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ABSTRACT
This dissertation used qualitative, interpretive methods to explore African
American and Latino/a community college students’ use of autoethnographic
writing to express experiences of marginalization and sense of belonging on their
college campus. Using postmodernism and critical race theory as theoretical
frameworks, I investigated how students had experienced marginalization and a
sense of belonging on their community college campus, as well as the reported
epistemological (meaning-making) functions of the autoethnographic writing
process. Participants in the study were introduced to the major constructs
(marginalization, sense of belonging, and autoethnography), wrote
autoethnographic essays about their experiences, and completed
phenomenological interviews about the writing process. Participants reported
feelings of marginalization based on factors such as their age, perceptions of
academic under-preparedness, lack of familiarity with college structures and
processes, perceived social identity, linguistic insecurities, and out-of-school
experiences. Participants reported a sense of belonging as stemming from
personal networks, programs, and mentors, and identified the epistemological
functions of the writing process, including elements such as creating new
avenues for expression, developing ideas and strengthening recollection,
grappling with cognitions and emotions, sharing experiences, creating solutions
to problems, and personalizing the constructs of marginalization and belonging.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
In late 2015, students at Amherst College participated in sit-ins in the
college’s library in order to protest perceptions of racial injustice on campus.
Among the numerous demands by protesting students was the call for the
college to refrain from referring to its athletes as the “Lord Jeffs” (Hartocollis,
2015). This name for athletes is a reference to Lord Jeffrey Amherst, the
college’s founder and namesake, who is often deemed nefarious based on his
harmful treatment of Native Americans during the pre-Revolutionary War era.
Protesting students not only demanded that the “Lord Jeffs” label be abandoned,
but they also called for the administration to apologize for an “institutional legacy
of white supremacy” (Hartocollis, 2015, p. 3).
In a 2011 article appearing in the journal Urban Education, Chambers and
McCready postulated a finding that African American high school students create
spaces for themselves in response to perceiving themselves as marginalized
within their campus community. Among the cited circumstances that caused
students to feel marginalized were: being regularly targeted with racial slurs or
epithets, observing other students of the same race appear quiet and isolated,
and generally wishing to go unnoticed by others within the campus community.
Chambers and McCready (2011) expanded on the notion of making space for
themselves by documenting various ways in which African American students
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take it upon themselves to cope with the harsh realities of being an “other” on
campus.
These two examples, though qualitatively dissimilar, illustrate
circumstances in which students on school campuses are made to feel out of
sorts within their campus communities. While these preceding examples
illustrate two recent instances of marginalization within college campuses, it is
important to note that they are not outliers. Reports of similar events can be
found repeatedly in both academic scholarship and popular news outlets. In
some respects it seems as though we take the word “community” for granted
when referencing an aggregate of students within an educational institution.
Educators should not merely assume that a college campus functions as a
cohesive community but should recognize the deliberate efforts needed to create
or promote commonalities among campus personnel in order to foster genuine
feelings of community and connectedness. For the students in the two preceding
examples, a variety of climactic factors on their respective campuses caused
them to feel far less comfortable on their school campuses than might ideally be
the case.
Background of the Problem
The extent that students feel marginalized and lack a sense of belonging
within their selected institutions is not limited to the examples already provided.
Rather, these feelings are pervasive and penetrate a variety of higher education
institutions (Greene, Marti, & McClenney, 2008). The intent of this study is to
examine the ways in which feelings of marginalization exist in institutions of
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higher learning. Apart from the potential detrimental psychological impacts of
such experiences on students, educational researchers have also pointed out the
ways these experiences are reflected in diminished outcomes such as low
retention, achievement, and transfer rates (Crisp & Nuñez, 2014; Greene et al.,
2008). Lackluster academic outcomes for students of color are not merely
coincidental but reflect the impact of factors such as race, class, gender, and
institutional deficiencies in providing equitable and inclusive education to these
students (Ledesma & Calderón, 2015). This connection is well documented in
the academic literature, which is examined in detail in Chapter 2.
American higher education has historically been dominated by White,
middle-class ideologies (Ledesma & Calderón, 2015; Lemaire, 2015). Critical
race theory (CRT) and related areas of inquiry have contributed meaningful
insights into the functions and effects of dominant cultures and ideologies on
college campuses. For example, critical race scholarship helps us understand
how historically privileged social identities (e.g., White, middle-class) have
contributed to diminished “access and opportunity for historically
underrepresented populations” (Ledesma & Calderón, 2015, p. 214). Carter
(2005) noted that African American and Latino/a students are often exposed to
White, mainstream conceptions of success in school and are often marginalized
when their cultural orientations do not fit neatly within these mainstream
understandings. These findings connect with those contributed by Chambers
and McCready (2011), which highlighted the ways students of color must align
themselves to dominant “cultures of power” (p. 2) in order to realize the same
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academic successes as their White student colleagues. The processes that
institutionalize and perpetuate these dominant cultures on school campuses
often go undetected by teachers, administrators, and parents, who too often
adopt color-blind policies and philosophies (Chambers & McCready, 2011).
College campuses today are dominated by White, middle-class cultures despite
efforts by many to highlight the importance of multi-racial and multicultural
perspectives (Lemaire, 2015). Although much work is being undertaken to alter
the status quo, these social structures have become embedded within our
educational institutions over time.
This dissertation principally explored the issues of student marginalization
and sense of belonging. Specifically, the study explored the ways these issues
are manifested in African American and Latino/a students’ personal essays
(referred to in this document as “autoethnographic” essays). Because this
manner of personal writing involves (and promotes) reflexivity on the parts of the
authors (Goodall, 2012), the study also investigated the essence of the
experience of writing about the self.
The following sections of this chapter introduce the targeted populations
under study and the constructs for the analysis, present the study’s research
questions, explore the significance of the study, and finally, address relevant
assumptions, delimitations, and limitations.
African American and Latino/a Students
African American and Latino/a students represent two historically
underserved student populations in community colleges (Greene et al., 2008).
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The inability of community colleges to adequately serve these important student
populations is particularly problematic given the vision and scope of the
community college system. Through inclusive and open-access policies,
community colleges have long aimed to service populations of students who may
otherwise not pursue higher education studies. In practice, community colleges
do service a sizeable proportion of historically underserved students. Data from
2014 reveal 44% of Black college students and 56% of Latino/a college students
attended public two-year colleges (Ma & Baum, 2016). Though American
community colleges are philosophically supportive of lessening the achievement
gaps between ethnic minority students and White students, they have in practice
struggled to match their ambitions. Higher education data on student outcomes
reveal that disparities between African American and Latino/a students and their
White counterparts have not dissipated. For example, Cook and Cordoba (2006)
reported that African American and Latino/a students lag behind White students
in areas of enrollment and all-around academic achievement, whereas Crisp and
Nuñez (2014) reported a startling gap in transfer rates to four-year institutions
between African American and Latino/a students (31%) and White students
(45%). In one article focusing on success rates for men of color in community
colleges, Harris III and Wood (2013) presented data from the Digest of Education
Statistics (2010) on community college graduation rates for different student
groups. These data revealed that 12% of African American males and 14.6% of
Latino/a males graduate from community colleges within three years, compared
to 22% for their White male peers.
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African American and Latino/a students are two student populations who
can be well served by supportive and accommodating institutions. African
American and Latino/a college students demonstrate lower academic
achievement in college than their White student counterparts, regardless of firstgeneration status (DeFreitas & Rinn, 2013) and are more likely to lack the
academic preparedness to handle college-level work (Greene et al., 2008). As a
result, these students are often reported as performing below White students in
categories such as persistence and course grades (Price, 2004). Although
personal student accountability is a major influence of student performance in
college, higher education research highlights many institutional barriers that
hinder ethnic minority student goal attainment. These barriers include (but are
not limited to) non-inclusive campus environments (Townsend, 1994),
environments that lack promotion of student-faculty engagement (Pascarella &
Terenzini, 2005), and campuses that are indifferent to culturally relevant
pedagogy and lack sensitivity to different styles of learning (Sanchez, 2000).
Further, educational research has established connections between noninclusive college environments and diminished student achievement (Greene et
al., 2008; Hudson, 2003).
Empirical findings in educational research illustrate a continuing
achievement gap between African American and Latino/a students and White
students, and also illustrate the importance of inclusive campus environments for
supporting historically underserved students. In lieu of these observations,
scholars and practitioners working in higher education institutions should strive to
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better comprehend contextual elements of a college that hinder ethnic minority
students’ experiences. This study specifically addressed the constructs of
marginalization and sense of belonging.
Marginalization
Feelings of marginalization are significant concerns for students in
secondary and higher education settings (Anderson, 2013; Chambers &
McCready, 2011; Harbour & Ebie, 2011; Harbour, Middleton, & Lewis, 2003).
Marginalization is especially a pressing issue in community colleges, where the
student demographics are extraordinarily diverse, including students who identify
as African American and Latino/a students (Chambers & McCready, 2011).
Specifically, community colleges typically enroll students who identify as firstgeneration students, students of color, immigrants, disabled students, LGBTQ
students, as well as many other types of diversity. Research demonstrates that
students whose cultural or performative orientations do not fit neatly within
mainstream culture experience feelings of marginalization (Carter, 2005;
Chambers, & McCready, 2011). Feelings of marginalization likely stem from
perceived dissimilarities between these students and their peers, institutional
deficiencies in providing resources that specifically target the plights of these
groups, and the lack of overall campus cultures that promote inclusivity and act
as environments in which African American and Latino/a students can learn and
grow. Diverse student populations contribute to community colleges being
considered institutions that represent ideals and values of democratic societies
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(Vaughan, 1985). However, many students within community colleges settings
report feeling marginalized (Harbour & Ebie, 2011).
Students of color have historically been identified as marginalized groups,
due in part to their lack of visibility on school campuses where more dominant
cultures and ideologies are privileged (Chambers & McCready, 2011). Harbour
et al., (2011) encapsulated the issue in stating, “At community colleges, [the]
privilege may provide dominant culture students the benefit of seeing themselves
or their culture prominently represented in the institutional environment and the
curriculum” (p. 831). Educational researchers have explored this notion of
students “seeing themselves” in conjunction with or in contrast with an
institution’s dominant cultural ideology. For example, Thompson (1990)
examined interpretations of dominant culture privilege from Native-American
students at a rural community college in Oklahoma. Findings from the study
illustrated that lower achievements by Native-American students enrolled in
United States history classes were linked to perceptions of how these students
viewed themselves in comparison to the ways they were portrayed in their
assigned textbooks. A more recent study by Davies, Safarik, and Banning
(2003) asserted that community college campuses may force the assimilation of
underrepresented students based on the conscious or unconscious development
of a White dominant campus culture, perhaps even in the absence of a majority
White student body. This is one reason why African American and Latino/a
marginalized students are also less likely to encounter others who share similar
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characteristics to theirs, such as language or cultural values (Harbour et al.,
2003).
Student marginalization is a significant concern for researchers and
practitioners alike. Brown (2015) pointed out that students who feel marginalized
are less engaged and experience fewer academic achievements. As Brown
stated, “If you are marginalized, your ability to become academically successful
will be inherently constrained by the social, economic, and political forces that
collectively sustain and create your disadvantage” (p. 38). Education
researchers should highlight the ways these various forces are not only created
but also sustained in higher education settings. Brown’s study applied
reproduction theory to the issue of marginalization, pointing out the ways that
dominant cultural norms are perpetuated within institutions. Brown (2015) also
noted the debilitating impact that marginalized feelings and statuses have on
students but also points out that these issues can be remedied.
Sense of Belonging
Abraham Maslow’s (date) scholarship in psychological literature sheds
light on the human need to feel a sense of belonging (Sedgwick & Kellett, 2015).
Research has also illustrated the ways in which failing to develop a sense of
belonging can have a detrimental impact on individuals, such as negatively
impacting their physical health and overall cognitive wellbeing (Baumeister &
Leary, 1995). Although establishing a sense of belonging is thought to be a
personalized process, research also illustrates the ways contexts and settings
can hold domain over such feelings (Levett-Jones & Lathlean, 2008). Sedgwick

10
and Kellett (2015) pointed out that feelings of belonging, which typically cover
feelings of security, value, respect, and acceptance, are all mediated by the
persons, groups, and other elements of the contexts in which individuals interact.
Therefore, while feelings of belonging are internal, external forces play significant
roles in determining or moderating the degree to which individuals feel like they
belong.
Hurtado and Carter (1997) investigated the sense of belonging in first and
second-year Latino/a college students. Their study used Tinto’s (date) model of
social and academic integration as a theoretical model to examine the impact of
various elements of the college experience on Latino/a students’ feelings of
belonging within their college environments. Hurtado and Carter examined
student sense of belonging in connection with variables such as academic
activities and engagement in campus organizations. The results indicated that a
sense of belonging is one contributing factor to the Latino/a student success in
college.
Privileged Scholarship
Considering that marginalization and a sense of belonging are internal
states that are impacted by external forces (i.e., contexts), it is necessary to
understand some of the forces that are at play within institutions of higher
education. Literature on these forces in the field of higher education studies and
related disciplines refers to dominant ideologies as contextual forces that lead to
students feeling increased senses of marginalization and decreased feelings of
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belonging within their individual school sites (Chambers & McCready, 2011;
Harbour et al., 2003).
Because one primary focus of this study was to examine student writing, it
is incumbent upon me to point to some of the ways that students’ written works
can also be subject to the influences of dominant ideologies. The phrase
“privileged scholarship” is used by researchers to describe a type of written work
that is favored over others. Much of the literature on privileged scholarship
addresses the appeal of certain research areas over others, which influences
which topics are routinely presented in academic publications (Peña, 2014). As
a result, dominant ideologies present in this privileged scholarship are reinforced
through their repeated appearances in published scholarship. Peña (2014), for
example, examined what is believed to be the marginalization of academic
scholarship that focuses on students with disabilities. This dissertation study
sheds light on the little attention that has been paid to research focusing on
African American and Latino/a student populations because of issues similar to
those studies that describe the marginalization of students on college campuses.
As Peña stated, “As privileged forms of scholarship shape the knowledge and
consciousness of a community, they also shape the practices of the professional
field” (p. 31). This quotation points out that dominant forms of thinking are both
created and perpetuated within communities, even those such as academic
communities, which may be considered beyond reproach of such biases.
Furthermore, Peña posited that the creation and perpetuation of dominant forms
of scholarship simultaneously lead to the invisibility of the suppressed forms. A
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parallel exists between the issues with academic scholarship and the ideologies
that lead to student marginalization within college campuses.
Influences of dominant White cultures are adversely impacting African
American and Latino/a students’ experiences at community colleges. Lee and
Davis (2000) reported that African American and Latino/a students experience
feelings of isolation, loneliness, alienation, and marginalization on predominately
White campuses. One reason that may account for such feelings is the notion
that White identities, over time and through reinforcement, become established
as social normalcy (Fowler, 1998, as cited in Lemaire, 2015). Furthermore,
White identity might become so ingrained in senses of normalcy as to make it
indistinguishable as a distinct culture with its own sets of assumptions and
privileges (Lemaire, 2015).
Language is just one arena where the influences of such privilege can be
observed. As far back as the early 1970’s, linguist William Labov identified two
types of ignorance. The first is the inability of users of non-standard English to
comprehend standard English, while the other is the inability of standard English
users to comprehend the legitimacy of non-standard English (Mohamed, 2002).
While the failure of non-standard English users to acclimate to standard English
may result in their inability to function in a world dominated by White rules and
processes, the inability of standard English users to comprehend the legitimacy
of non-standard English may have more harmful and long-lasting impacts on
environmental social cultures. For example, as standard English has developed
and endured as the dominant form of communication, it is routinely viewed as a
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symbol of hate and oppression by African American and Latino/a groups
(Mohamed, 2002). And considering how language is so closely tied to
conceptions of identity, rejection or the invalidation of one’s home language
within a social context can be detrimental to non-standard English users,
particularly in limiting their ambitions to learn the rules of Standard English
(Mohamed, 2002). As Mohamed (2002) noted, however, we should not consider
nonstandard forms of communication to be baseless. Specifically, he stated that,
“contrary to many people’s opinion of [non-Standard English], it is a systematic,
rule-governed dialect with its own logic and distinctions” (p. 8). While these
assertions should not result in the abandonment of standard English in college
academics, students should be provided with outlets to be able to write in the
dialects of their upbringings (Perryman-Clark, 2013).
The principles of Whiteness tend to penetrate texts and social structures
in the public sphere (Lemaire, 2015). Within institutions of higher education,
programs, posters, brochures, and related aspects of campus life may represent
texts that reinforce dominant White ideologies. Furthermore, individuals who are
responsible for these materials may allow them to permeate campus life without
noticing their harmful impacts (Lemaire, 2015). The manner in which most
students are encouraged to write in college environments are undoubtedly tied to
the principles and tenets of White culture. It stands to reason, then, that African
American and Latino/a students new to college tend to experience many
difficulties assimilating to new rules and regulations in order to be successful.
These requirements are antithetical to the perspectives of researchers who state
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that new college students should be encouraged to read and write in reflexive
manners (Ellis, 2004; Epps, 1985). It should also be noted that the anxieties
experienced by ethnic minority students are not only rooted in their immersions
into white-dominant campus cultures but also into cultures where they are
perceived to be of lower class status (Sarcedo, Matias, Montoya, & Nishi, 2015).
Sarcedo et al.’s (2015) research on microaggressions, for example, highlighted
the confrontational atmospheres students of color may face based on their
perceived races and class statuses.
A distinct yet related way one may consult the concept of privileged
scholarship is to examine the type of written work that is expected of students in
academic communities, regardless of their backgrounds. Baxter and Holland
(2007) pointed out that many African American and Latino/a students require
extra assistance with their written work in college, largely because their social
experiences so often collide with the forms and structures that are required of
their written academic work. One example that Baxter and Holland provided was
cultural marketing strategies (e.g., culturally based television shows and
commercials) that may be less reliant on forms of standard English that are
taught in schools and that typify written work in the academy (Holland, 2013).
Students’ anxieties about completing written work often cause delays in enrolling
in English courses or other writing-intensive courses (Holland, 2013).
The difficulties African American and Latino/a students face with written
work in college are not necessarily reflections on the aptitudes of these students.
Rather, their difficulties might also be rooted in feelings of marginalization that
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stem from having to write in ways that do not align with the ways they have
previously communicated in their non-academic lives. For example, SchweikerMarra and Marra (2000) asserted that students might experience writing anxiety
when their writing or writing habits are unorganized. Stolpa, Sloan, Daane, and
Giesen (2004) noted that students who experience academic anxieties typically
experience diminished interest in learning. Considering that many college
instructors may view students’ uses of nonstandard English negatively, it is
crucial to consider other forms of written expression that may be able to capture
their insights in ways that do not make them feel marginalized or out-of-place
within their institutions and that allow their voices to be heard.
Problem Statement
Marginalization and sense of belonging are well documented in past and
contemporary educational research (Freeman, Anderman, & Jensen, 2010;
Harbour & Ebie, 2011; Venzant, Chambers, & McCready, 2011). Empirical
research utilizing quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-methods approaches has
commented on the presence of these constructs within higher education settings,
and add nuances to our understandings of the ways these constructs impact the
lives of students. Additionally, research has illustrated that students’ educational
experiences are significantly impacted by the degree to which they feel
marginalized in school (Peña, 2014; Schlossberg, 1989) or feel a sense of
belonging on their college campus (Freeman et al., 2010; Hurtado & Carter,
1997). These are clearly important constructs to the contemporary college
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student, but few studies have investigated the ways that students process these
feelings using personal, reflective writing.
Considering the oft-reported reflexive benefits of autoethnographic writing,
I contend that we can discover unique insights about marginalization and sense
of belonging by analyzing students’ autoethnographic works. An ancillary effort
of this study was to address the stigma of personal narrative writing in academic
settings in hopes of understanding how it can be used by practitioners to promote
reflective thinking in the classroom and in other support programs within
academic institutions.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this study was to gauge how African American and
Latino/a students expressed their own feelings of marginalization and sense of
belonging through autoethnographic writing, primarily through content analyses
of students’ essays. Additionally, the study aimed to better comprehend the
epistemological functions of autoethnographic writing by understanding students’
experiences with the writing process. Phenomenological interviews were
employed in order to better comprehend the ways that the process of
autoethnographic writing elucidates participants’ own awareness of their feelings
of marginalization and sense of belonging.
Research Questions
Three research questions guided this qualitative study:
1.

How are students’ experiences with marginalization on their college
campus expressed in their autoethnographic essays?
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2.

How are students’ senses of belonging expressed in their
autoethnographic essays?

3.

How do students describe the epistemological functions of
autoethnographic writing?
Significance

This study is significant for a variety of reasons. First, it attempted to
comprehend the ways two important constructs manifest themselves in students’
written work. While previous research has investigated marginalization and
sense of belonging in higher education settings (Chambers & McCready, 2011;
Freeman et al., 2010; Harbour & Ebie, 2011; Pichon, 2015; Sarcedo et al., 2015),
very few studies have investigated the ways these constructs are expressed
through means other than oral communication (i.e., interviews with students).
Considering what is known about the reflective and epistemological nature of
autoethnographic writing (Goodall, 2012), this study explored new terrain in
examining the ways students write about their experiences with marginalization
and sense of belonging. Additionally, this study aimed not only to comprehend
the ways that students capture marginalization and belonging through
autoethnographic writing but also to acquire firsthand accounts of the
epistemological functions of this written form in the hands of African American
and Latino/a college students.
Scope of the Study
This dissertation aimed to explore African American and Latino/a students’
autoethnographic accounts of their feelings of marginalization and sense of

18
belonging. Additionally, the study examined students’ experiences with the
process of writing about the self. The study’s scope is more clearly described by
discussion of three sub-topics: assumptions, limitations, and delimitations.
Assumptions of the Study
The primary assumption of this study was that students would be forthright
and truthful with their autoethnographic essays and in my interviews with the
them concerning their writing experiences. It is also assumed that students were
able to sufficiently capture their feelings of marginalization and sense of
belonging in the autoethnographic essays they wrote, at least to the degree that I
and other potential coders would be able to derive insights about their
marginalized feelings and senses of belonging through analysis of the written
passages.
Study Delimitations
This study intentionally focused on African American and Latino/a
students attending community college. While students of other ethnic
identifications may conceivably experience feelings of marginalization and lower
senses of belonging within college, this study focused on African American and
Latino/a community college students based on the well-documented hurdles they
encounter in pursuit of their education.
Another delimitation was the choice to sample participants from a
voluntary support program at a community college. This program (profiled in
more detail in Chapter 3) was founded in order to provide academic and personal
support to African American and Latino/a males but currently offers services to all
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at-risk students. As the principal researcher, I considered these students to be
more accessible for the requisite tutorials and writing procedures that were
necessary based on the study’s design.
Study Limitations
Like any study, there are limitations with my work that must be addressed.
First, because this is a qualitative study, the findings will not be generalizable to
broader groups of students. Results are restricted to the specific students and
context under investigation in this study. Consistent with the tenets of qualitative
research, findings from this study are not generalizable to other populations, but
do demonstrate transferability through standard qualitative methods, such as
content analysis and phenomenology (Creswell, 2012; Keyton, 2015). In this
sense, generalizability is seen less as a formal limitation of the study and more
as a non-issue for qualitative researchers.
Second, qualitative research analyses are generally considered more time
consuming than those in quantitative research (Creswell & Clark, 2007). This
study involved a combination of content analysis of written essays and
phenomenological interviews. The process of coding responses and
distinguishing themes from the written and oral responses is a detailed, timeintensive process.
Finally, some consider the inherent subjectivity of qualitative work to be a
limitation (Keyton, 2015). Although there are elements of quantitative work that
involve a degree of subjectivity, qualitative researchers embrace subjectivity as
an integral component of the research process. Although I, too, embrace
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subjectivity as an inherent quality of qualitative research, my stance is not
aligned with those that acknowledge this subjectivity as a disadvantage.
However, any qualitative researcher should note that by embracing the
subjective nature of the methodology, he or she is allowing personal biases (preunderstandings) to influence the interpretations of collected data. The specific
biases at play in this study will be addressed more completely in Chapter 3.
Definitions of Key Terms
Autoethnography. Autoethnography is a research process and product
that relies on analyses of personal experience in order to comment on
conceptions of a broader culture (Ellis, Adams, & Bochner, 2011).
Ethnicity. Ethnicity refers to feelings of belonging within cultural groups,
which result in categories of individuals and groups based on countries or
regions of origin (Pearlman & Waters, 2002).
Dominant ideology. This term refers to cultures created within educational
institutions that are perceived as promoting “objectivity, meritocracy, colorblindness, race neutrality, and equal opportunity” (Yosso, 2005, p. 73), but which
do not necessarily ensure these characteristics truly embody a particular culture
or context.
Marginalization. This term refers to the systematic social confinement of
individuals to the margins of society (Nash & Viray, 2013).
Race. The concept of race is tied to the concept of ethnicity, but connotes
a degree of control, whereby persons and groups have historically been
classified and organized by those in more powerful positions within a social
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hierarchy. Race also refers to “the supposed biological superiority and inferiority
of various social groups” (Hilton, Brown, & Elder, 2007, p. 592).
Sense of Belonging. Sense of belonging refers to the “extent to which
students feel personally accepted, respected, included, and supported by others
in the school social environment” (Goodenow, 1993, p. 180).
Students of color. Students of color are defined as those students who
identify as African American, American Indian/Aslaskan Native, Asian, Latino/a,
multi-ethnic, or other non-White ethnicities (California Community College
Chancellor’s Office, 2013).
Whiteness. This term refers to “an automatic, unearned set of privileges”
experienced by White students based exclusively on the color of their skin
(Acker, 1996, p. 9)
Organization of the Dissertation
Chapter 1 reviewed relevant contexts and problems the study addressed.
Subsequently, Chapter 2 provides an overview and critical examination of the
theoretical foundations and relevant literature on these subjects. Chapter 3
presents the methodologies for studying these phenomena, as well as the
specific methods I uses to collect and analyze data. Chapter 4 presents the
study’s findings, while Chapter 5 concludes the document by presenting
interpretations of data, conclusions, and recommendations for practice.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
The issues facing African American and Latino/a students’ success in
community colleges are numerous. As was documented in the preceding
chapter, students are perpetually struggling to feel at home in their respective
institutions or within higher education in general. How can these findings be
understood in conjunction with each other in order to propose action that might
help community colleges better serve African American and Latino/a students?
This section seeks to further address the problems identified in Chapter 1
of this document by presenting the theoretical and conceptual frameworks that
guide the study. In so doing, I hope to further the understanding of the ways that
the proposed connections between marginalization, sense of belonging, and
autoethnography are validated by previously established theory and literature.
The chapter first presents the philosophical and theoretical foundations used to
frame the study. It then reviews the relevant literature on the constructs of
marginalization, sense of belonging, and autoethnographic writing.
Philosophical and Theoretical Foundation
This section addresses the philosophical and theoretical foundations for
the issue under investigation in this study. In this section I will cover the
philosophical mood that is postmodernism, the tenets of which are useful for
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framing the issues at hand. Next, I engage in analysis of CRT, which is the
specific theoretical framework that guides the study.
Postmodernism
In the introduction to this section I characterized postmodernism as a
mood, rather than using the all-to-familiar label “movement.” Although many
philosophical orientations are described as representing, or stemming from,
movements in history, Noddings (2012) identified postmodernism as a mood
because of the lack of unification in beliefs between postmodernist scholars, at
least compared to what one might observe in other philosophical genres. As
Noddings pointed out, few authors writing about postmodern ideals actually like
being called postmodernists. While postmodernism may not be as unified a
philosophical movement as others in either analytic or continental philosophical
traditions, its impact on the ways we think about educational issues should not go
underemphasized. For example, postmodernism exists as the philosophical
backdrop of many articles focusing on counternarratives used by marginalized
individuals in educational settings (Jennings, 2014; Nash & Viray, 2013), as well
as scholarship that highlights the advantages of personal narrative writing as a
way for students and teachers to make unique sense of the issues they
encounter in their respective social spaces (Nash, 2004).
At its core, postmodernism represents the search for local truths (Lyotard,
1984; Noddings, 2012). It rejects many of the virtues purported by enlightenment
thinkers, principally the search for objectivity or objective truth (Noddings, 2012).
This line of thinking, which is at the heart of modernity, asserts that individuals
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can arrive at objective truth and certainly through instrumental reasoning (Smith,
2008). The ability to discover objective truth through scientific reasoning has
been criticized by a number of philosophers through the ages. Of note is Jurgen
Habermas (1984), who accused modernist thinkers of promoting a false sense of
utopianism for believing it is “possible to derive the ideal of a completely rational
form of life directly from the concepts of a decentered world understanding and of
procedural rationality” (p. 74). Postmodernists, on the other hand, argue that the
search for objective social truth is a fruitless pursuit, as all of what we know (or
think we know) of phenomena are knowable only insofar as we embrace them
subjectively and uniquely based on our own understandings of the world. This is
not to say, however, that a postmodernist would disavow the rules and principles
that govern the natural, physical world (Soccio, 2008). Postmodernists do value
the fundamental principles of math and science, for example. but argue that our
understandings and applications of these principles exist for each of us in
uniquely different ways. Each of us has local ways of knowing these things.
Postmodernism represents the overarching philosophical principle guiding
this study. While previous literature on marginalization and sense of belonging
indicated potential impacts on college students, the precise ways they impact
each student is unique, or local, to that student’s personality, identity, and
surrounding. Additionally, postmodernism is also the philosophical lens through
which the study’s methods were developed in order to comprehend the essence
of what it means for students to feel marginalized, experience a sense of
belonging, and to write autoethnographically.
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Critical Race Theory
CRT is a more specific theoretical lens used to frame this study, the
central tenets of which are consistent with postmodernist conceptions of the
world, reality, and the notion of truth. Emerging from the Critical Legal Studies,
CRT is a unique type of critical theory, which is in itself one of the major
philosophical genres of the 20th century (Noddings, 2012).
Critical theory is concerned with the existence of and impacts of control
(Mills, 1987). As Mills (1987) stated, critical theory “extends universal freedom
by criticizing the partial, limited forms of human autonomy” (p. xii). Critical theory
is positioned in opposition to analytic philosophy in the ways it views the pursuit
of objective truth as “intellectually and morally irresponsible” (Noddings, 2012, p.
72). By extension, critical theory subscribes to the postmodernist notion of local
truths with respect to how individuals can reliably make sense of the social
phenomena they come across as they lead their lives. Most importantly to
educational research, perhaps, are the ways that CRT asserts that notions of
White supremacy exists within and permeates various social structures (Taylor,
2009). The insidiousness of White supremacist ideologies lies in the ways they
penetrate political, social, economic, and educational social structures,
sometimes without being noticed (Ledesma & Calderón, 2015). When allowed to
penetrate and spread through the structures in which persons of different races
engage, White supremacist ideologies can have devastating impacts on minority
students. So, one of the principal functions of CRT is to identify social structures
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that have been plagued by White supremacist ideologies in an effort to highlight
and remedy their harmful impacts.
CRT touches on the ways racism permeates through the social contexts
through which we navigate (Parker, 2015). Scholarship using CRT consults race
as a social construction (Dixson & Rousseau, 2006; Lynn & Dixson, 2013). More
specifically, as Parker (2015) stated, race is a “social construction deeply rooted
in the notion of Whiteness as property and White supremacy” (p. 202). This line
of scholarship makes the case for the ways CRT can work as an alternative to
the type of research that creates or promotes racist ideologies, which serve to
further marginalize persons of color (Parker, 2015; Parker & Lynn, 2002). The
central tenets of CRT look to challenge White supremacist ideals and, as a
result, point out issues of legalized and de facto discrimination in our social
world.
As Ledesma and Calderón (2015) noted, CRT’s legal genesis allowed for
an understanding of the ways power dynamics exist within the law. The tenets of
CRT concern the ways that power and oppression are created and perpetuated
based on the influences of ruling classes and particular individuals in power on
the formation and interpretation of the law (Cornell.edu). Ladson Billings, a
highly influential CRT scholar, asserted that proponents of CRT should work to
be more mindful of the legal origins of the theory (Ledesma & Calderón, 2015).
Recognizing CRT’s important contributions to our understandings of race and
power in legal contexts also helps us to comprehend its fitting application to other
contexts where the influence of race and power should be highlighted.
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Applications of CRT in education have sought to illustrate the problems
created and perpetuated by corrupt educational systems that implicitly or
explicitly tarnish the outcomes and achievements of students of color (Parker,
2015). CRT embraces and extends the concept of intersectionality,
acknowledging that racism and oppression may bleed into a variety of contexts in
a variety of ways. As Ledesma and Calderón (2015) claimed, racism and
oppression “are not unidirectional, but rather that oppression and racism can be
experienced within and across divergent intersectional planes, such as classism,
sexism, ableism, and so on” (p. 207). Scholars in the field of education have
used CRT as both a methodological and epistemological tool in an effort to
illustrate that educational systems and structures are shortchanging the
experiences of already underrepresented student populations (Crenshaw, 2011;
Tate, 1997) and to work to remedy these inequities.
The following section addresses the conceptual framework used to guide
this study. Specifically, the constructs of marginalization, sense of belonging, and
autoethnography are discussed in detail.
Conceptual Framework
Marginalization
This section addresses the construct of student marginalization in higher
education settings. Specifically, the section addresses working definitions of
marginalization, the construct of dominant culture and how it creates
marginalized climates for African American and Latino/a community college
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students, and finally, the problems that feelings of marginalization create and
perpetuate.
Marginalization is a term rooted in sociological literature that refers to the
systematic social confinement of individuals to the margins of society (Nash &
Viray, 2013). Nash and Viray (2013) noted that the construct of marginalization
can be traced to Robert Park’s (date) work on the “marginal man” (p 26), which is
a phrase Park used to illustrate the ways ethnic immigrants were subordinated by
dominant cultural groups of the day (the notion of a dominant culture will be
addressed in more detail further in this section). These immigrants, who were
generally impoverished ethnic persons, were relegated to the fringes of the
societies they inhabited during these periods. Such relegation resulted in them
experiencing failures, or being “prevented from participating in the economic,
political, and cultural transition to modernity” (Nash & Viray, 2013, p. 26).
This sense of marginalization impacts contemporary students of all ages.
However, this study specifically attempted to highlight the plights of first- and
second-year students enrolled in community colleges. As it pertains to student
demographics, marginalization involves students being “subordinated,
discounted, or ignored because of their status or identity as a result of individual
behaviors, institutional policies and practices, and social beliefs and conditions
that they cannot control” (Hardiman & Jackson, 1997, as cited in Harbour & Ebie,
2011, p. 7). As Harbour and Ebie (2011) noted, feelings of marginalization are
very real for community college students and can arise from both intentional and
unintentional stimuli. They stated specifically:
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Examples provided are the cultural views of some students being
discounted solely because of an instructor’s myopic views or prejudices,
or perhaps when institutional policies or practices intentionally or
unintentionally subordinate students because of their status or identity.
(p. 7)
This quotation references an important characteristic of marginalization,
the ways it can manifest from both intentional behaviors on the parts of
oppressors, or more indirectly based on biases and privileges existing in and
being perpetuated by physical and social structures. These structures may be
operating within particular institutions or, perhaps, in larger societies (Harbour &
Ebie, 2011). African American and Latino/a students are historically documented
as those individuals who experience the greatest degrees of marginalization
(Chambers & McCready, 2011). Thus, with respect to these groups,
marginalization refers to the various ways that African American and Latino/a
students are explicitly or implicitly isolated, excluded, or forced to decline integral
resources available to them (Dei, Massuca, McIsaac & Zine, 1997).
Dominant Culture
Marginalization is created and perpetuated through the subordination of
students based on explicit or implicit physical or social structures and also with
respect to broader social and cultural beliefs (Harbour & Ebie, 2011). American
schools have historically been guided by norms driven by White, middle-class
ideologies (Chambers & McCready, 2011). Concerning student marginalization,
it is crucial to understand that these ideologies serve as the basis for establishing
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standards of success in academic institutions and other areas. Delpit (1998)
referred to these standards as representing a “Culture of Power” (p. 282) in
which students feel positioned at the fringes of social climates that perpetuate
privilege and authority in those participants who are already in positions of power
or who are well versed in the ways of acting decorously in these settings.
Chambers and McCready (2011) remarked that influences of the dominant
culture often take place unbeknownst to instructors and administrators, which
reinforces the notion that these structures often exert their influences covertly or
implicitly. In one study, Lewis (2003) described instructors, parents, and
administrators as being color blind, despite many contrary sentiments expressed
from African American and Latino/a students in the school under investigation.
Although colorblindness may appear upon initial inspection to be a positive
quality, such a perspective may actually subordinate students of color because
Instructors, parents, and administrators may fail to see those cultural variables
that highlight their uniqueness. On the surreptitious qualities of White-ness and
related dominant cultures, Barajas and Ronnkvist (2007) remarked based on
results from their study:
Relationships in schools’ organizational spaces tended to operate
according to an investment in Whiteness, an investment that sustains
racist ideologies and attitudes created to maintain and rationalize White
privilege and power. Because of the invisible or neutral status of Whiteness, the mechanisms through which this process occurred were also
invisible. (p. 1520)
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Although a large research university, and not a community college, was
used as the site for this study, it nevertheless provides worthwhile insights into
the detrimental impacts of marginalization on college students. Carter (2005)
stated that institutions cater to dominant culture ideologies because they are
unaware of these ideologies and thus fail to address issues that cause students
to feel marginalized. Thus, students who fall outside of mainstream cultural
affiliations tend to experience varying degrees of marginalization (Carter, 2005;
Macleod, 2004).
Students of color are often expected to assimilate into the dominant
cultures on their college campuses, which perpetuates students’ negative
experiences in college (Sarcedo et al., 2015). Assimilation, unlike integration,
forces students of color into campus cultures that may not necessarily reflect
inclusive climates. Practices of assimilation may not necessarily be pernicious in
origin but may, in some cases, be unintended consequences of pursuits of
equality over equity (Harbour et al., 2011). For example, a college instructor who
ignores students’ personal values and cultural perspectives on issues of course
content may unintentionally be promoting assimilation of ethnic minoritized
students into more dominant, mainstream ways of academic thinking. As stated
by Harbour et al. (2011), “An instructor’s failure to acknowledge the values and
beliefs held by such students may undermine their success in a class and deny
them educational equity” (p. 835). And as Davies, Safarik, and Banner (2003)
noted, perpetual assimilation of students of color into mainstream, Whitedominant cultures may make it more difficult for these students to develop
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meaningful connections to other students on campus based on factors that fall
outside these dominant ideologies.
Problems Created by Marginalization
Marginalization is a significant problem impacting students in higher
education. Community colleges have been described as significantly democratic
institutions (Vaughan, 1985), wherein students may pursue their educational and
professional goals with genuine freedom, often finding outlets for higher
education that may otherwise be untenable. Unfortunately, despite the crucial
functions that community colleges play in promoting educational equity for
students of a variety of different backgrounds, students attending these
institutions may not be free from feelings of marginalization (Harbour & Ebie,
2011; Vaughan, 1985). Although they do not provide empirical evidence of
marginalization on community college campuses, Harbour and Ebie (2011)
asserted that marginalization may occur because of a variety of circumstances.
For example, students may be marginalized by the conscious or unconscious
actions of others or by school policies that may subordinate students through
lack of inclusivity. One example from Sedgwick and Kellett (2015) concerned the
marginalization claims of male nursing students. These men routinely inhabited
workspaces where feminine social contexts were considered the norm, with
many reporting that they felt ostracized from the dominant social cultures in these
workspaces. This point was confounded by the fact that male nurses also did not
report feeling accepted in predominately masculine social circles. With respect
to both social cliques, these men reported feeling as though they are the “other,”
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or worse, targets of discrimination (Sedgwick & Kellett, 2015; Southwick &
Polaschek, 2014). For many marginalized students, discriminatory practices can
often include microaggressions that target their African American and Latino/a
identities (e.g., derogatory insults), which serve to harm the emotional welfare of
minoritized students (Sarcedo et al., 2015). Schlossberg (1989) claimed that
students are often ignored or relegated to peripheries based on their identity
statuses and are thus subject to psychological harm that negatively impacts their
ability to succeed within their respective institutions. Furthermore, the problems
associated with marginalization are exacerbated for students based on the
already daunting work they must confront as new college students. The
mounting issues with which students must grapple include commitments to their
professions, families, and academic duties (Grubb & Lazerson, 2004).
Educational scholars have also remarked on the pervasiveness and
insidiousness of marginalization on college campuses. As was stated previously,
students certainly may encounter feelings of marginalization through explicit
means such as negative interactions with campus constituents. However,
marginalization is a particularly salient issue based on the myriad of ways it can
reveal itself and, thus, negatively impact student progress. Harbour and Ebie
(2011) stated the issue succinctly: “Because student marginalization may be
manifested in individual actions, institutional policies, and social practices, it is a
pernicious problem that can arise at many different times and at many different
places” (pp. 13-14).
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How Students Deal with Marginalization
Research has identified some of the different ways that students deal with
the marginalization they encounter. One important study on high school students
by Chambers and McCready (2011) investigated some of the tactics African
American students used to confront feelings of marginalization in two high
schools. The authors reported two distinct findings. First, “African American
students felt marginalized by multiple stigmatized identities” (p. 8). Second,
students attempted to deal with marginalization by making use of space tactics in
which they attempted to carve out sectors of the predominantly White campus in
different ways (sociospacial, performance, and political). These tactics included
enrolling in the same classes, communicating about their outsider qualities, and
participating in campus programs or activities. Although high schools served as
the context for this study, the findings are still important to consider when
analyzing and addressing the issue of student marginalization on community
college campuses. Because many students attend community colleges
immediately after completing high school, their ages and experiences are not so
dissimilar as to completely negate the applicability of these findings to students
attending community colleges.
Sense of Belonging
A construct related to marginalization is sense of belonging. A sense of
belonging is a construct of importance to education researchers as it provides
insight into another dimension of student comfort within college environments.
Scholars have identified multiple working definitions for a sense of belonging, two
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of which are presented here because of their application to educational settings.
Tovar and Simon (2010), for example, cited a sense of belonging as being
related to “an individual’s sense of identification or positioning in relation to a
group or to the college community, which may yield affective response” (p. 200).
Goodenow (1993) identified sense of belonging as “students’ sense of being
accepted, valued, included, and encouraged by others (teachers and peers) in
the academic classroom setting and of feeling oneself to be an important part of
the life and activity of the class” (p. 25). These definitions both highlight the
psychology of belonging, which this section addresses in more detail. This
section also addresses what is currently known about the impact of belonging on
student outcomes, as well as the influence of a sense of belonging on minoritized
students.
To this point, what have educational researchers discovered about sense
of belonging in educational settings? Generally, a student’s sense of belonging
is considered an important factor or characteristic associated with students’
positive school experiences (Freeman et al., 2007) and positive academic
outcomes (O’Keefe, 2013; Soria & Stebleton, 2013). Baumeister and Leary
(1995) noted that students experience negative consequences when they fail to
achieve a sense of belonging. In a study by O’Keefe (2013), failing to achieve a
sense of belonging was acknowledged as one major cause of student attrition.
This finding is consistent with a study conducted by Soria and Stebleton (2013),
which identified achievement of a sense of belonging with increased retention
and success. Soria and Stebleton also found a sense of belonging to be
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positively associated with persistence, retention, and overall academic
achievement. Another finding by Wilson and Gore (2013) illustrated that
students’ feelings of belonging in their major are closely tied to student
engagement, even more saliently than their connections to the college or
university overall.
A sense of belonging has also been studied in conjunction with students’
internal thoughts and feelings. Concerning students’ motivations, sense of
belonging is associated with college students’ academic motivation (Freeman et
al., 2007). Freeman et al. (2007) established links between student sense of
belonging and perceptions of self-efficacy related to academic tasks.
Additionally, Freeman et al. noted that a sense of belonging also impacts the
ways students evaluate the value of different school-related tasks. A sense of
belonging is also viewed as important to students’ psychological adjustment to
the college environment, especially for ethnic African American and Latino/a
students (Gummadam, Pitman, & Loffe, 2016). Gummadam et al. (2016) also
pointed out that college students may find solace in a sense of belonging to their
own ethnic group on campus, especially when feelings of belonging to the
college or university are perceived to be lacking. Connections have also been
drawn between students’ sense of belonging and their willingness to
communicate with instructors, interactions that generally help students to feel
more confident in their abilities to engage in college-level work (Zumbrunn,
McKim, Buhs, & Hawley, 2014). This assertion is consistent with work by Pichon
(2015), which posited that faculty interactions outside of the classroom improve a
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sense of belonging in community college students. Faculty approachability is
recognized as a quality that helps students to establish senses of belonging
(Pichon, 2015). Additionally, students who demonstrate better relationships with
their student peers (Hamm & Faircloth, 2005) maintain interactions that are
associated with greater senses of campus belonging (Pichon, 2015). Reasons
for this appear to be the ways that quality interactions with peers and employed
campus personnel represent meaningful activities that help students to establish
and develop feelings of self-worth and efficacy (e.g., taking multiple courses
together and fostering genuine friendships) (Pichon, 2015). Based on reports of
quality interactions that are associated with a sense of belonging, it is not
surprising that students who feel like they belong report fewer or less extreme
feelings of loneliness within college environments (Mounts, 2004). These
findings support the notion that variables within the college environment help
students to feel like they belong in college (O’Keefe, 2013).
Research on students’ sense of belonging also presents evidence of the
importance of belonging for African American, Latino/a, and at-risk students, as
well as the difficulties many of these students experience in achieving feelings of
belonging on their campuses. Pichon (2015) identified meaningful classroom
experiences as an element of college life that may help students to feel like they
belong on campus. In one study of feelings of belonging in working-class
university students, Soria and Stebleton (2013) noted that working-class students
experienced greater difficulties in making connections with campus personnel
(e.g., instructors, staff, and administrators) when compared to their middle- or
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upper-class peers. Concerning outcomes for African American and Latino/a
students, a sense of belonging is reported as crucial for the retention of students
of color (Maestas, Vaquera, & Zehr, 2007). Strayhorn (2012) pointed out that
Latino/a college students feel less of a sense of belonging at primarily White
institutions when compared to their White peers and that the role of belonging is
a predictor for the frequency of interactions with their peers. For Latino/a
students, a sense of belonging helps them to feel as though they fit in, which
could very well help them with degree attainment and goal completion (Hurtado &
Carter, 1997; Strayhorn, 2012). African American males have reported a sense
of belonging as an ambition or a goal, but it is one that does not seem to be fully
realized for these students on many college campuses (Strayhorn, 2012).
Autoethnography
This study used autoethnography as a tool for capturing students’ sense
of marginalization and sense of belonging. Through this personal writing,
students encounter a style of writing that acts in stark contrast to the type of
detached writing they routinely encounter in academic settings (Goodall, 2004).
Although this method of writing was used to gauge students’ feelings on their
sense of marginalization and sense of belonging, it was also crucial to use these
writing experiences as ways to comprehend student self-efficacy concerning
writing practices in higher education.
Philosophical Foundations of Autoethnography
The rise of postmodernism as a philosophical form in the 1980s provided
groundwork for the discussion regarding the merits of autoethnography as a
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legitimate form of scholarly inquiry. Troubled by the assumptions of, and claims
to, objectivity in works of social science, some scholars began calling into
question the assumptions of social science. As Ellis and Bochner (2000) noted,
the limitations that were highlighted concerned issues of ontology, epistemology,
and axiology. Many of the philosophical assumptions of social science inquiry
center around issues of language and established paradigmatic assumptions.
Specifically, postmodern scholars began pointing out that the claims to
discovered truths and objectively sound facts could not be separated from the
vocabularies and scientific paradigms adopted by the researchers (Kuhn, 1996;
Rorty, 1982). These concerns reflect those expressed by Lyotard (1984) and de
Certeau (1984) regarding not only the uses of master and universal narratives to
describe phenomena but also the desire for such narratives. Thus, postmodern
scholars sought to establish new ways of thinking about the relationships
between authors, their audiences, and the texts analyzed (Ellis, Adams, &
Bochner, 2011). Moreover, postmodern scholars viewed stories as meaningful
methods of inquiry, especially in attempting to comment on complex phenomena
without pigeonholing them within established social science paradigms. These
scholars turned to stories because of their usefulness in commenting on
phenomena in ways that were complex and meaningful. Additionally, stories are
pedagogical on issues of morality and ethics, tap into lived experiences of
subjects’ thoughts and emotions, and assist individuals in making sense of
themselves and their surroundings (Adams & Holman Jones, 2008; Bochner,
2001, Fisher, 1984).
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Autoethnographies are markedly postmodern in their epistemological
assumptions largely because of the ways authors view the concept of truth or
what constitutes truth in research processes. Autoethnographers rarely assert
truth claims through their writing in ways that compare to the truth claims
promoted by researchers who hold more functionalist or positivistic assumptions
about their work. In many respects, autoethnographers acknowledge the ways
that conceptions of truth may shift depending on the type of work (genre) in
question (Ellis, Adams, & Bochner 2011). Autoethnographers, by contrast to
social science researchers, for example, promote a sort of narrative truth based
on the impact of a particular narrative on the author or the readers (Bochner,
1994; Denzin, 1989). Authors of autoethnograpies and readers of these works
may ascribe different meanings or interpretations to the texts. However, based
on the philosophical assumptions of this form of inquiry, authors are not generally
encouraged to point out that any one person’s interpretation of a text is incorrect
or fallible.
The turn to stories (generally) and autoethnography (specifically) was also
an effort to limit the damage that was possible through traditional ethnographic
and anthropological pursuits, whereby scholars might enter into a culture for the
purpose of examination and report. Although such pursuits may provide scholars
with the information they require in order to comment on the culture,
ethnographers such as Conquergood (1991) and Riedmann (1993) have raised
concerns regarding the ethics of entering into a culture, disrupting the social

41
order, then exiting with the purpose to publish the findings for monetary gains or
other sorts of acclaim.
What is Autoethnography?
According to Ellis and Bochner (2000), autoethnographies are
“autobiographies that self-consciously explore the interplay of the introspective,
personally engaged self with cultural descriptions mediated through language,
history and ethnographic explanation” (p. 742). Reed-Danahay (1997) cited
autoethnography as “a form of self-narrative that places the self within a social
context. It is both a method and a text” (p. 6). Spry (2001) is in line with this
definition in claiming, “autoethnography is . . . a self-narrative that critiques the
situatedness of self and others in social context” (p. 710). In her work,
Autoethnography as Method, Chang (2008) described the type of
autoehnography she uses as combining cultural analysis and interpretation with
narrative details. She also noted that the type of autoethnography she writes is
more akin to traditional anthropological writing than it is to the “descriptive and
performative storytelling” (p.46) that is typified by the work of Ellis and Bochner
(2009). It is important to point out the distinctions between the autoethnographic
writing of these scholars to illustrate the multitude of names and styles that
encapsulate this form in academic scholarship. Some examples of the different
labels for this form of inquiry/writing are: confessional tales, critical
autobiography, ethnographic autoethnography, ethnographic memoir, evocative
stories, interpretive biography, and many others (Chang, 2008).
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Regardless of these different labels or subtle differences in form, Chang
(2008) pointed out that all forms of autoethnographic writing seek to establish
ethnographic explanations of the self. Ellis and Bochner (2000) claimed that
autoethnographers are able to transcend mere autobiography by focusing on a
literary form that “connects the personal to the cultural” (p. 739). Contemporary
conceptions of autoethnography view the self as representing the ethnographer.
However, when the term was first discussed by Heider (1975), the self denoted
the study’s informants. Hayano (1979) represents one of the first shifts in
acknowledging an autoethnography as incorporating observations from the
researcher’s own feelings and experiences. By commenting on his own
experiences participating in a card-room culture, Hayano (1982) was one of the
first to make an “autobiographical connection to ethnography” (Chang, 2008, p.
47). Ellis and Bochner (2000) presented a triadic model of autoethnography,
wherein they described some of the ways that different autoethnographies
engage in the process differently with regards to self, culture, and process.
Based on this triadic model, Chang (2008) stated that for her, “Autoethnography
should be ethnographic in its methodological orientation, cultural in its
interpretive orientation, and autobiographical in its content orientation” (p. 48).
Other scholars have written similarly about autoethnography. Methodologically,
autoethnography has been described as including elements of both
autobiography and ethnography (Bochner, 1993). Autoethnographic authors
generally write about past experiences, relying on hindsight to provide them
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insight into ways that their own stories can further their conceptions of a
particular culture.
Autoethnography is a process as much as it is a product. In practice,
autoethnographies tend to concern epiphanies (Bochner & Ellis, 1992; Denzin,
2013) or moments that individuals attest as being transformational or life altering.
Researchers who write autoethnographies often write retrospectively about
epiphanies or other insights that comment on issues of cultural identity (Ellis,
Adams, & Bochner, 2011). This process contrasts with more traditional
ethnography, whereby researchers study and comment on social factors related
to a culture, which typically include variables such as beliefs, values, and
relational factors (Maso, 2001). Ethnographers generally achieve these insights
through more traditional processes of qualitative inquiry, including, but not limited
to, methods such as participant observations and interviews (Geertz, 1973;
Goodall, 2004). In addition to writing about their own personal epiphanies,
autoethnographers also aim to consider the ways these epiphanies can comment
on the experiences of others in similar situations.
While autoethnographic analysis might begin with introspection, this
process of writing/inquiry is distinguished from purely autobiographical writing by
the ways it seeks to use personal experiences to illustrate cultural experiences
(Ellis, Adams, & Bochner, 2011). Furthermore, autoethnographers generally
attempt to compare and contrast their own experiences with those presented in
existing literature (Ronai, 1995), which represents yet another distinction
between autoethnography and autobiography. It should be noted while there is
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accord among communities of autoethnographers as to the philosophical
assumptions of this form of inquiry, there most certainly exist differences in the
precise manners in which different authors compose their autoethnographic
works. Ellis (2004) discussed the types of autethnograhic writing in which she
engages and views to be most beneficial, as well as how they differ from the
writings of Art Bochner, her partner and fellow autoethnographer. Where Ellis
categorized her autoethnography writings as relying heavily on autobiographical
structure, Bochner asserted that the best autoethnographies are those that make
efforts to connect primary narratives to broader theory or cultural conceptions
through more explicit writing. Such subtle differences are common among
different factions of autoethnographers, despite overall agreement as to the
benefits of the methods and the ways autoethnography contrasts with the
assumptions of more positivistic lines of research.
Autoethnographers adopt the practices of “thick description” that are often
viewed as tenets of worthwhile ethnographic writing. Thick description is a tactic
in ethnographic writing that involves authors interpreting and describing
observants’ behaviors in relation to the contexts in which they take place (Geertz,
1973; Ryle, 1971). Researchers who write more traditional ethnographies often
rely on thick description in order to provide readers with sufficient levels of
understanding about the lived experiences of the people within that cultural group
(Geertz, 1973; Goodall, 2000). Because many readers of ethnographies may be
moderately or completely unfamiliar with the social processes of that cultural
group, ethnographic writing is often expected to make these cultural actions vivid
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for a variety of readers. However, autoethnographers typically do not limit their
writings to observations about external subjects. Rather, autoethnographers
weave together narratives about outside persons and cultures with their own
cognitions and cultural insights. The prevailing purpose of this type of writing is
to comment on culture through partial analyses of one’s own cognitions, feelings
and stories.
Autoethnographies are generally written as narratives. Though the
contents of these narratives often arise from observations made by researchers
in a particular research setting, the products produced from these data by
autoethnographers appear to be more like traditional narratives than traditional
academic writing. This is because they include character and plot development,
as well as changes in voice or narration (Bochner, 1997; Goodall, 2006).
Autoethnograpy is often conflated with the term “personal narrative” for good
reason. Personal narratives are considered to be stories by authors who view
themselves as representing the construct or phenomenon in question and who
produce vivid works focusing on their own scholarship and personal lives (Berry,
2007; Goodall, 2006; Poulos, 2008; Tillmann, 2009). The goals of these
personal narratives are to make connections from the authors’ own stories to the
broader cultural context in efforts to establish connections between the author
and the cultural phenomena under investigation. In doing so, autoethnographers
believe they can advance the community’s overall conception of that cultural
group. One of the focal points of this type of research is to encourage readers to
see the world through the cultural lens of the researcher in efforts to comprehend
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the experiences, reflect on them, and hopefully use them in order to cope with
issues in their own lives (Ellis, 2004).
Benefits of Autoethnography
The process of writing an autoethnography can be therapeutic for the
author. Writing is epistemological (Goodall, 2006) in the ways it acts as a
method for coming to refining one’s understanding of a particular artifact, text, or
phenomenon. In other words, autoethnography is itself a process of inquiry
(Richardson & St Pierre, 2008). As an epistemological process,
autoethnographic writing has great potential to assist writers in better
understanding themselves (Kiesinger, 2002), their surroundings, their
experiences (Poulos, 2008), and their conceptions of their own placements within
cultural groups (Chang, 2008).
Autoethnography also has the potential to be cathartic for individuals
(Atkinson, 2007), a notion that helps one understand how the process of
autoethnography can be as worthwhile as the eventual product. Authors who
pen autoethnographic pieces are not simply benefiting from feelings of personal
accomplishment and potential professional accolades associated with the
finished products, but they can potentially use the process of investigating their
own cognition and feelings in order to work out issues affecting their life.
Through this process, authors attempt to better understand or to improve the
quality of their relationships with others (Adams, 2006; Wyatt, 2008), promote
more nuanced thinking about culture, raise awareness regarding needed
changes in conceptions of culture (Goodall, 2006), and perhaps more
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importantly, allow authors to realize narrative voices that they did not know
existed within them until they worked to communicate applicable insights through
writing (Boylorn, 2006).
Research also tells us that autoethnography can prove beneficial for
readers. This proposed benefit of autoethnographic writing appears most closely
related to the personal benefit of elevating one’s consciousness about salient
issues. Kiegelmann (2010, as cited in Ellis, Adams, & Bochner, 2011) pointed
out some of the ways that autoethnography can not only prove cathartic for
authors personally and indicated that such therapies can actually encourage
tangible social change. Ellis, Adams, and Bochner (2011) highlighted this benefit
by stating, “As witnesses, autoethnographers not only work with others to
validate the meaning of their pain, but also allow participants and readers to feel
validated and/or better able to cope or want to change their circumstances” (p.
283).
Provided what is known about the various benefits of autoethnographic
writing, though also considering the fact that autoethnography is generally only
performed by a small subset of academic researchers, exploration is needed to
discover the potential benefits of autoethnography on college students.
Autoethnography as a Critical Race Methodology
Autoethnography can be viewed as an ideal method for investigating
issues under a critical race lens, particularly in the ways they serve as examples
of counterstories (Jenning, 2014). As a construct, counterstories fit within CRT in
the ways that they help individuals to challenge dominant narratives (Jennings,
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2014) and racist ideologies that are purported to characterize many of these
narratives in the public sphere (Solorzano & Yosso, 2002). This is useful,
especially in understanding Solorzano and Yosso’s (2002) discussion of the
utility of critical race theories in combatting dominant narratives. They stated, “A
critical race theory challenges the traditional claims that educational institutions
make toward objectivity, meritocracy, colorblindness, race neutrality, and equal
opportunity” (p. 26). Counterstories, specifically, serve as the precise vehicles
through which persons utilize CRT to challenge oppressive social structures.
Furthermore, counterstories allow us to critique the characteristics of our own
surroundings, a capability that proves particularly useful for those individuals who
feel their voices have been marginalized by dominant ideologies (Jennings,
2014). As Ledesma and Calderón (2015) noted, critical race methodologies work
to highlight the importance of race in the face of White-dominant ideologies as
well as ways to confront the perpetuation of color-blindness. As these scholars
illustrate, race matters. Thus, autoethnography can be a powerful tool to elicit
unique, non-dominant voices into our discourse.
Autoethnography is just one example of an inquiry method that can be
used to communicate counterstories. As Jennings (2014) pointed out,
autoethnography is a method that allows an author to connect his or her personal
narrative with broader social and cultural constructs. One example is Goodall,
Jr.’s (2012) story of an autoethnographer colleague who encountered difficulties
earning tenure and promotion at his home institution. As Goodall, Jr. explained,
the autoethnographic scholarship that his colleague produced was not
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considered legitimate by his evaluation committee (which included a number of
persons from non-humanities disciplines), which resulted in a denial of tenure
and promotion. While Goodall. used the power of storytelling to introduce the
reader to the situation under focus, he used this narrative as a way of illustrating
what he identified as a broader problem with the invalidation of first-person
narratives in the academy. Goodall, (who self identifies as a former postpositivist who did interpretive research toward the end of his career) maintained a
very different take on the merits of autoethnographic writing in academic outlets.
In advocating for his colleague in this particular work, he used his own
autoethnography as a counternarrative.
Autoethnography as a critical race methodology fits within current
conceptions of narrative strategies as means for establishing and promoting
ethnic identity. Narrative approaches to reflexive inquiry––whether oral or
written––are documented by research (Syed & Azmitia, 2008). Narratives may
help subjects elucidate conceptions of their own race by highlighting such
concepts as their own statuses as members of underrepresented or underserved
racial, ethnic, and class groups, as well as by strengthening their connections to
these identifications (Syed & Azmitia, 2008). Narratives are identified as key
methods for reflective inquiry and identity development because they represent
potential triggers for insights about the self and one’s own position in the world
(Syed, 2010). As Syed (2010) noted, identity development does not occur in one
quick, singular event, but “appears to be based on a gradual accumulation of
events in addition to new meanings made about old experiences” (p. 1601).
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Thus, narratives provide human subjects with these crucial glimpses into their
own cognitions, emotions, and experiences. Without engaging in such reflective
practices, we may never stumble upon the most meaningful and identity-forming
experiences that are crucial to our own conceptions of self.
Racial and ethnic mariginalization in the academy is just one setting where
counternarratives can prove useful. Jennings (2014), for example, posited that
counterstories are especially useful when attempting to examine the plights of
African American college students. In this article, Jennings advocated for
autoethnography as a type of counterstory “because of its emphasis on the
intersection of personal experience and collective identity” (p. 217). This point is
salient, especially because of what researchers have written concerning the
“centrality of experiential knowledge” in order to combat dominant narratives or
social structures (Solorzano & Yosso, 2002, p. 26).
Finally, I wish to highlight a potential limitation of using autoethnography
as a critical race methodology. As Ladson-Billings (2005) asserted, many
scholars feel drawn to CRT because it promotes individual storytelling as a way
of highlighting the subjective social reality in which someone exists. Although we
should look favorably on stories and storytelling for this aim, Ladson-Billings
warned of scholars being attracted to the function of storytelling while missing the
tenets of CRT. In other words, she fears that authors will feel legitimized to
utilize stories without connecting them to central tenets of CRT (combating
racism and dominant social structures). This stands as a reasonable
limitation/qualification for this study, as autoethnography is being utilized as a
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means to comment on specific constructs and settings and not just as a way to
tell a good story.
Writing Self-Efficacy
Community college students tend to possess limited technical writing
capabilities and marked anxieties about writing as a process (Holland, 2013).
Students’ limited (or perhaps even negative) perceptions of themselves as
writers may have impact on their motivations to write, as well as their confidence
in producing work of quality. Writing self-efficacy is a construct that offers
explanations for these self-perceptions about writing.
The notion of self-efficacy is rooted in Alfred Bandura’s rejection of
behaviorists’ discounts of the concept of self-motivation as related to intrinsic
motivations for action (Pajares, 2003). Bandura (1986) proposed that despite
such indifferent attitudes toward the concept of self-motivations, many functions
of human activity are rooted in intrinsic motivations. Bandura’s work on the
general principle of self-efficacy acts as a precursor to some of the more specific
adaptations of the concept to particular facets of human action (including writing).
In stark contrast to many prevailing notions regarding human action of his day,
Bandura posited that human beings are able to exert tangible control over their
own beliefs, feelings, and resultant actions (Bandura, 1986; Pajares, 2003).
Furthermore, the work of Pajares (2003) points out that a central principle to
Bandura’s notion of self-efficacy is the assumption that people’s beliefs about
their own potential are crucial in understanding their confidence to act.
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Specifically, self-efficacy can be described as the confluence between a person’s
skills and a person’s own perceptions about the abilities the person possesses.
The framework for writing self-efficacy presented by Bruning, Dempsey,
Kauffman, McKim, & Zumbrunn (2013) consists of three factors: ideation,
conventions, and self-regulation. Ideation refers to the beliefs writers possess
about their abilities to construct ideas, insights, and to present them through
writing. Conventions refer to the widely understood rules of writing within a
particular language. This dimension of the framework appears most closely
associated with the factors presented in prior research related to writers’
commands over mechanical rules such as grammar and syntax. Finally, selfregulation refers to a writer’s confidence that he or she can successfully
accomplish the various subtasks associated with writing. This construct, first
introduced by Zimmerman and Bandura (1994), refers to the sorts of
visualizations and strategies embraced by writers that allow them to conceive of
moving from “start to finish” on a particular writing project (Bruning et al., 2013, p.
29).
One approach to measure students writing self-efficacy has been to
assess students’ confidences concerning their command over issues of
grammar, syntax, and related mechanical issues (McCarthy, Meier, & Rinderer,
1985). Other approaches have included assessing students’ confidence in their
abilities to compose stories that match pre-determined narrative structures or to
use elements conventionally associated with traditional narratives. Such items
might include incorporating an appropriate story arc or character development
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(Graham, 2006). Researchers have also looked to assess writing self-efficacy by
seeking to understand how confident students were in performing particular
academic tasks that were writing-intensive. Such tasks might include research
papers, fictional pieces, or letters (Pajares & Johnson, 1994).
This section briefly examined the construct of writing self-efficacy.
Because the community college students in this study are likely to have
diminished perceptions about their own abilities to write well, it is important to
recognize the ways their own internal motivations (or lack thereof) may impact
how they are able to perform written tasks to the best of their abilities.
Summary
In this chapter I reviewed postmodernism and CRT, which are the
philosophical and theoretical foundations that frame this study. Additionally, this
chapter covered the conceptual framework for the study, which includes the
constructs of marginalization, sense of belonging, and autoethnography. The
topics covered in this chapter set the stage for the rest of the study, providing the
reader with sufficient contextual knowledge of the concepts at hand.
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CHAPTER 3
METHOD OF INQUIRY
Considering the comments in the previous chapter on inequitable
educational experiences for African American and Latino/a students, this chapter
presents information on the philosophies that underpin the selected research
methodologies, the personal values that drive my interest in these topics, as well
as the specific methods I employed to address these issues.
This study investigated three questions related to marginalization,
belonging, and autoethnographic writing:
1.

How are students’ experiences with marginalization on their college
campus expressed in their autoethnographic essays?

2.

How are students’ senses of belonging expressed in their
autoethnographic essays?

3.

How do students describe the epistemological functions of
autoethnographic writing?

The purpose of this study was to investigate the ways African American
and Latino/a community college students describe their personal experiences
with marginalization and sense of belonging within their institutions. More
specifically, this study investigated these constructs as they were expressed
through students’ written personal narratives. It was my hope that examining
these issues through analysis of written work and phenomenological dialogue
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with African American and Latino/a students would produce insights concerning
their perceived fit within their institutions, which may provide valuable insights
that can inform both structural and operational changes within the community
college setting.
The following sections of this chapter detail the specific protocols for
investigating these issues. First, however, I engage in an overview of qualitative
research methods, including their philosophical underpinnings. What follows are
overviews of content analysis and phenomenology as the specific research
methods, as well as descriptions of the study’s setting and sample, procedures
related to data collection, management, and interpretation, and finally,
documentation concerning reliability, validity, and the role of the researcher.
Qualitative Research
Qualitative methods refers to the grouping of a number of more specific
research methods that seek to uncover knowledge inductively through a host of
different methods (Creswell, 2002). Many different scholars who use qualitative
methods for their own research posit subtly different definitions and descriptions
of these approaches. For example, communication scholars Lindlof and Taylor
(2010) wrote that qualitative methods focus on practices and performances of
human behavior. Some scholars work to present definitions that are slightly
more detailed and descriptive. For example, Given (2008) described qualitative
research as a research design that seeks to investigate the human elements of a
topic. Specifically, these methods are typically used to understand individuals’
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experiences in the world, including their feelings, thoughts, and interpretations of
social phenomena.
Another similar example comes from Denzin and Lincoln (2011):
Qualitative research is a situated activity that locates the observer in the
world. Qualitative research consists of a set of interpretive, material
practices that make the world visible. These practices transform the
world. They turn the world into a series of representations, including field
notes, interviews, conversations, photographs, recordings, and memos to
the self. At this level qualitative research involves an interpretive,
naturalistic approach to the world. This means that qualitative researchers
study things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or
interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them.
(p.3).
Despite the subtle differences in different researchers’ explanations of
qualitative methods, these varying perspectives/approaches are united by a set
of philosophical assumptions that make these approaches distinct from more
positivistic methods used in the social sciences.
Creswell (2012) documented four different philosophic assumptions or
underpinnings that characterize qualitative research. These assumptions are
rooted in four different philosophical principles: ontology, epistemology, axiology,
and methodology. With respect to ontology (the nature of reality and its
characteristics), qualitative methods are concerned with embracing the potential
of multiple realities stemming from different participants. Epistemology is an area
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of philosophical thought that deals with how knowledge is constructed.
Qualitative methods are epistemologically concerned with the notions of
individual subjective interpretations of phenomena, which may differ based on
the unique differences between study participants.
Qualitative methods also have axiological assumptions, which refer to
values and biases embedded in their methodological approaches to inquiry.
Concerning values and biases, qualitative researchers operate under the
presumption that such biases are not only unavoidable when dealing with human
subjects, but should be welcomed based on how they contribute to the revealing
of unique and individualized interpretations of phenomena.
Finally, qualitative methods are methodologically concerned with induction
and the notion of emerging pieces of information. For example, qualitative
interviews are typically analyzed at great length by researchers in order to
determine the themes or statements that encapsulate participants’ responses to
protocol questions.
Like all forms of inquiry, qualitative methods are seen as possessing both
strengths and limitations in their pursuit of understanding various phenomena.
One documented strength of qualitative methods concerns how they help
researchers explore issues that are beyond the purviews of research participants
(Keyton, 2015). In other words, through methods of observation and
interviewing, for example, researchers may find it possible to extract insights that
only surfaced through the research process. Through this insight one can
potentially realize the epistemological implications of qualitative methods. A
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second strength of qualitative research is that it can help to capture information
that might not be acquirable in other settings (Keyton, 2015). For example, a
researcher conducting a focus group among participants in a qualitative study
may be able to extract information that might not be observable using
quantitative research methods. Additionally, qualitative methods are strong in
ways that they provide researchers with more detailed or nuanced interpretations
of phenomena (Keyton, 2015). These “pictures” are often only the results of the
exhaustive, systematic approaches to documenting and analyzing human
accounts of phenomena that are valued by qualitative methods, and less so by
quantitative methods.
Keyton (2015) also documented some of the purported limitations of
qualitative methods. Among these limitations are researchers’ limited access to
subjects, the potential for subjects to remain closed off to a research study under
the knowledge that he or she is being watched, as well as the potential concern
that the data and findings of a qualitative study are filtered through the eyes of
the researcher or researchers.
Research Design
Content Analysis
Content analysis is a catchall term for a range of research methods that
involve the analysis of written text (Powers & Knapp, 2010). Content analysis
customarily involves systematic organizing and coding of responses in order to
interpret overarching themes (Vaismoradi, Turunen, & Bondas, 2013). Through
systematic coding, content analysis techniques allow researchers to manage and
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compress large quantities of analyzable texts (and other related materials) into
categories (Weber, 1990). Coding and organizing documents in this way allows
the researcher to more effectively comprehend and analyze trends and patterns
(Stemler, 2001). Some authors have maintained that trends (often referred to as
themes) emerge through systematic, objective analysis of text (Elo et al., 2014;
Holsti, 1969). My own conceptions of the philosophy of content analysis differ
somewhat from this description. While I too believe that coding procedures
should be systematic, I contend that themes do not emerge through objective
analysis as much as they are subjectively established by researchers and
justified by selections of appropriate excerpts from the original text. Although I
take a slightly different philosophical approach to establishing trustworthiness of
qualitative analyses than Elo et al. (2014), I agree that quality content analysis
and improved trustworthiness come from thorough preparation and precise
descriptions by the researcher. In this study, students’ written responses on the
provided prompts were analyzed for the themes on the topics of perceived
marginalization and sense of belonging.
Phenomenology
Phenomenology, put rather simply, is the study of lived experience (Van
Manen, 1990). Other researchers have defined the method in ways that echo
this definition, but that elaborate on the form. For example, Noddings (2012)
referred to phenomenology as concerning description, but not in the strict sense
that is often captured through social scientific inquiry or even casual
conversation. Rather, phenomenology “aims at gaining a deeper understanding
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of the nature or meaning of our everyday experiences” (Van Manen, 1990).
Another way of putting it is to say that phenomenology is about getting to know
the world around us based on how we immediately experience it (Schultz &
Luckmann, 1973).
The roots of phenomenolgy are often cited as being a part of the work of
Edmund Husserl (date), though the method is connected philosophically to the
writings of Kant, who attempted to connect the origins of knowledge with human
experience and consciousness (Noddings, 2012).
Although Husserl is often identified as the originator of phenomenology as
a philosophy and method of inquiry, a number of other figures developed unique
brands of phenomenology, which represent either subtle or grand deviations from
Husserl’s original ideas. Martin Heidegger, for example, was a pioneer in
hermeneutic phenomenology (Van Manen, 2014). Heidegger’s take on
phenomenology differs from Husserl’s in many ways, perhaps most notably the
way Heidegger’s approach to phenomenology left out the “bracketing” of
experience that was central to Husserl’s phenomenology. For Husserl, analysis
of one’s experiences with respect to a particular phenomenon (intention) involved
considering this interpretation apart from other perceptions or experiences
(Smith, 2013). This process is called bracketing because it calls for consultation
of the experience in question in isolation. Heidegger, on the other hand, posited
the need to consult our experiences with consideration for how they occurred in
relation to other phenomena (Smith, 2013). Heidegger rejected the purported
need to isolate experiences during phenomenological inquiry, believing instead
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that our experiences cannot be removed from their contexts. Heidegger’s
specific focus on experiences tied to their linguistic and social contexts is a
fundamental characteristic of his hermeneutic phenomenology.
Although Husserl is generally considered the principal founding father of
phenomenology and Heidegger a significant amender, other figures have,
through the years, contributed their own unique approaches to studying
experience to our body of knowledge. Jean Paul Sartre’s existential
phenomenology is one other version, which sought principally to comment on the
nature of human consciousness (Smith, 2013). Van Manen (2014) profiles
Simone De Beauvoir, Sartre’s longtime existentialist colleague and lover, who
wrote about the uses of phenomenological processes to explore how “the
domination and subjugation of the powerless by the powerful could be
understood” (Van Manen, 2014, p. 125). Though de Beauvoir’s work is heralded
as significant scholarship in the genre of feminist studies, her work on
phenomenology may also be used to explore the lived experiences of many
different oppressed persons, not women exclusively. Phenomenology’s rich
history as an approach to inquiry on human experience is evidenced through the
combined works of these philosophers, among others.
Regardless of the type of phenomenology on which one is focused,
phenomenology is principally concerned with studying phenomena (as alluded in
the name). Although many researchers from a host of different disciplines can
claim to possess similar research objectives, phenomenologists engage in a
unique brand of inquiry. For example, Vagle (2014) claimed that phenomena are
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constructed, which is to say that human beings bring them to life through
experiencing the world and interpreting different stimuli. When it comes to the
ways phenomenologists go about systematically studying these phenomena,
Vagle (2014) claimed that they are principally concerned with understanding
what it is like for we humans to “find ourselves being in relation with others and
other things” (p. 20).
Strengths and Limitations
The primary strengths of phenomenological research are the descriptive
and detailed data that often result from this type of inquiry (Brown, n.d.). Like
other qualitative research methods, phenomenological research into human
experience tends to produce the type of thick description that is acknowledged as
one of the greatest benefits to conducting qualitative research (Creswell, 2012;
Van Manen, 1990). More specifically, phenomenology uses in-depth
descriptions of settings and events in an effort to comprehend the construction of
an individual’s interpretations based on an individual’s perceptions of the world
(Sokolowski, 2000). Through these pursuits phenomenology also seeks to
challenge previously assumed ways of defining or understanding a particular
phenomenon (Starks & Trinidad, 2007). This is what many phenomenologists
perceive as the investigation of the essence of some experience. This sort of
essence investigation investigates how individual participants uniquely
understand abstract (subjective) truths. Phenomenology, then, is a rigorous
method of qualitative inquiry that helps researchers to understand the nuances of
individual interpretation.
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Phenomenology is not without its limitations. One noted shortcoming is
that the quality of the gathered data is dependent in large part to the articulation
skills of the participants (Brown, n.d.). Additionally, Brown noted as an extension
of this issue the concern that the descriptions of phenomena are entirely
dependent on the participants selected for the study. This is a less compelling
argument for a methodological limitation considering that qualitative research
generally does not attempt to generalize findings to larger populations. Still,
qualitative researchers should be aware of the composition of their samples, as
transferability is considered criteria by which qualitative findings are commonly
evaluated (Creswell, 2012). Brown offered a third limitation, accusing
phenomenological research of occasionally missing out on the causes or
underlying explanations for phenomena by focusing exclusively on subjects’
experiences in the moment.
Research Methods
Setting
This study investigated the lived experiences of African American and
Latino/a community college students. This study took place at Barkdull
Community College (pseudonym used), located in Southern California.
Specifically, I worked with students participating in a student support program
within Barkdull College that works to improve the academic success of the
college’s African American and Latino/a student populations. I use the
pseudonym HOPE throughout this document to refer to this program. Barkdull
College is a community college that focuses on transfer pathways and vocational
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training for students (CA.gov). Barkdull College offers courses in a variety of
subjects, covering the humanities, mathematics, science, career and technical
training, among a host of other fields. The college offers 58 associates degree
programs, as well as programs in 89 associate fields and 127 career-certificate
programs (CA.gov). The college currently services 22,000 students, 18,868 of
which are counted as full-time equivalent students (FTES). Additionally, 38.4%
of Barkdull’s students are first-generation students. The college is conveniently
located near three major freeways in the Southern California region.
Barkdull College services many different student demographic groups.
Based on reported 2015-2016 statistics, the following figures represent the
enrollment figures (in percentages) for each of the various demographic groups
(CA.gov): Latino/a: 52.1%; African-American: 3.1%; White: 21.7%; Asian: 13.1%;
American Indian/Alaska Native: 0.3%; Filipino: 3%; Pacific Islander: 0.4%; Multiracial: 3.2%.
Sample
In this study I examined the ways African American and Latino/a students
express perceptions of their own marginalization and sense of belonging. In
order to access students who have likely suffered from feelings of marginalization
and lack of belonging, I relied on participants actively involved in a co-curricular
program that aims to provide support for students who self-identify as
academically underachieving or who require assistance transitioning to college
life.
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HOPE is a program within Barkdull College that seeks to improve the
experiences and performances of at-risk students enrolled at the college. The
program was originally devised as a support program for African-American and
Latino/a male students. These students are historically identified as underserved
within academic institutions and their academic successes are cited in Barkdull
College’s 2015-2017 Strategic Plan with the objective of helping to reduce the
achievement gap. Since its inception in 2012, the HOPE program has continued
to target African-American and Latino/a males, but it now openly offers services
to any student on campus, most of whom identify with historically underserved
ethnic groups. Developed and housed at an academic support center at Barkdull
College, HOPE provides participating students with academic and emotional
support as they work toward their educational goals. Designed to provide
students with holistic support, program personnel provide individualized support
for students through services such as life skills coaching, academic counseling,
and information related to other campus and community resources that can
assist students in meeting their goals. The majority of HOPE participants are
identified as being from African American and Latino/a populations, and, thus,
represent ideal subjects for this study. For this study I sought 12 African
American and/or Latino/a student participants. Operationally, students’
classifications as Latino/a or African American came from their self-identified
ethnicities on HOPE intake forms.
Because this qualitative study aimed to capture more nuanced
descriptions of experiences (Van Manen, 2014), fewer participants were desired
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than what may be customary in a study that aims to generalize findings (i.e., a
quantitative study utilizing inferential statistics). In this study I worked with 12
participants from African American and Latino/a populations, with all but one
participating in all phases of the study. The phases of the study were: from
informational sessions, autoethnographic essay writing, and phenomenological
interviews. (One participant did not return for the interview session.) The study’s
sample included African American and Latino/a students who were participating
in the HOPE program and who had completed at least one semester at a
community college. All participants were at least 18 years of age. Purposeful
sampling was used to focus in on African American and Latino/a students within
the HOPE program. Within these ethnic categories I used maximum variation
sampling based on age, college experience, gender, and socioeconomic status,
in order to promote heterogeneity of responses within the identified sample
(Patton, 1990).
Data Collection and Management
This section describes the procedures I employed to gather and manage
data for this study. Specifically, the section covers topics of instrumentation, data
collection procedures, and strategies for managing data. In lieu of this being a
qualitative study that focuses on thematic content analysis of written passages
and phenomenological interviews, the comments on instrumentation concern the
role of the researcher as an instrument rather than any specific measurement
used in quantitative or mixed-methods designs.
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Table 1
Participants and Characteristics

Gender

Ethnicity

Age (years)

Semesters
Completed

Edgar

Male

Latino

31

3

Chloe

Female

Latina

23

1

Hortencia

Female

Latina

36

3

Erica

Female

Latina

19

2

Bethany

Female

Black

28

4

Edith

Female

Latina

33

3

Male

Latino

27

4

Claire

Female

Latina

19

3

Maria

Female

Latina

19

1

James

Male

Black

24

1

Dalia

Female

Latina

19

1

Olga

Female

Latina

21

5

Pseudonym

Michael

Instrumentation. Qualitative studies acknowledge the researcher as the
instrument for data collection and interpretation (Creswell, 2012). By creating the
research protocols (e.g., interview questions), researchers play crucial roles in
devising the strategies for systematically studying phenomena. This study aimed
to explore student marginalization and sense of belonging through analysis of
students’ written work. In order to accomplish these goals, participants were
asked to engage in personal essay writing and to participate in interviews
concerning such topics as (a) their perceptions of their own marginalization and
sense of belonging in a community college setting, and (b) their perceptions on
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the process of writing about the self through autoethnography. As part of the
current structure of the HOPE program, participating students worked with life
skills coaches through a series of topic areas (known as tracks). Students
collaborate with their life skills coaches to choose tracks on which to focus during
each academic term, and it is the responsibility of the life skills coach to devise
activities that correspond to the selected tracks. Participation in writing
experiences and interviews that are components of this study fulfilled students’
meeting requirements for four of the seven available tracks (“The Self,” “What I
Stand For,” “Caring For Me,” and “Navigating My Community”). These tracks are
all designed around the aim of promoting reflexivity within participating HOPE
students, a quality which is central to this study. In this case, reflexivity refers to
skills associated with introspection and critical exploration of one’s own selfconcept and experiences.
Prior to completing their autoethnographic essays, participants reviewed a
concept map on the issues of marginalization, sense of belonging, and
autoethnographic writing (Appendix A). I created the concept maps and helped
expose students to the definitions of the constructs and also provide them with
practical examples. After learning about these primary constructs theoretically,
participants completed free association activities in order to begin thinking about
the ways they have experienced feelings of marginalization and belonging during
their time in college (Appendix B). The process of engaging in free association is
a form of brainstorming, which is an important technique for beginning the writing
process (Peyton & Schaetzel, 2016). Concerning the autoethnographic writing

69
portion of the study, students were encouraged to review their free association
forms prior to beginning the writing process, and were allowed to add to the form
if new ideas had come to them during the time between the two sessions.
Students were provided a general writing prompt prior to beginning work on their
autoethnographies (Appendix C).
Interviews were generally scheduled one week after participants
completed the first session, though some students asked to complete both
sessions in immediate succession (based on scheduling issues). The interviews
were semi-structured, guided by a protocol that I devised (Appendix D). Protocol
questions were designed primarily to explore participants’ reflections about the
writing process (e.g., “Describe in detail how you felt writing about your own
experiences.”) Although the interview portion of the study was primarily
concerned with the epistemological functions of the autoethnographic writing
process, some participants used examples and illustrations from their own
essays to comment on their own unique experiences writing autoethnographies.
While written and oral components of data collection were technically focused on
different phenomena and addressed different research questions, student
responses revealed some overlap and/or contradictions between what was
written and what was reported in the interview concerning the writing process. In
cases where overlap or contradictions between data were revealed, they were
reported truthfully and are presented in their own section in Chapter 4. These
sorts of intersections or contradictions between data were not considered as
flaws in student thinking or in the methodological design but as authentic
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consequences of various epistemological processes (writing and speaking)
intersecting.
Concerning implementation, qualitative research assumes the researcher
as an instrument for the study (Creswell, 2002; 2012). Qualitative data collection
and analyses embrace the interpretive nature of research findings and tasks the
researcher with developing findings based on observations of phenomena.
Qualitative studies embrace subjectivity in ways that quantitative studies do not,
but qualitative studies also do not seek to generalize data from samples to
populations. Therefore, the researcher serves as the research instrument insofar
as he or she establishes local findings about specific phenomena within
particular contexts.
Procedures. Participants in the study were African American and
Latino/a College students who were current HOPE participants at the time of
their involvement in the study, and who had spent at least one semester
attending a community college. These student demographic groups are well
represented at Barkdull College, and they are target groups for assistance
through equity funds and other resources allocated for the purpose of helping to
reduce the racial achievement gap (College Strategic Plan, 2015). Student
participants were sourced from HOPE, a supplemental support program on
campus that has a core mission of focusing on academic and social coaching for
African American and Latino/a students. Snowball sampling was used to recruit
students for the study. The study’s sample was comprised of 12 students who
participated in the study by taking part in two different sessions, each lasting
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between 45 and 60 minutes. The first session was a tutorial for students on the
constructs of marginalization and sense of belonging. During this session
participants were provided with descriptions of the terms (using a concept map
that I developed) and briefed on the tenets of autoethnographic writing. After this
tutorial, participants spent the remainder of the first session completing a free
association activity, which prompted them to brainstorm about topics to address
in their own autoethnographies. The purpose of the free association activity was
to help participants apply the constructs meaningfully to their own lives. During
the second session participants were allotted 30-45 minutes to complete an
autoethnographic essay about their experiences of feeling marginalized and of
belonging in college settings. Prior to beginning of the essay-writing portion of
the study, I assured participants that their responses would not be evaluated
based on the technical aesthetics of their responses (e.g., grammar, punctuation,
and syntax) but purely on their thematic contents. Upon completing their essays
(handwritten or on word processor, depending on the preferences of the student),
participants engaged in a phenomenological interview with me or scheduled a
return appointment to complete the interview. These interviews were audiorecorded after receiving consent from each individual participant.
Data Management. I ensured that collected data was managed
responsibly, acquiring approval for the study and its components through the
Institutional Review Boards at both California State University, Fullerton (CSUF)
and Barkdull College. Students’ free association activities and completed essays
were all stored within a secure space. Free association activities and
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handwritten essay responses were kept in a locked file cabinet, accessible only
by me. All typed essay responses were stored directly onto a flash drive and
safeguarded in the same file cabinet as the handwritten documents.
Phenomenological interviews were audio recorded only after written consent was
obtained from study participants. Audio recordings were stored on an electronic
recorder and immediately transferred to a password-protected computer after the
interviews concluded. Audio recordings were deleted from the recording device
after I ensured complete and successful transfer. I was the only person
conducting interviews, and all ancillary notes taken by me during the interview
were safeguarded alongside handwritten documents.
Data Analysis and Interpretation
I used the software program Dedoose for thematic analyses of the
collected data. Dedoose is an online-only program that allows researchers to
import text files and establish codes and themes within those files. Additionally,
the software affords researchers the luxury of color-coding sections of text based
on a determined theme. Dedoose is the program introduced to CSUF doctoral
students during our seminar on qualitative research methods, and it was also the
software on which I was trained during my time serving as a doctoral assistant in
the Center for Research on Educational Access and Leadership (C-REAL).
Procedures for analyzing and interpreting data were adapted from those
recommended by authors writing about general qualitative methods of
communication (Lindlof & Taylor, 2010), as well as recommendations particular
to phenomenological research (Vagle, 2014). Concerning data analysis, Lindlof
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and Taylor (2010) claimed that tools for categorizing and sorting data are crucial
to qualitative researchers. Specifically, they claimed that analysis involves
managing and reducing data, as well as developing themes or concepts from the
data. Thus, my analysis involved organizing interview transcripts, eliminating
superfluous data that had no relevance to my research goals/objectives, and
working to develop overarching themes that exemplified participant responses.
Data analysis and interpretation occurred based on standards of
phenomenological research. In guidance for how to engage in this sort of
interpretive work I used the work of Lindlof and Taylor (2010), and also Vagle
(2014), whose work focuses specifically on crafting phenomenological research
(concerning both design and analysis). Lindlof and Taylor (2010) reported a
three-pronged approach to phenomenological data analysis: description,
definition, and interpretation. Through these procedures, researchers describe a
phenomenon under analysis, define it within the context of the site and its
participants, and, finally, lend their interpretations as to what the data mean or
make reference to on a broader scale.
In addition to the procedures presented by Lindlof and Taylor (2010), I
also utilized a “whole, part, whole” strategy outlined by Vagle (2014, p. 97).
Vagle presented a more detailed explanation of this procedure:
In short, whole-part-whole analysis methods stem from the idea that we
must always think about focal meanings (e.g., moments) in relation to the
whole (e.g., broader context) from which they are situated––and once we
begin to remove parts from one context and put them in dialogue with
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other parts, we end up creating new analytic wholes that have particular
meanings in relation to the phenomenon. (p. 14).
The whole-part-whole strategy is used as a method to craft a text. For
Vagle, conducting phenomenological data analysis is more than merely reading,
coding, and theming data transcripts. Rather, it more accurately involves
researchers creating their own rhetorical documents, making arguments for their
readings of reported data. This point further reinforces the notion that the
qualitative researcher is an integral component in the research, applying the
researcher’s subjective interpretations to the data under analysis.
Procedures to ensure validity and trustworthiness. I carried out
methods of triangulation in order to ensure greater degrees of trustworthiness in
my study. Although Vagle (2014) bemoaned the emphasis placed on
triangulation, believing that it stifles the flexibility and malleability of the analysis
process, I believe it to be an important step in establishing greater legitimacy for
my research. In this study I utilized thick descriptions in order to increase the
potential for perceived transferability of findings (Creswell, 2012; Goodall, 2000),
as well as a tactic to better validate my understanding of the context in question.
I used thick description in a manner consistent with Ryle (1971) and Geertz
(1973) who posited that cultural ethnographers must interpret and describe
behaviors within the contexts of the settings where they take place (Ponterotto,
2006). Of course, these settings do not just entail physical space but also those
social and linguistic settings within which the action occurs. Additionally, I
attempted to increase inter-coder reliability (Keyton, 2015) by asking a seasoned,
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qualified phenomenological researcher to review the themes I crafted during data
analysis. Generally, there was agreement on the selection and justification of
established themes. In some instances where there was disagreement, care
was taken to confer on the framing of the theme and the supporting evidence
presented for each selected theme. After I analyzed the data, I contextualized
my findings within my theoretical and conceptual frameworks. Doing so provided
further corroborating evidence on the trustworthiness of my study. These
procedures were utilized in order to convey the intersubjective agreements
between my own interpretations and those of the study participants (Angen,
2000).
Role of the researcher. Because the researcher is considered a part of
the instrumentation in qualitative research, it is incumbent upon me to explain my
unique positioning with respect to my study and the participants involved. First, I
am a Latino/a male who looks, upon first impression, to be largely Caucasian.
Additionally, I am an individual who was always expected to pursue higher
education and for whom the means for pursuing such goals (fiscal and
emotional) were made abundant by my parents and other role models. While I
am eager to learn more about the ways feelings of marginalization impact African
American and Latino/a college community college, students, I must admit that I
have likely never experienced marginalization in the ways they have and quite
likely never will. Despite my inability to empathize with African American and
Latino/a students in a conventional sense, my ability to develop a deeper
understanding of how students describe the processes related to being the other
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will help to refine the lenses through which I interpret educational policies and
campus climates. Additionally, as a scholar-practitioner who is currently at the
beginning stages of a career in community college instruction and student
services, these research activities proved invaluable in helping me to understand
the meanings African American and Latino/a students ascribed to marginalizing
structures and actions that impede their ability to be successful in community
colleges. Considering my own identity and position in relation to this study and
the participants involved will be crucial in maintaining a degree of intellectual
honesty. Specifically, it was crucial for me to maintain awareness of the ways my
own layered identity came into play in various stages of the study. For example,
I had to be reflexive and mindful during multiple stages of data analysis in order
to report on student responses in ways that were faithful to the intents and
interpretations of the individual participants. Even before this stage, I had to be
cognizant of the ways my own perceived identity influenced participants’
performances during the various stages of the research process. During the data
collection process, I worked to be forthright with student participants about my
own background, personality, and experiences, in order to promote their comfort
and confidence in being forthright with their responses (both written and verbal).
I have thoroughly enjoyed all my time spent in higher education, which is a
sentiment that very likely runs contrary to many of the prevalent feelings within
my study’s sample population. As a phenotypically White male who speaks,
writes, and navigates smoothly through predominately White social structures,
my interest in better comprehending the marginalization and lack of belonging of
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African American and Latino/a students should represent a step in the right
direction for members of dominant cultures in becoming familiar with the plights
of historically disenfranchised students. However, I was forced to recognize that
my Whiteness could have worked as a practical hindrance to my ability to gather
data that authentically represented the feelings and experiences of participating
students. When looking beyond physical descriptions, my rather fluid movement
through White dominant social and cultural settings no doubt impacted the
manner in which I interpreted students’ written and verbal responses to protocol
questions. While I am committed to helping African American and Latino/a
students to succeed in college settings, no degree of interest or commitment can
change the fact that I have, for better or worse, grown up White.
Furthermore, I am someone who has not only been identified as someone
with a “gift for writing” at an early age, but who has also embraced this talent. I
adore writing as a process and for the astounding products that can result from
the process. As the primary researcher in this study, I struggled at times to
comprehend that many or most of the students with whom I engaged had very
dissimilar orientations toward the act of writing. These different orientations may
include stylistic distinctions such as writing mechanics, ways of organizing
narratives and arguments, and language choices. In light of these potential
distinctions, evaluations of students’ written works focused solely on the
substance of their descriptions and accounts and not on the grammatical or
syntactical strength of their prose. This tactic helped to ensure that I developed
insights and themes that were faithful to the students’ cognitions and experiences
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and did not unfairly evaluate their work through the frameworks of archetypical
White writing styles.
Chapter Summary
This chapter presented the methods I employed in order to investigate
issues of African American and Latino/a community college student
marginalization and sense of belonging. Specifically, the chapter addressed the
unique methods I used in order to investigate these issues, including content
analysis of students’ written accounts, as well as phenomenological interviews
concerning their lived experiences writing about marginalization and sense of
belonging.
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CHAPTER 4
PREAMBLE
This chapter presents findings from the data collected from students’
autoethnographic essays, as well as phenomenological interviews with students.
In order to provide the reader a more complete and contextualized depiction of
the findings, it may be helpful to briefly address the contexts in which data were
gathered, as well as the nature of the participants who participated in the
research.
Most participants expressed reservations about participating in a study
that focused on their writing. This does not just pertain to participants’ questions
about why they were tasked with writing about themselves, but it refers also to
students’ deliberate hesitations to expose their writing to someone else. In most
cases the willingness of students to participate in the study was dependent on
my very explicit explanation that their writings were not going to be evaluated for
the writing mechanics that are focused on in more formal college writing courses.
Even when engaged in the study, many participants were hesitant to begin
work on their autoethnographies or struggled to reach a point where their
thoughts began to flow more easily. Some participants reached this point, while
others struggled all the way through the process. As I worked with more and
more students, I began to notice similarities in the ways they hesitated to write
about their thoughts, emotions, and experiences. The concept of writing
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expressively, creatively, and explicitly about themselves seemed almost like a
totally foreign concept.
I begin this chapter with these descriptions in order to provide a bit of
context and imagery to the research process. The insights presented in this
chapter did not come from prolific authors or seasoned writers, but from students
who appeared to have scant experiences exploring themselves and the world
around them through formal writing.
Findings
The purpose of this study was to explore community college students’ use
of autoethnographic writing to express their campus experiences with
marginalization and a sense of belonging and to investigate the epistemological
functions of autoethnographic writing that these students identified during oral
interviews. This qualitative study involved content analyses of student
autoethnographic essays and phenomenological interviews intended to
understand the lived experiences of students during the writing process.
This chapter is primarily organized based on the three research questions
addressed in the study. Sections for each research question are organized by
dominant and/or noteworthy themes derived from gathered data.
First Research Question
The first research question was: How are students’ experiences with
marginalization on their college campus expressed in their autoethnographic
essays? During data analysis, I identified seven major themes that represented
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participants’ responses. These themes are presented below, accompanied by
supporting descriptions and quotations to validate/justify the theme’s selection.
Age
Many participants identified their age as a source for feeling marginalized
on their college campus. Edgar, for example, wrote about feeling stereotyped
because of his age. Specifically, he stated, “I have found this to be the hardest
to deal with as I am now in my early thirties. Having more in common with the
professors than students. Both in general life experience as well as academic
focus.” Edgar’s autoethnography expanded on this notion of feeling evaluated
based on his age. In describing perceptions from his student peers, he stated,
Although I can see them as complimentary with sayings like we thought
you were the professor when we first saw you, or depending on me to lead
or start engagement in group projects to being told I am intimidating and
hard to approach because of my poise. I think my maturity has
unequivocally presented this bearing to my peers on campus. Although I
feel quite the contrary, I want to engage with peers, hear what they think
or inputs they have towards a topic and give them a trust of peer and not
misconception of being on the faculty.
Edgar’s essay also touched on his compulsion to quickly complete his community
college coursework, which partly stemmed from his insecurities based on his age
as compared to other students around him. In addressing this perceived need to
advance quickly through community college, Edgar stated, “I have to talk myself
into proving this right and staying on pace and on track with my academic goals.”
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This quotation highlights Edgar’s urgency to advance through his work at the
community college. Although Edgar’s motivation should be considered
admirable, it is noteworthy that this motivation is rooted in a feeling of
marginalization based on his age. This type of motivation may prompt Edgar to
advance steadily through his coursework, but it could also spur overly negative
feelings about future obstacles and hurdles he may encounter along the way.
Chloe expressed similar sentiments when addressing the ways her age
was a source for feeling marginalized on campus. She wrote, “I felt like I didn’t fit
in because one, I was older than most students.” In addition to her age as a
factor for insecurity, Chloe expounded on this in identifying the seven-year gap in
her school enrollment as an ancillary point of insecurity. She wrote, “My first
semester back at school after being away for seven years really made me feel
insecure about being older than the rest of my classmates.” She further
explained that some feelings of marginalization stemmed from insecurities
regarding her ability to participate fully in the classroom. Specifically, she wrote,
“At times I couldn’t relate to a lot of class discussions because I was a lot older
than them.”
Edith also identified her age as being a source for feelings of
marginalization on her college campus. She wrote, “By the time I was able to
attend college I was about 30 years old and my age made me feel like I already
didn’t belong in college.” Similar to Chloe, Edith identified elements of classroom
interaction as causing her to feel marginalized based on her age. Her essay
included the following quote: “During lectures most teachers assume that most of

83
their students are fresh out of high school, so that’s in the fashion that the
lectures are being taught or addressed.” This quotation indicates that Edith
perceives the dominant classroom pedagogy focuses exclusively on younger
students. Hortencia’s essay also highlighted insecurities with classroom
interactions that were related to age. She wrote about feeling uncomfortable with
her younger classmates constantly seeking to learn more about her because of
her age. She wrote, “When we broke into groups, I would try to isolate myself
and ask to be alone because the groups would get personal and I’d find myself
doing all the talking and everyone asking me questions.” She continued,
“Everyone was always so interested in what I was doing back after so many
years. I hated answering questions and felt uncomfortable. . . . I would much
rather be alone, so they wouldn’t ask me anything.” Hortencia’s responses
reveal her feelings of marginalization based on her age, specifically with respect
to her personal life. For Hortencia, her age relative to her other classmates
made her the center of attention but for reasons that caused her to feel
discomfort. This represents a unique and interesting situation of excess attention
producing feelings of marginalization. For Hortencia, feeling like a member of the
group meant navigating the social terrain of her classes in similar ways to her
younger classmates.
Academic Under-Preparedness
Participant autoethnographies also revealed feelings of marginalization
stemming from perceptions of lacking academic preparation for college
coursework. When describing how she compared herself to her classmates,
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Hortencia stated, “I didn’t feel I was as smart as them because I have been out of
high school for 15 years and most of them were right out of high school.” This
insight is related to those identifying age as a source for feeling marginalized, but
it places the emphasis on her own devaluation of her intellect in a college
environment.
Edith also identified her lack of academic preparation as a source for
insecurity. Having never attended high school (for undisclosed reasons), the first
semesters Edith spent at the community college proved to be a difficult return to
formal education. She stated, “[Conversations] ended up with me crying about
how out of place I felt because I knew I didn’t come from the same background
as most of my classmates come from, previous education.” Claire’s essay also
described a scenario in which her lack of academic preparation made her feel
insecure. She wrote,
If I walk into a classroom with a large amount of students I hide in the back
and make sure I stay quiet unless I for sure know the answer to the
question and even then I still feel non confident.
Lack of Familiarity with College Structures and Processes
Students identified difficulties in understanding and/or navigating
community college structures and processes as sources for feeling marginalized.
These feelings concerned a lack of familiarity with technical processes such as
selecting or registering for classes. On this point, Maria stated, “Coming into
college and being first generation in my family was very difficult in the sense that
I did not know what to do in registering, choosing classes, simply the whole
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process.” Maria’s essay also identified financial issues as causing her to feel
marginalized. She wrote,
My biggest road block was not having financial aid. During my first
semester in college I was able to have a full time schedule I took a few
basic classes with the exception of scoring high on my placement exam
and testing into math 100. This class had a book that was required for the
course that was 150 dollars. I was shocked, I wasn’t able to ask my
parent for that much money after asking for a previous 100 for my other
classes so I took a side job I had never done before.
Maria’s response highlights the ways students can feel out of place as they are
forced to learn about common structures and the expectations of their new
environment.
Social Identity
Participants’ perceived social identities also appeared to contribute to their
feelings of marginalization on their community college campus. These elements
of social identity touched on students’ ethnicity and race and perceptions of
microagressive behaviors by others. And though not distinct categories,
elements of class and socioeconomic status also appeared in the responses.
Ethnicity and race. Participants’ autoethnographies revealed that their
ethnicity played a role in their feeling marginalized on their community college
campus. Specifically, they attested to feeling marginalized based on
classifications and grouping identities placed on them by others. All student
participants in this study identified as African American or Latino/a, and many of
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these students highlighted feeling alienated or ostracized on campus. Chloe, for
example, stated, “There were many students and the second I sat down I could
sense that I didn’t fit in.” Bethany, an African American woman, also wrote about
the ways she has felt marginalized based on her ethnicity. Bethany stated, “My
experiences has made me feel as if my unique name has been placed on a black
list for the color of my skin.” Bethany’s response also ventured into more specific
descriptions about the ways she felt her skin color led to her academic
performances being deemphasized or ignored by her professors. In writing
about one particular class experience, Bethany wrote,
It took me a very long time to realize why I did not pass a class that I put
so much effort in and why I would receive high quiz grades but failing
grades on tests. The realization was that it did not matter how hard I tried,
it was that my grade was in the eyes of the beholder (professors), and
because I never missed a day in class (even after being severely beaten) I
was still going to be set back.
Bethany’s realization came from receiving a letter grade in her course that was
far lower than she expected. She did not perceive the letter grade she received
to be commensurate with the work she put in to the class or to the positive
feedback she received from her instructor throughout the course of the semester.
This was a troubling realization for Bethany, who had been the target of domestic
violence during the semester in question.
Other responses linked ethnicity to expectations of how one should dress
or what types of artifacts they should possess. Chloe’s response touched on the
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ways she felt marginalized based on the type of backpack she carried to her
classes. She wrote,
The backpack I had happened to be a Columbia brand backpack. I know
when most white students or any students see a Hispanic with brands like
these it makes them question, how is it that we have these type of
brands?
Maria’s autoethnography also touched on marginalization based on clothing and
accessories. She wrote, “I am a tall Latina who wear hoop earrings and dresses
plain and comfortable. Often times those outside of my culture would perceive
me to be a chola, or little gangster.” These quotations highlight the ways some
participants felt marginalized based on their stylistic choices. In some cases,
participants experienced feelings of psychological dissonance when considering
these issues. Olga, for example, described psychological insecurities she
experienced when thinking about aligning her style of dress with others in order
to fit in. For Olga, doing so would mean compromising dressing in a manner that
represented her unique self in favor of more acceptable garments that conformed
to other’s preferred style of dress. She wrote,
Wearing trendy things is not my thing. It’s not me. Sometimes it’s nice to
wear things that are trendy but not when EVERYBODY decides to on the
same day. Why am I worried about having to look for others when I really
only need to feel good enough for myself. Gosh dang it, I almost fell into
pressure that I really didn’t need to fall into.
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Microaggressions. Many participants wrote about their experiencing
being the targets of microaggressions on their community college campus.
Participants identified being targets of microaggressions from both their peers
and instructors, who were both described as sources of them feeling
marginalized within their campus environment. Chloe stated,
The second I walked into my anthropology class I felt off, in the sense that
I felt like I didn’t belong. The second I walked into that class I could feel
people staring at me. . . . There were many White students and the
second I sat down I could see that I didn’t fit in.
For Chloe, the ways her classmates gazed at her caused her feelings of
discomfort. Claire responded similarly when she wrote,
This has affected me in my community college because if some one stairs
directly at me ill glance back but feel weak because I didn’t show my
strength and suddenly I’ll feel a sense of un welcomed and feel
subconsciously that someone else saw and would come to fight me or
think less of me as if they could read my mind.
Claire’s response adds a new dimension to understanding of the ways
participants may psychologically confront microaggressions from peers, such as
dealing with feelings of dissonance as they decide on an appropriate response.
Participants also identified microaggressions from their instructors as
sources of marginalized feelings. Bethany wrote, “I struggle with professors who
look at me in a certain way of disgust and careless acts of not acknowledging the
time taken out to assist with aiding me because I am not their racial preference.”
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This response illustrates her belief that she may be unfairly evaluated by
instructors based on her ethnicity or other phenotypic factors. Maria also
addressed these sorts of evaluations by her instructors. She wrote, “When I first
enter a classroom I am pretty sure that I am seen by my teachers that I can look
like a chola.” In her essay she also described how she felt uncomfortable with
her instructors acting surprised by her worthwhile academic performance. She
wrote,
Last semester I took a class and I sat in the front row. I would really be
focusing on what the teacher was saying and ask questions out of
curiosity. My professor responded in surprise to what I had asked and
said that I made a good point. After class she told me that sometimes she
thinks I don’t like her or that I am dreading the class because of the faces I
make. She had made the comment that I had an RBF [resting bitch face].
In this example, Maria was made to feel uncomfortable by her instructor’s
surprise at her interest in the course, even when the instructor appears to be
attempting to compliment her on her interest in participating actively in class
proceedings. She elaborated on this memory in writing, “I try to smile as often as
I can because when teachers have the assumption that I might not do well or that
I don’t care to be in the class makes them put me on the sidelines.” This
response indicates Maria’s ongoing need to appear nonverbally interested in the
course for fear of being further marginalized by her instructors.
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Linguistic Insecurities
One developed theme concerned the linguistic insecurities experienced by
participants on their community college campus. These insecurities caused them
to feel psychologically and emotionally distant from their peers, which resulted in
them experiencing feelings of marginalization. Chloe’s autoethnographic essay
included descriptions of the ways she felt in class when comparing herself to her
classmates. She wrote, “In most of my classes I don’t feel smart enough
because sometimes I don’t understand the vocabulary that is used and I start to
think, is this really the right place for me?” Edith also noted linguistic insecurities
in describing conversations she initiated with an instructor. She wrote, “I
remember approaching my ceramics instructor once with the idea that I was only
going to address that my vocabulary wasn’t as extensive as the other students in
my class.” For these students, feelings of inadequacy stemmed from their
perceptions of having a limited intellect in comparison to their peers. They also
felt inadequate based on their command of the formal rules of English and
knowledge of the refined vocabularies commonly used in college environments.
Influences of Out-of-School Experiences
Participants wrote about the impact of their experiences outside of the
college environment as factors that contributed to them feeling marginalized
within school settings. A number of participants touched on the ways their
previous experiences contributed to their identity development. Claire, for
example, wrote,
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I am a Mexican young lady who has overcome my own fair share of
obstacles. In grade school I was bullied for living in a house and not being
on the reduce lunch or free lunch roll. So I never felt like I fit in with my
peers either in grade school, middle, or even high school.
Claire’s essay also addressed the ways a previous teacher degraded her and
damaged her psyche. She wrote, “[The teacher] would let me down, call me
unworthy and tell me that I was heading in a direction of being a janitor on a
military campus.” Maria’s autoethnography also addressed a specific experience
that she identified as contributing to her diminished self-evaluation. She wrote,
I went with my mother to do cleaning matince at a house my father had
refered me to for get the extra class. While I was there the women was
very impressed with my work and began to ask me questions. She asked
if I was attending school and what my major was. I responeded that I was
in community college with an International Buissnes major. After I had
mentioned that’s she told me that I should simply “stick to what I knewe
best” which in her eyes was cleaning because I would be able to help
support my family much more one day because she said “my people” had
a high young preganancy rate and that college would take to long.
This scene represents a circumstance in which Maria was made to feel
marginalized based on her ethnicity. This experience appeared to be the
archetype for her feelings of marginalization on her college campus. Olga’s
autoethnography also addressed previous experiences in which she felt
devalued and marginalized. In her essay she wrote about how those interactions
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promoted negative self talk, which she identified as barriers to her own selfefficacy and success.
Second Research Question
The second research question was: How are students’ senses of
belonging expressed in their autoethnographic essays? In addition to identifying
sources for feelings of marginalization, participants also identified elements of
their community college experiences that contributed to them feeling like they
belonged in college. There was a great deal of conceptual overlap between
student responses that indicated feelings of marginalization and a lack of
belonging and those that contributed to their sense of belonging. Therefore, this
section addresses responses in participants’ autoethnographies that point out
sources of increased feelings of belonging within their community college
environment. Two major themes, personal networks and support systems and
mentors are addressed in this section.
Personal Networks
Participants identified the presence of relational networks as contributing
to their sense of belonging on their community college campus. Conversely,
participants identified an absence of a social network as a cause for them to
experience a lack of belonging. Erica described the lack of belonging she
experienced during her first semester of community college work. She wrote, “At
school I felt deserted because it was my first semester and I didn’t get any
classes with my friends.” In her essay she also reflected on what it meant for her
to come back into contact with an established relational network:
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I’m in my second year of college, I do have a very busy schedule but my
current girlfriend and I always make time for each other. When the
semester of Fall 2016 started my close friends from high school came to
the same college as me. I couldn’t have been more excited.
Support Programs and Mentors
Participants cited on-campus support programs as sources for them
feeling like they belonged. Claire provided a vivid example in her
autoethnography, writing,
I’m always portrayed by my peers as bubbly, or ditzy mainly because I feel
that smiling and laughing should be part of our everyday norm so finding
people that will accept me for me is even harder but I always can see that
once they see my test grades or hear me speak about something im
highly pationate about they automatically feel like they like me making me
feel like I had to actually work for it I tend to keep too my self unless im in
the HOPE building those people to me are my family they listen even
when Im annoying they understand what I go threw and in a way they give
me motivation.
Claire’s response indicates a positive regard for finding sources of belonging on
campus, particularly in the form of supplemental support programs. She
reflected favorably on this program and a positive class experience, highlighting
new relationships and improved ethical character: “In all honesty from that class I
received new morals and friends I can say will stay by me for a life time as well
as the HOPE crew and family.” She continued by relating these positive qualities
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to previous ones in other areas of campus life (such as worthwhile curricular
experiences). She wrote,
I only ever felt confident in a class room when I was in a introduction to
Chican@ studies mainly because the professor made us get to know
everyone individually and personally so I felt like there was no judgment in
the room.
Maria also identified support programs as a source for a sense of belonging. In
addition to mentioning the HOPE program, Maria mentioned Puente, an
academic, counseling, and mentorship program aimed at serving historically
underserved students. She also noted the contributions of Extended Opportunity
Programs and Services (EOPS), which prepares students from disadvantaged
backgrounds for associates degree attainment and transfer to four-year
institutions. She wrote,
When I came back to school I got much more involved with the programs
that were able to help me financially and programas that gave me that
sense of belonging. I don’t know what I would have done without the
programs like HOPE, Puente and EOPS, that are guiding me those what
are the strongest educational foundations in my life.
Dalia also documented the importance of support programs by indicating some
ways that these supplemental programs help students like her escape the types
of evaluation that may produce feelings of marginalization. She wrote,
In HOPE I felt that sense of belonging. There are many other Latinas that I
am associated with that get told the same thing. They to are super
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intelligent and responsible, yet they get stereotyped in the same ways that
I have been stereotyped. Being around them has shown me that it isn’t
just a me thing but that others have faced the same issue. It feels great
whenever I get to prove people wrong. To show my professor my
intelligence and how responsible I am felt good because it was something
she probably did not expect.
In addition to highlighting support programs as a whole, one participant
identified mentors as a source for feelings of belonging. Bethany stated, “No one
is perfect, but with the right people (like my program mentor) aiding and inspiring
will get you through.”
Third Research Question
The third research question was: How do students describe the
epistemological functions of autoethnographic writing? Where the first two
research questions were addressed using excerpts from participants’
autoethnographic essays, the findings for the third research question came from
transcripts of oral interviews with participants. Of the twelve participants in the
study, eleven completed interviews about the writing process. Protocols for
these semi-structured interviews focused on the ways students reflected on the
autoethnographic writing process as a knowledge-producing, meaning-making
activity. This section addresses six major themes developed for this research
question.
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New Avenues for Expression
Participants claimed that this style of personal writing provided them with
an uncommon avenue for expressing themselves and their experiences. When
Edgar was asked about his impressions of his writing session, he responded, “It
created a space that I usually don’t have to talk about, even if it’s through my
own peers or faculty members.” He also touched on the ways he felt less
inhibited in expressing himself than he might when completing a more
conventional writing assignment at the college level: “I didn’t feel restricted as
you would when you’re like writing an official document, a paper.”
The notion that autoethnographic writing can be a conduit for deeper
thinking about the self and one’s own experiences emerged in Hortencia’s
response. She stated,
[it] just came out because I didn’t think about it. Because I try to push
stuff aside and not think of things and not think of what people think of me.
But when I start writing it’s like, oh, yeah, it’s coming out.
Erica compared writing an autoethnography to what she finds useful about
visiting a therapist. She commented,
Because it does help me writing it down, because like, you know, I don’t
like keeping it inside. Because I used to like, my therapist says that it’s
not good to like layer yourself up because every time you layer yourself up
you’re going to explode. And so, that’s why I like sometimes when I write
it down, like, and I don’t have it, like, I, when it comes to writing things
down, I write things down like in my journal so I can let it out when I don’t
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feel comfortable telling someone. So, I just like, in a way, it’s an escape
as well.
Erica’s response illustrates a generalized view about personal writing as a
catharsis, which she uses as a basis to recommend this type of writing to others
who find themselves in moments of psychological or emotional imbalance. She
elaborated,
I have told my friends and also my siblings you know, if you know. If
there’s a point to where you can’t tell someone something or you don’t feel
comfortable, write in your journal. And so, really, I feel like I’m going to
take a lot from this today. You know, just you know looking at a
marginalization and self-belonging and all of this. I feel it really does like
help that and writing.
In contrast, Bethany pointed out the usefulness of her writing session for the
ways it differed from oral communication. While her response also
acknowledged the possibility of using this type of writing as a form of catharsis,
she also pointed out her own suspicions about interpersonal dialogue about
sensitive matters. She responded,
It helped me because I wasn’t like talking to somebody about it. Like I
was able to, when you talk to somebody about something, you’re letting it
out. And who’s to say that person isn’t going to forget? Who’s to say that
years from now this person is going to forget? But when it’s on paper,
that’s the foundation to move through the world. Like when you see this
it’s like man, you, I went through that. I feel that. I understand that.
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Idea Development and Strengthening Recollection
In addition to viewing autoethnography as a relatively unique and
untapped mode for expressing oneself, participants claimed that the writing
process assisted them in developing specific ideas and helping them recall
specific experiences. When asked about how ideas developed during the writing
process, Edgar stated, “They developed as I was writing because, like I
mentioned, it was something that things that kind of were in the back of my
mind.” Chloe’s response also highlighted the use of autoethnography to bring
distant memories to the foreground of her thinking. She responded,
I think I felt anxiety mainly because just thinking back on what I felt when I
was typing like my experiences. So like, I was typing an example of how I
felt when I went into class and that anxiety just came back because I felt
anxiety at that moment. So, typing that sort of stuff like when I feel, the
way I feel when I type is the way that I felt in that experience. So, I think
that just came back to me.
This quotation demonstrates how Chloe’s writing session caused her to think
more concretely about a significant experience, even being forced to confront
uncomfortable cognitions and emotions associated with that experience. She
added, “I think it was the most uncomfortable I’ve ever felt in my life.” Chloe also
pointed out the benefits of the writing process for helping her to think more
honestly about the impact this situation had on her. She responded,
In that moment in class I didn’t feel that. But now that I was writing about
it, those ideas came to my mind. . . . What I felt was easy for me to write
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down. But it was hard because at the same time. I didn’t think that in that
moment up until now is when I really think about. . . . I guess you never
really think about it until you have to write it down I guess you can say.
Michael also touched on how the writing process led him to consider previously
underexplored ideas and memories. He stated, “It’s not something that comes
into my head like I don’t think about being what I am, half black, half Mexican or
having to write about things I haven’t thought about in a good while.” James’s
response also touched on the use of autoethnography to heighten one’s
awareness about experiences. He responded,
[it] probably just opened up avenues of how to speak it . . . how to
translate it. . . . You know exactly what you all went through. But
sometimes it may just be a blur. . . . You’re saying something and it might
trigger in the back of your head.
Dalia said, “When I’m not writing I don’t really put that into perspective. I don’t
really keep that in mind. But when I was writing . . . all that stuff came to me.”
She also expanded on the ways this style of writing helped her to think differently
about the concepts under investigation. She stated,
But when you do write about it, then you kind of take on other ideas or
other experiences that did happen that did make you feel marginalized but
I wouldn’t have noticed it otherwise if I wasn’t writing. So, for like future
references when I’m talking about something or I’m just free writing about
my life, there might be other things that come into mind that I might not
have taken notice of had I not been writing.

100
James identified the merits of autoethnography by pointing out how it may help
you to avoid ignorance about your experiences: “You may learn something and
take more note into looking into that awareness or looking into this more than
being stubborn or being ignorant to it.” This is similar to what Olga identified as
the merits of autoethnography for her. She stated, “It helped me relate back to
the past and helped me think about my present.” She continued,
Sometimes you don’t stop and think about what’s happening in your life.
Things are just happening. You don’t take note of it. Like what did I do
last year? I don’t even remember. And just stopping to think about what’s
been done kind of helps you reflect and sometimes we don’t do that at all.
Hortencia’s response addressed more of an intentional suppression of
uncomfortable memories. She stated, “I try to block a lot of stuff.” She
elaborated on this by stating,
I have a bad experience. I just won’t talk about it. I want to push it aside,
out of sight, out of mind, doesn’t happen, doesn’t exist. So, I don’t think
about it. And I try to stay positive and move forward. So, when I’m asked
to, it’s like, “Oh shoot.”
This response expands on the notion of autoethnography acting as a means to
explore one’s cognitions and memories about experiences. It also addresses the
ways it forces an individual to intentionally confront experiences the individual is
used to ignoring or pushing away.

101
Participants also documented the ways the autoethnographic writing
experience provided them with perspectives on previous experiences. Erica, for
example, responded during the interview,
I was writing something, I thought about it. And so, I would change it up
and really, it just gave me a kind of new perception, a new kind of view on
it. At a certain time I was thinking something else. But now you’re
thinking something totally different.
At times the experience of writing about the self-shed light on the emotionality
behind particular experiences. Edith stated, “it led me to re-experience some
emotions. . . . It just brought me to experiencing the whole events again.”
Bethany also identified some deep emotions that came to her as she was writing.
She responded,
It was very emotional for me to do that. It was just like it all came back.
Like, I felt like during the time, like I wanted to cry, but I couldn’t. So, I put
it back here. I threw it way in the back of my head because I have bigger
and better things to do. But then when I have to type it out, like it’s all,
everything came out like what I wanted to do right then and there. I
wanted to cry. I wanted to be angry. I wanted to be upset. I wanted to
express like the unfairness, the unfairness.
Some respondents noted the ways their writing experience helped them to cope
with these sorts of deep emotions. Claire said, “Those were things that were
popping into my mind . . . as in like a hug, like a mental hug as I was writing.”
James also identified the importance of confronting these emotions, but in a
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more steadfast way. He stated, “It’s a good thing to reflect, not reminisce. . . .
It’s a good thing to reflect because the reflection pretty much is looking back at
what you either made wrong or did right and how it improved into your present
day.”
Grappling with Cognitions and Emotions
Participants also reflected on the ways the autoethnographic writing
process assisted them in exploring cognitions and emotions more deeply. This
included participants pointing out some observed differences between written
and oral communication, re-conceptualizing their experiences, and undergoing a
sense of catharsis, as well as helping them to validate or confirm their thoughts
and emotions about their experiences in college.
Written versus oral communication. Edgar stated, “It got me thinking
about all those things when I was putting it down on paper. . . . You’re putting it
on paper because it’s important to you.” Edgar elaborated on this point about the
writing process helping to highlight important thoughts and emotions. He said,
This is something that it’s a different approach; it’s a different like sensory
versus speaking or hearing yourself say it or just talking about it with a
friend or on campus or something like that versus putting it on paper.
Something about putting it in words just makes it a little more like official,
like so. It does make you think about what you would normally would say
in a conversation where you could take it more lightly because it’s words
and you’re like, they’ll just, once I say them they’ll fade away. And with
paper, because there’s that like perception that there’s more permanence,
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permanence to the paper, so your kind of more careful as what you want
to put on that paper.
Edgar’s response indicates a unique property of the autoethnogaphic writing
process––its potential use to confirm and/or accept thoughts and emotions that
subjects may have previously disregarded or not fully considered (Ellis, Adams,
& Bochner, 2011). Edgar also noted, “The process itself of writing, it helped me
kind of really narrow down like what really was going on; everything else is kind
of like a bi-product of that one.” During the interview he also expanded on what
he perceived to be the differences between written and oral communication. As
he stated, “The writing aspect of it versus the speech . . . even though you think
you’re translating the same message, when it’s in writing it really puts a different
spin to it.” Chloe discussed her writing process as helping her better frame her
thoughts, feelings, and experiences for others. She remarked about writing, “I’m
writing for someone. So, I help them see where I’m coming from and see [how] I
felt and see how I saw things.” Chloe also likened this process to the ways she
reads a book, where specific descriptive scenes bring content to life in ways
passive dialogue might not. James also addressed his perceptions on the
differences between oral and written communication. As he stated,
Anybody can speak on what they want to do in life. Anybody could say,
“Oh, I’m going to do this or I’m going to do this.” Which is all verbal. But
until you decide exactly what you want to do, write it down, take the
necessary steps into writing it down and showing that you’re going to do
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these things and being accountable for it. Then you’re actually putting in
some, some effort.
Like other participants, James provided advice for other students on this point: “If
you write it down, nine times out of ten you’re going to do what you wrote down
instead of just saying it.” He went on to say, “If a person sat and wrote down all
his goals and what he wanted to do . . . he’ll understand something. But if he’s
not doing that and he’s not putting in the necessary effort, then it’s just like you’re
talking.” This quotation highlights a type of salience and permanence that James
sees in the process of writing down one’s thoughts, rather than simply stating
them, which he perceives as more fleeting.
Reconceptualization. Some participants claimed the writing process
helped them reconceptualize the ways their experiences contributed to their
overall development. When asked how the writing process may have helped her,
Hortencia responded,
Well, it just, now makes me feel like I’ve come a long way. Now I can, I
push those feelings aside for whatever my insecurities are. But now it’s
like, I don’t feel that way anymore. Now I’m more open to speak about
myself like whether they care or they want to ask. They can ask, because
now I just think of it as they just want to know. Like they’re just curious.
And I just can’t feel like I don’t know. I don’t understand. I don’t know. I
don’t know how to explain it. I just feel like I’ve come a long way and now
I don’t feel like I did when I first came. I feel more like accomplished and
I’ve learned more. I feel a little smarter, so I don’t feel like I did my first

105
semester getting into groups. Now I’m like, I’m proud now. I’m more proud
of where I’ve come, how far I’ve come.
Hortencia expanded on this point even more. She responded, “I feel like I can
turn it into something positive writing about it. I feel like I’ve learned from this
experience . . . and writing about it I can kind of twist it into, this is learning, I
learned from this.” Hortencia also indicated this is not the first time she has
participated in reflective writing, and noted some of the impacts of repeated
exposure to these experiences. As she said,
I think I’ve written about myself and my struggles a few times already. So,
I feel like now it’s like, it’s easier. It’s, it’s more like, it’s done now. I’ve
said it. I’ve put it out there. I don’t feel like that anymore. So, now I’m
okay with it being out. It’s not like a, the ugliness isn’t there anymore.
She elaborated on the benefits of using reflective writing to reconceptualize her
feelings toward certain thoughts and emotions: “If I’m sad, angry, whatever. I
write about it and then a couple months down the road I read it. I’m like, “Oh,
well, I’m not, I’m not that anymore. I’m in a better place.”
Erica also addressed the ways the writing process helped her to hone in
on important experiences, as well as the ways the process aided her in making
more sense about those experiences. As she described her writing experience,
she said, “I started feeling a bit like anxiety, and I started feeling upset because
of just what I was writing, and it just took me back to that day and what
happened.” She also highlighted the ways the writing helped her to highlight
specific emotions and to make sense of them. She stated,
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It just brings me back to like just feeling upset you know. Like I did get a
little angry just writing about because you know like, I, I was writing it
down, and I was wondering like, I can’t believe this actually happened.
But you know like, it did make me who I was. And I just like, it just makes
me think like, everything happens for a reason.
Erica ended this point by stating, “Writing it down it just really like, it brings back
those feelings about what I was feeling that day as well. . . . I feel like writing it
down just like makes it easier for me.”
Catharsis. Participants identified cathartic elements of autoethnographic
writing, which allowed them a process through which they could release strong
and/or repressed emotions. Edith, for example, said that the writing process
helps “getting it out without being attached to anything that’s coming out.” She
expanded on this:
It lets me release certain things that I’ve, I’ve kind of held in. It’s kind of
like, it kind of is like, that kind of when you’re vomiting and you just don’t
want to vomit anymore. You kind of just kind of tighten up and you just
with that you weren’t doing that anymore because it makes you feel a
certain way or you’re just tired of doing it; you’re just tired of vomiting. So,
it gives you this after affect. And even like during, it’s like you don’t know
how much more is going to come out.
This slightly graphic analogy helped Edith to identify the process of releasing
repressed emotions in an uninhibited way, which she identified as central to the
writing process. She said, “At times you just want to kind of squeeze . . .
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suppress, kind of hold it in. But then when you just let it, release it. . . . When
you’re done you just feel a sense of like (sighs), like . . . you’re just so relieved.”
Olga responded similarly, stating, “It felt like I was letting my feelings out.”
Michael identified this sort of cathartic release in his writing. He discussed a time
when he was told he could no longer participate in cross-country running
activities. He reflected on this writing during our interview, stating,
Writing about it, it brought up feelings I hadn’t thought about. And I was
like, okay, that did suck. . . . After writing it down, I passed it. But writing
about it, it was very, very emotional. Like I didn’t cry. . . . It’s the only
thing I could think of; it sucked.
Michael concluded this point by stating, “You’re getting it all out. You’re not
holding it in anymore.” And when asked what this style of writing could do for
others, he stated that someone could write “just for the sake of your sanity.”
Validation. Some participants found the autoethnographic writing
process confirmed or validated previously held cognitions and emotions. Claire
mentioned, “I don’t always have the best confidence in myself. I don’t always
have the best image of myself. . . . Writing about myself makes me more think; it
makes me depressed at the end of it.” Olga found that the writing process
helped her to be confident that she had oriented herself in a more productive
academic direction. She said, “Writing about it didn’t make me change my goal.
It just like reinforced it much more. Like I mean I’m doing great.” She continued,
“Writing about it. . . . It makes me happy because like I’m doing things the
opposite way now, you know?”
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Sharing Experiences
Participants identified the writing process as a unique means to better
frame their experiences and share them with others. Chloe responded, “It helps
other people understand how maybe me as a Hispanic feel or African-Americans
how they feel in a place where they maybe feel uncomfortable.” Chloe’s
response indicates an interest in helping other individuals comprehend
someone’s unique experiences or positioning within the world. Bethany also
touched on this when she was asked how she might recommend this style of
writing to someone else. She said,
I would encourage them to do so because not only voicing your testimony
or your triumphs or your difficulties or whatever you go through or have
went through, it helps because you may not, your voice may not be within
ear reaching zone. But you can most definitely get it out through paper
. . . it can go anywhere.
While some participants expressed a greater affinity for oral communication,
Bethany’s response highlights a unique and useful function of written
communication–––its ability to make an impact beyond our immediate
surroundings. James also used the interview as an opportunity to offer his
perspective on the utility of autoethnographic writing. Specifically, he said,
So maybe probably the only thing that was hard was, probably, I want to
say, to write words, but just trying to give that right approach to make sure
is this, you know, is this good enough so where people can understand
exactly, that they could paint this picture as I’m talking, and they’re
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listening. They can paint a picture in their head and understand, “Damn,
like, okay, I see what he’s talking about.” You know, and get them
intrigued to want more. But if I can’t do that, then I feel like I didn’t do my
job.
James’s response more explicitly addresses autoethnographic writing as a
means for sharing one’s story with someone else, helping them to comprehend
cognitions, feelings, and experiences they may never have come to know.
Creating Solutions to Problems
Participants also appeared to have used the writing process as means to
help develop remedies or solutions to their problems. For many students, this
involved engaging in more developed thinking about their experiences and
perspectives on issues. Edgar, for example, stated,
It felt different because when you’re thinking it, you can play multiple
scenarios or you can play justifications that, that might make you, make
those thoughts just kind of like go away or you delay them or you just don’t
want to deal with them. So, you, you rationalize it, but putting it on paper
for me made it a little more solid as into you can’t just complain about it.
You have to, like, you have to find some type of solution to it.
He summarized this point by stating, “Putting it on paper kind of forced me to, to
think of a solution as I was writing it.” This quotation is powerful because it
illustrates the ways autoethnographic writing as a process, not just a product,
may assist authors in developing strategies to deal with problematic thoughts and
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feelings. Edith responded similarly when asked about the process of writing
about her troubling experiences. She responded,
It really helps because you’re identifying those uneasy feelings or you’re
identifying with what you feel and you’re not escaping from, from them.
You’re, you’re kind of tackling them on, like you know, they’re right here.
They let you make a choice, you know, about what comes out of it. And
it’s up to the person who’s writing to you now [will] be able to look at it and
access where they’re at in their life and their past and their future. They
can learn from it. They can learn from it moving forward, you know?
Edith’s response addresses the use of autoethnography to deliberately tackle
problems. Michael also addressed the manner in which he dealt with his
problems through writing. He said, “Explaining it and getting out of my, like,
talking about it made it less of a problem, just you know, like even just writing
about it [helps].” He concluded by stating, “When you write about personal
things, like, you just recall like what happened, how you felt, and it’s just, it sucks
to write about it. I guess writing it or talking about it, it helps deal with the
problem.” In this response, Michael illustrates the overall benefits of personal
writing to one’s wellbeing, even if the process can sometimes be difficult. When
Olga addressed the possibilities of using multiple personal writing sessions to
help solve one’s problems. She used the analogy of trying to put out a fire. She
said, “You can’t put out a fire with just like one big bucket. . . . You have to do it
little by little sometimes.”
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Personalizing Marginalization and Belonging
The ability to better connect the concepts of marginalization and belonging
was also distinguished as a key epistemological function of autoethnography.
Specifically, some participants indicated that, while they were generally familiar
with these concepts before this experience, the writing process helped them
understand how they have personally been impacted. Edgar responded,
I think before I was more of, I was aware of them. I kind of felt it but not
enough to, what I thought wasn’t enough to bother me. But after doing the
exercise yesterday, jotting down some things and then kind of looking
back at my last semester as to how I started school and how I ended the
semester. I did see that there was a significant impact made, and I just, I
just refused to accept it.
Dalia responded similarly when she said,
I thought it was kind of different because I’m used to, I don’t really have to
see myself as being marginalized. Like I tend to not really think about
that. So, putting myself in the like into situations where I realize that I
have been. It’s kind of like, whoa, like I never really paid attention to it
because I kind of, you know, push it to the side. But, I mean it was
interesting to know it is like an everyday thing that can happen and that
does happen sometimes. But I never really noticed it. So, it was
interesting to pay attention to it.
Dalia continued, “I was thinking about on the lines of one thing, but then more
stuff like of experiences that I’ve had previously kind of came to me. Like
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whoa . . . this wasn’t the first time I’ve experienced this.” Dalia’s response
illustrates the ways the autoethnographic writing process may be used to
recognize the repetition of a particular type of experience, which may help the
subject to make sense of it within the contexts of their own lives. Dalia
concluded, “I came to the realization that like it has, the same stereotype or the
same idea that I mentioned when I was writing is brought back again.”
When asked about how she now thinks about the concept of marginalization,
Chloe stated,
I don’t think I really thought about it maybe because now I think now
where we are, the way that a lot of people are starting to see things. It’s,
it’s starting to, like, marginalization is starting to become a big thing, and I
think it’s because of where we are now in the world.
Chloe’s response indicates that the writing process may have helped her to
connect the concept of marginalization to her own existence, as well as to help
identify her positioning within greater socio-political climates. She continued,
Before I wouldn’t be able to think because I don’t think it was a big, maybe
it was but maybe I just didn’t see it, like marginal, marginalization was a
big thing, but now I think it is maybe in my head because of everything
that’s going on. So, I think now it’s a bigger issue than it was before, well
to me.
Chloe also indicated that this experience helped her to reflect more concretely on
the ways she has felt marginalized in her daily life. She described the stares she
received when she entered grocery stores that are not typically associated with
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catering to Latino/a populations, as well as the ways she has noticed people
staring at White persons in traditionally Latino/a markets.
Edith noted the ways the writing process caused her to focus more on her
level of preparation for college. She said, “It’s difficult at first, and it’s difficult
because it lets me see where I am with my education. So much is like grammar
. . . knowledge that you’re supposed to possibly end up having, but then I’m not
there yet.” Edith expanded on this point by indicating that the writing process
helped her to comprehend how individuals may feel marginalized based on a
variety of factors, not simply their ethnicity. In her case, she felt marginalized
predominately because of her lack of education, but she recognized the unique
experiences that many different individuals have lived through. Michael also
brought up ways the writing process helped him to recognize the ways others
may be marginalized. Though he is biracial, he did not personally attest to
feeling marginalized during the time he has time spent in community college.
However, he did reflect on his writing as elucidating the marginalizing messages
her perceives in the public sphere. He said,
I mean I feel bad, but they’re not talking about me specifically. They’re
talking about the, like, they’re talking about like the race and not, it’s not
like someone’s walking up to me and saying whatever about me being
black or being Mexican that’s, I just. It’s, it’s what you hear because it’s
just all over the news, and it’s just, I mean I hear it every day. Like I said, I
hear it almost on a daily basis either in the news or in school.
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Olga was also able to make more sense of her experiences through the writing
process. Specifically, she avoided normalizing these experiences of
marginalization. She said,
Well, before you know, like you know that these things happened, and it’s
almost normal. You can even say it’s normal because you know school, it
happens or sometime in your life it happens. But me writing about it was
just like, well like, it’s normal, and it’s okay, but it shouldn’t be that okay.
Like you shouldn’t have to be feeling like you’re an outsider, like you’re not
included, you know. It’s really mean I feel, yeah.
Marginalization and Belonging Identified During the Interview
Although the third research question deals with the epistemological
functions of autoethnography for student participants, many students also
expressed feelings about feeling marginalized and a sense of belonging during
the interview portion of data collection. While these insights do not pertain
specifically to this third research question, it is important to document them, as
they reveal key insights that may be of great value to both academic theorists
and practitioners.
Age
As in their autoethnographies, many participants identified their age as a
source for their feeling marginalized on their community college campus. Edgar
noted that as a student in his thirties, he feels he has more in common with his
professors than with his classmates. He also spoke about the sense of urgency
he feels to get through community college and move on with his academic
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career. He stated, “I just want to get this done and over with to put it behind me
and like move on to something else.” Chloe also expressed that her age makes
her feel strange around her peers as though she is thought of as less intelligent
than her younger student colleagues. During the interview she said, “I’m a little
bit older and I’m Hispanic. I think they see me like, okay, I guess I feel dumb.”
She also said,
I feel like a lot of things have changed in the way from when I was in
school to the way kids are in school now. So, our minds are different.
And I feel when they see me they’re like, okay, you’re older and you’re
here. Like, what are you doing here? Like, you shouldn’t be here. You
should be somewhere else.
Based on this response, Chloe feels marginalized and a lack of belonging based
on her age. Hortencia expressed similar sentiments about her age compared to
her classmates. She said during the interview,
I remember just not wanting to talk about myself and then everybody
asking questions and why are you here? And then it gets me thinking,
like, do I belong here? Like why am I here? I’m too old for the, like I can
be these kid’s mom. And it’s, like, just an insecurity that it would bring out,
I guess, or it brought out my insecurities and then, I guess, guessing like
or thinking I’m not smart enough because these kids are like smart.
They’re right out of high school. Everything’s like fresh. And for me it’s
like, I don’t, I don’t even remember even learning about this stuff.
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Hortencia’s response also reflects her perception of a particular psychology that
she perceives that contributes to academic success, one that her peers embody
and that she lacks. Edith also spoke about this during her interview. She said, “I
don’t come from a high school background. So, many times the instructors just
assume that everybody comes from the same background.” Hortencia
responded similarly when she stated,
I’m sitting there trying to pay attention and these kids are messing around
because they’re like, “Oh yeah.” And they’ll call out an answer and then
they’ll go back to like side talk. And me it’s like, I’m right here taking
notes, trying to pay attention, taking pictures so that I don’t miss anything.
And it just feels like I’m not even on their level when I’m older than them,
but I feel like I’m not even on their level because they’re just like so quick.
And I’m like, I can’t even blink because what if I miss something and then
I’ll, I’ll go sideways. So, it just brought me like to that, like uh, my
insecurities I guess.
Hortencia’s response provides a vivid depiction of how the classroom conduct of
her younger peers caused her to feel insecure.
Academic Under-Preparedness
Similar to the contents of their autoethnographies, participants used the
interview to verbally address their perceptions of being academically underprepared for college. James described his unfamiliarity with formal essay writing
during his first semester attending Barkdull College. For James, writing an essay
that conformed to the philosophical and technical standards of the college was a
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high-order task. He stated, “But the schools I even went to, they didn’t teach
that.” Olga felt like she didn’t belong based on her poor academic performance
in previous semesters. She was placed on academic probation, and she
described her difficulties in regaining her motivation to complete her coursework.
As she stated, “I ended up feeling very like, like unmotivated because I had, I had
been kicked out of school.”
Clothing and Other Artifacts
Some participants reported feeling marginalized based on the clothes they
wore or the artifacts they possessed. Olga plainly stated, “I didn’t feel like
comfortable with my choice of clothing because I felt like I wasn’t fitting in.”
Chloe also addressed feeling insecure based on her clothes and the type of car
she drove. She responded,
For example, in my writing I put, I felt like students stared at me maybe
because of the way I was dressed or the backpack that I had because I
had the Columbia Brown backpack. And they see me, and I’m Hispanic
and I walk in, and they’re like, “Okay, she has this backpack like.” Or if
they see me pull up in the car that I have. I have a BMW and it’s like,
“Okay, you’re Hispanic. How do you have a BMW?” Like things like that.
Chloe concluded by mentioning how difficult it can be to fit in with various ethnic
groups on campus, partly based on the appropriateness of certain artifacts. She
said, “So, it’s like people stare at us, and it’s like maybe we’re not Mexican
enough or we’re not American enough.”/
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Separation from Relational Network
One participant, Erica, reported feeling out of place based on the absence
of her relational network on her college campus. As she put it, “It was like, my
first year here at the college, and, you know, all my friends over there they,
they’re all there, and I was still here. So, I felt alone, you know, scared.” For
Erica, not recognizing familiar faces on campus was a great source of discomfort.
Microaggressions
During the interview portion of the study, participants touched on their
experiences with microaggressions from others that made them feel marginalized
on campus. Bethany contributed a detailed anecdote about feeling discriminated
against by a former instructor. Despite what she described as stellar academic
performance on her part, she felt that her instructor treated her differently than
her peers who did not perform to the caliber she did. Bethany became quite
emotional during the interview as she walked me through this difficult experience.
Claire also described microaggressive behaviors from instructors. She stated,
I remember there would be moments in class where I knew the answer,
but he wouldn’t even like look at me even if my hand was up. You know,
he’d always put me the last person or not even last. Sometimes he
wouldn’t even get to me.
Supportive Instruction
One participant, James, took time during the interview to remark on the
caring behaviors exhibited by his instructors. He noted the diverse instructors he
had encountered, as well as the positive affect they had on him. He stated, “We
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actually have . . . teachers that’s really, I want to say caring. . . . They give you
enough facts and opportunities to take the necessary steps.” James also
expressed the support he received from his instructors in helping him become
better prepared for college-level work. He remarked about one instructor, “I learn
so much just as far as that just because it’s, it just preps you. It really preps you.”
Mentors and Campus Programs
During the interview, participants identified mentors and campus support
programs as sources for their feeling greater senses of belonging. Hortencia
reflected on previous interactions with a Life Skills coach on campus. She said,
I feel like I, like just last week I met with my Life Skills coach, and I was
like, I feel different now. I don’t feel scared. I don’t feel like, not scared,
scared to learn new things, scared that I’m going to fail. Now it’s like, I
don’t even think about failing anymore. I think of I’m almost done. I can
see the finish line. I, I could like almost taste it. So, it’s more motivating.
It’s more like whatever happened, whatever’s in my past, I’m not going to,
that’s not going to define me anymore.
Erica described similar interactions during her interview, which she identified as
supported her feeling included at the college. She stated,
I feel like I belong more. I feel like I don’t, I don’t, like I don’t have that fear
of someone judging me. I don’t have that fear of someone looking at me
and like I have to worry about what they’re thinking you know, like I feel
comfortable. I feel just a part of like even if I’m not in like a club or
anything. I just feel like I’m doing my part here. I’m you know, I’m going
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to school. . . . Like I feel like I’m really just doing what I’m supposed to be
doing no matter what anyone else thinks.
Bethany also identified a mentor on campus who helped her get through difficult
periods. As she put it,
I know that without like coming, like coming to this program and like
seeing like [name withheld] all the time, and for those extensive times like,
I wouldn’t have been able to, like, I wouldn’t have been able to get through
it. Like I wouldn’t have been able to get through it. Like it was
(emotional), it was hard. It was, it was really hard. Then he like really
brought me back to like focus and, and reality because my head was like
really in the cloud. Like it was hard man. Like it was hard.
Claire also took time during the interview to comment on positive experiences
with campus mentors and support programs. She described increased
interactions she had with representatives from the HOPE program, and the
sense of comfort and confidence she gained as a result. She stated,
It is a big deal for me because where I can’t even walk across a quad or
go inside with the commons without being self-conscious. I can walk into
a room of maybe what ten or fifteen people, and I feel perfectly free.
Chapter Summary
This chapter documented the major themes developed from participants’
written autoethnographic essays, insights derived from their interviews about the
writing process, and finally, elements of marginalization and belonging that were
identified during the oral interviews.
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For the first research question, participants identified in their essays
various reasons why they feel marginalized on their college campus. These
reasons/themes included: their age, perceptions of academic underpreparedness, lack of familiarity with college structures and processes, their own
social identities, linguistic insecurities, and out-of-school experiences that
influenced insecure feelings in college.
The second research question focused on reasons why participants felt
increased feelings of belonging and inclusion on their community college
campus. Two major themes that were derived from the data were the presence
of familiar relational networks on campus and interactions with mentors and
support programs on campus.
The third research question dealt with the epistemological functions of
autoethnographic writing that participants identified. For this question,
participants engaged in oral interviews. Six major themes were developed based
on interview data, which illustrated the knowledge-construction and meaningmaking functions of this writing process. They were: providing new avenues for
expression, idea development and strengthening of past recollections, grappling
with cognitions and feelings, sharing experiences with others, creating solutions
to problems, and personalizing the concepts of marginalization and belonging to
their own lives.
Finally, this chapter reviewed insights into marginalization and belonging
that emerged during the interview. While there was noteworthy overlap between
the insights covered in this section and those addressed under the first research
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question, it was important to formally document the types of insights that
participants contributed in both written and oral forms. Understanding these
similarities and differences will contribute meaningfully to our conception of
various modes of expression students may use to share their experiences.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION
This study focused on the problem of student marginalization and feelings
of belonging on a community college campus. Further, the study sought to
explore a new mode of expression students could use to communicate about
their experiences feeling marginalized or a sense of belonging on campus.
Considering the work that previous researchers have contributed to highlight
marginalization and belonging in college students (Chambers & McCready, 2011;
Freeman et al., 2010; Hurtado & Carter, 1997), this study sought to more
comprehensively understand students’ perspectives on these issues by exposing
them to autoethnographic writing. In lieu of previous research on the unique
properties of autoethnography as a genre of writing and self-examination (Chang,
2008; Ellis, 2004; Ellis, Adams, & Bochner, 2011), this study explored the ways
African American and Latino/a community college students used
autoethnographic writing to express their experiences with feelings of
marginalization and belonging on their college campus. The study
simultaneously explored the epistemological (belief-constructing, meaningmaking) properties of autoethnography that students identified through their
participation in the study.
I investigated three research questions as part of this study: (a) How are
students’ experiences with marginalization on their college campus expressed in
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their autoethnographic essays? (b) How is students’ sense of belonging
expressed in their autoethnographic essays? (c) How do students describe the
epistemological functions of autoethnographic writing? In an effort to address
these questions, I used a qualitative, interpretive methodological framework.
Concerning the specific research methods, I employed content analysis of
participant responses to investigate the first two research questions and used
phenomenology to guide the development of the interview protocols, as well as a
framework for analyzing transcripts of student responses. Postmodernism and
CRT were the theoretical frameworks that undergirded the study’s design, as well
as my own interpretations of the findings. These interpretations are presented
below.
Interpretations
In this section I present interpretations for the various findings presented
in Chapter 4. These interpretations touch on data for all three of the research
questions, but they are interwoven in order to demonstrate the connectedness of
the research questions and the findings for each.
Autoethnography to Make Sense of Self and Surroundings
This study revealed that participants used autoethnographic writing in
order to better understand themselves, as well as their placement within various
social and cultural contexts. Data from participants’ written work and transcripts
from their interviews suggest that they reflected on the writing process as one
that helped them more efficiently explore and understand their own cognitions,
emotions, and experiences. This improved understanding about one’s own self
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and one’s positioning in the world relates to a number of prior works on the
functions of autoethnography (Adams & Holamn Jones, 2008; Bochner, 2001;
Nash, 2004).
Narratives and counternarratives. Some researchers have described
autoethnography as assisting authors in discovering a sense of narrative truth
through the writing process (Bochner, 2001; Denzin, 1989). This insight certainly
seems consistent with the findings of this study as students commented on the
ways they used the writing process to better elucidate important thoughts and
previous experiences that contributed to their unique development over time.
Bethany recounted important yet difficult experiences she had interacting with an
unsupportive instructor and commented on the complicated nature of these
experiences. For her, these experiences were difficult to endure in the moments
when they were taking place, but those experiences also allowed her (through
proper reflection) to develop personal insights about who she is and what she
values. Similarly, Hortencia honed in on the insecurities she experienced in
classroom settings based on her age relative to those of her classmates. In their
relationship with to the tenets of postmodernism and CRT, this data illustrates
student use of personal writing to express counternarratives (Jennings, 2014;
Nash & Viray, 2013). These counternarratives work to promote unique, nondominant voices into the discourse about the student experience. In this
particular study, participants used the writing process and the subsequent
interview to note salient experiences that do not fit within dominant cultural
narratives. Expressing their unique stories also led participants to better
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comprehend their own experiences and the contributions of these experiences to
their personal development. Edgar, for example, was forthcoming about how his
experiences being around younger classmates propelled his interests in more
quickly navigating through community college coursework. These experiences
also helped participants to understanding how they were uniquely
positioned/oriented with respect to broader cultural groups and ideologies and
the constructs under investigation in this study (marginalization and belonging).
Dalia, as another example, used these reflective processes to better understand
how her experiences of being judged by others for her academic ambitions
resulted in her feeling marginalized. Thus, for these students, autoethnographic
writing connected them to the postmodern function of identifying local truths
based on their own experiences (Noddings, 2012). These identifications also
justify autoethnography as a useful critical race methodology as it helped
participants to connect their own experiences to collective cultural identities
(Jennings, 2014).
The exigency for promoting counternarratives lies in the diminished
efficacy participants experienced as a result of dominant cultural narratives. A
number of students conveyed feelings of psychological imbalance when
describing how they have had to work against White-dominant narratives on their
college campuses. In describing sources of marginalized feelings on their
campus, many students pointed to microaggressions and general feelings of not
belonging as the basis of feelings of self-doubt. For instance, Chloe and Maria
both commented on the insecurities they experienced when their classmates
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stared at them disapprovingly or judgmentally. These experiences appeared to
diminish participants’ own perceived self-efficacy to successfully navigate
academic terrain. Diminished efficacy when pitted against dominant narratives
has been addressed in previous research (Delpit, 1988; Carter, 2005; Chambers
& McCready, 2011). The reinforcement of this finding is troubling as it illustrates
the work that is yet to be done to promote academic efficacy in historically
underserved student populations and, perhaps more importantly, to develop
institutional spaces and cultures that sustain and promote the academic
efficacies of these students.
Epiphanies. Autoethnographic scholars have also commented on the
process’s ability to promote/isolate epiphanies, which reveal useful insights about
the salience of particular experiences (Bochner & Ellis, 1992; Denzin, 2013; Ellis,
Adams, & Bochner, 2011). Phenomenological interviews with participants
revealed the presence of these types of insights, which often triggered
participants to understand their own unique positioning within their college
environment and broader sociopolitical contexts (Syed, 2010). While participants
likely understood the general importance of these experiences based on their
inclusions in their autoethnographies, the oral interviews seemed to work as an
effective process for establishing the personal salience of their experiences.
Given the minoritized status of all the participating students, their epiphanies
appeared to highlight their awareness of their affiliation with underrepresented
ethnic categories and, in some cases, to strengthen these connections (Syed &
Azmitia, 2008). Dalia, as one example, highlighted the ways the research

128
process helped her to reinforce her identity as a Latina, as well as to help her
understand her academic progress and accomplishments within this context.
This process is consistent with the ways Chang (2008) discussed
autoethnography, focusing on its ability to connect our personal identities with
cultural identities.
Letting it out. Many of the epiphanies that students identified during their
participation in this study related to their own emotions. Participants’ emotions
about their experiences were present in their written autoethnographies, as well
as in their responses during the oral interview. Given the phenomenological
nature of the interviews, participants’ discussions of the writing process often
touched on an emotional release they experienced through various stages of the
process. During her interview, Erica expressed the emotional release she
experienced when writing her autoethnography and also compared it to the
helpful functions she identified in personal journaling activities. This catharsis, a
form of relief that stems from an emotional release (Atkinson, 2007), provided
demonstrable comfort to student participants who appeared uneasy exploring
and confronting their emotions in this sort of in-depth, systematic way. When I
think back to Bethany’s experience writing her autoethnography and relating this
experience to me during the interview, I vividly recall the flurry of emotion that
seemed to overwhelm her as she was rehashing these memories in writing and
in a new dialogue. Her face tightened and she looked to be trying to keep herself
from crying. In the moment I encouraged her to not hold back her tears if she felt
them coming on, explaining that a good cry may provide her with a bit of
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psychological and physiological relief. She reiterated as much to me at the
conclusion of her participation.
Bethany’s experience is just one illustration of the power of selfexploration and its ability to provide subjects with some perspective and a touch
of closure. Bethany is not likely to have her problems completely solved by one
reflective moment and a few tears, but the process may provide her with a bit
more psychological balance as it pertains to previous situations that troubled her.
These psychological and emotional benefits of personal writing seem salient for
these community college students, who appeared not to have much formal
training or experience in personal exploration and creative processes that may
promote these types of explorations. These benefits correspond to what is
highlighted in research on the therapeutic nature of autoethnographic writing as a
means for making more sense of our own identities and experiences (Ellis,
Adams, & Bochner, 2011; Kiesinger, 2002). Based on anecdotal evidence from
my own experiences conducting this study, none of the students with whom I
worked had any prior working knowledge about the concept of catharsis.
Furthermore, only one student claimed to have any extensive experience with
writing about the self or with exploring personal histories in any substantive way.
Participant data also demonstrate autoethnography’s role in helping to
validate or give more credence to previous experiences, which is consistent with
research on autoethnography’s capacity to help us observe and evaluate
problems, events, or experiences (Ellis & Bochner, 2006). Many students
isolated particular experiences that they viewed as salient for their development
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and current views on the world. Although some students were able to more
cogently communicate about these experiences in their writing, nearly all
participants made efforts to highlight specific narrative experiences they deemed
valuable. In a number of cases, participants used the writing and interview
processes to make more sense of an experience that they identified as generally
important to them for some undefined reason. Michael, for example, discussed
moments when others commented on his biracial identity and on those fleeting
moments when he thought about it. During the interview, he noted that these
experiences were important to him but that he had not devoted the care and
effort to understand why that was the case. Olga also used the interview to
address specific moments when she experienced academic hardships and failed
in her academic pursuits. During our interaction, she highlighted some ways
these experiences served as turning points in her academic journey, especially
when she was able to properly reflect on the salience of these moments through
the research process. This process connects to insights about autoethnography
helping authors to discover their unique narrative voices (Boylorn, 2006).
Various epistemological functions of autoethnography were identified
based on participants’ writings and subsequent reflective interviews. Although all
participants were unfamiliar with the philosophies and processes that guide
autoethnography prior to their participating, they were all able to derive insights
from the process that can be connected to previously reported functions and
tenets of autoethnographic writing. These are numerous, but they generally
involved students using this form of writing to more fully understand themselves
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(Kiesenger, 2002), their experiences and surroundings (Poulos, 2008), and their
own positions within cultural group identifications (Chang, 2008).
Writing Is Not Just Reporting
When Goodall, (2004) described the interpretive turn he took later in his
academic career, he documented the various shifts he underwent as a thinker,
scholar, and writer. He wrote favorably on the new interpretive scholarship in
which he had become engaged, in many ways because it represented a
significant contrast from the ways he had been trained to write as a blossoming
scholar and the type of writing that had earned him a great deal of success within
the academy. A former post-positivist who for a long time wrote in the socialscience tradition, Goodall (2004) described this type of writing as “academese”
(p.187). I find the label useful, because it reinforces a notion pertaining to the
ways students are trained to write in many different stages of their education.
This type of writing promotes authors who are emotionally distant and detached
from their audience and who presents arguments and reinforces them with
myriad elaborations and examples. These writers more or less engage in a type
of reporting about academic constructs. As academia works diligently to cultivate
a collection of critical thinkers, this is the form through which the products of our
critical thinking are expected to be constructed.
As I write this closing chapter of this document, I find myself focusing on
the novelty of the autoethnographic writing experience for those who participated
in this study. Although not all of these students were explicit in their comments
about this new style of writing, the data they produced hints at a practical utility
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that they had yet to come across when they thought about writing. The fact
remains that most of these student participants have grown accustomed to the
style of writing that Goodall (2004) once labeled academese and that
predominates the scholarship that our students ingest in and outside of their
academic institutions. While some students were familiar with concepts like
journaling and keeping diaries, few of them had ever considered that the key
reflexive properties of these activities could be foundational for rigorous,
scholarly writing (i.e., autoethnography). Considering what was revealed through
data in this study regarding writing as a cathartic activity as well as one that can
help to elucidate thoughts and feelings, it is my hope that autoethnography (and
forms like it) may in the future lend themselves to practically improving our
students’ lives and, perhaps, even our own.
Promoting Writing Efficacy
Although the autoethnographic process was demonstrated as one that
helped students think more reflectively and completely about their cognitions and
feelings, there is room for students to better hone these skills. Some students
were able to approach a type of thick description in their writings (Geertz, 1973),
but many others lack a degree of vividness in their writing as they pertain to
describing themselves in relation to their surroundings. This lack of descriptive
efficiency was all the more evident when compared to participants’ descriptions
of previous events and their own psychologies during interview sessions.
Generally, students appeared much more comfortable and descriptive during
interview portions than what was evidenced in their autoethnographic essays.
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However, it should be noted that these interviews took place after they had
attempted to write about their experiences. Perhaps, then, there is an interaction
effect (to borrow a phrase from the social scientific tradition) to note between
personal writing and one’s ability to complement written insights through the use
of oral communication. Nonetheless, participants did not generally appear to
approach both activities with a commensurate degree of confidence.
The lack of comfort or confidence these participants demonstrated in the
writing process relates to a general lack of efficacy (Bandura, 1986) and, more
specifically, a diminished sense of writing self-efficacy (Pajares, 2003).
Bandura’s (1986) work on efficacy touched on the impacts of self-referential
beliefs in motivating individuals to act in specific ways. Rather than positing that
human beings were motivated into action by extraneous factors such as their
surroundings and other environmental forces, Bandura (1986) placed the action
squarely on the shoulders of the actors themselves, citing intrinsic motivations as
primary sources for actions. Pajares’s (2003) scholarship on writing self-efficacy
applied Bandura’s work to student writing, acknowledging that student beliefs
about their own writing proficiencies (and deficiencies) influence their individual
agencies in performing the activity. However, I should note the ways this
conception of individual agency conflicts with major tenets of CRT, which places
more emphasis on the impacts of contextual and structural factors as diminishing
individual agency (Chambers & McCready, 2011; Lemaire, 2015).
In this study, participants appeared less at ease with writing than they
were with oral communication. As I observed, the majority of participants
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demonstrated some degree of hesitation or uneasiness when beginning work on
their individual autoethnographies. And while many students appeared to
become more comfortable with the activity once they completed more of their
essay, they were all much more confident and communicative during the
interview phase of the research process. This occurred even when significant
care was taken to assure participants that their written work would not be
evaluated for traditional mechanics of writing (e.g., grammar and syntax) and
when autoethnography was thoroughly explained as a genre that relied on
relating subjective experiences, not objective, critical analysis of external
phenomena. Although participants were able to express some relevant and
helpful insights through their writing, they still appeared relatively uncomfortable
with the process. This reveals a prevailing assumption that students hold toward
the general process of writing, specifically, that it is a process that makes them
uncomfortable. Participants’ minoritized identities also provide important context
for this insight as many of these students have much more confidence in their
oral communication abilities than their written ones. This may be attributed to a
variety of factors, including perceptions of non-inclusive writing requirements and
practices within higher education settings, a lack of positive reinforcement with
previous writings within the academy, or a perceived separation between one’s
authentic self and one’s writing self. This last point is particularly interesting in
lieu of Holland’s (2013) work on writing anxieties and linguistic insecurities in
ethnic minority community college students, which touches on the ways
paralinguistic qualities of one’s oral communication (ripe with cultural cues) may
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not be perceived as transferable to one’s written communication (devoid of
cultural cues). Considering what the data revealed, however, this writing process
was able to provide a variety of useful functions for students in better
understanding their own thoughts, emotions, and experiences. It stands to
reason that further reinforcement and refinement of student writing experiences
will provide them with more efficacy toward the activity, which may in turn provide
them with increased capacities to use the writing for productive personal ends.
Of course, this says nothing of the improved aesthetics of student writing that are
also likely to come from repeated exposure to the activity.
Belonging
Data on student perceptions of belonging on campus provide insights on
how to develop supportive structures on college campuses that may help to
further promote these feelings. For the purpose of this study, relational networks,
mentors, and support programs were the supportive structures students identified
as most meaningfully contributing to improved feelings of belonging on campus.
Participants identified these persons and structures as helping them to feel more
accepted in college. Students also noted the ways these entities on campus
provided them with feelings of connection and understanding that otherwise
might have been lacking in their college experience. Students also noted the
ways these individuals do not judge them, as well as how they inspired them to
develop their own abilities within the college environment.
These data reinforce our conceptions of the role of familiarity and support
for community college students. Particularly for these Black and Latino/a
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students (many of them first-generation students), developing meaningful
connections with individuals on campus was important to their feeling as though
they belonged in this relatively new environment. These insights also connect
with insights present in literature on belonging. Sedgwick and Kellett (2015), for
example, wrote about a sense of belonging as relating to feeling secure, valued,
respected, and accepted. Feeling accepted and valued were also qualities that
Goodenow (1993) identified in his discussion of feelings of belonging on college
campuses. For participants in this study, all of these qualities pertained to their
feeling like they belonged or fit in at Barkdull College. The ways these students
identified comforting spaces to help them fit in also relates to Chambers and
McCready’s (2011) findings on students making space for themselves within
academic environments. Like the African American student populations that
were the basis of Chambers and McCready’s study, African American and
Latino/a students participating in this study carved out spaces for themselves.
These spaces were not just physical (such as an office or physical environment
on campus) but were also social. Participants were comforted by both the
physical spaces where they could feel authentic and secure and also took
advantage of more relaxed social spaces where their authentic selves could
emerge. Considering that all participants for this study had spent time in the
HOPE program at Barkdull College, I regularly observed their interactions with
other student members and with members of the staff. Although these
interactions took place in the closet-sized office that has been designated for this
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program, participants generally seemed enthusiastic about making space within
this particular environment.
On this point, it is worth noting that the HOPE program employees also
belong to ethnic minority groups (predominately Latino/a). Considering the
program’s founding aim was to assist with promoting academic success for
African American and Latino students, the ethnic identities of the program’s
leadership may be considered as a strategy to improve successful outreach for
new students. However, based on my observations and interactions with
program personnel, the ethnic identity of the personnel also help them connect or
bond with current and past student members. For those students who
participated in this study, their comfort in making space within this environment
should be at least partially attributed to the connections they make with
individuals who are also members of ethnic minority groups. This point connects
with previous literature on belonging, which documents college students’
inclinations to feel comforted by their ability to connect with other members of
similar cultural groups (Gummadam et al., 2016).
Unique Properties of the Process
In addition to interpreting the ways data from this study connect to insights
from previous scholarship, I also find it useful to comment on how the process
influenced the product. This study featured a specific and deliberate design,
which impacted the ways students experienced its various components as well
as the constructs under investigation. This study’s design is certainly influenced
by a variety of autoethnographic works, as well as scholarship that has examined
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autoethnography as a formal writing genre. Some researchers have
experimented with the ways autoethnography can be used in a variety of
contexts, some examples being in mental health rehabilitation (Liggins, Kearns,
& Adams, 2013), assisting cancer survivors (Marshall, 2008), exploring the
evolution of academic writers (Goodall, 2004), as well as many others. As far as
I can tell, however, no research has formally investigated the functions
autoethnographic writing may play in community college populations.
The inclusion of the phenomenological interview appears to be the most
noteworthy and influential part of the process for highlighting the study’s
uniqueness. As noted previously, the interview was used primarily to investigate
the third research question. My own interests in the epistemological functions of
personal writing spurred the construction of this question, which I was eager to
use in exploration of how community college students may use autoethnography
for their own benefits. But as the study progressed, I began to notice that the
functions of the interview were more complex than merely providing data to
answer a research question. The process of orally reflecting on their writing
experiences appeared to reinforce students’ acceptance of the thoughts and
feelings they wrote about in their essays, as well as helping them to more
concretely highlight the merits of reflective action. Considering the lack of writing
experience and efficacy many participants noted during their participation, the
interview portion provided students a more familiar communicative outlet to
reflect on their experiences exploring their own thoughts, emotions, and
experiences. This is not merely to posit that the autoethnographic writing
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experiences and interviews were helpful to participants in isolation (which they
appeared to be) but to note that they interacted with each other to provide
participants totally unique experiences with creative expression and personal
examination.
This insight strikes me as profoundly helpful as I work to understand the
personal utility of many modes of expression and how they may influence each
other. It is fascinating and inspiring to think of the various combinations of
expression that may help students (and many others) develop more vivid and
useful conceptions of themselves, their experiences, and future aspirations.
Process authenticity. In this section I explained some ways the
elements and order of this study’s design contributed to participants’ unique
experiences with autoethnographic writing. Data revealed participants’
conceptions of the autoethnographic writing process were modified by the oral
reflections they shared during the interview phase. While there were certainly
interaction effects between these various components of the study, the
organization of Chapter 4 presented a compartmentalization of the data from
each stage. This decision was made in order to more authentically represent the
epistemological processes students underwent while participating in the study.
Considering my own experiences as a student and professor in the
communication studies field, I was interested in understanding the ways students
may use various forms of expression to develop better awareness of themselves.
This interest demanded a type of compartmentalization of findings that allowed
me to understand what insights students produced when writing and those that
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they produced during the (more familiar) oral interview process. Analyzing and
presenting the data in this way helped me to maintain a degree of intellectual
honesty when working to understand how human beings make sense of
themselves and their surroundings.
Implications
Findings from this study provide various implications for theory and
practice. This section presents implications for policy, practice, theory, and
future research.
Implications for Policy
Insights derived from this study have various implications for policy within
the California Community College system. The most recent strategic plan from
the California Community College Chancellor’s Office identified a number of
policy initiatives that will be undertaken system-wide. These goals and initiatives
are meant to propel actions within the state’s numerous community college
districts, as well as individual colleges within these districts. Many of the policy
implications presented in this section will be based on this most recent strategic
plan (last updated in 2013).
Resources. First, this study has implications for the ways California
Community Colleges think about support services. According to this most recent
strategic plan (California Community College Chancellor’s Office, 2013),
improving support services are of principal concern in our school system. As the
system identifies ways to better think about the roles support programs play in
assisting students to reach their educational goals, insights presented in this
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study may help guide some of this thinking. Specifically, policies pertaining to
support services should focus on providing holistic support for students as they
acclimate to new college environments. These holistic supports should focus on
academic factors such as promoting student efficacy and college-preparedness,
but they also should address non-academic variables that influence students’
agencies toward completing academic work. These variables include such items
as students’ sense of belonging, cultural competency, and other cognitive
factors. Support programs should also promote meaningful interactions between
students and their peers, as well as program leadership.
The Chancellor’s Office also identified the need to improve student
awareness of relevant resources. Examples of resources include campus
success centers, information about financial aid, and information related to
transfer pathways. Data from this study revealed that students do not feel
comfortable navigating campus resources independently, thus experiencing
feelings of marginalization from the broader campus community. Community
colleges throughout the state are surely working to make students aware of
salient resources on campus that may help them reach their academic goals.
However, understanding the emotional and psychological dangers posed to
students who lack awareness of these resources may help campus personnel to
develop their own agencies in helping spread the word more effectively.
Improving student agency to navigate campus and system-wide resources
does not simply involve students becoming more independent about their use of
these resources but should also involve institutions working to understand
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qualities about their students that account for their reluctance to navigate
available resources. Academic literature is ripe with available models and
theories that may shed some helpful light on this issue. For example, community
colleges may look toward Yosso’s (2005) cultural wealth model to understand the
various forms of community-based capital students bring to their college
environments. Some students may enter community college with sufficient social
capital, which may help them more confidently navigate unfamiliar resources. On
the other hand, some students’ lack of social capital may exacerbate their
discomfort exploring available resources. The same comparison can be
extended to students who possess sufficient linguistic capital to communicate
effectively with various campus constituents compared to those students who
cannot.
Institutions should also pay attention to students’ different cultural
backgrounds by focusing intently on the ways cultural orientations may motivate
different students to navigate campus resources. For example, students who
come from either individualistic or collectivistic cultures may feel differently about
their capacity to independently explore campus resources. Specifically, students
who come to college with an individualistic orientation may place more of an
emphasis on personal initiative and achievement than their peers from
collectivistic backgrounds (Triandis, 2000). As community college districts strive
to better understand student exigency to utilize resources on their campuses, it
may be helpful to seek understanding of the cultural orientations to which they
belong.
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Legislation. Findings from this study have implications for the ways
community colleges comprehend and work within specific legislation.
Specifically, data from this study lead to new ways of thinking about civil rights
legislations and their applicability to community college contexts. According to
the U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil Rights (www2.ed.gov),
harassment based on race and ethnicity violates a student’s right to an education
free from discrimination. Considering this right, insights derived from participant
autoethnographies revealed that students perceived discriminatory practices
within their campuses settings, and these can be targeted by state and national
legislations that aim to combat such practices. While no data from this study
explicitly highlighted any legal violations on the parts of participants or other
subjects referenced in their autoethnographies and interviews, the forthright
nature of participants through the process provides strong potential for explicit
legal claims to emerge with more exposure to these research processes. As we
figure out new ways to creatively use autoethnography within these contexts, we
should communicate this potential to all persons involved and to also stress their
responsibilitiy to report legal issues that are presented in writing or through oral
communication.
Title IX is just one example of a civil rights legislation that works to
promote discrimination-free education for all students. When Title IX was signed
into law in 1972 by President Richard Nixon, its central aim was to promote
equity among female athletes, who felt they did not experience the same rights
and privileges as their male counterparts (Fletcher, Benshoff, & Richburg, 2013).
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Title IX prohibits discrimination on the basis of sex in any public or private
institution that receives federal funding. Specifically, Title IX regulations
indicated,
No person in the United States, shall, on the basis of sex, be excluded
from participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to
discrimination under any education program or activity receiving Federal
financial assistance. (U.S. Department of Education, 2015)
Although the original impact of Title IX was on bettering the experiences of
female athletes, its regulations have impact that reach far beyond the world of
college athletics. Today, Title IX is invoked primarily as a means for preventing
harassment and sexual misconduct among students and other campus
personnel and as a means for instilling more accountability on campuses for the
reporting of such offences. Under Title IX, when campus employees are deemed
mandated reporters, they are obligated to report instances of harassment to
designated campus officials who handle Title IX issues.
The honesty and openness that student participants demonstrated in this
study have implications for how we think to apply Title IX in our daily operations
as campus employees. If we are to expand our use of written reflective inquiry
on campuses (as I will discuss in following sections), we must be mindful of how
we attune our attention to what students reveal in their written products. Based
on what was revealed here, autoethnographic writing has potential to spur
thinking about important experiences, not all of which are psychologically or
emotionally pleasing. If we are to improve students’ lives with personal writing

145
experiences, we must be diligent in reporting insights that emerge from their work
that falls under the guidelines of Title IX reporting, as well as explicitly alerting
participants of this obligation. Some examples include students who are sexually
harassed by peers and/or campus employees or students who are the targets of
racial epithets from campus personnel.
Implications for Practice
Assessment. Data from student autoethnographies and oral interviews
also provide implications for practice at the college level. First, these insights
have implications for the ways we think about assessing students when they
enter the community college. College assessment is a significant determinant for
student placement within course sequences at community colleges. Colleges
use assessment tests to learn about their prospective students’ college readiness
in a variety of subject areas in hopes of using data to appropriately place
students in courses that match up with their subject knowledge and abilities.
Despite college’s best efforts to assess the college readiness of incoming
students, these assessments seem imprecise in practice (Cohen, Brawer, &
Kisker, 2014). The imprecise nature of current assessment practices can be
attributed to a number of variables, including students’ lack of understanding of
the weight and importance of assessment examinations and to a general lack of
oversight of the examination instruments themselves (e.g., exams). Although
colleges will (and should) continue assessing student readiness for college, they
might also expand the scope of the information they are investigating with such
procedures. As community colleges work to improve their tactics for evaluating
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student competency and preparedness (e.g., common assessment and multiple
measures) (Smith, 2016), they should be mindful of ways to investigate students’
thoughts and feelings regarding the college experience. Using autoethnography
or a similar form of writing to better understand students may be of profound
benefit to community colleges as they aim to learn more about the students on
their campuses, and may also be of great benefit to students, who likely have not
been prompted to explore their own cognitions and experiences in rigorous ways.
For example, students’ autoethnographic writings may be analyzed for specific
content pertaining to what they do or do not know about their new academic
environments, their perceived identities, and their trepidations about their
upcoming experiences. Similarly, these writings may also be analyzed for writing
mechanics, which may reveal insights related to students’ technical writing
deficiencies.
Student comfort and connectedness. Insights concerning students’
feelings of connectedness and belonging within support programs and within
relational networks also have implications for the ways colleges operate or are
structured. Data from this investigation illustrate students’ heightened comfort
levels and communicative agency when in environments they are well
acquainted with or perceive as friendly. Considering this, colleges may consider
working to integrate college-wide support services within spaces that support
programs occupy. One example would be housing full-time academic counselors
within programs. Although some support programs may already use adjunct
counselors as a resource for their students, the practicalities of scheduling often
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conflict with student demand. A focus on providing continuous support to
students within the spaces they deem comforting may be a way to promote
students’ overall feelings of wellbeing at the college while also promoting their
academic successes.
These data also support further considerations of interpersonal communication
training for campus personnel. Data concerning students’ perceptions of
microaggressions on campus are particularly alarming and imply that we still
have work to do in educating faculty, staff, administrators, and other students on
the harm and negative psychological impact of these types of aggressive
behaviors. This seems even more prescient when we are reminded of the
insidiousness of microaggressions, which so often go unnoticed by those who
exhibit them but generally not by those who are targeted by them (Ledesma &
Calderón, 2015). Further, the connections participants identified between
microaggressions and feeling marginalized should also inform the approach
institutions take to comprehending students’ unique experiences of not fitting in.
Educators throughout the state and the nation are surely working to educate
others on the presence and impacts of microaggressions, but some of these
trainings may provide myopic views of the behaviors and the psychological and
emotional harms they spur in targets.
A focus on microaggressions fits appropriately within a broader focus on
cultural sensitivity. Lessons and workshops on cultural sensitivities are also
prevalent within individual community colleges and the broader districts that
encompass them. The insights communicated by students in this study may be
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of value to cultural sensitivity coordinators and trainers. Specifically, they may
help them better comprehend the ways students feel marginalized on campus.
Autoethnographic writing and phenomenological interviews are just two of the
many tactics that may be employed to learn much more about the physical and
social encounters that diminish feelings of comfort and confidence within
community colleges.
Departmental collaborations. Considering the importance of the oral
interview in highlighting and promoting insights that were originally found in
participants’ autoethnographies, this study has implication for the ways we think
of interactions between campus personnel. Specifically, these findings point to
the potential fruitfulness of interactions between academic and student affairs
divisions. Considering the different work in which students engage in their
classes and non-academic programs on campus, there is potential for these
entities to work more collaboratively with each other to promote overall student
development. For example, students who may write autoethnographic pieces in
a developmental English course may also have the opportunity to discuss these
contents vocally with personnel of a support program that students regularly
attend. Such interactions would better promote the epistemological benefits of
reflective thinking (as illustrated by this study’s findings), and would also help
establish more concrete connections between different services on college
campuses.
Awareness of processes and resources. Considering what data
revealed regarding some students’ lack of familiarity with essential campus
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procedures and helpful resources, institutions must be mindful of the work they
are doing to ensure students understand the essential processes related to
college life and the student services programs that may aid significantly in
helping them acclimate to the college environment. As was expressed by a
number of participants in this study, many students of color who are new to the
college environment may also be first-generation students. These students often
lack sufficient cultural and social capital regarding structural processes that are
essential to successfully enrolling and navigating through community colleges.
These processes may include functions such as adequately preparing for
introductory assessment examinations, registering for counseling appointments,
applying for and accepting financial aid, and using various forms of technology to
enroll in courses and complete required assignments. Additionally, institutions
must be mindful of the manners through which they promote the utility of campus
resources. While institutions are providing many students with access and
guidance toward helpful resources, participant responses in this study highlight a
potential gap in communicating the breadth and depth of such resources to
students of historically underserved populations.
Implications for Theory
Theoretical and conceptual frameworks. The findings presented in
Chapter 4 and discussed here also have implications for the theoretical and
conceptual frameworks used to guide this study. For example, insights derived
from student writing experiences and interviews hold implications for the ways we
think of autoethnography as a critical race methodology (Jennings, 2014). In this
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study, autoethnographies were used as ways to comment on how students
interact with dominant narratives and structures they encounter as college
students (Solorzano & Yosso, 2002). In doing so, participants identified their
own counterstories or counternarratives that may amend dominant conceptions
of the experiences of minoritized students. Autoethnography, with its reliance on
deep and deliberate contemplation of self, provided participants with rigorous
outlets to properly explore their own lives. Through this rigorous and systematic
inquiry, students were able to better carve out their own stories within larger,
dominant narratives.
Personalizing theory. Additionally, autoethnography allowed students to
connect the dots between their own experiences and the theoretical constructs to
which they were exposed. For this study, students wrote in order to categorize
their own conceptions of self and their experiences within what is known about
marginalization and belonging in college students. In doing so, they critically
analyzed themselves and applied their experiences to two constructs that apply
to many other students’ experiences. As a result, we can feel more confident in
turning to autoethnography as a practical tool that promotes general selfawareness and that allows us to better understand how our experiences tie into
the experiences of others, and how they do not.
Furthering self-examination. This research also has implications for
autoethnography as a form of personal inquiry. While autoethnography does not
appear to have yet been embraced as a mainstream form of scholarly inquiry
(Goodall, 2012), it does have ardent proponents. Some scholars describe their
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turn to autoethnography from social science research (Goodall, 2004), where
others began as proponents of interpretive research and then discovered
autoethnography as a specific form of self-exploration and academic scholarship
(Ellis, 2004). But these proponents still represent a minority of researchers within
the academy who perceive autoethnographic inquiry as a legitimate form of
scholarship. Further, with autoethnography still facing an uphill battle for
legitimacy within academic circles, it rarely gets applied to contexts where it can
be of real, substantive value.
This study represents a first step in meaningfully applying
autoethnography to community college contexts. It represents a move from
consulting autoethnography as a form of writing reserved only for academicians,
and consults it as a practical tool that can have meaningful impacts within
community colleges. As I consider the implications of the data presented here, I
see evidence of autoethnography’s usefulness for student populations who have
not yet been exposed to its fundamental value and utility. Specifically, I point to
the practical utility of using autoethnography to better understand one’s overall
positioning within socio-cultural structures. This research supports the need to
engage community college students in this type of reflective inquiry, which seems
substantially more beneficial than permitting autoethnography to remain
embedded in scholarly warfare among researchers with differing epistemological
assumptions.
Self-efficacy and personal agency. These findings have implications for
the ways we think of developing and promoting student self-efficacy and agency.
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Bandura’s (1986) foundational work on self-efficacy served as a basis for
studying the ways students’ internal motivations impact their academic
performances. This work has been expanded to apply specifically to student
writing self-efficacy (Bruning et al., 2013; Pajares, 2003), which has sought to
understand ways that students’ own perceived deficiencies with writing may
contribute to diminished writing confidence to write and, perhaps, written work of
lesser quality. Findings from this study illustrate ways students may see
increases in their writing self-efficacy by writing rigorously about themselves.
Autoethnography proved useful for these participants for many reasons and
culminated in them thinking about writing in a slightly more positive regard. If
autoethnographic writing can help students improve their writing self-efficacy,
they may be more inclined to pursue other writing opportunities with greater
gusto.
Writing and speaking. Finally, this study’s findings provide implications
for how we conceive of the relationship between written and oral communication.
During this process it was evident that conversing about the writing process
helped participants in a variety of ways. As they discussed the writing process,
participants seemed better able to reflect on and understand what they wrote as
well as why they wrote what they did. Because students were encouraged to
abandon their inhibitions while writing their autoethnographies (largely in effort to
get them to write cogently for a sustained period of time), the origins or
motivations for the content of their writing did not seem totally obvious to most
participants. However, as was documented in Chapter 4, engaging in an

153
interview about the epistemological functions of the writing process encouraged
participants to explore this self-reflective practice in more detail and also afforded
them the opportunity to communicate about the content of their essays in a more
comfortable form of communication. Doing so most certainly appears to have
helped elucidate the purposes behind autoethnographic writing and to help
participants more concretely think about themselves, their experiences, and their
personal development. Considering these findings, the prescribed
epistemological merits of written self-reflection should be considered in tandem
with the benefits of oral reflection. The promising interaction between these two
communicative forms may yield profound impacts on subjects wishing to better
understand themselves.
Implications for Future Research
A few limitations to this study became apparent during data collection, as
well as during data analysis. These limitations are presented here as
implications or potential directions for future research. First, future research
should explore uses of autoethnography for persons already familiar with
reflective inquiry. Most of the participants involved in this study had little to no
formal experience with in-depth self-examination. However, there are many
persons who routinely engage in casual reflection through diaries, journals, or
basic consideration and contemplation of their experiences. It would be
interesting to note the different functions autoethnography may serve for
individuals who vary in their familiarity with reflective activities. Additionally,
future research should also analyze the possible connection between technical
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writing abilities and the benefits provided them by the autoethnographic writing
process. Students who participated in this study were generally new to college
life and had fewer experiences with formal writing than some of their more
seasoned peers. As students progress through community college and move on
to more advanced stages of higher education, they will surely have increased
exposure to academic writing of many different forms (e.g., technical writing,
creative writing, journalistic writing). Future research should examine the ways
writers at different levels of education execute autoethnographic writing and
realize the reported benefits associated with it. As students progress through
different stages of higher education, it seems reasonable to assert that their
writing abilities will improve to some degree. These abilities may include skills
such as crafting scenes and detailed narratives through their writing, which may
help elicit more vivid or profound insights about their thoughts, emotions, and
experiences.
One evident limitation was the pace at which participants were exposed to
the study’s various components. During the two sessions that comprised their
participation, student participants were introduced to all the relevant constructs at
play, completed brainstorming activities on these points, wrote autoethnographic
essays, and engaged in reasonably lengthy interviews. Although worthwhile data
were derived from these processes, they do not represent the most ideal method
for exploring the values of in-depth autoethnographic writing. Future research
should work with students over a longer period of time, allowing them to slowly
refine their approaches to writing about themselves in this way.
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Participants’ autoethnographies revealed salient insights about the
experiences of African American and Latino/a students within a community
college setting. However, given the limitation of the time spent within this study’s
components, there were few opportunities to delve deeper into cognitions and
experiences that were revealed either in students’ essays or data from the
interviews. However, I am convinced that there are more profound insights to be
gained through more writing experiences. Presumably, any of the insights
communicated through students’ autoethnographies could serve as subjects for
further writings. Affording students the time and resources to more rigorously
explore themselves through autoethnographic writing would not only help them
explore the labyrinth of their own selves but would also provide them even
greater opportunities to better understand who they are in relation to where they
currently are and want to eventually be.
This study explored only one type of autoethnography. As authors like
Chang (2008) and Ellis (2004) worked to illustrate, there are numerous modes of
writing that fit appropriately under the autoethnography. Students participating in
this study were encouraged to write their autoethnographies in whatever fashion
they desired as long as they used conceptions of themselves to comment on the
constructs of marginalization and belonging. As it turned out, most participant
entries took the form of journal entries that focused on these constructs. Future
research might consider working within a particular sub-genre of
autoethnography, in order to comprehend differences in identified insights, or the
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different epistemological functions that are identified by participants (e.g.,
narrative ethnography).
Finally, one potential limitation is the presence of only two African
American participants and three men in the sample. Although this is not an
inherent limitation when thinking about the philosophical tenets of qualitative,
interpretive research (which relies on an identification of universal themes), it is a
limitation when considering the specific context in which the study was
conducted, as well as the aims of the program for which this dissertation is a
partial requirement. Coursework and research for a doctorate in Educational
Leadership asks students and candidates to be serious about theory but to also
seek an understanding of the practical impacts of the work they do. As we work
to effect positive change for both Latino/a and African American community
college students, we should ensure that the data we gather and analyze
represent their perspectives and voices in meaningful ways.
Recommendations
Based on this discussion of the ways African American and Latino/a
community college students used autoethnography to discuss marginalization
and belonging, I present three recommendations for local community colleges.
These recommendations are meant to promote meaningful and practical
adjustments to the ways community colleges operate.
Include Autoethnography in Orientation Procedures
Considering the usefulness identified in autoethnographic writing
experiences for these student participants, I encourage community colleges to
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consider using methods of reflective inquiry in campus orientation procedures.
As community colleges work to refine their assessment practices to more
accurately place new students within appropriate course sequences, they should
also consider this an opportunity to learn about what their students need from
them to be successful. Data from this study illustrated that students feel out of
place on campus for a variety of reasons, but they also find outlets and resources
that assist them in feeling like they belong within college environments. It strikes
me as perfectly reasonable to think that community colleges can utilize
autoethnography as part of student orientation procedures. For example,
autoethnographic exercises may be introduced in college-readiness or “start
right” courses that work to properly orient new students to the customs and
expectations of college life. This type of writing could also be used in summer
bridge programs or duel enrollment courses, exposing high school students to
rigorous reflective practices as they prepare for entrance into college. Further,
as the nation’s community colleges explore career pathways models for general
and career and technical education (Bailey, Jaggers, & Jenkins, 2015),
autoethnographic writing might be used to help students explore potential career
interests, as well as the personal motivations and rationales for these interests.
Providing students opportunities to describe their perceptions of their new
environment through rigorous, systematic personal writing would be mutually
beneficial for students and the colleges alike. Colleges would acquire insights
into resources and programming needed to support various student
demographics, and students would simultaneously be afforded the opportunity to
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describe themselves as they enter college and to note the investment their
college is undertaking in comprehending who they are.
In lieu of the documented implications related to students’ lack of
awareness of college processes and support programs, I also recommend that
institutions use autoethnographic writing as a potential means for better
understanding gaps in student awareness about college life. As students begin
the process of enrolling in classes and acclimating themselves to the college
environment, their autoethnographies may shed light on essential processes and
helpful services to which they have yet to be exposed. Additionally, working with
various students to comprehend what they do or do not know about successfully
navigating through the community college system may also highlight feelings of
nervousness or insecurity these students may be experiencing from the
beginning of their college work. In this way, these feeling could be addressed
early on in students’ academic journeys. Such intrusive actions on the parts of
institutions and their employees may work to better orient students’ psychologies
to a potentially major life adjustment.
The described connection between written and oral reflection also serves
as a basis for recommendations at the college level. Considering the interaction
effect that was observed during the course of this study between participants’
written and oral reflections, it is likely that further linkage of these processes can
prove beneficial for many students at the community college and beyond.
English, Speech, and ESL instructors should certainly experiment with
autoethnographic writing in their courses, but they could also complement these
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writing experiences with oral discussions/reflections between students during
class discussions or perhaps even with instructors during office hours.
Connecting these two communicative forms may also be a beneficial way of
linking instructional and student services experiences. If a student completes an
autoethnographic writing assignment in the classroom, they may be well served
by discussing the contents of their writing and the process of constructing it with
various clubs and organizations on campus (e.g., DPS, Puente, Umoja).
Scholars and practitioners should further explore potential collaborations
between academic coursework and student support programs.
Promote Trainings on Marginalization and Belonging
Based on descriptions students provided in their autoethnographies about
their perceptions of marginalization and belonging on their campuses, I
recommend colleges continue undertaking initiatives to educate campus
personnel on these constructs. Trainings on marginalization and sense of
belonging could be embedded in more general workshops and training sessions
dealing with cultural sensitivity and cultural competency and in discussions and
professional development practices concerning student retention, completion,
transfer, and instructional pedagogy. Tenets of CRT may be particularly useful
for addressing these topics and inspiring practical initiatives on our campuses
where more cultural awareness is sought for faculty, staff, administrators, and
students. Specifically, we can use CRT to help personnel understand the
insidious impacts of dominant culture norms and behaviors within our institutions
and how to raise awareness of them and combat them when detected. Whatever
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the aim, specific care should be taken to comprehend both the theoretical and
practical impacts of these constructs on students, particularly on historically
underrepresented students groups. For example, in this document I have
described microaggressions as behaviors that are both consequential and
insidious. These are accurate classifications because microaggressions
simultaneously impact their targets in negative ways and are sometimes not
thoroughly detected by perpetrators (Wood & Harris III, 2015). This makes
formal training all the more pertinent in effort to formally educate all campus
personnel on the serious ramifications of behaviors that may fall outside their
thresholds of perception and intentions.
Identify Physical and Social Space-Making Practices Among Students
Third, I recommend colleges research the different ways
underrepresented student groups make space for themselves on campus. As
Chambers and McCready (2011) noted, students work to avoid marginalization
(and pursue belonging) by creating comfortable spaces for themselves. As
community colleges strive to engage in community building among students, they
should seek to discover the ways students carve out comfortable spaces for
themselves on campus, and help to promote this sort of space-making. This may
include dedicating sufficient space on campus for groups and support programs
to interact, as well as understanding rhetorical strategies that underrepresented
student groups undertake to promote solidarity with each other or to advocate for
their interests to broader segments of the campus community.
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Summary of the Dissertation
This study addressed the problem of African American and Latino/a
community college students feeling marginalized on campus or lack a sense of
belonging on campus. Specifically, the study relied on content analysis of
student autoethnographic writing to further explore their experiences with these
constructs on their college campuses. The study also used phenomenological
interviews to explore the epistemological functions of autoethnographic writing for
student participants. These interviews were found to be especially worthwhile,
as they provided participants meaningful opportunities to explore the process and
themselves through a more familiar mode of communication.
Data from the study revealed various ways that these students feel
marginalized within their college environment that included factors such as age,
perceptions of academic under-preparedness, a lack of familiarity with college
procedures and resources, ethnicity, linguistic insecurities within college
contexts, perceived microaggressions from others on campus, and influences of
out-of-school experiences. Data also revealed that students’ sense of belonging
is promoted by their connections with familiar relational networks, mentors, and
support programs. Finally, the study revealed numerous meaning-making
functions of autoethnographic writing, such as providing students with new
avenues for expression, helping them to strengthen their recollections about
important experiences, and helping them to grapple with salient cognitions and
emotions. This writing also provide them an outlet to share their experiences,
helped them to develop solutions to some pressing problems, and assisted them

162
in connecting their own personas and journeys to the theoretical constructs of
marginalization and belonging.
Students feeling like outliers on their college campuses is not likely a
phenomenon that will disappear in the near future and perhaps will never truly
dissipate. However, despite the harsh realities of student discomfort within
college––particularly students belonging to minoritized racial groups––there are
numerous steps that may be undertaken to better understand our students in
hopes of finding ways to help them succeed toward their educational goals.
Apathy is unacceptable, but hubris seems equally ill-suited to help our students
practically manage their anxieties about college life. Those of us who desire to
be agents of change within community colleges must work to figure out specific
contributions we can put forth in effort to inch higher education toward more
equitable standing for all students. But how are we to know how we can invoke
change? If you’re struggling to come up with a way you can change things, try
writing about yourself and your values. You may be surprised by the result.
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APPENDIX A
CONCEPT MAP

Autoethnography
- Self-narrative that places the
subject within a social
context
- Interpretation and cultural
analysis
- Explaining ourselves and our
experiences

Marginalization
- Social or physical exclusion
- Being subordinated,
discounted, or ignored
- Feeling like you are not part of
the culture

Sense of Belonging
- Feeling accepted,
valued, and included
in our environment
- Cognitive and
emotional investment
- Feeling like you are
part of the culture
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APPENDIX B
FREE ASSOCIATION
Now that you have been introduced to the concepts of marginalization and sense of belonging, the
next step in the process is to brainstorm about how these ideas connect with your own
experiences. This process is meant to help you prepare for the writing process, and this form will
be available for you to use when you write your autoethnographies. In the spaces below, write
down any words that come to your mind concerning these ideas. These words may help you to
think of specific experiences related to these concepts, or may simply help you to clarify the
terms. Continue the brainstorm until you have completed the form, or until you feel satisfied with
the number of words you’ve written.

_________________

_________________

_________________

_________________

_________________

_________________

_________________

_________________

_________________

_________________

_________________

_________________

_________________

_________________

_________________

_________________

_________________

_________________

_________________

_________________

_________________
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APPENDIX C
WRITING PROMPT
Based on the activities completed during our first session, please take this time to
write about your experiences dealing with feelings of marginalization and belonging
within your community college campus. Autoethnographies are generally written as
narratives (stories), but you are free to write in whatever way makes you feel most
comfortable.
Please remember that what you write will be seen only by me, and that your
responses will be kept in a secure location. Also, please know that your written work will
only be analyzed for its connection to the concepts of marginalization and belonging.
Your work will not be evaluated for grammar, syntax, or for any other mechanics of
writing. You are free to complete the exercise using a pen/pencil and paper, or on a
computer, depending on your comfort level with each.
Feel free to ask me questions at any point during the writing process. You may
take as much time as is necessary to complete your essay, and you may stop at any time
during the process. The interview will begin immediately after you finish writing.
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APPENDIX D
INTERVIEW PROTOCOL

1.

2.
3.
4.

5.

Describe in detail how you felt writing about your
own experiences.
a. Thoughts?
b. Emotions?
Did writing about yourself help you to develop new
ideas? Why or why not?
Was it easy or difficult writing about yourself?
Explain.
Describe how you thought differently about
marginalization and sense of belonging before and
after the writing session.
Do you think this style of writing can help you in
the future? How and why?

