with his son, and in turn offer him a means to earn a living the only way his father
knew how, Hector did not yet have the perspective to know how to contend with his
father’s gesture, and thus Hector’s relational work with his father continued.
Regardless, while in the end Hector did not accept his father’s offer, it is
important to note that Hector used his attempts to relate to his father as the impetus
for his own success, an outcome of making meaning within the intrapersonal
dimension. Hector wrote that now that he is in college, he carries all of his past
“negativity” as “motivation,” because he wants to be “better” than his father, even
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though he “might not be what he wants [him] to be.” Hector believed that his father
did not approve of his choice to go to college, a perception that had the potential to
cause Hector and other SoCRR coming from similar circumstances to feel doubtful
about their initial choice to attend college. Though in the end Hector claimed to have
“worked his problems out” regarding his “hatred” towards his father, he also
recognized it was “too late” for his father to go back in time and be a father to him,
indicating Hector’s evolving interpersonal awareness. Regardless, Hector’s
experiences prior to arriving at college alleviated some of the anger he felt initially
toward his father, and this could be partially credited to someone in Hector’s life
connecting him with mental health services.
Similar to Hector, Javier also had a problematic relationship with his father.
Javier wrote that his parents split up when he was 10 years old and that his father
“was a heavy user of alcohol… [who] would often rant about [his] mother.” Also like
Hector, Javier recounted his own experience with anger toward his father and the
impossibility of “avoiding the situation” in which he found himself. Javier wrote
about his past frustrations and his difficulties handling those frustrations:
All of this hatred and anger built up, I started acting different but I didn’t want
to do anything about it. I hate the fact that my mother recommended
counseling because I started developing some hatred because I thought it
would make me look weak to my family. Coming from a Hispanic family,
men are taught to be “manly men,” which means no crying, no talking about
your feelings, and etc. So when therapy came up I didn’t like the idea of it.
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In this passage, unlike Hector, Javier called attention to his own identity as a
“Hispanic” male and the cultural stigma attached to potentially being perceived as
weak as a reason for not wanting to go to therapy. This example suggested he was
working within the cognitive dimension as he attempted to make meaning of his
social world. Moreover, Javier additionally wrote about his family members’
personal frustrations and disappointment regarding how their own lives turned out:
In my life I have been surrounded by people that often regret how their life
has ended up. I have an alcoholic uncle, father (who I don’t know much of
anymore because I don’t speak to him), and an uncle who was a drug addict.
My uncles often say they wish they would’ve went to school and always tell
me that they wish they would’ve made choices like myself instead of theirs.
Javier had access to older male family members who were open to admitting to him,
verbally, the regrets of their life-choices. This is something that Hector did not
appear to have access to from his own male family members. Importantly for Javier,
his access to the experiences of these older male family members created positive
feelings intrapersonally, so much so that he was in turn able to offer his uncles
encouragement to make a positive change in their own lives, demonstrating Javier’s
interpersonal meaning-making:
I don’t want to feed off of their bad life, but it makes me feel good that they
wish they could do what I want to do. I always tell them that it is never too
late and they should attempt it because if they really want to make a change,
talking about it won’t do anything, they actually have to do something.
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In the end, Javier concluded his narrative by reflecting on his past, examining
his present, and looking toward the future, all of which could be regarded as critical
to his current and future successes. It seems Javier took all of his experiences prior to
going to college—observing his surroundings, listening to and analyzing the lives of
family members who have already experienced struggle, and connecting himself with
mental health counseling—and chose to use these experiences as intrapersonal
motivation to be successful in college:
I want to get out of the area I live. I’ve been around drug dealers and drugs
my whole life. I could have taken a similar route as my father or people I
know but I didn’t. Sure I probably look soft to some people but they don’t
know who and what I know. All of these ‘bad’ or ‘negative’ things I talk
about is because my goal in life is to make a change. I talk about this because
the things that happened led to me going to therapy. Though I hated the idea,
it changed my life because it made me realize what I wanted to do with my
life.
Here Javier indicated that his goal in life was to “make a change.” Javier declared a
major of Psychology before ever arriving on campus, and explained his choice and
future career plan in the following way: “I want to be a psychologist and help people
talk out their problems, because no matter what anybody says, it’s always good to talk
stuff out.” For Javier, getting help—having a trusted adult to talk with—got him
through a difficult time period during his adolescence. His motivation to reach out
and help someone else was indicative of Javier’s evolving interpersonal development.
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Entering the Crossroads of External/Internal Meaning-Making
Choosing College
Students’ first assignment, “Personal Resume,” revealed information about
students’ past histories and their reasons for coming to college. At the beginning of
students’ first year of college, SoCRR rationalized their reasons for coming to college
by relying upon external meaning-making. Working within the cognitive dimension
of self-authorship, students indicated that they chose to come to college because their
family had experienced struggle. For instance, one Latino male, Marcos, wrote that
he had simply lived “the daily struggles of any other low-class Hispanic child,” and
that “growing up in a life like that really made [him] decide to want to come to
college.” Marcos’s matter-of-fact tone and absence of detail regarding what these
struggles were or what caused them was demonstrated throughout most students’
writing at the start of the school year. This is suggestive that upon entering college
SoCRR had not had the opportunity to develop the critical distance to effectively
analyze what their past experiences actually meant. Further, it is indicative that their
source of knowledge regarding why they and their families experienced struggle was
external to themselves. Nevertheless, some students like Marcos were also able to
recognize that their experiences were typical—for example, of any other “low-class
Hispanic child”— which illustrated that some students had already begun to
recognize how social forces were shaping their sense of self as racialized beings upon
entering college. That said, the majority of SoCRR still largely relied on external
meaning-making processes at the beginning of their first year.
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However, some SoCRR like Marcos had already begun making meaning of
their social world internally at the beginning of the year, thus moving towards the
crossroads phase of the self-authorship framework. Moreover, some students like
Marcos explained that their mother or father also influenced their decision to go to
college, imparting the knowledge that without college it was going to be “difficult to
get around in today’s world.” Marcos’s passage is interesting as it demonstrates his
inability to concretely articulate why he is pursuing a bachelor’s degree or how that
will affect his future. This uncertainty is likely because Marcos’s mother was also
not entirely sure how a college degree can benefit her son. This dynamic makes the
crossroads difficult to navigate for students like Marcos, as at the beginning of their
first semester they are just beginning to grapple with merging old, “external” ways of
understanding the world (parents/family) with new, “internal” ways of understanding
the world. In other words, as many SoCRR leave the space they called home for 18
years and cross the threshold of higher education, they traverse a boundary their
family members have not experienced, and therefore the notion of attending college
exists in their family members’ consciousness as only the next level of attaining the
“American Dream.” Consequently, like other experiences students had undergone
that were not shared by older generations of their families, these students were
beginning a new set of events to which their mothers and fathers cannot relate.
Like Marcos, Naomi, an African American female, also wrote about her
motivations for coming to college:

100
College has been on my mind since I was a little girl…it was mostly the
environment I lived in though that made me want to go. I did not like how my
family and me struggled for money and lived in an unsafe environment. I
wanted to get out of that environment and have a better one for myself.
Here Naomi provided a more detailed rationale than Marcos as to why she chose to
traverse the threshold into higher education, specifying her decision was due to her
family’s financial struggles with money and that she lived in an environment she
deemed unsafe and wanted a better living situation for herself. In this way, Naomi
began utilizing internal meaning to cognitively understand her social world prior to
arriving at college. However, Naomi’s narrative differs from Marcos’s in that Naomi
lacked the familial support Marcos had access to: “I have had a lot of people tell me I
was not going to make it here [to college], and they constantly put me down.”
Overall, the dichotomy between students who reported having familial support
in pursuing their college degree and those who did not have familial support to pursue
their college degree was spread fairly evenly amongst student narratives. While there
are many SoCRR who enter college with the support of their families, that there are
also many SoCRR who do not have the support of their families is an unfortunate
reality for SoCRR attempting to succeed in college. Whether or not SoCRR had
access to a supporting family member prior to coming to college affected whether
students began relying on internal meaning-making within the cognitive dimension of
the self-authorship framework prior to coming to college. In particular, evidence
suggests students lacking access to supportive family members began relying on
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internal meaning-making formulas prior to their arrival in college, helping them
continue to evolve within the cognitive dimension during their first year of college.
Choosing a Major
The “Personal Resume” assignment asked students to respond to the question
“What is your major and why have you chosen this major?” Overwhelmingly, the
leading response to this question was that students chose their major in hopes of being
able to “help” someone else. Because these students have experiential knowledge of
how it feels to be in need of help and not receive any, this is not surprising.
An analysis of student portfolios reveals that at the beginning of college
SoCRR were beginning to rely on internal meaning-making within the intrapersonal
domain when determining both how they saw themselves as racialized beings in the
social world and in their determinations of what they wanted to personally contribute
to the world. For example, male and female students alike narrated their past
circumstances regarding what it was like to need/want help and not receive any. One
female Latina student wrote she believed that with her Liberal Studies major she
would be able to “help someone when they go through a tough time in their life.” She
continued, explaining: “I had trouble growing up and I did not have help and I want
to help kids that have trouble so they do not have to struggle like I did.” Similarly,
one male Latino student wrote that his Psychology major was a good fit for him
because “I want to be able to help people because I understand what it’s like to not
have someone there for you.” Both students’ quotes are demonstrative of how
students had struggled alone in the past and how these students in turn wanted to play
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a role in helping someone else in similar situations. As such, students demonstrated
ways in which they utilized internal meaning-making processes within the
interpersonal dimension of self-authorship as they narrated their evolving awareness
of intrinsic values and how their social worlds had and continued to shape their sense
of selves as racialized beings. Even so, while desiring to help others is a logical
reaction to the past histories students revealed, it is interesting that, given students’
past financial struggles, only one student in the 52 writing portfolios analyzed wrote
that she chose a major so that she can have a higher income in the future. This is
telling of the fact that although many SoCRR entering their first year of college began
to rely on internal meaning-making formulas within the intrapersonal dimension in
regard to their future goals, they had not yet begun to carefully consider their future
career goals from within the cognitive dimension; at that point they relied on only
intrapersonal meaning-making when selecting a major.
Defining the Self
Also in the “Personal Resume” assignment, students were asked to identify
their “Personal Strengths” and “Personal Difficulties.” Due to the fact that the
questions did not ask for a rationale as to why students responded the way they did, it
is difficult to gauge whether students drew from external or internal meaning-making
formulas within the intrapersonal dimension of self-authorship when they answered
these questions. Male students most often responded their strengths were that they
were dedicated and hard-working and their difficulties were time-management and
organization. While struggling with time-management and organization is not

103
particularly noteworthy for male students and could be something that had been
critiqued by past teachers, there could be some parallel drawn between male students
priding themselves on being “dedicated” and “hard-working” and the fact that many
of the male role models whom they reflected on in their personal narratives were
described as being neither of these.
It is difficult to gauge whether female students relied on external or internal
meaning-making formulas when answering these questions. Overall, female students
identified their strengths as being caring, independent, and optimistic, and their
difficulties were that they were untrusting, lacking in confidence, and shy. While it is
also not clear here why female SoCRR chose to respond to these questions as they
did, their responses were notable in that they could be used to more fully understand
the social, emotional, and academic struggles of female study participants throughout
their first year of college. Examples of these social, emotional, and academic
challenges will be evidenced later in this chapter.
Initial Perceptions of First-Semester Professors and Classes
Students’ second assignment, “The Syllabi Review,” asked students to
provide an analysis of each of their first-semester classes and professors. On the
whole, students’ initial perceptions of their professors and classes were positive.
Analysis of student writing for this assignment revealed that SoCRR perceived
professors as dichotomous, meaning they were described as either engaging and
caring or unengaging and uncaring. How students made cognitive sense of these new
environments and people relied on both external and internal meaning-making.
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Students reported that engaging professors tried to connect with students, had a sense
of humor, kept students interested, were enthusiastic, and used examples in class
which were relatable. Students who perceived a professor as caring indicated the
professor encouraged them and made them feel comfortable participating; the
professor made them feel like it was okay to be themselves; the professor
demonstrated they wanted the students to succeed by building a relationship with
them and by always being willing to help; and the professor was straightforward and
honest. In these ways, students were likely relying on external making meaning
regarding their interactions with their new professors by comparing them to past
teachers or other supportive adults. However, due to the nature of the assignment,
students may have been more likely to begin developing internal meaning-making
formulas as they connected their analysis of their professor to their analysis of their
classroom.
Further, students did not separate out their perceptions of professors being
unengaging with their perceptions of them being uncaring; instead, being unengaging
and uncaring went hand in hand for students. Specifically, students described
professors who were unengaging and uncaring as being hard to get to know, off topic
in class, frequently reading off PowerPoint presentations, and offensive. While each
of these student perceptions can be seen as potential detriments to student success, it
is students’ last perception of professors being perceived as “offensive” that is most
notable. In students’ narratives, professors were described as being offensive most
often by female students, with a greater proportion of these students being female

105
African American students. For example, one African American female student
described her Political Science professor in the following way: “he has lots of stories
he enjoys telling us throughout the class while he’s teaching. Most of his jokes are
funny but some aren’t because some are kind of offensive to me.” On the other hand,
this same student described her English professor in the following way: “From day
one I felt like I had this good connection with her and also felt like I could go and talk
to her about anything.” Similar to ways in which African American female students
frequently expressed perceptions of professors being offensive, a Latina female also
expressed similar perceptions of her math professor: “He kinda portrayed himself like
an impolite person the first couple weeks because of rude comments he made to
students.” On the other hand, this same student wrote of her English professor: “She
made a prominent impact on me the first 30 seconds she spoke. Beginning with her
life struggles I knew I could relate from her personal stories.” Through these
excerpts, both female students expressed ways in which professors were positively
and negatively received by SoCRR. These examples illustrate how female SoCRR
began relying on their internal foundation in their cognitive attempts to make
meaning of their initial perceptions of professors they described as offensive,
demonstrated in their evolving awareness of uncertainty about how to interpret these
professors’ comments. In turn, these factors necessitate SoCRR enter into the
intrapersonal dimension to begin considering their intrinsic values and how their new
environment of higher education shaped their sense of self as racialized beings.
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Similar to how students wrote about their characterization of their professors,
student writing also demonstrated ways in which students perceived their classroom
environments. While there were some general complaints of certain classes being
“boring,” in that they were “the same every day” or that classes were frequently spent
“just taking notes,” other students commented with more seriousness about their fear
of participating in class, explaining that even when they knew the answer they tended
to not want to share it out loud in class. Female students frequently characterized
their fear of participating in class by explaining they were “shy,” which was also a
characteristic female students reported as one of their “personal difficulties” in their
Personal Resume. Thus, writing portfolio analysis of female SoCRR demonstrated
students attempt to make meaning at the “crossroads” (i.e. moving from external to
internal meaning-making) to inform the way in which they self-authored within the
intrapersonal dimension. However, writing portfolios also revealed female SoCRR
were prevented from fully moving beyond external meaning-making formulas at the
beginning of the college year due to the way their new environment—their social
world of higher education—shaped their sense of selves as racialized beings.
Further, while these two self-reported factors—shyness and lacking in
confidence—are clearly related to one another, it is difficult to know whether one is
shy because they lack confidence or whether one lacks confidence because they are
shy. Regardless, if female SoCRR self-identify as being both shy and lacking in
confidence, and if they are hesitant to participate in classes they perceive are
unwelcoming and uncomfortable, there is a greater likelihood for them to experience
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feelings of alienation in those classes than in classes they perceive as being
welcoming and comforting. Alondra’s “Syllabi Review” recounted one such example
regarding a class taught by her male math professor:
To this day the environment of the class is still pretty awkward. It takes a lot
for someone to want to answer a question or even ask for help. It’s usually
the boys in the class that answer or make jokes so it’s not silent for the whole
hour and 15 minutes.
Alondra’s quote is also indicative of troubling issues regarding gender that surface in
the classroom. For example, if female SoCRR perceive themselves as being shy and
lacking in confidence, male professors may be uncertain how to navigate these
students’ classroom silence (hence the perception of male professors making
“offensive” jokes). As a result, male students who are, conceivably, socialized to fill
these silences further perpetuate an environment in which all persons have difficulty
navigating.
Barriers to Internal Meaning-Making
First Semester Reflections
Cognitive and Intrapersonal. At the end of students’ first semester they
were asked to write reflections of their first-semester experiences in college, and at
the start of students’ second semester they were asked to write a letter to themselves
on their first day of college. Students self-authored within the cognitive dimension
throughout much of their writing in these two assignments, revealing an evolving
awareness that the semester did not go as they had initially anticipated and that they
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needed to reevaluate areas they felt did not go well their first semester, forcing them
to transition into making meaning of their social world internally. For example,
across all student writing, students acknowledged that college was “not like I
imagined” and that “adjusting is difficult.” As such, as was often typical of many
male and female first-year college students who narrated that college was different
from high school in that “the responsibility is all on you,” students self-authored from
within the intrapersonal domain, stating that they have more “freedom” and many
times did not consider the consequences of their actions. Students additionally wrote
that unlike high school, in college they had to put in effort to keep up with
assignments when there were the temptations to go out on school nights, skip classes,
and stay up late. While each of these temptations further complicated their attempts
at first-year success, one area in which male and female Latina students differed was
in the way they described the outcomes of their first-semester “independence.”
Female Latina students largely narrated that they “enjoy the independence” of
college, as many of these students were previously bound to the roles/rules dictated
by culture and gender when they lived at home. In this way, during their first year of
college, students worked within the intrapersonal dimension as they began to form an
internal awareness regarding how their social world shaped their sense of self as
racialized beings. However, student writing also reflected that these cultural
gendered ideologies pointed to differences in female students’ households where
there was a father figure present in comparison to female students’ households where
there was not. Particularly, student writing suggested that while female Latina
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students coming from a household where a father figure was present may have had
less independence overall than female Latina students who did not live with a father
figure. Their writing also reflected that these students had mothers who attempted to
dismantle these traditional cultural gendered norms within their households in an
effort to aid in their daughter’s future success. In this way, Latina students’ mothers
helped enable their daughters to develop their own internal meaning-making
foundation once they got to college. For example, Yesenia wrote about her
background:
In my culture girls were raised to clean their house everyday…it was as if
women were told if they did not know how to cook or clean no man would
want them…Both my mom and my sister got married young and had kids
young, so they want a better life for me and have always motivated me to go
out and earn myself a better life…[Still], my dad believes because I am a
female I need to be taken care of more than my brother, who was allowed to
do whatever he wanted at 16.
While Yesenia’s excerpt is suggestive that while her mother had taken the first step in
removing cultural gendered barriers for her daughter when it comes to household
duties or chores, her father still controlled her overall mode of being in the world,
which includes the boundaries set for both her body and her voice. As such, the
overall independence Yesenia experienced prior to coming to college was limited,
which affected students like her in similar ways in regard to their academic success,
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emotional well-being, and interpersonal relationships during their first semester of
college.
On the other hand, female Latina students coming from households with a
single mother, like Ruby, seemed to have had different experiences with their own
independence, as well as their mother’s independence, before coming to college—
particularly in relation to getting their needs met. For example, Ruby wrote: “I grew
up in an environment where I was not sheltered and was taught how to voice what I
needed and why I needed something to be done…[My mom] somehow always made
things happen…I really admired how independent she was.” Yesenia and Ruby were
both first-generation college students, were both relatively successful their first
semester of college (receiving a 3.0 GPA or above), and both appeared motivated and
focused on their academic success. However, Ruby excelled in bridging her life prior
to college with her life in college and thus navigated her independence during her first
semester of college more easily than Yesenia did. Overall, Ruby was better versed in
understanding how to voice what she needed and make things happen for her own
benefit both in and outside of the classroom. In this way, Ruby was better able to
begin making meaning internally within the interpersonal dimension, in that even as a
racialized being her identity was evolving within her current social world of higher
education. Conversely, Yesenia wrote about her difficulties adapting to her
professors and within the classroom:
I wish [professors] would understand how at times I am too embarrassed to
participate for feeling that what I say is wrong. This does not mean I do not
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know what goes on in the classroom. I DO need help sometimes, but I do not
know what is the correct way to ask a question without feeling you will think I
do not belong in college.
Here Yesenia alluded to her fears that her professors might not believe she is an
appropriate fit for college, which potentially created feelings of doubt for her as she
attempted navigating her first semester. Consequently, Yesenia still relied on
external meaning-making within the intrapersonal dimension as she attempted to
make sense of herself as a racialized being within higher education. Disconcertingly,
Yesenia’s concern was also reflective of Alondra’s description of her math class
(shared earlier in the chapter), citing that the classroom is “awkward” and that only
the “boys” would answer questions or make jokes to fill the silence. In these ways it
seems as though carrying a double minority status (being female and being of color)
heightened these students’ difficulties adapting within the classroom.
Maria, another female Latina student raised by both her mother and father,
also expressed her concerns about college professors when navigating her first
semester, writing: “It is really hard to believe in yourself when professors and staff
don’t believe in you…I like the professors but I would just like it if they understood
the students and would be in the students’ perspective and understand how they feel.”
By positioning Maria’s quote alongside Yesenia’s, Yesenia’s worry that her
professors may think she did not belong in college could be a notable concern.
Maria continued by writing about her overall feelings of loneliness during her
first semester, revealing: “I was lonely and I would barely hang out with my

112
roommates and I would spend more time inside of my room alone. I…felt like this
college wasn’t for me…and I was almost not going to come back second semester.”
In these ways, Maria narrated feelings of alienation both inside the classroom and out.
In the classroom Maria said she felt like professors were not encouraging and did not
understand how she felt, and outside of the classroom she was surrounded by people
(both other students as well as her five roommates) but still felt lonely. As such,
Maria demonstrated she still employed external meaning-making within both the
intrapersonal and interpersonal dimensions as she struggled as a racialized being to fit
into her social world within and out of the classroom as she negotiated her identity
via relationships with her professors, roommates, and other students.
Interpersonal. Female SoCRR expressed challenges in acclimating to their
new social environment of college in addition to their academic and emotional
challenges. However, students navigated the handling of their new social
environment differently depending upon whether the students were coming to college
from a household with both a mother and a father or from a household with a single
mother. For example, Serena, who came from a household with a mother and a
father, wrote in the “Letter to Self on the First Day of College” assignment:
I know you are excited about being more independent and living on your own,
but you’d probably enjoy it more if you were living on your own with
someone you feel comfortable around…Going into this experience [of
college] you learn a lot about yourself personally and academically. College
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isn’t what you thought it was going to be. Don’t make the mistake of not
being social and outgoing.
Serena’s revelation of wishing she were living with someone she felt “comfortable
around” was not elaborated upon, so it is unclear why or with whom she did not feel
comfortable in her environment. However, as shared previously in this chapter by
several other students, she also expressed that college was not like she thought it
would be, and that while she alluded to being excited about being independent,
alongside of that newly gained independence were experiential feelings of
discomfort, uncertainty and even feelings of needing to conceal her true self/identity.
As such, students like Serena self-authored they were at the crossroads of beginning
to incorporate internal meaning-making within both the intrapersonal and
interpersonal dimensions as they began to process how their social world shaped their
sense of self as a student of color and also how that affected their interpersonal
relationships. Overall, the writing of SoCRR revealed students like Serena coming
from a household with a mother and a father tended to speak less, keep more to
themselves, and/or find one or two close friends to travel through the year with in
comparison to female SoCRR who were raised in a household with a single mother.
On the other hand, female students coming from a household with a single
mother, like Jocelyn, tended to experience more social conflict which manifested
externally with a number of other students within the students’ social circle,
particularly with the students’ roommates. Within campus housing it is typical for
first year students to reside in a “triple suite,” which means that six students reside in
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one space and share one bathroom which they are required to maintain themselves.
Jocelyn, a Latina female, approached her writing with not only extreme openness and
honestly but with what could be described as a stream-of-consciousness style that
allowed readers a window into the seemingly chaotic nature of what she experienced
during and prior to college. Jocelyn’s writing provided glimpses of her past regarding
her social and academic struggles and the motivation provided to her by her mother
and best friend, as well as how she attempted to reconcile with her past experiences as
she navigated her first semester. Jocelyn admitted that she knew she did not “always
make the right decisions” when it came to “academics” once beginning college,
though she did not elaborate on what these “decisions” were. However, Jocelyn
elaborated on her roommate problems, detail by detail, indicating that her attempts to
adapt socially at college took predominance over her academic pursuits:
I never signed up to be stressed all the time with anything other than school
work. I feel as though I’m walking on eggshells constantly worrying about
what I can say or do. I worry so much about what drama might come next and
I can’t sleep or even remember to do homework sometimes. It has taken such
a toll on my life that I have constant anxiety right now. There are people I
thought were my friends, until I realized that they couldn’t even tell me to my
face they had a problem with me.
Here Jocelyn self-authored from within both the intrapersonal and interpersonal
dimensions and clearly still relied on external making meaning to help inform her
sense of self and her relationships with others. While many students in residential
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living situations expressed social problems that they experienced with roommates or
other students on campus, Serena and Jocelyn responded to their social difficulties
somewhat differently, perhaps as a result of coming from a household with a mother
and a father or one with a single mother. Where female students, like Yesenia, who
had been raised by both a mother and a father experienced greater intrapersonal
conflict—perhaps due to cultural gendered norms which dictate that female’s voices
are not granted equal authority within the household and are therefore not as
frequently “invited” to speak—students who had been raised by single mothers, like
Ruby, were better versed in making their voices heard. Due to this familial structure
influence, students like Ruby were better able to transition into the crossroads as they
began incorporating both external and internal meaning-making, particularly in the
intrapersonal dimension.
Lucia further demonstrated this transition, when she explained how all
students have been “raised differently. Lucia, a Latina female who came from a
household with a both a mother and father present, wrote about her first semester
difficulties with her roommates as follows:
As I’m entering college, change is difficult…Could be different and hard to
take in, like how it was for me. Do you just ever feel not comfortable
somewhere? Having the feeling to go back to where you’re comfortable? I
moved into a dorm with five other girls. I didn’t think it’d be a big deal
sharing a room because all my life I never had my own room. But I didn’t
think how they were raised back home and how things were for them.

116
Unlike Serena and Jocelyn, Lucia made an additional statement speculating why she
believed it was difficult for her and her roommates to get along. Although Lucia
struggled somewhat with her writing and the idea she was trying to convey, her final
sentence provides an important insight into the social conflicts she and her roommates
experienced:
When I first moved in I hoped it would be easier to make friends in college
especially since I lived in the dorms and have five female roommates…I
noticed how everyone was so different than what I expected we all came from
different areas and we were all raised differently.
Like Lucia pointed out, it is probable that SoCRR brought with them past histories of
struggle which made it more difficult for them to navigate the academic, emotional,
and social set of circumstances they were confronted with during their first year of
college. However, while students like Jocelyn took notice that her and her
roommates’ relational difficulties could be due to where they had “come from” and
how they had been “raised,” she lacked the perspective to fully understand these
implications or the ability to try reconciling these perceived differences with her
roommates. As such, female SoCRR coming from households with both a mother
and father present were better able to begin transitioning from external to internal
meaning-making within all three dimensions of self-authorship when it came to peerbased social relationships.
Moreover, while they were not as frequent, male SoCRR also wrote about
their social difficulties during their first semester. James, an African American male,
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provided a useful insight into students’ first semester experiences when he described
his first semester college experience, his roommates, and their lack of
communication:
There will be times when you feel like quitting and there will be times where
you feel like college is the best thing that ever happened to you…Sometimes I
even wish there was things that happened that could’ve been different. Let’s
just start with my roommates. I wish my roommates understood that we are
roommates and should communicate more. There were times I didn’t talk to
roommates for days and it was very awkward and from time to time still is to
this day.
James could be identified as the most optimistic writer of the entire group, for in his
writing he rarely complained or had a negative thing to say. As such, James’s
description holds substantial weight in understanding students’ first semester
experiences, and James’s reflection that he and his roommates should have talked
with each other more may be indicative of an even larger issue. James continued his
narrative, writing: “I wish [students] understood that we need to be more social and
support one another. Whether that be being more friendly and having more
conversations, or even showing more support at school events.” James’s sentiment
was echoed by many students in the study. Male and female students frequently
noted that students seem to reject connection with each other. Even Marcos noted his
surprise that his classmates were “all really quiet and to themselves,” explaining “it
seems odd to me given that we all know each other already.” And, while this idea
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was most often written about by students as a consequence of their being “shy” or
lacking in “confidence,” it is possible that these characteristics were not necessarily
innate within the student themselves, but instead a product of the student’s current
position as a first year SoCRR who was living on a college campus. Again, students’
past histories they bring with them to college helped to serve as a foundation for these
types of response patterns and the ways in which they manifest. As such, male
SoCRR were beginning to internally make meaning from within the cognitive
dimension as they began to consider how these factors affected their evolving
identities and social relationships.
The writing of Norah, an African American female student, provides
additional insight into why students seemed to reject connection with other students,
present as “shy” and non-communicative, and state that one of their personal
challenges is “trusting others.” For example, in the following description of herself,
Norah wrote:
Cancers [astrological sign] are very emotional creatures. We have hard shells
which protect us from those who try to hurt our soft and sweet insides. We
can be very mean people but I believe is a defense mechanism for our feelings
because we’re actually sweet people…but don’t rub us the wrong way, it’ll be
bad.
Here Norah revealed that, if necessary, she will self-protect—a frequent response
pattern of SoCRR, and one that makes sense given students’ past histories of struggle.
Norah detailed her own history as she explained how she and her family had been
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hurt in the past by her own father. Following this disclosure, Norah wrote about her
current social situation regarding her roommates, relating her on-campus living
experiences back to her past experiences with her family and current experiences with
her girlfriend:
We [Norah and her girlfriend] are every protective of each other. Anyone
who does or says anything rude to [us] we’re right there at each other’s
defense…We’re both antisocial people…I feel as though I am this way
because I feel as though no one I come across has good intentions. Past
friendships, relationships and even family have done things that were not okay
and I just feel as though no one really has good intentions, at least not the
people I’ve come across…This is why I stick to myself and don’t really
socialize with people.
Norah’s characterization of herself in regard to the way she approached interpersonal
relationships is representative of other students in the study, though not all of them
wrote about their feelings with such specificity. Nevertheless, Norah’s writing was
demonstrative of how, in their attempts to navigate the crossroads between external
and internal meaning-making within the intrapersonal and interpersonal dimensions,
SoCRR were continuously confronted by their past histories of struggle. Moreover,
Norah’s quote also begs the question as to what SoCRR in their first year of college
felt about the intentions of their professors. By taking into consideration SoCRR’s
perception that their professors don’t believe they belong in college and coupling that
with the disclosure that many students perceived most people they came across were
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not well intended, the reasons why students experience the academic, emotional, and
social challenges they wrote about in their portfolios can be more clearly understood.
Second Semester Persistence Strategies
Upon returning to college their second semester, students detailed plans
regarding what they believed they needed to do in order to do better their second
semester. Students’ strategies fall into five categories: 1) modify self and priorities;
2) gain confidence and socialize more; 3) communicate with roommates more; 4) no
longer attempt communicating with roommates; and 5) asking for help.
First, male and female students wrote about things they will stop doing in
order to improve academically. The three things students wrote they would do as
they navigated their second semester independence were to: “stop being lazy,” “stop
missing classes,” and “stop going out on school nights.” However, while students
consistently wrote they would stop doing these things, their plans regarding how they
would go about accomplishing these things were not specific, stating simply they
would instead: “finish all assignments,” “take studying more seriously,” and “go to
sleep earlier.” Therefore, while students recognized what they were doing that they
should not be doing and what they should start doing in general to attempt remedying
their problem, they articulated no actual strategy as to how they would go about
changing their behaviors, which is indicative of students’ struggle in bridging external
meaning-making with internal meaning-making within the intrapersonal dimension.
Similarly, students who indicated that they lacked confidence in the classroom
and thus were “shy” and hesitant to participate in class discussions and/or ask
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questions wrote that to do better with those things the second semester they should
“try to gain confidence.” Like students who stated they would improve their
academics by trying to “finish all assignments,” “take studying more seriously,” and
“go to sleep earlier,” students who suggested they increase their in-classroom
participation and academic success by simply planning to try and “gain confidence”
also lacked specificity in steps needed to do so. Likewise, students who tended to
keep to themselves socially in the first semester decided that in the second semester
they should learn to meet new people and socialize. However, while students wrote
they should try to socialize and meet new people, there was no indication they had
strategies how to do that, which is again indicative of how students’ struggled to
bridge external meaning-making with internal meaning-making within the
intrapersonal dimension.
Students who had trouble relating to and/or getting along with roommates
suggested that in the second semester they should “let roommates know what you’re
going through,” “accept you can’t please everyone,” and “mind your own business.”
These three most prevalent responses are interesting in that they are demonstrative of
three types of behaviors students narrated following through on in their lives before
college. Similar to how students narrated other second semester persistence
strategies, there was no step-by-step plan as to how students proposed altering their
behaviors (or not) regarding their social difficulties. And, while students strategized
to simply accept that you can’t please everyone, this viewpoint can also be perceived
as a worrisome retreat mechanism. Once again, each of these persistence strategies
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self-authored by SoCRR is indicative of students’ early attempts of beginning to
transition from external to internal meaning-making within the intrapersonal and
interpersonal dimensions.
Retreating may be a learned behavior to self-protect for many students who
experienced past histories of struggle. One student’s decision-making process
regarding what had transpired in the past and what she intended to do moving forward
is illuminated in the following passage written by one female Latina student:
Mind your own business, take action when it’s needed, and know that nothing
good comes out of being petty towards others. Word of advice, pay very close
attention who you open up to, let into your life, and don’t let them know how
you react to things because they WILL use it against you…Don’t lose your
mind, just walk away and let life handle it.
This quote suggests that this student learned to navigate her interpersonal life with
caution. It seems her past experiences taught her to take heed before sharing herself
with others to the extent that she issued herself a warning to not fall victim to other
people’s potential deception. Similar to how Norah believed that she is the way she is
because, as she described, “I feel as though no one I come across has good
intentions,” the self-protective mechanisms of SoCRR in the first year of college is
noteworthy, both inside of the classroom with professors and classmates and outside
of the classroom with roommates and other students. This finding coupled with what
will be evidenced later in this chapter—that students reported they got where they
were in college with no help from others—provide useful insights into the needs of
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SoCRR. The help-seeking behaviors of these SoCRRs may have potentially ceased
long ago, further complicating students’ academic success and social and emotional
well-being once they enter college. Furthermore, like students’ other persistence
strategies, while some students wrote they would try talking with their roommates to
let them know what they were experiencing, they outlined no strategy as to how they
may attempt doing this. Other students’ strategy to simply accept that you can’t
please everyone can also be perceived as a retreat mechanism. Again, because there
was no detailed plan as to how students intended to move forward from within their
space of social conflict, the potential for students colliding as they attempted “moving
around” one another is great (thus creating the potential for even more conflict) and is
reflective of the circumstances preventing students from moving from external
meaning-making and closer towards internal meaning-making.
The final strategy students reported is that they would “ask for help” or “seek
out help” in the second semester. For students who did ask for/seek out help in the
first semester, they most frequently wrote that they utilized some element or elements
of ELEVATE’s support network, attended housing study nights, or sought out help
from their professors; however, not all students made use of these resources. For
instance, one Latina female offered advice to her first semester self at the beginning
of her second semester that she seek help when she is struggling:
If you need help, and I cannot stress this enough, if you need help please seek
help. I just wish that I would have listen [sic] because if that were the case I
would have not faced all the hardships that I had faced during my first
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semester. Seeking help is the best way you can be able to overcome obstacles
and facilitate these four years you would be spending in college, there are a lot
of people that are willing to help you.
Though this student did not indicate specifically to whom or where she thought she
should have turned for help, she recognized that asking for help when she was
struggling may have helped her “overcome” some of her first semester “obstacles.”
Other students reported things they did in their first semester that they planned to
continue doing in their second semester, such as “attend tutoring when I need it and
not get lazy to go to it” as well as plans to “continue asking for help when I need it
because it made a difference in my grades.” Likewise, other students realized that
“toward the end of this semester having tutors and people helping me understand my
assignments really helped me,” and that “professors are friendlier than they may
seem” and to not “be scared to speak up and talk to them.” Some students cited very
specific goals, which were indicative of their potential second semester success,
which included studying more, getting tutors lined up for classes in which they
predicted struggling, creating study groups, and going more often to their professors’
office hours in an effort to create better relationships with them. Still, other students
suggested they knew there were personal struggles which would persist throughout
the second semester. Itzel, a Latina female, wrote that she has things going on “back
home” that make succeeding in college difficult for her, since they are “always on
[her] mind and [she] tries to put it aside but it’s hard.” She explained that many of
these things are family circumstances that she was dealing with before coming to
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college, and that since coming to college, these were “hard to deal with because [she]
felt so alone.” Still, she concluded by writing a motivational sentence to herself:
“Even though I have challenges inside and outside of college I know that I am strong
and there are people on campus that can help me and that I can go to them when I
need them.” Though Itzel never shared in this particular document what these
challenges were, she indicated that she believed in herself and that she also believed
there are people on her campus she could seek out when she needed them—a good
start in helping her persist as she began incorporating internal meaning-making
regarding how she made meaning of her new, social world of higher education.
Committing to College
At the end of their first year of college, students’ final assignment was to write
a letter to their campus president. In their writing, many students reported a number
of positive feelings about college, such as that they feel welcome at the university;
that the university provided them support; that ELEVATE provided them with
guidance; and that they eventually found connection with roommates, professors, and
other students. Moreover, by the end of the year, a number of students also wrote that
while they didn’t want to disappoint their family, at that point they were going to
college for themselves. Nevertheless, many other students still expressed their
struggle was ongoing.
For example, at the end of their first year of college students still admitted that
they were afraid their professors did not believe they belonged in college. Students’
rationale behind this perception seems based upon a combination of their in-class
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frustrations and perceived shortcomings of their academic skills, in addition to their
perception that professors did not understand who they were, where they had come
from, or their future goals. On the one hand, students wrote about their continued
struggle regarding professors’ presentation, delivery, and expectation of work, and
cited, for example, that professors changed topics too often and spoke too fast, that
professors should provide assignment prompts and study guides, and that professors
should provide time in class to practice the material and receive feedback. On the
other hand, students also indicated a deeper desire for their professors to understand
their background, their journey, and the struggles they had undergone to get to
college. In particular, students articulated their desire for their professors to know
they were first-generation college students, they worked hard to get to where they
were at that point in the term, they were shy but also hard workers, they had anxiety,
they were determined to graduate, and that in some cases, they “had to raise”
themselves. In these ways, though students had not yet begun to self-author internal
meaning-making from within the intrapersonal and interpersonal dimensions, students
began to recognize that knowledge comprised multiple truths, and that the source of
that knowledge was internal as they went about making meaning of their social world
within the cognitive dimension.
Additionally, students expressed much conflict in their attempts to relate to
their family and grapple with their past experiences with their family while they were
away at college. First, many students expressed their desire for their families to be
able to understand their experiences being a college student. Some students wrote
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that their family tried to offer them support—“you can do it!”—but that the support
offered was not altogether helpful since their families had no experiential knowledge
and thus could not truly understand what college life was like for them. Specifically,
these students wrote that they wished their family understood that they left home so
they would not be distracted by family responsibilities and so they would have the
independence they needed to be academically successful. These same students
indicated their desire for their families to understand that even though they were not
employed, being a college student was difficult and they were working hard in their
studies. Overall, due to their family members’ lack of ability to relate personally to
the stress of their workload, the newness of their attempts to relate to their professors,
and the difficulty of learning how to exist in a small living space with strangers,
students expressed experiencing feelings of being misunderstood and ineffectively
supported by many of the people from whom they believed they were supposed to
receive understanding and support. Still, other students wrote that they were relieved
to no longer be living at home with their families and/or in their unhealthy and/or
impoverished environments. These same students indicated that even though
navigating the first year of college was challenging, they were still happy to have
gotten the chance to have had that experience. Consequently, students were
contending with how to assimilate external meaning-making with internal meaningmaking at the end of their first year of college in all three dimensions of selfauthorship as they grappled with old ways of knowing (familial) and new ways of
knowing (professors/higher education), their evolving awareness that their personal
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identity was separate from that of their family’s external expectations, and the new
need to construct external relationships with others for the benefit of their own social
worlds.
Moreover, since students felt as though they were misunderstood by both their
professors and families, they felt alienated on their college campus, and combining
these feelings with an unpleasant or uncomfortable living situation intensified those
feelings. Feeling alone when students were surrounded by so many people both on
campus and within their dorm room caused even greater feelings of alienation within
these students. In particular, when they wrote about their desires regarding
roommates and other students on campus, students specified that they wished that
both students at large and their roommates would understand the following pieces of
information about themselves: “I don’t know you and it’s not easy for me to talk to
you,” “I’m a first-generation student and don’t know some things,” “I may not seem
smart but I am,” “I wish you would have taken the time to get to know me,” and “we
can benefit from each other since we might be having the same struggle.” In these
statements, students showed they were beginning to understand within the cognitive
dimension that multiple perspectives exist, especially in the realization that although
on some interpersonal level students may have experienced conflict with one another,
at the same time they may actually have undergone the same struggle. It is possible
that students’ evolving awareness within the cognitive dimension had the potential to
enable students to begin utilizing internal meaning-making within the intrapersonal
and interpersonal dimensions as well.
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Finally, at the end of the year students expressed that they wished they
understood themselves better. Some students also wrote that both the university and
the city within which it was located were not “inviting” to non-White races. Overall,
SoCRR expressed that they had to conceal these feelings from professors with whom
they worked and from other students, keeping these aspects of their lived first-year
experience to themselves and sharing them only within the space of their writing
portfolio. Also, students at the conclusion of their first year wrote that they
sometimes had their doubts about college. They self-authored they were of “X” race
or ethnicity, using the words interchangeably—oftentimes not knowing which to
choose but still wanting someone to hear what they were trying to convey— and they
were worried they might drop out or “not make it”: “I feel lost,” “I have struggle,” “I
am slowly finding myself.”
Summary
Qualitative analysis of SoCRR first-year writing portfolios revealed an
accumulation of past experiences shared by SoCRR prior to students coming to
college that positioned them as potentially at-risk for academic, emotional, and social
challenges during that first year. These students’ past experiences contributed to
students’ reasons for coming to college, their choice of major, and the personality
traits they used to describe themselves. Writing portfolios of SoCRR also indicated
that the past experiences of SoCRR conditioned students in similar ways regarding
how they navigated the academic, emotional, and social circumstances they were
presented with during their first year of college, particularly in regard to their help-
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seeking behaviors. Chapter V presents a discussion of the results, along with
implications of the results, limitations of the study, suggestions for future research,
and concluding remarks.

CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
In this final chapter, I will provide my interpretations of the research findings
to answer my research questions:
1.! What does self-authorship in the writing portfolios of English ELEVATE
First-Year Experience students reveal about the experiences of historically
underrepresented, underprepared first-year college students of color?
2.! How do the prior familial, cultural, and educational knowledge and
experiences of historically underrepresented, underprepared first-year
college students of color impact this populations’ self-development in
their first year of college.
I will relate these findings to the literature of Schwartz’s (2014) four dimensions of
space to provide an analysis of ways in which these four dimensions serve to support
and challenge first year underprepared residential students of color. Then, I will
provide recommendations for all stakeholders and practitioners working with first
year underprepared students of color within institutions of higher education. Finally, I
will state the limitations of the study and offer recommendations for further research.
Discussion of Research Findings
Schwartz’s (2014) four dimensions of space can be used as a conceptual tool
to better understand how the place of the residence hall and the space of the FYE
curriculum both supported and complicated the first-year college experiences of
131
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underprepared students of color. As well, these four dimensions are useful tools to
understand different ways counter-narratives can be lived and produced, particularly
for first year underprepared students of color residing in campus housing. The
following is a summary of these distinct issues.
Place: Physical Space
Table 2
Place: Physical Space
Dimension

Students’ Internal
Meaning-Making was
Supported

Students’ Internal
Meaning-Making was
Challenged

Cognitive

Constant access to multiple Personal perspective did
perspectives of other
not always align with
students, staff, and faculty others they were in
constant contact with,
resulting in conflict

Intrapersonal

Opportunity to develop
identity independent from
those of family, past
educators, and home
community

Beginning to internalize
ethnic, racial, and cultural
stereotypes and make
deliberate choices
regarding presentation of
personal identity in an
environment where other
students are doing the same

Interpersonal

More diversity
incorporated into social
circle

Often reluctant to engage
with those they perceived
as different from them,
resulting in conflict

Because ELEVATE students were living in campus housing during their first
year of college, students were automatically forced—via change of environment—to
begin working at the crossroads of external and internal meaning-making at the very
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start of the academic year. From within their new physical setting (place) of campus
housing, students were provided a new, geographical location to begin exploring the
cognitive, intrapersonal, and interpersonal dimensions of self-authorship, presenting
them with a supportive yet also challenging terrain to grapple with merging external
and internal meaning-making formulas.
Within the cognitive dimension, students were supported in their internal
meaning-making in that they had constant access to multiple perspectives of other
students, staff, and faculty and not just those of their family; however, this multitude
of viewpoints caused challenges for students when their own perspective did not align
with that of the perspective(s) of others with whom they were in constant contact, as
residential students were unable to remove themselves/retreat back to their family
home where students’ external meaning-making was supported. Within the
intrapersonal dimension, students were supported in internal meaning-making in that
they were provided opportunities to develop identities independent from those
prescribed by their family and/or past educators and others from their community;
however, this caused challenges in that students were also beginning to internalize
ethnic, racial, and cultural stereotypes and had to make deliberate choices about the
presentation of their identity within the environment of campus housing where many
other first-year students were doing the same. Within the interpersonal dimension,
students were supported in internal meaning-making in that their change of living
location allowed for more diversity to be incorporated into their social circle (i.e.
students living on campus come from many different geographic locations); however,
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this caused challenges in that students were often reluctant to engage with those
whom they perceived as different from them (i.e. outside of their comfort zone) and
held on to a very us/them mentality, causing frequent conflicts between ELEVATE
students. Table 2 summarizes findings related to this topic.
Temporal: Mental Space
Table 3
Temporal: Mental Space
Dimension

Students’ Internal
Meaning-Making was
Supported

Students’ Internal
Meaning-Making was
Challenged

Cognitive

Heard supportive messages Recognized social forces
from ELEVATE faculty
such as racism, privilege,
and staff regarding how
and institutional practices
ELEVATE’s support
structure was able to help
them during their first year
of college

Intrapersonal

Received support and
affirmation from
ELEVATE faculty and
staff, allowing students to
feel a sense of institutional
belongingness

Interpersonal

Integrated into a program
Were unsure what types of
designed to help facilitate
social relationships they
first year social integration wanted
within campus housing and
university at large

Were unsure how to
present themselves within
the broader context of the
university at large as both
“underprepared” and nonwhite

ELEVATE students also resided within a temporal space where their own
personal conflicts intersected with the institutional context of higher education. Here,
students were forced to grapple with weaving their past, external meaning-making

135
formulas and personal identities with the institutional context of a four-year
university. From within this mental space, students were provided a realm to contend
with the new, systemic structure within which they had been placed, as well as how
their own identities fit within that structure. Here, students attempted to navigate the
crossroads of the cognitive, intrapersonal, and interpersonal dimensions of selfauthorship. These circumstances presented students with perspectives that could be
internalized as supportive as well as challenging during their first year of college.
For example, within the cognitive dimension, students were supported in their
internal meaning-making in that they heard supportive messages from ELEVATE
faculty and staff regarding ways in which ELEVATE’s support structure was
available to help them during their first year of college; however, students still
experienced challenges because they were able to recognize social forces such as
racism, privilege, and institutional practices, causing students’ external and internal
meaning-making structures to be in conflict. Within the intrapersonal dimension,
students were supported in internal meaning-making in that they were receiving
support from ELEVATE faculty and staff, as well as from a number of other
professors, which allowed students to feel a sense of institutional belongingness;
however, students also experienced challenges in that they were unsure how to
present themselves within the social context of higher education as both
“underprepared” and non-white. Within the interpersonal dimension, students were
supported in internal meaning-making in that they were in a program specifically
designed to help facilitate their first year social integration within campus housing
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and the university at large; however, students faced challenges in that they were also
unsure what types of social relationships they wanted for the benefit of their social
world, resulting in hesitation to engage socially. Table 3 summarizes findings related
to this topic.
Intrapersonal: Self-Reflection/Writing Space
Table 4
Intrapersonal: Self-Reflection/Writing Space
Dimension
Students’ Internal
Meaning-Making was
Supported

Students’ Internal
Meaning-Making was
Challenged

Cognitive

Provided a space and a
requirement (via the
writing assignments) to
reflect on past experiences
and how those experiences
affected how they
experience their social
world

Through the assignments
students were tasked with
navigating academic prose
and new discourse
communities with which
they were not accustomed

Intrapersonal

Provided a space and a
requirement (via the
writing assignments) to
reflect on their past
experiences and consider
how those experiences
have affected their current
identity development

May come to a conclusion
they were not previously
aware of and/or are not
prepared to accept

Interpersonal

Provided a common
writing space among all
members of the cohort,
offering a shared social
circle to develop
interpersonally

Writing space asked
students to explore their
academic and personal
identity, though it was
known a White woman
would be reading those
thoughts
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ELEVATE students also had access to an intrapersonal space within their
first-year experience writing portfolio. From within this space, students, on the one
hand, were provided an opportunity to begin writing within the crossroads to both
compose and make meaning of their past experiences prior to their arrival at college,
as well as compose and make meaning of their first-year of college experiences. As
such the portfolio space existed as a space within which first-year underprepared
students of color could assert agency over their past and present experiences and even
their future goals. On the other hand, because the first-year writing portfolio
assignments were designed by a White woman who has been successful within higher
education, it must be taken into consideration whether or not students felt as though
they were fully able to divulge all aspects of their past and current experiences.
Within the cognitive dimension, students were supported in merging their
external and internal meaning-making in that they were provided a space and a
requirement (via the assignments) to reflect on their past experiences and how those
experiences affected how they experience of their social world. However, the space of
the writing portfolio was also challenging for the students in that through the
assignments students were also tasked with navigating academic prose and new
discourse communities with which they were not accustomed, with the knowledge
that they were going to be given a grade on their final product. Within the
intrapersonal dimension, students were supported in that they were provided a space
and a requirement (via the assignments) to reflect on their past experiences and how
they affected their current identity development; however, the space of the writing
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portfolio was also challenging for students in that through the assignments they were
asked to reflect on personal experiences and consider how those experiences
influenced their current way of being in the world. As such, there is a chance that
students may have come to a conclusion(s) they were not previously aware of and/or
not prepared to accept. Within the interpersonal dimension, students were supported
in that they were provided a common writing space among all members of the
ELEVATE cohort, offering students a shared, social circle to develop interpersonally;
however, the space of the writing portfolio was also challenging for the students in
that students were asked to explore their academic and personal identity knowing that
a White woman (whom many did not know well) would be reading those thoughts.
From this vantage point, it must be asked whether students were more likely to be
writing for themselves or for the grade. Table 4 summarizes findings related to this
topic.
Interpersonal: Social Space
ELEVATE students additionally had access to a social space designed
especially for them. Schwartz (2014) characterized this space as one of collective or
community solidarity. Of all of Schwartz’s four dimensions of space, the
interpersonal, social space of university housing, and even more specifically the
ELEVATE classroom and cocurricular events, seemed the most difficult for
ELEVATE students to navigate during their first year of college. However, despite
ELEVATE students’ interpersonal difficulties within their social space, this arena

139
was a critical part of ELEVATE students’ agency in regard to how they came to
internal meaning-making.
Table 5
Interpersonal: Social Space
Dimension

Students’ Internal
Meaning-Making was
Supported

Students’ Internal
Meaning-Making was
Challenged

Cognitive

Constant contact with
students coming from
similar locations and who
had experienced a shared
accumulation of social
oppressions

Constant contact with other
students who shared an
accumulation of past
experiences and social
oppressions, conditioning
them to rely heavily on
external formulas

Intrapersonal

Resided in a social space
with other students who
shared similar personal
identities (racial, ethnic,
cultural, etc.)

Recognized role as social
actor within social
world/the need to bring
identity into constructing
own independent
relationships, creating
interpersonal conflict for
students concurrently
undergoing this experience

Interpersonal

Given the space to explore
what types of relationships
they wanted with others for
the benefit of their social
world

Recognized role as social
actor within social
world/the need to bring
identity into constructing
own independent
relationships, creating
interpersonal conflict for
students concurrently
undergoing this experience

Within the cognitive dimension, students were supported in integrating
external and internal meaning-making formulas, in that students were in constant
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contact with other students in university housing who had also come to college from
similar geographical places and whom had grown up experiencing a shared
accumulation of societal oppressions. However, the social space of university
housing was also challenging for students in that students were bringing this shared
accumulation of past experiences of societal oppressions, and these experiences of
oppression conditioned them to rely heavily on external formulas of meaning-making
within their social space of higher education. Within the intrapersonal dimension,
students were supported in the crossroads of external and internal meaning-making, in
that they resided in a social space with other students who also shared similar
personal identities (racial, ethnic, cultural, etc.). However, this provided a
challenging space for students in that they were all attempting to work within the
crossroads of self-authorship simultaneously, forcing them to contend with the
development of their own intrapersonal conflict within a shared, social sphere.
Within the interpersonal dimension, students were supported in the assimilation of
external and internal meaning-making in that they were given the space to explore
what types of relationships they wanted with others for the benefit of their social
world. However, this provided a challenging space for students in that, now in
college, students were beginning to recognize their role as a social actor within their
social world, and this evolving awareness of the need to bring one’s one identity into
constructing their own independent relationships created interpersonal conflict for
students who were all concurrently going through this experience together. Table 5
summarizes findings related to this concept.
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In my initial conceptualization of this study, I did not anticipate that students’
on-campus residential living status would contribute as substantially as it did to
students’ first-year college experience. Going into the study, I assumed that
ELEVATE students’ first-year experiences would be representative of any
underprepared first-year student of color. However, results of the study indicated
students’ residential living component added an additional set of challenges which
students were forced to contend with during their first year of college. Most notably,
while students came to college with a shared accumulation of past experiences similar
to those of other underprepared students of color, ELEVATE students self-authored
specific cognitive, intrapersonal, and interpersonal challenges that would not have
been present if students had not been residential students. Nevertheless, these
challenges, while stressful for students at the time, provided students an opportunity
to begin transitioning from external to internal meaning-making formulas within all
three domains of self-authorship.
Most notably, ELEVATE students in the study used both the place of the FYE
residential component and the space of the FYE curricular component to grapple with
their prior experiences and how they came to know themselves as learners. In regard
to the FYE residential component, ELEVATE students’ residential living status
prompted students to begin questioning the “external formulas” they may have
previously been relying on as soon as they moved into university housing.
Consequently, although a student previously may have relied upon beliefs and/or
assumptions of family and known peers to make meaning prior to arriving on campus,
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once the student took up residency on the college campus the student’s change of
environment immediately forced them to begin contending with issues of selfdevelopment which are characteristic of the crossroads category of self-authorship.
As such, the FYE residential component as place is important in studying
participants’ first year of college experiences and the way students of color requiring
remediation self-author within their first-year experience writing portfolio.
Likewise, the FYE curricular component—students’ writing portfolio—
provided a critical space for students to self-author their pre-college histories and
their experiences during their first year of college, as the FYE writing portfolio
granted students a critical space to assert agency over their past and current
experiences. And, while students did not always narrate positive campus experiences,
they nevertheless were provided access to a space to wrestle with both their past
experiences and current ones in their attempts to make meaning of their past
experiences, to articulate and claim agency over their identities, and to understand
better how to cultivate and maintain relationships during their first year of college.
Largely, the writing portfolios of first-year underprepared students of color
provided students a space where a “positive climate can be established and
maintained” throughout the course of their first year of college (Solórzano et al.,
2000, p. 70). In other words, as students wrote within their portfolio they created
their own narratives (past, present, and even future) and were able to gain a sense of
agency over the self-authorship of their lives. In this way, the portfolio existed as a
counterspace for underprepared students of color to challenge some of the deficit

143
narratives that had been constructed about them prior to their arrival on campus. As
such, the frequent opportunities students were provided throughout their first year to
write in their writing portfolio about their personal identities, their past experiences
prior to coming to college, and the circumstances they experienced while living and
learning at college largely allowed for students like Lorena to self-author critical
moments of internal meaning-making. As ELEVATE student Raquel wrote, “I come
from a city called Lakeside…Growing up here was a bit hard being a female,
Mexican, poor, and being raised by a single parent. Where I am from they do not
expect much from a kid like me.” In the end, Raquel’s quote serves to demonstrate
how the first-year experience writing portfolio provided a counterspace for
underprepared first-year students of color to begin grappling with the narratives they
have inherited as deficit, and begin self-authoring their new and/or revised cognitive,
intrapersonal, and interpersonal development during their first year of college.
Recommendations for Practice
For practitioners of collaborative academic/student affairs LLCs like
ELEVATE, it is important that all program stakeholders have an understanding of the
past experiences that underprepared students of color bring with them to campus and
the first-year experiences that underprepared students of color undergo while living
on campus at their particular institution. This understanding should be developed
within all stakeholders in four ways: 1) by becoming more cognitively aware of
students’ histories and how their histories contribute to and inform their behavior,
especially during their first year of college; 2) by purposefully interacting with
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students the program serves based on their understanding of students’ histories; 3) by
being highly informed of the research regarding how to best ensure the success of
students the program serves; and 4) by helping stakeholders understand how the
experiences and worldviews underprepared students of color bring with them to
college campuses are assets to the student, the classroom, the institution, and society
at large. Without this knowledge, all stakeholders tasked with supporting students’
sense of institutional belonging, intellectual engagement, and academic success are
at-risk of failing in these efforts.
By bridging Jones and Abes’s (2014) and Hernandez’ (2016) reconceptualized
self-authorship frameworks, all LLC stakeholders can attempt to understand the ways
in which first year underprepared students of color are undergoing a process of
moving from past, external meaning-making formulas to new, internal meaningmaking formulas during their first year of college within the cognitive, intrapersonal,
and interpersonal domains of self-authorship. By understanding both of these
reconceptualized self-authorship frameworks, LLC stakeholders also can gain a
greater understanding of the benefits and challenges that the residential component
contributes to the first-year experiences of underprepared students of color. In other
words, by understanding the self-authoring meaning-making structures students in
LLCs for underprepared students are attempting to navigate during their first year of
college, all stakeholders can better understand both the needs of first year
underprepared students of color as well as the possibilities such an institutional
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partnership affords LLC program participants. As a result, all LLC stakeholders can
make better-informed decisions.
One of the most important strategies to help ensure first year underprepared
students of color feel a sense of institutional belonging, are intellectually engaged,
and achieve academic success during their first year of college is for LLC
stakeholders to develop protocols to guarantee faculty and staff working closely with
first year underprepared students of color are the right people to engage in what has
been characterized as “difficult, and presently unglamourous, work” of working with
first-year students (Kift, 2008, p. 11). Faculty and staff who have frequent face-toface contact with first year underprepared students of color need to enjoy working
with this student population and make students’ first-year success a high priority of
their professional agenda. By simply placing expectations on all faculty and staff to
effectively support these students during their first year does not ensure first year
underprepared students of color are going to move through the first year at the
institution successfully, as all faculty do not place the success of first year
underprepared students of color as a high priority in their professional agenda. In
other words, general attempts to formally institute FYE as a culture of “everybody’s
business” are simply not enough to ensure the success of underprepared students of
color.
Instead, first, insuring the first-year success of underprepared students of color
calls for program managers, academic advisors, and other professional staff to
become familiar with an understanding of the challenges that first year underprepared
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students of color—many of whom are first generation college students—experience,
both prior to and after their arrival on campus. This understanding includes an
awareness that there may be 1) academic commitments students may feel unable to
prioritize over family commitments; 2) institutional processes with which students
and families are unfamiliar; 3) cognitive, intrapersonal, and interpersonal meaningmaking processes that lead students to believe they do not belong in higher education;
and 4) an uncertainty within students as to how to best demonstrate to professors the
assets they bring to each classroom they inhabit. While efforts should be made to hire
professional staff with whom first year underprepared students of color can
personally identify with and relate to, particularly in terms of racial/ethnic identity
and first-generation college status, all professional staff can learn to become more
understanding and supportive of all students whom they serve. This understanding
can be cultivated within program managers, academic advisors, and other
professional staff by professional development that includes: 1) reading a selection of
personal narratives written by underprepared first-year students at their institution
contained, for example, within an institutional FYE electronic journal; 2) spending
time interacting directly with underprepared first-year students at informal
institutional gatherings such as picnics or cultural music and/or dance events in which
students can participate; 3) being highly informed of the research regarding how to
best ensure the success of underprepared first-year students; and 4) learning how to
cultivate an appreciation within the students themselves of the assets and
intellectualism they bring with them to higher education, while simultaneously
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assuring students that it’s okay to not know everything about the system. Program
managers, academic advisors, and other professional staff can develop their
knowledge in each of these areas by attending professional development seminars
where participants are able to work in conjunction with students to break/address the
power dynamic that exists between students and professionals.
Second, insuring the first-year success of underprepared students of color calls
for investing in hiring instructors who can develop mentor-like rapport with first-year
underprepared students of color. These instructors should have the ability to modify
their pedagogical and interpersonal styles quickly and improvise as needed to adjust
to the current dynamic of the cohort, while still holding their students to high,
academic standards. Jaffee’s (2007) recommendations were similar, suggesting
faculty teaching freshmen learning communities should have referent power, strong
relationship skills, and be seen as caring, interesting, and/or entertaining and funny.
Additionally, he noted the best faculty for freshmen learning communities have the
ability to dismantle status barriers traditionally built into the hierarchical classroom
structure, thus lessening the interpersonal distance between faculty and students, as
well as faculty who make an extra effort to connect to and become familiar with the
students.
That said, it is vital to also recognize that the interpersonal work these faculty
members engage in with their students is more extensive and intensive than what is
required of them in their other classrooms. According to Astin (1999), one of the
most important factors in student retention for at-risk students is the quality of
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interaction with faculty. Astin used the term “student involvement theory” to
describe the importance of student involvement in co-curricular and extra-curricular
activities for retention. For the classroom, Astin’s “student involvement theory”
suggested that educators should reorder their priorities from the content of the course
to “what students are actually doing”—how they are experiencing their education
more holistically (p. 10). In other words, the process of education should change
emphasis from the delivery of content to a more comprehensive model of instruction
that takes students’ interaction with professors and institutions as a more significant
factor of education than simply exposure to content. For faculty teaching in LLCs
like ELEVATE, the work can be even more challenging since students are first-year
students who are also in many ways underprepared not only for just the academics but
also the personal and social demands of higher education. According to Tinto (1999),
for the vast majority of first-year students, the only place they interact with faculty
and peers is in the classroom. Therefore, despite the abundance of research that a
more immersed academic experience has a positive effect on retention (Astin, 1999;
O’Keeffe, 2013; Tinto 1999), the experiences between faculty and first-year students
is of primary importance for student success—especially for already marginalized
students (Bettinger et al. 2013; Lundberg & Schreiner 2004). Consequently, the
overall institutional workload of these faculty members must be taken into
consideration: if stakeholders are going to make the success of first-year
underprepared students of color a priority, they must take a vested interest in
supporting faculty teaching these students. This type of institutional support, for
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example, may come in the form of reduced course loads for faculty members working
with cohorts of underprepared students as well as the opportunity to make direct,
programmatic decisions on the behalf of the students served. This type of work can
also be supported at the department level by being recognized in elaborations to be
considered as part of research during tenure reviews.
Third, a strategic transitional first-year curriculum is needed to ensure first
year underprepared students of color have the space to learn about the institution and
ask questions about things they do not understand, participate in academic research
about issues (i.e. social justice themed) which they have perhaps not been permitted
to research and write on previously, reflect on past experiences, explore matters of
personal identity, analyze their professors and courses and their attempts to work with
their professors and within their courses, investigate potential careers, and make
specific recommendations as to how to improve their place of higher education.
Through these curricular efforts, underprepared students of color can also become
more aware of what assets they bring to higher education if they are not already,
potentially increasing students’ confidence. Overall, the space of first-year
experience provides entry and access to these temporal, intrapersonal, and
interpersonal spaces, and for students in LLCs, the place of university housing
provides an ideal setting from within which they can begin to experience these new
possibilities.
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Limitations of the Study
As Jaffee (2007) indicated, there are a number of unintended consequences
which can occur within freshman learning communities, regardless of their
institutional structure and student demographic. For underprepared first-year students
such as those in the ELEVATE program, issues of homophily, groupthink, and
primary group role conflict all surfaced. Most notably, regarding the issues of
homophily and conflict, ELEVATE students did tend to re-create what could be
described as a high school-like environment. Students engaged heavily in socializing,
there were conduct violations regarding alcohol and marijuana usage, cliques were
formed, and social conflicts had a tendency to follow students into the classroom.
Therefore, one limitation of this study is in relation to understanding how these
“unintended consequences” may have in effect contributed to the retention of first
year underprepared students in the ELEVATE program, and to what degree these
unintended consequences negatively impacted students’ academic success.
Moreover, the students who participated in this study were a unique group, in
that they were specially selected for program participation due to their underprepared
status in English and/or math. All students were housing residents and were recruited
by housing advisors throughout California, so none of the students were local or had
local familial connections. As such, while it is possible the interpretation of the four
dimensions may be unique to the ELEVATE cohort at the given institution, it seems
likely that there would be similarities at other colleges and universities with students
who come from similar backgrounds.
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Further, as was mentioned previously, students’ knowledge that I would be
reading their written work may have impacted what they wrote. Although I was their
FYC instructor and the ELEVATE curricular coordinator, some of the students in this
study may not have been comfortable enough with me as an instructor (or with their
peers for that matter) to be truly honest about their experiences. While I believe that
most students offered at least a moderate attempt at honest and thoughtful reflection
about their experiences, some students may have been too self-conscious (or
untrusting) to fully reveal and interpret their experiences as a marginalized student.
This may also have been exacerbated by my own Whiteness.
White researchers such as myself cannot remove their Whiteness, and my
experience living my life as a White woman who has not experienced the daily
realities of students in this study may have affected how I interpreted these
experiences. While it was not my intent to misconstrue the retelling of students’
experiences, I recognize that since there are nuances to their experiences that I simply
do not have access to, to some degree I interpreted students’ experiences from my
own privileged position as a White educator. Nevertheless, now having conducted
this study, an intensely small collection of the stories of first-year students of color
who have been institutionally labeled as underprepared prior to their arrival at their
place of higher education have now attempted to be better understood.
Lastly, students’ narratives were based solely on what students wrote. It is
possible that a more comprehensive method of data collection may have provided
additional insights into students’ experiences. For example, focus groups or
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interviews with students might have provided different perspectives and/or more
depth or breadth than only the written responses to class assignments.
Recommendations for Future Research
Jaffee (2007) explained that while a student in a secondary-like group could
be “relatively anonymous”—i.e. in a classroom filled of “strangers” coming together
“in pursuit of a common activity” where “interaction tends to be impersonal and
instrumental,”—students interacting within primary groups experience “more
personal, intimate, and enduring socioemotional bonds and relationships among
members” (p. 67). Jaffee (2007) also asserted that students’ interaction within their
primary peer cohort could “shape and validate a student’s self-identity” (p. 67).
Consequently, an area for future research of first-year underprepared students of color
is whether a homogenous group like the ELEVATE LLC can help foster student
engagement via enhanced sense of belongingness in first year underprepared students
of color, or whether supporting these variables comes at a detriment for first year
academic success in first year underprepared students of color.
In order to get a more comprehensive understanding of students’ experiences
navigating post-secondary education, several avenues of research could be followed.
The most obvious is that additional information could be gathered during the time
students participated in the ELEVATE community. For example, focus groups
and/or interviews could be held with participating students in order to gather a deeper
understanding how students understood how they were processing acclimating to
academia and what other experiences were significant to their development as
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students. In addition, data could also have been gathered from other faculty students
had courses with to determine how other instructors interacted with and viewed these
students. Along with things like analysis of writing quality, these kinds of evidence
could be triangulated and compared.
A more difficult but fruitful possibility for research is a longitudinal design.
Studying student experiences over several years could yield much more specific and
detailed information about students’ experiences as they further acclimate to
academic culture and the difficulties they encounter as they do so. A longitudinal
study could include additional interviews with students and faculty, analysis of
student work, and non-participant observations of courses student attend.
Considering that the ELEVATE students were a living learning community, a
broader study could include students from similar backgrounds who did not both live
and attend courses together. Many of the experiences that students had during the
time of the study could have been influenced by the fact that they were in a living
learning community. This, then, begs the question about how much this influenced
their first year of college. Future research could incorporate a broader range of
student participants—particularly at-risk students who were involved in different
kinds of learning communities and students who did not participate in learning
communities at all.
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APPENDIX A
MATRIX OF HOLISTIC DEVELOPMENT INCLUDING LATINO/A CULTURAL CHOICES
Matrix of Holistic Development Including Latino/a Cultural Choices
External Formulas

Crossroads

How do I
know

Cognitive

• Family and known
peers are the
authority

• Expands own views to
recognize multiple
perspectives
• Recognizes racism

Who am I

Intrapersonal

• Geographic
definition of identity
• Identity is
determined by family
• May believe
negative stereotypes
of Latinos
• Avoid anything
outside of comfort
zone
• Dichotomous view
of culture (either
Latino or Anglo)
• Negative support to
try new experiences

• Recognition of
stereotypes and
deliberate choice about
how they influence self
• Understanding of
positive and negative
cultural choices
• Change in
environment (place or
friends) brings about
new diversity that is
incorporated into social
circle
• Manages family
influence
• Ease with individuals
from multiple
perspectives

What
Interpersonal
Relationshi
p do I want
with others

Becoming Author of
One’s Life
• Recognizes their own
cultural reality and
internalizes choices
between cultures to create
their own principles
• Integration of cultural
choices into daily life—
an informed Latino/a
Identity
• Advocate for Latinos

Internal Foundation

• Renegotiate
relationships that are
more consistent with an
informed Latino
perspective

•Living an interdependence that
maintains own cultural
values within the context
of a diverse environment

•Knowledge and
decisions are contextually
interpreted and inclusive
of cultural choices
•Comfortable illustrating
culture in behavior and
choices
•No Longer intimidated
by differences
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APPENDIX B
ENGLISH ELEVATE STRETCH FIRST-YEAR ASSIGNMENTS

English ELEVATE Stretch First-Year Assignments
Assignment
Personal
Resume

Syllabi Review

Major
Exploration

Four-Year
Educational
Plan
Career
Assignment

Criteria
Students answer a list of questions about
themselves (i.e. why did you come to
college, who is your support system, what
are your interests) and conclude with a 78 sentence paragraph replying to the
prompt “Who Am I?” Culminates in a 2page write up.
Students write a description analyzing
each of their professors, courses, and
course syllabi while simultaneously selfreflecting on the components of each
course to determine areas they think they
may potentially struggle. Students create
a list of success strategies to implement if
they do struggle in the course.
Culminates in a final 4-page write up (one
page per course enrolled).
Students investigate the university
website in an effort to learn about majors
and concentrations available at the
university, upper-division coursework
included within each major, and careers
associated with each major. Culminates in
final 3-page paper in which students
provide a write up of two majors they are
interested in and why.
Students investigate the university
catalogue to create an 8-semester plan of
coursework. 8-semester plan handout is
provided to each student.
Students investigate the Occupational
Outlook Handbook, take a personalitybased assessment, reflect on whether
personality assessment aligns with career
interest, and understand qualifications for
particular jobs/careers.

Student Learning Goals
Students will have a better awareness
of who they are, where they are
coming from, why they have come to
college, and what is important to
them.

Students will have a better awareness
and understanding of their course
syllabi, what is important to each of
their professors, as well as self-reflect
to determine what they think they may
already know about this professor
(based on their past academic
experiences) and what components of
the class they are likely to succeed and
struggle and why.
Students will have a better awareness
and understanding of the available
majors and concentrations at the
university, the upper-division
coursework offered within each major,
and career pathways stemming from
each major, while simultaneously
engaging in self-reflection to
determine whether these majors are a
good fit.
Students will have a better awareness
and understanding of how to graduate
from the university in 4-years.
Students will have a better awareness
and understanding of degree and/or
certifications and/or experience
needed to secure various careers,
while at the same time self-reflecting
on ways their personality profile
aligns (or misaligns) with their career
of interest.
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Collaborative
Library
Research
Project

Educational
Autobiography

Students receive library instruction on
how to conduct academic research.
Topics used to conduct research are
themes of interest/importance to college
freshmen: alcohol, sex/sexuality, health,
time management, and financial literacy.
Students write a 4-5 page narrative,
detailing their past educational
experiences alongside elements of their
personal identity (race, culture, family
background, and geographical home).

End of
Semester
Reflection

Students will take have a better awareness
and understanding of why they came to
college, an assessment of their firstsemester experiences, and predict how
they think their second semester will go,
while at the same time creating a picture
of how they would like their first year of
college to look at the end.

A Letter to
Yourself on
Your First Day
of College

Students write a 1-page single-spaced
typed letter to themselves on their first
day of college.

Self in 2017:
Narrative,
Poem, and
Picture

Students write a 2-page narrative entry
emulating the format of Anne Sexton's
"Resume 1965," a poem emulating Anne
Sexton's "Self in 1958," and a visual
portrait of themselves emulating Anne
Sexton's photograph.
Students write a 2-page final selfreflection of their first year of college.

First Year of
College SelfReflection

Students will have a better awareness
and understanding of how to conduct
academic research while gaining
knowledge on personal health and
wellness/safety and college success.
Students will have a better awareness
and understanding of how past
familial, cultural, and educational
experiences affect their positionality
both as a college student and in
society through the process of critical
self-reflection.
Students will have a better awareness
and understanding of why they came
to college, assess their first-semester
experiences, and predict how they
think their second semester will go,
while at the same time seeking to
envision how they would like their
first year of college to look at the end.
Students will have a better
understanding of their first year
experiences and a better recognition of
their own experiences of integration
and adaptation to college life.
Students will make choices about how
to narratively, poetically, and visually
represent their personal identity.

Students will have a better
understanding of their first year
experiences in regard to their
integration and adaptation to college
life and the personal growth they have
undergone.
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APPENDIX C
FYE ASSIGNMENT 1: PERSONAL RESUME
Your Personal Resume will be a one-page informative sheet about yourself. Please
type this document and use bullet points to provide information on the following:
•! Name:
•! From:
o! For example: I was born in Illinois but have been living in CA for nine
years.
•! Work:
•! Commitments outside of school (non-work related):
o! For example: providing emotional support for a sick family member;
providing support to younger siblings back home; communicating with
a boyfriend/girlfriend/friend not living near you, etc.
•! Major (if you have one):
•! Why have you chosen this major or, if undeclared, what are you considering?
•! Interests: cooking, music, sports, acting, makeup (nothing is too “small”—
please list anything and everything)
•! Passions: social justice, immigrant rights, women’s rights, universal health
care, etc.
•! Something that “puts a fire in your belly”: gender pay gap, Dreamers, racial
justice, etc.
•! Personal strengths:
•! Personal difficulties:
•! Would you consider yourself a reader? What things do you read? (can be
anything, from books to magazines to social media).
•! Describe your writing skills:
•! Describe what you know about conducting academic research:
•! Anything else you might like me to know about you?

DUE DATE:
DID I WRITE THIS DATE IN MY PLANNER?
HOW I WILL TURN THIS IN:
DO I NEED A STAPLER?
WHAT I WILL DO IF I AM CONFUSED ABOUT THIS ASSIGNMENT:
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APPENDIX D
FYE ASSIGNMENT 2: SYLLABI REVIEW
Steps to complete this assignment:
1)! Gather all of your Fall 2016 course syllabi.
2)! Type four 5+ sentence paragraphs, answering the following:
a.! An analysis of your overall impression about the instructor and the
class.
b.! An analysis (based on the information in the syllabus) about how to be
successful in the class.
c.! A detailed plan of how you intend to be successful in the class. Please
reflect on things you have learned about yourself in prior academic
situations to personalize how you can insure your success in this class.
For example, “I know that oftentimes I put off reading until the last
minute. Because there is a lot of reading in this class, I know that I
need to maintain a strict, personalized reading schedule. To do this I
will write when and what I need to be reading in my planner and stick
to this schedule.”
d.! Strategies to implement when things do not go as planned. For
example, “If I am doing all of the assigned readings for a course and
have failed the first two quizzes, I will go to the professor’s office
hours and ask him or her for suggestions on how I can better prepare
for the next quiz. Because I know that I may be nervous going to the
professor’s office hours, I will….”
Embedded within the timeframe of this assignment will be an Elevate PAL workshop
(located in Housing). This will be a time for students to meet with PALs to organize
their planner/calendar.

DUE DATE: ___________
DID I WRITE THIS DATE IN MY PLANNER? ______
HOW I WILL TURN THIS IN: ____________________
DO I NEED A STAPLER? ____
WHAT I WILL DO IF I AM CONFUSED ABOUT THIS ASSIGNMENT: _______
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APPENDIX E
FYE ASSIGNMENT 3: MAJOR EXPLORATION
For this assignment, you will collect information on your major and one other major
that sounds interesting to you (yet you don’t know very much about) and write about
what you discover.
If you are undeclared, you will select two majors that sound interesting to you and
write about what you discover.
Things to consider:
-If you have declared a major, does it sound like a good fit for you? Why or why not?
What concentrations does the major offer? Which concentration sounds the most
interesting? Which upper-division courses offered within your major are you most
interested in taking? Why?
-If you are undeclared, what major or majors might you now be considering? Why
this major or majors? What concentrations does the major offer? Which
concentration sounds the most interesting? Which upper-division courses offered
within your major are you most interested in taking? Why?
Requirements:
•! Document must be typed.
•! Typed document must total 3-4 pages in length. (Roughly 1 ½-2 pages per
major).

DUE DATE:
DID I WRITE THIS DATE IN MY PLANNER?
HOW I WILL TURN THIS IN:
DO I NEED A STAPLER?
WHAT I WILL DO IF I AM CONFUSED ABOUT THIS ASSIGNMENT:
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Resources for Assignment 3 Major Exploration
Campus/Housing Resources:
Career Services, Academic Advisor (Housing, Advising Resource Services, or EOP),
Peer Academic Leader (PAL), Major Departments
Online Resources:
•!What can I do with this major: http://whatcanidowiththismajor.com/major/
• Undergraduate Academic Program Guide provides descriptions of each major, along
with mapping requirements, academic milestones, and advising contact information at
http://catalog.csustan.edu (see academic programs)
• Occupational Outlook Handbook (OOH) describes what workers do on the job,
working conditions, training and education needed, earnings, and the occupational
outlook for hundreds of occupations at www.bls.gov/OCO/
• O*Net is a continually updated online database with descriptions of occupations at
www.onetonline.org
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APPENDIX F
FYE ASSIGNMENT 5: CAREER EXPLORATION
For this assignment, you will collect information on your desired career and how your
personal strengths and interests make this a good fit and write about what you
discover.
If you are undeclared or not sure about your preferred career, you will select two or
three careers that sound interesting to you, how your strengths would or would not
make this a good career and write about what you discover.
Things to consider:
-If you have declared a major, does the career you researched align with your major?
Why or why not? What personality characteristics or strengths make this a good
career for you? Why does this career sound most interesting? What skills do you still
need to develop to be successful in this career? What types of internships or volunteer
work could give you relevant experience to prepare you for this career? Why these?
-If you are undeclared, what are two or three careers might you now be considering or
just want to learn more about? Why this career (i.e.. what is it about this career(s)
that attracted you)? What skills and education (i.e. major) does each career require?
What are several volunteer opportunities or courses could you take in order to better
determine if this career is a good fit for you? Why?
Resources for this assignment:
•! Career Services Advisor, Academic Advisor or Major Advisors
•! Personality test: http://www.16personalities.com/free-personality-test
•! Occupational Outlook Handbook (OOH) describes what workers do on the
job, working conditions, training and education needed, earnings, and the
occupational outlook for hundreds of occupations at www.bls.gov/OCO/
Requirements:
•! Document must be typed.
•! Typed document must total 3-4 pages in length.

DUE DATE:
DID I WRITE THIS DATE IN MY PLANNER?
HOW I WILL TURN THIS IN:
DO I NEED A STAPLER?
WHAT I WILL DO IF I AM CONFUSED ABOUT THIS ASSIGNMENT:
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APPENDIX G
FYE ASSIGNMENT 7: EDUCATIONAL AUTOBIOGRAPHY
Context: The power of an educational autobiography lies in the ability to make a connection
to a more universal human experience through story. To do this, a writer does do not simply
tell a story; instead, a writer shows the reader how their personal experience can be linked to
larger societal themes and issues, particularly those related to their own education. While
there is no right or wrong way to write an Educational Autobiography, the writer’s goal is to
convince their reader that their interpretation of their experience is meaningful and connected
to larger societal issues.
Your Assignment: To connect your own personal experience to a larger social issue in
education and society through a 3 ½-4 page typed narrative.
Steps: You will first need to identify and begin to make sense of a key event in your life that
relates to you and your education. You can start by simply making notes about a key event
and then try and think about possible "so what?" emotions or connections to themes and
issues that are larger than your own personal life. For example, you might want to imagine
how representative your experience was within your own social group, or you might want to
think of your experience in terms of abstract categories such as gender, class or race
dynamics, etc. On the whole, elements that students often choose to write about are issues
directly related to their personal identity (language, first-generation college student status,
gender and culture, etc.)
Once you have narrowed down a key event to use to move your narrative forward, you can
begin outlining how you would like to organize your essay. Oftentimes I see essays that
begin by telling about where the author comes from/begins in life [geographical location
(urban/rural), community/neighborhood (desirable location?), family composition
(large/small, single-parent household, siblings, etc.), parent(s) job/career, etc.]. After
students establish this information, they sometimes choose to bridge to “education” by
documenting how they travelled to school—walk/drive/bus? Who took them? What time did
they arrive? —and what they saw along their way to school (surroundings). I find that once
students construct some of this introductory information, the “key event” is easier for them to
write about. Most importantly, remember that through the writing of your key event you
need to show readers how your personal experience in education relates to a larger societal
issue regarding your positionality in the world, how this positionality impacted your journey
and decision to go to college, and how you reflect on this event now that you have arrived in
college.

DUE DATE:
DID I WRITE THIS DATE IN MY PLANNER?
HOW I WILL TURN THIS IN:
DO I NEED A STAPLER?
WHAT I WILL DO IF I AM CONFUSED ABOUT THIS ASSIGNMENT
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APPENDIX H
FYE ASSIGNMENT 8: SELF-REFLECTION
The final assignment of your Fall 2016 semester is a Self-Refection of your first
semester in college at your university. This should be a 2-page typed document
highlighting the following:
•! A summary of your goals in coming in to college: why did you decide to
come to college? who encouraged you to come to college? did you have any
doubts in coming to college? do you have any doubts in your decision to come
to college now that your first semester is almost complete? what do you hope
to gain from going to college and getting a college degree?
•! A summary of your first semester of college that addresses both your strengths
and challenges: what about the college environment do you enjoy—both
socially and academically? how is this different from high school? what about
college do you find challenging? how have you attempted overcoming these
challenges? what things outside of college (for instance, things going on “back
home”) make succeeding in college difficult? what things do you think might
help you overcome challenges that exist inside and outside of college?
•! A summary of how you anticipate next semester going: what are your goals
for next semester? what strategies will you employ to overcome challenges
you encountered this semester? what do you hope to accomplish—both
academically and personally—by the end of your first year of college?

DUE DATE:
DID I WRITE THIS DATE IN MY PLANNER?
HOW I WILL TURN THIS IN:
DO I NEED A STAPLER?
WHAT WILL I DO IF I AM CONFUSED ABOUT THIS ASSIGNMENT:
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APPENDIX I
FYE ASSIGNMENT 9: A LETTER TO YOURSELF ON YOUR FIRST DAY OF
COLLEGE
Welcome back to college! It has been five months since your first day of college and
you have likely learned a lot about yourself, college classes and professors, living in a
dorm, other students, communicating with your family, and maybe even what it
means to pull an all-nighter. For this assignment, you are to write a 1 ½ page singlespaced letter to yourself on your first day of college. What would you tell yourself?
What do you know now that you didn’t know the beginning of your freshman year?
Take into consideration the following when writing your letter:
•! What do you wish your professors understood about you that you believe
they might not?
•! What do you wish your family understood about you that you believe they
might not?
•! What do you wish your roommates understood about you that you believe
they might not?
•! What do you wish other students at CSU Stanislaus understood about you
that you believe they might not?

DUE DATE:
DID I WRITE THIS DATE IN MY PLANNER?
HOW I WILL TURN THIS IN:
DO I NEED A STAPLER?
WHAT I WILL DO IF I AM CONFUSED ABOUT THIS ASSIGNMENT:
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APPENDIX J
FYE ASSIGNMENT 11: FIRST-YEAR OF COLLEGE FINAL SELFREFLECTION
Congratulations! You have arrived at the end of your first year of college! What did
you think?
For this final assignment, your instructions are to take some time to reflect on your
first year at your university and write a 1 1/2 page, single-spaced typed letter to your
campus President discussing some of your successes and struggles during your first
year as a freshman at your university.
Part 1: An introductory paragraph introducing yourself.
In this section, your instructions are to write a 7-8 sentence paragraph responding to
the question: “Who am I?” Things to address in this paragraph can include any
elements of your identity (i.e. race, ethnicity, culture, gender, sexuality, etc.), where
you are from geographically (where you were born, where you call home, what
geographic place you most closely identify with), what roles you play (sister, mother,
uncle, son, college student, athlete, musician, etc.), who’s opinions you value, who do
you not want to disappoint, what worries you, what makes you hopeful, what do you
dream—anything!
Part 2: A body describing your assessment of your first year at your university.
This year you moved away from home and took up residence at a 4-year
university. Over the past few months you have undergone a huge transition. For the
body of your letter, your instructions are to reflect on your experiences entering into
and fitting into college at your university. What things made it challenging and what
things made it better? What are your plans for next year? Do you plan on returning
to your university? Why or why not? What are your goals for the future?
Part 3: A conclusion which makes direct recommendations to your campus President
as to how your university can improve the experience of a first-year college student
like yourself. Be very specific! Use this opportunity to make your voice heard and
help work toward positive changes. You can make a difference.
*Because this is intended to be written as a letter, you must be sure to write it using
techniques that are customary to letter writing. That being said, remember who you
are audience is, and avoid using inappropriate phrases to either open or close.

