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Abstract: The goal of this study was to develop a nuanced understanding of the first-year 

experience of Latino males attending a predominantly White public flagship institution of 

higher education. Specifically, the study sought to examine the relationship between their 

ability to draw upon and use various forms of social capital, and their persistence to the 

second year of college. Qualitative data were collected at the conclusion of the students’ 

first year and at the beginning of their second year of college and the study was guided by 

social capital theory. Results indicate students gained access to an elite institution of 

higher education and persisted to the second year through application of their strong 

academic ganas, rich familial wealth, and through the essential support of key high-

volume institutional agents. Students engaged in a strategic and deliberative transition 
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process during the first year that was customized to fit their personal needs and life 

experiences. Students engaged in discerning, tactical and selective friendship creation and 

management during the first year, and treated this exercise as a long-term investment in 

their success. Finally, academic support programs facilitated transition and served as vital 

sources of support and resilience during the first year of college. Research findings will 

be of interest to researchers, policymakers, administrators and practitioners who aspire to 

improve the college completion rates of their Latino undergraduate populations.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
 “Treat people as if they were what they ought to be and you help them to become 

what they are capable of being.” When applied to Latina/o1 youth in the United States, 

this axiom by German philosopher Johann Wolfgang von Göethe captures the essence of 

this dissertation. There is general consensus that a four-year college degree is the 

universal prerequisite for gaining entry into the American middle class. Once a means to 

advance socially into the upper echelons of society, earning a college degree is now the 

minimum educational standard required to achieve career success in the global labor 

market (Kelly, Schneider, & Carey, March 2010). The Obama administration has called 

for increased emphasis on the college completion agenda, and non-profit entities such as 

the Lumina Foundation for Education and the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation have 

made college completion a clear goal of their funding priorities, underscoring the 

significance of the college completion agenda (Kelly et al., March 2010). 

 Furthermore, while rates of college matriculation and completion have steadily 

increased among high school graduates, progress across racial and ethnic groups 

continues to vary (Status and Trends in the Education of Racial and Ethnic Groups, 

2010). Latina/o students, in particular, have difficulty gaining admissions to and 

persisting to graduation in post-secondary institutions, and they remain the most 

underrepresented population within higher education when compared with their White, 

                                                
1 In this paper, the term “Latina/o” will be used in reference to both male and female 
students, “Latina” will be used in reference to female students only, and “Latino” will be 
used in reference to male students only. 
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Asian, and Black age-group counterparts (William G. Bowen, Chingos, & McPherson, 

2009; Gándara & Contreras, 2009; Kennen & Lopez, 2005; Status and Trends in the 

Education of Racial and Ethnic Groups, 2010; W.S. Swail, Cabrera, Lee, & Williams, 

2005).  

 While college completion among Latinas/os is an issue that has attracted the 

attention of the policy and non-profit world, the pressing focus of this research study is 

on an even more concerning trend, which is a growing gender gap and the corresponding 

state of hyper-underrepresentation Latinos face in post-secondary education (e.g., 

Castellanos & Jones, 2003; Sáenz, Oseguera, & Hurtado, 2007). Census Bureau data 

reveals that Latinos occupy more prison cells than college dormitories, with a ratio of 2.7 

cell inmates for every single Latino living in college housing (More black, Hispanic men 

in prison cells than dorms, September 27, 2007). Furthermore, most of what researchers 

and practitioners currently know about the college experiences of Latinos must be 

deduced from the research that examines the Latina or Latina/o experience in higher 

education. In short, Latinos are, in a manner of speaking, “vanishing” from the higher 

education pipeline, yet minimal research attention has focused specifically on this 

phenomenon as an emerging educational crisis (Sáenz & Ponjuan, 2009).  

 Exploring the first-year experiences of Latinos on the college campus is 

imperative because research suggests that student success in college is linked to the first-

year college experience, as the period in which the institution has an essential opportunity 

to foster productive and healthy relationships with students (Barefoot, 2000; J. C. 

Hernandez, 2002; Sax, Bryant, & Gilmartin, 2003; Tinto, 1993; Upcraft & Gardner, 
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1989). Moreover, improving Latino college completion rates is essential to meeting 

President Obama’s goals for increased college completion rates nationwide (Kelly et al., 

March 2010). In other words, Latinas/os are “inextricably linked to our nation’s future” 

(Gándara & Contreras, 2009, p. 17) as the largest and fastest growing racial and ethnic 

population group in the United States.  

 Therefore, the scope of this study is focused upon the first-year college 

experience of Latinos attending a four-year public flagship institution in a state (Texas) 

that now reports first-grade classrooms are majority Hispanic2 (Kennedy, 2009). 

Furthermore, this study examines what forms of social capital Latinos are able to access 

and utilize in a way that it contributes to their first-year persistence. The research 

questions that guided this study were generated through a careful review of the literature 

related to social capital as the guiding theoretical framework. The research questions 

were also carefully developed through the implementation of a dissertation pilot study. 

They are as follows: 

1. What forms of social capital are first-year Latino undergraduates able to access 

that might contribute to positive educational outcomes, as measured by first-year 

persistence? 

2. How do first-year Latino undergraduates engage in social, cultural and academic 

aspects of campus life during their first year of college, and how do these 

experiences relate to positive educational outcomes, as measured by first-year 

persistence? 

                                                
2 The terms “Hispanic” and “Latina/o” are used interchangeably in this paper.  
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 Prior to delving further into the specifics of this unique research study, the 

following section provides an overview of the socio-political and historical context in 

which this study was situated. This is an important exercise because educators and 

policymakers must consider the social, political, and historical factors that serve as the 

backdrop that led to the current state of Latina/o educational attainment in the U.S. There 

exists a stubborn legacy of policies designed to separate individuals in our nation’s 

history, and the role this legacy plays in the Latina/o condition is frequently ignored. 

Examination of various legal challenges, social policies and the public schooling 

experiences of Latinas/os presents a portrait of the context of students’ lives and 

relationships within the educational system. Finally, any discussion of Latina/o 

educational attainment warrants discussion of immigration and the way it affects the lives 

of students.  

 As the results of this study will show, the Latinos who inhabit our campuses are 

not examples of the tabula rasa. Rather, they are unique individuals whose lives have 

been shaped by the society in which we all live, by the localized contexts of their 

respective origins, and by the political and historical forces that shaped their social 

environments. The socio-political and historical background section will conclude with 1) 

a description of the research problem; 2) an explanation of the purpose of the study; and 

3) details regarding the significance of the study.  

 Chapter two will provide an overview of the relevant literature that informed this 

study. Chapter three will outline the research methods that were employed to collect, 

analyze and interpret the data. Chapters four and five will present the unique qualitative 
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findings of this research study, and chapter six will address the implications of the 

research findings for research, policy and practice.  

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

A Legacy of De Facto Segregation 

 It is important to begin with a discussion of the structurally sustained social 

inequalities which impact the academic opportunities of an increasing number of 

Latinas/os (The College Board, January 2010). This starts with education, for as Justice 

Brennan eloquently opined in Plyler v. Doe3, education plays “a fundamental role in 

maintaining the fabric of our society” (Plyler v. Doe, 1982).  

 The history of de jure and de facto segregation is often untold, but it has 

significantly shaped the elementary and secondary school experiences of Latinas/os in the 

U.S. In particular, Mexican-Americans in California and Texas have historically been 

denied equal access to compulsory K-12 public education. Despite efforts by 

organizations such as the League of United Latin American Citizens (LULAC), and court 

orders to cease segregation, Mexican American children struggled to achieve access to 

public elementary education. They were segregated within “Mexican” schools that were 

separate and inherently unequal until recent decades (Guadalupe San Miguel, 1983). This 

form of segregation was justified on the basis of a sometimes real, but often perceived 

language barrier, for, even Mexican American students with English proficiency were 

                                                
3 Plyler v. Doe is the Supreme Court case in which the Texas statute that denied funding 
for education to the children of illegal immigrants was struck down. 
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denied access to White English-speaking schools because of their Spanish surnames (A. 

R. Contreras & Valverde, 1994). Today, many inner-city school systems with high 

concentrations of Latina/o students are plagued with inequalities resulting from rigid 

school district lines that guarantee low-income Latina/o students remain segregated in 

self-perpetuating cycles of poverty and academic under-achievement (S. Eaton, 2007). 

This study will show that residual effects of these legacies of racial, ethnic, and economic 

segregation affect the lives of the Latinos who inhabit these communities by depriving 

them of male and college-going role models, adequate pre-college preparation, and safe 

physical spaces in which they might fully actualize their human potential.  

Legal Battles to End De Jure Segregation 

 The Mexican American battle to end de jure segregation began prior to the 

renowned 1954 Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka Kansas Supreme Court decision4 

(Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, 1954). The Mexican-American struggle to end 

de jure segregation commenced with Mendez v. Westminster5 in 1946 (Mendez v. 

Westminster School District, 1946) and Delgado v. Bastrop Independent School District6 

in 1948 (Delgado v. Bastrop Independent School District, 1948). Although many years 

have passed since these legal victories marked the formal end of de jure segregation, the 
                                                
4 Brown v. Board is the landmark Supreme Court case in which racially segregated public 
schools were declared inherently unequal, and therefore in violation of the Equal 
Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution. 
5 Mendez v. Westminster is a 9th Circuit Court of Appeals ruling in which the segregation 
of Mexican and Mexican-American children in Orange County, California, was found 
unconstitutional. 
6 Delgado v. Bastrop Independent School District is also a 9th Circuit Court of Appeals 
ruling in which segregated public education in Texas was found unconstitutional.  
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de facto segregation of Latinas/os in American public schools remains a stubborn reality 

(e.g., Goldsmith, 2003; Martin, 2006; Orfield & Gordon, 2001; Wahl, Breckenridge, & 

Gunkel, 2006).  

Legal Challenges to Social Policies 

 Even as Latinas/os find themselves in separate and unequal schools in their 

primary education years, they also meet additional obstacles to educational achievement 

further along the pipeline toward college. This is due to decades-long legal challenges to 

social policies that benefit Latinas/os. Chief among these is the movement against race-

based affirmative action, which began with Regents of the University of California v. 

Bakke (Regents of the University of California v. Bakke, 1978), and culminated with 

Cheryl J. Hopwood, et al., Plaintiffs-Appellees, v. State of Texas, et al. (Hopwood v. 

Texas, 1996) and Proposition 209 in California. These challenges to affirmative action 

have come primarily from the political right on the basis that such policies discriminate 

against non-minorities. However, affirmative action opponents also include members 

within the minority community, such as Shelby Steele, Linda Chavez and Ward 

Connerly, who argue that such policies perpetuate negative stereotypes about minorities 

and thereby lead to psychological injury (Gándara & Contreras, 2009).  

 In Bakke, the plaintiff challenged the mechanized affirmative action plan used at 

the University of California at Davis, School of Medicine. The constitutional issue that 

arose pertained to potential violation of the Fourteenth Amendment’s Equal Protection 

Clause, which generally prohibits discriminatory treatment on the basis of race, ethnicity, 
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or sex. Justices Powell and Stevens agreed that UC-Davis unlawfully discriminated 

against Alan Bakke due to the mechanical quota system employed by the school. 

However, the Powell and Brennan majority opined that the state had a substantial interest 

in diversity that legitimately may be served by a properly devised admissions program, 

including competitive consideration of race and ethnic origin. Although Powell’s opinion 

strengthened the diversity rationale, the final ruling that the UC-Davis admissions plan 

was unconstitutional was a defeat for affirmative action that had stood as precedent for 

decades. 

 Cheryl J. Hopwood, et al., Plaintiffs-Appellees, v. State of Texas, et al., was a 5th 

Circuit Appeals Court decision which successfully challenged The University of Texas 

Law School’s race-sensitive admissions policy, on the grounds of 14th Amendment Equal 

Protection. Like Bakke, the Hopwood decision also represented a defeat for affirmative 

action, and forced the state of Texas to legislate a compensatory admissions program, 

known as the Top Ten Percent Rule, so that the flagship institutions in the state could 

maintain a previously established level of diversity in undergraduate admissions. Finally, 

Proposition 209 was the 1996 approved ballot initiative led by University of California 

Regent, Ward Connerly, which amended the California Constitution to prohibit 

consideration of race, sex or ethnic origin by public institutions, including public 

university admissions. Research suggests that Proposition 209, which was 

overwhelmingly supported by White voters, was driven largely by racial divisions in the 

state of California (Alvarez & Bedolla, 2004).  
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 In a turn of events as recent as 2003, the Supreme Court’s 5-4 Grutter v. 

Bollinger7 ruling upheld the University of Michigan Law School’s holistic race-conscious 

admissions policy. This decision effectively overturned the 5th Circuit Hopwood decision 

and remains the prevailing affirmative action precedent within the U.S. The Grutter 

decision restored an institution’s academic freedom to employ race-based admissions, 

when race is considered as one of many factors. Unlike Gratz, which found Michigan’s 

undergraduate admissions policy unconstitutional because of its mechanistic nature, 

University of Michigan president, Lee Bollinger, prevailed in Grutter. This was because 

the defense was able to establish that the law school admissions policy’s holistic 

approach to admissions was a narrowly tailored use of race. Moreover, Justice Powell’s 

opinion in Bakke, which established diversity as a compelling government interest, 

enabled the Grutter defense to establish that diversity is a compelling interest with 

demonstrated educational benefits that flow from interacting within a diverse student 

body (Sáenz, 2005; Sáenz, 2010).  

 Although the outcome of Grutter was favorable for Latinas/os in college 

admissions, this gain was not enough to counter the net effect of the decades-long 

campaign against affirmative action, which has resulted in “a decline in admissions to the 

institutions from which Latinos are most likely to graduate and prepare for graduate 

education and professional careers” (Gándara & Contreras, 2009, p. 40). This has 

                                                
7 Gratz v. Bollinger was a 6-3 decision argued alongside Grutter v. Bollinger that 
pertained to the University of Michigan’s undergraduate admissions policy. Similarly to 
the quota system in Bakke, the Supreme Court found the University of Michigan’s 
automatic point system was too mechanistic in its application of race in admissions, and 
was therefore, unconstitutional.  
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contributed to a familial cycle of poverty and educational underachievement within the 

Latina/o population that provides the economic and educational context of this research 

study on Latino college experiences. 

Legislative Challenges to Social Policies 

 In addition to legal challenges that have impacted Latina/o educational 

attainment, legislative challenges have also left an indelible mark on the ability of 

Latinas/os to achieve academically in the K-12 public school system. The 2002 

reauthorization of the Federal Elementary and Secondary Education Act, or No Child 

Left Behind (NCLB), as it is commonly known, has been particularly detrimental to the 

educational outcomes of Latina/o students. A growing refrain among scholars is that 

NCLB has negatively impacted the educational experiences of Latinas/os more than it has 

improved them, because the majority of schools that have failed to make Adequate 

Yearly Progress (AYP), are populated with Latina/o students and English Language 

Learners (ELLs) (see, for example, Furumoto, 2005; Gándara & Contreras, 2009).   

 The students, teachers, administrators and parents who inhabit these schools 

endure the persistent threat of being labeled “failing,” which brings the consequence of 

economic sanctions and campus re-organization. Moreover, these policy challenges can 

contribute to continuous inequities for Latinas/os in the broader social context. As 

students and teachers are cast as the perpetrators of academic underachievement within 

failing schools by a social policy purportedly intended to benefit them, they 

simultaneously find themselves caught within a system that engages in the perpetual 
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reproduction of rigid social class lines. For the Latinos in this study, this scenario 

required they engage in a more creative use of non-traditional but available forms of 

social capital to achieve educational gains in college.  

Socio-Cultural Contexts 

Social class structure 

 Beyond school experiences that have been shaped by their ethno-racial identities, 

Latinas/os also endure class-based alienation by virtue of the income brackets into which 

their families fall. The social class structure within the United States has made income 

mobility increasingly difficult to achieve. Thus, Latina/o students in the U.S. continue to 

find themselves segregated along racial and class lines. Moreover, parental income and 

educational levels are closely tied to student performance (Gándara & Contreras, 2009).  

 In addition, as today’s Latina/o students are often first-generation college-goers, 

they are often isolated from knowledge regarding how to move through the college 

application process, as well as the social networks that promote a college-going culture 

(Sáenz et al., 2008). In addition, Latina/o students and their families frequently lack 

access to the economic resources that make college-going a reality (Michael Olivas, 

1986). Finally, Latinas/os are more likely to be funneled into non college-bound 

curriculum tracks in secondary school (Noguera, 1995). This may be partly due to low 

teacher expectations, but it might also be due to unequal early-school contexts that 

promote disparate learning experiences and inadequate college preparation.  
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 Finally, although research resoundingly affirms that low-income children benefit 

from high-quality pre-school education, the main federally funded pre-kinder program 

known as Head Start serves. The long-term benefits from increased cognitive capabilities, 

overall health, and psychosocial8 development far exceed the programmatic costs 

associated with this program, yet recent budget cuts continue to threaten its existence and 

minimize the number of students served (Calderon, 2005; 2000).  

Immigration 

 One cannot engage in a discussion regarding the ways racial and social class 

realities affect the Latina/o community without addressing the topic of immigration. 

Moreover, it is important to note at the onset of this discussion that the majority of 

Latina/o students in the U.S. are native-born Americans and the rapid Latina/o population 

growth we face as Americans is largely due to the Latina/o birth rate rather than to 

immigration (Pew Hispanic Center, 2006).   

 Furthermore, Gándara and Contreras (2009) argue the low rates of educational 

attainment among Latinas/os cannot be attributed to probable immigrant status. They cite 

research by Rumberger and Larson (1998), which suggests the children of immigrants 

actually fare better than their second or third generation counterparts. Gándara suggests, 

“…the low educational attainment of Latino students cannot be attributed solely, or even 

largely, to factors associated with immigration; rather it is the result of circumstances 

                                                
8 “Psychosocial” is a psychological term commonly used by Erik Erikson to describe 
one’s psychological development as s/he interacts within the social environment through 
stages of social development.  
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encountered in this country” (2009, p. 3). In other words, the process of assimilation into 

American society has a negative impact on Latinas’/os’ educational achievement (see 

also Valenzuela, 1999). Similarly, immigrant resistance to English acquisition has been 

offered as a plausible explanation for the Latina/o educational achievement gap, but U.S. 

Census Bureau figures suggest new immigrants learn English just as quickly, or more 

quickly, than other immigrant groups have throughout immigration trends in U.S. history 

(Gándara & Contreras, 2009). 

 Gándara and Contreras (2009) assert that the U.S. economy depends upon 

immigrant labor and furthermore, that the immigrant population pays more into the 

federal tax system than it consumes through public services. In fact, without the legal and 

undocumented immigrant tax base, “the Social Security system in the United States 

would not be sufficiently solvent to support the now aging baby boomers” (p. 11). 

However, K-12 school budgets are derived from local property taxes, and federal policies 

do not fund districts proportionately for the burdens they bear in the number of children 

they serve. Therefore, the areas in which the children of immigrants are concentrated 

typically receive inadequate funding. 

 Douglas Massey, a Princeton sociologist, calls U.S. immigration policy a 

“hypocrisy” which imports “Mexican workers while pretending not to…while limiting 

their claims as human beings” (Massey, Durand, & Malone, 2002). Access to an equal 

education for the children of immigrants is an example of a fundamental human right that 

many children are being denied. Not only is the failure to educate the children of the 

immigrant and non-immigrant Latina/o population a human rights issue, but it is a lost 
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opportunity, for the public education system is America’s best hope “to integrate the 

burgeoning population of Latinos into the U.S. economy and society” (Gándara & 

Contreras, 2009, p. 11). Thus, it is fitting to shift our examination to the role public 

education plays in the predicament of Latino underachievement, starting with the 

beginning of the education pipeline in elementary school, before concluding with the 

higher education point of the pipeline, where we find the students in this study.  

Schooling Experiences 

Elementary school experiences 

 The educational achievement gap that leads to disproportionate college 

completion rates appears early in the educational pathways of Latinas/os. To begin, 

Latinas/os are more likely to be placed in the lowest quartile in math and reading than 

Whites, Asians, and African American kindergarteners (West, Denton, & Germino-

Hausken, 2000). Researchers at the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) 

believe these early indicators are linked to a child’s maternal educational attainment 

levels. Thus, corresponding with the low reading and math scores of the children, 

Latina/o mothers have the lowest levels of educational attainment of all racial groups 

(West et al., 2000). 

 Latinas/os begin their educational pathways already trailing behind other ethnic 

and racial groups, and the gap only widens as they advance further along the pipeline. To 

illustrate this, the Comprehensive Test of Basic Skills (CTBS) reveals low-income 

students, which overwhelmingly include Latina/o students, experience declining 
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achievement each subsequent year of elementary school, from first through sixth grade 

(Borman, Stringfield, & Rachuba, 2000). This is most likely due to the unequal schooling 

experiences Latinas/os have compared with Whites, because Latinas/os are often located 

in racially and economically segregated schools that have fewer resources and offer less 

enrichment activities. Often, their school lives are geographically isolated experiences 

with insufficient exposure to diverse people and places (S. Eaton, 2007).  

 The “Nation’s Report Card,” a formal assessment measure conducted by the 

NCES, tells a similar story. Also known as the National Assessment of Educational 

Progress (NAEP), the examination is performed on all fourth, eighth, and twelfth-grade 

students in the United States and places students at a basic, proficient, or advanced level 

of achievement. The 2005 data for fourth- and eighth-grade students indicates Latina/o 

students lag far behind their White and Asian counterparts—performing at less than half 

the level of those counterparts (Perie, Grigg, & Donahue, 2005). 

 Sáenz and Ponjuan (2009) suggest that Latinos and Latinas show differences in 

early childhood enrollment at an early age, and that boys find themselves attempting to 

learn in an educational system that uses pedagogical practices mismatched for their 

learning styles. Sáenz and Ponjuan also report that boys are more likely to experience 

disciplinary sanctions, demonstrate suicidal and depressive symptoms, lose classroom 

instruction due to time spent in suspension, and drop out of school. All of these factors 

influence the learning experiences of Latino males that eventually find themselves on the 

college campus.  
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Secondary school experiences 

 Moving along the education pipeline to high school, it is important to note the 

most blighted urban school districts became “majority minority” by the late 1990’s. 

Dropout rates are a revealing measure of the nature of the crises these school districts 

face, and the NCES reveals a dropout rate increase of 14 percent from 1972 to 2005 (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2007). However, those figures do not account for students who never 

even enter high school, and an analysis of the Boston Public School system between 2003 

and 2006 reveals 14.4 percent of students exited the system between sixth and eighth 

grade (Lavan & Uriarte, 2008).  

 Similarly, researchers formerly with Harvard’s Civil Rights Project questioned 

traditional graduation estimates, which fail to follow students closely, and therefore 

underestimate true rates of attrition. Rather, the researchers found almost half of Latina/o 

students who enter high school do not receive a diploma within four years (Orfield, 

Losen, Wald, & Swanson, 2004). Meanwhile, all other racial and ethnic groups 

throughout the U.S. have improved their high school graduation rates. Between the years 

1975 and 2005, Whites benefitted from a 10.1 percent graduation rate increase and 

African Americans enjoyed a 6.5 percent increase. Within the same timeframe, Latinas/os 

only experienced an increase of 2.2 percent (U.S. Census Bureau, 2007). In fact, Gándara 

and Contreras argue Latinas/os as a whole have seen minimal educational progress in the 

past thirty years (2009). 
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Postsecondary education experiences 

 A college degree is sine qua non to achieving economic stability and mobility in 

the U.S., but for most Latinas/os, the pipeline toward college degree attainment remains 

narrow and riddled with leaks and obstructions. The majority of Latinas/os do not attend 

higher education institutions that confer baccalaureate degrees and those who do attend 

degree-granting institutions do not graduate in significant numbers relative to other ethnic 

and racial subgroups. Only one in ten Latinas/os between the ages of 25 and 29 earn a 

college degree (Stoops, 2004). Moreover, while 22 percent of the college-age population 

in the U.S. will be Latina/o by 2025, only seven percent of Latinas/os between the ages of 

18 and 24 have earned an associate’s degree or greater, while nine percent of African 

Americans, 16 percent of Whites, and 25 percent of Asians have done so (Brown & 

Santiago, 2009). 

 Similarly, according to a 2002 data set, 72 percent of White high school graduates 

matriculate to college immediately after high school, compared with only 54 percent of 

Latina/o graduates. Furthermore, of the White students who matriculated to college 

within that data set, 65 percent went to four-year colleges or universities. In contrast, only 

half of the 54 percent of Latinas/os who went to college right after high school enrolled in 

four-year institutions; the other half enrolled in two-year institutions (A.G. De Los Santos 

& Santos, 2003). Research suggests the majority of students who initially enroll in 

community college programs do not transfer to four-year institutions (Arbona & Nora, 

2007). In addition, Latina/o students who enroll in community colleges are more likely to 

attend part-time, work through school to support themselves and their families, and live 
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with their parents at home. These are all risk factors known to have a negative impact on 

college completion (Coley, 2001; Fry, 2002). 

 In summary, a brief overview of the socio-political and historical context in which 

this study was situated reveals the residual impact of a legacy of segregation and unequal 

school experiences for Latinas/os in the U.S. In recent decades, these disparities have 

been exacerbated by legal and political setbacks that have further affected the Latina/o 

community. These setbacks have resulted in greater economic and class disparities that 

have in turn, contributed to greater educational disparities throughout the pipeline to 

college. This context warrants further examination of the factors that contribute to Latino 

college attainment, despite the counter-productive socio-political forces discussed above.  

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

 College degree attainment is a requirement for economic security in an 

increasingly global economy. Yet, Latina/o students lag behind other racial and ethnic 

sub-groups as the most underrepresented population within higher education (Kennen & 

Lopez, 2005; W.S. Swail et al., 2005). Latinos, in particular, are not obtaining college 

degrees on par with other ethnic, racial and gender subgroups, including their Latina 

peers (e.g., Castellanos & Jones, 2003; Sáenz et al., 2007).  

 In fact, data indicates 19.9 percent of Latinos between the ages of 16 and 24 

became high school dropouts, compared with just 16.7 percent of Latinas, 8.7 percent of 

African-American males, and 5.4 percent of White males (NCES, 2008). Compared with 

Latinos, Latinas also demonstrate higher grade-point averages (Orfield et al., 2004). Not 
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surprisingly, Latinos are more likely to forgo college and join the unskilled labor 

workforce directly after high school (Sáenz & Ponjuan, 2009; Solorzano, Villapando, & 

Oseguera, 2005). This reality is evident in the state of Texas, the site of this research 

study, where Latinos are 51.5 percent of the Latina/o population, but only make up 46.2 

percent of the undergraduate Latina/o population of the host PWI (Predominantly White 

Institution) site for this study (Hoque, 2008; Fall 2009). Moreover, data reported by the 

Education Research Center indicates that Hispanic males trail behind all gender and 

racial groups in high school graduation rates in the state of Texas. Just 52.6 percent of 

Hispanic males graduate from high school in Texas, compared with 62.4 percent of 

Hispanic females, 53.1 percent of African-American males, 71.9 percent of White males, 

and 82.2 percent of Asian males (Swanson, 2006). These data underscore the importance 

of ensuring the retention of Latinos within the higher education pipeline once they have 

made it to college.  

 Moreover, as Latinos are disappearing from the higher education pipeline, they 

are appearing in other, less desirable, sectors of society. As cited by Sáenz and Ponjuan 

(2009), Mariscal found Latinos accounted for 17.7 percent of the military occupations 

such as infantry or gun crews, which see the most combat action (2004, November). In 

addition, Latinos of prime college-going age are increasingly appearing in the prison 

system. They made up 20.9 percent of the 2.1 million male incarcerated inmates in 2007, 

and 63 percent of that total falls within the college-going age range of 18 and 34 (Sabol, 

Minton, & Harrison, 2007).  

 This problem of Latino post-secondary underachievement is made more urgent by 
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the fact that Latinas/os are the largest and fastest growing ethnic minority in the United 

States. In fact, incomplete 2010 U.S. Census results suggest the total number of 

Hispanics in the U.S. “could surpass 55 million, or 17% of the U.S. population” (Ruben 

Navarrette, March 18, 2011).  Their rates of educational attainment hold implications for 

the future prosperity of the entire country, and the Latina/o population must experience 

improved rates of degree completion if the U.S. is to remain a globally competitive 

nation. Furthermore, states with higher concentrations of Latina/os, including Texas, will 

be disproportionately impacted by this “Latino education crisis” (Gándara & Contreras, 

2009).  

 Examination of the factors that influence Latino college persistence is imperative 

if we are to improve their rates of college completion. Yet, most research literature has 

heretofore focused on both Latinas/os collectively or Latinas exclusively, and minimal 

research has focused solely on Latinos (A. M. Gloria, Castellanos, Scull, & Villegas, 

2009; Strayhorn, 2010). This study represents an attempt to fill an important gap in the 

research literature pertaining to the Latino college experience. In particular, it seeks to 

improve our understanding of the first-year experiences of Latinos at a public, four-year, 

flagship PWI. 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

  This inquiry sought to examine the various forms of social capital that first-year 

undergraduate Latinos are able to access and the ways in which they maximized these 

forms of capital to persist during their first year. Moreover, this study examined the 
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manner in which they engaged with institutional agents to achieve persistence within the 

context of a PWI. 

 Stanton-Salazar’s (1997) network-analytic approach was used to reveal dynamics 

that contribute to or impede academic success during the first year, which is regarded by 

many as the most critical year for social adjustment and ultimate degree completion 

(Barefoot, 2000; Sax et al., 2003; Tinto, 1993; Upcraft & Gardner, 1989). The following 

research questions were shaped by Stanton-Salazar’s (1997) theoretical framework and 

guided this study: 

1. What forms of social capital are first-year Latino male undergraduates able to 

access that might contribute to positive educational outcomes, as measured by 

first-year persistence? 

2. How do first-year Latino male undergraduates engage in social, cultural and 

academic aspects of campus life during their first year of college, and how do 

these experiences relate to positive educational outcomes, as measured by first-

year persistence? 

These research questions were generated through a careful review of the literature 

pertaining to social capital as a contributor to academic achievement. The research 

questions were also carefully developed through the implementation of a dissertation 

pilot study.  
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SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 

 The crisis of Latina/o educational attainment is a complex social problem with 

economic implications for the entire nation. In light of its projected demographic growth, 

the Latina/o population must achieve college completion rates on par with their White 

counterparts if the U.S. is to maintain its status as a true competitor within the global 

economy. Moreover, Latinos are a critical component of the growing Latina/o population 

that will play a vital role in our national and state economies in coming decades (Gándara 

& Contreras, 2009).  

 For many years, Latinos have quietly slipped from the higher education pipeline 

without much notice or alarm from society at large, but the alarm has been growing in 

recent years. This study is an important component of the effort to raise awareness of this 

problem because understanding the first-year college experiences of Latinos is necessary 

to ensure retention within the college pipeline. This study used qualitative methods to 

determine which factors contribute to Latino persistence during the first year of college. 

This approach makes a contribution to the scholarly literature by improving our 

understanding of the ways in which students use forms of social capital to achieve 

academic success and to persist. The results of this study are of particular relevance to 

university administrators, educators, researchers and policy-makers who are committed to 

increasing the college persistence and completion rates of Latinos at four-year public 

research-intensive PWIs.  

 This study informs the scholarly community of numerous factors that positively 

influence Latino persistence. These factors are related to the social capital students bring 
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to college (R. D. Stanton-Salazar, 1997), the level of social integration students achieve 

in college (Kraemer, 1997), and the ways in which we can validate their success in 

college (J. C. Hernandez, 2000). In particular, validating their ganas, or motivation and 

desire to achieve, is important. Within Stanton-Salazar’s social capital framework, which 

was used as the theoretical framework for this research, social integration, validation, and 

relationships with peers, faculty, and administrators are key predictors of student success 

(R. D. Stanton-Salazar, 1997). Thus, institutions interested in improving the persistence 

rates of Latinos will find that developing a cadre of supportive staff and faculty, as well 

as offering institutional support structures, will contribute to Latina/o students’ academic 

success. Furthermore, while faculty role models of any race or ethnicity are beneficial, 

Latina/o faculty role models in particular, show students that academic and career 

achievements in academia are indeed possible. Thus, increasing the representation of 

Latina/o faculty of color willing to serve as mentors is an important component to 

promoting student success (Dayton, Gonzalez-Vasquez, Martinez, & Plum, 2004). 

 Research also suggests cultural and service-oriented student organizations 

contribute to persistence, for they foster an environment in which students can create 

supportive social connections and thereby construct a social safety net (Fischer, 2007; 

Harper & Quaye, 2007). Within those supportive contexts, students cultivate a sense of 

belonging and develop personal relationship skills that help them overcome wider 

structural and institutional barriers (R. D. Stanton-Salazar, 1997). Therefore, institutional 

funding and support of such cultural and service student organizations is needed. 
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 However, findings from a pilot study performed for this dissertation suggest these 

measures may not be enough to ensure matriculation or degree completion because 

greater structural obstacles emerged as a major theme during qualitative interviews. 

Examples of student concerns included 1) adaption to institutional size, 2) academic and 

social transitional challenges, 3) inadequate high school academic preparation, 3) 

challenges associated with managing a rapid increase in individual autonomy, and 4) the 

corresponding need for self-sufficiency which accompanied this increase in individual 

autonomy (Arámbula-Turner & Sáenz, 2009, November).  

 Even for students whose interviews revealed relatively high access to social 

capital, life in college was consistently described as remarkably different from any of 

their pre-college experiences. For many participants, this was a positive and welcomed 

change. Notwithstanding, it represented a developmental adjustment to which they had to 

rapidly adapt. Family background and prior educational experiences also greatly 

impacted their academic success. Thus, their ability to exercise personal agency and 

actively utilize institutional support was critical in attempting to overcome the past and 

current disadvantages of unequal pre-college preparation and familial educational capital.  

 The most academically successful students maximized support through personal 

relationship skills, revealed willingness to seek assistance, demonstrated readiness to take 

risks, and illustrated desire to become involved in constructive social and co-curricular 

activities. The combination of these factors enabled them to overcome structural barriers 

within Stanton-Salazar’s (1997) social capital framework. These results suggest 

institutions must offer intensive and intrusive services, with more consistent and in-depth 
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opportunities for social connections for the entirety of the student’s first-year experience 

(Arámbula-Turner & Sáenz, 2009, November).  

 In the next chapter, an in-depth critical review of the literature examines the 

Latino college experience within the socio-political and economic contexts described in 

this chapter. The review of literature forms the backdrop for a detailed discussion of 

Stanton-Salazar’s social capital framework (1997), which was used for this dissertation 

research. Several pioneering models of research have employed Stanton-Salazar’s 

framework to examine how social networks improve Latina or Latina/o college 

attainment (e.g., K. P.  González, Stoner, & Jovel, 2003), but there remains a dearth of 

literature focused solely on Latinos. A great deal is at stake in such an academic 

investigation. A college degree is a prerequisite to middle class economic stability, but 

“college” is also a transformative developmental and social networking experience with 

lifelong implications for the Latina/o community that transcends coursework, diplomas, 

bricks and mortar. 
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature 
 
 As mentioned in the previous chapter, understanding the first-year experiences of 

Latinos in a college setting is a critical component needed to foster their persistence in 

the education pipeline, and thereby improve the educational attainment rates of the 

Latina/o population (the fastest-growing but least educated population subgroup in the 

U.S).  

 There is a well-established foundation of literature devoted to understanding first-

year college experiences and the social, academic and psychosocial factors that contribute 

to student persistence in college. Moreover, there is a growing scholarly interest in how 

those factors affect the unique subpopulation of Latina/o college students. Several areas 

of established research were strategically selected for this literature review as the most 

relevant to this research study. They were reviewed in order to create an in-depth 

discussion of the ways in which Latino college persistence can be promoted when 

students are able to access and maximize available forms of social capital. The following 

major research areas were reviewed prior to implementation of this study: 1) first-year 

college experiences and transition, 2) student persistence, 3) resilience and psychosocial 

adjustment in college, 4) gender and masculinity, and 5) financial concerns.  

 The closing section of this literature review will present relevant literature 

pertaining to Ricardo Stanton-Salazar’s (1997) notion of social capital and provide 

justification for the selection of social capital as the most appropriate theoretical 

framework to guide this study.   
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FIRST-YEAR EXPERIENCES AND TRANSITION 

 Performance in college is heavily influenced by a student’s pre-college 

educational experiences, but the impact of the transitional nature of their first year in 

college is also a critical factor that determines whether students persist and what degree 

of success they achieve (e.g., Hurtado, Carter, & Spuler, 1996; Terenzini et al., 1994; 

Tinto, 1987). A growing body of research shows the ways in which involvement in 

campus life during the first year is positively associated with social and academic 

integration, as well as institutional commitment and persistence (Berger & Milem, 1999). 

Indeed, this is a particularly important component required to understand Latino college 

persistence, because Latina/o persistence is often challenged by several “risk” factors, 

including low socio-economic status, “minority” group membership, and first-generation 

college-going status (Fischer, 2007).  

 Fischer’s research (2007) contributes significantly to our understanding of 

Latina/o first-year college experiences and reveals that academic success and persistence 

in college are the result of environmental conditions and first-year adjustment. Relying 

upon Bean’s (1985; S. B. Eaton & Bean, 1995) model of social and academic integration 

as her theoretical framework, Fischer finds college adjustment to be a crucial factor in 

ultimate measures of academic success. In particular, results for the Hispanic participants 

in Fischer’s (2007) study serve to affirm and inform our understanding of the college 

experience for Latinas/os. Firstly, for the Latina/o students in her study, first-generation 

college-going status was associated with lower college grades. In addition, students with 

at least one foreign-born parent reported higher grades than did their third-generation 
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counterparts. While formal social connections with key institutional agents were 

associated with positive educational outcomes, informal social ties with peers had a 

negative educational effect. Strong academic performance prior to college, extensive 

formal social connections and mentoring relationships with professors were all associated 

with higher GPA performance for the Hispanic participants. In fact, results indicated 

students of color in general decreased their rate of attrition by 83 percent through formal 

co-curricular engagement. 

 One interesting outcome of Fischer’s (2007) study suggests college performance 

was not a significant factor in the Hispanic students’ decision to leave college. Rather, the 

level of satisfaction with their college experience was strongly connected to rates of 

attrition, and the absence of meaningful connections increased the likelihood of 

withdrawal from the institution. An additional finding important to understanding Latino 

first-year experiences was that student perceptions of a negative campus racial climate 

had a negative impact both on their grades and on their satisfaction level with college. 

 Another intriguing finding by Fischer was the negative relationship between the 

use of academic enrichment programs and cumulative GPA for all racial subgroups. 

Fischer (2007) hypothesized this could be attributed to the likelihood that students served 

by enrichment programs are less academically prepared than traditional college students. 

She included an interaction term in her analyses to determine if involvement in the 

enrichment program had a net positive impact when controlling for high school GPA. 

Indeed, participation in enrichment programs resulted in a positive impact on GPA for 

Hispanic students in her study. One additional perplexing finding indicated that 
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participation in study groups had a negative impact on GPA. This runs contrary to other 

research findings that suggest minority students engaged in study groups are significantly 

more likely to persist (Nora, Cabrera, Hagedorn, & Pascarella, 1996). Fischer suggested 

this finding could be explained by the difficulty of the majors that require significant 

amounts of group work.  

 Additional findings from Fischer’s (2007) research point to high school GPA as a 

significant factor contributing to increased satisfaction in college. Likewise, the 

Hispanics in her study demonstrated a strong correlation between advanced placement 

coursework, high school GPA and their long-term persistence. However, ties to formal 

student organizations and professors, as well as informal social ties with friends on 

campus, were most closely associated with satisfaction in college.  

 College persistence research has yielded varying results pertaining to the effect of 

institutional size and educational attainment (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Yet, 

according to Fischer (2007), institutional size was the only college characteristic 

positively associated with satisfaction in college. In this instance, Hispanic students 

expressed greater satisfaction with larger institutional size.  

 Fischer’s (2007) most instructive finding might be that Hispanic students’ 

decision to leave college was most highly associated with their satisfaction with college 

experiences. The primary limitation Fischer noted in her study was that students in the 

sample attended selective institutions and therefore the results cannot be generalized to 

the experiences of students at less selective institutions. Fischer called for additional 

research to further examine whether certain extracurricular activities are more beneficial 
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to student persistence, or if simply being involved in informal and formal connections 

results in positive academic outcomes.  

 Fischer’s (2007) work represents a significant contribution to the literature 

because it used a robust longitudinal national data set to reveal between-group racial 

differences as predictors of college grades. It also provided strong support for the manner 

in which social and organizational connections have significant implications for college 

outcomes. Quite simply, Fischer’s research findings support previous studies that 

demonstrate what happens during the first year of college matters a great deal for 

Latinas/os. Their adjustment to life on campus and their ability to form meaningful social 

and academic connections significantly influences their likelihood of attrition.  

 However, most models of student persistence address the experience of majority 

group students, minority subgroups as a uniform aggregate, or racial subgroups that are 

not disaggregated by gender. Although Fischer’s (2007) work represents a meaningful 

contribution to our disciplined understanding of varying conditions that support the 

success of different racial subgroups, the study does not consider differential impacts by 

gender. In short, scholars still do not have a substantive body of research pertaining to 

college persistence that might inform educational policy decisions regarding how to serve 

male Latinos through student services and co-curricular activities. 

 Nora (2004) similarly examined variables that influence the academic and social 

adjustment of college students during their transformative first year. His research drew 

upon prior studies of persistence, which show that even the choice of which college to 

attend has an immediate impact on student persistence. Nora attributed the importance of 
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selecting an institution to the idea that institutional values must be consistent with those 

of the student because that degree of fit has an ultimate impact on student satisfaction. As 

previously discussed, Fischer’s (2007) results teach us that student satisfaction matters 

because it ultimately affects persistence. Nora’s (2004) and Fischer’s (2007) findings 

related to degree of fit, satisfaction and persistence are particularly relevant to the current 

study’s focus on the first-year experience of Latinos attending a flagship PWI.  

 Nora’s (2004) study was guided by the concepts of habitus9 and cultural capital 

(Bourdieu, 1977), and was primarily focused on the level of fit between the values and 

beliefs a student espouses and the academic environment they encounter in college. Thus, 

institutional selectivity and a student’s academic pre-college preparation are secondary 

variables within this framework. Rather, the level of compatibility between the students’ 

psychosocial needs and the belief that the institution is meeting those needs is expected to 

factor more prominently in a student’s sense of belonging in college.  

 As with Fischer’s (2007) research, the corresponding sense of satisfaction with 

college affected the ultimate degree completion of the students in Nora’s (2004) study. 

Specifically, Nora used multiple and logistic regression analyses to examine a student’s 

intent to re-enroll, as well as the impact of habitus and cultural capital on measures of 

student satisfaction, adjustment, and achievement at the end of their first year. His 

findings suggest students who select institutions based upon their psychological and 

social needs are more likely to be satisfied with their college experiences and are more 

                                                
9 Habitus is a system of mental dispositions, or schemata of thoughts, actions and 
perceptions. 
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likely to persist at those institutions.  

 Nora’s (2004) sample included students from multiple racial subgroups, only 16 

percent of whom were Hispanic. Nora’s multiple regression analyses revealed habitus 

variables were predictive of student satisfaction with institutional choice, academic life in 

college, the campus environment, and their expected financial output for college. These 

findings demonstrated students were more likely to re-enroll and persist if they felt a 

sense of institutional belonging, if they received encouragement from family, and if their 

academic interests were compatible with those of the institution. An additional interesting 

finding was that students with fewer high school leadership experiences perceived a 

smaller degree of institutional support and were less likely to re-enroll.  

 Nora’s (2004) results clearly have implications for the practices of both secondary 

and post-secondary institutions serving Latino students. These pipeline sectors can work 

together to foster leadership opportunities and a sense of belonging within the Latina/o 

population. Once on the college campus, university administrators can improve the 

persistence of Latina/o students by offering programs that focus on establishing positive 

personal and social connections, and that enhance institutional belonging, cultural fit, 

faculty encouragement, and comfort to foster student satisfaction and persistence. As 

with Fischer’s (2007) study of the transitional experience of the first year of college, 

Nora’s research (2004) produced important findings that can inform policy and practice 

decisions associated with serving Latina/o students better during their critical transition 

year.  

 These two studies by Fischer and Nora were carefully selected from a much 
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broader body of work on transitional experiences because they are robust investigations 

focused at least partly on Latinas/os. However, it is important to acknowledge both 

studies are quantitative and focused on multiple racial categories not disaggregated by 

gender, thus revealing a continued gap in the research dedicated to a nuanced 

examination of the Latino first-year college experience – a gap which this study is 

beginning to address through a qualitative approach.  

STUDENT PERSISTENCE 

 A significant body of research suggests integration into the academic and social 

aspects of college life is at the crux of the tension between persistence and dropping out 

for students. Thus, the focus of this section relies upon the well-established research 

literature, which suggests insufficient interaction and unsatisfactory experiences during 

the first year of college is associated with attrition (S. B. Eaton & Bean, 1995; Tinto, 

1993). Conversely, and perhaps more importantly, the extent to which a student becomes 

engaged during their first year is positively associated with their persistence (e.g., Astin, 

1984, 1993; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). 

 Before delving into the discussion regarding student interaction and persistence, it 

is important to concede that financial concerns often shape college performance and 

furthermore, that Latinas/os are highly likely to be dependent on student financial aid and 

student employment (e.g. Fry, 2004; A. M. Gloria, Castellanos, Lopez, & Rosales, 2005; 

Hu & St. John, 2001; Hurtado, Laird, & Perorazio, 2003; M. Olivas, 1985). Similarly, 

their tendency to be first-generation college students also has an impact on their college 
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experiences (Saunders & Serna, 2004). Finally, college degree attainment is often 

considered impracticable for many Latina/o students, for it can be perceived as a 

mutually exclusive obstacle to family togetherness and closeness (Ishitani, 2006; 

Terenzini et al., 1994).  

 Notwithstanding, student persistence toward enrollment in their third semester of 

college is a significant benchmark toward degree attainment for Latinas/os. The research 

literature consistently points to environmental factors, a student’s pre-college academic 

characteristics, the formal and informal social connections students generate in college, 

and various cognitive factors as key variables that influence college persistence (e.g., 

Fischer, 2007; Hurtado et al., 1996; Kuh, Cruce, Shoup, Kinzie, & Gonyea, 2008; Nora, 

2004; Nora et al., 1996; Terenzini et al., 1994; Tinto, 1987). Thus, the nature of the first-

year and the transitional experience provide a fitting backdrop for a discussion of 

persistence. Examination of the factors that influence persistence is especially important 

when attempting to understand the experiences of racial and ethnic group minorities, for 

they face a greater likelihood of attrition (e.g., Attinasi, 1989; Rendon, 2002; Tierney, 

1992).  

 A classic study of persistence by Nora, Cabrera, Hagedorn, and Pascarella (1996) 

provided a firm foundation on which other studies could build. Through examination of 

3,900 first-year students from a national sample, Nora, et al. demonstrated the differential 

impact that multiple variables have upon the academic experiences of various ethnic and 

gender groups. Persistence outcomes for the overall sample of minority and nonminority 

students revealed student persistence is most affected by these aspects: 1) environmental 



 

 35 

factors in college, 2) academic achievement, and 3) institutional experiences. In contrast, 

pre-college factors such as educational aspirations, prior academic achievement, learning 

attitudes, and support or encouragement from family were less significant.  

 In the Nora, et al. study (1996), environmental factors, cognitive abilities and 

affective gains made in college figured more prominently in the persistence of minority 

participants. In addition, family responsibilities and working off-campus were the most 

detrimental factors to persistence. The other positive effects that derived from informal 

and formal peer and faculty connections could not counter the negative “pull factors” 

generated by family responsibilities and working off-campus. Moreover, the minority 

segment of the Nora, et al. sample were more likely to work off-campus than their non-

minority counterparts. Indeed, the persistence risk factor of working off-campus reduced 

their persistence by 36 percent. 

 Two significant findings resulted when Nora, et al. (1996) disaggregated the sample 

by gender. These results indicate the minority female students in his sample experienced 

the most positive benefit from faculty mentorship outside the classroom. Interestingly, 

only minority males experienced a net positive effect due to their minority status. The 

latter finding appears counter-intuitive given the crisis currently facing men of color 

(January 2010), yet Nora, et al. cited a previous study which yielded similar findings (St. 

John, 1990). Nora, et al. attributed this finding to the possibility that these males believed 

“social attainment and ethnic representation can be achieved through attainment of a 

college degree” (1996, p. 445). Nora, et al., also indicated this finding could be due to the 

high-achieving characteristics of the student sample.  
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 In a departure from the previously cited studies, which focused on multiple racial 

and ethnic groups, a recent study by Cerna, Perez and Sáenz (2009) focused specifically 

on Mexican-American students to better understand Latina/o success at four-year 

institutions. Many of Cerna, et al.’s findings, which focused on factors that promote 

persistence, are consistent with other research. For example, they confirmed the work of 

Pascarella and Terenzini, as well as a study by the Pew Hispanic Center, which both 

suggest institutional selectivity in itself influences student persistence (Fry, 2004; 

Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). In short, Cerna, et al., propose Latinas/os of similar pre-

college academic backgrounds have higher rates of degree attainment if they matriculate 

to more selective colleges.  

 The Cerna, et al. study (2009) similarly affirmed prior research by demonstrating 

Latinas attain college degrees at higher rates than Latinos. Likewise, the finding that 

Latinas/os consistently identify the significant and yet serendipitous influence of a pre-

college mentor as central to their decision to attend college, is consistent with the results 

of the pilot study performed to inform this dissertation study (Arámbula-Turner & Sáenz, 

2009, November). 

 For Mexican-American males, Cerna et al. (2009) suggested high school GPA 

was the strongest significant indicator of persistence, but other significant predictors 

included a student’s expectation to participate in religious, protest and community service 

activities, and the percentage of Latinas/os enrolled at the institution. Mexican-American 

males also expressed concern regarding financial resources and major financial concerns 

decreased their odds of degree attainment by 23 percent. 
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 The Cerna, et al. (2009) inquiry is particularly relevant to research focused on 

Latino college persistence because it examined the social, cultural, economic, and human 

forms of capital Latinas/os draw upon in their paths toward earning a degree. In addition, 

the authors provided an operational definition for the meaning of social capital that is 

relevant to the current dissertation study (Cerna et al., 2009, p. 131). For example, the 

authors suggested social capital might be accumulated through the relationships students 

develop and maintain with key figures, as well as through access to knowledge and 

resources regarding college. Various institutional agents act as gatekeepers to these forms 

of capital and they might include parents, counselors, college faculty and staff, mentors 

and peers. Cerna, et al. suggested social capital is a critical variable in persistence 

because of its cumulative potential. In other words, it provides ever-increasing access to 

other elements of capital and thereby, enables students to achieve success.  

 Again, while the Cerna, et al. study represents a significant contribution to our 

understanding of how social capital contributes to Latina/o success in college; it does not 

focus exclusively on the experience of Latinos. Therefore, Cerna, et al.’s theoretical 

assumptions regarding social capital were adopted and further applied but were expanded 

upon by the qualitative approach and gender-specific focus of this dissertation study. 

 Another relevant study by Gloria, Castellanos, Lopez, and Rosales (2005) sought 

to determine how a student’s beliefs and their level of perceived social support and 

comfort within the university climate predicted the non-persistence outcomes for a 

sample of mostly Latina/o college undergraduates. Gloria, et al.’s results suggest social 
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support from family, peers and mentors is highly correlated with positive self-efficacy 

and was the strongest predictor of persistence decisions for the students in her sample.  

 Gloria, et al. (2005) suggested students’ comfort-level with the university factored 

prominently in their non-persistence decisions. Furthermore, positive notions of the 

university climate were highly correlated with their perceptions of strong mentoring 

relationships, which aided navigation of the college experience, minimized perceptions of 

barriers toward educational attainment, and increased self-efficacy, or the belief in one’s 

ability to achieve certain goals. Although concerns regarding finances are typically 

associated with non-persistence decisions, financial concerns did not prove to be 

predictive in the Gloria, et al. study. As with all of the previously cited studies focused on 

persistence of Latina/o students, this study serves to inform educators and policymakers 

regarding Latina/o educational experiences in college, but it further strengthens the 

argument that qualitative studies focused exclusively on Latinos are necessary to have a 

balanced body of investigative literature.  

RESILIENCE AND PSYCHOSOCIAL ADJUSTMENT 

 Directly associated with Latina/o students’ ability to persist in college is their 

ability to remain resilient while making the social and psychological adjustments 

necessary to persist in college. A substantial body of research stands to suggest that racial 

and ethnic status influences the psychosocial experience of these students. In particular, 

minority students face unique challenges on the campuses of PWIs, and therefore, their 
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adjustment experiences are likely to differ from those of majority group members (e.g., 

Fischer, 2007; Hurtado et al., 1996; Nora et al., 1996).  

 In addition, institutional characteristics shape a student’s attitude toward college 

(S. B. Eaton & Bean, 1995) and the minority student’s ability to create autonomous 

cultural and social networks within the PWI context can result in more positive academic 

outcomes (e.g., D'Augelli & Hershberger, 1993; Davis, 1991; Fischer, 2007; Jay & 

D'Augelli, 1991). Similarly, Latina/o college students who are active in religious and 

community organizations demonstrate an enhanced sense of belonging (Cerna et al., 

2009; Hurtado & Carter, 1997). A gender-specific study by Gloria, Castellanos, and 

Orozco (2005) examined how Latina students’ sensitivity to educational obstacles and 

cultural appropriateness had an effect on their success in college. The researchers 

concluded that Latinas exercised coping mechanisms and demonstrated motivation which 

enabled them to negotiate a variety of socio-cultural, and educational challenges that led 

to academic success.  

 A great deal of research focused on Latinas/os suggests the family unit plays a 

major role in their adjustment, coping abilities, and persistence in college. A similar sense 

of collectivism and cooperation function as core values for Latina/o students and 

sometimes run contrary to more individualistic and competitive institutional norms. 

When personal values conflict with the dominant values of the PWI, Latina/o students 

must learn to negotiate cultural incongruities through development of a bicultural 

network orientation, in addition to mastering the rigors of course content and the “hidden 
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curriculum” of navigating college (e.g., A. M. Gloria & Rodriguez, 2000; K. P. González, 

2002; R. D. Stanton-Salazar, 1997).   

 This cultural mismatch and the corresponding demands of the learning curve can 

lead to stress outcomes, feelings of isolation, and depression, which challenge persistence 

(Cole & Espinoza, 2008). This is evidenced by a study that drew attention to the sense of 

marginalization, isolation and lack of acceptance Latinas/os felt while attending a PWI 

(K. P. González, 2002). Likewise, Hurtado’s (1994) work on Latina/o students’ 

perceptions of university climate revealed a similar sense of feeling unwelcomed. In 

contrast, another study reports that when a cohesive Latina/o group identity is generated 

within the campus, students felt greater satisfaction with the college experience and 

increased commitment to completion (Dovidio, Gaertner, Niemann, & Snider, 2001). 

 In another gender-focused study, Gloria, Castellanos, Scull, and Villegas (2009) 

conducted an unprecedented quantitative examination of gender and race-specific higher 

education outcomes highly relevant to this dissertation study. In a conscious decision to 

focus on positive coping responses to college stressors, Gloria, et al. acknowledged but 

countered prior research that focused on maladaptive behaviors among Latino men, They 

also expressed resistance to research which adopted a cultural-deficit view of Latino 

college experiences. They similarly conceded an uncomfortable reliance upon Latina/o or 

Latina-based literature to guide their study, citing a notable absence of a solid base of 

Latino-focused work in this realm.  

 Gloria, et al. employed a five-step hierarchical regression model in which the 

examined variables accounted for 58.3 percent of the variance in psychological 
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wellbeing. Specifically, Gloria, et al. (2009) examined the psychological wellbeing, sense 

of self, cultural self-esteem, perceived educational barriers and the cultural fit of Latinos 

within the context of higher education. According to their major findings, the strongest 

predictor of psychological wellbeing among Latinos was cultural congruity between the 

student and the institution. The second strongest predictors of psychological health were 

emotion-focused coping strategies and the Latino students’ perception of the size of the 

barriers to staying in college.  

 Additional findings from the Gloria, et al. (2009) study that inform this 

dissertation study indicate Latinos most frequently used the following coping responses 

in college: 1) 96 percent of respondents reported they researched and gathered 

information pertaining to a problem and formulated a thoughtful plan and corresponding 

proactive response 2) 89 percent used the knowledge they acquired from past experiences 

in college to contextualize the problem; 3) 65 percent talked about the problem with 

others in their close social network; and 4) 65 percent engaged in activities that took their 

mind off the problem. The least utilized coping responses included the following: 1) 37 

percent reported engaging in prayer or consulting with a clergyman and 2) only 11 

percent sought professional counseling support.  

 Gloria, et al.’s (2009) work represents a unique contribution to the literature on 

Latinas/os in general, but it is a particularly strong contribution to the lean body of work 

focused on the Latino experience in higher education. Their simultaneous examination of 

the extent of use of various coping responses and stress management skills 
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simultaneously utilizes the educational context to understand the influence these factors 

have on Latino undergraduates during the college experience.  

 Their research results are particularly relevant to this dissertation study because 

Latinos face unique challenges that could be inconsistent with the goal of college, and 

thus lead to additional stressors and non-persistence behaviors. These challenges include: 

familial roles (which call on Latino men to be protectors and providers), negative social 

stereotypes that are focused on maladaptive notions of machismo, additional financial 

responsibilities, and the impact of perceived barriers to degree attainment (Arciniega, 

Anderson, Tovar-Blank, & Tracey, 2008; A. M. Gloria et al., 2009). The cultural notion 

of familismo, or the strong sense of familial connection and obligation, factors 

prominently into the experience of Latinos in college. Hence, college attendance can be 

viewed as interfering with traditional responsibilities and norms of Latino masculinity 

(Arciniega et al., 2008).  

 Further contributions of Gloria, et al.’s study (2009) lie within the breakdown of 

participants into lower- and upper-division, and first- and second-generation college 

students. A key difference among first-generation students was that they perceived 

greater barriers to college attainment. In addition, lower-division students relied more 

upon discussion with others to work through problems, and upper-division students were 

more likely to report that they drew upon past experiences to apply learned lessons to the 

current context of the problem they faced. This finding provides strong support for a 

mentorship model linking upper- and lower-division students to create a supportive 

educational context for Latinos.  
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 The findings of the 2009 Gloria et al. study are consistent with the previously 

mentioned study by Gloria, Castellanos, Lopez and Rosales (2005). The 2005 study 

focused on Latina undergraduates, but also suggests cultural congruity is a significant 

predictor of psychological wellbeing. However, a key finding in the 2009 Gloria, et al. 

study suggests the predictive ability of cultural congruence on the psychological well 

being of Latinos was twice as strong as it was for Latinas in the 2005 study. 

 Gloria, et al.’s (2009) findings also support prior research on Mexican-American 

male and female adolescents, which demonstrated that employment of coping 

mechanisms was associated with both psychological and physical health. These coping 

responses included focused and expressed emotions, religiosity, emotional support from a 

social network, and purposeful planning (Vaughn & Roesch, 2003). The Gloria, et al. 

findings are also consistent with prior research by Mena, Padilla and Maldonado (1987), 

and Vasquez and Garcia-Vasquez (1995), which likewise determined Latino college 

students most commonly used a strategic or direct coping response to deal with problems. 

In contrast to Mena, et al. and Vasquez and Garcia-Vasquez’s findings, Gloria et al.’s 

(2009) results indicate the second most common response among Latinos was to draw on 

past experiences and to talk with others. The majority of these coping responses suggest a 

self-reliant approach, which validates cultural norms that imply Latino men are viewed as 

providers who solve problems independently. In addition, the findings regarding Latino 

reluctance to seek professional help are consistent with other research on men in general 

(Fragoso & Kashubeck, 2000). 
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 Gloria et al. (2009) point to findings in a prior study by Chiang, Hunter, and Yeh 

(2004), which report Latinas/os also cope on an individual level through physical 

exercise and social peer networks. Chiang, et al. also maintain professional psychological 

counseling was not used as frequently as other coping mechanisms, but in a contradictory 

finding, males reported a more positive attitude toward counseling and a greater tendency 

to seek professional counseling than their female counterparts. Much of the literature 

focused on Latinas/os as a whole suggests they do not rely upon counseling due to 

cultural norms which discourage discussion of personal problems with people outside the 

familial unit or immediate circle of friends.  

 An additional important and divergent finding in the Gloria et al. (2005) study 

showed perceived barriers to staying in school were not significant and not predictive of 

Latina psychological well-being, but the Gloria, et al. (2009) study did find this variable 

to be a moderate negative predictor of psychological well-being among Latinos. These 

inconsistencies call for additional gender-focused research to elucidate the granular 

nuances among males and females and the ways in which they process and respond to the 

psychological challenges associated with surviving and excelling in college. 

 Gloria, et al. (2009) suggest more experience in the college setting endows 

students with greater understanding of institutional cultural expectations, and empowers 

them to more successfully negotiate challenges and barriers. I argue further this supports 

Stanton-Salazar’s (1997) notion that the bicultural network orientation is an acquired skill 

that comes to fruition in the latter and more seasoned years of college. Likewise, some 

research suggests this level of comfort and familiarity with the “other,” by Latina/o 
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students contributes to academic achievement (Guzman, Santiago-Rivera, & Haase, 

2005). It could also be argued that additional time spent on the college campus and the 

corresponding accumulation of life knowledge and experience also leads to stronger and 

more elaborate connections with institutional agents of social and cultural capital.  

 Gloria, et al. (2009) suggest barriers or the perceptions of barriers could be more 

highly pervasive and psychologically detrimental to the Latino undergraduate experience 

than is currently understood. This proved to be a particularly salient variable for the first-

generation, lower-division students in their study. These particular findings further 

support the relevance of examining the first-year experience of Latinos as a critical year 

in terms of the overall goal of long-term persistence.  

 Perhaps the most important implication of the Gloria, et al. (2009) findings, in 

light of prior Latina/o or Latina-focused research, is that Latinos and Latinas endure 

different processes of coping with the stresses of college. This poses additional questions 

regarding whether their adaptive experiences lead to correspondingly distinct educational 

outcomes. The individual nature of coping responses uncovered by Gloria, et al. (2009) 

suggests Latinos require emotional outlets to release stress resulting from typical 

educational experiences, as well as from the added stressors that result from attending a 

PWI with divergent cultural norms. The authors referred to these as “emotion-friendly 

forums” or safe spaces where Latinos are free to express their concerns without 

compromising cultural norms of masculinity. The authors recommended universities 

foster informal social spaces where Latinos might convene, exchange stories, laugh, 

address stereotypes, and validate their experiences. These forums have the potential to 
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greatly shape Latino psychological well-being and educational outcomes (Arciniega et 

al., 2008; A. M. Gloria, 1999). 

 The Gloria, et al. (2009) study holds important policy implications for institutions 

interested in contributing to Latino college persistence. These implications include the 

need to 1) foster campus climates that embrace cultural differences and demonstrate 

knowledge of Latino culture; 2) support culturally relevant course offerings; 3) create 

academic communities; and 4) back gender-specific and culturally relevant student 

service organizations, support groups or fraternities that meet the emotional and cultural 

needs of Latinos. 

 Finally, the investigation by Gloria, et al. (2009) informs this dissertation study in 

a variety of meaningful ways that have been addressed in this section. It provides a broad 

overview of multiple variables that affect Latino success in college, and the authors 

advanced the conversation regarding the gender-specific differences implicit in this 

process. However, understanding the quantitative findings of Gloria, et al.’s study might 

benefit from the accompaniment of a qualitative elaboration of their significant variables. 

Furthermore, this dissertation study complements their work through an in-depth focus on 

the critical first year of college.  

 The degree to which the dynamics of the first-year experience, students’ 

individual capacities to persist, their resilience and their psychosocial adjustment all 

converge to influence gender-specific Latino persistence is fertile ground for academic 

research. A discussion of that phenomenon will follow.  
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GENDER AND MASCULINITY 

 Although research related to the relevance of gender on student experiences is 

generally hetero-normative in nature, underdeveloped and somewhat inconclusive, 

Gloria, et al.’s (2009) research suggests there are decided Latina/o gender-group 

differences associated with how students cope with the challenges of college. Moreover, 

other studies reveal a myriad of unique needs between the Latina/o gender 

subcomponents that require further research attention (see, for example, Cerna et al., 

2009; Strayhorn, 2010). These gender dissimilarities appear early in educational 

pathways, as evidenced by differential enrollment rates in early childhood education 

(Sáenz & Ponjuan, 2009), in research that suggests the pedagogical practices of our 

educational system may not be well-suited for male learning styles (Gurian & Stevens, 

2005), and by research that suggests boys are socialized at an early age to be independent 

and to hide their vulnerabilities (Pollack, 1998).   

 Sáenz and Ponjuan (2009) address culturally specific gender norms in the Latino 

community that may be detrimental to college completion rates, including familismo, 

which calls on males to support and protect the family (see also, Morales, 1996; Suarez-

Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 1995). Furthermore, while it is important to conduct 

comparative studies between the hetero-normative gender subcomponents, more targeted 

Latino-specific research that examines their contextualized higher education experiences 

is warranted, in view of the currently widening degree attainment gap between the 

genders (Sáenz & Ponjuan, 2009).  
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 Beginning at the early school level of gender-specific research, Cammarota’s 

(2004) ethnographic examination of the academic experiences of Latinas/os led him to 

conclude males and females not only perceive school differently, but they also engage in 

different ways, in part because females perceive the opportunity to achieve educational 

success as a way to fight gender oppression within a hierarchical model of patriarchy. In 

contrast, the males in his study employed less academically productive strategies as a 

response to racial oppression, such as minimizing the importance of achievement 

(Cammarota, 2004). This work seems to suggest that, although male privilege is a 

certainty within the broader societal context, it is highly contextual and not a given 

assumption, especially for Latino youth operating within the racialized contexts of 

American public schools and institutions of higher education.  

 Further down the education pipeline at the entrance of college, Zarate and 

Gallimore (Winter 2005) conducted a gender-specific study to examine the college 

enrollment outcomes of Latina/o students. Classroom performance and proactive 

acquisition of college counseling were significant predictors of college enrollment for 

females, whereas standardized test scores, language proficiency and parental factors were 

significant predictors for males. Their quantitative methods call for further probing 

through qualitative methods to explore the contextual nuances of these gender 

differences. 

 At the college-level of the pipeline, a recent nationally representative study by 

Strayhorn (2010) attempted to fill a gap in the literature by specifically focusing on how 

background characteristics, pre-college preparation, and social and cultural capital 
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converge with gender to affect African-American and Latino males. Strayhorn’s study 

yielded several major research findings relevant to this dissertation: 1) an individual 

student’s cultural and social capital was associated with college academic achievement; 

2) multiple measures of capital significantly predicted college GPA, regardless of pre-

college preparation; 3) academic preparation was the most significant predictor of college 

achievement for the Latino men in his study, whereas socioeconomic status had no 

significant impact; 4) pre-college outreach program participation was associated with 

higher grade outcomes in college for both racial groups in his study, with Latinos 

exhibiting a larger effect size; 5) parent discussions about college was associated with a 

higher college GPA, though it was more significant for Latinos; and 6) social and cultural 

capital can have a balancing effect on the potentially negative effects of low 

socioeconomic status. Strayhorn’s findings clearly have relevance for the current study, 

especially with respect to the impact that social and cultural capital has on student 

outcomes. However, the qualitative approach of the current study complemented 

Strayhorn’s quantitative approach by exploring the ways in which these research 

outcomes relate to Latino success in college within a PWI context. 

 Figueroa, Perez, and Vega (2010, Under Review) are also engaged in this work, 

as they focus on how student narratives can elucidate the role of gender and race in their 

school experiences. Using Figueroa’s (2002) “Geography of Academic Practice” as a 

conceptual framework, Figueroa, et al. sought to understand the various “vulnerabilities 

Latinos confront as they pursue higher education” (2010, p. 2). Their use of the 

expression “(Re)construct Latino Masculinity” is intentional, for it is designed to imply 
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that Latino students navigate college in a perpetual state of negotiation. They must 

reconcile notions of masculinity to determine “what works and does not work with 

regards to male behavior, attitudes, and practices in order to assert themselves in an 

academic setting” (p. 2). Three main processes implicit in this negotiation process 

emerged from Figueroa, et al.’s research, and will be considered in light of the 

experiences of Latinos in this study: 1) expectation fulfillment, 2) the emasculization of 

education, and 3) racialization in higher education. 

 Other scholars have attempted to further define what it means to be Latino and 

male in terms of the language used in popular culture. Arciniega, Anderson, Tovar-Blank, 

and Tracey (2008) expanded the somewhat narrow notion of machismo into an elaborated 

binary categorical definition. Namely, Arciniega, et al. enhanced the formerly limited 

hyper-masculine meaning of machismo, by adding a complementary alternative definition 

with the term caballerismo, which connotes more affirmative male characteristics. These 

include, but are not limited to masculine nurturing, family protection, wisdom, work 

ethic, honor, responsibility, emotional connectedness, and spirituality. The importance of 

this expanded language to connote a more positive Latino identity is made evident by its 

inclusion in the title of this study, “Caballeros Making Capital Gains,” which was partly 

inspired by Arciniega, et. al’s work.  

 Arciniega, et al. (2008) claim that more traditional notions of machismo are 

associated with lower levels of ethnic identity, less tolerance of other ethnic groups, 

higher levels of aggression, antisocial behavioral tendencies, lower levels of education, 
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higher levels of alexithymia,10 and less realistic means of coping with problems. In 

contrast, their results indicated caballerismo is more highly correlated with greater 

acceptance of other ethnic groups, increased emotional connectedness, stronger ethnic 

identity, more proactive problem-solving coping strategies, and greater life satisfaction.  

 This research is an important contribution to gender-specific examinations of the 

Latino college experience, considering the lack of research that previously examined the 

language used to describe Latinos, contrasted with the overwhelmingly negative notions 

of machismo that permeate popular literature and culture. Indeed, Arciniega, et al., (2008) 

argue that even the psychological literature has represented Latino machismo with 

overwhelmingly negative characteristics. In addition, a study by Fragoso and Kashubeck 

(2000) similarly uncovered a predictive relationship between machismo, gender role 

conflict and maladaptive emotional responses. Specifically, high levels of machismo and 

the tendency to restrict emotional expression were associated with higher levels of 

depression and stress.  

 Espousal of traditional masculine ideologies among Latino men is a somewhat 

limited and inconclusive domain of literature, but a study by Levant (1996) suggests 

Latino men may support traditional masculine gender roles more so than their African 

American or European American counterparts. It is uncertain to what degree Latino 

acceptance of traditional notions of masculinity is pervasive, but research on this 

phenomenon suggests males are socialized toward dominance, self-reliance, status 

                                                
10 Alexithymia is a measure of one’s ineptitude to perceive emotionally affective 
behaviors 
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achievement, objectifying sexual attitudes, aversion of homosexuality, avoidance of 

femininity, and occupation of public domains, whereas females are socialized to be 

adaptive and nurturing within the context of the home and family (Levant, 1996; Levant 

et al., 1992). Certainly, the degree to which Latinos embrace this ideology, and further, 

the extent of the impact this has on Latino college attainment is a virtually unexplored 

area of research.   

 Saez et al., (2009) recognized there is an insufficient base of literature pertaining 

to Latino men and masculine ideology,  so they sought to measure the variables that 

contribute to hyper-masculinity, or an exaggerated type of traditional masculine ideology. 

The results of their study suggest hyper-masculinity is associated with high levels of 

ethnic identity and a form of gender-role socialization that is not egalitarian. Although the 

significance of a connection between ethnic identity and hyper-masculinity contradicts 

Arciniega, et al.’s (2008) findings, Saez, et al. report that this finding echoes the results of 

a prior research study, which similarly established a connection between association with 

a particular ethnic belonging and traditional notions of masculinity (Abreu, Goodyear, 

Campos, & Newcomb, 2000). Meanwhile, Baca-Zinn’s (1979) work on masculinity 

suggests any cultural and ethnic variations in masculine ideology can be attributed to 

structural more so than cultural variables. 

 Above all, any discussion of Latino notions of gender and masculinity requires 

acknowledgement that they do not represent a uniform and coordinated collective of 

people subject to homogenous ideologies. Rather, they often subscribe to conflicting and 

diverse modes of thought that have varying levels of impact on their college experiences 
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(Mirande, 1998). For this reason, while quantitative studies associated with Latino 

college persistence certainly have their place in the literature, qualitative research might 

be used to inform the more subtle nuances of the individual experiences of Latino men in 

college.  

FINANCIAL CONCERNS 

 The research literature has established a strong connection between Latina/o 

students’ college matriculation and completion rates and their concerns regarding 

finances (see, for example, Nora, 1990; Michael Olivas, 1986; Laura W. Perna, 2000; 

Laura W. Perna, Rowan-Kenyon, Bell, Thomas, & Li, 2008; Watson Scott Swail, 

Cabrera, & Lee, 2004; Titus, 2006). To illustrate the income disparities between Latina/o 

and White families, the average Latina/o family income in 1998 was $23,670, compared 

with $41,110 for Whites in the same year. In addition, compared with their White male 

counterparts, Latinos employed full-time earned only 70 cents on the White dollar 

(Castellanos & Jones, 2003). In addition, according to 1993 figures, 27 percent of 

Latina/o families lived below the poverty line, compared with only 11 percent of Whites 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2000).  

 Meanwhile, tuition rates at postsecondary institutions across the country have 

risen steadily in recent decades, and federal aid for students has declined as the 

government has shifted the burden to families through reductions in grant assistance and 

increases in loan assistance (Jones, 2001; Nora, 1990). Not surprisingly, insufficient 

financial resources is a commonly cited cause of Latina/o attrition in higher education, 
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and a recent report released by the Higher Education Research Institute (HERI) reveals 

that Latina/o freshman are increasingly concerned about the rising costs of college 

(DeBolt, 2008).  

 The economic gains that come with educational achievement are necessary if 

Latinas/os are to fully participate within and contribute to a healthy democracy. Former 

university presidents of Princeton and Harvard, William G. Bowen and Derek Bok, 

respectively, performed a longitudinal study of African Americans who benefitted from 

race-sensitive college admissions policies. Their research found that study participants 

were more financially successful, more likely to engage in civic organizations, and more 

likely to participate in public service than their similarly-educated White peers (W. G. 

Bowen & Bok, 1998). A study of this nature on Latinas/os is needed to demonstrate the 

existence of the apparent continued generational benefit of investing in traditionally 

underachieving minority populations. 

 It would seem that investing in the education of a growing Latina/o population 

before it becomes a majority minority group in 2050 is in our nation’s best interest, as the 

growing Latina/o community will be an essential contributor to the tax base of a number 

of soon-to-be majority-Latina/o states. Gándara (2009) cites a projection by the Center 

for Public Policy and Higher Education, which suggests “if California does not 

immediately begin preparing more underrepresented students for higher education, by 

2020, the state will experience an 11 percent drop in per-capita income, resulting in 

serious economic hardship for the state’s population” (p. 5). To put this into perspective, 

the 2008 state of the economy in California was “the result of a 30 percent increase in per 
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capita income since 1980” (p. 5). In other words, states such as California and Texas 

simply cannot afford to under-educate their Latina/o populations any longer.  

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK:  SOCIAL CAPITAL 

 At the heart of this examination is the theoretical framework for this study, which 

considers the rich forms of social capital Latinos draw upon and utilize to achieve and 

persist in college. Latinos currently demonstrate the lowest college matriculation and 

completion rates of any other ethnic and racial subgroup in the nation. Moreover, the 

gender gap that exists between Latinos and their Latina counterparts reveals a trend of 

further expansion (Oguntoyinbo, 2010). However, at a moment in time when the Latino 

absence within the higher education pipeline is attracting increased and justifiable 

awareness, it is important to draw attention away from the deficit models of thought 

surrounding the Latino identity, and focus on the rich forms of capital on which they 

might draw to achieve success in college.  

 This literature review is an attempt to examine the positive dimensions which 

contribute to Latinos’ academic success in college, and ultimately, to their roles as 

contributing members of the American democracy and to the Latina/o community. 

Ricardo Stanton-Salazar’s (1997) social capital framework was selected for this study 

after conducting a thorough review of the literature. Numerous relevant studies employ 

social capital theory to situate their studies, suggesting it is a relevant theoretical 

framework (e.g., Ceja, 2006; Constantine, Robinson, Wilton, & Caldwell, 2002; F. E. 

Contreras, 2005; Farmer-Hinton, 2008; Julie Lopez Figueroa, 2002; A. M. Gloria, 1999; 
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K. P. González, 2002 2003 #214; Harper, 2008; Kim & Schneider, 2005; Moschetti & 

Hudley, 2008; P. A. Perez & McDonough, 2008; L.W. Perna & Titus, 2005; Ream, 2005; 

R. D. Stanton-Salazar & Dornbusch, 1995; Strayhorn, 2010; Torres, 1999; Valenzuela & 

Dornbusch, 1994). A discussion of the most relevant of these research models will follow 

in this section of the literature review.  

 Figueroa (2002) employed social capital to uncover the manner in which Latinos 

in college are more likely to achieve academic success and graduate—even in 

inhospitable settings—when they develop social networks that are supportive or 

welcoming. In contrast, Barajas and Pierce (2001) reported Latinos see themselves as part 

of an aggregate Latino group, but they have less affirmative notions of cultural identity 

than their Latina counterparts. Barajas and Pierce similarly uncovered that Latinos do not 

have an equivalent level of agency to develop the social networks that foster positive and 

nurturing outlooks throughout their educational pathways. In contrast, the Latinas in their 

study achieved success in high school and college by nurturing a positive self-image 

through social network cultivation with Latina peers. Thus, this study focused on Latino 

notions of cultural identity and the level of agency they employ to develop supportive 

social networks to achieve success in college.  

 Drawing upon this existing research, Stanton-Salazar’s (1997) social capital 

framework was used as a critical lens through which to examine Latino experiences as 

they negotiate social spheres in their first year of college at a large public flagship PWI. 

Stanton-Salazar’s notion of social capital draws upon the work of Bourdieu’s (1977, 

1986) theory of social reproduction and Coleman’s (1988) theory of rational action. 
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However, Stanton-Salazar’s expanded framework problematized Bourdieu and 

Coleman’s frameworks for students of color. In other words, it presumes key 

relationships with institutional agents are valuable assets within a racialized social 

structure and can be used by marginalized groups as a form of currency to make 

educational gains.  

 Stanton-Salazar’s (1997) framework further assumes students of color must 

navigate an American educational system that is based upon White, middle- and upper 

class values. Therefore, in addition to content mastery, students from minority 

populations must learn how to decode institutional norms before they can navigate and 

engage within school contexts to achieve academic success (Phelan, Davidson, & Yu, 

1993). This assumption suggests Latinos on the college campus must develop a bicultural 

social network orientation (R. D. Stanton-Salazar, 1997) that enables them to triumph 

over institutional barriers and thereby maximize academic achievement through a 

“transactive process” (Attinasi, 1989; Julie Lopez Figueroa, 2002). Development of a 

bicultural network orientation is critical to their success because the acquisition of social 

capital is necessary to achieve educational goals (R. D. Stanton-Salazar, 1997). The 

findings of this dissertation study will reveal that this form of skill mastery implies 

exponential benefits, for the forms of capital that grow from these skills have cumulative, 

convertible, and reproductive capacities. 

 Stanton-Salazar’s framework (1997) is particularly applicable to Latinos’ first-

year college experiences at a flagship PWI. This is due to the manner in which he 

expanded traditional concepts of social capital (Bourdieu, 1977; Coleman, 1988) to 
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provide additional consideration for the structural forces at play within unequal 

educational contexts problematic for low-income students of color. In particular, human 

relationship development and proficiency in decoding institutional norms are important 

skills within this context, as students gain access to critical resources. These resources 

include relationships with institutional agents, networks of peer relationships, legitimized 

cultural identities, and access to privileged college information, academic guidance, 

emotional support, and various opportunities that lead to upward mobility (R. D. Stanton-

Salazar, 1997; R. D. Stanton-Salazar & Dornbusch, 1995). Within this framework, 

underachievement is due to insufficient understanding of how to build relationships with 

institutional agents, including peers (R. D. Stanton-Salazar, 1997). This framework is 

useful for understanding the unique experiences of high- and low-achieving Latinos 

because it illuminates the ways in which they access and participate in large public 

mainstream universities, how they acquire institutional support within such settings, and 

in what form such support exists.  

 Relationships with key institutional agents further integrate students into campus 

life, although causality is difficult to demonstrate because it is often the case that students 

who are proactive and highly interested in academics seek these connections. However, 

mentoring relationships, use of formal academic enrichment services, and study groups 

are typically predictive of academic success. One particularly instructive study by 

Gonzalez, Stoner, and Jovel (2003) employed Stanton-Salazar’s (1997) social capital 

framework to examine how these relationships with institutional agents shape the 

opportunity structure of Latinas in their paths toward a college degree. Gonzalez et al. 
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(2003) used life history methods to examine extensive schooling experiences, which 

enabled them to identify the ways in which the introduction to and acquisition of varying 

levels of social capital, or conversely, the experience of institutional neglect, can reduce 

or increase college opportunities. 

 Gonzalez et al., (2003) adopted Stanton-Salazar’s (1997) characterization of 

institutional agents of social capital as power brokers who have tremendous ability to 

transmit opportunities and valuable resources through allocation of capital. These might 

include unique experiential opportunities, which lead to college admission, emotional 

support, or access to otherwise restricted knowledge about college. Gonzalez et al. placed 

these agents of social capital on a scaled range from high to low volume agents, resulting 

in a new conceptual framework for social capital brokering. A “low volume” institutional 

agent might impart only one form of capital, either by choice or by ability, whereas a 

“high volume” agent would pass on multiple forms of capital that lead to college 

opportunity.  

 Gonzalez et al. (2003) also demonstrated how schools might serve as opportunity 

agents for students to acquire a reserve of social capital that can be exponentially 

expanded. Likewise, schools can be mediators of student abuse and neglect. This occurs 

by virtue of the school’s inability or reluctance to ensure that students are prepared for 

college and that they have access to the necessary knowledge regarding how to make 

attending college a reality. Schools as brokers of abuse and neglect can also be placed on 

a high to low continuum by demonstrating some or multiple behaviors, which might 

include discouraging students, failing to provide or withholding college knowledge and 



 

 60 

information, and obstructing access to college opportunities. This qualitative examination 

of the Latino college experience considered these findings with respect to the level of 

institutional support such students experience during their first year of college at a PWI. 

Furthermore, Stanton-Salazar’s (1997) social capital framework shaped formulation of 

the research questions and interview protocol that guided this examination through the 

process of data collection, coding and analysis. Stanton-Salazar’s framework further 

directed this study as the data were used to deconstruct the role of social capital in the 

first-year college experience of Latinos.   

CONCLUSION 

 The purpose of this literature review was to critically select and examine the key 

areas of research that relate to Latino college persistence as an underrepresented 

population within higher education. Moreover, it provided a justification for social capital 

as the most appropriate theoretical framework in which to situate this dissertation study. 

The reviewed body of literature suggests Latinos are gradually disappearing from the 

higher education pipeline even as other gender, racial and ethnic groups steadily improve 

their rates of matriculation and college completion. Despite these concerning trends, 

minimal scholarly attention has focused on this emerging crisis (Sáenz & Ponjuan, 2009). 

While a growing body of research is focused on the Latina/o condition in higher 

education, fewer studies have examined the problem with a nuanced qualitative approach. 

Moreover, even fewer have approached studies from a gender-specific perspective 

focused on the factors that contribute to Latino persistence.  
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 In addition, use of Stanton-Salazar’s (1997) social capital framework to structure 

an examination of the developmental and transitional process of Latinos during their first 

college year constitutes a unique contribution to the existing literature. Examination of 

Latino persistence reveals some of the ways Latino young men use social capital to 

overcome structural obstacles within higher education, and thereby enter adulthood 

equipped to become proficient, psychologically strong and productive members of our 

democracy.  

 In closing, this study yielded an improved understanding of how Latinos benefit 

from the ability to access and utilize social capital during their first year of college. 

Through integrated analysis of carefully selected and relevant scholarship, this literature 

review contributes to our theoretical and material understanding as we embark on further 

exploration of the complex factors that contribute to successful college experiences for 

Latinos, even as they navigate culturally challenging and ethnically unfamiliar 

environments to make “capital gains.”  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
 
 This gap in our empirical understanding of a steadily increasing gender gap and 

the corresponding state of hyper-underrepresentation Latinos face is the primary impetus 

behind this research study. Specifically, the goal of this study is to better understand how 

Ricardo Stanton-Salazar’s (1997) concept of social capital contributes to the persistence 

of Latinos during the critical first year of college. Exploring the first-year experiences of 

Latinos on the college campus is imperative because research suggests that student 

success in college is linked to the first-year experience, as the critical period in which the 

institution has a meaningful opportunity to generate essential relationships with students 

(J. C. Hernandez, 2002).  

 A few models of research have similarly employed Stanton-Salazar’s framework 

to examine how social networks improve Latina or Latina/o college attainment (e.g., K. 

P.  González et al., 2003), but there remains a shortage of research literature that is 

qualitative in nature and focused exclusively on Latino males. The application of 

qualitative methods in this study was a deliberate choice, designed to complement the 

existing body of quantitative research pertaining to Latina/o experiences in college. The 

qualitative approach is best suited to develop a nuanced understanding of college 

persistence in young Latino men attending a four-year public flagship institution in a 

state that is projected to become majority Hispanic in coming decades. This research 

design offers a crucial contribution to the scholarly literature because it improves our 

understanding of the ways in which Latinos use forms of social capital to achieve 



 

 63 

academic success and to persist during the formative first year of college. The results of 

this study are of particular relevance to university administrators, educators, researchers 

and policy-makers who are committed to increasing the college persistence and 

completion rates of Latinos at four-year public research-intensive PWIs.  

 It is important to acknowledge that I am a Latina, and an educator. I have worked 

with students at multiple points in the education pipeline for almost two decades, ranging 

from first grade children learning to read to graduate-level adults returning for advanced 

degrees. Currently, I work with first-year, first-generation, low-income students who 

volunteered to participate in an academic enrichment program during their first year of 

college. This student affairs experience, coupled with a growing alarm regarding the 

Latina/o population’s status as the fastest growing, but least educated population group in 

the U.S., generated my interest in this topical research area.  

 Moreover, determining the factors that contribute to the success of our nation’s 

Latina/o youth has evolved into a long-term professional passion. As a first-generation 

college graduate and child of a Mexican immigrant, I recognize the multiple 

opportunities and individuals that have contributed to my academic success, while I 

remain cognizant that many others find themselves in less opportune circumstances. 

Troubling education gaps in Latina/o college attainment persist within a prosperous 

nation that takes pride in being a global democratic leader. The focus of this study 

represents my long-term commitment to increasing educational achievement among the 

next generation of Latina/os, for the love of my people, and for the benefit of our great 

nation.  
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 This chapter will begin with an overview of the guiding research questions and 

the institutional site selection, including a description of the context of the PWI. This will 

be followed by a brief outline of a separate dissertation pilot study that informed this 

particular research study. This will be followed by a specific description of the student 

sample, including who was sampled, why, as well as a description of the high school 

characteristics and demographics of the students in the sample. I will then explain the 

research methods that were used in this study, including specifics regarding data 

collection and qualitative analysis. I will close the chapter by acknowledging certain 

limitations and validity concerns pertaining to the broad application of the results.  

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 As mentioned previously, the specific purpose of this study was to use a 

qualitative approach to seek understanding regarding what forms of social capital Latinos 

are able to access and how their utilization of those forms of capital contributes to their 

persistence at a predominantly White, four-year, public, research flagship institution. The 

site of this study was a PWI located in a state that is expected to be majority Latina/o by 

2020. The precise research questions that guided this study approach are as follows: 

1. What forms of social capital are first-year Latino undergraduates able to access 

that might contribute to positive educational outcomes, as measured by first-year 

persistence? 

2. How do first-year Latino undergraduates engage in social, cultural and academic 

aspects of campus life during their first year of college, and how do these 
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experiences relate to positive educational outcomes, as measured by first-year 

persistence? 

INSTITUTIONAL SITE SELECTION 

 As previously mentioned, a holistic, single, case study approach was selected as 

the appropriate method to examine the first-year experiences of a same-age cohort of 

Latinos attending a four-year public flagship PWI (Merriam, 1998; Stake, 1995; R. Yin, 

2008).  

 The host institution is located within a major university system which serves 

202,240 total students, 54.4 percent of whom are minority (The University of Texas 

System, 2010). The institution selected for this study is The University of Texas at Austin 

(UT-Austin), considered to be the pre-eminent flagship institution of the state of Texas, 

which has experienced noticeable demographic shifts toward a Hispanic-majority. For 

example, the non-Hispanic White population in the state was 47.4 percent in 2008, while 

the Hispanic population was just 36.5 percent (U.S.  Census Bureau, 2009). By 2020, the 

Hispanic population is expected to become the majority and by 2040, Hispanics are 

expected to account for over 50 percent of the population. Meanwhile, by 2040, Whites 

are expected to make up just one-third of the state population (Petersen & Assanie, 2005). 

This pending demographic shift is already reflected by the fact that the current K-12 

school-age population is quickly approaching 50 percent Latina/o (Gándara & Contreras, 

2009).  



 

 66 

 As Stake (1995) indicated, the selection of UT-Austin as the single case unit of 

focus was “no ‘choice’ at all.” According to Stake, case site selection “happens when a 

teacher decides to study a student having difficulty, when we get curious about a 

particular agency, or when we take the responsibility of evaluating a program. The case is 

given” (p. 3). The prestige of UT-Austin as a nationally ranked flagship institution, its 

status within the state of Texas, and the relatively affordable cost associated with 

attending the institution suggests it has the potential to be an engine of educational 

opportunity for the growing Latina/o population in the state. These characteristics made 

UT-Austin an obvious choice of site selection to implement the single case study 

approach.  

The PWI Context 

 It is important to note that UT-Austin is currently a predominantly White 

institution (PWI), as well as a four-year, public, Research I (R-1), doctoral-granting 

institution. UT-Austin is regarded by many as the pre-eminent flagship institution of 

higher education in the state of Texas, and it is a significant component of the largest 

university system in the state of Texas. The total student population in fall 2009 was 

50,995, and in-state residents make up 80.5 percent of the overall student population (The 

University of Texas at Austin, 2009), suggesting the university confers a significant 

public benefit by advancing the educational attainment of a large number of citizens of 

the state. Undergraduate admissions are largely determined by a state statute that was 

adopted by the Texas legislature in 1997, which guarantees all students who graduate in 
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the top ten percent of their class will gain admission to any public university in the state 

(Texas House Bill 588, 1997).11  

 The portion of entering freshmen admitted in fall 2009 from in-state high schools 

accepted under the “Top Ten Percent Plan” was 85.6 percent (The University of Texas at 

Austin, 2009). The student population consists of slightly more females than males, at 

50.7 percent. The institution is considered highly selective, and the average combined 

SAT score of the fall 2009 incoming class was 1827. The racial and ethnic breakdown of 

the total fall 2009 student enrollment is as follows: White, 53.5 percent; Hispanic, 16.2 

percent; Asian American, 15.5 percent; African American 4.5 percent; American Indian 

0.4 percent; Foreign, 9.1 percent; and Unknown 0.8 percent (Office of Information 

Management and Analysis, Fall 2009).  

PRELIMINARY RESEARCH DESIGN 

The Dissertation Pilot Study 

 This dissertation study is an extension of a pilot research study conducted in 

summer 2009, the results of which were presented at a peer-reviewed academic 

conference in Vancouver, B.C., in fall 2009. Like this dissertation study, the pilot study 

sought to understand the relationship between a student’s ability to gain access to and 

utilize social capital, and their academic performance during their first year of 
                                                
11 Beginning with the fall 2011 entering class, the “Top Ten Percent” plan will be 
modified due to legislation approved in May 2009 by the Texas Legislature. Under 
Senate Bill 175, only UT-Austin will be allowed to limit the number of students admitted 
under the 10% plan to just 75 percent of their entering students. The top percent of each 
high school will be admitted in percentage increments until the 75 percent cap is reached.   
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undergraduate study. However, although they informed the current dissertation study, the 

two research questions that guided the pilot study were slightly different. Specifically, the 

pilot study research questions asked the following: 1) What support structures did first-

year Latino undergraduates utilize and how did those activities contribute to positive 

educational outcomes, as measured by first-year GPA?; and 2) How did first-year Latino 

undergraduates engage in social, cultural and academic aspects of campus life and how 

did those activities relate to educational outcomes, as measured by first-year GPA? 

 The population from which the sample was drawn consisted of first-year students 

who chose to participate in an academic support program at the same PWI that was 

chosen for this dissertation study. Participants were all first-generation Latinos of low-

income family origins. Similar to this dissertation study, the pilot study explored the 

factors that influenced their academic success during their first college year and Stanton-

Salazar’s (1997) social capital framework provided the theoretical foundation. This 

conceptual framework proved to be a fitting one, and it was therefore preserved for this 

dissertation study. 

THE PARTICIPANT SAMPLE 

Sample Selection  

 A total of twenty Latino males enrolled as first-year students during the 2009-

2010 academic year at UT-Austin were targeted to participate in this study, seventeen of 

which ultimately committed to the full requirements. The final participant cohort consists 

of a diverse group of young men on a variety of measures: in their academic experiences, 
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Hispanic nationalities and ethnicities, geographic origins, personalities, family 

experiences, religiosity, perspectives on race and ethnicity, program of study, and pre-

college preparation. The overwhelming majority of participants are the first in their 

families to attend college (please refer to Table 1). 

 Potential participants were sampled from a larger population of students who 

chose to participate in one of two first-year academic enrichment programs offered to 

first-generation, low-income and underrepresented students. Students who elected to 

participate in those enrichment programs were targeted because they were considered 

likely to demonstrate behaviors that maximize available forms of social capital in the 

manner this study sought to explore. Institutional data indicate 833 Hispanic males 

enrolled as freshman in the fall of 2009, whereas 721 Hispanic males enrolled as 

sophomores in fall of 2010, indicating Hispanic males experience a persistence rate of 

86.5 percent within this institutional context (Headcount by Discipline, Classification and 

Ethnicity Fall 2010, 2010). In contrast, 100 percent of the students selected for this study 

persisted to fall of 2010, suggesting they did indeed leverage their social capital to persist 

to the second year of college.  

 Following existing models of qualitative research (see, for example, Cammarota, 

2004; Midgette, 2008; Renn, 2003), students were recruited using “snowball sampling” 

(Atkinson & Flint, Summer, 2001; Denzin & Lincoln, 1994; Merriam, 1998). Latino 

student organizations and major academic support programs were initially targeted to 

establish a base of participants on which to build a larger pool. From a final participant 

pool of 42 potential participants, who were recommended by support program staff and 
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student organization contacts, seventeen Latinos were selected to participate. The 

researcher obtained permission to approach participants from the Institutional Review 

Board and the directors of the respective support programs in which students were 

engaged. The researcher obtained explicit consent to participate from the students 

individually and only interviewed students over the age of eighteen, therefore parental 

consent was not required (see Appendix A for the pilot study consent form). 

Table 1 

 
 
 

Name 

 
Self-

Selected 
Ethnicity 

3rd 
Semester 

Cumulative 
GPA Range 

 
 
 

Major 

First 
Generation  

College 
Student 

Mother’s 
Highest 
Level 

Education12 

Affiliated 
Academic 
Support 
Program 

 
 

Zorro 

 
 

Hispanic 

 
 

3.75-4.00 

 
Psychology/ 

Business 

 
 

No 

 
Some 

college 

 
 

ACT13 
 
 

James 

 
 

Hispanic 

 
 

3.50-3.75 

 
 

Chemistry 

 
 

Yes 

 
Some high 

school 

 
 

ACT 
 
 

Marc 

 
Mexican-
American 

 
 

3.25-3.50 

 
 

Psychology 

 
 

Yes 

 
 

9th grade 

 
 

ACT 
 
 

Alex 

 
 

Hispanic 

 
 

3.25-3.50 

 
 

Architecture 

 
 

Yes 

 
 

High school 

 
Bridge14/ 

Summer Bridge 
       

                                                
12 Evidence links mother’s educational attainment level to children’s academic outcomes.  
13 The ACT Scholars Program is a program designed to help first-year students make a 
smooth and successful transition from high school to college through an academic 
community. Program offerings include a balance of small and large classes, a cohort and 
linked class model, a required signature course, personalized advising, a centralized 
student space, and peer mentoring.  
14 The Bridge Scholars Program is a first-year program designed to support first-
generation and underrepresented students through academic assistance and social 
connections. Program offerings include smaller class sizes in key courses, participation in 
a required signature course, personalized academic advising and counseling, peer 
mentoring, registration assistance, tutoring and social and cultural activities.   
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Max 

 
Hispanic 

 
3.25-3.50 

Biology/ 
Pre-med 

 
Yes 

 
Elementary 

 
ACT 

 
 
 

Name 

 
Self-

Selected 
Ethnicity 

3rd 
Semester 

Cumulative 
GPA 

 
 
 

Major 

First 
Generation  

College 
Student 

Mother’s 
Highest 
Level 

Education 

Affiliated 
Academic 
Support 
Program 

 
 

Kobe 

 
 

Hispanic 

 
 

3.25-3.50 

 
Education/ 
Business 

 
 

Yes 

 
 

High school 

 
 

Bridge 
 
 

Victor 

 
 

Hispanic 

 
 

3.25-3.50 

 
 

Business 

 
 

Yes 

 
Associate’s 

Degree 

 
 

Bridge 
 
 

Alejandro 

 
Tejano/ 
Mexican 

 
 

3.00-3.25 

 
Government/ 

Spanish 

 
 

Yes 

 
 

High school 

 
 

ACT 
 
 

Joey 

 
Mexican-
American 

 
 

2.75-3.00 

 
 Natural 
Sciences 

 
 

Yes 

 
 

1st grade 

 
 

ACT 
 
 

John 

 
 

Hispanic 

 
 

2.25-2.50 

 
Biology/ 
English 

 
 

Yes 

 
 

7th grade 

 
 

ACT 
 
 

Paco 

 
 

Hispanic 

 
 

2.25-2.50 

 
 

Business 

 
 

Yes 

 
Some 

college 

 
 

Bridge 
 
 

Emilio 

 
 

Hispanic 

 
 

2.25-2.50 

 
Computer 
Science 

 
 

Yes 

 
 

6th grade 

 
 

Bridge 
 
 
 

Adrian 

 
 
 

Hispanic 

 
 
 

2.25-2.50 

 
Clinical 

Laboratory 
Science 

 
 
 

Yes 

 
 

Some 
college 

 
 
 

ACT 
 

Joe 
 

Latino 
 

2.25-2.50 
 

Nursing 
 

Yes 
 

High school 
 

Bridge 
 

Felipe 
 

Hispanic 
 

2.25-2.50 
 

 Business 
 

Yes 
 

Elementary 
 

Bridge 
 
 

Daniel 

 
Mexican-
American 

 
 

2.00-2.25 

 
 

English 

 
 

No 

 
Bachelor’s 

Degree 

 
 

ACT 
 
 

Carlos 

 
White/ 

Hispanic 

 
 

1.75-2.00 

 
Pre-

Journalism 

 
 

Yes 

 
Some 

college 

 
 

Bridge 
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DATA COLLECTION 

Research Analytic Approach 

 The methodology used to answer the research questions for this study was an 

explanatory, holistic, case study analysis (Merriam, 1998; Stake, 1995; R. Yin, 2008). 

Yin (2003) suggests a case study research design is appropriate when the researcher is 

interested in asking questions framed by “how” or “why”; when the behavior of the 

participants cannot be manipulated by the researcher; when contextual conditions of the 

site are relevant to the phenomenon being examined; and when the boundaries between 

the context and the phenomenon overlap. Yin (2008) further suggests the case study 

method is appropriate when in-depth analysis of complex life activities is desired.  

 This single-context case study was not designed to analyze the entire institution as 

an organization, but rather on a particular unit of analysis – the first-year transition 

process of a cohort of seventeen same-age Latinos engaged in this process within the 

same institutional context. Furthermore, the case study method was determined to be the 

best means to achieve this understanding because it considers multiple data sources (the 

experiential lenses of seventeen participants) to view multiple facets of a phenomenon 

(the first-year experience of college) (R. Yin, 2008). Finally, it was selected as an 

appropriate method because it emphasizes detailed and intensive contextual analysis 

through multiple data collection methods (Bryman, 2001; Creswell, 2003; Ritchie & 

Lewis, 2003; R. K. Yin, 1984, 1994). 
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  Informed by Ritchie and Lewis, (2003), an essential characteristic of a case study 

that was employed in this study is a “multiplicity of perspectives which are rooted in a 

specific context” (p. 23). Moreover, the case study is situated within a constructivist 

paradigm, which assumes that truth is relative and subject to an individual’s perspective. 

In other words, it “recognizes the importance of the subjective human creation of 

meaning, but doesn’t reject outright some notion of objectivity. Pluralism, not relativism, 

is stressed with focus on the circular dynamic tension of subject and object” (Crabtree & 

Miller, 1999, p. 10). Therefore, the holistic case study research analytic approach was 

deemed to be the most appropriate method to achieve a nuanced understanding of the 

first-year college experiences of the Latino men attending a PWI because the decision-

making processes involved in making the transition to college cannot be considered 

without the context in which the students interacted during the critical first year.  

Data Collection Methodology 

 Semi-structured interviews sought to understand participants’ use of social capital 

to navigate their first year of college. Students were invited to participate in the study 

during the summer after their first year of college so they could be interviewed at a time 

when their first-year experiences were at the forefront of their minds. Two one-on-one 

semi-structured interviews of 90 min to 2 hours in length were conducted with each 

participant. Initial and follow-up interviews sought to achieve in-depth probing of their 

life histories, educational experiences, family backgrounds, community contexts and 

current college experiences. The initial interviews were held following completion of 
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their first year in July and August and follow-up interviews were held in the first few 

months of their second year, after they had had a full summer to reflect upon their first-

year experiences and to contrast their first-year experiences with life in their second year.  

 In addition, the second interviews were deliberately scheduled after the 12th class 

day during their second year, because the 12th class day is the official enrollment date to 

measure first-year persistence in the general student population. Finally, first-year 

students were targeted based upon research, which suggests the first year is the most 

critical year for social adjustment and ultimate degree completion (Barefoot, 2000; Sax et 

al., 2003; Tinto, 1993; Upcraft & Gardner, 1989). The semi-structured interview protocol 

utilizes open-ended questions related specifically to the two guiding research questions 

(see Appendix B).  

 Individual interviews were transcribed and examined using pattern analysis (R. K. 

Yin, 1994). Participants also completed a personal data survey to gather relevant 

demographic information: GPA, major, age, enrollment status, family background, racial 

and ethnic identity, extracurricular involvement, and use of support services. 

 Data were collected at the institutional site, and at a location approved by the 

participant. All interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim by the 

dissertation researcher. Participants were provided the option to select their own 

pseudonym, otherwise a pseudonym was provided to them by the researcher. Upon 

transcription, transcripts were provided to each participant to check for accuracy, and 

digital audio files were deleted. Actual participant names were never used in transcripts, 
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and consent forms were securely stored in a locked cabinet, thus maintaining 

confidentiality at all times.  

DATA ANALYSIS 

 Following transcription, the qualitative data were analyzed through a process of 

organization, pattern identification, and synthesis (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003). This was an 

inductive process that enabled the most salient themes to emerge from the interviews. 

Data analysis began with what Strauss and Corbin (1998) refer to as “open coding,” or 

the initial identification of dominant themes that emerged from the raw data. Guided by 

Stanton-Salazar’s (1997) social capital framework, the first round of open coding 

facilitated the identification of forms of social capital that the participants described as 

significant contributors to their persistence in their first year of college. These initial 

patterns created the foundation of the major conceptual categories into which the major 

findings were eventually grouped. Those findings will be elaborated upon in chapters 

four and five. 

 The open coding phase was followed by a re-evaluation of the generated 

categories to assess the ways in which they were linked. These secondary and tertiary 

rounds of focused coding enabled the researcher to further define categories, link terms 

and sort preliminary codes (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003). This process of secondary and 

tertiary coding is described as “axial coding” by Strauss and Corbin (1998), and was vital 

to the process of distilling the major findings of this study. It was during this phase that 

the categories created during the open coding phase were reorganized or consolidated in 
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various ways as the full portrait of the analyses became clear. It was at this point in the 

coding process that a conceptual model was generated (See Figure 1).   

VALIDITY CONCERNS 

 Several precautions were taken to minimize threats to the validity of the study 

(Creswell, 2003). To begin, a pilot dissertation study was conducted one year in advance 

of the dissertation study. The pilot study exercise enabled the researcher to develop the 

research questions, the interview protocol and interview techniques for the dissertation 

study. Trust was built with participants by approaching them through the support staff of 

their affiliated academic support programs. Trust was further built and rapport established 

through extensive email communication that took place prior to the first interview. 

Participants were fully informed regarding the study and expectations for the researcher 

and the participants were clearly articulated.  

 Upon complete transcription, participants were emailed the transcripts of their 

interviews and encouraged to check for accuracy. In addition, emergent themes were 

discussed with student participants as well as stakeholders who had an institutional 

affiliation with the participants. This member checking was employed to minimize bias 

and achieve a broader understanding of the factors that impact and narrate the Latino 

first-year college experience (Maxwell, 2005). Finally, analytic memos were written by 

the researcher throughout the data collection process to sort through the reported 

experiences and to provide focus as major themes emerged.  
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LIMITATIONS 

 As previously stated, this dissertation was an extension of an earlier pilot study. 

Therefore, the researcher was conscious of a tendency to search for similar themes to 

emerge, which might have challenged the integrity of the dissertation study. In response 

to this concern, the researcher strived to remain cognizant of this and to stay open to 

other potentially divergent interpretations of the data. 

 The results from this study might enlighten researchers, policy-makers, and 

education leaders regarding the experiences of seventeen Latino first-year undergraduates 

within one public research university in Texas in an in-depth and contextualized way. 

However, this does not imply that the results might be generalized to the Latino 

population at-large. Furthermore, while seventeen participants is a reasonable participant 

sample size when in-depth contextual analysis is sought, it represents a rather small 

sample size relative to much broader quantitative examinations. It is important to 

acknowledge this limitation, but to remind the reader that the purpose of the study was to 

achieve depth, rather than breadth.  

 Moreover, the researcher must acknowledge her identity as a mixed-race Mexican 

and non-Hispanic White female. As a non-group member, she attempted to anticipate and 

acknowledge possible bias and gaps in understanding. Albeit, her female gender might 

also be treated as a positive attribute, for participants might have felt more comfortable 

during the interviews and thus shared in a more forthcoming manner than they would 

with a same-gender group member. Another limitation of this study with respect to 

gender is that while this study fills an important gap in the literature by focusing 



 

 78 

exclusively on males, it is important to acknowledge this research is limited in the sense 

that it did not compare female and male experiences, and did not include interviews with 

females to elicit their perceptions of the Latino experience.  

 Finally, all self-identified “Latino” males were invited to participate in this study. 

Though a high-participation level of Mexican-American males resulted (due to the nature 

of state demographics), it must be noted that participant selection was not restricted to 

Mexican-Americans, and the researcher attempted to remain aware of cultural intra-group 

ethnic variations in participant experiences.   
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Chapter 4: Results 

Developing Diversified Portfolios of Social Capital to Persist in College: 
Individual, Familial, Peer, and Institutional Sources 

 
 
 The goal of this chapter is to address the first research question, which sought to 

uncover what forms of social capital Latino undergraduates accessed and how that social 

capital contributed to positive educational outcomes, as measured by first-year 

persistence in college. The findings reported here reveal a rich and diverse portfolio of 

social capital that students drew upon to persist to their second year, and it presents a 

counter-narrative regarding prevailing deficit views of Latino young men.  

 An assumption that underlies the findings reported in this chapter echoes the work 

of Cerna, et al. (2009); i.e., the multiple types of social capital revealed by the 

participants in this chapter are cumulative, transferrable, and convertible in nature. Cerna 

et al., citing others, tell us that students are able to leverage their social capital to gain 

access to cultural, human and economic capital and thereby, to boost their productivity 

Coleman (1988); they are able to achieve upward social mobility and achieve their goals 

through these practices (Lamont & Lareau, 1988);  and ultimately, they are able to 

achieve economically through these efforts (Lin, 2001).  

 Yet, although this study embraced the theoretical approach of the Cerna, et al. 

(2009) study, the findings presented in this chapter make a unique contribution to the 

discussion of the role of social capital, for it uses a qualitative lens to examine the 

experience of only Latino students. This is a key departure from prior work that similarly 
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utilized a social capital framework, but was quantitative in nature and considered 

Latinas/os as an aggregate group.  

 This results chapter will report the ways participants accessed individual, familial, 

peer, and institutional forms of social capital, and the way they leveraged those forms of 

capital to access an elite institution of higher education and persist to their second year. 

As individuals embedded within a vast social network, academic ganas and a natural 

propensity to perform academically was complemented by the desire to achieve 

economic stability for their families. A strong inclination to perform well in school led 

some to, literally, fight for their right to achieve, and to formulate long-term goals to 

pursue post-graduate education. Finally, they employed an optimistic outlook that 

enhanced their ability to take initiative with respect to utilizing social capital to 

matriculate to college and to succeed during the first year of college. 

 Familial wealth was a major form of social capital that emerged in this study, and 

the support participants received from family played a significant role in their academic 

success and persistence. While siblings and members of the extended family played 

prominent roles in their lives, mothers emerged as one of the most vital agents that 

enabled students to access, achieve and persist during their first year of college.  

 Perhaps less significant than the role of family, but similar to the role family 

played, peer wealth emerged as a source of social capital that contributed to positive 

educational outcomes for students in this study. As members of the social institutions 

students inhabited on a daily basis, peers served as surrogate mothers, models to emulate, 
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sources of college information, motivation to achieve through healthy competition, and 

emotional support and affirmation for the participants in this study.  

 In terms of the institutional forms of social capital students accessed, various pre-

college experiences, and critically vital institutional agents were essential. Multiple high 

volume institutional agents acted as beneficial gatekeepers to critical college information 

that set students up for a successful experience, including: information regarding 

institutional options, the college application process, how to complete the FAFSA, 

scholarships and work study awards.  

 Chapter five, the second results chapter that focused on the second research 

question, will show how participants leveraged the multiple forms of social capital they 

were able to access to persist to the second year. The process by which they transitioned 

to university life was consistently deliberative and the manner in which they generated, 

attributed value, and managed new and existing friendships, was also purposeful. After 

an initial adaptation phase in which they adjusted to the lifestyle, culture and academic 

rigor at the university, they responded with adaptive strategies in both the personal and 

academic realms. They carefully gathered information regarding co-curricular activities 

and made prudent selections to engage in activities that would yield productive friendship 

and academic benefits.  

 Prior to delving into the major findings that emerged through the coding process, 

it is important to preface by stating that many of the major themes overlap in significant 

ways and may appear in more than one topical area.  Finally, please refer to Figure 1 for a 

conceptual rendering of the results presented in chapters four and five.  



 

 82 

Figure 1 

 

MAJOR FINDINGS 

The Individual Within the Social Network 

This section begins with a discussion at this level because participants 

demonstrated forms of capital as individuals within a broader social network. The 

discussion will then move beyond the individual, to the familial nature of their social 

capital and will conclude at the broadest level, with institutional forms of social capital. 
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Ganas 

 Academic ganas (Meek, 1989) is considered a form of human capital according to 

the operational definition adopted for this study, but it emerged as a significant finding 

that contributed to participants’ ability to utilize their social capital to achieve 

academically, matriculate to college, and ultimately, to persistence to their second year of 

college, despite little formal education and economic capital within their families of 

origin. This theme is also important because it expands upon prevalent perceptions of 

Latino under-achievement in postsecondary education. This chapter reveals the many 

ways in which the students in this study demonstrated high achievement motivation and 

career-focus, and the multiple sources from which they drew to achieve success despite 

formidable obstacles. The researcher coded behaviors that demonstrated high levels of 

achievement motivation as academic ganas.  

 Ganas, is a significant academic achievement concept for Latino students. 

Although it is a Spanish term that is not easily translated into English, in Spanish conveys 

hunger, drive, desire, or want for something. Jaime Escalante used it in the academic 

sense to motivate his students at Garfield High in East Los Angeles in the 1980’s, and it 

achieved iconic status in the film, Stand and Deliver. It is a concept that the students in 

this study demonstrated strongly, and they used it to make remarkable achievements 

throughout their academic lives.  

 Their academic ganas was motivated by a variety of combined extrinsic and 

intrinsic sources (Griffin, 2006). Their ganas came from: 1) what participants described 

as an “innate” sense to do well in school, 2) from motivation inspired by a supportive 
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friend or group of friends, 3) from inspiration derived from a caring high school 

counselor who believed in them, 4) from the values instilled in them by their parents, 5) 

from a strong desire to be positive sibling role models, or 6) from the healthy competition 

that was characteristic of their high schools of origin. Participants, quite simply, enjoyed 

school and spoke of the pleasure they found in learning simply for the sake of learning. 

Therefore, most expressed a natural desire to excel and to be “good at school,” but they 

also expressed the desire to achieve a perceived social status that comes with college 

degree attainment. This was often expressed as the desire to attain a level of financial 

stability and comfort to which they have not previously been accustomed (Lamont & 

Lareau, 1988; Lin, 2001). Because they are in a position to do so, they desire to achieve 

material comforts for themselves and for their families they did not enjoy growing up.  

 High-performing academic predispositions. As discussed in the previous 

section, participants demonstrated strong ganas, but they also frequently cited an inherent 

proclivity to do well in school. When Adrian was asked why he chose to go to college, 

his response captured the spirit of many participants. He likes being a student, he likes 

learning, he wants to be educated, and the fact that he was awarded scholarships made 

college an obvious choice. According to him, the more appropriate question would have 

been: Why would he not go to college? In other words, college was a clear choice and a 

natural progression along an academic path that corresponds to the intellectual capacity, 

propensity for learning, and hunger for knowledge that these students possess.  

 College also seemed to be an obvious choice for Joey, who shared,  “I guess being 

interested in studying and learning is something that’s just in me.” Joey’s academic ganas 
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was also fueled by his hunger for knowledge: “I’ve always done well, just because it’s 

my self-conscience. I don’t like to not know something; I have to know something.” 

Marc shared that he excelled in high school to earn a place at UT-Austin because he, 

quite simply, enjoyed school: “I liked high school, I was good at it, I didn’t ever wake up 

and not want to go to school. ‘Cause my friends were at school and I was good at it…I 

had a good time.” Victor also described his natural penchant for academics and learning:  

I really did just want to give my best in high school…I felt if you had to 
do something, you might as well give your best…I was really adept at 
learning…I think it was just natural. I didn’t really like failing…I didn’t 
want to know what that feels like. I guess there really was just the 
satisfaction of knowing this is what I can do and I’m ‘gonna do it…it just 
came naturally. 
 

 Kobe described his proclivity for academics, despite a perceived expectation he 

should have assumed other roles as a Latino:  

I was always focusing more on my studies. And I know a lot of parents 
that, they expect their—especially their male child—to be doing all the 
lawn work and you know, what’s considered to help out your dad, and so, 
my situation was never like that. I was mostly—study, study. 
 

Kobe’s parents supported his natural tendency to be studious, and these combined factors 

contributed to his ability to leverage his capital to achieve academic success. Kobe also 

demonstrated his love of learning through his pursuit of internships during his first year 

of college, rather than simply focusing on grades:  

I always thought it was more important to have a balance than just be 
strictly academic. And I’m hoping that recruiters see that. Because it’s not 
like I didn’t want to get good grades, but sometimes I don’t see how it’s a 
good thing to just focus on your GPA, because you forget about the 
learning part. And sometimes you just want to learn and…you just focus 
on the GPA and so the learning kind of steps aside or whatever. Too much 
memorizing; not enough comprehending. 



 

 86 

 
 John, who lived alone during the last two years of high school and worked full-

time to pay for his own apartment, described the “innate” sense that compelled him to do 

well in school:  

Everything just seemed to be an innate sense of, I need to do this; I need to 
do that. And it was just really wanting to do this, really wanting to do the 
homework, really wanting to study; not necessarily to make good grades 
to get some ideal prestigious kind of job, but just, they [teachers] asked me 
to—I’m going to do it…I made good grades because I wanted to. 
 

John’s achievement was driven by an internal desire to learn that was largely independent 

in nature. John demonstrated this further when he enrolled at UT-Austin immediately 

after high school of his own volition, independent of participation in any summer 

academic support program. 

 Joey spoke of a type of quiet confidence that was interwoven with his academic 

ganas. He expressed belief that he is advancing himself and his entire family by 

acquiring knowledge, which can never be taken away: 

Everything you learn—stays within you. Material things can go away, but 
like, if you learn something, there’s no way somebody can take that away 
from you. So, just the feeling I got, knowing that I’m doing something 
good for myself, my family, and people that know me. And for me; just 
that feeling really gave me a lot of self-confidence. 
 

This is an example of a student leveraging his accessible forms of social capital to 

acquire human capital (knowledge) that he recognized as a powerful means to grow 

further forms of capital exponentially.  

 Zorro reported his success was a combination of intrinsic motivation and the role-

modeling his older brother provided: “For some reason I’ve always been really self-
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motivated about education…in part it was my older brother, seeing him, just be generally 

smart…[but] I wanted to do well myself. I just wanted to do well.” This is an example of 

a student who possessed ganas, but whose success was promoted by the social capital he 

had in his family.  

 Due to the nature of the admissions policy at UT-Austin, all of the students in this 

study were in the top 10 percent of their high school classes. This achievement alone 

demonstrates not only their desire to achieve, but also their ability to translate that desire 

into action within the public school context by leveraging their capital. The examples 

provided above of students with a strong desire to learn and a propensity for academic 

achievement demonstrate the multiple ways the students in this study leveraged their 

social capital toward positive educational outcomes (Cerna et al., 2009).    

 Marc identified both extrinsic and intrinsic factors that compelled him to do well 

in school and like Joey, described his “quiet confidence” as a form of human capital he 

was able to control to achieve: 

…internally, it’s just, I guess, stuff I picked up from people. I guess I got 
lucky. I wasn’t raised in the church, I had to learn morals from somewhere 
else, but luckily I was taught the right morals, the right values. Um and 
just, I’m able to keep myself motivated. I don’t always need somebody to 
tell me ‘you can do it.’ It’s just a quiet confidence that I have. Then, I 
listen to music and my favorite rapper, most of the stuff he’ll talk about, 
you know, work hard, don’t be lazy and you can make lots of money. 

  

In the above passage, Marc revealed how social capital was at work when he referred to 

“stuff I picked up from people.” Marc often spoke of a lack of male role models in his 

life that motivated him to draw upon other forms of capital to adopt codes of behavior 
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that were conducive to academic success. In terms of purely extrinsic motivation, Marc 

indicated he was highly motivated by a desire to provide for family:  

You know, externally, I see my mom. I see her stressing a lot, about 
paying for stuff. And I don’t want to have the same problems she has. And 
you know, you see stuff on TV; you’re like, oh that person, they have 
money, look at what they can get with money. Um, but I ‘gotta work hard 
to get what I want. That’s not going to come to me easily. 
 

Marc viewed college as his pathway to economic stability (Lin, 2001), and utilized his 

available forms of capital to matriculate to college so that he could achieve economic 

stability legitimate means:  

I wanted to make money the right way. So, I didn’t want to be out on the 
street, selling drugs, you know, um, or like committing crimes to get that 
kind of easy money…I knew the best way for me to be financially 
successful was through education. And also, just growing up, my family 
was like, ‘you know you’re ‘gonna be the first one to go to college.’ 
 

His family developed a self-fulfilling prophecy of college success in him, which made 

him feel college was a real option. His family was a key agent of capital that fueled his 

self-efficacy and confidence that he was college material (A. Bandura, 1997). These 

efforts, coupled with the love of school he professed in the earlier section, combined with 

his desire to be a proficient provider, created a perfect formula of success. It is not 

surprising then, that Marc triumphantly shared with the researcher in his fourth semester 

of college (post-data collection), that he made the Dean’s List as a psychology major.  

 Fighting for the right to achieve. Even though all of the participants in this 

study demonstrated a natural tendency to be good students, not all of them arrived at their 

current place of achievement seamlessly. A few participants described the need to 

actively defend their desire to achieve in school. They quite literally, felt they had to 
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“fight” for their right to pursue academic achievement—either verbally or physically 

(Carter, 2007; Ogbu, 1987).  

 Joey was driven by the desire to do something meaningful with his life as the first 

in his family to go to college: “I just want to be able to graduate and get a degree and do 

something big with my life.” But this path was not free of impediments. Joey reported 

being under the influence of strong peer pressure to skip classes in his early high school 

years; a temptation that could have precluded his college dreams if he capitulated. When 

Joey resisted, his peers pressed him until the friction climaxed into a physical fight. In 

Joey’s words, he victoriously defended his right to maintain an academic focus:  

…it was bad for a little bit my freshman year, and then my sophomore 
year…and I actually did get into a fight. And after that fight; that’s when 
everything stopped, really. Cause, well, obviously I didn’t lose the fight…I 
don’t really like to talk about that, but…like every human being, the anger 
comes out...that was something I had to do. Because after that, everything 
was fine and [his antagonizers] actually came to be good friends…I guess 
they realized that; like, I’m not someone you should mess with,…I [still] 
talk to ‘em and they actually respect what I’m doin’, meaning the ‘school 
thing;’ Like, I’m still focused. 
 

 In a similar fashion, Felipe also had to defend his ganas for academic 

achievement in high school. This excerpt from Felipe is particularly poignant when one 

considers the context of his life. In terms of physical appearance, Felipe is a heavily 

tattooed student, who some might describe as a cholo.15 Felipe grew up in one of the 

poorest regions of South Texas, and attended the most underperforming high school in 

the region. With most of the male figures in his life in prison, the only consistently 

                                                
15 The term cholo originated in Los Angeles and is often used as a derogatory term in 
reference to Chicano gangsters.  
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positive influence in his life was his mother and his close brotherhood of peers. In 

Felipe’s words, despite the negative pull factors in his life, the inspiration to achieve for 

his mother and his natural tendency to do well in school, led him to defend his right to 

leverage the available forms of social capital he found at school: 

I always had good grades. They would always make fun of me and stuff; 
call me a nerd and stuff, but I would be like, ‘hey, dude, I do the same 
thing you doing. Like—you know, we do the same thing; have fun, go, 
‘how do we say it?’ Ah, I don’t want to say it. But, um, how we say, ‘caga 
palo.’16 I do the same thing you do, dude, like, Why you making fun of me? 
You just hating ‘cause I get good grades and ‘cause they take me to field 
trips and they don’t take you to field trips.’ But yeah, it’s the same, I had 
good grades all the time, I was always A Honor Roll, and then, well, 
started going to A/B honor roll when I was in high school, because like, 
there’s more things to do; you’re older. But yeah, like, just in the top of 
the students all the time. 
 

Both Joey and Felipe provided colorful descriptions of their decision to take physical and 

verbal action to defend their right to utilize the capital at their disposal (by attending class 

regularly or by earning A’s and enjoying the associated benefits—going on academic 

field trips). These decisions in their high school years enabled them to honor their ganas, 

and make academic gains that earned them a place at UT-Austin. 

 Post-graduate educational ambitions. The previous sections highlighted how 

these participants demonstrated strong academic ganas, a natural proclivity to be good 

students, and a willingness to defend these dispositions when necessary. Another way 

participants demonstrated a strong tendency to achieve academically was through a stated 

interest in pursuing post-graduate education. Despite the fact that most of the participants 

                                                
16 Literally translated, caga palo means “shit stick,” but implies one is breaking the rules, 
and Felipe was using this term in reference to his regular marijuana use. 
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are first-generation college students, many expressed an interest in pursuing graduate or 

medical school, even as they struggled academically during the transitional first year of 

college.  

 James, the 2nd highest performing participant in the study (in terms of GPA), has 

ambitions to be medical doctor and he was actively engaged in a path to make this dream 

become a reality at the time of the second interview. James submitted an application for 

“JAMP,” a joint admissions program that would grant him automatic admission to any 

medical school in the state of Texas upon completion of undergraduate studies. 

According to James:  

I’ve always wanted to be a doctor [but]…my reason has changed through 
time…at first, it started off with, ‘oh, I want to make money—I want to be 
a doctor.’ Then it turned out like, I wanted to help people. And then it 
went from that to—I really got interested in cancer and stuff like that. I 
saw how cancer affected people. Like, really healthy people and I became 
interested in that and it made me want to be a doctor more. I guess, just 
my personality that I have, I like being there to help people, being the 
person that people think of; like being the go-to guy, if you will. 

 
James’ passion to pursue graduate study has evolved over time. It first began with the 

extrinsic motivator of financial rewards. It then developed into an altruistic desire to help 

others, then further evolved into the specialized passion to contribute to society’s 

understanding of cancer.  James’ desire to pursue graduate school also derives from a 

desire to be respected or regarded by others as the “go-to guy.” All of these factors fueled 

his academic ganas, and are well on their way to pushing him toward his goal of post-

graduate study.  
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 Max, a neurobiology major, also expressed a strong desire to attend medical 

school and also submitted a JAMP application during his second year. With his mind set 

on psychiatry, his plans after college are to go “…straight to medical school. I would; 

my, medical school goal is Yale University…Especially because they have a very good 

psychiatric program. So, that’s what I sort of long for.” Through continued 

communications with Max post-data collection, the researcher learned that his JAMP was 

accepted. It is unclear whether or not he will achieve his dream of attending Yale, but 

Max is well on his way to achieving access to medical school.  

 Other participants also expressed post-graduate ambitions, motivated by a variety 

of factors. Alejandro’s desire is to attend law school, become a lawyer, then a senator, 

and even U.S. President. His motivation derived from a strong passion for policy, service, 

and the advancement of the Latina/o population in the U.S. John, Marc, and Kobe also 

expressed the ganas to pursue post-graduate study.  

 Even though he is a first-generation college student, Marc spoke of the value he 

sees in that effort: “…that’s a PhD! How many people can say they have a PhD!? They 

earned it. Uh, if they have that next to their name, it’s with you for life. You know, it’s 

something nobody can take away. And just the credibility you can have with your job…” 

Marc also acquired confidence in his ability to pursue graduate school because of his 

success at UT thus far (as mentioned previously, he earned a place on the Dean’s list 

during his fourth semester): “I know it’s not ‘gonna be easy, and it’s ‘gonna take a lot of 

work to get in there, but I have confidence in myself and my ability to learn.” In an 

earlier section, we learned how Marc’s family developed college as an expectation of 
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him. His family’s confidence in his ability contributed to his self-efficacy and belief that 

he would go to college (A. Bandura, 1997). Now that he is on the college campus, his 

ganas, combined with his discipline and work ethic propelling him to the next level of 

attainment. 

 Throughout this section, we learned how academic ganas, a form of human 

capital, emerged as a contributor to participants’ ability to leverage their available forms 

of social capital, so they could achieve academic success in their pre-college years, 

matriculate to college, persist to their second year, and even begin to formulate long-term 

academic goals beyond undergraduate study. Their ganas derived from a variety of 

intrinsic and extrinsic motivators, including: a hunger for knowledge, an innate drive to 

do well in school, the desire to achieve social status, the desire to contribute positively to 

society, or the desire to achieve economic stability for themselves and for their families. 

Ganas was such a powerful force in their lives that some chose to defend it vigorously 

when they were pushed to their limits of tolerance. Ganas alone is not enough to achieve, 

especially with the negative pull factors many of these young men faced as they 

navigated the educational pathway to college. The next section will show how the 

personal practices these young men employed worked in concert with their ganas, to 

enable them to persist to their second year of college at a rate much higher than the 

average Latino at UT-Austin.  
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Personal Practices 

 In addition to academic ganas, or the strong motivation to do well, the students in 

this study also demonstrated various shared behaviors that enabled them to apply their 

social capital to achieve positive persistence outcomes. These practices included 

introspection, a highly cultivated work ethic, characterized by discipline, planning, 

vision, and organizational skills, moderate informal social engagement, emulation, and an 

optimistic outlook. Many of these personal practices were developed over time and 

became integrated into their personalities through daily practice. However, they were 

sharpened during the first year of college through the introspective process.  

 Introspection and self-regulated learning. Students engaged in introspective 

behaviors and demonstrated a sophisticated level of self-awareness regarding what 

worked and didn’t work for them in the first year of college (Arthur Bandura, 1986; 

Pajares, 1996). Through this process of introspection, they developed maturity to honor 

their personal needs and complemented this with self-regulated learning (Zimmerman & 

Schunk, 2001). 

 For example, after the first round of exams, Joey came to realize that he needed to 

study every day, and also learned he could not be successful in large study groups. He 

discovered through his experience that he needed time alone to process the material:  

I would try to study a little bit every day, at least, look at my notes for that 
day, um, re-read ‘em. But mainly, I couldn’t do study groups…I feel like 
with the study groups, I don’t actually have enough time to look at the 
material and I start talking too much, about other stuff maybe, or I have to 
see it in print in order for me to believe it. Like, if someone tells me, I’m a 
little iffy, like about their information or how they know it. Yeah, I have to 
see it in order to oh, okay, that’s it. So, I need that time for myself. 
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 Similarly, Alex learned through experience that he needed to study in the library 

and not in his dorm room: “…the library was my hangout—study place, I mean, it was 

definitely—my room did not work out…I have to go to the main library where it’s kind 

of bright and everything…” This section on introspection and self-regulated learning will 

be visited in a more in-depth fashion in chapter five in the context of how students 

engaged during their first year, but it is important to acknowledge it here briefly as a 

personal characteristic that interacted with their social capital to contribute to positive 

educational outcomes.  

 Work ethic and initiative. Chief among the personal practices that enabled them 

to apply their social capital to achieve positive persistence outcomes was a sophisticated 

work ethic they developed over time. Many adopted this ethic because it was modeled by 

their parents and cultivated early in their lives. For example, Max shared that he 

developed his work ethic traveling with his family as a migrant worker in his youth. 

Students who cultivated this early further honed their ethic in high school through 

leadership roles and co-curricular activities. Students in this study demonstrated varying 

levels of success in terms of first-year GPA and social integration in college, but a 

rigorous work ethic was common among them. Similar to their tendency to be 

introspective, their ethic was characterized by a sense that they can always improve and 

do more to be better students. Some attributed this feeling to the fact that they witnessed 

family hardships because of economic instability.  
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 Marc, who derived ganas from the desire to support his present and future family, 

is already a dormitory Resident Assistant (RA) in his second year and expressed 

ambitions to assume further leadership positions as an RA: “…recently my job asked if I 

wanted to move up in a position; if I wanted to apply. My boss asked a few of the other 

RA’s as well, but I’m hoping I do get that spot cause I’d like to see myself as assistant 

resident director of my dorm…” In his first year of college, Marc primarily focused on 

his studies and his job as an RA. He made social sacrifices so he could pay for school: “I 

don’t know how people manage [student organizations], cause I have to work…I’m 

assuming they have more time than I do to do that stuff...” Because of his social nature, 

Mark had many close and supportive friends in his social network. However, due to his 

rigorous work schedule, he had to limit other formal co-curricular activities during his 

first year. This is an example of a student being responsive to his family’s financial 

needs, which proved to be a key motivator for most students in the sample.  

 Alex carried the intensity of his high school schedule into college:  

I definitely still have that sense of, from high school, just like running up 
and down, up and down, if it’s either class, or an organization meeting, or 
just running to get something to eat, and then going back to doing my 
work…I pulled late nights and I had, like nine o’clock classes either way, 
so busy, busy, busy, is how I would describe it…  

 
Alex demonstrated such a strong work ethic, that others pushed him to achieve balance 

and more of a social life:  

I don’t know what to say when it comes to having a social 
life…schoolwork always tends to be on top…not out and partying and go 
crazy or anything like others are…it’s myself; the fact that I put school 
over everything else and I don’t know if that’s bad or that’s good but 
everyone’s always telling me have a balance… 
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Alex successfully transferred into his ideal major, Architecture, which is an intimate 

major in terms of the long “studio” hours students spend together. So, although he 

neglected his social life his first year for academic achievement, he has achieved social 

integration through his program of study.  

 Victor is another example of a student with an intense work ethic. He described 

his days in college as “hectic,” and “super busy.” Referring to the pledge process of his 

community service fraternity, Victor said,  

I’m joining an organization right now, so I’m like super busy. I’m up 
twenty-two hours a day. But before that, it was school, I’d go to class, go 
to work, get out of work around two o’clock-ish, then I’d eat and study 
from about five till midnight and yeah, I would do that routinely…  
 

Victor thinks he cannot spend too much time studying with his friends: “…we studied 

often, like from six o’clock to midnight every day, which is, you know, fine by me.” 

Similarly, Victor spoke of his first year as a “rough transition,” but something he 

recognized as necessary: 

…it’s very humbling and you ‘gotta do it—you take it on yourself to make 
it what it is. I hate when people say ‘it was hard.’ It’s always going to be 
hard, but it’s what you make out of it. Education is not what you’re taught, 
but what you do with it. So, if I can go study a book for fifty hours just so 
I can understand the lecture, then that’s what I have to do. 
 

Victor’s work ethic came into play when it was time to study and he indicated 

commitment to mastering the material no matter how hard he had to work to do so. He 

also demonstrated a strong work ethic with respect to pledging his community service 

fraternity, which he viewed as a strategic investment in his social integration in college. 

This will be explored more in-depth in chapter five.  
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 Zorro, the highest performer in the study (in terms of cumulative GPA and the 

rigor of his major), demonstrated behaviors that suggest he is extremely disciplined and 

industrious. He balanced a great deal of co-curricular activity and worked twelve hours 

per week, taking few opportunities to relax. Yet, he minimized his intelligence, and 

emphasized his work ethic: “I always found school difficult, it was always something—I 

didn’t grasp things quite as quick as everyone else; or some aspects of school I found 

difficult, but I always did pretty well.” Yet, Zorro was contemplative, and reported he 

rehearsed things while walking to class. He sought formal support through student 

organizations, university offices and support programs and he utilized the informal 

support of friends, mentors, and classmates. The cumulative nature of his capital was 

made evident after he successfully transferred from a psychology major to the elite 

business school. He was able to make this transfer due to his work ethic and the way he 

leveraged the social capital at his disposal.  Upon transfer, Zorro noticed a decided 

difference between the colleges in terms of resources, the availability of information and 

the level of organization that existed between the business school and his previous 

college.   

 As the second highest performer in the sample (in terms of GPA), James’ focus 

was so dominant that making an A on an exam was the aspect of his first year that he 

cited as liking the most: “…in college, every test counts. I mean, if you mess up on one 

test, that could ruin your whole career, so getting an A on a test makes me happy.” James 

showed indicators of being extremely academically focused with high expectations for a 

cumulative GPA upon graduation. In fact, he reported he would rather be doing 
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schoolwork than informally socializing, even though he is a member of a Greek-affiliated 

Latino fraternity.  

 In terms of priorities, academics even came before friends for James: “friends 

definitely come, second or third on my list. I mean, family and school are first, and then 

friends. I definitely incorporate them in, but they’re not my top priority. If I have to 

study, then I’d rather study than hang out with them.” This tendency to place academic 

responsibilities over relaxation or “hanging out” with friends was expressed frequently by 

the four highest performers in the sample, even though they were highly socially 

connected in formalized ways. James prioritized academics and family first, but still 

knew how to draw upon his social capital (i.e., Latino Greek fraternity, study partners, 

academic support program etc.) to achieve a high level of success his first year.  

 Kobe demonstrated a robust work ethic, which was complemented by clear and 

focused priorities for achievement, even at the price of informal levels of social 

interaction: “I don’t have a flexible schedule, right now. Last semester, I did, so I was 

able to do many more things, but this semester is just, straight—and, like, if you can’t fit 

in it, then I can’t really hang out with you.” Kobe demonstrated an extraordinary degree 

of commitment to his long-term success, by virtue of the fact that he sought and secured 

two internships his first year. This is an uncommon feat for a first-year student, as 

internships are typically completed during the second or third year. Kobe’s effort 

required courage and initiative: “…a lot of my friends, were just like, oh, I don’t know 

how you do it; they didn’t want to do it. They were too intimidated. And I didn’t have a 

car, so I would just be like, around downtown riding the buses, like getting lost…but I 
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just kept on walking…” Like James, Kobe placed his studies and the professional 

experiences associated with internships as priorities above more informal social 

interactions. Again, this does not imply he did not have a sophisticated social network 

that contributed to his success. His formal social interactions (i.e., internships, academic 

support program, Hispanic Business Students’ Association) filled his calendar with 

meaningful social interaction that contributed to his success, and he was willing to make 

the associated sacrifices with placing those as a priority.  

 Kobe attributed his success to his industrious mindset and dedication, but 

minimized his natural intelligence: 

I really feel it’s my mindset. It’s just like, I’m too dedicated. I know what I 
want to do, I know what I want to get out of this. And I think that helps me 
more than anything because sometimes, yeah, I do struggle, but it’s just, I 
keep on going and I don’t want to quit; there’s no looking back. I just keep 
going forward. And I really feel like that helps me more than anything. 
Sometimes I tell my mom, I don’t feel like I’m extremely smart, but it’s 
just my dedication and my work ethic, that helps me get the grades and 
stuff that I need, even though I might have to take the extra step or ask for 
more help… 
 

 Marc also used the terms “mindset” and “focus” to explain his success in college. 

He mentally compartmentalized his major areas of focus in college this way: “Just work, 

school, do organizations, working out. Four main things in college.” This reveals his 

clearly focused prioritization of the aspects of college he determined to be part of his 

formula for success. Moreover, when he was asked if he ever considered dropping out of 

college, Marc responded by saying: “…dropping out is—not in my mindset…” Like 

many participants, Marc’s daily activities were driven by a strong sense of purpose that 
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had underlying motivations. For Marc, his focus derived from a strong desire to provide: 

“I just want to be financially stable for my family.”  

 Like many of the students in the study, Kobe’s work ethic also prompted him to 

welcome and value critical feedback because he viewed it as an opportunity for 

improvement. Kobe described the feedback he received from an instructor this way:  

I feel by her really being critical on all my work—because that was 
extremely critical—I felt like that’s really a big support. Like I don’t see it 
as a bad thing, but I see it as helping me improve my other writing that I’ll 
be doing later on and that I’ve been doing, or the second semester, that I 
did. So I feel that was a big help in my academics.  
 

It is evident from his dialogue that Kobe’s his work ethic, dedication, willingness to seek 

help when needed, and openness to constructive criticism were significant sources of 

success. Despite inadequate high school preparation, Kobe finished his first year as a 

business major with a cumulative 3.32 GPA. He is a prime example of the manner in 

which these students leveraged social capital during their first year to persist.  

 Like Kobe, who mentioned the willingness to “take that extra step” to get help, 

most of the students in this study demonstrated initiative in their first-year experience. 

Zorro, the highest GPA performer, indicated that he felt he was surrounded by support 

during his first year because of his initiative: “I kind of feel like I’m constantly being 

mentored. Like, I constantly find opportunities; There’s so many people with so much 

experience that I can draw from. If I just limited myself to what I’ve done myself, there’s 

a bunch of information that I wouldn’t be getting…” Marc similarly reported that he took 

initiative to find support from multiple sources his first year: “…my RA, I would ask him 

a few questions; my job where I worked, at the Liberal Arts Career Services, uh, they 
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helped me with a lot of my questions about grad school, resumes, or other stuff…” 

Similarly, Kobe believed his involvement and success was due to his initiative:  

I think everything takes your initiative. You have to, like, go out and look 
for ‘em. Like I always heard, get into organizations, they help you find 
friends and all that, adjust to college, and so that was always my goal, go 
find some organizations and be involved. And they have their organization 
fairs and so that’s how I learned of them.  
 

Kobe also spoke of the positive influence he enjoyed from a mentor that was assigned to 

him in the business school; another opportunity which required him to take initiative to 

participate. It is important to mention that all the students mentioned in this section—

James, Kobe, Zorro, and Marc—were top performers in the sample who cited moderate 

informal social engagement but highly sophisticated social networks that promoted 

academic success. 

 Victor also demonstrated readiness to seek resources needed to survive and 

achieve in college. Once he realized he was in academic jeopardy with Calculus—a 

notorious “weed-out” course at UT-Austin that is required of business majors—Victor 

took initiative to obtain support from his college academic advisor, which resulted in a 

positive outcome:  

I had to go and talk to my academic advisor one time about calculus, 
‘cause…I just flipped out. I don’t know what happened—I just went into 
def con five mode and wanted to drop the class like in the first week…she 
gave me a list of tutors that I could talk to and I did…she helped me out; 
that first little paper gave me a lot of resources to use and I thanked her for 
that. 
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Although Victor’s initial reaction was one of panic, he sought the advice of a professional 

(institutional agent of social capital) and used the information to find a solution. This, 

combined with his work ethic, led to a successful outcome.  

 Alex, a student who successfully transferred into the competitive College of 

Architecture for his second year, demonstrated discipline, self-awareness, and a goal-

oriented approach. This approach prompted him to research colleges at the library as 

early as middle school. Moreover, he cited three clear goals that motivated him in high 

school and contributed to his ability to matriculate into and succeed in college: to 

graduate in the top 5 percent of his class; to make his parents proud; and to be highly 

involved in co-curricular activities. Although he continued to be high achieving in 

college because of this framework he created in high school, Alex admitted he faced the 

same temptations of any typical college student. However, he felt his disciplined mindset 

enabled him to maintain focus: “I don’t procrastinate a lot; I tend to procrastinate.” He 

further admitted, “It definitely did take a lot of hard work to actually stay focused in 

academics.”  

 Alex consistently reported a willingness to make sacrifices for his success. In his 

estimation, being a student at UT-Austin means: “…you want to be successful and you’re 

willing to actually take all the steps necessary and give up whatever is necessary in order 

to actually be successful.” His work ethic and disciplined mindset enabled him to 

maintain focus and delay immediate gratifications for his long-term goal of success. 

 Multiple participants also demonstrated the practice of long-term planning as 

necessary to execute a vision of their future selves. For example, Adrian articulated 
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strongly that college is a means to achieve his long-term goals of marriage, a good job, 

and a financially stable retirement. Kobe also viewed college as a necessary first step in a 

greater life plan. He demonstrated understanding that college degree attainment is an 

important step in that plan, but to him, it is not the finish line:  

…there’s millions people out there that have their degree. It depends on 
what you do with that degree…inside of me, it’s just like another step. It’s 
not a final thing. It’s not something like, I should be popping champagne 
or anything like that…there’s a bigger goal and so this just, this is just to 
help me get there.  
 

These young men demonstrated careful thought about their future goals in a long-term 

fashion. These long term life goals motivated Adrian and Kobe and represent yet another 

manifestation of the role social and cultural capital played in their college experience. 

Similarly, some participants found motivation in the imagined vision of their college 

graduation. For example, Alex shared that he imagined that day and that it motivated him 

to work hard. Before he knew he would gain admission to the College of Architecture, he 

mused:  

I started thinking, what do I want them to say when they say my name? 
With the School of Architecture? Like, honors? Or, I saw some people 
with, like, a medal, or something like that, and I was like, ‘How do I get 
that medal?’ ‘How do I get that cord?,’…I definitely thought about all of 
that…  
 

Similarly, Joey found motivation by thinking of his graduation day: “I actually picture 

myself in the gown, you know walking, and smiling, feeling proud of myself.” Their 

ability to envision a successful college completion outcome and the ability to use that as 

motivation to work hard to obtain that goal worked in concert with the various types of 

social capital students were able to access. 
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 A significant personal practice that emerged in this study was the rigorous work 

ethic these young men employed to leverage their social capital and achieve positive 

persistence outcomes. Many developed this work ethic because it was clearly modeled by 

their parents, cultivated in their early years, and further developed in their high school 

experiences. In college, this work ethic was a significant contributor to their success and 

was often motivated by a desire to be financially stable for their families. Their work 

ethic was complemented by the assistance of institutional agents, a willingness to employ 

constructive criticism, to take risks, to make social sacrifices, to take initiative to seek 

resources, to exercise discipline, and to derive inspiration from positive visions of their 

future selves.  

 Moderate informal social engagement. Another major finding that was 

consistent, especially among the highest performing students, was a moderate social life, 

both in high school and in college. As mentioned previously, this does not imply students 

were not engaged in terms of Stanton-Salazar’s social capital framework (1997). On the 

contrary; they were engaged in a vast social network with individuals who yielded 

significant positive influence in the participants’ lives, including high-volume 

institutional agents  family and peers. Several participants frequently reported that they 

were “too busy” to have a social life their first year. Some also shared that the “party 

scene” in high school and in college did not appeal to them or it was too unfamiliar to be 

considered enjoyable. For example, Max shared that his parents protected him from that 

type of social interaction: “I was part of that nerd group…my parents had always had me 

on a very short leash, so I was a little limited on what I could do. But it was good.”  
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 While Max abstained from a party lifestyle in high school because of his parents’ 

influence, Alejandro did so because he was simply disinterested in it. He described 

himself as an “old soul” and an “intellectual” whose idea of a good time was going out to 

dinner or watching a movie with his sister and parents. According to Alejandro, “…while 

other people are talking about going to the hip, cool party this weekend, I’m talking about 

what’s going on in Congress.” He also indicated that he made an effort to maintain a 

social life in college, but he would “incorporate organization life with social life…go 

help out a food bank—that was my social life. And it was just fun. And I’m getting a 

taste of what college kids do, parties, and I just don’t like it.”  Rather, Alejandro 

describes his social life as:  

…a lot more docile, a lot more tame than other high school kids. But we 
never, I never went partying, even to this day, well, I went to one club, but 
that’s because I was forced to; it’s just not my thing. Me, I’d rather sit 
around and play Apples to Apples and be somewhat of a kid for a while 
than go out, try and mooch alcohol off somebody that I may know, or 
something. ‘Cause that’s just never really appealed to me. 
 

This preference for social interaction was frequently cited by participants, either because 

they were “too busy” and their priorities were more so on academics, because their 

parents sheltered them from the party scene and that shaped their personality, which 

translated to college, or because they simply were not interested in that type of social 

scene.  

 When Marc arrived at college, he indicated he was surprised by the emphasis on 

partying he saw around him: “I never partied in high school, so just seeing—and I live in 

west campus—so like, the big emphasis for some people on partying, was like, 
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ridiculous.” Like Max’s parents, Marc’s mother was extremely protective of him in high 

school and that carried over when he arrived in college: “I didn’t go to parties in high 

school. I guess that’s why I don’t party here.” As mentioned previously, Marc’s priorities 

in college were elsewhere. H was most focused on school, working as an RA, working 

out, and student organizations. Those activities were positive contributors to academic 

success and kept him too busy for the college party scene.  

 Max’s parental influence in high school also carried over in college:  “I did a little 

of going to the clubs, which was new to me. Not too much, though, I went to a few house 

parties, uh, but that’s a little—too crazy fun for me. So, um, my other socializing is I 

would go to music concerts, um, definitely the culture associations that would plan events 

and festivities—that was a good way to socialize. Um, and just hanging out with friends.” 

 Zorro, the highest performer in the study, actually made a conscious effort to 

avoid partying his first year to focus on academics. In his words, he tried “to stay as 

straight laced with everything as possible—at least that first semester, and then I loosened 

up the semester after.” He viewed the construction of an informal social life as a gradual 

process: “it kind of feels minimalistic right now, but as I continue prioritizing and time 

management, I’ll fit more social into my college.” Zorro was involved with a Latin dance 

group and he pledged a professional co-ed business and economics fraternity his first 

year. In that organization, he served a community service leadership role, so he was 

highly socially engaged in a way that was conducive to academic success.  

 James, the second highest performer in the study, also focused on academics and 

pledging his Latino Greek fraternity: “My first semester, I really didn’t do much, just 
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like, hung around and stuff. Second semester, I really didn’t do anything at all but school, 

cause I was pledging, so, I really couldn’t go out and party—I didn’t have time. So 

basically, the whole first year, I didn’t do much. I probably won’t do much my whole 

college career, just because I have so much to do. Like, I haven’t partied really this 

[third] semester, just because I’ve been busy every day.” James’ reference to not “doing 

much” was more in reference to his lack of engagement in informal social activities, 

although he was highly engaged academically and with a formal student organization 

whose stated mission is promote Latino advancement. James was willing to sacrifice his 

“social life” for his long-term goal of medical school, and as he stated earlier preferred 

studying hard to just hanging out with friends.  

 Kobe reported he made time for informal social time and that his social life his 

first year was “great,” but it was moderate in nature: “I don’t drink or smoke or anything, 

so, a lot of people see that as a weird thing because it’s kind of like, ‘how can you not 

drink?’ But I don’t need to drink to have fun…my friend from New York, we would just 

randomly go walk…at 1:00, 2:00 in the morning, go to the [State] Capitol and just watch 

the stars, or just eat something…We’d also go to parties, like organization events they 

would have.” Kobe was formerly engaged with a Hispanic business student organization, 

and informally engaged with his closest friend, a high performing student from out-of-

state. Therefore, although he engaged socially his first year more so than the highest 

performers, his social life was relatively modest in nature and still academically 

productive in nature.  
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 Alex also described his social life as modest and focused primarily on efforts to 

stay in touch with family and close friends: “I didn’t have one, actually…just going out 

with friends and, just movies, or something like that. Never like, I mean—I know there’s 

parties—my roommate would go out and party, but it was never that kind of actual social 

life. Just staying connected with home, school friends…” Alex was focused on gaining 

admission to the College of Architecture during his first year, and also held a leadership 

role in a college student council. Therefore, aside from his involvement in his academic 

support program, he had little time for a “social life.” As stated previously, the lack of 

social engagement in informal ways did not imply students were not highly engaged in 

productive social networks that assisted them along the path toward persistence their 

second year.  

 Emulation. Another personal practice that emerged as a theme with participants 

was the tendency to emulate a key figure they saw in their lives that fit the ideal of the 

person they wanted to become. Several participants reported high levels of conscious 

emulation from multiple individuals in small ways, or one individual in significant ways. 

Both Max and Alex consciously focused on a particular person in their high school who 

they strived to emulate. Max shared that he set his focus of emulation on a particular 

individual because the young man demonstrated a solid work ethic, exercised humility, 

and also achieved life balance because he was family-oriented and good at sports.  

 Alex also demonstrated the quality of emulation as a form of building social 

capital that helped him achieve great things in high school. His first year in high school, 
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Alex focused on a particular high-performing senior and used him as a source of 

motivation and a role model of achievement. Alex described him this way: 

…he had been [president] for all four years and that motivated me to run 
for class president my freshman year…and he was very also goal oriented 
and he knew what he wanted to be and what he wanted to study. So 
basically I followed his footsteps and I kept watching what he would do 
and how was he preparing for college. He was actually student council 
president, so I got to meet him over there and we went to the same 
church…Everyone said I was a mini—his name was Enrique—and 
everyone said I was a mini-Enrique because…I was doing the same things 
he was doing. And he taught me several things; how to survive high 
school, but also, just to pursue what I wanted to do, to always keep goals. 
 

Zorro also frequently cited emulation as a source of his success. Zorro was particularly 

savvy regarding utilizing lessons around him to learn. He described a source of emulation 

he focused on in high school and in college. Zorro shared that his high school role model 

helped him learn how to gain the knowledge and support of institutional agents (teachers) 

by befriending them in meaningful ways. He applied his friend’s savvy with institutional 

agents in college with professors and also made his friend’s research skills regarding 

college selection relevant to the internship recruitment experience as a business major: 

…my friend who was always on the ball, I tried to kind of see what he was 
doing and emulate…One thing he definitely did right was he was doing 
his research about where he wanted to go, and I guess a lot of the effort he 
put into that, I guess I’m doing now with recruiting.  
 

Zorro also focused on a source of emulation in college with an older peer who taught him 

how the ins and outs of the interviewing experience for internships: 

…there’s so much I don’t know about MIS, and there’s some students in 
my organization that are top notch as far as MIS goes, or vice president of 
IT, and one day I just sat with him—I mean this is random—I  just ran 
into him, and I’m like, ‘I’m ‘gonna use your for all your MIS 
knowledge.’…[it was] the perfect opportunity for them to send you their 
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resume and tell you like everything they did right and what they did 
wrong, um, and so yeah, I guess, even if it’s less formal, um, I guess, 
constantly seeking help, a lot of them are awesome interviewers and 
interviewees, um, getting as much help with them, and you know, it’s 
emulating, emulating, emulating. 

 
Attending a university of UT-Austin’s caliber presents opportunities to come into contact 

with talented students with a high volume of social capital on a daily basis. It was Zorro’s 

willingness to be proactive, and his ability to interact with, and capture the attention of 

this type of peer in a “random” meeting, that enabled him to expand his social capital 

through active emulation.  

 Optimism. Most of the students, regardless of the life challenges they had 

previously endured, saw more opportunities than challenges as Latino students in college. 

This optimistic outlook enhanced their ability to take initiative with respect to utilizing 

social capital to gain access to college and to succeed during the first year of college. 

They were reluctant to assign blame to any particular individual or circumstance for the 

challenges they faced. Moreover, few reported experiencing discrimination due to their 

Latino identity, even as they described lived experiences in which they faced 

discrimination. Even students, whose undocumented legal status currently left them little 

promise of future employment in the U.S., placed continued faith in the power of their 

educational attainment. Finally, aside from the expression of disappointment in their own 

academic performances during the first year, none cited disappointment with their overall 

experiences in college. 

 Adrian’s interpretation of the opportunities college presents inspired him to 

ensure his younger sister enjoys the same opportunities one day. He stated intentions to 
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encourage her to be serious about college once she arrives in high school. While he 

described high school as a “tunnel,” he named the university as “the light.” In Adrian’s 

words, he will encourage his sister to follow his path:  

…when you get to high school, kind of get a little more serious towards 
college cause it’s so rewarding once you get out, once you make it through 
that—I guess you could say—that tunnel, the high school tunnel. It’s like 
there’s a light near the end, where—you know—the university is the light. 
It opens you up to so many opportunities out there.  
 

The opportunities Adrian saw in his first year of college motivated him to utilize his 

available forms of social capital (professors, academic advisors) to achieve success his 

first year. Although Adrian struggled with adapting to the rigor his first semester, his 

optimistic outlook and relentless efforts paid off, because he made GPA gains every 

semester that followed.  

 Victor expressed a similar feeling regarding the multiple opportunities that 

college offers. He also realized he had to exercise initiative and step outside of his 

comfort zone to make the most of those opportunities:  

You have to come and make sure you’re gonna fit in, you have to want to 
be extraverted a little bit, get out of your shell, feel a little humble, maybe 
a lot humble; but I feel once you’re in there and once you embrace where 
you’re at, it’s so rewarding to be here, there’s so many opportunities… 
 

Victor realized the opportunities college offers, and took the necessary steps to make 

those opportunities work for him.  

 Marc is an example of a student who turned lost opportunities in high school into 

real opportunities that put him on a path to college. When he lived in the South Texas 

Valley before moving to Dallas, Marc played basketball and appeared to have great 
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promise as a student athlete. When he moved to Dallas, Marc developed a staph infection 

that placed him on the bench for an extended period of time. This setback, coupled with 

his inability to move freely about his neighborhood environment due to associated 

dangers, led his basketball skills to atrophy to the point that he could not compete with 

high school athletes. Marc turned that circumstance into an opportunity when he applied 

to become the high school basketball manager and consciously shifted his focus to 

academics. He recalled those events and how they shaped his path:  

I didn’t exercise all summer long because the doctors told not to get sweat 
on my infection, or it would have gotten worse…and um, the nearest 
basketball courts and gym, they were pretty far from my place and my 
mom didn’t want me walking like that far in our area. Um, so I really 
didn’t work out, I didn’t really get to exercise. So when I tried to play on a 
basketball team again…I was two steps behind where I used to be. So after 
awhile, I was like, I can go to college with grades. I don’t need to worry 
about getting a basketball scholarship. So from then on, the coach asked 
me if I wanted to be a manager, because he knew I was responsible. He 
knew he could trust me. He knew I worked hard. Saddest thing, was I 
worked harder in the weight room than some of the athletes did… 
 

This is an example of Marc’s optimism at work, but it was coupled with the support of a 

key institutional agent in his pathway, the high school basketball coach.  

 Marc also demonstrated appreciation for the opportunities he has been given in 

life, rather than dwelling on the ones he has not had:  

I’m just happy to be [at UT-Austin], for the most part…I’m just happy 
with everything that I’ve been given. I know some people have less, and 
I’m not the type to really complain about—‘Oh, I know I have this, but I 
want that too.’ So you know, I just take everything that I can. If it’s given 
to me, I’ll accept it, you know, and cherish it…I don’t have any big 
problems.  
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This optimistic outlook enabled Marc to find a pathway to college and to make the most 

of the opportunities he had his first year. 

 Joey was also inspired by the college experience and saw opportunities 

everywhere his first year that inspired him to succeed: “…being here really opens my 

mind and I’m not; no obstacle is ‘gonna stop me…As long as you walk out of your dorm 

or whatever, you can see those organizations, or see that there’s help and that there’s 

opportunities, no matter your situation.” Like Victor, Joey seemed to imply that 

opportunities are present, but they require initiative to maximize them. This was a 

willingness he strongly expressed.  

 Some participants even stated potential opportunities for greatness in college on a 

global and historical scale, citing the experiences of individuals such as Bill Gates and 

Mark Zuckerberg, whose technological innovations germinated in the undergraduate 

years. Zorro demonstrated initiative, stating passionately that opportunities are not to be 

waited on but must be created by the individual during the college years. He saw 

opportunities everywhere and chose not to dwell in disappointment when things did not 

go his way. Instead, he actively sought opportunities and maximized the ones that worked 

in his favor: “I guess when I see something, I set myself up. And if you don’t get it, then 

move on to the next best opportunity.” Consistently, the participants communicated this 

optimism, coupled with initiative to make gains in college.   

 Another way these students demonstrated their propensity for optimism, was 

through their expression of gratitude for the struggles they have endured. They attributed 

those struggle/s to their present-day character. For example, Marc lamented the absence 
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of a father figure growing up, but he also expressed gratitude for the strength he has 

developed from learning things on his own: “the lack of like, somebody to help make it 

easy….somebody already in college to help guide me, to help show me little things…Just 

everything I kind of had to learn it on my own. But I’m thankful for it.” Similarly, Max 

expressed gratitude for the corrupt influences to which he was subjected in middle 

school. Max felt those experiences were instructive and forced him to focus in high 

school.  

 Some spoke of a certain angst that comes with fear they may not be able to rise to 

the challenge and seize these opportunities. Alejandro expressed a sense that he faces the 

opportunity to do great things in college, but that he works consciously to overcome fear 

of paralysis: “…as a student, I feel there’s so many opportunities and it kind of becomes 

overwhelming on myself because it’s like, am I ‘gonna decide to take those opportunities, 

or am I going to just sit on my hands and not do anything?” Alejandro expressed hope 

that he will have the strength to seize the opportunities available to him and “add ripples 

to the water” as one of the few Hispanics on campus.   

I like to look at more the opportunities, just because you know, I’m one of 
a few. Even amongst the big population, the huge population on the 
campus, there aren’t that many Hispanics, so you know what, if you’re 
able to make good grades and do stuff on campus, and shake things up, 
you know, add ripples to the water…  
 

Alex expressed a similar sense that simply being Hispanic presents opportunities: “I think 

it presents more opportunities than challenges…I feel there’s a sense of opportunity, 

being Hispanic, now.” These quotes from Alejandro and Alex demonstrate the urgency 
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and the inspiration that these Latinos felt during their first year at UT-Austin to make the 

most of the opportunities afforded them.  

 Most of the participants in this study, regardless of their respective life challenges, 

gleaned opportunities from their experiences. Furthermore, they were highly optimistic 

about the multiple opportunities they felt college offered. Their optimistic outlook 

enhanced their ability to take initiative with respect to utilizing available forms of social 

capital during the first year of college and they employed individual agency to turn 

challenges into successful outcomes.  

 In conclusion, as unique entities within a broader social network, participants 

demonstrated individual characteristics that were conducive to the effective utilization of 

their available social capital. Strong academic ganas, or the desire to achieve, emerged as 

a significant factor that contributed to participants’ utilization of social capital to achieve 

academically. Students also demonstrated high-performing academic predispositions, a 

willingness to defend their right to achieve academically, and expressed intentions to 

pursue post-graduate education.  

 Students also demonstrated a variety of personal practices that enabled them to 

apply their social capital to achieve positive persistence outcomes. These practices 

included introspection, a highly cultivated work ethic that was characterized by 

discipline, planning, vision, and organizational skills. They also participated in moderate 

informal social engagement, behaviors of emulation, and an optimistic outlook. Many of 

these personal practices were developed over time and became integrated into their 
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personalities through daily practice. However, they were sharpened during the first year 

of college through the introspective process.  

Familial Wealth as Social Capital 

The Family Unit 

 The family unit emerged as a significant domain within the broader social 

network from which students obtained academic support. Even families that were not 

equipped to support participants’ early academic experiences, took a marked interest in 

their college pursuit and emerged as remarkable sources of support during the first year 

of college. The familial wealth these students demonstrated represents a wealth concept 

that is both sacred and vital, regardless of the circumstances of participants’ community 

influences or the lack of traditional notions of social capital. Family contributed to 

student’s success in remarkably different ways, and played prominent roles in both the 

matriculation and persistence of the students in this study by establishing college as an 

expectation and by instilling in students the obligation to do well for the sake of the 

family (Coleman, 1988). In many cases, students reported the entire family was 

supportive of their college-going efforts, including parents, siblings, grandparents, aunts 

and uncles. Even when family members did not themselves have the opportunity to go to 

college, they encouraged students to be the first in the family to do so. This contradicts 

the perception that Hispanics do not value education and that is why they are not 

performing on par with racial counterparts (Waterman, 2008).   
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 Alex illustrated this notion when he spoke about the unified support his family 

endowed him: “… especially for my parents, my aunts and uncles, everyone plays a role 

and right now, they’re a huge support…before I came back, they always throw a going 

away party or something like that and saying ‘oh, we wish you the best’ and stuff like 

that.” According to Alex, his family has been a consistent source of support and he 

described their support of his college efforts this way: “…they’re really proud of the fact 

that I’m here now and they just keep telling me not to give up and that it’s really good to 

get a college degree…[there’s] support growing up from both sides. They’ve always been 

there and just keep pushing me, pushing me towards my goals…”  

 Like Alex, Marc’s family demonstrated desire for his success, especially because 

they did not find a pathway to college. They began instilling this in him at an early age: 

“…well at first everybody told me I was ‘gonna be smart, I was ‘gonna do good in 

school.” Not even the unfamiliar nature of his everyday world in college dampens their 

support of his achievement as the first in the family to go to college:  

I just feel bad because they didn’t experience the same stuff I’m 
experiencing. And they make okay money, but they’re not always stable, 
um, so I feel bad telling them, ‘yeah, I did this or that in school.’ Like they 
can’t relate to it, but they told me they understand. They told me not to 
feel bad. They’re like ‘it was our decision. We had our time.’ They just 
don’t want me to make the same mistakes they did. 
 

Marc’s family encouraged him to blaze a new trail by going to college and they used their 

experiences as lessons to help him make different choices that push him toward success 

in college.  
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 Alejandro spoke regarding how the support from his family put him on the sure 

path to college at an early age: “Just my family support, um, even just being a kid, just 

knowing my parents were there. Less about the teachers I guess, because even through 

school, it was less impressed upon me to go to college just because I was already on that 

path. It was always what college are you thinking about, not are you thinking about going 

to college?” For Alejandro, the college-going message he received from institutional 

agents at his high school made a difference, but he attributed the majority of his success 

to the support of his family at an early age.  

 In addition to the family serving as a source of support, the students in this study 

demonstrated reverence for their families as a sacred entity to be protected and not to be 

sacrificed for material success. Rather, the short-term sacrifice of family closeness to 

complete college was viewed as a necessary means to the end goal of long-term familial 

gains in economic capital. For example, Joey expressed fear he could lose his family 

when he achieves economic success. He therefore expressed commitment to ensure 

family comes first when he reaches his goals:  

I don’t want the money to turn us into that. I want to be able to stay a 
family. Not just because I went to college and the rest of my siblings 
didn’t, meaning I’m better than them, or I stop talking to them because I 
live in another part of the country or something like that…I don’t want 
that to happen… 
 

This excerpt from Joey demonstrates the extent to which the family unit is  revered, and 

was viewed as something to be protected. In other words, college degree attainment and 

family closeness are not mutually exclusive entities.  
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 Family also instilled in participants a sense of responsibility and leadership. As 

the first in his family to go to college, Joey expressed pride in his position. Therefore, he 

was reluctant to abuse the position of confidence and trust in which his mother placed 

him:  

…she sees me as the most responsible one and sometimes I don’t like 
to…take it for granted…they taught me how to be humble, very humble 
and so as far as now, it has worked. I like how if feels, I like being the 
leader, I like people to look up to me, so I have my own conscience of, I 
don’t want to do anything wrong. Or, I don’t want to mess up…I have to 
do this right. So, I guess it’s shaped me to who I have become now, which, 
I’m very proud of. 
 

Joey’s parents placed trust and responsibility in him and this is an identity he fully 

embraced. This honored feeling that he must “do this right,” contributed to his resilience 

in college, therefore acting as a valuable form of social capital during his first year.  

 Daniel’s shared that he stumbled his first semester in college, and yet, his family 

history of struggle served as a reminder that academic failure is not being true to his 

culture.  He returned for his second semester with renewed focus because he determined 

he was cheating himself and his family by giving school less than his best:  

I think that because Mexican Americans are known for doing a lot of hard 
work…for doing work that people don’t want to do, and then, like I’ve 
never had to work in a field…but I know people who are very close to me 
who have, and they’ve worked hard, hard, hard to get to where they are 
now. And so for me…to come to UT and just be lazy and not apply that 
same work ethic…I think that’s very irresponsible. And that’s part of why 
I beat myself up as much as I can about my first semester, because that’s 
not—I wasn’t being true to myself, I wasn’t being true to my family, to 
my ethnicity, to my culture. And that’s probably where it hits 
hardest…when you think about it on a philosophical level, I guess you 
could say, I was cheating myself out of being who I was. And that’s very 
difficult to process, and difficult to accuse yourself of—but at the same 
time, it’s true. 
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Although Daniel struggled to adapt to the freedom of college, he spent time during the 

winter break engaged in introspection, and through his renewed commitment that was 

inspired by his family history, he was able to make incremental academic gains the 

following semester to persist to his second year.  

 Communication with family during their first year of college was a pillar of 

success for these students, especially because homesickness was cited as a constant 

challenge. Victor indicated that he values his family highly and he referred to “constant 

communication with home.” Similarly, Max reported that he called his parents daily and 

indicated he would not hesitate to call them if he was grappling with a concern, no matter 

what time of night he needed to call: “I definitely did give my parents a call, at midnight, 

trying to ask them for advice.” Finally, Joey reported that his ability to adapt to life on his 

own was through consistent communication with home and through the reciprocal 

sharing of a positive state of being with his mother:  

I would just talk to my mom every time I would get a chance—at least 
once a day…and that just really helped me, you know. Just letting her 
know I was okay, and just seeing how they were doing. And everything 
was just normal over there, and I just had to learn how to just be—away 
and work on my goals…’don’t worry about it; do what you have to do.’ 
So that’s what I set my mind on. 
 

Family also provided scaffolding when students were wary of making new friends in an 

unfamiliar institutional context. Family also served as the main mode of support in their 

transition and persistence when they did not know where to go for institutional support. 

In other words, family often served as emotional first-responders. Max spoke of this 

poignantly:  
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My parents and my immediate family um, really did help me with my 
transition here and my stay here in the first year. My mom and my dad 
they always sort of gave me…whenever I started feeling like I wouldn’t be 
able to handle something, they always gave me the, the uh, impulse to 
maybe, to do what I can, but they were also very realistic. So, they made 
me see things, um, the way they were, and that really helped. 
 

Family unity and love provided some participants emotional comfort as they navigated 

the unfamiliar terrain of college their first year. For example, Adrian shared that his 

family’s unity comforted him: “I guess you can say ‘unity.’ We are one. We’re always 

together. We help each other out. We have each others’ backs…to me that’s a blessing; 

cause there’s people out there that don’t have that kind of family.” Adrian’s family lifted 

him up and encouraged him when he had doubts regarding his ability to perform in 

college his first semester: “I had a low self-esteem after that first semester. They pushed 

me back up and they told me, ‘Just keep fighting; you’ll be all right. You’re ‘gonna make 

it.’” It is not surprising that when he was asked about graduation, Adrian automatically 

thought about what it will mean to his family:  

…having both my grandparents there…they’re alive and able to see me 
get my degree. That’s ‘gonna be the heart, the heartwarming 
sensation…my mom, I know she’s ‘gonna be jumping up and down, 
crying, ‘Mijo! this, and Mijo! that’…mascara all over her face…it’s 
‘gonna be just the unity of our family coming together again. 
 

In fact, the desire to share the graduation with their families was a common theme among 

participants, and many described their visions of graduation as a moment in which the 

entire family will celebrate the accomplishment of their unified efforts.  

 Joey described his family similarly to Adrian; a supportive network characterized 

by closeness, harmony, love and stability that is a primary source of relationship wealth 
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in his life. Furthermore, he credited his mother for the supportive and close nature of his 

family:  

I’m very close to ‘em. If I ever need to talk to anybody or need help, I 
have them…my mom and dad…they are just the most important people in 
the world for me, especially my mom. Uh, she’s gone through a lot, like 
working-wise and trying to get everybody, you know, pushing ‘em, that 
extra mile, and I’ve seen the results… 
 

 Even the absence of a cohesive family unit served as a motivator for some 

participants to one day achieve their ideal notion of family. For example, Marc did not 

enjoy the benefits of growing up in a two-parent household, but his desire for that type of 

family unit in his future life is so strong that it motivates him to work to achieve it: “I like 

seeing strong family units, like when I see people comin’ on tours, cause I see ‘em with 

their families and I’m like, ‘that’s cute,’ you know? I didn’t have it, but I want to have 

that in the future. I try to—whatever I didn’t have, I try to work to have it.”  

 In summary, the cohesive family unit emerged as a significant form of social 

capital for the students in this study. Families were supportive of participants’ college-

going efforts, even when they were unable to understand the culture of college. As a 

result, participants treated their families as valued entities that are worthy of protection. 

Moreover, the trust and confidence families often placed in the students instilled in them 

a sense of responsibility as leaders, which motivated them to persist. Constant 

communication with family served as a pillar of support the first year and the emotional 

support families offered provided vital scaffolding as students struggled to cultivate a 

bicultural network orientation. Cohesive family unity was a highly valued and sought 
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after attribute, which motivated students to achieve success in college in a way that 

cannot be understated.  

Parental Support 

 The previous section treated the family unit as a source of social capital due to the 

way participants regarded “family” as a cohesive unit that supported their college efforts 

in a collective manner. However, another significant finding within the umbrella of 

familial wealth, was the manner in which participants spoke of “parents” as vital 

additions to participants’ portfolios of social capital. Parents promoted positive 

educational outcomes, regardless of their own levels of economic or educational capital. 

In fact, many of the parents who were most credited for promoting the educational 

success of participants possessed the least amount of educational and economic capital.  

 Parents contributed to participants’ social capital by teaching their children that 

going to college was not an option. Rather, college was presented as a natural progression 

in a series of educational steps toward a successful future life. Parents consistently 

enforced this expectation, and they also served as models of an exemplary work ethic. 

They assisted their children when they were able and they made sacrifices to make their 

children’s educational dreams a reality. For the students in this study, their parents’ 

efforts and sacrifices resulted in a strong motivation to persist, to perform well, to 

complete college and to eventually give back to their families. Although the stories that 

follow are overlapping in multiple ways, the subtheme of “parents,” is broken into 

several further themes, which follow. 
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 College is not optional. Victor is a good example of how the parents of students 

in this study contributed to social capital in academically productive ways. Victor knew 

he wanted to go to college as early as kindergarten because his parents instilled the no-

choice value of college in him at a tender age. The fact that Victor’s father interrupted his 

college dreams to care for Victor’s ailing grandmother made an impression on him. His 

desire to go to college dates back to an early point in his education pipeline but remains 

vivid: 

I wanted to go to college. I didn’t really think I had a choice, really. I 
remember when I was in kindergarten, my teacher asked, you know, what 
we wanted to do after high school. And I said I wanted to go to college. 
And I was in kindergarten. I just thought you had to go to college. I think 
everyone wanted to be astronauts and stuff and I was like, ‘I just want to 
go to college’…Mostly I wanted to do it for my parents and for myself. I 
wanted, you know, I want to give my kids, I mean, my parents give me a 
lot too, but I want to make sure they get all they can. 
 

This except demonstrates that Victor worked hard his first year in college for the long-

term goal of his future family and also for his parents.  

 Victor’s parents influenced him so profoundly in this respect, that he expressed 

the desire to share the message that college is not an option with other children who do 

not receive that message at home: “When I was little, I—college wasn’t a choice. I had to 

go. And these kids don’t know what college is, or if they should go, and it’s ‘No, you 

should go and I want you to go.’” Victor was referring to the kids he has worked worth in 

his community service efforts. He clearly expressed intention to share his parents’ 

message with children in the Austin community through his community activism, thus 

further promoting Latina/o college attainment efforts.  
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 Like Victor, Alex’s parents also conveyed the message that college is not an 

option:  

…the fact that it was not an option, but it was always enforced…I couldn’t 
not see myself going off to college. That would be thanks to my parents 
…because I’ve seen other friends…their parents haven’t emphasized the 
fact of a college education so they haven’t thought about college as 
important…the fact that my sister and I were growing up in this 
environment that college is important. I mean that’s a huge benefit. 
 

In this passage, Alex demonstrated understanding of his parents’ contribution to his 

social capital, but he also demonstrated the recognition that he enjoyed an educational 

benefit that many others do not. This recognition contributed to his motivation and 

persistence, because he felt a duty to fully employ a benefit to which he was entitled.  

 Alex also shared that this early parental expectation gave him a head start when it 

came to planning for college: “I knew I had to go to college. I mean, it was kind of like, I 

started looking at an early age, and um, so, as soon as I went into high school, I already 

knew what I wanted to do.” Similarly, even though Kobe did not fully understand what 

“college” was, he knew he had to go because his parents articulated that message: “I 

probably didn’t know what college was. I just knew I wanted to go there. But um, my 

parents, they always supported me. They always told me that I better go to college. Yeah, 

and I guess, I like school, that pushed me as well.” His parents’ consistent college-going 

message, coupled with his love of learning, created a formula of success for Kobe, even 

though he went to a high school that was a low-level purveyor of social capital (K. P.  

González et al.).  
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 A valuable non-economic asset. The participants in this study also conveyed 

strongly that the support they received from their parents was often not in traditional 

economic terms, but it was equally productive in value. For example, Kobe’s parents 

expressed their support of him by providing for him the best way they possibly could. He 

recognized the value of their support, even if it was not manifested in material forms:  

…they’ve always been there. We might not have had wealth or anything, 
but I’ve always had them. And they sacrifice a lot…I see it more right 
now…Like they barely have enough money. They live check by 
check…but they still provided me with, like, all my clothes. And I pretty 
much have everything that I need and there’s some things that I really 
want but I can’t get, but they try to get it…I see all these sacrifices, and 
like, without them, I don’t think I would be as happy. 
 

 Kobe also described the love and support he enjoys in his family, as well as the 

sense of responsibility he has developed to one day provide for them because of all they 

have done for him:  

I’ve been growing up in family-oriented house; it’s always been like that. 
Everything we do, we involve family. And the biggest problems—issues 
that we ever have—is really just money. Other than that, we’re always 
happy and so I mean that helps me a lot because it gives me peace—that 
we love each other. And the only issue is money, but soon those will go 
away, as soon as I graduate….hopefully I can start providing. 
 

This is similar in nature to the finding discussed previously that family cohesion and 

unity promoted participants’ academic success their first year. However, it also strongly 

demonstrates how the value of family promoted by his parents provides a form of capital 

that is not economic in nature, but equally valuable. It further promotes his persistence 

because Kobe views college graduation as a necessary step to one day alleviate his 

family’s financial insecurities.  
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  Quitting is unthinkable. Parents promoted participants’ social capital in yet 

another way. They did this by teaching their children that quitting is not an option. For 

example, Max revealed how his parents’ work ethic and sacrifice contributed to his 

persistence by making dropping out of college an unthinkable act: “I appreciate what my 

parents have always done for me too much to just, uhm, decide to drop out and let every 

of their efforts and my efforts just go down the drain like that.” Victor expressed similar 

sentiments, as he recalled his parents’ influence on him regarding the concept of quitting:  

I want to be here [in college]. I made a big enough effort to be here when I 
was in high school that anything else but graduating is failure. And so, 
that’s never crossed my mind. I’ve never quit anything…even T-ball—I 
had to finish…my parents never taught me to quit. They’re not quitters. 
They work hard every day, you know, to pay my college, and I don’t want 
to disappoint them or let them down. So it’s never crossed my mind. Not 
even for a second. 
 

Victor’s parents used the extra-curricular activity of T-ball to teach an early lesson 

regarding the importance of honoring commitments. This made an early impression on 

Victor and it was a lesson that stayed with him during his first year of college. Max’s 

parents also taught him that success in life does not come easily, and that helped him to 

be successful in college: “They would always tell me that usually the things I wanted to 

get wouldn’t come easily; that I would have to work for it, and just to never give up.” 

This was a simple message, but it helped Max prepare mentally for the challenges of 

college and persist when the first year became difficult.  

 Serving as moral shepherds. Participants also demonstrated how parents 

contributed to their success by teaching them values that stayed with them during the first 

year of college when they were away from home for the first time. For example, Max 
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spoke of his parents with admiration as people who helped him cultivate values and 

become the young man who successfully navigated the first year of college: “My dad is 

probably my closest and best friend. Um, he’s the go-to guy for me and my mom is 

probably the sweetest lady I’ve known. She does so much for me. And well, they’ve 

brought me up to be…an independent thinker, but also, sort of instilled values in me.”  

 Victor’s parents also acted as moral shepherds by protecting him from negative 

influences and by instilling the expectation of high academic performance in his 

adolescent years. Victor cared enough about what his parents thought in middle school 

that a good “talking-to” was enough to motivate him to make straight A’s from that point 

forward:  

…when I was about middle school, and I had gotten a B for the first time 
EVER in like, some English, and I got SO in trouble, that it freaked me 
out. It was weird. I had never done it before and I didn’t mean to, I was 
just kind of struggling at the time, and I got in trouble and I always bring 
that back…they just kind of threatened, like ‘you can’t go out or you can’t 
do this,’ which was silly because I couldn’t do much anyway. But it was 
just the talking-to was good enough. I didn’t want to do it again and I was 
motivated after that. 

 

Victor’s parents also maintained consistency between him and his older sister, which 

enhanced their credibility as the family leaders:  

My parents were really adamant about not letting me go party or anything, 
and I appreciated it, like, not at the time, but I wasn’t really pushing to go 
party. I was cool with just being with my friends and going to the movies 
and stuff like that. That was fine with me. My sister set the standard, 
whatever I saw her do, I could do, type a thing. 
  

Victor indicated appreciation for his parents’ leadership, even though he did not 

recognize its value in middle and high school. He developed maturity his first year of 
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college that enabled him to recognize their efforts in retrospect. His parents also 

contributed to the sense that they were fair and reasonable because they were consistent 

in their enforcement of expectations between Victor and his older sister.   

 Family was a significant source of capital for Alex in a variety of ways, but he 

indicated that his parents in particular, put him on the right path by helping him make 

good choices in high school. One example of this was when Alex’s friends began 

securing jobs in high school, and Alex wanted to do the same so that he could purchase 

“things.” His parents helped him recognize that a job in high school was not necessary 

and that he should focus on school instead:  

It was probably freshmen year, when most of my friends were like ‘oh, we 
got a job to make money to buy things that we want.’ And then I told my 
parents I wanted a part-time job and they would always ask me ‘what do 
you need?’ And once you think about that, ‘Well no, I don’t need 
anything, I’ve got what I need—my school supplies, my shoes, my 
laptop’—you know? Some students don’t have a laptop; I realized I didn’t 
need anything and that would just take the thought out of my head that I 
needed a job…and so they’ve always told us to focus on school and not be 
distracted by something else. And thanks to my parents I’m here and 
everything. 
 

Alex’s parents helped him develop a value system that placed education at the forefront, 

ahead of material things, and they supported his efforts through their clear message that 

school was Alex’s “job” in high school. That lesson stayed with Alex, and contributed to 

his success during his first year. He maintained focus on academics and successfully 

transferred into the competitive College of Architecture.  

 Models of hard work. In this final section focused on parents, participants will 

demonstrate how parents served as agents of capital by modeling a rigorous work ethic. 
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For example, Victor’s parents modeled hard work and sacrifice and this compelled him to 

work hard in college: “…they both work extremely hard and that’s very encouraging and 

that’s a good role model to have and I appreciate everything they did for me.” Due to 

their love, sacrifices, and their example of hard work, Victor felt motivated to achieve:  

I know my parents work their tails off just to find a comfortable living for 
me and my sister, and they did. We have a decent size house, we don’t 
have the best house, we don’t have the best cars, but I mean, I was never 
hurting for like, felt like I was poor. So I appreciate that, because they 
grew up poor. Like, my dad, I can still see my dad’s old house and it’s like 
this tin roof and like barely there. So I mean, I appreciate that a lot… 
 

Watching his parents work hard his entire life contributed to Victor’s sense of 

responsibility to also work hard in college: “I love them for it…I feel like I have to do 

everything to help them out. I know they’ve invested in me, so I have to make this worth 

their while, so that’s a pretty motivating factor.” The motivation Victor’s parents instilled 

in him by virtue of their example demonstrates the way parents contributed meaningfully 

to participants’ portfolios of social capital. Parents promoted positive educational 

outcomes in their children, regardless of the economic or educational capital they 

possessed in their own portfolios.  

Mothers 

 The previous section, the role of two-parent families as purveyors of social capital 

were emphasized as a significant finding. In addition to the collective effort of “parents” 

in promoting academic achievement, mothers (single or in two-parent homes) emerged as 

a predominant mode of support that contributed to positive educational outcomes for the 

students in this study. It is important to note that most of the highest performing students 
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(as measured by a 2.5 cumulative GPA or higher) derived from two-parent families (7 out 

of 9 of them did). The overwhelming support mothers provided as primary caregivers ran 

in stark contrast with a noticeable absence of fathers in single-parent households. Many 

mothers played vital roles as models of hard work and sacrifice, often in absence of father 

figures, or in the presence of negative paternal influences.  

 As was the case with “parents” as a collective unit, this maternal modeling of 

diligence and sacrifice instilled strong motivation in the students to give back to the 

mother figures upon graduation. In some instances, the influence of the mother was the 

most significant motivating force in a student’s life, in the midst of a world of negative 

influences. Moreover, even in two-parent homes, mothers were frequently cited as taking 

a highly active role in the daily lives of students. Mothers frequently acted as protective 

guardians, shielding these young men from negative influences, and even from the 

enticing promises of military recruiters. For example, Marc, the third highest performer 

in the sample (in terms of GPA), shared how his mother protected him in his 

impressionable years, shielding him from the dangers of society: “…growing up, my 

mom, we lived in ghettos, and she wouldn’t want me playing outside with a lot of the 

kids because she didn’t want them to be, like a bad influence on me.” Marc also shared 

how influential his mother was in his life as a single parent that utilized her own mistakes 

to teach him to follow a different path:   

…my mom raised me as a single mom…but she was involved like with 
gangs and all that, when she was younger. So she told me, to not, like get 
involved with that. And I just listened to her…but I’ve really been reared 
by women. I’ve never had like a single father-figure. I just took it up little 
by little. And I guess I’m trying to become the best man, I guess, through 
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the eyes of a woman, just from what they’ve told me…what they think 
makes a good man. 
 

When Marc stated that he “took it up little by little,” he was referring to the way he 

searched around him for examples of positive male models, even relying upon women in 

his life to learn what constitutes a “good man.” Marc recognized the absence of this 

modeling in his daily life, so he actively sought information to teach himself. This is an 

example of a student drawing upon all available forms of social capital in his 

surroundings to learn cultivate his personality and shape it into a successful one. 

 Marc shared how his mother provided him with examples of what he should not 

be as instruction and motivation to do better: 

Just my mom telling me not to be a screw up. That was a big pusher to go 
to college. My mom has a very interesting way of motivating me…she 
uses negative things for me to like—what not to do…nobody in my family 
is a doctor, so she can’t be like, ‘Yeah, look at, like, Uncle George. He’s a 
doctor; do what he did.’ It’s more like, ‘you see what we did? Don’t do 
that.’ So she uses that kind of motivation. 
 

Marc also indicated that her hard work and sacrifice motivated him to practice financial 

prudence in college: “financial aid covers mostly everything, but I’m still—like, my 

mom, she does pay, like little things for me to be here, so I’m not ‘gonna let her money 

go to waste.” Marc’s mother provided a model of hard work and sacrifice that inspired 

him to be judicious with the family’s finances, but she also offered herself as a model of 

“what not to do,” that motivated him to achieve.   

 Another student in the sample, Felipe, was an intellectually gifted student who 

struggled with a variety of challenges his first year including a drug addiction that 

resulted in his expulsion from the university residence hall during the third week of his 
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first semester in college, high school under-preparation, under-developed study skills, 

social disengagement, co-curricular disengagement, reluctance to seek support, and a lack 

of positive male role models (he shared that most of his uncles are in prison). Felipe 

revealed in the course of his interviews that his mother was the predominant, if not the 

single motivating factor in his achievement and persistence in college: “support is people 

telling you ‘keep working hard,’ and the only person that does it is my mom, so probly 

the way I would define support is, my mom calling me and telling me every day to work 

hard in school.”  

 When Felipe spoke of his mother as the singular driving influence, an 

undercurrent of emotion was audible in his voice:  

…it’s just my MOM. I think she’s the best mom in the world. She’s done, 
like, so many things for me and my family. Like, basically, she’s raised all 
of us by herself… She’s tough, man. She’s gone through a lot of 
stuuuuuuuuff. She’s always had to work, ever since she was small, so 
that’s why she brought us up this way. So I want to just reward my 
mom… 
 

Felipe was recruited in high school to participate in an accounting career awareness 

program at UT-Austin, which was an experiential form of capital that contributed to his 

ability to matriculate to the university. However, throughout our two conversations 

together, Felipe’s mother repeatedly emerged as the single dominant form of social 

capital that motivated him to persist and “do good.” He also expressed desire to achieve 

financial stability, but in large part out of a desire to be able to provide for his mother in a 

stable and legitimate way: 

It all comes back to my mom. That’s the only thing that I can really think 
about…just my mom. That’s the only person that influenced me to do 
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good in school. That’s the only person that I think about when, ‘go do 
good,’ or whatever. That’s the first person that comes to mind and the only 
one...I saw the way my family was, and I was like, whatever they’re 
doing…which, you could probably know what it is, it would bring ‘em 
happiness and money for a little bit, till they got caught. So I was like, 
okay, I don’t want to do that. Um, just that’s the only things, my MOM. 
It’s just my MOM. What else? That’s about it. 
 

When pressed, Felipe credited his mother and “luck” as the most influential positive 

factors in his life in a sea of negative influences: “I did do some bad things, but I never 

got in trouble for it…I had luck, and just my mom telling me what to do. That’s basically 

it. I can have a bad life too, but I just didn’t want to. I wanted to do good for my family.” 

Although Felipe admitted members of his family deal drugs for a living and that he uses 

marijuana regularly, he still expressed a strong desire to complete college and earn an 

income legitimately for the sake of his mother.  

 Felipe’s mother was not able to reinforce education on a micro level due to her 

work demands, but the bond he formed with her was enough to compel him to do well. 

Again, his voice escalated, and was charged with emotion when he spoke of his 

educational struggles. He shared that he fought to overcome those struggles, primarily for 

the love he had for his mother: 

…nobody ever helped me do well in school. My mom, but not even my 
mom. ‘Cause my mom—she always told me to do good in school—but 
she was never on top of me on my grades. Like she was never, ‘Let me see 
your report card’…because she never had time. She was always working, 
so she never went to, like, open houses and none of that because she 
would work from 3:00 in the afternoon to 12:00, in an elementary, so she 
was a janitor, but in the night shift. So that was basically the way it was, 
all my life. So, to do well—my older sister, and my older brother, they 
were always doing their own thing—they never really told me to do good 
in school. My cousins, the same way, my grandma, the same way. Nobody 
ever told me. For real! Nobody ever told me to do good in school. They 
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never even ASKED!!! It was just ME, and the way I would—the way I 
would think about my mooooom. 
 

Again, Felipe faced a number of challenges during his first year of college and is not 

actualizing his full potential, but the influence his mother had in his life, and in his 

persistence in college is a powerful example of how a single, influential form of social 

capital can shape students’ lives.  

 In contrast to Felipe, Adrian had supportive grandparents in his life, but his 

mother served as a vital compass during a difficult first year of transition in college. In 

Adrian’s words:  

I have a wonderful mom who’s always stuck with me through life…My 
mom, was…the motivator. ‘Cause there’s times where things get hard and 
you can’t pick yourself up…It’s like somethin’s holding you down but 
you can’t find nothin’ to pick yourself back up. And that’s what my mom 
is—she picks me up and gives me that extra “umph,” that courage, and 
that determination to get through something. 
 

Adrian’s mother motivated him and this instilled in him a desire to become her caregiver 

when she needs him during her elderly years: “…another way my mom puts that 

determination in me…I have to do good in school and find a good job so I don’t see my 

mom goin’ to a nursing home. I’ve been told stories…those elders get lonely and you 

know, she’s real big on motivating me.” The critical function of motivator that Adrian’s 

mother served during periods of potentially debilitating self-doubt his first year 

contributed to his persistence. Moreover, his recognition that his mother played this role 

continues to inspire his persistence, because it reinforced his sense of responsibility to 

care for his mother in her elderly years.  
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 Like Alex, Joey’s family as a whole was a major source of support his first year, 

but his mother’s influence emerged as an especially vital source of capital. He shared that 

his hard work his first year was driven by a desire to help his family and that his mother’s 

caring and love shaped him: 

…my family, I’m really close to my family, so they’re very, very 
influential. I’m pretty much doing [college] for them. Some of them might 
not see it—especially my mom. She’s just like, ‘Just keep going, this is 
pretty much all for you. This is so you don’t have to go through what we 
went through or what your brothers or sisters might be going through. So 
this is all for you.’ But you know, I sometimes tell her: ‘No mom, this is 
really just for you. I could stop, but I’m not going to. Mainly because I’m 
already here, but most importantly because of you; I want to make you 
proud because you went through a lot of stuff, and just because you didn’t 
have the money or the nicer gifts to give’ Or you know, she gave me love, 
which is—to me—more important than that. Caring and stuff. So I want to 
show her that, that’s better than if she had given me money or treated me 
with more materialistic things. 
 

This excerpt from Joey is similar in nature to the theme under parental influences that 

revealed how love and emotional support from parents proved to be as vital to the 

persistence of these students as did fiscal forms of support. However, it was place 

because this form of support emerged significantly from his mother, and this was often 

the case.  

 Zorro, the highest performer in the study in terms of GPA, shared that he was 

raised primarily by his mother, and he spoke of how she influenced him with simple 

words of encouragement: “whenever I mentioned something to my mom, she would be 

like, ‘Oh, I’m so proud of you.’ And it could be something really simple…My mom 

didn’t always have the capability to reward me financially…but like I said, it was nice to 

hear, every once in a while.” This statement by Zorro echoes Joey’s point; that love and 
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verbal encouragement enabled low-income mothers to emerge as influential forms of 

social capital in students’ lives, pushing them forward on a path to college, and towards 

college completion once they arrived on campus.   

 Even though Victor came from a two-parent household of loving parents and a 

tight-knit family, he still spoke endearingly of his mother as a model of achievement to 

which he aspired. He derived inspiration from the fact that she put herself through post-

secondary technical training and she “did it all on her own.” Moreover, Victor shared that 

his mother’s voice and her no-choice attitude motivated him to persist in college when he 

endured from self-doubt:  

…just hearing your mom’s voice sometimes…just to hear, ‘You can do 
it,’ or ‘I’ll support you.’ Like, my mom never said, if I wanted to come 
home. She always told me I had to do it, and that was good, because I 
didn’t want to hear, ‘It’s okay if you’re struggling.’ I wanted to hear ‘you 
have no choice.’ That kind of lights the fire. I don’t want to feel like I have 
a choice. I want to feel like I just have to do this. 
 

Victor’s mother inspired him by her example, she offered him encouragement, and 

validation with her words, and she conveyed clear expectations for his achievement, 

backed up by love. 

 Alex also came from a two-parent home, but he spoke of the role his mother 

played in his daily educational activities:  

…in elementary, my mom would sit with me and if I couldn’t solve, let’s 
say if it’s a sheet of paper, there’s three rows of math problems, she would 
tell me I had a problem wrong in this row. So I had to go back to those 
twenty problems and figure out which one… 
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Alex’s mother provided math and critical thinking skill reinforcement that contributed to 

his success through this exercise, but she also conveyed the message that school is 

important through her willingness to sit with Alex to do the work.  

 In conclusion, although “family,” and “parents” emerged as collective entities that 

served as forms of social capital, “mothers” emerged significantly in both single and two-

parent homes as forms of social capital that contributed to positive educational outcomes 

for the students in this study. Moreover, the overwhelming emotional support, 

encouragement, guidance, and emphasis on the value of education that mothers provided 

as primary caregivers ran in stark contrast to the noticeable absence of fathers in single-

parent households. Several mothers of the participants in this study played vital roles as 

models of rigorous work ethic and sacrifice. This inspired students to work hard in 

school, to practice financial prudence, to persist to graduation, and to one day give back 

to their mothers by caring for them in their elder years.  

Siblings 

 As was the case with the family unit, parents, and mothers, “siblings” emerged as 

a form of social capital that contributed to positive educational outcomes for the 

participants in this study in a few meaningful ways. Specifically, siblings generated in 

participants the desire to serve as positive role models to younger siblings, they motivated 

participants to follow in the footsteps of elder siblings, and they inspired students to make 

the most of the opportunities less fortunate siblings were granted in life.  



 

 140 

 Trailblazing models. In many cases, older siblings paved the way for students to 

be successful in college. Zorro’s older brother contributed to Zorro’s portfolio of social 

capital through his positive example: “there was never a doubt in my mind…that I could 

do well…I had people to lean on, like my older brother, who was just a few steps ahead 

of me, to guide me through things. A lot of the steps he followed in college applications, 

he made sure I didn’t make the same mistakes, things like that.” Joe’s older brother was 

also the model who set the standard and paved the path to college, whereas for Adrian, it 

was his older sister. Like Adrian, Alejandro’s older sister played a key role in his college 

navigation process during his first year: 

I was able to tailor my classes with help from my sister because she had 
done a lot of the same classes before, and because she knew they were 
‘gonna be pretty helpful with me and my future career. And just helping 
me get assimilated into the university, and understanding the university 
studying, course-load—everything, so my sister helped me tailor the first 
couple semesters… 
 

 Alejandro shared that he enjoyed a close family life in which even his social life 

is centered around his family. However, his closeness with his sister contributed in a 

concrete way to his social capital. He looked up to her as role model and as a parental 

figure. His description of her college graduation day at UT-Austin captures the impact 

she had on him as a college student: “…the proudest day of my life, the happiest day of 

my life, was seeing my sister graduate from UT. Always and forever—and it wasn’t even 

my day. I cried more than my parents did…I love her and she definitely is the role model 

for me.” Alejandro’s sister was able to offer him concrete information regarding how to 

succeed in college. Although his parents offered him tremendous support and reinforced 
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the expectation of college, the shared generational understanding with his sister made her 

an influential contributor to his capital. Victor also spoke of his older sister as, not only a 

role model who shared important college information with him, but as a best friend: “She 

was my best friend. She still is my best friend.” Victor’s sister went to college before him 

and showed him the way, but she also supported him academically at a young age “…my 

sister was always there. For awhile, she would always be the one helping me…if she got 

an A in the class before me, I wanted to, because it could be done…following her 

example pushed me a little more than anything else.” Victor’s sister offered a model of 

what was possible serving as his benchmark for success throughout his educational 

pipeline. Moreover, she was the first teacher in his life. Victor shared that she was the 

one who taught him how to read: 

…she was my, like benchmark, for everything I did. She graduated 
salutatorian, and that was a good, like; I have to keep up with my 
sister…and she’s done everything for me. So, when we were little, she 
would help me. She taught me how to read. My parents were always 
working, so she would sit at home and she would read to me…  
 

These examples of the roles older siblings play reveal the significant ways siblings 

complemented the efforts of parents to contribute to the success of participants in this 

study. 

 Desire to be the trailblazer. While many enjoyed the education benefits that 

flowed from the trailblazing efforts of older siblings, yet others expressed a desire to be 

the trailblazer, and this served as a motivating force in their educational lives. For 

example, Daniel struggled to adapt to the freedom of college his first year, and suffered 

the consequences academically. Yet, the desire to serve as a positive role model for his 
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younger brothers awakened his sense of responsibility to do well in college. Similarly, 

Adrian spoke of the desire to be a positive role model for his younger sister. Finally, Joey 

expressed desire to reach his goals so that he can help his younger siblings reach theirs. 

He views his role as trailblazer blazing a path for them:  

…once I do what I—You know, reach all my goals, I want to be able to 
help them reach their goals. Without them having trouble, because of 
course, I’m the first one, so I really don’t know what’s going on [in 
college] sometimes. So I want to be able to tell them, ‘Look, it’s okay, this 
is ‘gonna happen,’ or ‘If you need help, go to these places.’ But I guess 
it’s obstacles, that I have to go through. But I’m definitely doing this for 
everybody that supports me. Especially my mom and my parents and my 
family. 
 

In this passage, Joey reiterates the importance of the various subthemes within familial 

wealth—mother, parents, family—but he also demonstrates how the desire to help his 

younger siblings overcome the “obstacles” he must overcome as the first to go to college, 

inspires him to keep moving forward.  

 Because they could not. Finally, siblings served as social capital for participants 

by serving as sources of inspiration to achieve in college because they did not enjoy the 

same opportunities. For example, Joey’s older brother inspired him to persist in college 

because Joey’s family moved to the U.S. when his brother was already a grown teenager. 

His brother was consequently ridiculed for his Spanish accent and because he was 

significantly behind his age-group peers in school. Joey used his brother’s experience as 

motivation to achieve in college: “…he went through [school] with the help of my 

parents of course, and my whole family. And now he’s doing really, really well…with 

only two years of community college, which I think is excellent. So, I believe if he can do 
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that; I can do much more…seeing that it can be done.” Joey saw in his brother’s example 

how much actually possible in the face of adversity, and this contributed to his 

motivation, even if his brother could not serve as a role model of a college student who 

went through a four-year college experience.  

 In a similar nature, his sister, who is mentally disabled, motivated Max. He shared 

that growing up with her shaped his character to be a dedicated college student because 

he had to be a caregiver and a protector of her. He also learned shared that she taught him 

maturity and responsibility: 

…as we were growing up, I had to sort of just protect her and cope with 
like what other people would say; immature people. How sometimes the 
mentally ill would be teased and criticized and such. She was born with 
brain scars…and she’s also legally blind, so I grew up being responsible 
for her and she’s taught me a lot. She’s taught me to be responsible…to 
have integrity, to be considerate… 
 

The inability of siblings to achieve what the participants are capable of achieving served 

as inspiration for them to persist in college, but the experience of their older siblings also 

assisted in the development of their character that helped them to be successful in 

college. In the instance of Max’s mentally disabled sister, she also served as his 

inspiration to pursue medicine.  

Extended family 

 Grandparents. While the subcomponents of the nuclear family contributed 

significantly to participants’ social capital, members of the extended family also emerged 

as primary caregivers. Grandparents frequently stepped in for parents in a concerted 

child-rearing effort, especially in dual-household income dependent families. Adrian did 
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not mention his father in the course of our conversations, but he spoke tenderly regarding 

his closeness with his grandparents. Their efforts to raise him instilled in him a sense of 

responsibility to do well in college: “…my grandparents, I’m just close to ‘em. My 

grandfather’s a father figure to me. So’s my grandma. She used to watch us all the time 

when we were little—So those people, I can’t forget.” Adrian expressed a strong 

commitment to ensure they are cared for financially when he graduates from college. 

Similarly, Alex shared that his grandparents also acted as a second set of parents, and 

cared for him after school on a consistent basis while his parents were still at work.   

 Aunts, uncles, and cousins. Within the realm of extended family, aunts and 

uncles also served as sources of encouragement, and pushed the next generation to 

achieve in college, even though they did not enjoy the same opportunities. Similarly, 

students spoke of the positive role modeling or motivating influence that their elder 

cousins had on their lives. For example, Marc’s older cousin, who helped raise him when 

his mother could not, planted the seed of college in him when he was in junior high. She 

did not go to college, but wanted him to have that opportunity, so she emphasized the 

expectation of college-going behavior in him. To do so, she placed a college banner in his 

bedroom. Through this simple act, she exposed him to the concept of college and 

established it as an expectation for his life. Marc remembered the impact this symbol had 

on him: “She said, ‘yeah, that’s a college, and I was like, ‘oh, okay it’s a college flag.’ So 

I guess I always had a thing that’s a college in my bedroom.” This simple, but early 

message made a difference in the expectations Marc had for himself as the one in his 

family who could actualize college.  
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 In summary, the family unit as a whole, as well as various subcomponents, 

including parents, mothers, siblings, and members of the extended family, emerged as 

powerful familial agents of capital in participants’ educational lives. Through a concerted 

effort of role modeling, diligence, family closeness, caring, and love, the family served as 

a vital agent of capital that promoted their academic success. Family entities did this by 

establishing the expectation of college matriculation, and by inspiring the persistence of 

participants through a duty to family obligations (Coleman, 1988) during the first year of 

college at a flagship PWI.  

Peer Wealth as Social Capital 

 Similarly (but less significantly) to the role of family, peer wealth emerged as a 

source of social capital that contributed to positive educational outcomes for students in 

this study. This section seeks to establish peer wealth as one form of social capital that 

students were able to access that enhanced their portfolios. Throughout this chapter and 

in the next chapter, aspects of peer wealth have been or will be demonstrated in various 

ways as peer action is interwoven through the various themes. In the interest of brevity, 

the numerous roles peer wealth played in the enhancement of their social capital will not 

be revisited here. However, a few examples will be provided to for the basis for 

discussion.  

 For example, Zorro and Alex demonstrated the personal practice of peer 

emulation, in which they drew heavily upon the knowledge and role modeling of their 

high school peers to obtain critical college information and skill sets useful for gaining 



 

 146 

access to college. Also, Joey shared that his high school peers, who were primarily from 

college-educated homes, opened his mind to the possibility of college. In the following 

section focused on institutional forms of wealth, students will reveal how the healthy peer 

competition in their high school AP and IB curricula promoted their academic success. 

Participants shared that they enjoyed social capital benefits that flowed from being a part 

of a dynamic and collaborative cohort of students in the “AP Bubble.” Some students 

enjoyed a continued model of support with those peers in college via the use of Skype 

and Facebook. From those peers, they found study partners and derived ganas to achieve 

in the spirit of competition. 

 In high school, participants also demonstrated the tendency to be well liked by 

“everybody,” even individuals from diverse social and economic backgrounds. Many 

participants approached friendships in high school openly and more than one student 

reported the attitude of “if they’ll talk to me, I’ll talk to them.” This led to increased 

leadership opportunities, and many participants reported that they were class president of 

their high schools for multiple and consecutive years.  

 Joey demonstrated remarkable friendship wealth in high school with students of 

diverse racial and class backgrounds that contributed to his academic success and his 

ability to matriculate to college as a first-generation student. He reported that he was 

“never really alone” because of his wealth of family and friends. Like many students in 

the study, he reported being friends with everyone, regardless of their social class or 

academic standing. In his words: “I had friends everywhere. You know, the richer kids, 

then the less fortunate ones and the athletes, so I was pretty much friends with 
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everybody.” Joey was also a natural unifier, who brought students together from different 

social classes. He was a friend to “the people that are not that fortunate. And again, I 

played sports, so I was friends with all of them, so I was able to sit with some people at 

this time, and then be like, ‘hold on, I’m ‘gonna go talk to them,’ and sometimes I would 

bring them together, which was kind of awkward at times, but it was nice.” As a first 

generation college student and immigrant, these qualities enhanced his ability to more 

readily adapt to life in the college setting.  

 One friend in particular proved to be a vital form of social capital for Max. This 

friend altered his life path in middle school when he was not actualizing his potential 

because he succumbed to negative peer influences: “…she was the one that sort of 

informed me about college. She informed me about extra-curricular activities and what 

colleges are looking for. She’s always been very mature, so she’s sort of kept tabs on 

me.” This singular friend acted as a surrogate mother and peer mentor, who saw Max 

getting off-track with other peer influences in a way his family could not. She thereby 

changed Max’s life course by introducing him to the college-bound curriculum, co-

curricular activities and other friendships that put him on the path to college.  

 Again, the theme of peer wealth and its role in contributing to positive educational 

outcomes will continue to be interwoven in the remaining section of this chapter. 

Moreover, the next chapter will contain a more elaborate analysis of how participants 

engaged with peers during their first year of college to persist to their second year.  
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Institutional Sources of Social Capital 

 The participants in this study clearly demonstrated the ability to access social 

capital as individuals embedded within close-knit families of various familial 

constructions. They also demonstrated strong ganas and personal practices that enhanced 

their ability to draw upon that capital within the family and in the broader social networks 

of their lives. The final major arena that facilitated students’ ability access and build 

social capital to achieve positive educational outcomes, was in the institutional arena. 

Within multiple institutional contexts (primary, middle and secondary schools, academic 

enrichment programs, co-curricular activities, etc…) participants were also were able to 

access multiple forms of capital and leverage them to further advance their educational 

success by matriculating to and by persisting beyond their first year of college.  

 The basis of this notion lies within the role institutions play in serving as the 

impetus for the human ability to access, leverage, and generate social capital. This was 

established by the work of Coleman (1988), who claimed that social capital is generated 

through the relational exchanges that take place between people and it aids in their ability 

to take action. In short, social capital “exists in the relations among persons” (p. 100). As 

the foundation of organized human activity, it follows that institutions form a primary 

basis for the exchange of social capital. Moreover, the application of social capital to 

organizational theory, suggests that institutional settings are naturally conducive social 

communities that create and transfer knowledge efficiently, thus generating high volumes 

of social capital (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998). It is on this basis, that the following 
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discussion of social capital rests in terms of how participants’ accessed social capital in 

academically productive ways.  

Pre-College Experiences 

 Early childhood experiences. Several participants in this study recalled vividly 

how experiences in their early childhood exposed them to social capital, which ultimately 

contributed to successful educational outcomes. For example, Victor revealed that his 

primary teachers served as high-volume institutional agents of capital because they 

expressed high expectations for him at an early age and they even adapted the curriculum 

to accommodate his intelligence, as early as his kindergarten year. His older sister at 

home, then reinforced the groundwork that was laid by his teachers at school. Victor 

recalled this memory with clarity: 

…when I was little I always had good teachers, especially kindergarten…I 
remember we were learning our shapes and colors and we couldn’t say 
diamond, we had to say rhombus…I learned how to read…everyone else 
had nap time but I had to stay up and read. I don’t know why, but I 
appreciated it. And then first grade, I had another great teacher. So I 
always had a good foundation. Like, I felt I knew what I was doing by the 
time I was upper division, um, secondary school; which was good…My 
sister would help me out…I never struggled; never had reading problems. 
I think I was college reading level in, like, sixth grade…So, in 
kindergarten, I don’t know what that was about, but everyone would nap 
and I would read, like, little chapter books. 
 

Victor recognized the value of the capital he accessed in the form of his kindergarten 

teacher and sister, and he even made the connection to his reading proficiency in later 

years.  
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 High school experiences. The participants in this study were primarily first-

generation college students, the majority of whom were unable to attend high-performing 

and well-funded schools. Therefore, the pre-college experiences discussed in the 

following section gave students access to vital and cumulative forms of social capital that 

proved vital to students’ ability to matriculate to and succeed in their first year of college.  

 For example, Joey, an immigrant student who came from a family with very little 

educational and economic capital, was fortunately able to attend an academically 

competitive and well-funded high school. This made a significant difference in his level 

of preparation for college. As a diligent student, Joey felt he “always could get help” 

from a variety of resources there. He made friends in his academically competitive 

classes and through the organized activity of sport. In his words:  

I went to…one of the better schools…around South Texas…it was pretty 
new…and it’s kind of a, pretty rich, rich school. So, I always had the 
means and the—if I needed something, I could do and speak to some 
counselor, or professor, or teacher, so it helped me out. It was great. 
 

This excerpt speaks to the power of attending academically rigorous and well-funded 

schools, as well as the ability to access helpful institutional agents of capital (K. P.  

González et al.; R. D. Stanton-Salazar, 1997). Joey’s description of his high school 

experience also revealed the significant impact that exposure to other students with high 

levels of educational and economic capital had on his experience. Joey naturally did well 

in school because he was intellectually talented and motivated, but he also admitted that 

he saw models of success all around him and therefore extrapolated from his peers’ 

experience that college was a necessary step in his path:  
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I’m good at it…like school-wise. So, I just said, ‘this is what I have to do.’ 
I saw it as my way out, because I would say…the White people, the richer 
people; they were living well and uh, they had nice houses and stuff and I 
pretty much broke it down and said, ‘They went to college. They kept 
studying,’…I need to do that too…I’m good at it, and I really don’t want 
to work yet, um, especially not as hard as either parents are doin.’ But 
yeah, I want to excel in life. I have lots of goals that I want to accomplish. 
 

 Kobe, who was also an immigrant student, had quite a different experience in 

high school because of where he lived. Kobe paid a high price for a bureaucratic error 

that cost him a high school career at an academically rigorous school. Kobe intended to 

transfer to a school outside of his assigned region, but he missed the transfer application 

deadline due to a lack of information. As a result, Kobe attended a school plagued with 

gangs, shootings, and daily fights. Kobe shared that he struggled at UT-Austin his first 

year because of his high school’s lack of rigor as well as the disruption brought about by 

a school redesign:  

I had a big issue with the teachers, actually, because I felt that a lot of ‘em, 
a lot of our students didn’t care…we were kind of mixed with other people 
that shouldn’t be there, or, as bad as it sounds, but they shouldn’t be there 
because they don’t care. And they kind of mess up the people, the few that 
did care…so it was kinda frustrating because we wanted to learn…not just 
fooling around, and trying to keep others quiet, or out of trouble. So, it 
was pretty frustrating at the beginning and at the end, my senior year, they 
completely changed all the teachers, like, they took ‘em all out. And I 
guess they would pay ‘em more if they worked at our school…and so 
supposedly we got better teachers. It was a drastic improvement from my 
freshman and sophomore year but yeah, they still kind of have like, low 
expectations.  
 

This story from Kobe stands in stark contrast to that of Joey. Though they came from 

similar families, in terms of the support offered and level of educational capital, they had 

different high school experiences that led to varying levels of capital.  
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 Alex’s mother’s social capital contributed to his ability to cultivate social capital 

in high school. Alex shared that he grew up going to visit his high school with his 

mother, who worked in the office. Neither of his parents were college graduates, but they 

were successful employees of the school district, and this exposed him to a life 

surrounded by education. When he arrived in high school, Alex shared that he felt right at 

home there. He admitted that he was previously very shy, but because he felt so 

comfortable within the climate of his high school, he assumed an unprecedented number 

of leadership roles and became highly involved: 

I went to the high school where my mom works and I don’t know if that 
had like an influence. Because throughout middle school, I was really, 
really shy and didn’t join as many organizations…but it was a huge 
transition—well—positive transition…I ran for class president my 
freshman year, and joined the student council, and I became very outgoing 
and just more social…I don’t know if it had the influence that I already 
knew the high school and had been going there since I was like small…I 
just started joining a lot of organizations…and that also gave me a lot of 
opportunities towards the end. When I was graduating I got to meet like 
the superintendent, and be on a council with him… 
 

Alex recognized that more doors were opened for him as a result of his level of 

involvement in high school and he even made the connection between his involvement in 

high school with the experience he had visiting his high school as a young boy. The 

cumulative nature of Alex’s ability to grow social capital from those experiences cannot 

be understated. In the remaining sections, it will become apparent that Alex’s 

opportunities to go on college visits played a key role in his successful matriculation to 

UT-Austin and his eventual transfer to the competitive College of Architecture. Alex first 

had the opportunity to visit the campus of UT-Austin through the Hispanic Scholarship 
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Fund because of his leadership roles and academic success in high school. Alex also 

credited his experience in the Summer Bridge program for his success at UT-Austin his 

first year, but he learned of this program while one a campus visit to UT-Austin because 

he received a President’s Scholarship in high school.  

 High school curriculum. The high school curricula served as significant 

purveyors of social capital according to most participants, who spoke of their Advanced 

Placement or International Baccalaureate curricula as the institutional entities through 

which they gained access to the best teachers and high-volume peers, both of which 

played a significant role in their ability to matriculate to college and successfully 

transition to college during their first year.  

 AP curriculum. Students frequently spoke of benefitting from being a part of the 

“AP Bubble” in their respective high schools. In this domain, college going was an 

implicit expectation, and the few who ventured outside of the bubble to non-AP courses 

were able to reinforce the value of the AP curriculum. Joe explained how much the AP 

curriculum helped him during his first year at UT-Austin: “I can see why they did 

everything in the AP classes now, cause that’s what you have to do in college, too if you 

want to do good, so it makes sense.”  

 Max spoke of the two high schools that existed within one. If students did not find 

themselves on the college-track curriculum, they would never have a chance to attend 

UT-Austin:  

I think my high school was sort of like black and white. There was a lot 
of—not mislead—but children that needed a lot more guidance and stuff, 
and then there was the competitive side of the school. It was very 
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competitive because everyone wanted to be valedictorian. Everyone 
wanted to be salutatorian. Everyone wanted to go to regional and state 
competitions. 
 

Max revealed the nature of his academically competitive high school, which contributed 

to his social capital, because his peers pushed one another to achieve. Max also reported 

that he was prepared for success in college due to a combination of factors, including the 

rigorous coursework and mental preparation, but also due to the affirmation and direction 

he received from a key institutional agent:  

…my coursework wasn’t very lenient; it was a little rigorous. I took a lot 
of AP classes, um, I always had my friends and my family I guess sort of 
preparing me for a different mentality when I came to college. Uh, my 
counselor also…she gave me advice on how I have the potential, and what 
I’m going to have to do, maybe change a little bit, to succeed in college. 
 

In this passage, Max reveals the multiple sources of capital from which he drew, 

including the AP curriculum, his friends, his family, and his high school counselor.  

 Zorro also spoke of the quality differential he witnessed in his high school 

between the advanced and the regular curriculum: “…the advanced students were 

prepared by very good teachers and they were a very good group of students. And there 

was also this very big gap, in terms of the type of education students were getting if they 

didn’t take an advanced course.” Zorro was also fortunate to attend a strong suburban 

high school, but he transferred in as sophomore and he struggled at first: “…when I got to 

sophomore year, which was when I switched schools, I came to the school outside 

Houston, and it was the good school I wanted, but it was so, there was very little 

synchronicity between the school I had then and the one I had my sophomore year, that I 

really struggled that year.”  
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 While Zorro endured a challenging transition in high school, the move to the more 

rigorous high school benefited him in the long run. Zorro garnered a remarkable amount 

of capital from his high school peers that benefited him in college, and he finished his 

first year at UT-Austin as the top performer in this particular study. Zorro acknowledged 

this by expressing gratitude for the rigor of his high school curriculum. He shared that his 

calculus teacher, for example, had worked for NASA and Texas Instruments, and that she 

had studied gorillas in Africa before she began working at his high school. He also cited 

an important high school peer who told him about the professional fraternity he pledged 

at UT-Austin. Zorro expressed the belief those experiences enriched his educational 

experience and prepared him for college: “I’m really glad my high school experienced 

kicked my butt academically, so I was really comfortable here.”  

 Many participants spoke of the rigorous or notoriously challenging high school 

AP classes as a badge of honor they wore. The climate of camaraderie and healthy 

competition for academic prestige was a motivating factor for the students in this study, 

thereby improving their readiness for college and their successful transition during their 

first year. Zorro and Max spoke of this dynamic within their peer groups—competition to 

be valedictorian, to be in the top 10 of the graduating seniors, to be in the top 5 percent, 

and to be in the top 10 percent to be granted admission to UT-Austin. In Max’s words, 

the right amount of competition within a collegial atmosphere pushed him to achieve: 

“…the people who were engaged in school, a lot of extracurricular activities, but they 

were very good influences. They impulsed me and they would impulse each other to 

strive for a little bit more without letting competition get in the way.” Moreover, through 
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the use of technology, including Skype and Facebook, Max and Zorro maintained a flow 

of communication with their high school social networks in their first year of college. 

Max shared that his high school friends went to exceptional colleges, including Harvard, 

Brown, and MIT, which suggests that he continued to benefit from the social capital 

network of his high school AP curriculum.  

 IB curriculum. Only one participant in the study reported that he was not at all 

surprised by the academic rigor of his first year of college at UT-Austin. It was this 

student who had access to a key form of social capital during his high school experience 

that contributed to a facile transition at UT-Austin. James participated in an International 

Baccalaureate (IB) program in high school, and according to him, the first semester of 

college, “was pretty chill, pretty easy…First semester was basically all review for me.”  

James went on to share that his high school curriculum was so rigorous that he did not 

actually begin learning new content in college until his second year: 

…the first year was pretty smooth. Yeah, um, I would say so. I don’t know 
if it was just high school, or if it was just me. I think some people just 
naturally do well in college settings…it was basically a review and I kind 
of just picked up from there, starting this semester, this year, so I have to 
do a lot more actual learning as opposed to reviewing. 
 

This type of reaction to the first year experience of college runs in stark contrast to the 

other students in this study, and it speaks to the powerful impact a strong high school 

curriculum might have on a student in college. It should be noted that James was a first-

generation immigrant and first-generation college student well on his way to medical 

school. He enjoyed a strong cumulative GPA of 3.74 in biochemistry, he did not suffer in 

any of the typical “weed-out” courses that led many of the talented students in this study 
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to stumble, and he was accepted to a joint admissions program in his second year of 

college for automatic admission to medical school upon graduation.  

 Although the IB curriculum prepared James well for UT-Austin, he also described 

his high school as a “minority high school,” characterized by a school within a school 

with varying levels of capital embedded within the different curricula:  

…there was a lot of people who didn’t care at all about school, which I 
mean, I didn’t really particularly enjoy. I enjoyed high school, with my 
friends, but my school, I would say, could be better, but I mean, I enjoyed 
it and I learned a lot because I was in these advanced classes. If I was in 
other classes, I probably wouldn’t be as happy because of the rigor of the 
other classes weren’t nearly up to par, the IB classes and AP classes were 
much more rigorous. 
 

The combination of James’ hard work, his intellect, the IB curriculum, and his parents’ 

valuation of education produced the successful student who exists today; with an 

expressed goal to help find a cure for cancer. This above quote captures what might have 

been, and what might have been lost, had this one talented student not been able to 

participate in an IB curriculum in his high school and enjoy the capital that flows from 

that institutional context.  

 Student activities. In addition to the AP or IB curricula of their high schools of 

origin, experiences outside of the classroom prepared students for college because those 

experiences exposed students to social capital through high-volume peers and 

institutional agents, and they taught students valuable time management and organization 

skills that proved to be beneficial in college. All of the participants in this study reported 

being involved in high school co-curricular activities that they considered important 

supplements to their formal college preparatory curricula. In fact, many students revealed 
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hyper-involvement in extracurricular activities in high school, even as they delayed this 

type of engagement during their first year of college. Although the students in this sample 

were admitted through the “Top Ten Percent Plan,” their involvement in high school 

helped prepare them for college. According to Alex:  

…being involved helped me grow as an individual. It definitely prepared 
me for college; the fact that you have to be really organized or just time 
management and all the, several different important qualities that are 
essential once you are in college. And while other students were probably 
out partying or something, I was probably at home studying…I guess I put 
all of that pressure on myself, but in the end everything paid off, so I don’t 
regret anything I did throughout high school. 
 

It became evident through their stories that these school-sponsored experiences proved to 

be a vital source of social capital with numerous benefits. Their experiences taught them 

how to be judicious with their limited free time and to cope with high levels of stress as a 

“normal” and manageable state of being. This is a skill that proved essential during their 

first year of college. In fact, Alex suggested his high level of involvement prepared him 

for college, perhaps as much as did the curriculum:  

It surprised me how high school doesn’t prepare you for college, because, 
I feel that I was prepared for college because of other programs that I had 
worked with, or been in, or the organizations that I joined during high 
school…that kind of prepared me and gave me the…skills that I needed in 
order to succeed; time management, prioritizing everything… 
 

This quote suggests that academic soft skills are just as important in college as the 

academic rigor of the curriculum (Sáenz et al., 2008). In this sense, high schools have the 

potential to act as low- or high-volume agents of capital, depending on the co-curricular 

development opportunities they offer students (K. P.  González et al.).  
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 To further illustrate this point, Adrian also observed the connection between high 

school involvement and success in college. He lamented that he was not more involved in 

social interactions in high school, which he feels would have helped him overcome 

feelings of shyness and intimidation when approaching faculty during his first year in 

college. Adrian share that he wished he had:  

…become more involved in high school…that might have helped me be a 
little more successful in my fall semester. Although I had some social 
skills…One of the biggest things I had problems with was intimidation 
from my professors. I could not go up there [to a professor after class]. I 
could not sit in that front row, and I could not go to the office; especially 
during office hours. You think they’re just ‘gonna mow you down. But 
they don’t. And if I were to take some more volunteer programs that we 
have at school and some more clubs, that involve talkin’ to people, I might 
have actually made it through my fall semester. 
 

Adrian did, in fact, “make it” through his fall semester. He was referring to the academic 

struggles he endured that challenged his persistence. In retrospect, Adrian recognized the 

value of school activities because of the way they expose students to institutional agents 

and develop social skills that are relevant in college.  

 John, an intellectually gifted and highly resilient student who supported himself 

financially and lived alone the last two years of high school, exemplified this theme. He 

was highly involved in co-curricular activities, while he balanced 30-40 hour per week 

work schedule and functioned on only four or five hours of sleep per night:  

I was president all four years. I did FFA, Future Farmers of America, I did 
UIL…One Act Play, um, I picked up more UIL events and ended up 
…finishing state champ in one of them, I did National Honor Society 
junior and senior year…newspaper editor and yearbook editor my senior 
year, um, Principal’s Cabinet, which was a group of presidents on campus 
coming together and talking about school policy…I did a couple of minor 
clubs, here and there…Oh, I did Homecoming Court, and I—of course—
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worked. So really, my life was, get up, go to school, if you have time, stay 
after school, do your whatever clubs, your leadership roles, and then go to 
work, get off at 11:30, rinse and repeat. 
 

In a later section, John will share the ways he benefitted from the institutional agents 

affiliated with his co-curricular activities. In addition, the following chapter, the analysis 

will be focused on how students engaged during their first year of college, and the 

salience of this quote will become more apparent.   

 All of the participants spoke of involvement in high school as a compelling factor 

that accelerated their college preparation or served as a catalyst for friendship formation 

that led to positive educational outcomes. Surrounded by negative influences in what he 

described as “probably the worst high school in the city,” involvement in football was a 

positive influence that put Felipe on the college-bound track. Through academics and 

football, Felipe grew close with students who were more academically focused. 

Participant after participant spoke of the diverse and multiple ways they engaged in high 

school and the impact those activities had on their preparation for college.  

 In summary, co-curricular engagement in high school served several important 

purposes as purveyors of social capital for participants: they granted students travel 

opportunities that enriched their educational options; they exposed students to a healthy 

but competitive peer culture; they instilled confidence in their abilities to cope with stress 

and to engage with institutional agents in college; they taught students vital academic soft 

skills; and they surrounded them with other more academically focused students. 

 Leadership experiences. One of the main reasons co-curricular activities in high 

school were so beneficial in terms of social capital, was because this often resulted in 
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leadership positions in those activities that served as gateways to other opportunities. For 

example, Alex shared that he had multiple opportunities to learn about college during his 

junior high and high school experiences. These experiences contributed to the expectation 

that he would attend college and they facilitated his preparation for the college 

experience. As mentioned previously, Alex’s first visits to UT-Austin were made 

possible because of his high school leadership activities. These activities also gave him 

opportunities to travel to other institutions. Alex shared that these college visits played a 

significant role in his decision to attend UT-Austin. Alex recalled his first visit to 

campus: “I visited for the first time my sophomore year…I was nominated to be a part of 

a youth leadership thing…and they have a huge leadership conference and they bring ‘em 

to Austin, so that was the first time I came to campus, but I just admired how big and nice 

it was.” Another flagship institution in the state offered Alex more financial support and 

he felt peer and familial pressure to go there, but the campus visit he made early in his 

high school career helped him realize that institutional fit was important (Nora, 2004). In 

the end, the campus environment made the difference for Alex:  

I was really, really close to just going to A&M with my friends…I didn’t 
know how I was going to survive [at UT-Austin], and I mean, who am I 
going to talk to? The basic concerns of going off to college. But in the 
end, I took a tour to A&M and I had already visited to UT, but just visiting 
the campus and everything, it made me realize that it wasn’t the place for 
me…they’re trying to really get diversity at their university so they 
offered me a scholarship as well, but I didn’t really want to go there…I 
really felt comfortable with the campus environment over here and I 
decided to go where I felt more comfortable. It was either go to A&M and 
they give me more money and that helps me in the long run, or I go 
somewhere where I feel comfortable, and not worry about homesickness 
and different things that can really set you back. 
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Through his leadership activities in high school, Alex was able to make multiple campus 

visits to different institutions, which facilitated his selection process and helped him 

make an informed decision regarding the best institutional fit. Alex then engaged in a 

strategic decision making process of school choice that he felt would contribute to his 

long-term persistence and ultimate degree completion. In short, he valued institutional fit 

over financial incentives because he intuitively understood that institutional fit would 

improve his likelihood of persistence (Nora, 2004). Alex thrived in his chosen 

institutional context. In this sense, the leadership activities in which he participated in 

high school served as the channel for an essential type of social capital to promote the 

long-term college persistence of this student.  

 Alex also shared that his leadership activities taught him a variety of soft skills, 

including prioritization, time management, while managing the stress and rigor of AP 

exams. In Alex’s words, those experiences “….taught me how to prioritize and manage 

my time as well, so when it came to the stressful junior and senior year with all of these 

AP exams and everything, I really had all of that covered, I mean time management.” 

These were skills that proved vital during his first year of college, and they enabled Alex 

to successfully transfer into the College of Architecture his sophomore year.  

 Special programs. As Alex mentioned in the previous section on leadership, 

several students participated in a number of miscellaneous special programs sponsored by 

educational institutions that enhanced their high school experience and thereby served as 

a form of social capital to promote their success in college. For example, the Upward 

Bound program was a key program that prepared Alex for college. This program enabled 
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him to accumulate college course credit at no cost, thus alleviating the burden of 

coursework and cost at UT-Austin. In Alex’s words: 

…it really helps you and the fact that you’re taking classes and they’re 
paying for them and knowing how expensive they are and 
everything…and they offer you a stipend as well but my parents always 
said the stipend’s not important. If you don’t get it, it really doesn’t matter. 
The fact that you’re taking classes that cost seven hundred dollars is more 
than enough. 
 

Alex’s parents used this opportunity to reinforce the value of education over financial 

incentives, but the benefit of taking college credit in high school placed Alex on the path 

toward successfully completing his first year of college.  

 Similarly, James benefitted from Head Start and the International Baccalaureate, 

both of which are institutionally sponsored programs that contributed to his portfolio of 

social capital in meaningful ways. Finally, an opportunity to go on a college visit for a 

field trip in 6th grade made the difference for Marc. His prior notion of college that was 

limited to the school banner his cousin placed in his room was expanded through this 

school-sponsored experience. Although it was simply a visit to a regional university in 

Dallas, the experience gave Marc a tangible sense of what college actually is: “I was like 

“oh, I’ve always heard about college, I never knew it was real. This is a real college.” 

This quote illustrates the power of institutions to transfer social capital to students in 

concentrated forms through simple activities. A field trip to a regional university 

provided Marc with a tangible vision for which he should strive. For students who do not 

have high volumes of economic and educational capital in their families, the role of 

institutions as agents of capital is especially heightened.  
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 Finally, another form of social capital that fell under the category “special 

programs” for the purpose of this study were the first-year support programs the students 

chose to participate in college. These will be examined in great detail in the next chapter, 

which addresses how students engaged during their first year, but it is important to 

establish those programs here, as key institutionally sponsored entities that transferred 

high volumes of social capital so that students were able to achieve positive persistence 

outcomes during their first year.   

Institutional Agents 

 Embedded within the institutions and programs that served as hosts for the 

transfer of social capital (Coleman, 1988) were the human institutional agents who 

exercised the actual transfer of this capital in significant ways (R. D. Stanton-Salazar, 

1997; Ricardo D. Stanton-Salazar, 2010). These institutional agents were found in 

multiple settings throughout the education pipeline. However, this section focuses 

primarily on the types of institutional agents students were able to access that promoted 

positive educational outcomes. Their engagement with institutional agents during the first 

year of college will be more so the focus of the following chapter.  

 To begin, Marc’s educational experiences reveal how the confluence of actions 

taken by institutional agents played a critical role in his finding a pathway to college. 

Marc served as the high school basketball manager, and his coach expressed belief in is 

abilities, which bolstered his self-confidence. Other institutional agents in high school 

reinforced this message: “Same thing my counselor said; all my teachers basically said 
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that they knew I was a bright kid. They told me that I had the motivation, that I had the 

heart and everything to go where I wanted to go.” Marc benefitted from a unified 

message from key institutional agents in his high school—a coach, counselors, and 

teachers—that contributed to his sense that college was indeed possible.   

 For Kobe, his extended family and his friends helped him prepare for college, but 

college recruiters acted as essential institutional agents of social capital, because as 

representatives of the institution, they reinforced those messages and helped Kobe be 

prepared for what to expect his first year, setting him up for success:  

The work, it was kind of, it wasn’t too surprising cause I was already 
preparing mentally, like, ‘you’re ‘gonna get way much more work than 
you had in high school’…So when you have to actually do it, then it’s not 
as bad because you already expected it…People that I’ve talked to, they 
always said it’s completely different, and you have to know how to study 
and how to adapt; People like recruiters…some of my friends that were 
already in college, oh, my cousins that were in college. 
 

For Marc, the confluence of the efforts of multiple institutional agents and his family 

made the difference in his educational path to college. For Kobe, it was a combination of 

the efforts of one key institutional agent, and peer and familial influences. These agents 

appeared in a variety of forms and at various points in the educational pipeline, but the 

overarching theme was that their influence was unquestionably pivotal in the educational 

trajectories of these young men.  

 Teachers. It is perhaps not surprising that teachers might emerge as productive 

agents of social capital, as they share a tremendous amount of time with students on a 

daily basis. Yet, the role that teachers played as accessible and productive agents of social 

capital for these participants cannot be understated. Perhaps one of the most salient 
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findings within this subsection focused on institutional agents was that all participants 

cited experiencing close and meaningful relationships with teachers in high school. 

Student reported that they “got along” with teachers, even the teachers that their peers did 

not enjoy. In fact, students revealed that often times their favorite teachers were the more 

“difficult” ones that their peers avoided. This helped them be prepared for the academic 

rigor of college.  

 Many also reported being “friends” with teachers, and similarly shared that they 

stayed in touch with those teachers in their first year of college. Teachers helped them 

prepare for college in terms of academic content knowledge, with respect to what to 

expect in college, and they assisted participants with college applications. Teachers even 

helped students endure challenging personal circumstances. Even Felipe, who was 

perhaps the most alienated member of the study, in terms of his affiliation with members 

of educational institutions, reported sharing closeness with a couple of his teachers 

because he felt he could trust them. This quote from Marc captures the spirit of the 

teacher-student relationships that many students reported:  

I got a long with all my teachers…I was cooler with more teachers than I 
was with some of the students. Some of the students will be like, ‘Oh 
gosh, I don’t like that teacher; this and that. And I’m like ‘They’re actually 
a really cool person. I don’t know what you’re talking about!’…I spent 
about thirty minutes to an hour, just talking to teachers after school. Just 
seeing what’s up with them.  
 

Many of the participants showed genuine interest with teachers as people, and this mutual 

respect led the teachers to want to assist them in any way possible. Teachers also 

appreciated the students’ willingness to take on the rigor of the course without a grudging 
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attitude. Victor also demonstrated this when he shared that other students did not like a 

particular teacher because she was rigorous, but he appreciated her methods and even 

expressed feeling indebted to her for her teaching style. At one point, Victor went as far 

as disputing an A that he earned on a paper he wrote for her. This dialogue demonstrates 

the holistic impact she had on his academic experience in high school as well as the 

mutual respect that flowed from their interaction: 

I didn’t really feel my writing was too strong, so I was kind of afraid, 
because she had this rap for being a terrible teacher, and I could see why 
she gets that. I mean, she’s very hard. Like, she didn’t like to play around. 
She wanted the best out of her students and that’s it. She expected it and if 
she didn’t get it, you’d hear it from her. And that was fine. So I remember 
my first paper I wrote, it was a book summary over To Kill a Mockingbird, 
so I was terrified. It was my first seven-page paper, so it was pretty 
intense…I remember getting an A and I had to talk to her about it, because 
I was kind of like; I didn’t feel I was worthy, and so, yeah, I’m arguing for 
a lower grade. But um, she took the time to teach us how to write proper 
rhetoric and stuff like that and she really cared about it. I mean, she was an 
English major in college, so she knew what she was talking about; I didn’t 
feel she was pulling my leg. I felt like she was, you know, like, purposely 
engaged; deliberate…She would invite us to go to art galleries with 
her…and to listen to, like, NPR…cause where we’re from, you don’t do 
that. Families don’t listen to NPR. They don’t go to art galleries…She 
took the time, she was from a migrant worker type family, so she knew the 
whole deal. So she wanted us to get that exposure and I appreciated her for 
that…But yeah, if it wasn’t for her, I don’t feel I would be college-ready at 
all. Cause I mean, writing is such a big component of everything. I don’t 
care what classes you’re taking, if you’re not able to write…I owe a lot to 
her... 
 

This teacher provided Victor with writing skills, which he recognized as a vital 

component of being college-ready. However, she also transferred other forms of capital 

to him, including exposure to art and public radio. Teachers served as agents of social 

capital because students were willing to put in the work, they practiced humility, they 
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showed appreciation for the efforts teachers extended, and perhaps, most importantly, 

because they were willing receptacles of that capital.  

 Joey, the participant who came from an immigrant family with little educational 

capital but attended a “rich,” predominantly White high school, also benefited from close 

relationships with teachers. Joey shared that his teachers saw passion, commitment, and 

competency in him and they empathized with his situation, so they helped him with 

anything he needed:  

…all my teachers, because I guess they kind of knew where I was coming 
from, so, they understood and it wasn’t like they were wasting their time 
either. Because, obviously, my grade results would show that I’m serious 
about what I’m trying to do. So I was able to go and talk to pretty much 
any of my teachers and talk about anything I would need to talk about. 
And yeah, I would show ‘em that, you know, ‘You’re not wasting your 
time.’ 
 

Joey also enjoyed the positive influence of a teacher at an early age. He recalled the story 

of one teacher who voluntarily stayed after school to teach him to read and write in 

Spanish, after he immigrated to the U.S. She did this because she recognized his potential 

as well as the value of Spanish literacy. With the support of Joey’s mother, this teacher 

offered this service for two years, and Joey reported that he is still close with that teacher. 

Finally, Joey shared that the teacher who was the greatest help to him in high school was 

the NHS coordinator. She did a great deal to prepare him for college academically, and 

she provided him with recommendation letters for his application. As an immigrant 

student whose parents only obtained an elementary level education in Mexico, this form 

of support from high-volume institutional agents was critical for Joey’s successful 

matriculation into and persistence during his first year of college.  
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 Teachers were also a tremendous source of capital for Alex, who indicated that he 

always had someone he could go to for assistance. According to Alex: “Every teacher 

had a support role. At least personally, I knew that I had someone that I could count on 

there in school. Like if I ever needed an essay proofread, or help with a project, some 

teacher was bound to be there.” This assured availability of capital was due in part 

because of who Alex was as a student leader, his mother’s connection to the school staff, 

and because of his consistent demonstration of a rigorous work ethic.  

 For John, the participant who lived alone and supported himself the last two years 

of high school, teachers played a vital support role. For that reason, his relationships with 

those teachers are enduring. John shared the story of a teacher who went the extra mile 

for him:  

…junior year, was the year I had to start living by myself…this teacher 
went the extra mile. I remember one time, she asked…‘Hey, do you have 
any furniture at your place?’ and I said, ‘It’s enough for me.’ And the next 
day at school, she tells me ‘Hey come to my house at 7:00 tonight,’…And 
I got there, and her and her husband just started loading furniture into my 
truck and said ‘Take it.’ So, I took it and I had a furnished living room… 
She is one of the ones I still talk to heavily today. She really went the extra 
mile with that and she always asked me, ‘Hey is this going to be too much 
for you? How’s work?’…At one point, my truck wasn’t working. I was 
getting work done on it and that was the same time as the UIL17 meet, and 
I told ‘em, ‘Hey you know, sorry, I don’t have a car, I can’t get there. Next 
time, I’ll be there,’ and that’s the teacher that drove back to get me and 
take me to the meet… 
 

                                                
17 UIL stands for University Scholastic League. Sponsored by The University of Texas at 
Austin, it is a host to academic, athletic and musical competition amongst high school 
students across the state and is the largest inter-school organization of this type in the 
world.  
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This teacher provided John with living essentials, and she also provided him with 

transportation so that he did not miss an important educational opportunity at the UIL 

tournament. More importantly, she communicated a sense of caring through her actions. 

As a student and a minor living on his own, the support this teacher provided conveyed 

institutional backing in the absence of such from John’s family.   

 Participants told story after story of closeness with teachers along their pre-

college educational paths that made a significant difference in their lives. Max described 

that he was lost in middle school, but that he had a teacher who saw his potential and 

pushed him to reach it, turning his academic life around. In a previous section, Victor’s 

shared the story of his kindergarten teacher, who provided a firm foundation of literacy 

by making him read chapter books while others took naps. Adrian reported having 

teachers as “friends,” and he shared that it was a teacher who encouraged him to visit 

UT-Austin and helped him select the school that was the best fit for him. In short, caring, 

culturally competent, and committed teachers made the difference for these students, 

serving as vital agents of capital that enabled participants to matriculate to college and 

equipping them with the necessary tools to be successful on the college campus.  

 Counselors. As with teachers, a profoundly salient finding in this study was that 

high school counselors served as vital institutional agents of social capital for these 

young men. As first-generation college students, the information counselors transferred to 

participants regarding higher education institutions, the college application process, and 

the financial aid process was essential to participants’ ability to matriculate to college. 
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Moreover, counselors set students up to be financially secure, thus promoting their 

persistence once they arrived on the college campus.  

 To begin, his high school guidance counselor paved Joey’s path to college. Joey 

shared that his counselor came from a similar background as him and that helped her 

respond to his needs in a culturally sensitive way:  

My counselor was pretty much the biggest one that helped me…she too 
didn’t have the resources…so I was able to relate to her. She explained to 
me one time that she didn’t graduate from high school, just because…her 
mom and dad…they were both sick. So she started working, and then her 
father passed away and her mom regained her health…and she stepped in 
a college and said ‘I want to go to school’…It’s a pretty interesting story, 
but she finally graduated and stuff. So she helped me a lot…Procedure-
wise, I didn’t really know how to do much, so she helped me a lot. 
 

Joey’s counselor responded with empathy to his fiscal situation and she helped him with 

application procedures, but she also helped him win scholarships that made college 

financially possible:  

…my counselor made me realize…with the grades I had and our financial 
status, we could get help from the government; which I didn’t know at all 
until my senior year. I knew there were scholarships out there, but I didn’t 
really know how to apply…she showed me how to do it…so once I 
realized that, I got onto it, because I didn’t want it to be too late…thank 
God I got most of them, and that made it…a big support, so I could go to 
college. 
 

Joey’s ability to secure financial support college was a combination of his responsiveness 

and initiative, but it would not have been possible without his counselor’s support. Joey 

recognized the role guidance counselors play as gatekeepers of vital college-going 

information: 

…my philosophy now is, I believe anybody can go to college. It’s just that 
some people don’t know the procedures; or don’t know what’s out there. 
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So they kind of give up…For example, me, if I didn’t know there were 
scholarships, or that the government was able to help you, then I would 
have been lost, and I would have been like, ‘Well, this is it.’ You know, I 
graduated high school, and I guess that’s pretty good, and that’s where I 
would have stopped. But yeah, knowing is pretty much the strongest factor 
that you can have; knowing what’s out there. 
 

Because Joey’s parents only went as far as elementary school, graduating from high 

school would have been a respectable accomplishment. In the previous quote, Joey 

revealed how his high school counselor empowered with additional information that 

enabled him to realize his full academic potential. Max also demonstrated how 

counselors acted as gatekeepers of vital information in his experience:   

…my counselor really helped orient me a lot. She brought in, about the 
whole financial stuff. If you’re financially unstable, things can’t work out, 
‘cause that was one of my hindrances, I guess in high school, the whole 
money issue. And I didn’t want to be a burden to my parents with money 
and stuff. But my counselor, she really gave me a lot of options. She 
impulsed me to take the ACT, SAT, AP exams, look into colleges… 
 

Max’s guidance counselor encouraged him to pursue college and she shared essential 

college-going information, but she also served a vital function by helping Max establish 

financial stability for college that would enable him to focus on academics without 

worrying about burdening his parents financially. A guidance counselor also played a 

significant role for John, by teaching him the basics of financial aid, by helping him 

apply to college, and by helping him get set up for orientation: 

…my guidance counselor really helped me a lot cause I had no idea what a 
FAFSA was. I didn’t know how to apply…I didn’t know about the Texas 
Common Application…I didn’t know any of that. She sat me in her office, 
at her computer, and she’s actually the one that filed and everything for 
me. And she just told me, ‘Hey, this is what you need to do…this is your 
orientation set up,’…stuff like that. 
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John shared that his counselor’s efforts enabled him to win a full scholarship to college 

for all four years of college. He was so financially secure his first year of college, he no 

longer needed to work but he chose to do so, so he could “stay grounded.” 

 Marc remembered a less essential but endearing experience with a guidance 

counselor at his school who conveyed caring and support of his college-going efforts: 

…we have an older woman…and I had, like, a manila folder and I would 
put all my college paperwork;  SAT scores and all that, in it. And she 
would ask for my paperwork and she would always see me digging…she 
would just like look at me. And the next day, she was like ‘Marc, I have a 
present for you.’ I was like ‘You got me a present?!’…She gave me one of 
those expandable files? And she was like, ‘Yeah, I brought this one from 
home. That way you don’t have to be digging through your stuff all the 
time.’ And I was like, ‘Thank you!’ That was probably one of the nicest 
things anyone ever did for me. 
 

Again, this was a non-essential act that was not a high-stakes transmission of vital college 

information, but it was an act of kindness by an institutional agent on behalf of a student 

who did not have educational capital at home to help him along the path to college.  

 Victor experienced a less positive interaction with a high school guidance 

counselor. However, it is important to emphasize because it serves as a good contrast to 

the previous stories of generous institutional agents. It also demonstrates the manner in 

which Victor used the experience to fuel his motivation to excel and persist in college, 

rather than to become discouraged and give up:  

I remember going to my guidance counselor…she had asked me what 
schools I was looking at for college. And I told her UT…she pulled out a 
paper immediately and said—um, like, all the recent alumni that went to 
UT for the past three years or whatever—and it was like twenty kids, 
maybe. They had all come back within, like, the first year. And she looked 
at me and then—I don’t know why she was doing this, because it made me 
mad. And so I just gave the paper back. I didn’t read it. I knew what was 
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on the paper. And she goes, ‘Why are you giving it back?’ and I go, ‘None 
of those names is mine, and I’m not ‘gonna come back.’ And she just got 
this disgusted look on her face; like I was lying to her and that just made 
me mad. I was like, ‘If you don’t have, like; If you’re not going to 
motivate your students, then why are you a guidance counselor?’ That just 
wasn’t very uplifting, but it made me mad, so that was extra motivation.  
Cause like, you don’t put on me, the stigma that I’m from the Southside, 
you know, Hispanic kid that can’t make it. Cause that’s not what I am. So, 
stuff like that happens, but it was a more positive experience. I mean, it 
made me mad, but I used it for whatever it was worth. 
 

Fortunately, Victor had access to other forms of social capital that meant he was not as 

dependent on his counselor. The majority of interactions that participants described with 

respect to counselors were positive, but even this story of Victor’s experience 

demonstrates the power of high school counselors to serve as high- or low-volume agents 

of social capital (K. P.  González et al.).  Overwhelmingly, the actions of high school 

guidance counselors enabled the majority of the participants in this study to successfully 

matriculate to college and to establish a firm financial foundation before they arrived on 

campus.  

 Coaches. Marc received academic validation from the basketball coach at his 

high school. According to Marc, “my coach, he uh, always told me I was a bright kid, 

that I could get in to anywhere I wanted to go, he always had faith in me.” However, 

Marc also benefitted from vital access to college information through his role as 

basketball manager:  

…my senior year, I was the basketball manager and basketball was fourth 
period every day…I already knew what I was doing; the coach knew that I 
knew how to run everything. Um, so he would let me work on college 
stuff and he would let me go to the counselor’s office and talk to the 
counselor, especially early on about college; just to go through the whole 
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application process. So I would go speak to them, and I became very cool 
with them…all the counselors and the people in the office. 
 

The basketball coach asked Marc to be manager because he had earned a reputation for 

being responsible and hard working, and this opportunity led to essential interaction with 

institutional agents that helped Marc navigate the application process.  

  College recruiters. As mentioned previously, for Kobe, a Dallas-based college 

recruiter for UT-Austin was a critical agent of social capital. Due to his immigrant status 

and the low-performing nature of his high school of origin, Kobe had little access to 

empowering institutional agents in his immediate sphere of influence. Like Victor, 

Kobe’s high school counselors were not forthcoming with information about UT, and he 

had to learn everything on his own:  

…I felt they didn’t help enough…they would tell you about the 
community college, and the little small colleges. And I would ask, can you 
expand that? I want something more, not just, you know, the community 
college…They really didn’t help me coming to UT. It was the recruiter 
from UT. She’s the one that helped me with everything. My counselor, she 
was kind of not helpful at all. 
 

This vignette from Kobe suggests that if the university did not invest in placing recruiters 

in the communities these students occupy, it is not likely that Kobe, as an academically 

promising Latino, would have found a pathway to college.  

 Professors. Once students arrived on campus, professors served as effective high-

volume agents of social capital for the students in this study. In particular, faculty 

members that were associated with academic support programs helped the students 

achieve positive educational outcomes in a variety of ways. However, in general, students 
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had a favorable impression of their professors at UT-Austin. According to Victor, “…we 

have excellent [faculty] here and I’m proud of the way they’re teaching us.”  

 A professor affiliated with the ACT program helped Joey recover from a 

potentially paralyzing setback after he failed his first exam in college. Joey recalled the 

experience:  

I felt bad, and then Dr. Lowry said ‘If you can’t change it, don’t worry 
about it…it’s only the first exam’…they would go and tell me what I 
already knew, but just letting me know, or just hearing it, really 
emphasized what I had to do. So I think, just having somebody like that, 
really helped me out. 
 

In Joey’s case, having an accessible institutional representative offer reassurance and 

validation helped him realize he was not the only one struggling with adapting to the 

academic rigor of college. Another professor affiliated with the support program also 

helped Joey find a major when he did not even know what a college major was: 

I came in here, actually, knowing very little about school, about 
universities, about majors. Honestly, I came in here, like, ‘Okay, a major. 
What is that?’...I kinda went more towards chemistry, cause I had an 
excellent professor…she made me realize chemistry is really important 
and amazing…and now I have a whole new goal, get everything together 
and excel, and try to be a chemical engineer. 
 

This quote demonstrates the power of college faculty as potential providers of social 

capital. For Joey, one professor had the ability to take him from being a first-generation 

student who did not even know what a major was, to a student with a concrete vision of a 

future career in chemical engineering.   

 The same chemistry teacher affiliated with the ACT program that helped Joey 

find a major also helped Adrian get through his first year of college. The comfort and 
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motivation Adrian received from her and another professor was an essential form of 

support his first year: “my chemistry [professor] last year, she pushed me a lot. She’s an 

awesome teacher, and my organic chemistry [professor] now, he’s great, and he gives us 

a lot of motivation, so I would just say comfort and also motivation right underneath.” 

For Adrian, the support he received from faculty in the form of comfort and motivation 

enabled him to persist to his second year, even though he suffered from self-doubt during 

the transitional first year.  

 Zorro knew how to be assertive when approaching faculty his first year, and when 

it came to borderline grades, Zorro reported that he “somehow” always earned the A: 

“…there’s a lot of those borderline grades that, by the end of the semester, with pledging 

and everything, I was like, ‘I’m not even going to worry about it. If it doesn’t work out, 

whatever.’ But every single one of those borderline grades turned out to be an A.” This 

outcome was certainly due in part to his intelligence and work ethic, but the relationships 

Zorro cultivated with faculty was also instrumental. Zorro learned this skill from the 

friend he emulated in high school. In his words:  

…the whole idea of being comfortable with teachers is something I started 
understanding in high school. I guess in my really hard classes…ask 
questions, get to know the person. I saw my friend James…he was the one 
who developed really good relationships with teachers and I saw that 
worked for him, and I thought it’d be a good thing to do and it definitely 
helps; not only in terms of making sure you’re doing well and 
understanding the material, but also when it comes time to get a reference 
letter and you know exactly who you can go to and that’s a scary thought 
when you think ‘Who knows me?’ and you say ‘No one.’ You don’t want 
to end up in that situation. 
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Comfort with teachers was a means to access valuable capital that Zorro learned in high 

school and he carried that skill with him to college his first year. He recognized the 

importance of being “comfortable with your professors and try to be as personable with 

them as possible…that’s going to make the difference…at the end of the day, they’re the 

one’s holding the pen…you’re going to be more comfortable talking to someone you 

know, and they’re going to feel the same way.” It is important to note that Zorro emerged 

as the highest performing participant in the sample, and he was also the participant who 

spoke the most regarding the importance and value of maintaining good relationships 

with professors.  

 In summary, the participants in this study encountered both high- and low-volume 

institutional agents of social capital within their educational institutions and programs 

(Coleman, 1988; K. P.  González et al., 2003; R. D. Stanton-Salazar, 1997; Ricardo D. 

Stanton-Salazar, 2010). High-volume institutional agents transferred essential forms of 

capital in multiple settings throughout the education pipeline, and high school teachers 

and guidance counselors emerged as the most vital agents of capital. Strong relationships 

with teachers enabled participants to access important college information, and to 

develop college-ready academic skills, such as writing. Teachers provided 

recommendation letters needed for college, and sometimes provided students with 

support in the place of the family.  

 Guidance counselors served as high- or low-volume gatekeepers of college 

information, including institutional options, how to apply for college admission, and 

fundamental information regarding financial aid. Coaches provided first-generation 
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students confidence in their academic potential and provided students access to other, 

higher-volume, institutional agents, such as counselors. College recruiters, who were 

planted in community by the institution, filled a significant gap when low-volume 

institutional agents were all students had available in their everyday institutional settings. 

 In college, professors affiliated with support programs helped participants identify 

a major, they reassured them and helped them to gain confidence in their abilities when 

they initially struggled, they expressed support of students and motivated them to keep 

trying, and they helped students with content mastery.  

 The amalgamation of these actions taken by various institutional agents 

throughout the educational pipeline played critical roles in participants’ ability to find a 

pathway to college and to persist to their second year at a flagship PWI.  

Conclusion 

 In conclusion, this chapter revealed the multiple ways participants accessed 

individual, familial, peer, and institutional forms of social capital that ultimately enabled 

them to access an elite institution of higher education and to persist to their second year. 

As individuals operating within rich social networks (Coleman, 1988) and within 

institutional contexts (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998), their strong academic ganas (Meek, 

1989), and their propensity to do well academically was complemented by external 

motivators, including peer competition. A strong inclination to perform well in school led 

some to, literally, fight for their right to achieve, and it similarly led several to formulate 

long-term goals to pursue post-graduate education.  
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 Familial wealth was a predominant form of social capital that emerged in this 

study, as family provided motivation, inspiration and support throughout participants’ 

educational trajectories. Siblings and members of their extended families played 

prominent roles, but mothers emerged as one of the most vital agents that enabled 

students to access, achieve and persist during their first year of college.  

 Similar to the role of family, peer wealth emerged as a significant source of social 

capital that contributed to positive educational outcomes for students in this study. As 

integral members of the social institutions students inhabited on a daily basis, peers 

served as surrogate mothers, peer mentors, models to emulate, sources of college 

information, motivation to achieve through healthy competition, and sources of emotional 

support. 

 Finally, students also accessed institutional forms of social capital. This included 

pre-college experiences and critically vital high volume institutional agents who served 

as purveyors of critical college information that set students up for a successful 

experience in college. This included sharing information regarding college options, 

information regarding the college application process, how to complete the FAFSA, how 

to apply for scholarships and which scholarships for which they were eligible, and 

information regarding work-study awards.  
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Chapter 5: Results 
 

Utilizing Diversified Portfolios of Social Capital to Persist in College: 
Strategic Transitional Choices in First Year Engagement 

 

 Chapter four revealed the multiple ways participants accessed individual, familial, 

peer, and institutional forms of social capital as they operated within rich social networks 

and various institutional contexts. Strong ganas too achieve academically, coupled with 

personal practices enabled them to leverage that capital and ultimately, to access an elite 

institution of higher education and persist to their second year. This chapter continues the 

discussion by answering the second research question, regarding how Latino 

undergraduates engaged with their portfolio of capital within social, cultural and 

academic aspects of campus life during their first year of college. This chapter will also 

consider how participants’ engagement in those components of campus life related to 

positive educational outcomes, as measured by first-year persistence.  

 As with chapter four, chapter five assumes that social capital is accumulated, 

transferred, and converted as students engage within the institutional context during their 

first year. Moreover, Stanton-Salazar’s social capital framework (1997) is a useful 

theoretical framework to identify their key areas of engagement. Finally, while all 

participants persisted to enroll in their second year (or third long academic semester), 

they performed at varying levels (in terms of GPA) and faced challenges unique to their 

personal experiences and backgrounds.  
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 Chapter five will show that participants leveraged their social capital to engage in 

college in a way that enabled them to persist to the second year. They made the decision 

to participate in an academic support program as first year students and they transitioned 

to university life beyond the support program in a consistently deliberative manner. The 

way they generated, attributed value, and managed new and existing friendships, was also 

purposeful.  

 Many revealed an initial transition phase of shock management to adapt to the 

dramatic change in lifestyle, to a new culture and to the increased academic rigor of the 

university. They responded to these challenges with adaptive strategies in both the 

personal and academic realms. They carefully gathered information regarding co-

curricular activities and made prudent selections to engage in activities that would yield 

productive friendship and academic benefits.  

 Participants employed various coping strategies suited for their personalities and 

individual needs. They demonstrated commitment to self-improvement and a positive 

form of risk-taking behaviors that enabled them to develop their first year. Several relied 

upon the support and brotherhood offered by fraternal organizations, and they all utilized 

the scaffolding offered by the academic support programs with which they were 

affiliated.  

 Academic support programs served as vital sources of resilience that eased 

participants’ access to high-volume institutional agents, especially professors. Academic 

support programs facilitated the transition process by minimizing institutional 

bureaucracy and by serving as first-responders in times of crisis. Support programs also 
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served as a first-point information source, assisted with friendship formation, helped 

students form study groups and learn how to form study groups independently, provided 

crucial mentoring relationships, specialized academic coaching, personalized academic 

advising, and numerous “intangible” benefits that helped students persist to their second 

year.  

MAJOR FINDINGS 

 Understanding how students defined “support” during their first year of college 

was a posteriori knowledge required to understand how they engaged their first year. 

Participants defined support differently, and therefore engaged differently. Victor 

expressed his need to engage in various support structures this way: “I don’t think anyone 

should do this alone…if you can get that support system, you need that crutch sometimes. 

Even if it’s just your mom, your counselor, your advisor; you need someone you can talk 

to and have a constant rapport with…” Support that helped students persist was often 

interwoven in the life choices they made—through work positions, friendships, and 

continued contact with family. According to Alejandro: “…a lot of the support I received 

was definitely built into my life schedule.” Moreover, while participants identified 

support differently and consequently engaged differently, they all identified support as a 

necessary component to their persistence in college. Finally, students employed a 

combination formula of support utilization and engagement to be successful their first 

year. 
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Engagement in a Strategic Transition Process 

 The process by which students transitioned to life in college during their first year 

was the result of a deliberative process that was informed by their personal needs and 

experiences. Participants utilized coping strategies to adapt to the academic and cultural 

shock of the university setting and to manage homesickness and separation from their 

close familial ties. They relied upon their prior social and familial networks and 

employed transition strategies to gradually develop their academic and co-curricular lives 

in a college setting. Their commitment to self-improvement and their willingness to take 

productive risks enabled them to make this transition and to gradually build upon their 

social networks through the generation of new friendships and commitment to co-

curricular activities.  

Overcoming Shock 

 One major finding of this study was that the majority of participants endured a 

period of shock management due to the intense process of transition they faced in 

college. Kobe captured the sentiment expressed by many when he said: “…my first 

semester it was kind of—I was shocked, because I thought I was ‘gonna do 

better…everything is like new, so you’re trying to adjust.” In addition, John, a student 

who managed an intense co-curricular schedule in high school while working on a full-

time basis to support himself financially, called his first year of college “a rude 

awakening.” John demonstrated strength and resilience that was atypical of an average 

high school student because he lived alone in an apartment his last two years of high 
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school. Yet, he described the first year of college as “just one big giant transition.” He 

admitted: “…it wasn’t as difficult as it could have been, but it was still pretty 

shocking…” 

 Even the reality that they were actually students at UT-Austin was a concept that 

required a year for them to fully embrace on a cognitive level. For example, Alex spent 

the first year in disbelief regarding his accomplishment of reaching UT. He admitted that 

the first time he actually felt as if he were “in school” came during his second year after 

he felt fully adjusted: “This year, it feels, like—I’m in school. You know, there’s nothing 

new, I already know what to do…But my first year, was definitely like…‘I can’t believe 

I’m here’…”  

 Victor, who emerged as one of the top performers (in terms of GPA) in the 

competitive business school, described his first year as “humbling” and “a little rough.” 

In retrospect, he felt he could have transitioned in more smoothly if he had been more 

mentally prepared for what to expect: 

I should have gone in thinking, this is not a cakewalk; I’m not as smart as 
I think I am. It’s ‘gonna take work. Cause I graduated valedictorian…I had 
a little swagger…but it was shot down really fast and that’s okay, but I 
should have gone in thinking more humble, more modest. The kids are so 
smart around here, and I gotta step my game up and I feel like I could 
have gotten way better that first month, it could have gone way smoother 
that semester. 
 

Victor quickly adapted, however, and he made adjustments and that enabled him to thrive 

during his second year. It was often the case that once students overcame this “shock” 

factor, they were eventually able to employ adaptive strategies that helped them 
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successfully transition and thereby expand their portfolio of social capital in college 

through utilization of the social capital they developed in their pre-college experiences.  

Coping and Psychosocial Transition Strategies  

 Participants employed various coping and transition strategies to adapt to the 

challenges they faced during their first year of college (Cabrera & Padilla, 2004; Chiang 

et al., 2004; A. Gloria et al., 2005; A. M. Gloria et al., 2009; H. R. Hernandez, Cervantes, 

Castellanos, & Gloria, 2004, August). These strategies were necessary because, as Adrian 

eloquently pointed out, the competitive climate of college accelerated rapidly from a 

localized to a global level: “You’re competing with the top ten percent students around 

the nation—nationwide and world-wide, so, um, that was my first, um, I guess you could 

say, put me to the realization that you’re competing with the best of the best students.”   

 College was, quite simply, “different” from anything they had previously 

experienced. Participants responded to this change in individualized ways and engaged in 

an active learning process to make modifications.  Over the course of the first year, they 

learned how to study differently, manage their time and independence, prioritize 

activities, identify sources of support, make new friends, and achieve life balance. 

Furthermore, the participants who demonstrated gradual improvement (in terms of GPA 

and increased co-curricular engagement) over time learned from their mistakes and made 

modifications, often as quickly as their second semester.  

 Participants in this study engaged in several key coping and psychosocial 

transition strategies during their first year of college that contributed to their persistence 
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to the second year. These included: reliance upon familial networks, engagement in self-

reliant coping mechanisms, overcoming inadequacy, consistent application of a rigorous 

work ethic in their daily lives, reliance on peer support, overcoming homesickness, 

identification and utilization of sources of support, and engagement in social transition 

strategies.  

 Reliance upon familial networks. Participants viewed family as a secure safety 

net and a source of unconditional love and support on which they could heavily rely. 

Students shared that their families empathized with their challenges, even when they did 

not fully understand the daily activities and challenges the students faced in college.  

 For example, Kobe shared that his family could not relate to his struggles, but he 

also felt they were “still there to, like, help you and um, they’ll follow you and they’ll do 

anything to help make your process of reaching your goals much easier; smoother.” 

Moreover, family frequently emerged as the very definition of support when students 

were asked to define what support means to them. Joey shared that he relied upon his 

family as an unconditional source of support in a challenging first year: “…something 

you can rely on. I mean, no matter the situation. Like, financially, emotionally, 

physically…something you can fall back on, something that you know is there, that’ll 

help you out.”  

 Students relied heavily on their families as first-responders when they struggled 

during their first year. For Alejandro, family helped him manage his emotions when they 

became too much to bear:  
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No one can do it on your own and if you are, you’re a bionic person. I’m 
pretty self-motivated, but you know what? There are those days when I 
give my mom a call; I give my dad a call, you know, I’m pretty goal-
oriented, but sometimes days just tear you up. You cannot, not have 
emotions, and that’s pretty much what support is—someone to help you 
with those emotions, some people to take your mind off of stuff. 
 

As these excerpts demonstrate, families were frequently cited as vital sources of financial 

support (even when they were of limited means), as well as sources of emotional 

encouragement. These forms of support from family were both were recognized and 

highly valued assets by the participants in this study as they navigated the first year of 

college.  

 Self-reliant coping strategies. Self-reliance was a common mechanism students 

used to cope with their first year transitional experience. This strategy appears to have 

worked for the students who employed it, because they used it in combination with other 

strategies, such as relying on family or utilizing academic support. With respect to 

positive persistence outcomes, the important aspect of this finding was that a self-reliant 

strategy did not mean students were reluctant to seek the support of others. Rather, they 

demonstrated a high level of individual tenacity and a sense of personal responsibility to 

overcome the rigorous challenges they faced.  

 For example, despite sub-par academic preparation compared with students who 

attended more competitive high schools, Victor placed confidence in his ability to close 

the gap through his efforts. Rather than blaming the inequities inherent in the system, he 

charged himself with using his intelligence and resources to make up the difference: 

I wasn’t to par, like, with kids that come here with thousands of credit 
hours from Plano, or from a college prep that had National Merit Scholars, 



 

 189 

or anything. I wasn’t on that level, but I wasn’t too far off. And I felt like 
they weren’t smarter than me, they were just better prepared. So, once I 
got here, I knew it was on me to go to school. It wasn’t like someone let 
me down, I made my education what it was. It wasn’t the best, but I had a 
textbook to read… 
 

Victor recognized that the inequities in the educational system placed him at a slight 

disadvantage, but he also placed trust in his ability to leverage his intelligence and capital 

to achieve to the best of his ability. Marc similarly acknowledged discrepancies in his 

preparation, but also recognized the power he held to excel in college by utilizing the 

social capital at his disposal: 

I tell myself, ‘you should have had better study habits in high school,’ 
cause this transition might not have been so hard, especially this first 
year…High school did prepare me, because I took AP and pre-AP classes. 
That really prepared me…I got used to the faster pace, more material. I 
would surround myself with people who wanted to go to college. I would 
talk to my teachers who have gone to college, or who have graduated from 
college. I might not have had like, Pre-K, or the best private schools, or 
had the best courses and stuff. My parents might not have been doctors, 
but I just picked up things on my own. 
 

 Similarly, Max identified the “strong will” and tenaciousness of the “self” as an 

important intrinsic source of “support” as he engaged in the transitional process his first 

year:  

I would relate support with a little bit of strong will and maybe tenacity. 
That’s applicable for my first year. Because, it takes some sort of mindset 
in which I was willing to do stuff. But it also took um, the drive to do what 
I wanted. Uh, to keep myself to support myself here in UT that first year. 
 

Max’s readiness to identify “myself” as a source of “support” was an interesting finding, 

but it is consistent with the emergence of strong ganas to achieve academically. Self-
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reliance as a coping strategy was utilized as participants pursued college degree 

attainment motivated by the long-term benefit of themselves and for their families.  

 
 Joey persisted to his second year, but he admitted to employing self-reliant coping 

strategies that might place him at risk (A. M. Gloria et al., 2009). Joey admitted that he 

usually work things out on his own when he is down: “…if I’m depressed or something 

like that, I don’t really show it. I’m just like ‘Okay, it’s not the end of the world…” Joey 

also expressed that he consciously shelters his mother from his concerns at college: “My 

mom also asks me like, how are you doing, are you okay? And even if I’m in my worst 

moment, I’m like, everything’s fine, because I don’t want her to worry about anything.”  

 Although Joey indicated a preference for self-reliant strategies when dealing with 

problems, he also admitted that simply knowing the university offers resources to help is 

a form of support:  

I’m just more like, if you sit down and think about it, you’ll realize what 
you need to realize. And then, I’m like, ‘Okay, I’m going to do this, or 
handle it this way.’ But it’s also comfortable to know that if I still have 
second doubts about anything, I can just go and talk to ‘em, 
anonymously…but yeah, I’m not really the type that’ll go and talk to you 
about my problems, or if I’m having any, I just kind of like, ‘It’s me, and I 
know what I’m ‘gonna do,’ kinda thing. 
 

 Joey received reassurance from a professor when he received a failing exam 

grade, but he also coped with that setback by harnessing his frustration and translated it 

into motivation. He expressed appreciation for the learning experience he gained from the 

failure:  

I was like, ‘Okay, I did bad on that exam. There’s no way I can go back, 
so I just have to look at what’s coming up next, and it’s not, the end of the 
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world. It’s just one exam.’ So after that, I thought about that, and it was 
kind of a motivation, like, ‘Okay, I’m ‘gonna see how good I can, how 
much I can improve from then until now.’ And that was just my goal, and 
that’s the way I thought, and I’m actually glad I went through those two 
days of thinking I wasn’t ‘gonna make it, because it really motivated me. 
Just, to see, how much I could impress myself and improve…I feel like 
everything happened for a reason, for me to realize something else. 
 

Victor similarly expressed value for the learning experience he endured his first year, 

even though it was difficult: “It was a little rough, but…I feel like I needed that. It’s a 

very fast maturing process. I feel like, that first month, I grew like a year because I had 

to.” It was common for the students in this study to attribute value to their failures and 

struggles as a necessary experience in the path of growth.  

 Participants attributed value to developing the maturity needed to cope with the 

demands of college in a proficient way. Students therefore expressed that emotional and 

intellectual maturity was a goal for which many strived. Many also expressed great pride 

regarding the maturity they had thus far developed in college. Marc described his take on 

this within the context of his improved academic performance: “It’s part of maturing 

too…I think my pre-frontal cortex is developing more. I’m making better decisions.” As 

a psychology major, Marc learned to apply his course concepts to the transition process 

of college. Marc also placed responsibility upon him to seek support resources and did so 

actively: 

…at my job, I knew that I had resources there; that it was just up to me to 
go and ask about it. So I asked them to look at my resume, and they 
looked at my resume, I asked the grad school advisor about grad school 
and he talked to me about it too…if I needed to know something, I went 
and looked for it. I understand not everything is ‘gonna come to me. You 
have to go out and get a few things in life. 
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 Multiple participants also cited a plethora of available institutional resources, and 

expressed strongly that the onus is placed upon the student to use those resources. John 

observed: “There’s a lot available, but I think it’s just the willingness of the student and 

how much he’s motivated to do it.” Max expressed the feeling that the institution offers 

support resources, and it was up to his self-reliance to utilize them:  

I think it’s more up to myself. Because UT actually, I think, it does offer a 
lot of resources. For example, I’m in the ACT program, and they offer 
tutoring of first year students for all our classes. There’s also these 
residence hall study groups where there’s assigned TA’s that help you 
with subjects. There’s also the Learning Center, so I think it was more up 
to me to realize what I was doing wrong and how to change it so I can do 
better…because I think they have a lot of resources out there, so it was 
just a matter of discovering them and knowing how to use them and put 
them to practice. 
 

Similarly, Victor cited multiple programs offered by the university but also shared that 

the individual is largely responsible for finding his way in college:  

I think the experience was solely, not solely, but for the most part, it’s on 
the individual—what you make out of it. Because the school can make as 
many programs as they want, but if a person wants to be in the dorm all 
the time, they can’t force ‘em out. And they do provide a plethora of stuff 
to do. There’s Greek Life, there’s organizations everywhere…so it’s an 
individual effort. You have to make what you want out of it. 
 

In a similar way, Kobe cited multiple resources, but indicated strongly that it is up to the 

self-reliance of the student to use them: “…it’s obvious, these organizations are there to 

help. And it’s mostly like if the student wants that help, more than anything…‘Cause 

they’re not ‘gonna come to your doorstep and ask you if you need them.”   

 In summary, self-reliance was a coping mechanism that students frequently 

demonstrated during their first year of college.  The self-reliant strategy was employed in 
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combination with the utilization of available support and a high level of individual 

tenacity characterized it. In other words, participants demonstrated a strong sense of 

personal responsibility to overcome the challenges they faced during their first year in 

college.  

 Overcoming feelings of inadequacy. For some participants, the climate and rigor 

of college was so different from their home and high school contexts that they had to 

overcome feelings of inadequacy before they could fully engage in college. John’s first 

year was a slow process of adaption and overcoming insecurity. As class president, John 

was well liked and respected by students and teachers in his high school of origin, but he 

endured debilitating feelings of inadequacy his first year of college. As a result, John 

chose to isolate himself as a protective mechanism: “I isolated myself pretty, pretty good 

my first semester.” For John, the social transition of college was the most challenging 

aspect of his transition. He spoke of his surprise regarding how difficult it was to meet 

people: 

…surprise at my own reluctance at meeting new people. That wasn’t at all 
like me in high school, but once I got here, there’s just too many people to 
meet…I wasn’t sure how to approach too many people, cause I really did 
feel inferior…I would sit next to these group of students, and I would try 
to talk with them…one conversation in general, that I really felt left out of, 
was how they had gone overseas. Some had been to Italy, or to Australia, 
or –‘Where have you been? Texas.’ So, that…I guess made me a little 
reluctant. Yeah, the social thing was probably the biggest factor. 
 

 John exercised self-awareness regarding what worked for him in the long-term 

and each semester has been a gradual process of improvement. He needed the first year to 

adjust in an insular way. In John’s words, he is “[made] up for it” his second year. He 
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shared: “the insecurity, that’s definitely something I overcame,” and he did so in a way 

that felt natural: “I let things happen in a very organic way.” John felt the climate of 

college was: “very Darwinian atmosphere…that’s one thing I learned fast….I’m towards 

the top right now. So, thankfully. I did have to collect myself.” John overcame his 

struggles even more so by his third semester, and he demonstrated significant GPA 

improvement while taking on more co-curricular activities: “I’ve gotten involved with 

quite a few organizations this year, and there’s a lot more people I know; um, a lot of 

people I would now call friends.” John knew he needed to take things slowly to adjust 

socially and culturally, and he reported feeling settled in to persist to graduation by his 

third semester. John recognized the need to take things slowly his first year: “I need to 

take things in increments, and breaths, so definitely in the summer, I was just settled very 

good here, and then, this fall, I’m staying around; I’m not going anywhere.” This story of 

John’s ability to overcome such a dramatic change in institutional climate and respond 

according to his needs demonstrates the individualized nature of the transition process 

these students endured their first year.  

 Application of a work ethic in their daily lives. This was explored in-depth 

within the “personal practices” section of chapter four as a means of social capital that 

contributed to participants’ success. Therefore, discussion will not be in-depth here, but it 

is important to mention that the daily application of a rigorous work ethic in college was 

a coping mechanism participants employed during their transitional first year of college. 

Many students in the study maintained a modest social life, and sacrificed informal social 

interaction and relaxation for their academic priorities. Alex was a good example of this, 
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and it was his focus and disciplined work ethic that enabled him to successfully transfer 

to the competitive College of Architecture at the beginning of his second year: 

I had to still worry about getting into the School of Architecture. So, I 
mean, I had to balance out, like making new friends, and hanging out with 
them, and actually trying to keep up my academics and sometimes not 
doing other things I wanted to do because I needed to focus on actually 
getting in, and not letting all of the purpose of why I came here, just kind 
of go away. So, trying to stay on track. 
 

Zorro, another exemplary model of discipline and focus, was also able to transfer from 

the College of Liberal Arts as an Economics major to the nationally ranked business 

school at the beginning of his second year.  

 Many of the students in the sample reported making the necessary sacrifices to 

properly adapt and to gain an academic foothold in college. Additional examples will be 

demonstrated in the coming section on academic transition strategies.  

 Reliance on peer support. Participants reported that they valued their college 

peers as a means for coping with the challenges of college. Peers were valued for their 

listening skills, which served as a substitute form of therapy when students were reluctant 

to seek institutional mental health support services. Friends also helped students cope by 

simply “being there” for one another, and by helping one other in a myriad of ways, such 

as giving one another rides home or to the grocery store, and by serving as study partners. 

All participants consistently identified their friends and class peers as highly valued and 

vital assets that were necessary to cope with the challenging first year of college. A 

coming section will address the strategic manner in which participants formed and 
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maintained friendships, but it is important to establish the role of friendships as a coping 

mechanism they applied during their first year of transition to college.  

 Overcoming homesickness. For many participants, leaving the family unit and 

coping with the associated homesickness was a significant component of their transition 

process during the first year. Participants cited maintaining frequent contact with family 

and multiple home visits as adaptive strategies that worked. James, who was extremely 

academically successful (in terms of GPA) and focused, reported struggling with 

homesickness and shared that he went home frequently to cope his first year. Max, 

another high performing student, also cited going home often to cope with his 

homesickness.  

 In contrast, Joey acknowledged his homesickness but used it as an opportunity to 

achieve growth: “…just being alone; At first, it was just like, ‘Whoa. I’m here alone. I 

don’t really know too many people, and I’m away from my family.’ It was one of the 

obstacles I had to go through, and once I went through it, you know, I felt more 

confident, and I could speak out more.” Joey’s coping mechanism was different than Max 

and James, and still others cited using collegiate distractions, such as involvement in 

student organizations or recreational sports, like soccer, to overcome their homesickness. 

Others cited the allure of being spectators at intercollegiate athletics, such as football and 

basketball as a worthwhile reward for being far away from home.  

 Identifying modes of support. An important component of adapting to college 

and coping with its corresponding challenges was learning where to go for support. 
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Victor was particularly savvy about identifying vital forms of support early on and 

expressed passionately that this is an important step to being successful: 

 …that first month or so, I needed constant communication with my 
Bridge advisor, especially. And my mom…If you do it alone, you’re 
‘gonna get so stressed and overwhelmed, that you’re ‘gonna feel like 
you’re backed into a wall, and you don’t want that and you don’t want to 
feel alone. And so you need to be a little more ready to put your feelings 
out there and your emotions to see what people think, and what they can 
help you with; give you advice. Cause if you don’t tell anyone, you can’t 
get the support. So, you got to seek support in order to get it, and once you 
have it, you have to keep it there, cause it’s a very safe and warming place 
to have, otherwise, it can get kind of scary and rough. 
 

Victor found support through his mother and his academic support program advisor, but 

the overriding message was that students need to determine what support works for them, 

maintain that form of support and to utilize it to cope with the challenges of college.  

 Social transition and coping strategies. For most of the students in the study, 

transitioning successfully to college meant making new friends for the first time in years 

and in a larger social context. For others, college required that they overcome internalized 

feelings of inadequacy and inferiority. In response to these challenges, many learned they 

should not engage in comparisons, and they simply kept “showing up,” for activities, 

despite their internal struggles.  

 For many participants in the study, it was the first time in their lives they had to 

make new professional and social connections, especially if they came from a stable 

home environment in which they were socially well integrated their entire lives. Alex, 

who was well integrated in high school because his mother worked there, shared this: “I 

had to get used to getting to know the professors, you have to actually start creating a 
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sense of network and meeting others and everything, so that was kind of difficult getting 

used to…”  

 Regardless of their individual struggles, participants consistently placed emphasis 

upon a personalized process of coping and suited to their needs, which required a high 

level of self-awareness and introspection. Many participants spent a great deal of time 

reflecting on their experiences and demonstrated a high level of self-knowledge through 

this exercise. The decisions they made during their first year of college were not 

arbitrary. Rather, they were in response to critical reflection. Different coping strategies, 

and different modes and levels of engagement worked for different students, depending 

on their circumstances and pre-college experiences.  

Academic Transition Strategies  

 This section on academic transition strategies makes up a significant portion of 

this chapter because the majority of participants faced significant challenges in adjusting 

to the academic rigor of college. With the exception of one participant, all of the students 

experienced markedly increased academic rigor their first year in college relative to their 

high school curricula. This required an intense process of adaption and commitment to 

achieve positive educational outcomes.  

 Only the participant who benefited from an IB curriculum in high school adapted 

seamlessly to the curriculum of college. According to James, the first year of college was 

“basically review…actual learning did not take place until third semester.” For the rest of 

the students in the study, it took the entire first year to adapt to the rigor, and some were 
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still in transition at the beginning of their second year. For example, Marc shared that he 

was surprised by how theoretical the work was in college: “In high school, it’s pretty easy 

to get good grades. In college, it’s a lot harder.”  

 Some participants needed to overcome residual habits from their high school 

experiences. Marc’s shared that his greatest barrier was changing the “bad habits” he 

formed in high school, such as “watching TV, or playing video games,” not studying hard 

enough, or mismanaging his time. Adapting to college was a process of “overcoming” 

those barriers for him and he admitted that it is an ongoing process: “but I’m getting 

better and better and I expect to get better and better as I progress.”  

 Even Zorro, the highest performer in the sample, cited a strong desire to become 

more organized in his second year of college, and to develop consistent and steady study 

efforts, rather than study in fits and spurts followed by lulls. Zorro also expressed that he 

had a singular academic focus as a paramount concern during the first year, even at the 

expense of contact with friends and family, which he began to remedy his second year: 

…it could easily be several weeks before I talk to my parents. Now, I talk 
to my dad at least twice a week, my mom, at least once a week….it just 
left me feeling kind of selfish. At the end of the year, I knew what I was 
doing was important, but it wasn’t so important that I couldn’t spend 
fifteen minutes a day trying to contact someone I hadn’t talked to. 
 

 Many realized after the first round of exams they needed change their approach to 

time management and studying strategies. For example, Joey went from failing his first 

chemistry exam to earning an A+ in the course because he made significant changes in 

his study strategies. He viewed his failure on that first exam as a challenge to do better:  
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I got my first exam back and I think it was a forty-something. And that 
was like, wow, ‘I don’t know what I’m going to do.’ And for a couple of 
days, I felt really, really bad. I was like, ‘I don’t know if I’m ‘gonna make 
it’…I felt like I had studied enough, and I felt like I knew the material…It 
kinda, like, crushed my dreams…After that, it was kind of like a little 
obstacle I had to go through…to realize if you really want it, it’s there, 
you just gotta study a little bit harder; try a little bit harder. So that’s what 
I did…I learned to study, and I learned to actually put time into 
studying…it was just uh, time management and being organized…because 
I thought I could just put everything in my head. Like, ‘Okay at this time, I 
gotta do this.’ But as you go, you have more and more to do, so I would 
forget about stuff, so I definitely got a planner after that…I ended up with 
an A+ in the class. 
 

 Victor described a similar sink or swim experience he endured after his first failed 

calculus exam that led him to make serious modifications in his study practices:  

I called my mom and got that first cry in, and afterwards I just kind of got 
mad at myself for not putting the effort—cause I wasn’t putting the effort 
that I should have at the beginning…That was a little scary, but I found 
ways—You find resources and you kind of put it on yourself to make time 
to study, and study the right way and not just go to tutoring and have them 
do it for you. But you gotta figure it out. 
 

 Participants repeatedly cited the first round of exams as the point at which they 

realized college was not high school. Kobe lamented his lack of knowledge regarding 

how to study in the beginning: “…obviously, it’s a learning process, but I wish I would 

have known how to study better, so I could have gotten a higher GPA.” Kobe learned by 

doing, and improved his study habits, but his GPA suffered through the learning process. 

If he had known how to study in college from the beginning, he would have been able to 

hit the ground running, as did other participants, like Zorro and James. Marc was also 

surprised by “how hard the tests were. I did not expect it…the first round of exams, a few 

of ‘em were pretty challenging, so I did not expect my first few exams to be like that.” 



 

 201 

Again, the mismatched curriculum between high school and college forced these students 

to endure an intense academic transition process and make rapid modifications to their 

daily practices, even as they were enduring a difficult social transition.  

 Zorro, the highest performer in the study (in terms of GPA), was mentally and 

academically prepared for the first round of exams because he learned from his high 

school peers who preceded him in college. Zorro shared that this form of peer wealth and 

his maximization of that available wealth taught him to be ready for the first round of 

college exams. According to Zorro, he “heard so many cases” of the first exams being 

intense that he actually overcompensated: “Out of so not wanting that to happen, I guess 

it kind of didn’t happen.” Zorro was well equipped with essential knowledge regarding 

the rigor of college because of the social capital he gleaned from his peers. This enabled 

him to insulate himself from failure through the application of personal discipline and 

focus.  

 Students learned from the first round of exams, adapted accordingly, and their 

adaptive strategies resulted in improvement during their second and third semesters. 

Adrian described his second year as a “huge improvement” from his first year: 

Each semester, I’m noticing—Let’s start with the fall semester of last 
year. Horrible. Just flat out horrible. That spring semester—improvement, 
a little improvement here and there…The grades weren’t up there, but they 
were all passing. Here [third semester], I’m seeing A’s, I’m seeing B’s, 
I’m still seeing some C’s…So, to sum it up, I would just say each 
semester, I’ve been improving—which is all I want. 
 

Adrian suffered from initial setbacks due to the academic transition, but he was able to 

respond and demonstrated gradual improvement through time. He also learned that he 
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had to “play your own game” rather than compare he with more prepared students he 

encountered at the institution, which he learned was a self-defeating exercise. Again, 

many of the participants developed a keen understanding of what worked for them on a 

very personal level and made adjustments accordingly. 

 Mathematics was frequently cited as a subject that challenged students their first 

year. Victor, a high-achieving business major with a strong GPA, struggled with math 

above all: “Math was what caught me off-guard. Calculus especially…that was a little 

scary; First couple of tests—I pretty, like, bombed it. And I just freaked out and wanted 

to call home.” All of the students in this study were top performers in their high schools 

of origin, and many reported that they did not even need to study in high school because 

the content was so easy for them to master. Therefore, when they arrived on campus and 

failed the first round of exams, it forced them to undergo an intense process of mental 

and procedural re-evaluation.  

 Daniel described the transition process he was still enduring his second year. He 

shared that he thought he was prepared for college because he placed great faith in his 

high school to adequately prepare him. He explained that his process of adaption 

involved re-evaluating this belief, and making the necessary adjustments to rectify the 

differences in his level of preparation: 

I started meeting people who went to private prep schools in Houston and 
Dallas and they were all flying through these classes, 3.7, 3.5 GPA’s, and 
it was like they had been doing it their entire lives…I realized where the 
disconnect was between me and them…That was surprising, because I had 
a lot of faith in my high school and where I came from, and at the same 
time it was really disappointing because…I wasn’t as good as I thought I 
was, and neither was—where I came from. But I also realized that I 
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couldn’t put all the blame on that, and this was ‘gonna be a reflection of 
me as an individual; me as a student. So I had to take the majority of the 
responsibility for it, and put a lot of the weight on myself. Which still, is 
an ongoing process. 
 

This speaks to the previously discussed theme regarding the self-reliant way students 

responded to the changes they faced their first year. Daniel acknowledged the difference 

in his high school preparation, but then assumed the responsibility for closing the gap 

once he was in college.  

 Modest social engagement. This theme was explored in-depth in chapter four as 

a “personal practice” but it also emerged as a component of a deliberate and strategic 

academic transition process during the first year of college. Many students in this sample 

reported they were either “too busy” to party, or that they disinterested in the party scene 

because it did not entice them. Students also employed modest informal social 

engagement as a protective mechanism their first year, to guard them against failure.  

 For example, Zorro, who was the highest performer, and a business major with a 

3.78 GPA, revealed that while he is highly social in nature, feared that he would be 

socially inundated in college. He therefore made a conscious effort to abstain from social 

activities his first year, and especially during his first semester. He came to view the 

social aspects of college as something he had to “sacrifice” his studying for, instead of 

sacrificing his social life for his study practices. Rather, Zorro focused on academic 

adjustment first, at the price of social interaction:  “I was worried that since there was so 

much potential for social interaction, that I wouldn’t be focusing on my studies…I 

wanted to retain the motivation…I guess sacrificing things here and there to hang out 
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with people.” Because Zorro overcompensated, the outcome was often the opposite of 

what he feared would occur. It is important to note once again, that Zorro’s reluctance to 

engage informally did not mean he was not formally engaged in college. Zorro was the 

only participant who pledged a fraternity at the outset of college. Per the prompting of his 

high school peer, Zorro pledged a professional co-ed fraternity in college, because of the 

promise it held in terms of academic support and mentorship.   

 Zorro was not the only participant who delayed his social involvement and 

overcompensated for fear of failure. Victor shared similar sentiments, and he kept a tight 

rein on his social life during the fall semester, but he relaxed during the spring of his first 

year once he established a firm academic grounding:  

…first semester, I didn’t really have [a social life]…I felt guilty if I went 
out on a Friday instead of studying…That first semester, I was just so 
scared about class work and classroom stuff, that I wasn’t too thrilled 
about going out and partying or what-have you. But spring semester 
opened up, and I found it was fun and it was needed…it was a good 
escape; especially if your friends are there...So, that’s when I opened up. I 
felt more grounded and comfortable. I knew I was doing what I had to get 
done, but I could have a social life and meet more people…I think if I 
didn’t do what I did in the fall—not partaking and partying as much—that 
I wouldn’t have gotten the results I did…but once I did and once I felt 
more comfortable, you can balance it out better with your academics, once 
you just feel more grounded, and have a routine going, it’s easier to do 
that, but you gotta find that balance. 
 

Again, a custom-fit adjustment process grounded in a high level of self-awareness led to 

a successful transition formula for Victor. He took the necessary time to achieve an 

academic foothold before he allowed himself to relax. He executed his tailor-made 

personal plan with self-discipline to achieve success:  
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I know there’s kids that can go and party and make a 4.0, but if you’re not 
that guy, you gotta make sure you know what you’re doing. And so, I 
think it’s an individual feeling-out process. Know your own limits…mine 
was that I couldn’t party. I’m not the guy that can go party and get a 4.0. I 
have to go study…to each his own, but that’s how it worked out for me. 
 

Victor was honest with himself regarding his needs, and placed academics as his priority 

in the beginning. Like John, who required time to socially adjust while he overcame his 

feelings of inferiority, Victor was able to relax even more so his third semester, and 

eventually pledged and challenging community service based fraternity his third 

semester.  

 The use of study groups. Most of the highly successful participants reported 

using study groups and working in the library, and many reported an increased use of 

study groups during the second year. Zorro observed the benefits of study groups and the 

drawbacks of studying alone: 

…when you study by yourself, at like three in the morning, you can feel 
like the loneliest person in the world. But if you’re with a good group of 
people, you start saying crazy stuff…you have some funny moments, and 
you’re probably ‘gonna stay there like two extra hours versus if you were 
by yourself being really effective. But you know, you’re ‘gonna leave 
there kind of laughing, like, ‘Whatever, it’s okay, I’m not the only one 
going through this.’ And because of that, you end up actually doing that a 
lot more and getting a lot more done. 
 

Zorro recognized the social value of the group dynamic, even if it came at the cost of 

efficiency. This is the same student who overcompensated his first semester by restricting 

his social intake but pledged a professional fraternity. Again, his emphasis was on 

academically related social interaction, rather than on informal social interaction. In the 

case of study groups, Zorro found they validated the struggles inherent in the college 
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experience. Victor also spoke of the immense benefits he derived from integrating 

academics with a semblance of a social life through study groups: 

…fall semester, I studied by myself for a good portion of it, until I figured 
out that I needed people to help me. And then you find study groups and 
people you can relate to that were in my same situation. And you can 
bounce ideas off each other because we knew what we were talking 
about…Spring, you find friends that…I just like being around, and we 
didn’t have to study the same subject, but if I knew they were studious, 
and I was studious, so we could just go to the library and sit there and he 
could do his work, and I could do mine, and just because, I could see him 
not messing around, I wouldn’t mess around. So that got me through the 
spring semester and it was less stressful... 
 

This quote demonstrates the social validation that Victor derived from study groups, but 

it also demonstrated the academic support he found in them, as well as peer motivation to 

focus in a way that made study time productive and efficient. This approach to the 

utilization of study groups was slightly different than Zorro’s, but as high achievers in the 

same competitive business major, the use of study groups helped both Victor and Zorro 

achieve the same end—academic success during their first year.  

 Miscellaneous modifications. The most successful participants in the study (in 

terms of GPA) also recognized a need to make modifications in their approach to college 

over time, even if they were performing well. They reported attending more office hours 

during their second year, engaging more critically with the content, engaging in critical 

reflection regarding their personal practices, and they experimented with those practices 

in a variety of ways. For example, some participants reported trying different places to 

study, or that they learned to take more “balanced” study breaks to relieve stress and gain 

energy for the next study session. They also learned to live a more balanced personal life 
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their second year. Max, in particular, spoke of the introspective process in which he 

engaged to make the necessary adjustments: 

I didn’t really realize that I had to change my study habits up until the end 
of spring semester…when, in one of my classes, I didn’t do as well as I 
wanted to, and I started reflecting on maybe why…So I came up with the 
conclusion that I was using my study methods that I had used in high 
school…and college is a little different…this year…I try to manage my 
time a little bit better. I try to objectify for each day; like what I want to 
have completed and such. I also go to more office hours. 
 

This quote reveals the nature of the introspective process in which Max engaged 

regarding his study habits and time management skills. He articulated a couple of the 

distinct changes he made, including daily goal setting, and the utilization of professor’s 

office hours.  

 Max then shared the reflection process he engaged in that helped him realize he 

needed to make changes in the social realm to improve the academic realm: 

I started reflecting during the spring semester…on why I wasn’t liking 
[college] as much as I thought…I came up with the conclusion that I was 
expecting things to happen instead of myself making the things happen for 
me…I’d be let down by the effects…what didn’t happen that I wanted to 
happen…sometimes would bring me a little bit down and that was 
probably my major hindrance during the first semester…So now, I’m 
liking it a lot better. Now, I sort of try to equilibrate between just my 
studies, and having fun as well, so I think that’s helped me a lot for this 
semester. 
 

Max had to undergo the process of focusing on academics at the beginning, but he 

quickly realized that he needed to seek a more balanced approach between life and school 

if he were going to achieve long-term happiness. The process of introspection involved in 

this realization was an important component of the individual process these students 

endured their first year.  
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 Learning study skills. Several of the participants reported that they had to learn a 

new set of study skills in college as a part of their academic transition process. For 

example, Adrian shared that the study skills he employed his second and third semesters 

that helped put him on the path to success, he developed during the first year of college 

rather than in high school. To achieve this change, Adrian tried different note-taking 

strategies and revisited those strategies and study skills over the winter break after his 

first semester.  He further honed in on his gaps during the summer after his first year:  

…this summer, I had plenty of time to reflect on how I did. Even during 
the Christmas break—that fall semester was the worst of the whole first 
year…I’ve never plunged that deep…in failing my classes. As a matter of 
fact, I’ve never failed a class until I got to college…Looking back at my 
performance and how I responded to it that first semester was just 
horrible. I mean, I was a little more forgiving of myself that second 
semester, because you know, I did do some things that were pretty 
good…Looking back…there were so many things that I changed, in how I 
studied, and how I talked to my; I interacted with people around me… 
 

Adrian endured an academic transition process similar to the social transition process 

John experienced. It took the entire first semester for him to overcome the shock and 

disappointment of his academic performance relative to that of high school. The key 

factor that enabled him to make positive changes, however, was his ability to engage in 

introspection regarding his response that first semester. Adrian also shared that he 

developed study habits through a trial and error process. Even the musical selections he 

made to accompany studying were an ongoing experiment, and he shared that he learned 

he studies best when he listens to Chopin. Other students reported that they  made 

changes after experimenting with study spaces, musical selections, study and sleep 

cycles, and as mentioned previously, study groups.  
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 Max, the third highest performer, with a 3.59 in Neurobiology, described how 

much he needed to adapt his study habits to be successful in college:  

…my study habits—they really had to change a lot from moving from 
high school to college. Especially, ‘cause…high school was a little bit 
more of just, regurgitating information and such. And college is a little bit 
more of applying and, thinking out of the box and such. So, my study 
habits had to change from like, just reading, to reading and analyzing and 
coming up with conclusions and being a little more intricate about my 
thinking processes… 
 

Max also learned that a practice as simple as reviewing lecture notes after class 

contributed to his knowledge retention and facilitated learning:  

What I would do last year, is, I would usually study maybe a week before 
an exam, and sort of give myself a week to learn everything. But now, 
what I’m doing is, I study on a day-to-day basis. And then one week 
before the—any midterm—I’d go over the stuff so I’d just refresh it and it 
makes it a lot easier to sort of retain… 
 

This demonstrates how a simple skill made a significant difference in the academic and 

learning outcome, but it was a skill that took time to master in college. Max also learned 

the importance of separating work from his “home” life and he therefore made a 

conscious effort to not study in his dorm room: “I usually try to keep away from studying 

in my room…that way I won’t associate my room with work, and whenever I’m in there, 

so I can be comfortable and not be thinking, oh, I have to do this; I have to do that…”  

 “Real” learning in college. Many shared that they felt they engaged in “real” 

learning during their first semester of college for the first time in their lives. Adrian 

shared that the intense academic transition process he endured was due to the fact that 

college professors teach so differently than high school teachers. Adrian felt he had to 

achieve independent learning for the first time in college:  
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…how professors run the class…Of course, they would teach you, but the 
rest of you trying to actually grasp the true concept of what they’re trying 
to teach you was on your own. And I think I can say—at least for 
myself—that I don’t think any high school class can prepare you for that. 
Just to read on your own and come to class—You’re expected to come to 
class with questions. And I don’t think I know of any high school class 
that ran their classroom that way. 
 

According to Adrian’s experience, high school consisted of fact memorization while the 

work in college involved independent learning and application, or what he called “real 

learning.” This quote reveals a specific example of how high schools prepared students 

for college in a differential manner, and the way participants had to respond to that 

difference during their transitional first year.  

 Overcoming intimidation. Participants in this study also learned how to 

overcome feelings of intimidation during the first year of transition. For Adrian, this 

meant learning how to be assertive to gain access to faculty, a type of institutional agent 

whom he found intimidating at first:  

Intimidating…They weren’t mean. It’s just, they got PhD’s!…They’re 
highly educated. When I first heard the “PhD”…I’m like, ‘Oh, gosh, I’m 
‘gonna look like a dummy walking in there, asking these real simple 
questions.’ When, you know, they respect you, ‘cause they know you’re 
undergraduates; They’re going to expect those, those, undergraduate 
questions, versus the more sophisticated, PhD level questions. 
 

This component of the academic transition process in college is especially salient for 

first-generation college students who do not come from families with high levels of 

education. These students need to feel that faculty is approachable and willing to help 

students, regardless of their educational backgrounds.  



 

 211 

 Managing independence. Several participants shared that managing their 

personal independence was a new phenomenon that caught them by surprise. This led to 

academic under-achievement by some because they did not readily adapt to the change.  

Others embraced it readily, thriving in their new context. For those that did adapt to this 

change, they immediately recognized the need for maturation and achieved it in sufficient 

time to achieve academically. For those for whom this was a struggle, they remained 

engaged in an ongoing process of adaption during their second year.  

 For example, Daniel, the student who arrived on campus with the most traditional 

forms of educational and economic capital in his family, discovered he had to learn how 

to manage his freedom in college after a difficult first semester: “Now I realize the 

implications of having that freedom, and having that responsibility, and how you need to 

deal with it, but that first semester was really a rough one…” 

 Victor, who was academically high performing and highly engaged during his 

second year, was also surprised by just how much independence he had to manage, but he 

was also surprised by how well he responded to the challenge:  

I felt like I grew as a person…my parents said at the end of the semester, 
that I was a little more mature, and an adult almost…I think that was my 
most favorite thing—that I could do stuff on my own; that I didn’t need to 
call my mom every five seconds to complain and have her fix it for me. 
You know, this is big boy time and I had to grow and this was on me. This 
was my life…There’s no way around it.  
 

 Kobe also found the transition to be a natural one for him: “I like being 

independent, so it was a lot of fun.” Marc indicated that he relished the independence: 

“The freedom—the freedom was amazing. Not having to worry about—you know, um, 
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my mom telling me, ‘Hey, it’s 1:00 in the morning!...Did you pay the light bill?’” The 

fact that Marc was selected to serve as an RA his second year of college is an indicator of 

his ability to adapt well to the rapid change in independence.  

 Zorro, the highest performer in the sample viewed his new freedom as a fun 

opportunity to experiment with scheduling and sleep cycles: “When I got here, I realized, 

it’s completely up to me. I might as well try to figure out what works for me, so I tried a 

bunch of different stuff…” Alex also managed the independence well and shared surprise 

that others did not. He felt that he embraced it because he saw college as his opportunity 

to become a better person:  

…It also surprised me how crazy college can be…I just 
thought…Everyone’s ‘gonna be trying to study and focus and it really 
isn’t.  I mean, there’s so many things that go on…You’re surrounded by 
all of these things that, and I was also surprised how prepared I was to be 
like, independent, um, not everyone can like, just, leave home…I kind of 
did it because I needed to do it for me, for, to become a better person… 
 

Alex’s parents trained him well, and his involvement in co-curricular activities in high 

school kept him on an academically focused path, but Alex also adapted well to the 

freedom of college because he was motivated by the higher purpose of becoming a better 

person for his family.  

 Joey used the increased independence as an opportunity to come overcome a 

meek nature that he had in high school: 

I grew a lot…the mature level; the way I thought. Just being alone, away 
from family was a big thing…I felt like I was doing something big, so I 
had nothing to hide anymore. I felt comfortable. If I needed to ask 
something, I would ask it. If I needed to give my opinion, I’m ‘gonna give 
it, and my reasons for it.. 
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He even developed enough self-confidence and assertiveness to approach the president of 

UT-Austin when Joey crossed paths with him in the main administration building. Joey 

recalled the experience:  

I was like…‘Do you have a minute?’ He’s like, ‘Yeah, I have a couple 
minutes. What’s wrong?’ I was like, ‘Oh, nothing’s wrong. I just feel 
really good to be at this school.’ And he started laughing. He was like, 
‘That’s good. I’m glad you like it.’…He asked me, ‘How is school?’ And I 
was like, ‘Well, school’s hard, but I like it. You know, it challenges me to 
see how much I can learn.’ 
 

 Others viewed independence as a skill they had to develop over the course of 

time. For example, Alex viewed moving off campus as a necessary next step in his path 

toward independence, but the thought made him nervous: “For some reason, I think that’s 

a HUGE step. I’m—every time I think about it, I get kind of nervous. But, um, it’ll 

definitely help me grow, independently, and as an individual.” Carlos shared that he 

consciously allocated himself responsibility in manageable increments. He expressed 

goals to eventually work in college, and like Alex, to move into an apartment when he is 

ready: “I don’t know what it feels like to pay a bill, to be honest with you. So, once—

next semester, I intend to get myself a little more responsibility, and see how well I do 

with it, see if I can keep up.”  

 Similarly, Adrian set manageable goals toward independence that he could 

achieve incrementally, so that he did not become overwhelmed in the process of 

transition. Like John, he demonstrated self-awareness of his limits and focused on 

manageable, short-term goals:     

I’m not looking beyond four years. I’m just looking beyond that 
Bachelor’s degree. I don’t want to look too far down the road, because I 
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don’t want to distract myself and say ‘That’s too much. I’m not ‘gonna be 
able to do it.’…I look a little more short-term, and once I get past this—
cause this is a huge hump in my life…Then I can start looking long-term. 
 

 In summary, this section addressed the multiple transition strategies participants 

employed to adjust to the academic rigor of college, and thereby, to successfully engage 

in the academic life of college. With the exception of one participant, all of the students 

experienced markedly increased academic rigor their first year in college relative to their 

high school curricula. This required an intense process of adaption, commitment, and 

personal growth to achieve positive educational outcomes. Participants responded to this 

challenge by engaging in critical introspection. This enabled them to develop new study 

habits, learn time management, improve their organization skills, and learn prioritization. 

 For many, the first semester of college was the first time in their lives that they 

felt engaged in “real learning,” and it was after the first round of exams that they realized 

just how much change they needed to undergo to be successful. To make the necessary 

changes, some had to overcome their feelings of intimidation to utilize institutional 

agents, such as professors. Others used the opportunity to experiment with different study 

strategies. Participants also responded to the challenge by maintaining modest social 

lives, and often based their social interaction within the context of study groups or study 

partners.  

 Finally, some participants readily responded to the increased level of 

independence that college offered, while others had to initially learn how to manage their 

independence before they could improve academically. The next section will focus on 
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how students endured a similar process of transition, with respect to developing a co-

curricular life in college that would contribute to positive educational outcomes.  

Co-curricular Transition Strategies 

 Despite levels of hyperactive co-curricular engagement in high school, most of 

the participants in this study delayed co-curricular involvement during their first year of 

college. In the same way that they limited their social interaction for fear of academic 

failure, many focused on developing a strong academic root system during the first year 

before they took on the responsibilities associated with organizational involvement. Most 

participants began to slowly dip into the waters of involvement when they felt both 

socially and academically adjusted, and it was clear that becoming academically 

orientated was their first priority.  

 Victor, who decided to pledge an community service fraternity his second year, 

spoke of his conscious effort to abstain from involvement his first year, especially in his 

first semester:  

…that first semester, I was just kinda paranoid about grades and wanted to 
stick to that, and I did start working then too. So I was just kind of 
constantly busy, and I didn’t have time to go; Like, I mean, I did go out 
enough, but didn’t join any organizations. But now, I feel like I’ve opened 
up more my second year. But my first year, I was just trying to get 
grounded academically. 
 

Victor described the demands of his pledge program as well as the social rewards that 

flowed from it. While it proved to be the right decision for him to establish a community 

on campus, he was wise to delay this level of involvement until his second year.  
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 Zorro, the highest performer in the sample, was the one exception in this respect. 

He was the most heavily involved in organizations during the first year, because he 

pledged a co-ed professional fraternity at the prompting of a high school peer who 

preceded him. Zorro knew that doing so would be an investment in his success because 

he knew the fraternity was a vital source of academic support for his friend. Zorro shared 

that the fraternity’s primary focus was on professional skills, community service and it 

also contained strong mentorship component. Once Zorro joined this fraternity, which 

had a strong academic emphasis, he had less time to spend on other activities outside of 

class and his fraternity.  

 In other words, Zorro’s time was already committed and strategically placed in an 

academically productive zone the moment he arrived on campus. Zorro explained the 

basis of his choice: “…when I recognize a good opportunity, and I set my limits of what 

was too much, I would just take it, and prioritizing what’s important to me in terms of 

utility and personal happiness.”  It is worthy of noting that Zorro was also the participant 

who spoke of overcompensating for the first round of exams out of fear of failure because 

the same high school peer who encouraged him to join this particular fraternity also 

warned him of the rigor of the first round of exams. In Zorro’s case, peer wealth proved 

to be a highly productive form of social capital in these two regards.   

 Zorro’s decision to invest his time in that fraternity was strategic, and other study 

participants also demonstrated similar decisions, after they gathered information 

regarding what organizations are available and which ones were worthy of their 

investment of time. Like Victor, many participants delayed organizational involvement to 
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achieve academic grounding, but they also did so to actively gather information and 

weigh their options before they committed their time and energy to a particular 

organization. As Zorro observed: “there’s an overflow of options…an overwhelming 

amount of good options of what you could do with your time.” Zorro and a few other 

participants also exercised discriminating taste as they selected organizations in which 

they intended to actively participate, rather than half-heartedly committing to 

organizations in which they would be superficially involved. Moreover, they were 

selective regarding the quantity of organizations to which they committed, and their 

ultimate goal was meaningful participation with emphasis on obtaining leadership 

positions and quality over quantity.  

 Victor was a good example of this philosophy. He was also a participant who 

utilized the first year to information-gather and achieve academic grounding before 

getting involved. He delayed pledging his community service fraternity until he learned 

more about it at the end of the spring of his first year. Midway through pledging in his 

third semester, he viewed his choice as a prudent one and a worthwhile investment in his 

long-term success:  

And now that I’m in my fraternity; more or less, that’s good too, cause 
there’s ninety guys that I can talk to, that they’re willing to do the same, 
And so, that’s comforting; to make the campus smaller and more intimate. 
And, get that sense of belonging, too; That you have people that care 
enough, that they’ll do that for you. 
 

Victor viewed pledging as an investment in his social capital and one that will serve as a 

springboard for other opportunities in the future: 
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It’s stressful now, and I hate it, but I think, at the end of the semester, I 
think it’s going to be so rewarding…I feel like I can make some good 
progress in organizations, as far as leadership roles; That once I’m settled 
in and see how it works, I can move my way up and become that leader 
that I want to be…I just got to get my foot in the door this semester. 
Maybe next semester; and I feel like I can I can do some things. 
 

Victor viewed pledging as an aspect of college that had to wait until he obtained 

academic grounding, but he also viewed it as a short-term investment to benefit his 

remaining years of college. Moreover, he viewed it as a long-term investment in 

relationship capital that he will enjoy for a lifetime:  

I think once I’m in the [fraternity] and not pledging, that’s ‘gonna be set 
for me. I think I’ll have enough of what I want out of campus; the close-
knit friendship. And social-wise, what comes with it. And again, too, the 
networking is great as well…something that I want to—When I’m older, I 
want to have a good solid band of people that I want with me, even when 
I’m old and graduated. So that was a good reason behind it too. 
 

This quote demonstrates the careful thought Victor placed in his process of formal 

organizational engagement in college, as well as his sophisticated understanding of the 

nature of capital. Victor had also thought through what other organizations he might like 

to join in the future, and he made a conscious decision to limit them and to focus on 

taking on leadership roles in the few: “I don’t want to join any more organizations and 

not be as involved. I’d rather be in a few and have upper leadership roles.”  

 Kobe is an example of a participant who strived to be more involved in his third 

semester, but he also cultivated enough self-awareness to realize he was still not ready. 

Because of his high school under-preparation, Kobe was still in academic transition his 

third semester. Due to his mathematic deficiencies from high school, he had to cope with 

a challenging dilemma in college with respect to calculus. Because his pre-college 
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academic preparation did not prepare him for the rigor of calculus at UT-Austin, he 

needed to concurrently enroll in calculus at a local community college while he was 

enrolled as a full-time at UT-Austin (to be eligible for financial aid). This forced Kobe to 

enroll in 18 hours during his third long semester so that he could continue to advance 

toward degree progress as a business major.  

 Kobe expressed a simultaneous desire to be involved with organizations, with a 

decided reluctance to do so before he is able to meaningfully engage:  “I’m just scared to 

get involved because…I already have my schedule packed, and then I’m tempted to go to 

the meetings…So right now, I’m kind of restricting myself on that. ‘Cause I know I will 

get involved in something; There’s just too many things, like you can’t do everything and 

that’s the sad part.” Kobe was painfully aware that his under-engagement was detracting 

from his college experience and he expressed regret for this. Again, he engaged in 

introspection to know his limits and made deliberate sacrifices based upon his personal 

circumstances for the long-term goal of success in college.   

 To conclude, most participants in this study delayed co-curricular engagement 

during their first year of college despite high levels of co-curricular activity in high 

school. Participants made a conscious decision to focus on developing strong academic 

grounding during their first year before they took on the responsibilities associated with 

organizational involvement. Participants slowly dipped into the waters of involvement 

after they became socially and academically adjusted. Participants were strategic in their 

selection of organizations in which to engage, and they emphasized quality over quantity. 

Finally, participants treated co-curricular engagement as a short-term investment in their 
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college success as well as a long-term investment in relationship capital they will enjoy 

for a lifetime.  

Commitment to Self-Improvement and Productive Risk-Taking 

 Another finding that was common among participants was a demonstrated 

commitment to continued self-improvement as students engaged during their first year of 

college. Participants revealed a strong desire to target their weaknesses and to take 

positive risks by pushing themselves outside their comfort zones. Students identified their 

weaknesses, and strived to remedy them by seeking opportunities to continuously 

develop and improve. For example, Zorro admitted that he suffered from a performance 

anxiety, so he targeted this weakness by joining an Indian dance troupe. He issued 

himself a similar challenge when he joined a comedy improv group in high school. Zorro 

explained his reasoning behind taking on these challenges:  

I remember watching shows like that when I was a little kid and thinking 
‘That’s so cool, but I could never do anything like that.’…I tried it 
out…after that experience, it definitely helped out. I realized, audition 
type things; You just have to put yourself out there as much as possible. 
‘Cause if you shy into those areas, there’s absolutely no chance they’re 
going to recognize you and you’re not going to have a chance. So I put 
myself out there… 
 

Similarly, Zorro demonstrated a willingness to take positive risks. With respect to asking 

professors for support, Zorro expressed willingness to risk rejection and attributed his 

success his first year to practice: “…in many ways college has been a very successful 

experience because I’m very comfortable going into professor’s appointments if I have 

either trouble, or if I ask a certain question. The worst thing they can say is no, and I’m 
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comfortable with that…” In an earlier section, Zorro shared that he established good 

relationships with professors his first year and that his borderline grades, always 

“somehow” turned out to be A’s. As significant institutional agents with the power to 

determine grades and transmit high volumes of information, Zorro’s willingness to take 

risks by seeking their assistance was a key factor in his success.   

 Adrian shared that he was shy in high school and does not finding speaking with 

others an easy task, especially because he was intimidate the education level of the 

faculty at UT-Austin.  Like Zorro, Adrian chose to participate in high school theater to 

overcome this weakness and he felt that it helped in engage in college when he had to 

garner the courage to approach faculty. He recalled the experience and the benefits that 

sprang from it: 

I had a play, where I had to speak to the crowd…And I had to do a five-
minute part. I remember just sweating and havin’ the goose bumps and the 
trembling and that crack in your voice. But I did it. It was a step that kind 
‘a helped me become the person I am today. I’m sociable, but I’m also at 
the same time, I’m kinda reserved and quiet too. 
 

Adrian’s willingness to take on this challenge so far outside of his comfort zone was 

indicative of his approach to college his first year. He quickly identified his deficiencies, 

and sought to remedy them through his actions, even when doing so was difficult.  

 Joey also spoke of the challenge he faced to be more socially assertive in college: 

“I had to learn how to be outgoing and not be afraid of asking questions, especially 

during class and outside of class; meeting new friends, meeting new people.” To further 

demonstrate his continued commitment to self-improvement, Joey expressed a restless 

dissatisfaction with his development in that capacity. He viewed himself as under the 
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process of continuous development and transition, and shared that he sensed inevitable 

success in the remaining years due to his commitment to improvement:  

I still don’t feel like I’m doing as well as I should…I feel like I can do a 
lot better. And I feel like, the second year is for that. I feel like it’s coming 
soon…I know it’s close. Like, to where I’m ‘gonna take off, kinda thing. 
It’s just ‘gonna be me and I’m just ‘gonna excel in everything or do 
everything the way I really want to do it…I don’t know. It’s a weird 
feeling, but I know it’s coming. 
 

 In summary, another finding common among participants was a distinct 

commitment to continued self-improvement. Students identified their weaknesses, took 

decisive steps to target those weaknesses through a variety of activities and recognized 

the need to take risks to achieve success.  

Engagement in Strategic Friendship Creation, Valuation and Maintenance 

 All of the participants in this study revealed in a number of ways that they were 

highly social beings, and each one of them had a great deal to say about the meaning and 

value of friendships as a vital source of social capital in their lives. What is particularly 

salient about this phenomenon as a significant finding in this study was that the creation, 

maintenance and management of friendships by these students were not happenstance. 

Rather, it was the result of conscious and deliberate action. Friendships with peers from 

their pre-college and their college lives were an important component of the way 

participants engaged during their first year of college.  

 Moreover, participants recognized friendships as integral components of their 

happiness and academic success and therefore, worthy of investment. Within this finding, 

participants demonstrated strongly their awareness of the value of building a strong social 
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network. Moreover, they leveraged their peer wealth as social capital in strategic ways to 

contribute to their positive educational outcomes during the first year. Peers provided 

participants with academic support, a sense of belonging, a form of mental health 

counseling, and filled the void left when participants left their families at home. To begin, 

Victor shared the critical function that friends served for him as he engaged during his 

first year:  

I feel like if you don’t have a close group of friends, it’s very difficult. 
You just feel so small. There’s fifty-thousand people here, and if you don’t 
have—and when I say friends—I mean like, good, solid—like people you 
can talk to about anything and they’re willing to drop what they’re doing 
and just listen. ‘Cause sometimes you don’t realize how much you need 
someone to listen. Not so much talk, but genuinely listen to you, and so 
having that is essential, I think. 
 

This passage is particularly salient in light of the self-reliant behaviors students 

demonstrated in an earlier section. Participants in this study were quick to assume 

responsibility for their success, but they also demonstrated a strong willingness to rely 

upon the support of others, especially peers.  

 While participants viewed friendships as essential to being successful in college, 

academics were often treated as a priority placed above friends. Moreover, friends were 

often viewed as a way to achieve the balance needed to achieve academic success. Alex 

shared his feelings regarding this tension between the support and distraction friends 

bring: 

[Friends are] very important, in the aspect that you have to have a balance 
with your studying and then your social life, and I think friends help a lot. 
But you also have to have a lot of self-control because it’s tempting when 
someone just asks ‘Oh, let’s do this. Let’s do that.’ So, you have to have 
self-discipline and set your priorities straight. But other than that, I think 
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friends are great, just to help make the college experience much better. 
Because you don’t want to be…like, the loner that’s in this big huge 
school. If you don’t have friends, then you will feel really small and I 
think that could even affect your grades. And affect many other things, I 
mean, you want to drop out and do different things that you wouldn’t do. 
 

This quote is interesting for a number of reasons. Like Victor, Alex described the need to 

have the support of friends as a way to avoid feeling “small” within the context of the 

large university context. In addition, Alex demonstrated an intuitive understanding that 

friends contribute to one’s social capital and persistence in college when he indicated that 

being the “loner” without friends “could even affect your grades.” Finally, Alex 

recognized friends as a vital contributor to persistence but also as a potential distraction 

that could negatively influence persistence. Finally, he expressed the importance of 

striking a balance between those two push and pull forces.   

 Furthermore, the creation and maintenance of supportive friendships was 

recognized as hard work but an important investment in their success. Zorro spoke of this 

and indicated that it became more challenging when the academic rigor accelerated his 

first year: “Once the real work behind college actually set in, it took a lot more work to 

actually keep that going.” Zorro shared his approach to friendships, as one in which he 

was willing to go to great lengths to protect them as an investment once he determined 

the friendship was worthy of that investment: “…there are certain people that I get along 

with really well and I made a really big effort to invest in those relationships more.” 

Zorro also acknowledged the tension that can be found between nurturing existing 

relationships and creating new ones when time is so limited in college. “I definitely plan 

to nurture relationships now that I want to continue…and it’s hard, ‘cause you just meet 
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so many people here and balancing constantly meeting new people with continuing; 

putting effort into friendships you already have—It’s a lot of work.”  

 The participants in this study selected their friends carefully, critically, and with 

thoughtful deliberation. Moreover, participants often remained closed and guarded to 

those who were outside their circle of trust. For example, Max shared that his approach 

with those he did not wholly trust was wary: “I met friends, but I was a little, sort of 

guarded from making many other friends. But the ones that did come; that were my 

friends from high school—which are maybe like two of ‘em—they were always here for 

me to be sort of like, morally there for me.” Max was careful regarding whom he allowed 

within his sphere of influence during the first year. I this sense, his peers served as a 

moral compass, much in the way that family did for these students.   

 Alex shared his feelings regarding the importance of selecting friends carefully so 

that they might contribute to one’s academic support structure:  

…my friends are normally—have the same mindset as me…We’re all, 
like, academic-oriented. Um, I think it’s important to create friendships 
and getting to create those—because you can create friendship with 
anyone—But I think it’s also important to create friendships with certain 
individuals and like, keep that friendship going. I mean, you’re away from 
home, you have to create some sense of support. 
 

This quote demonstrates Alex’s understanding of the support value that can be obtained 

through peer social capital, but he also understood the importance of being discerning in 

friendship creation and maintenance. Like many participants in the study, Alex realized 

that it requires effort to keep friendships alive. For this reason, Alex and others were 

careful regarding whom they invested in for the long-term goal of academic success. 
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 Marc was also careful and deliberate in his friendship selection during his first 

year. He indicated a strong preference for friends that are academically focused: 

‘Cause I don’t drink and I don’t smoke. I don’t mess with any of that stuff. 
People don’t pressure me to do it either. Like, I know how to pick my 
friends. I grew up having a select group of friends…I knew how to pick 
them and I knew how to surround myself with—so I do the same thing 
here in college…Most of ‘em, you know, were people that wanted to go to 
college. People who wanted to do something with their lives…I just 
always believe you should surround yourself with people who are like 
you. People who have the same dreams and aspirations as you.  
 

Marc realized the importance of surrounding himself with a cadre of peers who have 

similar, academically focused goals. This practice worked for him in high school and he 

therefore, carried it over into college. This form of peer social capital provided him with 

a protective buffer, with inspiration to maintain an academic focus, and with knowledge 

regarding how to be successful in college.  

 Kobe described himself as highly discerning and selective in friendship creation. 

He expressed impatience with people who lack goals and ambition. He also expressed 

want for more friends, but he admitted that his selectivity is purposefully designed to 

guard himself from negative influence: 

I’m the kind of person that’s kind of hard to have true friends. Because 
I’m so critical…I see everything and if I feel you’re in my way, or…I 
don’t see that you have ambition…I think I started that in high school, 
with all those people that were there, and just did not associate myself 
with them. …it just doesn’t fly with me. But it’s good in the sense that 
I’ve stayed away from influence…but it’s bad because I wish I had more 
friends…But the friends that I do have, they are really good friends. 
 

Kobe indicated that he developed his highly discriminating taste in friends in high school, 

due to the fact that he attended a school plagued by gangs and poverty. Kobe’s closest 
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college friend, whom he met in the residence hall, is a white female from upstate New 

York. Perhaps an unlikely matchup, Kobe was drawn to her because of her positive 

academic influence on him. Despite a personality that others perceived as abrasive, Kobe 

found great value in her friendship: 

I choose my friends like really critically…I think she’s a great influence 
and she had a purpose. I like people who have purpose; who have goals; 
who want to be something. Not just here—just ‘Oh, whatever the wind 
blows’…She’s determined and she has character; strong character…She’s 
the kind of person that you either love her or you hate her. ‘Cause she’s, 
like, so straightforward, and so a lot of people don’t see that as a good 
thing. They get insulted by her attitude. But I think she’s just a great 
person, and great personality. And I like her determination and I think it’s 
a great influence on me. 
 

 Kobe met his closest friend in the residence hall, but others sought friends through 

student organizations that were carefully selected. Alejandro, who assumed a prominent 

leadership role in a Hispanic leadership organization his second year approached 

friendship creation this way:  

I was able to get into a good organization that I’m with now, and it was 
very much something that I needed. Um, just from being a part of many 
different organizations in high school; I felt that I needed something to call 
my home away from home, a group of friends that I knew I could trust...  
 

 While Kobe relied upon one close friend as a source of inspiration and role 

modeling, Alejandro sought the support of a close circle of peers, who were united by the 

common purpose defined by a political student organization. In this spirit, several of the 

participants spoke of being well integrated and as having multiple different types of 

friendships that spanned different social realms for different purposes. Participants spoke 

of having a group of friends to help them “forget everything,” and to find a reprieve from 
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the intensity of college. They had friends with whom they could just “chill” and be 

themselves. These friends provided them with a sheltered space in which they could 

pause from exercising the institutional orientations they were developing their first year. 

This finding is particularly salient to Stanton-Salazar’s (1997) theoretical framework, 

which suggests students must develop a bicultural orientation to decode institutional 

norms. Participants demonstrated proficiency in their ability to traverse between 

orientations, and they cultivated friendships for the multiple orientations they assumed 

during their first year of college.  

 Participants also reported that they maintained a peer network of friends with 

which they could study. They recognized these peers as vital assets necessary to 

maximize academic achievement. In this sense, friends served a utilitarian purpose, and 

“academically oriented” friends were valued as a sound investment. Zorro spoke of the 

correlation between his friendships and the willingness of his peers to be study partners: 

“There’s a high correlation between the friends that I’m close to, and the friends that I 

can study with…They have, like, some similar values and two, It’s like, I want to spend 

face time with you, but unfortunately there’s all this stuff in the way. But if we can share 

that together, we can still be friends.” This quote demonstrates the two main reasons 

Zorro surrounded himself with friends who had similar academic foci. Academically 

focused peers shared his value of academic success, and he was able to glean human 

social interaction from their shared study efforts.  

 As further evidence that peers were a vital form of social capital that participants 

utilized during their first year of college, friends also served an important function as 
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counselors. Participants indicated that close peers were trusted individuals with which 

they could discuss serious concerns. This is a particularly salient finding given 

participants’ reluctance to rely upon institutional sources of mental health assistance. 

 Participants shared that they had friends who would hold up a truthful mirror, so 

to speak, and be honest with them regarding choices they should make. Peers served as a 

means to remain grounded in reality, but they also served a therapeutic function. Joey 

spoke of his friend who served in this role: “If I need to talk, he’s the person I would go 

to. He’s really supportive and he tells me straight up; not fancy, not altering the situation 

in order to make me feel good…Whether it’s ‘gonna make me feel good or bad. Because, 

I mean—if it’s the truth, he just says it.” In this sense, trusted peers in college served as 

moral guides that often took the place of the parent. Joey shared that his friends are 

important to him because they are always there for him when he needs to talk: “They’re 

very important to me, cause I want to know I have someone to talk to, or if I wanta—if 

I’m bored, I’ll have someone to talk to, or something like that.”  

 Participants did not view peer support as a one-way street. Rather, it was a 

reciprocal dynamic of mutual support. For example, Joey shared that he invested time in 

his friends in the role of counselor: “I ‘wanna make sure they’re doing okay. And I want 

to make sure they’re keeping up with their goals and stuff…” Max also shared that 

friends were helpful for working through concerns and problems during the first year: 

“My friends, I would uh, maybe like, tell them, oh, can we go, maybe just have a talk and 

a walk?” Participants gave numerous examples of the support role friends served during 
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the first year of college as trustworthy listeners with which these young men could work 

through the struggles of college.  

 Friends served multiple functions, but they were also important purveyors of 

social capital to the students in this study, who were primarily first-generation college 

students. During his first year, friends contributed to Marc’s sense of support and 

belonging in a vital way:  

…the friends that I made, we helped each other out. I made the right 
friends, so…I feel like I had a lot of support last year…I don’t know what 
I’d do without my friends. We help each other out on big things and little 
things…We helped each other out with the test, like we’d quiz each other 
a few times. Or we just talked about sports together, or we just talk about 
little stuff in life. We just bounce ideas off each other, you know, we help 
each other feel needed, and like we belong here, um, they’re one of my 
biggest, like support groups, here… 
 

Marc engaged carefully and deliberately in a peer network and this translated into a vital 

form of academic and social support during his first year of college. 

 Adrian shared that a friend he met in class helped him with his academic struggles 

in chemistry. This particular friend benefitted from having a great chemistry teacher in 

high school and he was consequently very comfortable with material. This peer 

transferred the benefit of his social capital to Adrian: “He was kind of my mentor and we 

just became friends.”  

 Zorro consciously surrounded himself with high achieving peers to fill the gaps in 

his parents’ knowledge regarding college. Those peers also served to inspire, to motivate, 

and to hold him accountable:  

….a major factor in me doing well in school was the people I surrounded 
myself with. I had really smart friends, much smarter than me…And I try 
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to do that as much as possible here in college, and it helps. Just seeing 
them doing what they’re doing, it’s kind of a kick in the butt; that I need to 
be doing those things. ‘Cause my parents never told me, ‘you need to be 
doing this…‘cause in many ways, they didn’t know.   
 

This quote underscores the power of peer social capital to fill in the knowledge gaps left 

by family members. As first-generation college students, participants derived love and 

support from familial sources of social capital, but they also learned it was essential to 

enhance that asset with peer wealth. The high school peer who shared information 

regarding the co-ed professional fraternity and how to prepare for the first round of 

exams in college played a pivotal role for Zorro: 

I had a close friend in particular, he was like ‘You need to do that,’ the 
same kid I know from my fraternity. I was like, ‘He’s on the ball about 
everything,’ and seeing him do really well, and what he did to do well, in 
part was him using his talents at school, but it’s definitely that he had a 
charisma about him, and I try to emulate that as much as possible. When I 
see something that works, I try to see if it works for me… 
 

Zorro’s approach to this friendship was utilitarian in nature and it served an important 

source of social capital that contributed to Zorro’s success during his first year of college.  

 Another important component of this finding was that close served as such vital 

sources of support that trusted peers were valued to such a high degree that participants 

elevated them to something approaching familial status. Friends who were supportive 

throughout their struggles and who proved to be trustworthy served as surrogate family 

during the first year of college. Joey, for whom leaving his close familial ties was a 

difficult step, shared this: “[Friends are] important. They’re just like family, kinda, ‘cause 

I’m away from it. So friends become kind of like your family…” Alex expressed a 

similar sentiment: “…[friends] kind of become your—I never had an older sibling in 
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general, like cousin—so, right now, if I meet someone and I’m pretty sure I can trust 

them, and we become really good friends, they become my older, like, sibling; or 

someone I can look up to…” Finally, friends in college also served as Adrian’s surrogate 

family: “When you don’t have family around you; friends are your second 

family...They’re ‘gonna be the ones that pick you up and say ‘Hey, you know, dust 

yourself off. You’re ‘gonna be okay.’ They give you a sense of belonging…”   

 In summary, the participants in this study valued peers as vital sources of social 

capital during the first year of college. Moreover, friendship creation, maintenance and 

management were the result of conscious and deliberate action. Participants recognized 

friendships as integral components of their happiness and academic success and 

therefore, worthy of investment. Participants demonstrated awareness of the value of 

building a strong social network and they leveraged peer wealth as social capital in 

strategic ways to contribute to positive educational outcomes during their first year of 

college. Peers provided participants with academic support, a sense of belonging, mental 

health support, and they filled a familial void created by the act of going away to college. 

Engagement in Fraternal Affiliations 

 Another significant way participants in this study engaged during their first year 

of college was through the act of pledging various types of fraternal organizations. While 

the type of fraternal organizations varied greatly, the purposes that motivated participants 

to join where similar. Students joined to obtain peer closeness that was familial in nature, 

for the social support that a brotherhood offered, for leadership opportunities, for the 
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promise of mentorship, for professional networking opportunities, and for academic 

support. The major types of fraternal affiliations adopted by the participants in this study 

were Latino-based ethnic Greek, community service, professional co-ed, and religious.  

 James, one of the highest performers in the sample, and a pre-med major with a 

3.73 cumulative GPA in Biochemistry, chose to pledge a Latino-based Greek fraternity 

during the second semester of his first year. James reported that he made this decision for 

two deliberate reasons: to alleviate his homesickness and for the ideals the fraternity 

embraced: “it is the oldest Latin fraternity in existence, so it has staying power; and the 

ideals that they believe in…they believe in Pan-Americanism, which is like, bringing 

together, and the betterment of like, uh, Hispanics in the public’s eyes, and stuff like 

that.” James initially struggled with adjusting to UT-Austin because his first-choice 

institution was Michigan. The community he found in the fraternity facilitated his 

adjustment to the institution and provided social support, without distracting James from 

his strong academic focus geared toward the long-term goal of medical school.   

 As mentioned in a previous section, Victor made the decision to join a thematic 

community service-based fraternity in the third semester of his second year. He made the 

conscious decision to do so after spending the first year developing an academic foothold 

as a business major, and after he carefully researched the available forms of student 

organizations. Victor joined this particular fraternity with purpose, and cited the 

organization’s diversity, the character of its members, and their emphasis on a strong 

work ethic as his reasons for doing so: 
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They stress community service hours and that’s something that I 
like…We’re not out here just to party—they’re social as well—but we’re 
just always on. You know, you have to give back to the community, and 
you give back to the Austin area, and like this morning; I had to go make 
breakfast for the homeless at a church right here, but if I hadn’t been in 
here, I wouldn’t have known what that would feel like. 
 

Victor’s reasons for joining were explored earlier in the section on strategic involvement 

in organizations, but he also joined because he wanted a brotherhood that he felt had 

deeper character than the traditional Greek system. Through the experience, he said he 

gained confidence as well as the type of brotherhood he sought in college:  

I was thinking about Greek life and once I looked into it…It wasn’t what I 
wanted it to be; until I found [my organization] and what they stood for 
and…what they’ve all been through…’Cause I know now it’s a very tough 
process…It’s just a rewarding and confidence-building activity…and I 
wanted a brotherhood…I feel like I have so much more confidence and 
freedom to do what I wanted, and still know that I still have the backing of 
these guys and my friends and not feel so lost, and attached to maybe two, 
three good friends. And so, that’s what I wanted to do, and I’m doing it 
now, so I feel like I’m pretty well on my way, of reaching my goals for 
this semester. 
 

Pledging also taught Victor time management and enabled him to develop close personal 

bonds:  

I’m in the pledge program right now…It’s probably the most difficult 
thing I’ve ever done. It’s very time intensive and forces you to…manage 
your time more. Time management is key, because I volunteer at 3:00 in 
the morning, then I have to go to class and…go volunteer at Easter Seals 
for another good, three hours. And then, go to study hour. And then, on 
top of that, we have to get like, certain—they’re called firesides—we have 
to get to know our group members one-on-one, one-on-one meetings, just 
to get to know everybody; That’s really fun. But it’s just all very time 
consuming and so it forces me to be on the ball—no naps, no wasting time 
doing anything. 
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Time management was cited by many as an ongoing struggle and a key to success in 

college. Victor’s decision to join his fraternity, which has a structured schedule of 

focused activity, taught him a vital soft skill that promotes academic success in college. 

Victor’s ability to be more productive than the average student also gave him the 

confidence that he can do anything. Yet, Victor was adamant that his decision to delay 

engagement was prudent because he needed the first year to acclimate to the rigor of 

college:   

I feel just so productive; like I’m making the most out of my day. I’m up, 
twenty-two, twenty-one hours a day, and, but every hour I’m doing 
something productive—I’m either volunteering, or studying, or I’m in 
class. And I don’t feel like I’m wasting anything, I feel like I’m using my 
day to my max. And you just find stuff out that I didn’t know I was 
capable of. Like, if I had done this last year, I wouldn’t have been able to. 
But, you know, you just gotta fight through it and you just feel good. I 
mean, you go to class, and you see people just sleeping for no reason, and 
you’re like, ‘Hey, I was up at 3:00 am volunteering. You know, what were 
you doing at 3:00 am?’ So that’s very—empowering. And I just feel really 
proud of what I’m doing…I just feel like it gives you confidence that you 
can do whatever you want to if you just set your mind to it. 
 

Victor carefully planned and executed a path of academic success by focusing on 

academics during his first year and he deliberately postponed organizational engagement 

until his second year. Because the time was right, he faithfully executed his plan to 

engage socially through fraternal involvement and he already began to see the social and 

developmental benefits of that investment early in the pledging process.  

 As mentioned previously, Zorro was the singular participant who became 

involved in a student organization at the outset of his first year by pledging a co-ed 

professional fraternity. Zorro made this decision per the prompting of a peer from high 



 

 236 

school who also pledged the fraternity. Therefore, Zorro knew before he arrived on 

campus that the organization would provide opportunities to access mentorship and 

academic support. Zorro knew first-hand from the benefit his friend’s social capital that 

he would be taught the skills of prioritization and time management through the 

fraternity’s rigorous peer mentorship program. His decision was therefore strategic and a 

wise choice that provided him with a  great return on his investment during the first year 

of college. Zorro identified time management as the “hardest thing” he had to learn in 

college and it was a key skill he developed his first year because “that’s definitely a huge 

focus of the pledging program I was in, so I guess I got very comfortable with that.” 

 To conclude the discussion regarding the role of fraternal affiliations as a 

significant mode of engagement, John chose to pledge a Catholic-based fraternity through 

a Catholic church that serves the university population near campus. This is a salient 

finding because John was one of the participants who struggled the most with social 

adjustment during his first year of college. As he struggled with feelings of inferiority, 

John consciously chose to isolate himself in a protective manner. After he took the time 

he needed to adjust, John found a welcoming and accepting community within this 

organization, as one that did not place emphasis on social class boundaries. Like Victor, 

John delayed the pledge process until his second year, at a time when he felt 

developmentally prepared for that commitment. At the time of the second interview, it 

was clear that John was gaining vital inter-personal types of support and a strong sense of 

social belonging through his involvement in a religiously based brotherhood. As a student 

who lived alone during the last two years of high school in a self-sustaining manner, the 
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familial nature of this form of peer social capital was a particularly important discovery 

relevant to John’s social engagement and academic success in college.  

Engagement in Academic Support Programs 

 Finally, the last major way that participants engaged in college in a way that 

resulted in positive persistence outcomes, was through academic support programs that 

were sponsored by the institution. These programs served as vital sources of resilience 

that enhanced participants’ access to high volume institutional agents, especially faculty. 

These programs facilitated the transition process by minimizing institutional bureaucracy 

and by serving as first-responders in times of crisis. Support programs also served as a 

first-point information source, facilitated friendship formation, helped students form 

study groups and helped students learn how to form study groups independently. Finally, 

they provided crucial mentoring relationships, specialized academic coaching, 

personalized academic advising, and numerous “intangible” benefits that helped students 

persist to their second year.  

 In chapter four, institutional agents were cited as a key form of social capital that 

students were able to access and utilize to achieve positive educational outcomes. This 

section will emphasize the way participants engaged with multiple institutional agents 

during the first year of college, and thus promoted to their persistence to the second year. 

High school counselors and teachers as gatekeepers of college information played critical 

roles in creating pathways to college and institutional agents in college picked up the 

torch by assisting students as they navigated college during a transitional first year. These 
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institutional agents included college academic advisors, support program advisors, 

academic support program representatives, and professors. Many of the institutional 

agents that students cited as pivotal agents in their first year experience, were affiliated 

with the academic support programs with which the participants elected to participate 

during their first year.  

 To begin, the professors that were affiliated with the academic support programs 

were highly regarded institutional agents who played vital roles in students’ academic 

lives.  For example, Joey spoke regarding the impact the professors who taught courses 

for the students in the ACT program had on his first year experience: 

Definitely my professors; the ACT chemistry professor…helped me 
realize chemistry is something I really enjoy doing and I’m pretty good at 
it…My [undergraduate studies] professor, which, she’s part of ACT as 
well; She was someone I talked to. She helped me make my resume and 
all that stuff. She would email me stuff and say, ‘Hey, look. You should 
apply for this.’ And even if I wouldn’t get it, I’ve got that support over 
here…I felt like she was always; If there was something related to me, or 
something where I can apply or get involved, she would think about me, 
she would be like, okay, ‘Well maybe he will enjoy it,’ so I felt she 
actually cared about me and how I did, or what I was involved in.  
 

Joey gleaned support from these institutional agents that provided direction in his choice 

of major, but he also received vital information regarding opportunities that might relate 

to him. His professor’s willingness to share this information pertinent to him in a 

personalized way, conveyed a sense of caring and a positive perception of the university 

experience, which research has established is related to positive persistence outcomes for 

Latino students (Fischer, 2007; A. M. Gloria et al., 2005; Nora et al., 1996).  
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 While participants demonstrated a strong sense of self-reliance as a coping 

mechanism, the participants in this study also utilized support from outside entities as 

they engaged in their first year of college. The academic support programs with which 

participants were affiliated were vital sources of resilience and support. Adrian shared 

that the ACT program played an essential support role his first year: “…without ACT, I 

wouldn’t be where I am right now. I would be struggling. I’d probably still be 

struggling.” Zorro, who was heavily supported by his co-ed professional fraternity also 

spoke of the ACT program this way:  “It was a group of people, that, if worse came to 

worse, I could always count on them; to even just study for a lot of similar things, which 

has made all the difference.”  

 The ACT program, Summer Bridge program, and Bridge program were all 

academic support programs students cited as vital entities they relied upon as they 

transitioned during their first year of college. The participants in the study all volunteered 

to participate in these optional support programs, and they engaged in different ways and 

at different levels. Participation required initiative, and at the very least, it required their 

willingness to accept an invitation that they did not always fully understand when they 

applied.  

 Participants reported that they received an email or letter inviting them to 

participate, they read the description and decided to give it a try. This willingness to 

engage in a support program underscores their commitment to academic success, as well 

as their willingness to accept support from institutional agents. Participants found the 

invitation and program description enticing and cited among reasons for joining. Marc 
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recalled the moment he learned about the ACT program: “I read the description, and I 

was like, ‘Hey, this sounds helpful.’ So I applied as soon as I could.”  

 Victor was a little less decisive when he decided to apply for the Bridge program, 

but his instinct told him that an academic program would be a prudent choice his first 

year: “I don’t know why [I applied]. Because of impulse? I wasn’t in anything. I figured 

this was a good way to have support; especially an academic program.” Again, Victor 

had a sense before he even arrived on campus, that he would need to develop a support 

network to be successful in college, and made the commitment to do so, even when he 

wasn’t sure about the program being offered.  

 A few participants recognized the invitation to join the academic support program 

as such a vital form of social capital that it influenced their decision to attend the 

university. Joey shared that he was offered more scholarships at other institutions, but the 

description of the services offered by the ACT program swayed his decision to attend 

UT-Austin. He was attracted to the promise of support, smaller classes and the 

personalized approach.  

As soon as I got the letter, I was like, ‘This sounds pretty interesting!’ 
Smaller classes, and, it’s a lot of benefits…At that point in time, I was also 
thinking about other schools, because some of them were offering me 
more financial support, which was mainly what I was looking for. But 
once I got that letter—They’re giving you smaller classes, they’re giving 
you special support and it’s a program just for you; with you in mind. So 
that really changed my mindset, and I was like, ‘Well, I need that.’ So, it 
played a big part in me, actually saying ‘Okay, this is where I want to be, 
because of this program.’ And yeah, I think it helps you out…you got one-
on-one help, advising. Um, you don’t know what classes to take? They 
know. They know where to push you towards. Very friendly. [It] felt like a 
family kind of thing, someone who cares. 
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This quote illustrates the power these programs have to improve rates of Latino college 

degree attainment. As a low-income student, Joey was enticed by the financial support 

promised by other institutions. However, as a first-generation college student, he also 

realized that the type of support he was promised by the ACT program was necessary for 

him to be successful in college. One year after entry into the institution, Joey’s opinion of 

the program’s promises only improved. The familial nature of programs such as ACT that 

convey caring to the student are essential offerings if institutions wish to attract and 

graduate Latinos in increasing numbers.  

 As previously mentioned, participation in these programs required willingness on 

the part of the students to take chances and to try something new. Alex usually thought 

through major decisions carefully and discussed them with his parents, but when the 

opportunity to join the Summer Bridge program arose, he acted upon it quickly: “…we 

actually had very little time, so once I told my mom about it…we didn’t actually…sit 

down and like, ‘So what are the plans for summer?’ I think I just went ahead and 

thought—We knew it was a good opportunity for me; to start, and so, I applied for it and 

realized that it was competitive afterwards…” Many others shared that they did not fully 

understand the true benefits of the program offerings until they arrived on campus and 

began to utilize them. Victor reflected on the moment when he made this realization: 

“Once I was there and once you realize what they give you; They give you resources. 

They give you tutoring.” Kobe was also unclear on the details of the program, but he 

joined because it was simply, an available form of support: “Well, I just saw it as a good 

freshman program, initiative program, like just to trans—cause I had no idea how it was 
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‘gonna be, so just to transition in, to help me like in any way. Like I was trying to find 

any type of support.” These quotes further demonstrate the willingness these students 

demonstrated to engage in campus life before they even arrived on campus.  

 The academic support programs were vital sources of support for participants in 

their first year because they facilitated their transition to a new institutional setting, to 

adult independence, and to the rigor of college. Max shared the role ACT played for him 

in this regard: “I really, really liked being part of it. Um, that first year, it facilitated 

moving to college so much.” Victor shared that, without the Bridge program, he would 

not have been as advanced by his second year: “…if I wasn’t in the Bridge program, I 

don’t know what I would have done initially. I would have just kind of floated for 

awhile.” 

 Alex participated in both the Bridge and the Summer Bridge programs and he 

attributed a great deal of his success to the Summer Bridge experience as a key element 

in his transition: “I think that saved me in an enormous way. I can’t imagine how 

different it would have been for me to actually come straight to UT…” The friends Alex 

made in the Summer Bridge program kick-started his college experience: “My fifteen 

friends…I definitely started off fall with them…Since we all didn’t know anyone else at 

the university…the first few months, we called each other up…‘Do you want to go 

eat?’…We were definitely there for each other…I definitely think that’s what helped me 

get started.”  

 The Bridge program provided both a reality check and a first point of contact for 

Victor when he experienced an emotional meltdown after his first exam in calculus: 
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The Bridge Scholars Program…I think helped me a lot and I actually 
appreciate the whole program in general. When I was stuck in calculus, 
the first person I talked to was my Bridge advisor. She helped me out a lot 
and showed me what I had to do, and just put it in plain text, like ‘Hey, 
you need to grow up, and if you need something, call me. But it’s on you.’ 
I just needed to hear that, ‘cause my parents didn’t really go—I mean, they 
went to college, but they don’t have advanced degrees. They have 
associates or, maybe not even that? So, she was the person that could help, 
like, ‘Hey, college. It’s on you. Stop complaining and just do it.’ And I 
needed to hear that; like a little kick in the butt. And that was fine. And 
after that, I grounded myself and you can figure it out that way. 
 

 The academic support programs also provided a surrogate family and a safety net 

for participants, who sometimes needed to know they had a friendly and welcoming place 

to go to if they needed anything. Joey, a participant who indicated he would be reluctant 

to utilize the university’s mental health services shared this: 

…just knowing I had that support; People I could go to and talk to, or 
people I can talk to about my major or what I’m going to do. Or family-
wise, if I needed to talk, I had somewhere to go to. And even now, I feel I 
can go in the office and be like, ‘Okay, I can talk to you about what’s 
going on,’ or just if we need to catch up on things. Like, good friends 
more than advisors. 
 

The ACT program was a familial and vital support station for Joey, and it served as an 

all-purpose location where Joey could talk about personal matters if he felt the need to do 

so.  

 The support programs also helped to minimize the overwhelming size of the 

institution and therefore reduced the feeling of institutional anomie and alienation for 

students in this study. Adrian shared that he wanted to engage within a group of some 

kind, and he thought the ACT program would be better than not being in anything, so he 

joined. Upon reflecting back on his first year, Adrian shared that he valued the small-
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group nature of the program, the focused advising and the one-on-one meetings with 

advisors.  

 The support programs also provided access to courses as a way to navigate the 

bureaucratic limitations of a large institution. Students cited this factor as well as the 

smaller classes and accessibility to closed classes as a vital function of their success and 

level of satisfaction with the institution. James, who cited experiencing institutional 

anomie, indicated that the ACT program ameliorated the alienation he felt due to 

institutional size: “…but I was in ACT, so I got like, I got some times, with some smaller 

classes and stuff like that. And it helped me, like, get acclimated to the school…I felt 

supported by ACT. For sure, um, cause if I ever had questions or anything like that…” 

The academic support programs in which students decided to engage improved their level 

of satisfaction with their college experience, which prior research has suggested promotes 

persistence for Latina/os (Fischer, 2007). 

 Academic support programs acted as vital sources of college information for the 

participants as first-generation college students. This promoted academic success for the 

students because it saved them precious time by serving as a first-point resource of 

information regarding college. Victor shared his position on what the Bridge program did 

for him: “If I didn’t have that, I don’t know what I would have done. I probably would 

have had to run around in circles, trying to find something to do, till I figured it out. But 

that was a good resource, to have them. I’m glad I was there.”   

  The support programs in which students chose to engage also served as a 

springboard from which students could begin to form relationships, connecting them to 
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the institution and thus promoting their persistence. Max shared that the ACT program 

did this for him: “It really helps you socialize and make close friendships and meet a lot 

of people, and just feel comfortable here in UT, so that’s one way it really helped me—

with making more friends and socializing.” Similarly, even though John though chose to 

isolate himself as a protective mechanism during the first year, he still needed the social 

interaction he found in the ACT program:  

I got friends out of it…my best friend now is definitely from there. I got 
relationships…Obviously, support…I don’t know how I would have met 
people had I not joined that because these people I’m barely hanging out 
with a lot, are the ones who sort of provided that gateway into who I know 
now; who I hang out with now. Even if it’s downtime; everything is an 
extension of someone from ACT. Had it not been for that, I would have 
continued being isolated, I would have continued…staying to myself…it 
was a long enough process for me to settle…that’s what I got out of it—
relationships and really…catalyzing how much I can take from college on 
a social level. 
 

For this student in particular, for which social adjustment was the greatest challenge of 

the first year of college, the decision to engage in an academic support program was 

especially vital to his persistence. 

 The creation of study groups was also cited as an important and helpful feature of 

the support programs that promoted academic success for participants. The students 

indicated that the support programs initiated these efforts, but this served as an impetus 

for the students to take the formation of additional study groups to a new level. Max 

shared his experience with forming new and more sophisticated study groups from the 

initial groups that ACT facilitated: 

…we did set up a few reviews in between us, where each of us would go 
up on the board and explain a subject and if someone else had something 
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to contribute, then they would say it in. We would all jot it down; make 
sure we all sort of viewed the material in different ways so we could come 
up with a good conclusion about it. 
 

 Engagement in the ACT program in particular, produced positive outcomes for 

students in terms of mentorship opportunities. Zorro was assigned a mentor in his 

professional fraternity and in the ACT program, and he cited both as critical contributors 

to his success during the first year. Zorro spoke about his ACT mentor, who served as an 

exemplary role model for him when he was a psychology major, before he transferred 

into the business school. Even though he was no longer following her path, he still 

considered her a role model: “Even though now, I’m pursuing other routes, she is still an 

awesome figure of what a solid student is, here at UT.”  

 The support participants received in their support programs inspired them to pay it 

forward in future mentoring models, thus advancing Latino college attainment even 

further. For example, Victor chose to serve as a mentor during his second year for the 

incoming Bridge program students:  

I wanted to give back once I was done because it helped me out so much 
in that first few months, and even the first semester. And so I wanted kids 
to know, that you can go and talk to them, and they can help you. You 
don’t have to be looking around to say, ‘I don’t know where I’m supposed 
to call or who I’m supposed to get in touch with,’ but you call me and I 
can call somebody else and figure it out and get back to them and they feel 
like they can have that extra outlet to go to. 
 

 Marc also described the impact his ACT mentor had on him: “…we had a mentor, 

an ACT mentor and they would have meetings and stuff, so I would ask her about stuff 

around campus and she would let me know, she was very sympathetic and empathetic… 

she went through the same stuff I was going through…” Marc appreciated having a peer 
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mentor because of the student perspective they brought to the mentoring model. The 

mentors were able to assist and inspire Mark due to their combination of empathy and 

helpful knowledge.  

 The academic support programs also contributed to positive educational outcomes 

for students because they provided academic coaching when students struggled. When 

Adrian was placed on scholastic probation because of a difficult first semester of 

transition, he chose to engage further with an academic coach through an optional spring 

seminar offered by the ACT program. Adrian recalled the assistance he received from his 

coach: “He was a huge support and huge motivation, and he was also one of the persons I 

felt I could go to and talk to—whether it’s school related, or just social problems, family 

problems, or just someone to talk to in general.”  

 Although students were assigned academic advisors in their respective colleges, 

Adrian attributed his success to the advisors in the ACT program for helping him 

overcome his fear of approaching faculty. His ACT advisor helped him identify small, 

achievable goals, which gave him the courage and the concrete skills needed to overcome 

the obstacle. He shared how working together with his advisor in this way made a 

difference for him:  

I took a seminar with a professor that works at the [ACT office]. She kind 
of helped me overcome that fear of goin’ to your professors. She’d sit 
down and set a goal for me; tell me to go to this professor for office hours 
this week, and this professor the next week. So, I got to the point to where 
I’d have the courage to go to office hours and ask the questions in these 
office hours effectively. Cause the first time I’d go, I just sat there. ‘Do 
you have any questions for me?’ ‘No, I don’t have any questions.’ I was 
too shy to ask any questions. 
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This support by a key institutional agent offered the scaffolding Adrian needed to 

overcome a fear that was hindering his academic success. Adrian also shared that the 

one-on-one and personalized nature of the advising he received in ACT enabled him to 

open up in other ways, about more personal matters: “You have more one-on-one 

meetings with your advisors and you build a stronger relationship with your advisor. And 

when you have problems, you tend to go to them, because they give you feedback.” The 

advising offered by the ACT program was targeted for his individual needs and firmly 

grounded in close, personal relationships. For Adrian, his greatest challenge was 

overcoming the mental game of college, and ACT helped him overcome this as well: 

…without ACT, I don’t think I’d be where I’m at today. I’d probably be 
still a little further behind. That support I got, not only helped me 
academically…It helped me socially, as well. It gave me; it helped me 
mentally because, this is—a university is kind of a mental game…you 
gotta know that you’re ‘gonna have ups and downs at the university. It’s 
all about how you respond to that. Are you ‘gonna lay down low and give 
up, or you ‘gonna stand up tall, puff your chest out, and take it on? 
 

As a first generation college student, gaining access to information like this was essential 

for Adrian to overcome his doubts regarding his ability to be successful in college, which 

enabled him to make small but gradual gains and contributed to his persistence.  

 There were also “intangible” benefits that participants received as a result of their 

engagement in academic support programs during their first year. Victor shared the 

benefits he drew from his decision to engage academically in the Bridge program:  

…what I got out of it was, uh, more intangibles, and like, the tutoring. I 
just felt like the support was great…I liked being able to have a 
conversation with my advisor instead of having to go through, like, call 
departments or call like the business school, or the math department. I just 
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talked to [his advisor] about things and she knew the campus well enough 
to tell me what I needed to do…The guidance-wise was great. 
 

 In summary, chapter five revealed how student participants leveraged the multiple 

forms of social capital they were able to access in their pre-college and college 

experiences to engage in their first year of college in a way that enabled them to persist to 

the second year.  Participants made the decision to participate in an academic support 

program as a first year student before they arrived on campus and they transitioned to 

university life beyond the support program in a consistently deliberative manner. The 

way they generated, attributed value to, and managed new and existing friendships, was 

also purposeful.  

 Many revealed an initial transition phase of shock management that was required 

to adapt to the dramatic change in lifestyle, to a new culture and to the increased 

academic rigor of the university. They responded to these challenges with adaptive 

strategies in both the personal and academic realms. They carefully gathered information 

regarding co-curricular activities and made prudent selections to engage in activities that 

would yield productive friendship and academic benefits.  

 Participants employed various coping strategies suited for their personalities and 

individual needs. They demonstrated commitment to self-improvement and a positive 

form of risk-taking behaviors that enabled them to develop their first year. Several relied 

upon the support and brotherhood offered by fraternal organizations, and all participants 

utilized the scaffolding by the academic support programs with which they were 

affiliated.  
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 The support programs served as vital sources of resilience that eased participants’ 

access to high volume institutional agents, most especially, professors. These programs 

also facilitated the transition process by minimizing institutional bureaucracy and by 

serving as first-responders in times of crisis. Support programs also served as a first-point 

information source, assisted with friendship formation, helped students form study groups 

and learn how to form study groups independently. They also provided crucial mentoring 

relationships, specialized academic coaching, personalized academic advising, and 

numerous “intangible” benefits that helped students persist to their second year of 

college.   
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Chapter 6: Discussion 

Policy and Practice Implications for Social Capital as a Contributor to 
Latino College Persistence 

 
 
 In 2009, President Barack Obama issued a challenge for America. By 2020, the 

United States would reassert its position as a global leader by becoming the foremost 

world nation in rates of college degree attainment. If President Obama’s vision is to 

become a reality, it will be necessary to improve the completion rates of all college-aged 

Americans, but most especially, America must make a deliberate effort to improve the 

college attainment rates of Latinas/os. President Obama’s recent Univision town hall 

meeting held in March, 2011 highlighted the urgency of this issue.  

 Currently, Latinas/os have the fastest rates of population growth in America, but 

the lowest rates of college degree attainment. Moreover, Latina females outperform their 

Latino male counterparts, but a dearth of research literature focused on the factors that 

contribute to Latino persistence in the college pipeline remains. Furthermore, the existing 

body of work focused exclusively on Hispanic males tends to embrace a deficit 

perspective of Latino identities, contributing to negative perceptions of members of an 

ethnic and gender subgroup that are already three times more likely to find themselves 

incarcerated in prison cells than studying in a college dorm rooms (More black, Hispanic 

men in prison cells than dorms, September 27, 2007). In a society in which an elected 

official would cite a letter from a constituent that states: “most of the Hispanics do not 

want to be educated but rather be gang members and gangsters,” (Bertolino, March 18, 
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2011) during a debate in the U.S. Senate, it would appear as though a perspective of 

Latino educational attainment grounded in empirical research is warranted.  

 This study was a deliberate effort to better understand the factors that promote 

Latino educational attainment and to share a different story of this population of young 

men—one of collective effort and resourceful adaptation, all for the ultimate goal of 

academic achievement. This study sought to elucidate the many ways Latino students and 

their families exercised creativity, made sacrifices, and practiced faithful diligence so 

their talent and agency could be properly challenged and actualized in college. It further 

sought to examine how those students thrived within an unfamiliar context so that they, 

and their families, might make “capital gains” through college degree attainment. 

 Through the collection of the rich narratives of 17 young men at the conclusion of 

their first year, and then again, at the cusp of their second year of college, this study’s 

qualitative approach expands our knowledge-base regarding the Latino educational 

experience. Various quantitative studies tell us that certain aspects of social capital are 

important predictors of persistence in college (Cerna et al., 2009; Strayhorn, 2010). Yet, 

we do not fully understand how the various types and levels of social capital that students 

bring to college from their home contexts influences how they engage within institutional 

contexts and how that interaction influences their persistence beyond the critical first year 

of college. This is an important research question that must be answered to improve 

Latino college degree attainment, and it is a question that can only be answered through 

qualitative data. The resultant findings will thusly enable scholars, policymakers, 
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practitioners and administrators to better understand the transition process Latino men 

attending a flagship research PWI undergo during their first year of college.  

 Through a rigorous process of in-depth interviews and qualitative data analysis, 

this study focused on two primary research questions to reveal four major findings: 1) 

Students gained access to an elite institution of public higher education and persisted to 

the second year through the application of their strong academic ganas, rich familial 

wealth, and through the essential support of key high-volume institutional agents; 2) 

Students engaged in a strategic and deliberative transition process during the first year of 

college; one that was customized to fit their personal needs and individualized life 

experiences; 3) Students engaged in discerning, tactical and selective friendship creation, 

maintenance, and management during the first year, and they treated this exercise as a 

long-term investment in their educational success; and 4) Academic support programs 

facilitated transition and served as vital sources of support and resilience during the first 

year of college. These findings produce a fresh narrative regarding how Latinos leverage 

social capital to achieve academically, and they likewise inform policymakers and 

practitioners regarding how to better serve Latinos to ensure their retention in a leaky 

higher education pipeline.  

 In the remainder of this chapter, I will elaborate further upon these central 

findings, but will first provide an overview of the study, including a review of the 

problem statement, the underlying research purpose and the significance of this study. 

This will be followed by a summary of the guiding research questions and the theoretical 

framework. In addition, a discussion regarding important implications for policy and 
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practice will be provided. Finally, the chapter will conclude with a few suggestions for 

areas of future research that emerged from this study.  

OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY 

 Even as Latinas/os are quickly becoming the “minority” in the majority, their 

level of college participation and degree attainment lags behind other population 

subgroups. The U.S. Census Bureau reports that while 33 percent of Whites and 18 

percent of African-Americans attain a college degree between the ages of 25 and 29, only 

10 percent of Latinas/os do so in the same timeframe (Stoops, 2004). In addition, a 

growing gender gap between the educational attainment rates of males and females in the 

Latina/o community is an even more concerning trend. As such, the central focus of this 

examination is on the Hispanic male experience in higher education. Data from NCES 

indicates 28.4 percent of Hispanic males between the ages of 16 and 24 dropped out of 

high school, compared with 18.5 percent of Hispanic females, 13.5 percent of African-

American males, and 7.1 percent of White males (U.S. Department of Education, 2006). 

The decision to focus this study on the male experience in college does not imply that 

rates of educational attainment for Hispanic females are satisfactory. Rather, it is an 

attempt to address the growing gender gap within the Hispanic population.  

 A low rate of Latino college completion is problematic for the American economy 

due to the rapid population growth of the Latina/o population.  According to the Census 

Bureau, the Hispanic18 population tripled between 1972 and 2006, from approximately 5 
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percent to 14.8 percent (U.S. Census Bureau, 2007). In addition, the Census Bureau 

projects one in every four American students will be of Hispanic descent by the year 

2025. Finally, 2010 Census totals that have been thus far released indicate the number of 

Hispanics counted by the 2010 Census exceeds Census estimates (Passel & Cohn, 2011). 

These shifting demographic trends could greatly affect the U.S. workforce in coming 

decades, as evidenced by the fact that Latina/o children currently make up 46 percent of 

the public school population in the state of Texas (Gándara & Contreras, 2009), which is 

the site for the current study.  

 These sobering educational statistics could hold implications for the future 

economic prosperity of our nation, and some scholars (see for example, Gándara, Larson, 

Rumberger, & Mehan, 1998; The College Board, January 2010) argue that the growing 

Latina/o population must gain proportional representation within the post-secondary 

education pipeline if the U.S. is to remain a globally competitive nation. This argument 

seems plausible when one considers just a 3 percent increase in the college completion 

rate of Latinas/os would grow social security and Medicare contributions by $600 million 

dollars (S. M. Perez, 2004).  

 To improve the college participation, persistence and completion rates of Latinos, 

we must first understand the factors that contribute to their persistence. Furthermore, 

most research to date has focused on males, but is quantitative in nature or has focused on 

Latinas/os as an aggregate, or Latinas exclusively (see, for example, Cerna et al., 2009; 

A. M. Gloria et al., 2009; Strayhorn, 2010). Therefore, this study was an attempt to 

provide a missing piece to the puzzle regarding the Hispanic male experience in higher 
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education. More specifically, it purposefully contributes to the qualitative literature 

focused on the first-year of college for Latinos, which is regarded by many as the year 

most critical for adjustment to college, and therefore, to ultimate degree completion 

(Barefoot, 2000; Sax et al., 2003; Tinto, 1993; Upcraft & Gardner, 1989).  

 The research questions used to generate the rich stories of achievement and 

persistence revealed by this study were: 

1. What forms of social capital were first-year Latino undergraduates able to access 

that might contribute to positive educational outcomes, as measured by first-year 

persistence? 

2. How did first-year Latino undergraduates engage in social, cultural and academic 

aspects of campus life during their first year of college, and how did those 

experiences relate to positive educational outcomes, as measured by first-year 

persistence? 

These research questions were fashioned after giving careful consideration to the social, 

political and historical context that shaped the society in which Latinos must operate. 

Furthermore, the research questions were designed to draw upon their personal life 

histories to determine the factors that contributed to their persistence during their first 

year of college at a public flagship research-intensive PWI.  

 The research questions were grounded in social capital theory, to consider the 

diverse and rich forms of capital on which Latinos draw to achieve and persist in college. 

Ricardo Stanton-Salazar’s (1997) social capital framework was selected after a careful 

review of the literature, which revealed that numerous studies employed social capital as 
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a relevant theoretical framework (e.g., Ceja, 2006; Constantine et al., 2002; F. E. 

Contreras, 2005; Farmer-Hinton, 2008; Julie Lopez Figueroa, 2002; A. M. Gloria, 1999; 

K. P. González, 2002 2003 #214; Harper, 2008; Kim & Schneider, 2005; Moschetti & 

Hudley, 2008; P. A. Perez & McDonough, 2008; L.W. Perna & Titus, 2005; Ream, 2005; 

R. D. Stanton-Salazar & Dornbusch, 1995; Strayhorn, 2010; Torres, 1999; Valenzuela & 

Dornbusch, 1994), but simultaneously revealed a gap in a qualitative, and gender-specific 

approach to understanding Latino college degree attainment.   

 Stanton-Salazar’s (1997) social capital framework was used as a critical lens to 

examine Latino experiences as they negotiate their first year of college at a large public 

flagship PWI. Stanton-Salazar’s framework draws from the work of Bourdieu’s (1977, 

1986) theory of social reproduction and Coleman’s (1988) theory of rational action. 

However, Stanton-Salazar’s framework expanded Bourdieu and Coleman’s framework 

for students of color. In other words, it presumes key relationships with institutional 

agents are valuable assets within a racialized social structure and are used by 

marginalized groups as a form of currency to make educational gains. This was a major 

premise on which this study was based.  

 Stanton-Salazar’s (1997) framework further assumes that students of color must 

navigate an American educational system that is based upon White, middle and upper 

class values. Therefore, in addition to content mastery, students from minority 

populations must learn how to decode institutional norms before they can navigate and 

engage within institutional contexts to achieve academic success (Phelan et al., 1993). 

This assumption suggests Latinos on the college campus must develop a bicultural social 
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network orientation (R. D. Stanton-Salazar, 1997) that enables them to overcome 

institutional barriers to achieve academically through a “transactive process” (Attinasi, 

1989; Julie Lopez Figueroa, 2002).  

 Development of a bicultural network orientation is critical to their success 

because the acquisition of social capital from institutional agents is necessary to achieve 

educational goals (R. D. Stanton-Salazar, 1997). In particular, human relationship 

development and proficiency in decoding institutional norms are important skills within 

this context, because it enables students to gain access to critical resources. These 

include: relationships with institutional agents, networks of peer relationships, 

legitimized identities, access to privileged college information, academic guidance, 

emotional support, and various opportunities that lead to upward mobility (R. D. Stanton-

Salazar, 1997; R. D. Stanton-Salazar & Dornbusch, 1995).  

 Moreover, Gonzalez et al., (2003) expanded the notion of institutional agents of 

social capital as power brokers who have tremendous ability to transmit opportunities and 

valuable resources through the allocation of capital in a way that was salient for this 

study. Gonzalez et al. placed these agents of social capital on a scaled range from high to 

low capacity agents, resulting in a new conceptual framework for social capital 

brokering. Gonzalez et al. (2003) demonstrated how schools might serve as opportunity 

agents for students to acquire a reserve of social capital that can be exponentially 

expanded.  

 The methodology used to answer the research questions was a qualitative case 

study analysis. A qualitative approach was determined to be the most appropriate method 
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to achieve a nuanced understanding of the first-year experiences of these young men, and 

the case study method was the best means to achieve this understanding because it 

emphasizes detailed contextual analysis (Bryman, 2001; Creswell, 2003; Ritchie & 

Lewis, 2003; R. K. Yin, 1984, 1994). According to Ritchie and Lewis, (2003), the 

essential characteristic of a case study that was employed in this study is a “multiplicity 

of perspectives which are rooted in a specific context” (p. 23).  

 A case study approach sought to examine the first-year experiences of seventeen 

Latinos attending a four-year public flagship PWI during the 2009-2010 academic year. 

The institution selected for this study was The University of Texas at Austin (UT-

Austin), considered to be the pre-eminent flagship institution of the state of Texas, which 

has experienced marked demographic shifts toward a Hispanic majority. UT-Austin is 

considered highly selective, and the average combined SAT score of the fall 2009 

incoming class was 1827. The racial and ethnic breakdown of the fall 2009 student 

enrollment was as follows: White, 53.5 percent; Hispanic, 16.2 percent; Asian American, 

15.5 percent; African American 4.5 percent; American Indian 0.4 percent; Foreign, 9.1 

percent; and Unknown 0.8 percent (Office of Information Management and Analysis, 

Fall 2009). The prestige and relative affordability associated with attending this public 

flagship in an increasingly Latina/o populated state made UT-Austin an obvious site in 

which to situate this study.  

 A total of 17 Latino males enrolled as first-year students during the 2009-2010 

academic year agreed to participate in this study. The participant sample represents a 

diverse group of young men from a variety of academic experiences, nationalities, 
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ethnicities, geographic origins, personalities, family experiences, religiosity, perspectives 

on race and ethnicity, program of study, and level of pre-college preparation. The 

overwhelming majority were first-generation college students and each of them elected to 

participate in an academic enrichment program designed to support first-generation, low-

income or minority students during their first year. Students who chose to participate in 

those enrichment programs were targeted because they were deemed likely to exhibit 

behaviors that maximize available forms of social capital in the manner this study sought 

to uncover.  

 The one-on-one semi-structured interview protocol uncovered participants’ ability 

to access and utilize various forms of capital to successfully navigate the first year of 

college. Each student was interviewed during the summer after their first year of college 

while their first-year experiences were at the forefront of their minds. Follow-up 

interviews were held at the beginning of their second year, after they had a summer to 

reflect upon their first-year experience. The second interview was deliberately scheduled 

after the 12th class day of their 3rd long semester, because that is the official enrollment 

date to measure first-year persistence in the general student population. A total of 34 

interviews ranging between 30 minutes and 2 hours in length sought to achieve an in-

depth understanding of their life histories, educational experiences, family backgrounds, 

community contexts and college experiences.   

 Individual interviews were transcribed and examined using pattern analysis (R. K. 

Yin, 1994). Participants also completed a personal data survey to gather relevant 

demographic information, including: GPA, major, age, enrollment status, family 
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background, racial and ethnic identity, extracurricular involvement, and use of support 

services.  

 Following transcription, the qualitative data were analyzed through a process of 

organization, pattern identification, and synthesis (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003). This was an 

inductive process that enabled the most salient themes to emerge. Analysis began with 

what Strauss and Corbin (1998) refer to as “open coding,” or the identification of 

dominant themes that emerged from the raw data. Guided by Stanton-Salazar’s (1997) 

social capital framework, the first round of open coding yielded the identification of the 

forms social capital that were significant contributors to persistence in participants’ first 

year of college. Initial patterns created the foundation of the major conceptual categories, 

which led to the major findings elaborated upon in chapters four and five. The remainder 

of this implications chapter covers a detailed description of the major findings, organized 

by the study’s two guiding research questions. 

OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY FINDINGS 

 
 In the following pages, the major results of the current study will be cast in light 

of what previous research has taught us about the use of social capital by Latinos in 

college. The overarching responses to the research questions were initially reviewed to 

produce the detailed findings presented in chapters four and five. The findings were then 

distilled even further to yield the four major findings presented in the following pages.  

 Discussion of those main findings will be preceded by a brief summary of the 

relevant literature and specifics regarding how this study was conducted to yield the four 
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major findings highlighted in this section. The major areas of research literature that 

informed this study focused on: first-year college experiences and transition, student 

persistence, resilience and psychosocial adjustment in college, gender and masculinity, 

financial concerns, and social capital.  

 Consistent with the findings of this study, Fischer’s (2007) work suggested formal 

social connections with key institutional agents were associated with positive educational 

outcomes. Also, Nora (2004) suggested students who received encouragement from 

family and who selected institutions based upon their psychological and social needs 

were more likely to be satisfied with their college experiences, and more likely to persist.  

 The results of this study also affirms the work of Cerna, Perez and Sáenz (2009), 

who suggested Latinas/os of similar pre-college academic backgrounds have higher rates 

of degree attainment if they matriculate to more selective colleges. Another relevant 

study by Gloria, Castellanos, Lopez, and Rosales (2005) suggests social support from 

family, peers and mentors was highly correlated with positive self-efficacy and was the 

strongest predictor of persistence. 

 Gloria, et al.’s (2009) findings demonstrated that employment of coping 

mechanisms was associated with both psychological and physical health. The Gloria, et 

al. findings are also consistent with prior research by Mena, Padilla and Maldonado 

(1987), and Vasquez and Garcia-Vasquez (1995), which likewise determined Latino 

college students most commonly used a strategic or direct coping response to deal with 

problems. The majority of these coping responses suggest a self-reliant approach, which 

validates cultural norms that imply Latino men are viewed as providers who solve 
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problems independently. Gloria et al. (2009) point to findings in a prior study by Chiang, 

Hunter, and Yeh (2004), which report professional psychological counseling was not 

used as frequently as other coping mechanisms. Much of the literature focused on 

Latinas/os as a whole suggest they do not rely upon counseling due to cultural norms 

which discourage discussion of personal problems with people outside the familial unit or 

immediate circle of friends.  

 Finally, Strayhorn’s (2010) quantitative study focused on males suggests social 

capital was associated with college achievement, that multiple measures of capital 

significantly predicted college GPA, regardless of pre-college preparation, that academic 

preparation was the most significant predictor of college achievement for the Latino men 

in his study, whereas socioeconomic status had no significant impact and that pre-college 

outreach program participation was associated with higher grade outcomes in college. 

Finally, parent discussions about college was associated with a higher college GPA, and 

social and cultural capital can have a balancing effect on the potentially negative effects 

of low socioeconomic status.  

Research Question 1 

What forms of social capital were first-year Latino male undergraduates able to access 

that might contribute to positive educational outcomes, as measured by first-year 

persistence? 

 Chapter four presented key findings related to the first research question, which 

sought to determine what forms of capital the participants were able to access that might 
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contribute to positive educational outcomes. It was important to first establish, as a 

posteriori knowledge, in what forms social capital exists for these students, before the 

researcher could understand how participants leveraged those forms of capital to access 

college, to successfully transition during their first year, and to persist to their second 

year.  

 Chapter four delineated the ways participants accessed individual, familial, peer, 

and institutional forms of capital that enabled them to matriculate to an elite institution of 

higher education and to persist to their second year within that educational context. As 

individuals within a vast social network, their strong ganas and their self-reported 

propensity to do well in school was enhanced by various external motivators, such as the 

desire to achieve economic stability so they could one day provide for their families. A 

strong inclination to perform well in academic contexts led some to, literally, fight for 

their right to achieve, and it similarly led several to formulate long-term goals to pursue 

post-graduate education. The various social identities they embraced also served in 

various ways to promote their achievement. Finally, their inclination to engage in 

mentoring models also promoted their academic achievement. 

 Familial wealth was a predominant form of social capital that emerged in this 

study. Furthermore, while siblings, and members of extended families played important 

roles as forms of social capital, mothers emerged as one of the most vital agents that 

enabled students to access, achieve and persist during their first year of college.  

 In terms of the institutional forms of social capital students accessed, 

institutionally sponsored pre-college experiences, and institutional agents of those 
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institutions were critical in the utmost sense. Multiple high volume institutional agents 

acted as beneficial gatekeepers to essential college information that set students up for a 

successful experience, including: information regarding institutional options, the college 

application process, how to complete the FAFSA, and how to apply for scholarships and 

work study awards.  

Research Question 2 

How did first-year Latino male undergraduates engage in social, cultural and academic 

aspects of campus life during their first year of college, and how did these experiences 

relate to positive educational outcomes, as measured by first-year persistence? 

 Chapter five presented key research findings related to the second research 

question, regarding how student participants leveraged the multiple forms of social 

capital uncovered by the first research question in a deliberate and strategic manner 

during the first year of college to persist to their second year. To begin, participants made 

a proactive decision to participate in an academic support program as a first year student 

before they even arrived on campus. Furthermore, in terms of the process by which they 

transitioned to university life beyond the support program, they were consistently 

deliberative. The manner in which they generated, attributed value, and managed new 

and existing friendships, was also purposeful.  

 Many revealed an initial transition phase of shock management required to adapt 

to the dramatic change in lifestyle, cultural difference and increased academic rigor at the 

university. Participants responded through the employment of adaptive strategies in both 
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the personal and academic realms. They carefully gathered information regarding co-

curricular activities and made prudent selections to engage in activities that would yield 

productive friendship and academic benefits.  

 Participants also employed various coping strategies based upon their 

personalities and individual needs. They demonstrated commitment to self-improvement 

and a positive form of risk taking behaviors that enabled them to grow. Several relied 

upon the support and brotherhood found in various types of fraternal organizations and 

they all relied upon the scaffolding offered by the academic support programs with which 

they chose to affiliate. These support programs were vital sources of resilience that eased 

participants’ access to high volume institutional agents, especially professors. These 

programs also facilitated the transition process by minimizing institutional bureaucracy 

and by serving as first responders in times of crisis. Support programs also served as a 

first-point information source, assisted with friendship formation, helped students form 

study groups and learn how to form study groups independently. Finally, they provided 

crucial mentoring relationships, as well as specialized academic coaching, personalized 

academic advising, and numerous “intangible” academic benefits.  

Unique Contributions of the Study 

 A discussion regarding this study’s unique contribution to the existing body of 

literature pertaining to Latino college attainment and social capital will follow in the next 

several pages. This discussion will be centered upon what this study revealed in light of 

its stated goals in the first few chapters. It is important to preface this section by 
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indicating that the research yielded much more than is presented here, but in the interest 

of time and to remain within the scope of the study, the discussion was distilled to the 

following four major findings. Other relevant findings beyond the scope of this study will 

be discussed briefly in the section that suggests possible areas for future research.  

Main Finding #1 

 The first major finding yielded by this qualitative study suggests these Latino 

students, who were predominantly first-generation and low-income, gained access to an 

elite public flagship institution of higher education and persisted to their second year 

through the application of their strong academic ganas, rich familial wealth, pre-college 

experiences, and the vital support of key high volume institutional agents. 

 Participants were able to gain access to an elite public flagship institution of 

higher education through the confluence of a variety of factors. Chief among these was 

their strong individual sense of ganas, or desire to achieve academically as integral 

components of wider social and familial networks. It is also important to mention that 

students unanimously indicated they were motivated to achieve academically because 

they had always felt a natural inclination to be studious. Moreover, all participants were 

admitted through the Top Ten Percent Plan, suggesting they were among the highest 

performers in their respective high school classes. This study’s findings are consistent 

with Fischer’s (2007) research, which suggests strong academic performance prior to 

college by the Hispanic students in her study was associated with higher GPA 

performance. However, differing levels of high school rigor and preparation required that 



 

 268 

other forms of social capital make the difference for the students in this study, including 

individual ganas, family support, key institutional agents, and various personal practices.  

 The role of individual ganas revealed itself as a compelling factor in the daily 

academic lives of participants. Their strong drive to achieve for themselves and for their 

families derived from a desire to make their loved ones proud of their accomplishments 

and to achieve a level of economic stability they and their families had not heretofore 

experienced. The sense of ganas was so strong within this sample that a few participants 

reported their decision to physically defend the right to achieve academically in high 

school by less motivated peers. Moreover, their desire to achieve and to matriculate to the 

host institution was so strong, that negative peer influences could not challenge their 

motivation. Many also reported having post-graduate academic ambitions to attend 

schools of medicine and law, as well as to pursue graduate disciplines in psychology and 

psychiatry.  

 Individual ganas means little without the support of other complementary factors, 

but ganas was a compelling element that drove students to work hard, despite formidable 

odds. Moreover, students whose parents made significant sacrifices to immigrate to the 

U.S. had a heightened sense of motivation to achieve for the sake of their families. In a 

similar finding, Fischer found (2007) students with at least one foreign-born parent 

reported higher grades than did their third-generation counterparts. The research literature 

appears to be relatively silent on the role of ganas, and that is one important area in 

which this study contributes to our knowledge regarding how Latinos achieve in college. 

In short, the Latino males in this study demonstrated strong academic ganas that 
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compelled them to attend and to persist in college. This is a strength that could be 

harnessed and reinforced through support mechanisms to ensure their retention within the 

higher education pipeline.  

 Participants also revealed a vast reserve of familial wealth that enabled them to 

reach an elite institution of higher education and persist to their second year. This 

included the support of two-parent families, siblings, extended family, but most of all, 

mothers. A compelling finding in this study was that mothers played an integral role in 

the academic lives of students as guiding forces and as consistent sources of inspiration to 

achieve. In some cases, the love and support of the mother, even in the absence of 

maternal levels of educational attainment, was the sole driving force that propelled 

participants toward earning a college degree. 

  The finding of the role of familial support is supported by previous research. For 

example, Nora (2004) found that if students received encouragement from family, they 

were more likely to persist. Similarly, Gloria, Castellanos, Lopez, and Rosales (2005) 

suggested social support from family was highly correlated with positive self-efficacy 

and was the strongest predictor of persistence decisions for the students in her sample. 

Strayhorn (2010) found that parent discussions about college with Latino students was 

significantly associated with a higher college GPA. This is important because college 

degree attainment is often considered impracticable for many Latino students, for it can 

be perceived as a mutually exclusive obstacle to family togetherness and closeness 

(Ishitani, 2006; Terenzini et al., 1994).  
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 The students in this study frequently lamented the distance that college placed 

between them and their families. However, they recognized the importance of their role 

in college as a short-term sacrifice for long-term familial gains that would flow from their 

attainment of a college degree. Another finding that emerged from this study was that 

parents played an important role in students first year of college by strategically investing 

in their college financing at an early age. Investment in programs like the Texas Tuition 

Promise Fund19 proved to be an essential form of family support during the transitional 

first year. This contributed to the ability of participants to focus on school rather than 

financial concerns during college, which enabled students to achieve their first-year 

college goals.   

 The role of pre-college experiences in the participants’ ability to matriculate to the 

institution and persist to their second year was also a compelling finding. Leadership 

roles in co-curricular activities provided them with opportunities to network with college-

going peers and to participate in college visits. Leadership roles also taught them 

academic “soft skills,” such as time management and prioritization amidst an intense 

schedule, a skill they found closely resembled life in college. Strayhorn (2010) similarly 

found that pre-college outreach program participation was associated with higher grade 

outcomes for Latinos in college. These findings also reinforce Nora’s (2004) work on 

school leadership experiences, which found that students with fewer high school 

leadership experiences perceived a smaller degree of institutional support and were less 

                                                
19 The Texas Tuition Promise Fund is a qualified 529 college savings plan managed by 
OppenheimerFunds Inc. that offers a variety of tax-free investment portfolios. 
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likely to re-enroll. Active involvement in co-curricular activities and student leadership 

roles in several of those activities was a prominent feature of the most successful 

participants. Moreover, they frequently cited those experiences as vital to their success 

during the first year success because of the skills participants acquired in them.  

 High school curriculum was another pre-college experience that proved to be 

beneficial when participants stepped onto the college campus. The most academically 

successful participants (in terms of GPA) benefitted from more rigorous AP-intensive 

and well-funded high schools. In fact, the only participant to report that he made a 

smooth academic transition his first year, participated in an International Baccalaureate 

curriculum in high school. These findings reinforce recent work by Strayhorn (2010), 

who found that academic preparation was the most significant predictor of college 

achievement for Latinos, whereas socioeconomic status had no significant impact. 

 The notion of social capital adopted for this study (Cerna et al., 2009; K. P.  

González et al., 2003; R. D. Stanton-Salazar, 1997) suggests institutional agents play 

integral roles in the lives of students. Indeed, the significance of the influence of 

institutional agents on the academic trajectories of students in this sample cannot be 

understated. Participants’ proficiency with respect to relationship creation and 

management with high school counselors, coaches, teachers, college academic advisors, 

academic support program staff, and professors, played major roles in the ability of these 

students to matriculate to college and to persist to their second year.  

 The support students received from these high volume agents included 

strengthened peer networks, leadership skills, social skills, academic guidance, 
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information pertaining to college, emotional support and other means and opportunities to 

achieve upward social mobility. This supports the work of Fischer (2007), who found that 

formal social connections with key institutional agents were associated with positive 

educational outcomes. Students in this study who reported strong connections with key 

agents (coaches, counselors, teachers, advisors, professors, mentors) performed well their 

first year or demonstrated gradual gains in GPA.  

 In some cases, the role high school counselors played as opportunity agents, 

single-handedly generated a pathway to college for students. This suggests counselors are 

high volume brokers of social capital within the Gonzalez et al., (2003) framework. The 

results of this study also affirm the work of Cerna, et al. (2009), in the way that social 

capital was accumulated through the relationships students developed and maintained 

with key figures, as well as through the access to knowledge and resources that they 

gained regarding how to access college. Various institutional agents acted as generous 

gatekeepers to these critical and cumulative forms of capital. This is an important finding, 

in light of Strayhorn’s (2010) findings, which suggest that an individual student’s cultural 

and social capital was associated with college academic achievement; that multiple 

measures of capital significantly predicted college GPA, regardless of pre-college 

preparation; and that social and cultural capital can have a balancing effect on the 

potentially negative effects of low socioeconomic status.  

 School counselors served as high volume institutional agents for several students 

in this study, because they taught participants how to complete the FAFSA, they shared 

essential information regarding work-study opportunities and scholarships for which the 
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students would qualify. Participants cited these efforts as vital components of their pre-

college experiences, and the absence of such would have precluded their college going 

efforts. The established research literature has developed a strong connection between 

Latina/o students’ college matriculation and completion rates and their concerns 

regarding finances (see, for example, Nora, 1990; Michael Olivas, 1986; Laura W. Perna, 

2000; Laura W. Perna et al., 2008; Watson Scott Swail et al., 2004; Titus, 2006). 

Therefore, the fundamental role high school counselors played in ensuring these Latinos 

matriculated to college and were set up for a successful experience during their first year 

was profound and cannot be understated.  

Main Finding #2 

 The second major finding produced by this study suggests that once participants 

gained access to college, they engaged in a strategic and deliberative transition process 

during their first year. The process was strategic because it was customized in response to 

their individual needs and life experiences as an intentional investment in their long-term 

success.  

 The research literature has established that minority students face unique 

challenges on the campuses of PWIs, and therefore, their adjustment experiences are 

likely to differ from those of majority group members (e.g., Fischer, 2007; Hurtado et al., 

1996; Nora et al., 1996). Therefore, it follows that these students, as underrepresented 

minorities by virtue of their first-generation status, gender, and ethnicity, would adapt to 

the culture of the institution in personalized and  non-traditional ways.  
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 Students in this study engaged in analytic, introspective and reflective exercises to 

evaluate their study habits, and they demonstrated a strong commitment to self-

improvement, adaptive strategies and positive risk-taking. For example, students viewed 

college as an exciting opportunity to experiment with improved study methods, including 

the types of music to listen to while studying, productive study locations, and different 

study partners for different functions. Many viewed the first year as the time in which to 

learn how to perform in college and they employed trial and error methods to improve 

their performance and quality of life. Participants also spoke of the willingness to take 

risks, such as going to their professors’ office hours, even when they felt intimidated by 

faculty. They also deliberately engaged in optional activities, such as a speech class, 

theater, or a dance performance troupe that pushed them outside of their comfort zones 

and thus, gave them increased confidence.  

 Students reported utilizing study groups at increased intervals and in more 

productive ways upon the advent of their second year. This was a significant academic 

adaptation from their first year experience. Fischer’s (2007) results indicated that 

participation in study groups had a negative impact on GPA, but other research findings 

suggest minority students who engaged in study groups are significantly more likely to 

persist (Nora et al., 1996). Fischer conceded that her finding might be explained by the 

difficulty of the majors that require significant amounts of group work. The participants 

in this study represented a variety of academic disciplines and many reported that they 

found utility in study groups, but in a very nuanced way. Participants articulated that 

certain courses required more group work than others, and that study group size also 
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varied, depending upon personality type and the goals of the study session. Some 

students found paired study time useful, even when they were accompanied by a peer 

from a different discipline in which commonalities in content matter were not shared. 

Rather, simply sharing a productive space with an industrious and focused peer in close 

proximity was beneficial. It is important to emphasize that these students were deliberate 

and experimental in forming the study group designs and they strived to select the best 

methods that worked for their individualized needs.  

 Before participants could engage in these adaptive behaviors, many were required 

to initially overcome a certain level of “shock” that accompanied their introduction to the 

culture of college. Knowledgeable high school peers warned some participants regarding 

what to expect in college and this lessened the stress associated with their adjustment 

process. Yet others did not have access to equivalent levels of peer social capital and had 

to adapt to the culture of college on their own. Those participants lost precious time in the 

initial months as they learned how to navigate a system  based upon White and middle 

class values. Therefore, in addition to adapting to the markedly increased rigor of college 

and their new level of independence, they had to learn how to decode institutional norms 

(Phelan et al., 1993; R. D. Stanton-Salazar, 1997).  

 Students in this study also demonstrated the employment of various coping 

strategies that were appropriate for their cultural and personal needs. In a gender-focused 

study, Gloria, Castellanos, Scull, and Villegas (2009) found that Latinos most frequently 

used the following coping responses in college: 1) 96 percent of respondents reported 

they researched and gathered information pertaining to a problem and formulated a 
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thoughtful plan and corresponding proactive response; 2) 89 percent used the knowledge 

they acquired from past experiences in college to contextualize the problem; 3) 65 

percent talked about the problem with others in their close network; and 4) 65 percent 

engaged in activities that took their mind off the problem. The least utilized coping 

responses included: 1) 37 percent reported engaging in prayer or consulting with a 

clergyman and 2) only 11 percent sought professional counseling support. The results of 

this study serve to affirm the results by Gloria, et al. (2009).  

 Several participants reported information seeking behaviors as a common 

practice, and were able to find such information in the academic support programs in 

which they participated. As discussed in the previous section, students also employed the 

second strategy reported by Gloria, et al., for they contextualized their problems in 

college based upon learned trial and error experiences, and employed they employed their 

lessons learned  for smoother experiences in the spring semester of their first year and in 

the fall semester of their second year. In addition, students demonstrated employment of 

the third strategy above, because they frequently reported the tendency to discuss their 

struggles and frustrations with trusted peers and close family members. Even though 

family frequently did not understand their concerns because they could not relate to the 

culture of college, participants reported that simply hearing their parents’ voices or 

hearing the articulation of support provided them comfort. Finally, several participants 

reported the use of physical activity to cope with the stressors of college. Participation in 

dance teams, working out at the gym, and participation in intramural soccer were  

activities mentioned by participants as important outlets for college-generated stressors. 
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Finally, the two least utilized coping responses cited by Gloria, et al (2009), including 

engaging in prayer activities or consulting clergymen, and seeking professional mental 

health support, were not coping mechanisms cited by students in this sample.  

 The majority of the coping responses students employed suggest that students 

adopted a self-reliant approach, which validates research that suggests cultural norms 

demand that Latino men be viewed as providers who solve problems independently. 

However, students in this sample did report relying heavily upon close family and their 

trusted circle of friends, suggesting their willingness to supplement a self-reliant 

approach with support from their safe network. This is consistent with the individual 

nature of coping responses uncovered by Gloria, et al. (2009), which suggests Latinos 

require emotional outlets to release stress resulting from typical educational experiences, 

as well as the added stressors that result from attending a PWI with divergent cultural 

norms.  

 Another adaptive strategy that students in this study employed to successfully 

transition to college, was the delayed decision to participate in meaningful co-curricular 

activities. Studies have established a positive correlation between involvement during the 

first year and persistence (e.g., Astin, 1984, 1993; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). 

However, the findings from this study revealed a more nuanced story. Despite a hyper 

state of co-curricular involvement in high school, the majority of the students in this 

study deliberately delayed engagement during their first year of college so they could 

first adapt to the academic rigor, the social challenges associated with meeting new 

people, and the need to establish a robust GPA from which to springboard in their 
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remaining years. Students began researching activities during their second long semester, 

and began to slowly increase their commitment in the third long semester. Moreover, 

many participants spoke of making selective choices to join the activities that would yield 

the most meaningful social and academic returns for their long-term success. They also 

limited their involvement to a few meaningful activities and expressed the long-term 

desire to assume leadership roles in those activities.  

 Another important finding in the way students chose to engage was that several  

found support in a diverse variety of fraternal associations. Students chose to join co-ed 

and gender-exclusive fraternities that were business professional, Latino ethnic, Catholic, 

and community service. This finding was consistent with research that suggests a 

minority student’s ability to create autonomous cultural and social networks within the 

PWI context can result in more positive academic outcomes (e.g., D'Augelli & 

Hershberger, 1993; Davis, 1991; Fischer, 2007; Jay & D'Augelli, 1991). The students in 

this sample were careful and deliberate in their fraternal selections and ultimately joined 

their respective organizations because they provided social and academic support that 

participants felt would contribute to their long-term persistence, expand their social 

network, and enhance their character development. The decisions by the students who 

chose to join the Catholic and community service fraternities supports research that 

suggests Latina/o college students who are active in religious and community 

organizations demonstrate an enhanced sense of belonging (Cerna et al., 2009; Hurtado & 

Carter, 1997). 
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Main Finding #3 

 The third major finding of this study that will be addressed here, was the manner 

in which participants engaged in discerning, tactical and selective friendship creation and 

management during the first year of college. Moreover, participants treated this exercise 

as a long-term investment in their academic success. Student recognized the value of 

friendships as essential sources of emotional support, and as mentoring and academic 

partnerships that were necessary to be successful in college. Students also expressed 

understanding of the reciprocal give and take nature of friendships. They similarly 

demonstrated the desire to be valued friends to others, and they were not hesitant to draw 

upon support from close friends when assistance was needed. The research of Gloria, 

Castellanos, Lopez, and Rosales (2005) supports the valuation of friends in this way. 

Their research suggests social support from peers and mentors is highly correlated with 

positive self-efficacy and was the strongest predictor of persistence decisions for the 

students in her sample.  

 Participants in this study recognized the importance of generating new friendships 

in college. However, they balanced this exercise with the maintenance of the trusted 

circle of friends they had thus far developed, and the use of technology facilitated this 

balance. Participants also spoke of the importance of maintaining friends for different 

activities—for studying, for relaxing, for talking, or for just “being themselves.” This 

practice is consistent with Figueroa’s (2002) research, which also employed social capital 

as a framework. Her work suggests Latinos in college are more likely to achieve 

academic success and graduate when they develop social networks that are supportive or 
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welcoming. In many ways, the students in this study described their core base of friends 

as an investment portfolio; one that must to be maintained, developed, and diversified. 

Within Stanton-Salazar’s (1997) social capital framework, underachievement is due to 

insufficient understanding of how to build relationships with institutional agents, 

including peers. The students in this study appeared to understand this and many of them 

also made a conscious effort to surround themselves with high performing peers who 

embraced similar goals for academic achievement.  

 Participants were strategic in their efforts of friendship formation, and they were 

highly discriminating in their selections. They sought trustworthy relationships that 

showed the promise of academic and social benefits not only in college, but well into 

their adult years. These findings seem to contradict the work of Barajas and Pierce 

(2001), who found that the Latinos in their study did not have a level of agency necessary 

to develop the social networks that foster positive and nurturing outlooks in their 

educational pathways.  

 Finally, while participants in this study were discriminating regarding the 

character, industriousness, and trustworthiness of their friends, they were extremely open 

to having close friends from a diverse array of racial and ethnic groups. This is good 

news according to some research, which suggests a level of comfort and familiarity with 

the “other,” by Latina/o students contributes to academic achievement (Guzman et al., 

2005). Moreover, the work of Arciniega, et al. (2008) suggests that more traditional 

notions of machismo are associated with less tolerance of other ethnic groups, antisocial 

behavioral tendencies, and less realistic means of coping with problems. In contrast, their 
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results indicated caballerismo is more highly correlated with greater acceptance of other 

ethnic groups, increased emotional connectedness, stronger ethnic identity, and more 

proactive problem-solving coping strategies. When it came to friendship selection for the 

students in this sample, they demonstrated more characteristics of caballerismo than 

machismo, according to Arciniega’s definition.  

Main Finding #4 

 The fourth and final main finding of this study that will be addressed in this 

section underscores the remarkable significance that academic support programs play in 

promoting Latino educational achievement. The academic support programs with which 

participants affiliated facilitated their transition and served as vital sources of support and 

resilience during the first year of college. For many participants, the support programs 

were the first responders when students experienced academic, financial, or personal 

concerns or crises. In some cases, participants indicated that the support promised by 

their academic support program was the deciding factor as they made their final selection 

regarding which college to attend. In the face of greater financial incentives at a rival 

flagship institution, students were enticed by the promise of community that was outlined 

in the invitation to participate in the support program. This affirms the work of Nora 

(2004), whose research suggests that students who select institutions based upon their 

psychological and social needs are more likely to be satisfied with their college 

experiences, and are more likely to persist at those institutions.  
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 Students engaged within the programmatic offerings of the academic support 

programs at a variety of levels based upon their personal needs. However, all participants 

indicated that the support they received from the programs promoted their institutional 

adjustment, assisted in the generation of friendships, and aided in the creation of study 

groups. Participants frequently credited the mentorship components of their support 

programs for serving as indispensible forms of support during the first year and many 

reported that they maintained contact with their first-year mentors. They also indicated a 

strong desire to engage in mentoring activities in the future due to the benefits they 

derived from the mentoring relationship.  

 Furthermore, the personalized academic coaching and  advising students received 

as a part of these programs was also a vital form of support. Many students relied upon 

the programs as a first-point information source, which saved participants precious time 

by empowering them with information regarding college. Students also cited various 

“intangibles” they received in the programs, such as free tutoring and assistance 

accessing restricted or full classes, smaller class sizes, and the cohort model of the 

programs, which enabled them to cultivate peer relationships.  

 Finally, participation in the support programs gave students access to high volume 

institutional agents, including mentors, advisors, and professors who were affiliated with 

the support programs.  Faculty members who taught courses offered by the academic 

support programs were mentioned frequently as highly regarded institutional agents who 

played vital roles in students’ academic lives during their first year.  Moreover, Stanton-

Salazar’s (1997) framework presumes key relationships with institutional agents are 
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valuable assets for minority students navigating a racialized social structure. In other 

words, marginalized groups might use relationships with key institutional agents, such as 

these professors, as a form of currency to make educational gains. For the student 

participants in this study, their first-generation and immigrant identities figured more 

prominently in their experience than did race or ethnicity. The post-racial mentality many 

of the students in this sample appeared to embrace could serve as an expansion of 

Stanton-Salazar’s framework, suggesting their marginalized status as first-generation and 

immigrant students similarly rely upon relationships with institutional agents for 

exponential benefits. Regardless, the professors affiliated with the support programs 

made a significantly positive impact on participants’ first year experience in college.  

 According to the Gonzalez et al.’s (2003) definition of institutional agents of social 

capital, schools are collective entities that have the potential to serve as opportunity 

agents for students so they might acquire a reserve of social capital that can be 

exponentially expanded. Within this definition, schools can act as opportunity agents by 

employing high volume institutional agents. These agents broker social capital by 

encouraging students and by sharing important college information. In this sense, the 

academic support programs with which the participants chose to affiliate served as 

productive opportunity agents for the Latino young men in this study. 

Reflections on the Research 

 Before proceeding to a discussion regarding the implications of these findings for 

research, policy and practice, it is important to reflect upon the research process that 
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produced these general conclusions. These young men spoke tenderly and emotionally 

about the role that women—mothers, sisters, and cousins—played in shaping their lives 

and in supporting them in a multitude of ways. Participants spoke equally poignantly 

about the importance of maintaining brotherly male relationships as well as the absence 

of father figures. Moreover, they acknowledged the potential impact the paternal void has 

had on their lives, as well as the impact that void could have on their long-term goals for 

their own personal relationships.  

 To that end, it is important to acknowledge that the researcher’s identity as a 

young woman might have enabled her to glean personal experiences in sensitive topical 

areas from participants that they might not have shared with a male interviewer, or with 

an interviewer of a different generation. It is also important to acknowledge that society 

tends to socialize males to speak more freely with females regarding sensitive topical 

areas. For this group of young men, sensitive topics included speaking frankly about 

failing courses for the first time in their lives, shedding tears of frustration over 

miscellaneous struggles in college, or developing a drug dependency to cope with 

stresses in life.  

 However, one participant’s concession that male relationships are important and 

different from relationships with females suggests they might have been more frank, or 

perhaps made less of an effort to censor their experiences to protect the researcher or to 

make a positive impression. Ultimately, I feel the researcher’s identity as a diligent and 

struggling graduate student, and a Latina might have figured more prominently in their 

willingness to share their personal experiences. Also, the researcher went to great lengths 
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to develop a rapport through early and consistent email communication prior to the 

interviews. Also, the decision to conduct two separate interviews over the course of time 

might have contributed to a more robust conversation. Finally, I developed a sense that 

participants simply appreciated a “researcher” showing interest in their experiences as 

Latinos in college, and this might have led them to be forthcoming with a relative 

“stranger” in an atypical manner.  

 It is also important to take a moment to reflect upon the utility of Stanton-

Salazar’s social capital framework as the guiding theory in which this study was situated. 

This decision was a deliberate attempt to focus on the positive attributes that enable 

Latinos to access and achieve in college at an elite public flagship university. Moreover, 

the researcher settled upon the framework far in advance of conducting the actual 

dissertation study by employing it during the pilot study phase. Its functionality in the 

pilot study phase precluded consideration of other potential frameworks that might have 

better or similarly informed what we know about the Latino experience in college.  

IMPLICATIONS FOR RESEARCH, POLICY AND PRACTICE 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to make a meaningful contribution to 

the conversation regarding how to better serve Latinos males during the first year of 

college so they might persist in the college pipeline to degree completion. Previous 

research that was quantitative in nature taught us that some aspects of social capital are 

important predictors of college persistence for aggregate groups of racial, ethnic, and 

gender minorities. Yet, we still did not fully understand how the various types and levels 
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of social capital that those students take to college from their home environments 

influences the way they engage within institutional contexts, and how those behaviors 

might influence their persistence. Qualitative data are the best means to examine the 

personal ways these young men engage on the college campus during their first year. 

Moreover, such an examination is one that has the potential to impact future research, 

public policy and student affairs practices in a meaningful way.  

Implications for Early Childhood Education 

 The implications of this work reach far beyond institutions of higher education. 

Indeed, they extend in the reverse direction all the way down the pipeline, back to early 

childhood experiences. Participants in this study benefitted from programs such as Head 

Start, and they received a firm educational grounding through the caring and dedication 

of public school teachers. Early childhood teachers of the students in this study helped 

them maximize their potential. They did this by staying after school with students to 

teach them how to read and write in Spanish, or by requiring a particularly talented reader 

to read chapter books in kindergarten while others napped. The ongoing debate over 

public education resounds a popular refrain regarding the importance of “good” teachers. 

As revealed by the experiences of this group of Latino young men, it is important to have 

good public school teachers who value their cultural strengths and who are willing to 

accommodate their energy levels, learning styles, and intellectual capacities. 

 Another implication for early childhood suggests that, if schools are to act as 

agents of educational opportunity (K. P.  González et al.), they must educate parents and 
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students early on regarding the importance and viability of college. Waterman’s (2008) 

research teaches us that while Latina/o parental support of educational attainment for 

their children is compelling, parent involvement in educational institutions remains low 

due to a variety of factors, including insufficient parental engagement. Parent education 

could focus on the value of college in terms of the long-term opportunities it provides. 

Many of the parents of the students in this sample understood this, and their support 

contributed to the students’ ganas and gave them peace of mind regarding being away 

from family at college.  

 Moreover, early parent education regarding college-financing programs such as 

the Texas Tuition Promise Fund, would provide parents with fundamental information 

regarding how to make college a reality for their children. Again, the students in this 

sample whose parents invested in these programs, were able to focus on school, rather 

than suffer distraction by financially related stressors. Students who felt the burden of 

financing their own educations reported a hampered ability to engage in co-curricular 

activities that would enable them to fully engage in the college experience.  

Implications for Secondary Education 

 Further along the pipeline to college, in secondary education, it is even more 

critical for schools to serve Latino students well, because a common finding among 

participants in this study was that the high school experience often far exceeded parental 

understanding of the school system as well as the content covered. Therefore, students 

were often left to their own devices in high school. Moreover, they often found 
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themselves at the mercy of various institutional agents (teachers, counselors, and 

coaches) who were willing to share vital college information.  

 Secondary schools also act as opportunity agents (K. P.  González et al.), by 

virtue of the curricula they offer, the co-curricular activities they foster, and by the 

teachers and counselors they employ. The students in this study who reported the most 

ease of transition benefitted from rigorous high school curricula, including strong 

Advanced Placement and International Baccalaureate programs. Conversely, the students 

who struggled with the rigor of college graduated from less rigorous high school 

programs, experienced lower teacher expectations, and endured more school violence that 

disrupted learning. These students matriculated to the university and persisted to their 

second year by virtue of other forms of capital, such as remarkable familial wealth, or 

individual ganas, but their transition might have been significantly smoother, and their 

GPA performances much higher, if they had enjoyed the benefits that flow from 

schooling experiences that were on par with their peers at the university.  

 In addition, co-curricular activities in high school provided indispensable learning 

experiences that students could not have acquired in the classroom. These co-curricular 

activities provided them access to high volume institutional agents, supportive and 

productive peer networks, leadership experiences, and a variety of soft skills that they 

found to be essential in college, including prioritization and time management. Co-

curricular activities also led to opportunities to make campus visits, which played an 

important role in making an informed and fitting college choice. It is imperative that 
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schools be funded in a way that enables them to continue to offer and expand co-

curricular student activities.   

 Finally, schools must recruit, hire, and fund a cadre of culturally sensitive and 

caring counselors who can relate to students and who are willing to serve as high volume 

brokers of social capital. Multiple student participants reported that school counselors 

served as agents of opportunity who empowered students with valuable information 

regarding how to access, select, navigate, and finance college. Alternatively, several 

student participants shared that high school counselors behaved as agents of abuse and 

neglect by denying them information regarding college, or by limiting their college 

exposure to regional and less prestigious colleges. In those instances, college recruiters 

planted within communities by the host institution took up the torch, enabling these 

talented students to access the information they needed to matriculate to the institution.  

 For the students in this study, the role of the high school counselor or the college 

recruiter who paved a pathway to college was far too happenstance, far too often. If we 

are going to improve the rates of college attainment for all Americans, we cannot 

continue to neglect a population that is quickly becoming a majority. We can no longer 

leave their college-going potential to chance. We can clear the pipeline to college of 

obstructions and offer this growing population of promising students a meaningful life of 

gainful employment by funding schools equitably. All public secondary schools of 

education should offer all students a robust curriculum, caring, committed, culturally 

competent and proficient teachers and counselors, and meaningful co-curricular activities 
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that teach students essential skills for college that they cannot develop in the classroom 

alone.   

Implications for Postsecondary Education  

 This study yielded several important policy implications for institutions of 

postsecondary education that are interested in promoting the persistence rates of their 

Latino males. Among these implications include the need to: 1) foster campus climates 

that embrace cultural differences and demonstrate knowledge of Latino culture; 2) 

support culturally relevant course offerings; 3) create small academic communities; 4) 

support gender-specific and culturally relevant student service organizations, support 

groups or fraternities that meet the emotional and cultural needs of Latino males (A. M. 

Gloria et al., 2009); 5) employ culturally sensitive and caring faculty who are willing to 

encourage and support students; and 6) inform first-generation students regarding where 

to find support, how to study in college, and how to prepare for the first round of 

examinations.  

 This study affirms the need for emotion-friendly forums and informal safe spaces 

for Latinos. The participants in this study sought these spaces, and they often found them 

with close friends, families and student organizations. Institutions of higher education are 

homes away from home for these students, and many experience cultural conflicts when 

they leave the family for the university. Participants spoke of the value of intercollegiate 

athletics and intramural sports as valuable distractions from the homesickness of college. 

In addition, large public flagship institutions could foster a sense of community by 
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offering informal social spaces where Latinos might convene, exchange stories, laugh, 

address stereotypes, and validate their experiences. These forums have the potential to 

greatly shape Latino psychological well-being and educational outcomes (Arciniega et 

al., 2008; A. M. Gloria, 1999).  

 Due to the close nature of family and the role of mothers in the lives of these 

students, institutions might find success through the employment of in loco parentis20 

when working with Hispanic students. One particular participant offered this specific 

recommendation, suggesting universities must reach a more personal and intrusive level 

of support with students, to more closely resemble the tight-knit nuclear Latina/o family. 

This form of support could quite easily be achieved through the various academic support 

programs that are offered by institutions to first-generation, low-income students.  

 Institutions could also ease the transition experience by minimizing institutional 

bureaucracy. This was already being performed by academic support programs to some 

degree and should be continued to every extent possible. Students reported that access to 

restricted or full classes was a consistent source of support that minimized their stress 

during a difficult transition period in which many were learning how to be adults and re-

learning study habits within the context of a more rigorous curriculum.  

 Institutions must continue to fund and promote academic support programs, 

which were found to be central to the recruitment and successful transition of these first-

                                                
20 In loco parentis is a Latin phrase, which literally means “in the place of the parent,” 
and is a legal term that refers to the responsibility of organizations to assume the 
functions and responsibilities of a parent in the absence of such. This legal concept has 
been codified by case law, but it plays an oscillating role in higher education.  
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generation students. This recommendation applies to the continued funding of first-year 

support programs, but also summer Bridge programs that help students obtain a head start 

on life in college. These programs offered a safety net for students, even when they were 

not fully utilized at all times. Students benefitted from enjoying the peace of mind, that 

comes form simply knowing that support is available.  

 Support programs also acted as a full-service station of information, academic 

assistance, advising, as a symbol of institutional caring and as a vital impetus for 

friendship formation. Moreover, implications for the academic support programs suggest 

that close, one-on-one connections between the student and the support staff or peer 

advisors are essential characteristics of support programs. Close, personal relationships 

that foster custom-fit approaches for student success are what make these programs 

effective. The mentorship component of the ACT program was also an important method 

that students frequently cited as a major contributor to their successful transition. The 

students expressed a desire for and a value of the individual effort mentors made to 

connect with them versus group-wide interaction.  

 Next, institutions could do a better job of making an explicit connection between 

institutional caring and the caring that was consistently conveyed by support program 

staff, advisors, and professors. Some students indicated that they felt the institution cares 

about student success by virtue of the support services offered. However, others failed to 

make that connection because of the institutional anomie they endured due to the sheer 

institutional size and research focus. In other words, there is gap in understanding 

between institutional caring and the individual people who convey care as extensions of 
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the institution. Large, public universities could take simple steps to draw a clear 

connection between the institution and the myriad of support programs offered by the 

institution that already convey caring about student success.  

 Institutional excellence by virtue of its size and research focus and caring for 

undergraduate students do not need to be mutually exclusive. One participant suggested 

the institution make a greater effort to explicitly communicate this type of caring to 

students at summer orientation and to reinforce the message by taking a more proactive 

approach to informing students regarding where to go for academic interventions. These 

efforts could offer assurance and minimize the alienation that students feel when they 

begin to struggle and feel that they are the only ones who are struggling. Participants 

shared a sense that the institution does care and that student success is an institutional 

goal, but many felt the institution could make a little more effort to convey that caring 

through the more proactive dissemination of support information and the explicit 

expression of student caring from the university leadership. 

 Similarly, students conveyed the sense that the president of the university is 

accessible and down to earth. One even reported that he was impressed when the 

president was willing to sit and chat with him for a few minutes when they crossed paths 

in the administration building. Students reported a strong sense of caring from the 

president, often because of his efforts to communicate to the student population through 

emails, which conveyed a climate of open communication. Moreover, the second round 

of interviews closely followed the occurrence of a campus shooting, which students and 

their families felt the president handled adeptly, efficiently, and with open 
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communication. Students conveyed a sense of confidence in his leadership, which is vital 

for the climate of institutions of higher education. Accessibility, open communication, 

and proficiency from the ultimate symbol of leadership—the president—contributes to a 

trusting climate that ultimately promotes persistence for Latinos and their families. 

 Furthermore, institutions of higher education must be sensitive to the identities 

that students embrace. Some participants embraced their Hispanic racial and ethnic group 

identity, while others were resistant to it and more readily embraced a first-generation 

college student, or immigrant identity. In fact, the first-generation identity was a label 

none were hesitant to embrace. Again, this is another area in which close personal 

relationships between students and representatives of the institution can uncover these 

highly personal preferences and thusly respond in a sensitive way that will enable 

students to embrace their respective identities through meaningful extra-curricular 

activities and peer relationships.  

  The personal dialogues this study uncovered also suggests that institutions of 

higher education could do a better job of offering financial incentives to encourage the 

attendance of underrepresented minorities. Most of the students in this study came from 

families with limited means and financial concerns emerged as an underlying current of 

instability that could challenge their college completion efforts. 

 Finally, participants also revealed a strong interest in pursuing post-graduate 

study. Institutions of higher education could promote their pursuit of graduate school and 

medical school by informing them of the process required to access these institutions, by 

offering GRE and MCAT workshops, and through programs such as JAMP, SROP and 
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McNair Scholars. There was a tremendous amount of human capital within this small 

sample of 17 students that is waiting to be actualized. The students have the interest, the 

ability and the ganas to make it happen. Institutions must do their part to help this 

become a reality.  

AREAS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

This study served as a springboard for several areas of potential future research. 

Broadly, these areas include: the role of institutional prestige and campus climate in 

matriculation and persistence, the propensity for Latinos to engage in study abroad 

activities, gender differences between Latinos and Latinas, including Latino perceptions 

of the Latina experience and vice-versa, the complexities associated with various 

Hispanic ethnicities, longitudinal research on the giving and public service practices of 

Latina/o college graduates, the tendency of Latinos to adopt a position of academic 

modesty, and the influence of the Top Ten Percent Plan on Latino identity on the 

university campus. Several discrepant findings also emerged in this study that could be 

informative areas of future research. These include: Latino underrepresentation and its 

influence on the Latino experience, the effect of institutional anomie on attrition, and the 

tendency of Latinos and their families to practice ESL aversion in early educational 

experiences.  

The institutional prestige of the host institution appeared to be a factor in the 

matriculation and persistence of these students during their first year. Students aspired to 

reach UT-Austin most of their lives, due to the high profile and esteemed nature of the 

institution within the state. This served as a constant source of inspiration for them to 

work hard in college, and to persist to graduation. Nora (2004) reached similar findings 
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when he examined variables that influence the academic and social adjustment of college 

students during their transformative first year. The choice of which college to attend has 

an immediate impact on student persistence and the participants in this study were highly 

satisfied with their decision to attend UT-Austin. In fact, for many it was the only school 

to which they applied and it served as a constant source of pride. Cerna, et al.’s findings, 

which focused on factors that promote persistence, confirmed the work of Pascarella and 

Terenzini, as well as a study by the Pew Hispanic Center, which suggest that institutional 

selectivity alone influences student persistence (Fry, 2004; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). 

In short, Cerna, et al., propose Latinas/os of similar pre-college academic backgrounds 

have higher rates of degree attainment if they matriculate to more selective colleges. 

Based upon the qualitative stories shared by these 17 young men, this study’s findings 

affirm this. Institutional prestige, coupled with a sense of institutional belonging, another 

finding by the Nora, (2004) study, motivated participants to do well academically and to 

persist at UT-Austin.  

A sense of belonging is closely connected to campus climate, and participants in 

this study frequently cited a sense of comfort with the climate of the institution and a 

sense of institutional belonging. In fact, participants who were able to participate in 

campus visits to other institutions indicated that the campus climate factor was one of the 

main reasons they selected the UT-Austin. Moreover, their experiences during their first 

year reinforced their college choice. Even in the face of higher financial incentives at 

other institutions, the students in this study felt UT-Austin was the right place for them. 

Fischer’s (2007) study similarly showed that a negative campus racial climate had a 

detrimental impact both on their grades and on their satisfaction level with college. 

Furthermore, Gloria, et al. (2005) suggested a student’s comfort-level with the university 

factored prominently in their non-persistence decisions. Finally, positive notions of the 
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university climate were highly correlated with their perceptions of strong mentoring 

relationships, which aided navigation of the college experience, minimized perceptions of 

barriers toward educational attainment, and increased their belief in their abilities to 

achieve certain goals. The role of institutional prestige and campus climate in the 

persistence of Latino males at public flagship institution is a ripe area of qualitative 

research.  

Students in this study also revealed a strong propensity for study abroad 

experiences in their college life, even though no questions in the interview protocol 

specifically asked about their intentions to engage in this activity. It is possible they 

recognize this activity as a way to enhance their portfolio of social and cultural capital 

and value it as an opportunity that is offered within the college context. Most of the 

highest performing participants stated it was a long term goal and were already making 

intentional plans early in their college experiences to engage in this activity, even though 

many indicated they had not traveled beyond the nation’s borders and in some cases, 

some had not had the opportunity to leave the state of Texas.  

Furthermore, several gender issues emerged in the course of this research that fell 

beyond the scope of this study, but could serve as informative areas of future research. 

Specifically, Latino participants were often uncomfortable answering questions about the 

Latina experience at the university, and gave remarkably divergent responses. Some 

participants perceived Latinas have more opportunities in education due to their gender, 

while others believed that Latinas have fewer opportunities because of their gender status. 

Yet others indicated they are “all in the same boat” because of their Hispanic identity. A 

limitation of this study was that the female perception of the Latino experience was not 

sought, therefore, such an examination would serve as a informative complement to the 

current study.  
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Issues pertaining to their gender and masculinity were also not the focus of the 

questions in the interview protocol, which was more centered upon their educational 

experiences, their accessible forms of social capital, and the way they engaged within 

educational contexts with those forms of social capital. One interesting finding that 

emerged was within the realm of dating from a heteronormative perspective. Some 

participants indicated, again, not apropos of the interview protocol, that dating Latinas is 

a predicament they face because they must compete with other races for a small pool of 

Latinas. Moreover, they perceive that non-Latinas are less likely to date Latinos but non-

Latinos are likely to date Latinas. The relevance of this finding for the Latina/o family 

could be explored. However, it is important to acknowledge the inherent heteronormative 

nature of such an examination.   

Another finding that emerged in the course of this study but fell outside of the 

scope of this study, are the complex racial, ethnic, immigrant, political, regional and 

national identities these students embraced and how those identities shaped their 

experiences on the college campus. Moreover, participants demonstrated varying levels 

of awareness and loyalty to those identities. A surprising level of post-racial attitudes 

emerged, with students calling themselves “American,” or “southern” rather than 

Hispanic or Latino, while other participants expressed a strong desire to share the Latino 

culture with other students at the university in a more prominent way than it currently is 

seen on campus.  

Participants also demonstrated a strong propensity for community service and 

mentorship activity in a way that was promising and surprising, given that it was not a 

focus of the interview protocol. These results were reminiscent of a longitudinal study 

performed by former university presidents of Princeton and Harvard, William G. Bowen 

and Derek Bok, respectively, who found that African Americans who benefitted from 
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race-sensitive college admissions policies were more financially successful, more likely 

to engage in civic organizations, and more likely to participate in public service than their 

educated White peers (W. G. Bowen & Bok, 1998). A study of this nature on Latinos is 

needed, for a continued generational benefit of investing in traditionally underachieving 

minority populations appears to exist.  

Another interesting dynamic that resulted from this study, is the probable 

tendency of Latinos to exercise academic modesty, in a way that one participant 

hypothesized was detrimental to their advancement. Several participants clearly 

articulated a chivalrous tendency to keep their academic victories to themselves and 

clearly refuted that this behavior was an indication of shame or embarrassment (Carter, 

2007; Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Ogbu, 1987). Rather, several participants indicated a 

reluctance to boast of their success out of a sense of humility and modesty, rather than 

shame. In some ways, this seemed to be a form of caballerismo. They revealed an 

aversion to “bragging” about high performance and thus, frequently understated their 

achievements. One participant observed this behavior in his Latino peers and expressed 

the feeling that a prevalent public perception of Latino underachievement might be 

attributed to this characteristic. In his opinion, Latinos need to adopt certain 

characteristics of other racial and ethnic groups who are more outspoken regarding their 

academic achievements. In other words, he suggested Latinos learn how to play the 

academic game, in a manner of speaking, and demand attention for their 

accomplishments. 

Another area that is fertile for research is the admissions policy that dominates the 

conversation in the state of Texas—the Top Ten Percent Plan. This policy was recently 

challenged in court, and yet many other states are beginning to model their admissions 

policies after it. It is interesting because the Top Ten Percent Plan was a reaction to a 
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1996 anti-affirmative action circuit court ruling and it certainly serves a purpose in 

promoting economic, geographic and racial representation at the flagship institution. 

However, it does so because public schools of education remain segregated along 

economic and racial lines. Regardless, the Top Ten Percent admissions policy 

consistently emerged as an identity that participants readily embraced and a basis on 

which they made their plans to pursue higher education. The Top Ten Percent Plan made 

UT-Austin an obvious choice for participants and they strongly depended upon the 

formula to gain entry. The assurance that they would be admitted if they graduated in the 

top ten percent of their high school class served as a motivator to excel in high school, 

because it offered the tangible and real promise of entry to college. It is undeniable that 

the Top Ten Percent Plan has become an integral part of the cultural milieu of Texas high 

schools, and students treat it with reverence. The impact of this policy on the experience 

of Latinos in higher education is another area of future research with potential policy 

implications.  

Several discrepant findings emerged in the course of this research that could also 

serve as areas of future research. While many students perceived a strong representation 

of Latinos at UT-Austin, and revealed it was a compelling identity for them that 

contributed to their persistence, there were a few with whom this theme did not resonate, 

and it varied with the geographic origin and diversity of their originating high schools. 

Another finding that might deserve future research attention was a certain level of ESL 

aversion that students reported during their early school experiences. Either the students 

themselves, or their mothers went to great lengths to extract students from ESL contexts, 

which were perceived as less academically rigorous or affiliated with a social stigma that 

could impede educational advancement. This could be evidence of participants’ social 

and cultural capital at work, but again, was beyond the scope of this study.  
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Finally, while most participants reported feeling comfortable with the institutional 

climate, a few reported a sense of institutional anomie that resulted from a variety of 

factors. Some expressed cultural or class dissonance between the institution and their 

communities of origin, while others reported that the large institutional size and 

overcrowding was the source of their alienation. Students were generally thankful to be at 

the institution, but at the same time they expressed regret that it is so populated and a 

desire for the institution to decrease the number of students admitted. Moreover, even 

with the support offered by their academic enrichment programs, students also spoke of 

the limitations they faced due to various forms of institutional bureaucracy, with respect 

to registration and access to classes, as well as the red tape that student organizations 

must endure to gain sponsorship for their activities. 

CONCLUSION 

 Through a rigorous process of one-on-one interviews and qualitative data 

analysis, this study was strategically executed at the conclusion of the first year of college 

to produce a fresh narrative surrounding the experiences of Latinos at a critical juncture 

in a leaky college pipeline. Their stories of academic achievement and persistence 

represent an opportunity to inform policymakers and practitioners regarding how to better 

serve Latinos. Moreover, this study illuminates the multiple ways Latino students and 

their families exercise resourcefulness, make intentional sacrifices, and employ industry 

to ensure that their true potential is actualized in college. It further reveals how these 

students thrive, even within unfamiliar contexts, so that they, and their families might 

make capital gains through college degree attainment.   
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 This study revealed how strong academic ganas, rich familial wealth, and the vital 

support of key high volume institutional agents ensured their retention at a critical point 

within the higher education pipeline toward college degree attainment. It also 

demonstrated that students were thoughtful in their transition strategies during the first 

year, exercising care to ensure their own retention within a porous pipeline. It further 

disclosed that students were deliberate in their friendship creation and management 

during the first year. Finally, it revealed that they relied heavily upon academic support 

programs as sources of scaffolding during a challenging, and oftentimes shocking, 

transitional first year of college at a flagship PWI.  

 The overarching narrative uncovered by this study is that these Latino men are 

industrious and resilient young scholars who desire to attend, persist in, and complete 

college—for the betterment of themselves, for their current and future families, and for 

society as a whole. This is good news for a nation with an ailing economy and a rapidly 

expanding Latina/o population that has led some to speculate that the U.S. is becoming a 

“Hispanic nation.” It would appear the solution to improving the rates of college degree 

attainment in a population with so much latent promise lies, quite simply, in Göethe’s 

maxim, with which this treatise began: “Treat people as if they were what they ought to 

be and you help them to become what they are capable of being.”   

 Equipped with the new body of knowledge provided by this study, policymakers, 

administrators and practitioners have the power to provide the impetus in which to make 

this change. Together, they might utilize the stories of these young men to ensure that 
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colleges are engines of opportunity, rather than bastions of privilege and thereby, rise to 

President Obama’s challenge for a better, more college-educated America.  
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APPENDIX A: CONSENT FORM 

Title:  “Caballeros Making Capital Gains”  The Effect of Social Capital on Latino College 
Persistence: A Case Study Analysis of a Predominantly White Institution   IRB 
PROTOCOL # 
Conducted By:  Tracy L. Arámbula (Faculty Sponsor – Victor B. Saenz) 
Of The University of Texas at Austin:   Department / Office; Educational Administration/SZB 
310Q   Telephone: XXX-XXX-XXXX (Faculty Sponsor: XXX-XXX-XXXX ) 
 
You are being asked to participate in a research study.  This form provides you with information 
about the study.  The person in charge of this research will also describe this study to you and 
answer all of your questions. Please read the information below and ask any questions you might 
have before deciding whether or not to take part. Your participation is entirely voluntary.  You 
can refuse to participate without penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.  
You can stop your participation at any time and your refusal will not impact current or future 
relationships with UT Austin or participating sites.  To do so simply tell the researcher you wish 
to stop participation.  The researcher will provide you with a copy of this consent for your 
records. 
 
The purpose of this study is to understand the first-year experiences of Latinos on the campus of 
The University of Texas at Austin. 
 
If you agree to be in this study, we will ask you to do the following things: 

• Participate in two interviews about your first year of college as a Latino at The University 
of Texas at Austin. The initial interview will be held in the summer following your first 
year, and the follow-up interview will be held in September of your second year.  

 
Total estimated time to participate in study is 2 hours. 
 
Risks of being in the study - Minimal 

• This procedure may involve risks that are currently unforeseeable. If you wish to discuss 
the information above or any other risks you may experience, you may ask questions now 
or call the Principal Investigator listed on the front page of this form. 

 
Benefits of being in the study 

• You may gain a greater understanding of your first year of college as a Latino and 
achieve satisfaction in contributing to knowledge about the Latino college experience for 
others who may follow you.  

 
Compensation: 

• No compensation is offered for this interview, though the interviewer will provide snacks 
upon participant request. 

 
Confidentiality and Privacy Protections: 

• Your identity will be kept private and you will be assigned an alternate pseudonym in the 
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transcripts and in the final paper. 
o Interviews will be digitally recorded. 
o Audio files will be coded so that no personally identifying information is visible 

on them. 
o Audio files will be kept in a secure location. 
o Audio files will be heard or viewed only for research purposes by the 

investigator. 
o Audio files will be destroyed after they are transcribed. 

• The data resulting from your participation may be made available to other researchers in the 
future for research purposes not detailed within this consent form. In these cases, the data 
will contain no identifying information that could associate you with it, or with your 
participation in any study. 

 
The records of this study will be stored securely and kept confidential. Authorized persons from 
The University of Texas at Austin, members of the Institutional Review Board, and study faculty 
sponsor, have the legal right to review your research records and will protect the confidentiality of 
those records to the extent permitted by law.  All publications will exclude any information that 
will make it possible to identify you as a subject. Throughout the study, the researchers will notify 
you of new information that may become available and that might affect your decision to remain in 
the study. 
 
Contacts and Questions: 

If you have any questions about the study please ask now.  If you have questions later, 
want additional information, or wish to withdraw your participation call the researchers 
conducting the study.  Their names, phone numbers, and e-mail addresses are at the top of this 
page.  If you have questions about your rights as a research participant, complaints, concerns, or 
questions about the research please contact Jody Jensen, Ph.D., Chair, The University of Texas at 
Austin Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects at (512) 232-2685 or the 
Office of Research Support at (512) 471-8871 or email: orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu. 

You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records.
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Statement of Consent: 
 
I have read the above information and have sufficient information to make a decision about 
participating in this study.  I consent to participate in the study. 
 
Signature:___________________________________________ Date: __________________ 
 
 
 
___________________________________________________ Date: ___________________ 
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent 
 

 

Signature of Investigator:________________________    Date: ________________ 
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APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

Interview I 
 
 
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this study. As you know, I am a doctoral 
candidate conducting a dissertation study, and I am interested in learning about your 
experience at The University of Texas at Austin during your first year of college.   
 
[show Letter of Informed Consent] 
 
Before we begin, I want to assure you that your anonymity will be preserved. I will not 
identify you by name either verbally or in writing in my analysis or reporting. You may, 
at any time, refrain from answering a question which makes you uncomfortable. You may 
also stop the interview at any time. Do you have any questions before we begin? 
 
[begin digital recorder] 
 
As you know, this is the first of two interviews in which I will ask questions about your 
experience at The University of Texas at Austin. However, before I begin to ask specific 
questions about your first year of college, I have a few questions about your life and how 
you arrived as a student at The University of Texas at Austin. 
 

1. Personal background/family 
a. Why don’t we begin by you telling me a little about yourself? 
b. Where did you grow up? 
c. Tell me about your family. 
d. What roles do your parent(s)/grandparents play in your life? 
e. Do you have siblings?  

i. What are they like?  
ii. What is your relationship with them like?  

iii. Are any of them in college?  
iv. Has their experience in college been different from yours?  

1. If so, how? 
f. Are you close with extended family?  

i. If so, with whom and why are you close? 
g. Where were your parents born?  

i. You?  
ii. Siblings? 

h. How do you see your family?  
i. Can you share an experience that might illustrate how you feel? 

i. What are some of your family’s important customs, beliefs, or traditions? 
j. How influential have family relationships been for you?  

i. Has that changed over time? 
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k. Do you speak another language besides English? 
i. Who do you speak [insert language] with? 

ii. Do you also speak this language at school? 
iii. What about in your neighborhood back home? 

 
2. Pre-college academic experiences 

a. Please describe your pre-college experience for me. 
i. What was high school like? 

ii. Were you involved in co-curricular activities?  
1. If so, which ones? 
2. If not, why not? 

iii. How did you do academically in primary and secondary school? 
iv. What was your social life like in high school? 
v. What types of friends did you hang out with? 

vi. What were the students like at your high school? 
vii. What were the teachers like there? 

1. Did you have a favorite?  
a. Why was he/she your favorite? 

viii. What types of things influenced the way you did in school? 
1. Why would you say those factors were influential? 

ix. Were there people who helped you do well in school or those who 
made it difficult to do well in school? 

x. Did you know anyone who went to college that grew up in your 
neighborhood or went to your school? 

xi. Why did you decide to go to college?  
1. What individuals and/or circumstances impacted that 

decision? 
2. How involved were your parents in your decision to go to 

college? 
xii. What kind of support did you have that made you think college an 

option for you? 
xiii. Do you think you had the necessary preparation to be successful in 

college? 
1. Why or why not? 

xiv. If you could change anything about your high school experience to 
better prepare you for college, what would it be? 

 
3. Alternative pathways to college 

a. Have you ever considered a career in the military? 
i. Why or why not? 

b. Would you still consider a career in the military? 
i. Why or why not? 

c. Do you think the military is a good pathway to a career in general? 
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i. Why or why not? 
d. Did any of your friends from high school join the military? 

i. If yes, can you tell me about him/her/them? 
ii. Do you know their reasoning for joining? 

e. Were you ever approached by or exposed to a military recruiter before 
college? 

i. If so, can you tell me about that experience? 
1. When did military recruiters approach you? 
2. Where did military recruiters approach you? 
3. What types of career pathways did the military recruiter 

suggest might be available to you if you joined the 
military? 

f. Thinking back to high school, do you think recruiters had a certain ‘type’ 
of student they went after? 

g. Were you ever approached by a college recruiter before college? 
i. If so, can you tell me about that experience? 

1. From which schools did you meet recruiters? 
2. When did college recruiters approach you? 
3. Where did college recruiters approach you? 
4. What types of career pathways did the college recruiter 

discuss with you if you went to college? 
h. Do you think the military and college go well together? 

i. Why or why not? 
 
Closing 
 
Thank you very much for your time. Do you have any questions for me at this point? 
Would it be okay if I call on you again if I have any follow-up questions? Thank you 
again for your time! 
 
[stop digital recorder] 
 
 
 
 
Interview II 
 
Thank you again for agreeing to participate in this study. We are going to continue our 
conversation about your first-year college experience at The University of Texas at 
Austin. Before we get started, I wanted to give you the opportunity to review the consent 
form again.  
 
[show Letter of Informed Consent] 
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I also want to reassure you that your anonymity will be preserved at all times. I won’t 
identify you by name either verbally or in writing in my analysis or reporting. You may, 
at any time, refrain from answering a question which makes you uncomfortable. You may 
also stop the interview at any time. Do you have any questions before we begin? 
 
[begin digital recorder] 
 
The last time we met, we talked a great deal about your experiences before you came to 
The University of Texas at Austin. Now that you’re back for your second year and have 
had the summer to reflect, let’s begin our conversation today by focusing more 
specifically on your experience at The University of Texas at Austin during your first 
year. 
 

1. Institutional 
a. Why did you decide to attend UT-Austin? 
b. Did you apply to other colleges besides UT-Austin? 
c. What is your major? 

i. Why did you pick that major? 
ii. Do you like it? 

iii. Do you think it was the right choice for you? 
d. How would you describe your experience during your first year of 

college? 
i. Did anything surprise you?  

ii. Did anything disappoint you?  
iii. What did you like most about it? 
iv. If you could go back and change one thing from your first year, 

what would it be? 
e. Can you identify and discuss one barrier or challenge you experienced 

during your first year? 
i. What did you know or do that helped you overcome that barrier? 

ii. What could UT-Austin do to reduce that barrier or help you 
overcome it? 

iii. What do you think UT-Austin is doing currently in that regard? 
f. How would you describe your academic performance in college so far?   

i. Why would you describe your performance that way? 
ii. How did you become the type of student you describe? 

g. Do you get the sense that UT-Austin cares about student success? 
h. What do you think it means to be a student attending The University of 

Texas at Austin? 
 

2. Racial/Gender Identity 
a. Do you identify with a particular racial or ethnic group?  Which one? 
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i. What are some of the defining characteristics of being a 
_______________ male? 

ii. Which of those characteristics describes you? 
iii. What do you think it mean to be a _________________ male at 

The University of Texas at Austin?  
iv. Do you think being a _____________ male at UT-Austin presents 

unique challenges or opportunities? 
1. If so, please describe them. 

v. How do you feel being a _______________ male influences you 
as a student at UT—either socially and academically? 

vi. How do you think other students perceive you? 
vii. Do you think other students perceive you as academically 

successful? 
b. Do you think ________ males have a different experience than females on 

this campus? 
c. What is your average day like at The University of Texas at Austin? 
d. How would you characterize your time here so far? 
e. Can you tell me what it feels like to walk around campus? 
f. Would you recommend UT-Austin to a younger sibling? 

i. What advice would you give him/her before coming? 
g. Where do you see yourself a year from now? 
h. Where do you see yourself 4 years from now? 
i. Do you have any general thoughts about what it means to be 

_____________ male at the University of Texas that you would like to 
share? 

 
3. Support Structures—Let’s shift gears to focus on what support you might 

have been exposed to and used as a student during your first year of college. 
a. How would you define the word “support?” 
b. Do you feel UT-Austin makes it a priority to support students? 

i. Why or why not? 
c. Were you affiliated with a support program of any kind during your first 

year? 
i. If so, which one? 

ii. Can you tell me a little bit about that program? 
iii. Why did you decide to participate in that program? 

d. Did you feel supported during your first year at UT?   
i. Can you brainstorm the various types of support that were 

available to you? (This can take many forms, e.g.: friends, family, 
offices, services, faculty, staff, etc.) 

ii. How did you learn about the types of support available to you? 
iii. Do your feel your status as a _______________ exposed you to 

specific or unique types of support? 
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e. Did you seek out support during your first year? 
i. If so, what types? 

f. Do you think you utilized support during your first year? 
i. If so, how? 

ii. How much? 
iii. Why? 

g. Looking back, do you feel the support (or lack of support) you received 
(or did not receive) as a student during your first year at The University of 
Texas at Austin affected your academic performance? 

h. What role do you think your use (or non-use) of available support affect 
your academic performance? 

i. Have you ever thought of dropping out or transferring from UT-Austin? 
i. If so, why? 

ii. If so, what changed your mind (i.e., why did you decide to stay)? 
 

4. Social, Cultural & Academic engagement—We’re going to wrap up the 
interview with a few questions about your co-curricular and academic life on 
campus. 
a. How important are friends to you? 
b. Can you tell me about a couple of your closest friends your first year? 

i. Why did you choose them as friends? 
c. Would you say you were engaged in campus life outside the classroom? 

i. If so, how? 
ii. If not, why? 

d. What was your social life like during your first year of college?  
i. What types of things did you do when you weren’t studying, going 

to class, or working? 
e. How would you characterize the cultural life of The University of Texas at 

Austin campus for _______________? 
i. What cultural, social or academic activities did you discover were 

available?  
1. Did you take advantage of them?  
2. Why or why not? 
3. How? 

f. How would you describe your academic life like during your first year in 
college? 

i. How did you get involved academically? 
ii. How did you study? 

1. With whom? 
2. Where? 
3. How often? 



 

 314 

g. How do you think they way you engaged in campus life (socially, 
academically, culturally) affected your success during your first-year at 
UT? 

h. Now that you are back on campus for your second year, is there anything 
you would like to do differently? 

i. If you were to imagine your graduation day at UT-Austin, what does it 
look like? 

 
Closing 
 
Thank you very much for your time. Do you have any questions for me at this point? 
Would it be okay if I call on you again if I have any follow-up questions? Thank you 
again for your time! 
 
[stop digital recorder] 
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Glossary 

 

Co-curricular activity—the intentional efforts of student affairs professionals to 

enhance and augment the educational experience. 

Extra-curricular activity—student activity that may be unrelated or not 

beneficial to the educational experience. 

Cultural capital—a sociological term used to describe social assets that are non-

fiscal in nature. These might include various educational markers of attainment or 

intellectual capacities. Implicit in this term is the potential to achieve social mobility 

beyond given economic means. This term was first used by Pierre Bourdieu and Jean-

Claude Passeron in the 1973 publication “Cultural Reproduction and Social 

Reproduction.” 

Ganas—A derivative term from the infinitive form of “ganar,” or “to earn or to 

win.” The vernacular connotation in terms of academic achievement among Latinos is to 

have a strong desire or drive to achieve.  

Habitus—a system of acquired mental dispositions, sensibilities, or developed 

schemata of thoughts, actions, perceptions or tastes. 

Heteronormative—a particular viewpoint that adopts heterosexuality as the 

given standard, rather than one option out of many possibilities for sexual orientation.  

Human capital—the collective body of personality characteristics, or knowledge 

and competencies acquired through formal education, training and experience. Together, 

human capital can be used to produce economic capital.  

Latina—a term used to describe female persons of Hispanic ethnicity. 
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Latina/o—a term used to describe both female and male persons of Hispanic 

ethnicity.  

Latino—a term used to describe male persons of Hispanic ethnicity. 

Psychosocial—a psychological term commonly used by Erik Erikson to describe 

one’s psychological development as s/he interacts within the social environment through 

stages of social development.  

Social capital—a sociological term that implies human connections in social 

networks have value due to their capacity to increase productivity in individuals. Social 

capital is an intangible form of capital that is generated through collective effort, and the 

benefits are similar in nature to those of economic capital. A key difference between the 

behavior of social capital and economic capital is that it is expanded through use rather 

than being depleted through use. Social capital is similar in nature to the notion of human 

capital in the economic discipline.  
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