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Although the Mexican population continues to be the largest Hispanic group in 

the United States, educational attainment is not increasing at a proportionate rate. First 

generation, Mexican-American students continue to have low enrollment in higher 

education institutions and high levels of attrition. Socioeconomic variables and ethnicity 

have correlated highly with these outcomes for thirty years, and programs have 

proliferated to address them, without much impact. Perhaps we need new approaches. 

This study investigates the lived experience of students attempting a university education. 

The goal of this research was to take the topic of educational achievement one step 

further by exploring identity development factors for first generation, Mexican-American 

college students via personal narratives.  Researchers have long observed that people 

come to make sense of life via stories (Bruner, 1990; McAdams, 1985; Sarbin, 1986).  

Personal stories help to make sense of the past as well as foresee the future while helping 

to define current identity via recalling and/or retelling stories, particularly for emerging 

adults.   
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Identity creation and negation was explored via McAdams’ life story model of 

identity: identity is an ever changing life story that strives for psychosocial unity and 

seeks purpose in relation to the world.  The data collected from sixteen first generation, 

Mexican-American students at one university revealed that factors such as familial 

connections, cultural capital, generational immigration status, and self-discovery 

opportunities contribute to the ongoing creation and negotiation of identity.  The outcome 

was the development of an identity soundboard which provides a visual representation of 

identity factors, each with its own control button, which is constantly adjusted according 

to individual experiences and narratives.  The significance of these results is two-

fold.  One, it provides students and educators with a new perspective on identity 

development which can translate into new ways to address academic retention, attrition, 

and success.  And two, it provides identity researchers with a new, customizable model 

with which to explore a variety of identity development processes, adaptable to specific 

research interests.   

The Hispanic community is a key player to the nation’s economic future, making 

efforts to foster a well-educated workforce a priority.  Colleges and universities stand to 

benefit from a tailored approach to outreach and retention of students.  It is by obtaining a 

glimpse of students’ reality that we can, as faculty, staff, and administrators, make 

changes that can positively affect their educational experience and outcome.  
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CHAPTER ONE:  INTRODUCTION 

First generation Mexican-American students continue to have low enrollment in 

higher education institutions and high levels of attrition for various reasons.  The 

literature is diligent in exploring the variables (i.e., socioeconomic status, first generation 

vs. continuing generation, public vs. private universities, community college vs. 

university, campus diversity, etc.) at length, and although studies vary with regard to the 

reasons for low college enrollment, the themes remain the same: first generation students 

are less likely to attend at all and more likely to leave the institution without a diploma 

when compared to those students who had at least one parent who graduated from college 

(Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005).  Although individual factors are many, these can be put into 

five overarching categories:  a) personal/cultural, b) financial, c) socialization, d) 

academic/motivational, e) institutional.  In spite of knowing these things and devoting 

resources to attracting and supporting such students, the numbers have been resistant to 

change (U.S. Department of Education, 2010).  However, gaps in this literature do not 

address the identity factors that influence first generation students as they travel the world 

of higher education.  While at a glance the five categories mentioned seem all 

encompassing, they do not make reference to the identity development of students or the 

critical role this process plays during higher education.   

Some suggest that “more than half of the growth … of the United States between 

2000 and 2010 was due to the increase in the Hispanic population” (Ennis, Rios-Vargas 

& Albert, 2011, p. 2).  More specifically, the largest change came from those of Mexican 

descent (54% increase) which means that the population grew 11.2 million, going from 

20.6 million in 2000 to 31.8 million in 2010.  Over half of the Hispanic population in the 
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United States resided in just three states: California (27.8%), Texas (18.7%), and Florida 

(8.4%) (Ennis, Rios-Vargas & Albert, 2011).  Although the Mexican population 

continues to be the largest Hispanic group in the United States, the educational attainment 

is not increasing at a proportionate rate.  Over the last 20 years there has only been a 5% 

increase in bachelor degrees awarded to Hispanics (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010).  This 

means that while the Hispanic population grew more than 50% over the last 10 years, it 

has only increased college degree attainment by 5% over the last 20 years.  In Texas, the 

Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board (2010) report on 10-year graduation rates 

reflects that of the Hispanic, first-time freshman who entered in 1991, only 37.7% had 

obtained a bachelor degree by 2011.  To add to these figures a report by the National 

Center for Education Statistics (NCES) shows that almost 50% of the population within 

higher education today consists of first generation students (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2010).  These numbers are alarming and a true source of concern as we assess 

the economic future of the country.  The Hispanic community is a key player to the 

nation’s economic future making efforts to foster a well-educated workforce a priority.  

Several initiatives have been put forth by both federal and state governments, yet the 

graduation numbers do not increase.  Why are Hispanics not achieving despite 

government and institutional efforts?    

The goal of this research is to take this topic of educational achievement one step 

further by extracting the personal experiences of first generation Mexican-American 

students.  The objective is to find new insight into how they create and negotiate identity 

during the formative college years, and identify the key events and relationships that help 

shape them.  It is by obtaining a glimpse of their reality that we can, as faculty, staff, and 
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administrators, make changes that can positively affect their educational experience and 

outcome.  

Identity overview 

Tierney (2000) proposes a framework that places “the negotiation of identity in 

academe as central to educational success” (p. 219).  He advances that in lieu of viewing 

student success through statistical attributes or deficiency models, institutions would be 

better served by gaining a deeper understanding of how Latino students create and 

negotiate identity in the world of higher education.  By understanding influential factors 

that affect Latino student identity, practitioners can begin to create local definitions that 

better serve the institution by helping students maneuver the academic environment 

(Torres, 2003). 

When exploring identity, individuals can reference several aspects of identity 

such as the biological, cultural, social, etc., depending on which one(s) are more salient 

for them.  In terms of identity models, there is a wide variety to choose from including 

the following items.  The Cass Identity Model provides fundamental theories of gay and 

lesbian identity development and describes a six step process which includes 1) identity 

confusion, 2) comparison, 3) tolerance, 4) acceptance, 5) pride, and 6) identity synthesis.  

In this model the process involves increasingly seeking social contact with and an 

increasing commitment to the lesbian and gay community (Cass, 1979).  The Helms’ 

White Racial Identity Model is a process that involves abandoning the individual’s 

racism and developing a realistic and self-affirming racial identity.  This model contains 

six stages which include: 1) contact, 2) disintegration, 3) reintegration, 4) pseudo-

independence, 5) immersion, and 6) autonomy (Helms, 1984, 1995).  The Racial/Cultural 

Identity Development Model (R/CID) (Atkinson, Morten & Sue, 1989) consists of five 
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stages: 1) conformity, 2) dissonance, 3) resistance and immersion, 4) introspection, and 

5) integrative awareness.  An individual in each of these stages is characterized as having 

four corresponding beliefs which include attitudes about the self, other individuals with 

the same characteristic, individuals from the dominant culture, and individuals of other 

marginalized groups.  The Biracial Identity Development Model (Poston, 1990) was one 

of the first models created for the development of biracial identity.  In this model the five 

stages are:  1) personal identity, 2) choice of group categorization, 3) enmeshment/denial, 

4) appreciation, and 5) integration.  Along the same lines, the Multiracial/Ethnic Identity 

Model (Root, 1990) was presented around the same time as Poston’s Biracial Identity 

Development Model.  In her version, however, Root took into consideration the impact of 

racism on identity. 

Most identity models come from the same premise – they take into account the 

developmental environment of an individual and then follow the notion that other factors 

have caused an individual to feel “different”.  Racial identity models are the most popular 

and most share the same phases.  Typically the first phase will begin with lack of 

awareness or negative ideals and progresses toward self-awareness.  Because the variety 

in topics in this study will be as diverse as the subjects, it is more appropriate to use a 

multi-functional theory or model.  For this reason, McAdams’ Life Story Model of 

Identity (McAdams, 1996; 2005; 2011) is the most appropriate theoretical perspective 

that will help conceptualize this study.  McAdams’ model can be applied to different 

scenarios yet still be useful enough to provide a deeper understanding into an individual’s 

identity-building process.  I will present some highlights of this model, but a detailed 

explanation will be provided in the literature review.  Life story model of identity 

advances that young adults are the prime seekers of identity, which makes this identity 
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model even more fitting for the university-aged population studied in this research.  

Cultural and cognitive reasons bring identity development of emerging adults to the 

forefront since typically significant milestones are crossed during this time.  Additionally, 

identity creation requires a certain level of abstract thinking, reflection, and self-

awareness, tasks which children are not developmentally able to perform (Breger, 1974).  

Under this model, biological readiness and cultural demands drive emerging adults to 

seek identity at a heightened level that may lead them to view autobiographical events 

during this time period as particularly meaningful. 

Identity development of first generation students has received minimal attention, 

particularly with Mexican-Americans (Torres & Baxter Magolda, 2004).  Given 

Mexican-Americans’ underrepresentation in higher education and lower degree 

completion rates, this study contributes to the literature by focusing on personal identity 

development factors that may influence Mexican-American college students’ well-being 

and success.   

Rationale 

Although the data on higher education attainment make a strong case for the 

positive outcomes associated with higher education, certain groups are less likely to 

attend and graduate from institutions of higher learning and take advantage of these 

benefits.  Educational opportunities are not always available in equitable form to some 

members of underrepresented groups.  One of the largest groups of students that have 

struggled to complete a college education is the first generation student population 

typically defined as students whose parents never attended college (Ishitani, 2006).  

When compared to continuing generation students, first generation college students are 

disproportionately overrepresented in the most disadvantaged racial, income, and gender 
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groups, making them more susceptible to attrition and placing them at a disadvantage as 

they begin the journey of post-secondary education (Saenz et al., 2007).  These 

disadvantages are further compounded by a lack of college information, academic under-

preparedness, and unrealistic expectations about college demands, creating the 

overwhelming task of succeeding in a world foreign to them. 

While my research interest focuses on topics covered by existing literature (i.e., 

educational attainment, motivation, adolescents in transition, etc., a review of the 

literature uncovered that identity development factors have not been explored to its full 

potential and believe that great knowledge stands to be gained from this approach.  In this 

study, identity development will be examined against the backdrop of higher education 

with a focus on answering the following research question:   

R1: What are the contributing factors to identity development and identity 

negotiation for first generation Mexican-American college students?  

The justification for this study is twofold: a) it contributes to the growing body of 

literature, and b) it deepens the understanding of first generation Mexican-American 

students.  First, the present study addresses the limitations of previous research.  Most 

fundamentally, scholars have yet to thoroughly explore factors that contribute or detract 

from the college experience of first generation students such as identity.  Torres and 

Hernandez (2007) identified critical developmental tasks for Latino students and noted a 

need for future research to explore in greater depth the processes in the college 

environment influencing Latino students’ identity development.  Secondly, this study 

aims to take a step toward a greater understanding of this population by providing 

practical information that can assist educators who work closely with this group.  Failing 

to earnestly and diligently explore this further could have economic ramifications.  It is 
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crucial that we study this group of students, who constitute half the student population in 

higher education, to ensure they will be able to maximize their higher education degrees 

by gaining better employment and therefore contributing to the nation’s economic system 

(Torres & Hernandez, 2007). 

In summary, the gaps in higher education literature leave a space for interpersonal 

communication factors to be explored as they relate to identity building.  The significance 

of this study is in the potential to generate eye-opening and insightful information that 

contributes to both the literature and that expands the knowledge of higher education 

faculty and practitioners.  While the outcomes of this study will likely not have a direct or 

immediate impact on the overarching educational systems, this information could be used 

to make significant modifications to student outreach and retention strategies. 

Theoretical Significance  

A primary goal of this study is to provide a framework of identity development 

shaped by the lives and expressed needs of first generation Mexican-American students. 

Miles and Huberman (1994) defined a conceptual framework as a visual or written 

product that “explains, either graphically or in narrative form, the main things to be 

studied—the key factors, concepts, or variables—and the presumed relationships among 

them” (p. 18).  Maxwell (1996) applied a broader definition to the term which included 

the ideas and beliefs that a researcher holds about the phenomena studied (written or not) 

and also referred to it as a “theoretical framework” or “idea context”.  He also 

emphasized that a “conceptual framework is a theory, however tentative or incomplete it 

may be” (Maxwell, 1996, p.34).  For this study, I applied Maxwell’s formula in order to 

develop the conceptual framework for this study.  This formula uses four main sources 
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for module creation: 1) personal experiential knowledge, 2) existing theory and research, 

3) personal pilot and exploratory research, and 4) thought experiments. 

The first source, experiential knowledge, encourages researchers to shift personal 

knowledge and experiences from bias to a valuable contributor of the research design.  

Maxwell (1996) argues that “separating your research from other aspects of your life cuts 

you off from a major source of insights, hypotheses, and validity checks” (p.38).  This is 

a difficult line to travel as there must be a balance between imposing personal values and 

using personal experiences to enhance the research.  By using “critical subjectivity” 

(Reason, 1988) the researcher does not suppress personal experience nor gets lost in it but 

instead strives to “raise it to consciousness and use it as part of the inquiry process” (p. 

12).  My experiential knowledge comes from ten years of close interaction with students 

via three professional positions in higher education.  Student encounters have not only 

fueled my passion to research ways to better serve them, but they have also provided 

guidance for this study. 

The second component of the framework is prior theory and research.  According 

to Maxwell, this incorporates not only published work, but the larger body of empirical 

research as a whole.  In addition, for framework creation purposes, the term “theory” has 

and expanded definition that includes the set of concepts and the proposed relationships 

among these, as well as abstract categories, and concrete/specific concepts.  This research 

draws on the Life Story Model of Identity as proposed by McAdams as well as on the 

extensive research on narrative theory, grounded theory, higher education 

success/attrition, first generation students, and Mexican-American students. 

The third component, pilot studies, have similar functions as prior research, but 

allow a more focused approach to personal concerns and theories.  A pilot study can be 
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designed by the researcher to explore specific populations, theories, ideas or methods in 

order to better inform future research.  Over the last four years I conducted two studies on 

first generation students.  The first was an ethnographic and interview-based research 

study to assess factors that contributed to first generation student persistence in higher 

education.  Knowing the critical role that parents play in the lives of first-generation 

students, the second study I conducted set out to find how first generation students 

perceived parental communication of expectation and motivation about higher education.  

Both of these studies allowed me to develop an understanding of the concepts and values 

held by this population, which in turn has served as a foundation for the current study. 

The fourth and final source for the module is thought experiments.  In this phase 

the researcher develops possible explanations based on data and other information and 

thinks of ways to support or disprove the hypothesis or hypotheses.  A combination of 

theory and experience must be used “to answer ‘what if’ questions, and to explore the 

logical implications of your models, assumptions, and expectations of the things you plan 

to study” (Maxwell, 1996, p.59).  Once a theoretical model has been generated, the 

researcher must scrutinize the framework to ensure that what is being proposed can be 

reasonably explained by the theoretical construct.  This study proposes an identity 

soundboard model as a construct that can help explain how first-generation students 

create and negotiate identity in higher education.  The basic premise of the identity 

soundboard is to provide a visual representation of identity factors much like buttons and 

knobs on a soundboard.  These significant identity factors are identified by students via 

personal narratives and the saliency of these factors is dynamic and has movement, much 

like volume controls on a soundboard.  This model will unfold throughout the study but 

will be addressed in greater detail in the conclusion chapter.  This construct is not an 



10 
 

attempt to develop generalizable laws, but rather to provide an operational means for 

educators to understand first generation students and for students to know themselves 

better.  Polkinghorne (1988, p. 171) calls an explanatory narrative report “retrodictive” as 

opposed to “predictive,” denoting the narrative researcher’s process of building a 

reasonable and believable account by piecing together past events so that “their parts in 

the whole story become clear” (p. 171). 

Practical Significance 

The practical implications of this research are two-fold.  First, for educators, this 

information has the potential to expand the knowledge of the growing population of first 

generation Mexican-American students.  As mentioned in the rationale, the United States 

has seen more than a 50% increase in the Hispanic population over the last 10 years (U.S. 

Census, 2010).  Texas boasts increasing numbers of college participation among Hispanic 

students and this has an effect on the state’s economic growth (Yamamura, Martinez & 

Saenz, 2010).  The network for student success extends beyond the staff and faculty.  

This research can provide insights to college educators and practitioners about how first- 

generation Mexican-American students’ transition to college, how their identities as 

college students evolve, and how to create more supportive academic and social 

environments for these students.   

Second, this information could assist first generation students and parents as they 

make the transition to college life.  If students and parents are equipped with information 

that addresses the college experience and potential changes for the student, they might be 

able to better process such changes and have a more positive college experience.  From 

this data, materials could be created and distributed to inform parents and students about 

potential life changing experiences and practical ways to approach these.  Providing them 
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with something as practical as a visual for the identity soundboards can serve as a 

catalyst for the dialogue that often needs to take place.  Facilitating these processes for 

both parents and students can be a key to retention and eventually graduation. 

 Summary 

In sum, the primary focus of this study is to explore identity development and 

identity negotiation factors of first generation Mexican-American students.  It aims to 

bring about greater understanding of this population with the hope of both contributing to 

field, but more importantly, expanding the knowledge of college/university educators.  

The study is justified by: 1) its contribution to the gaps within literature between first 

generation students and identity development in current research, 2) providing a 

theoretical construct which can be used to better understand how students develop and 

negotiate identity, and 3) expanding the knowledge of those working with this 

population. 

The next chapter will define key terms and will provide an overview of three 

pertinent literatures: a) first generation Mexican-American students, b) narrative theory, 

and c) the Life Story Model of Identity.  Chapter three will outline the methodological 

reasoning behind this study and will be followed by a results overview and three results 

chapters, also known as identity narratives.  The final chapter will present the identity 

theoretical framework derived from the data which I have labeled the identity 

soundboard. 
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CHAPTER TWO:  LITERATURE REVIEW 

This literature review chapter will focus on three distinct areas.  First, definitions 

will be presented for first generation students and will be followed by an overview of 

Hispanics, and Mexican-Americans in the United States.  In addition, this first section 

will also address issues as they relate to college adjustment and preparedness in order to 

introduce the reader to the participants.  The second portion of the literature review will 

introduce narrative theory and will provide the background, analysis, and introduce key 

researchers.  And the third and final section will introduce Daniel McAdams’ Life Story 

Model of Identity, redemption sequences, and will outline what this model offers and 

why it is fitting for this research.  The purpose for including these three areas is to help 

the reader better understand the participants, provide context by introducing narrative 

theory as an appropriate means of inquiry for this study, and to explicate the Life Story 

Model of Identity as the most fitting lens for identity development with which to study 

this particular group. 

First Generation Students  

A review of literature on first generation students by Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, 

and Terenzini (2004) found that the research can be separated into three categories.  This 

literature review will address the three categories, with a focus on specific areas within 

the groupings.  The section will begin by defining first generation students and 

introducing the Mexican-American college student.  This will be followed by the first 

area of research which includes studies that compare first-generation students against 

other college students as it pertains to demographics, academic preparation, the college 

selection process, and college expectations.  The second category compiles studies which 
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attempt to shed light on the transition from high school into college, while the third and 

final category will address persistence, and college graduation outcomes.   

Who is a First Generation Student? 

Although first generation students are typically defined as students whose parents 

never attended college (Ishitani, 2006), one study divided this category into two 

subgroups.  The first group included those with parents whose highest educational 

attainment was either a high school diploma or less.  Participant of this study are part of 

this group as they all had parents who had never attended a two or four-year institution.  

The second group included students with at least one of the parent having attended 

college but never completing a bachelor’s degree.  Those with parents who had some 

college education were slightly more likely to graduate in a timely manner than were first 

generation students whose parents never attended college which is almost 50% of the 

population within higher education (U.S. Department of Education, 2010).  For this 

dissertation, first generation students are defined as those who would be the first in their 

families to complete higher education through two or four-year postsecondary 

institutions, which is the definition used by the Texas Higher Education Coordinating 

Board (THECB, 2004).   

Mexican-American Students 

In order to better understand Mexican-American students, we must first have an 

accurate picture of the Mexican-American/Hispanic population in the United States.  The 

following statistics were gathered from the U.S. Census website and when available, the 

data will reflect numbers specific to Mexican-Americans.  However, in some of the areas 

the data were not disaggregated, therefore, will reflect information about the Hispanic 
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population as a whole.  Within the Hispanic population, those of Mexican origin 

accounted for 64%, which translates into 28.3 million Mexican-Americans.  Between 

2000 and 2006, Hispanics accounted for one-half of the nation’s growth and that growth 

rate (24.3%) was more than three times the growth rate of the total population (6.1%).  In 

2006, Texas had the second highest population of Hispanics (California ranked number 

one) with more than 8 million living in the Lone Star state.  According to the U.S. Census 

(2010) only 57.4% of Mexican-American students graduate from high school which 

means that more than 40% will drop out before receiving a high school diploma.  As it 

relates to college degree completion, the numbers are also bleak with only 10.6% of the 

Mexican-American population, age 25 and older, holding a bachelor’s degree (U.S. 

Census, 2010).  The total percent of bachelor degrees awarded to Hispanics in 2009 was 

8.1%, a mere 5% increase from the 3.1% in 1990.  This means that in 2009, out of the 

1,601,368 bachelor degrees awarded only 129,526 were earned by Hispanic students. 

Graduate degree attainment is even lower with 6% of all master’s degrees and only 3.8% 

of all doctoral degrees awarded to Latinos (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010).  These data 

reflect the grim reality that while the Hispanic population continues to grow at a rapid 

rate, the levels of educational attainment are significantly falling behind. 

Unfortunately, low levels of educational attainment are often attributed to the 

myth that Mexican-Americans don’t value education (e.g., parents are apathetic to 

students’ education therefore don’t get involved in the school system) (Valencia & Black, 

2002).  This misconception starts early in the education system with the deficit thinking 

which proposes that education is not held in high regard therefore contributing to school 

failure of Hispanic children and youth (Valencia & Black, 2002).  Deficit thinking does 

not place any responsibility on the education system and the structure that is set in place 
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that does not allow for optimal achievement of all students.  In addition, Valencia and 

Black (2002) also attribute the propagating of this myth to a combination of the media, 

literature, and publicly voiced opinions.  However, the long struggle for equality in 

education has been one fought by Hispanics for decades.  These battles have taken the 

form of litigations, advocacy groups, individual activists, legislations and political 

demonstrations (Valencia & Black, 2002).  One form of political demonstration is a 

school walkout also known as a “blowout”.  One of the first recorded blowouts took place 

in 1910 in San Angelo, Texas (De León, 1974); in fact, Hispanics have been making 

significant statements about the importance of education for more than a century.  In this 

“blowout” which lasted five years, and which included the Tejano parents’ passionate 

request for their children to attend better equipped White schools (De León, 1974).  

As it pertains to first generation students and gender, a study published by the 

American Council on Education noted that males are falling behind their female 

counterparts in enrollment and achievement, a gap more noticeable in the African 

American and Latino community (King, 2000).  Language spoken at home also proved to 

be of importance.  Of the first generation students enrolled in college, and whose primary 

language spoken at home when growing up was not English, students were 14.7% more 

likely to persist than those who grew up in homes where English was the primary 

language spoken (Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005).  One speculation for the rarity of these 

numbers is that many of the English as a Second Language (ESL) students are children of 

immigrants who come to the United States in pursuit of educational opportunities for 

their children and in turn, students take advantage of these opportunities.  It is important 

to point out that this figure reflects those students enrolled in higher education and not the 
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total number of students that speak English as a second language but never enroll in 

college or even graduate from high school.   

Academic Preparation, College Expectations & Motivation 

The first of the three categories within the first generation literature includes 

studies that compare first generation students to continuing generation peers in areas such 

as academic preparation, college selection process, and college expectations.  Results 

from these studies have shown that compared to continuing generation students, first 

generation college hopefuls fall behind in their knowledge of postsecondary education, 

family income and support, educational expectations, and academic preparedness.   

As it pertains to academic preparation, studies abound with compelling data that 

report the academic under preparedness of first generation students.  The minimum 

graduation standards that most students obtain in high school may contribute to attrition.  

Statistically first generation students have lower high school grade point averages 

(GPAs), score lower on high school standardized tests, and are less likely to have taken 

rigorous coursework in high school, which is a critical key to college entry and success 

(Warburton, Bugarin & Nunez, 2001).   

As it pertains to expectations, first generation college students are likely to have 

unrealistic expectations about college (Brooks-Terry, 1988) and a lack of knowledge of 

the university system (York-Anderson & Bowman, 1991) when compared to their 

continuing generation counterparts.  While disparities continue between first generation 

and continuing generation views on issues such as social self-confidence, leadership 

abilities, and degree objectives (Saenz et al, 2007), there is agreement on the source of 

motivation.  Farmer (1985) reported that the degree to which students’ aspirations are 

attained depends on a variety of elements including SES, race, gender, and environmental 
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variables such as family.  On the other hand, individual motivations are based on personal 

interests, intellectual curiosity, and the desire to attain a rewarding career.  A study by 

Phinney, Dennis & Gutierrez (2005) supported that career and personal motivation was 

related to college adjustment for an ethnically diverse sample.  Along the same lines, 

Cote and Levine (1997) advanced that students with a personal and intellectual 

motivation to attend college had higher college grades than those with other types of 

motivation.  In other words, intrinsic motivation results in stronger academic 

achievement and career goals than external incentives.   

Academic Transition 

The second category of research compiles studies which shed light on the 

transition from high school into college.  Results from these studies inform that in 

addition to the expected trials and fears shared by continuing generation college students, 

first generation students must also face additional cultural, social, and academic transition 

challenges.  Social support also has an effect on college persistence.  Existing evidence 

from researchers in higher education suggest that peer support may be extremely 

important for the academic adjustment of college students (Astin, 1993; Tinto, 1993).  In 

one study, Latino college students reported that college peers provided the most support 

in their first year, which was closely related to social adjustment, and parents were 

frequently cited as providing encouragement, as well (Astin, 1993). 

The likelihood that a student will enroll in postsecondary education is strongly 

related to the parents’ education level even when other factors are taken into 

consideration (Chen, 2005).  Research indicates that children with better educated parents 

who have higher paying jobs will complete more years of education than students whose 

parents are less educated and have lower paying jobs (Sewell, Hauser & Wolf, 1980).  
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Parental economic status is linked to social capital which refers to the relationships that 

facilitate interactions and serve as resources for individuals (Pascarella et al., 2004).  

Students with college educated parents have more access to social, human, and cultural 

capital as compared to their first-generation peers, which in turn, can have an effect on 

the collegiate experience, cognitive growth, and psychosocial adjustment of the student 

(Pascarella et al., 2004).  Because parents of first generation students lack first-hand 

college experiences, these students can face additional obstacles due to lack of 

information about, and cultural capital associated with, academic institutions.  This lack 

of knowledge has been correlated to persistence of first generation students because of 

the generational influence on the costs/benefits assessment of higher education, and on 

other factors that impact college decisions (Becker, 1993; Paulsen, 2001).  Only a small 

portion of the studies reflected data contrary to the above information.  Dennis, Phinney, 

and Chuateco (2005) reported that contrary to their hypothesis, family expectation, 

motivation, family support, and the perceived lack of family support were unrelated to 

any outcomes.  However, this study was unique in that both support and the lack of 

needed support were included in the analyses.  While in most studies these two factors 

are considered to be at opposite ends of the same continuum, this study does not make the 

assumption that more perceived support provides better protection against stress and 

greater availability of help when problems arise, or that lower support would indicate 

risk.  In other words, when family support is not needed by the student, the support of 

others may be taken for granted and hence be less salient and less predictive of other 

factors in a student’s life.   

The ethnic factors of first generation students play a significant role in making a 

seamless transition into higher education.  Research reflects that the majority of first 
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generation students are from ethnic minority groups (Saenz et al., 2007) which includes 

cultural components that cannot be ignored.  One of the characteristics typically 

associated with the Hispanic culture is familismo, the Latino cultural value of the family, 

could be seen by some as part of the deficit thinking when it actually contributes to 

higher levels of happiness among Mexican-Americans (Weaver, 2003).  In a study on 

Mexican-American youth, family was the most important contributor to life satisfaction 

(Edwards & Lopez, 2006).  The connection to family can play a significant role in the 

students’ persistence.  For example, the distance between home and the college campus is 

an issue for some Latino families (Madero, 2009).  In that study students reported moving 

away from home to attend college as a source of significant contention with parents 

which could lead to departing from college prior to graduation.  In most Hispanic 

families, closeness and togetherness is highly valued, making the idea of an 18 year-old 

moving away to live with thousands of 18 year-olds, seem irrational.  Some may equate 

this school of thought with not valuing education.  However, it is not necessarily that 

parents are near-sighted or do not see the value of a college education.  Instead it is a 

protective nature that comes into play at a different level than other parents.  Not higher 

or lower – just different.  This relates back to the notion of cultural capital mentioned 

earlier and to first generation parents.  Hispanic parents are making decisions about their 

children’s future based on the best available information, or lack thereof.  They weigh the 

assessed risk against what little knowledge they have about college life and often decide 

that allowing their children to go off to college is too dangerous and the unknown factors 

are too many for comfort.   

And finally, academic under-preparedness presents additional challenges to the 

adjustment process.  First generation students typically score lower on standardized tests 
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such as SAT/ACT, have lower GPA’s in high school, and are less prepared for college 

(Saenz et al., 2007; Terenzini et al., 1996).  This means first generation students start with 

an academic disadvantage and the gap continues to widen as the percentage of students 

who enroll in remedial courses is higher (57% compared to 27% for continuing 

generation) as well as the rate of withdrawals and repeated courses (12% compared to 

7%) (Chen, 2005).  So what effect does this have on persistence and graduation?  

Persistence & Graduation  

The third and final category looks at persistence, college graduation, and career 

outcomes but this section will highlight the first two areas; persistence and graduation.  

Data from studies showed that first generation students have higher levels of attrition by 

the end of the first year, are less likely to remain enrolled in a four year institution, and 

are less likely to graduate after five years.  Minority students are more likely than their 

non-minority counterparts to depart from college (Saenz et al., 2007), and as previously 

established, studies on the racial demographic of first generation students show that they 

are more likely to be ethnic minorities than continuing generation students (Choy, 2001).  

Latino students reported the lowest percentages when looking at degree completing at the 

bachelor’s, master’s, or professional degree categories (McCarron & Inkelas, 2006). 

Family income has also been associated with student attrition.  Pascarella and 

Chapman (1983) found that a higher level of socioeconomic status (SES) had a positive 

effect on academic and social integration, and ultimately influenced students’ enrollment 

decision while Terenzini et al. (1996) found that first generation students were more 

likely to come from lower-income homes.  The issue of SES is also a factor related to the 

concept of cultural and social capital for first generation students which are defined as 

knowledge of the campus environment and campus values, access to human and financial 
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resources, and familiarity with terminology and general functioning of a higher education 

setting (Bourdie, 1977).  

Because first-generation college students tend to enroll in and complete 

significantly fewer credit hours than their peers (Pascarella et al., 2004) progress towards 

graduation may be slow and discouraging at times.  Other responsibilities such as family 

obligations and work demands tend to take away from time that could otherwise be 

invested into academics (Cabrera & Padilla, 2004; Rendón, 2002).  Compared to their 

continuing generation peers, first generation students worked more hours per week during 

college, and work responsibilities tended to have a significant negative effect on their 

academic progress (Pascarella et al., 2004).  The combination of fewer hours in the 

classroom, increased work demands, and the tendency of first generation students to live 

off campus limit their extracurricular exchanges and lessen the opportunities to connect.  

Research on extracurricular involvement during college supports that interactions with 

peers can play a significant role in both intellectual and personal development (Baxter 

Magolda, 1992; Inman & Pascarella, 1998; Whitt, Edison, Pascarella, Terenzini & Nora, 

2001).  The heightened work demands, coupled with limited social interactions, detract 

first generation students from nurturing the peer support system that can enhance the 

college experience and strengthen the odds of educational persistence.   

Summary 

Studies make a case for the positive effects of parental education on first 

generation students (Ishitani, 2006; Dennis, Phinney & Chuateco, 2005; Terenzini et al., 

2006).  The data speak to the increased probability that students with parents who 

attended college or completed higher education will achieve academically at higher rates 

than students whose parents did not attend.  There is something to be said about the 
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power of information.  For parents who have not experienced the world of higher 

education this can be an intimidating process that highlights insecurities.  Most parents 

feel the need to provide for, and to protect their children.  The inability to provide 

guidance and leadership during a time as critical as the college years can lead parents to 

feel powerless.  The literature provides readers with enough information to understand 

first generation Mexican-American college students.  More specifically, studies have 

been conducted that inform us about the characteristics of first generation learners (Bui, 

2002), enrollment rates and patterns (U.S. Department of Education, 2010), motivation or 

reasons for pursuing higher education (Cote and Levine, 1997), recruitment and retention, 

and their persistence and determinants of success (Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005).  While this 

literature review has presented seminal studies related to this population, all angles have 

not yet been exhausted.  First generation student research is largely based in the field of 

education and, while a variety of factors related to these students have been studied by 

education researchers, the literature is still lacking information on the contributing factors 

to identity formation of first generation Mexican-American students, and the events and 

stories that shape their emerging adulthood.  This rapidly growing population can be 

critical to the economic health of the nation and the unhurried rates at which education is 

being pursued and completed by this group could benefit from some added attention.  

This is a next step that can be taken via personal narratives which provide 

backstage access into the lives of these students.  To better understand how this could be 

done, the next section offers and overview of the background, analysis, and key 

researchers in the field of narrative research.   



23 
 

Narratives 

American Poet Maya Agelou once said, “There is no greater agony than bearing 

an untold story inside you” (Angelou, 2011).  It is through the communication of such 

stories that individuals form relationships and learn to identify with, or disassociate from, 

cultures around them.  “Despite the growing interest in narratives and the common 

reference to narrative theory in interpersonal and family communication research, 

however, there is no single narrative theory that guides communication research generally 

or interpersonal communication research specifically” (Koenig Kellas, 2008, p. 241).  

However, this diversity of theory does not interfere with the common thread that runs 

through the research which features the way in which individuals live, build relationships, 

and negotiate identity.  This section will present seminal studies that contribute to the 

overarching concept of narrative theory with the purpose of providing the reader with a 

fuller understanding of this theory.  I will begin by offering the background and history of 

narrative research and will include narrative gathering philosophies.  This will be 

followed by a look at structure and evaluation methods popular in the field and will then 

move on to explore various schools of thought on analysis.  The final section will 

introduce the reader to key narrative researchers before addressing some of the 

challenges.   

Background & History 

The ability to communicate through stories has the capability of connecting 

human beings throughout time and to each other.  “Pictorial renderings, such as cave 

paintings and decorative displays, attest to narrative’s longevity” (Holstein & Gubrium, 

2008, p. 241).  The use of narratives has been applied across fields and as far back as the 

1930’s.  For example, in 1938, physician Henry Murray advocated the use of narrative 
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case studies in the medical field as an expansion to psychology group studies (Holstein & 

Gubrium, 2008).  He believed that human beings must be studied as living wholes.  In the 

1940s, Heider and Simmel (1944) created a short film with three geometric figures that 

moved at varying speeds.  Results showed that participants created stories from the 

shapes and their movement and formed plots and subplots even when one group had been 

primed to personify the figures and the other had not.  In the 1960’s the field of 

psychology dominated the quantitative research domain but it dwindled into the late 70’s 

(Polkinghorne, 1988). 

While the words narrative and narrative research frequently appear in qualitative 

studies, the terms themselves are rarely defined (Lieblich et al., 1998; Riessman, 1987), 

although Lieblich and colleagues (1998) do offer the following: 

Narrative research…refers to any study that uses or analyses narrative 
materials.  The data can be collected as a story (a life story provided in an 
interview or a literary work) or in a different manner (field notes of an 
anthropologist who writes up his or her observations as a narrative or in 
personal letters).  It can be the object of the research or a means for the 
study of another question.  It may be used for comparison among groups, 
to learn about a social phenomenon or historical period, or to explore a 
personality. (p. 2) 

In an effort to bring cohesiveness to the field of narrative research across 

disciplines, Josselson and Lieblich edited the first publication of The Narrative Study of 

Lives (1993) and since then have published several more.  Studies using narrative 

approaches are present throughout the social sciences and medicine (Lieblich, 1998) due 

in great part because of its versatility.  Narrative research can be used to pilot a study, 

gather information, gain depth of understanding into a small sample of groups studied 

quantitatively, or to evaluate a real-life problem (Greene, 1994). 
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Gathering Narratives 

While there are several schools of thought as it relates to the narrative gathering 

process, I align with Kvale (1996) who in his book, InterViews, describes two 

classifications of interviewers using the metaphor of miners and travelers.  These two 

metaphors represent two different models, each with specific ideas and concepts.  The 

miner metaphor involves a modern lens of interpretation to the social sciences with a 

perspective of humans as engineers.  The interviewer with the miner’s approach seeks to 

“unearth” knowledge buried within the participants.  Conversely, the traveler’s approach 

is where the interviewer takes an excursion through the life of the participants, gathering 

narratives to retell once the journey is complete.  This process involves a conversational 

approach to research with a postmodern lens and takes the perspective of humanities and 

art.   

In both models, however, the richness of the stories that emerge from the 

interviews is crucial to uncovering meaningful data.  The combination of open-ended 

questions, statements that elicit stories, unbiased prompts, and clarification interviews 

can all bring forth the type of information that may not otherwise be uncovered.  I align 

with the perspective of the miner where one of the goals is to “unearth” the stories and 

experiences that are meaningful for the narrator.  This puts the storyteller in a position of 

control over him/herself as the “engineers” of their identity – a concept that falls in line 

with the identity soundboard concept proposed by this study.  With this concept the 

individual decides what is meaningful and what role it will play in the development of 

personal identity.   
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Structure & Evaluation 

Structure 

Narratives may include all or most of the following: characters, orientation 

(serves to set the stage for the narrative), complication (also known as the conflict in the 

story), and resolution (which may result in either positive or negative outcomes) and 

serve two functions, reference and evaluation (Labov & Waletzky, 1967).  “The 

referential function of the narrative is to orient the listener to who the narrative is about, 

and where and when the action(s) take(s) place,” (Bamberg, 1987, p.5).  Narratives 

consist of narrative clauses and free clauses.  Narrative clauses are those that narrate a 

story, typically chronologically, and lead up to an event/point.  This serves the reference 

function of the narrative.  The evaluation function is supported by free clauses.  Free 

clauses are those that may not contain sequential information to the story but provide 

qualitative value and lets the reader know why this story is important to the narrator.  

These evaluative comments can be implicit or explicit and according to Labov and 

Waletzky (1967), these can come at any point in the narrative but typically appear 

between the complication and the resolution.  This type of narrative, also known as “high 

point analysis”, is a form of narrative analysis developed specifically to analyze stories of 

personal experiences (Bamberg, 1987).   

Evaluation 

So what determines if the structure and the narrative itself are valid and reliable 

for research goals?  Issues of validity and reliability, particularly as they relate to this 

study, will be explored in further detail in the methods chapter.  However, in this chapter 

I will mention four criteria for the evaluation of narrative studies that has been offered by 



27 
 

Lieblich et al. (1998).  The first is width, or the comprehensiveness of evidence.  This 

refers to the amount of information offered by the storyteller that will allow the reader to 

come to a reasonable conclusion about evidence and its interpretation.  The second 

criteria, coherence, focuses on how the segmented interpretations within a story work 

together to create the overall meaning.  Within coherence there is a distinction between 

internal coherence (how the parts fit together) and external coherence (how the research 

compares to existing theories and previous research).  The third criterion is parsimony, or 

the ability to offer a meaningful analysis from a modest number of concepts and doing it 

with style and high literary quality.  And finally, the fourth criterion, insightfulness, 

speaks to the creativity or originality with which the story is presented and analyzed.  The 

goal of these criteria is to present narratives in such a way that they will move the reader 

to an insightful place of self-reflection.   

Narrative Analysis 

The methods employed in the analysis of narratives vary across fields but the 

trend is a binary approach.  There are, however, those who propose a single method of 

analysis such as Labov (1972, 1982) who presents a method to organize the analyses of 

fully formed narratives by searching for six elements within the stories: 1) abstract or 

beginning; 2) orientation; 3) complicating action; 4) resolution; 5) evaluation; and 6) 

coda - what does it all mean?  Additionally, there is Burke’s (1945) method of language 

analysis, as well as Gee’s (1986) model which does not focus on what is said, but instead 

places the emphasis on how it is said (pitch, pauses, etc.).  This section will briefly 

address four binary methods of analysis as advanced by Bruner (1986), Sutton-Smith 

(1986), Polkinghorne (1988), and Lieblich et al. (1998), and will also introduce 

Bamberg’s three analytical traditions.  The purpose in doing this is to familiarize the 
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reader with some of the analytical narrative approaches since these are representative of 

the field, as well as to make a case for why McAdams is the most fitting approach for this 

study. 

Bruner – Paradgmic vs. Narrative 

Psychologist and narrative researcher Jerome Bruner distinguished between two 

ways of knowing which also translate into two methods of analysis: a) paradigmatic 

knowing and b) narrative knowing (Bruner, 1986).  Paradigmatic refers to how we make 

sense of the world in the rational sense and how we come to understand why things work 

the way they do, for example why the earth revolves the way it does, why mathematical 

proofs exist, etc.  Narrative knowing is what we learn from stories and how we explain 

human behavior; for example, learning that a friend was upset because no one 

remembered her birthday.  Knowing the story helps to understand a particular human 

behavior.   

Sutton-Smith - Textual vs. Explanatory 

In alignment with Bruner, Sutton-Smith’s (1986) analytical perspective has a 

similar first analysis, the paradigmatic approach, which is a textual or structural analysis.  

This approach analyzes stories for criteria that would support or discredit a hypothesis.  

The second analysis, the explanatory approach, seeks to understand the meaning stories 

have for the storyteller as opposed to the meaning they have for the researcher.   

Polkinghorne – Descriptive vs. Explanatory   

Polkinghorne (1988) breaks narrative analysis into two categories according to the 

purpose of the investigation.  First, research that describes personal narratives 

(descriptive), attempts to connect events to motives, reasons, expectations, and memories.  
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The second research and analysis is one that explains why things happened (explanatory) 

and more closely aligns with traditional paradigmatic methods previously mentioned.  

This provides a narrative explanation, as opposed to one established by law or 

correlation. 

Lieblich et al. – Categorical vs. Holistic 

Lieblich et al. (1998) first identified two perspectives, which they labeled 

categorical and the holistic, but further analysis of life stories and other narrative 

materials, yielded further subcategories: a) holistic versus categorical and b) content 

versus form.  The first dimension (holistic vs. categorical) is comparable to Sutton-

Smith’s (1986) perspectives.  The second dimension (content vs. form), places content 

(i.e., reading for what the story is about), against form (i.e., reading for the structure, 

grammar, style, sequence, etc.).  

Bamberg – Three Analytical Traditions 

In his article, Narrative Analysis, Bamberg (2012) provides the following three 

analytical traditions that offer practical approaches to examining the data.  The first 

tradition is known as textual and has a focus on chronology and how the narrative 

develops via sequential clauses.  The second form is focused on the structure of the text 

and how the stories form part of thematic structures.  The third orientation centers around 

the actual storytelling and is also known as interactive-performative (Bamberg, 1997).  

While these traditions have been outlined for us via the literature, it is important to note 

that within the narratives these lines are very blurred.  “The general theme of a narrative 

is established through the examination of this part-whole relationship typically through 

multiple readings of the narratives, often as part of a team exercise” (Bamberg, 2010a). 
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Narrative Analysis Discussion  

The researchers mentioned above provide methods to analyses narratives that can 

be very functional dependent on the study.  While there are slight variations, they all 

follow three basic premises– structural, practical, and/or understanding.  The first 

approach to analysis could be for structure which for Lieblich et al. (1998) would take a 

focus on grammar, style, sequence, etc., and for Bamberg, this would mean looking for 

thematic structures. 

The second way to analyze narratives would be to employ the practical method 

which Bruner and Sutton-Smith refer to as paradigmic, Polkinghorne acknowledges as 

descriptive and Lieblich labeled as categorical.  In all of these styles, the goal is to 

understand the narrators’ practical side and how they come to make sense of the world.  

Pragmatism and explanations take the lead role with this style.   

And the third and final approach would be the “deeper understanding” method 

which Brunner calls narrative knowing, Sutton-Smith refers to as the explanatory 

approach, Polkinghorne labeled descriptive, Lieblich et al. calls holistic, and Bamberg 

considers the interactive-performative category.  With these styles, the goal is to extract 

the lessons learned and the meaning behind the stories.  Researches attempt to unearth 

how narrators come to a deeper understanding and how they answer the proverbial 

“why?” via stories.  This is the method that will be used for this study but will utilize 

McAdams, who also seeks the deeper meaning like the researchers above, but also 

incorporates three key components in his approach which are: 1) redemptive stories, 2) 

includes culture in the co-creating of identity meaning, and 3) focuses on emerging 

adults.  McAdams and his Life Story Model of Identity will be discussed in further detail 

as part of the literature review chapter.   
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Key Researchers 

Many researchers have furthered the field of narrative inquiry; however, this 

section will focus on four of those key researchers.  First, Walter Fisher will be 

introduced because of his seminal work which has helped to establish narratives as a 

credible form of study.  The other three Michael Bamberg, Kenneth Gergen, and Daniel 

McAdams, will be singled out because of their narrative work which specifically 

addresses identity development and can contribute to the study in this dissertation. 

Walter Fisher 

When discussing narrative theory, it is imperative to start with a prominent 

narrative researcher – Walter Fisher.  Fisher proposed a narrative paradigm and the basic 

idea that man is a story telling being and that human communication is in great part a 

storytelling process (Fisher, 1984).  According to Fisher, a meaningful story has the 

potential to provide a rationale for decisions and actions (Fisher, 1985).  However, his 

narrative theory challenged existing beliefs about human communication and behavior 

for which he outlined two universal paradigms: the rational world paradigm and the 

narrative paradigm, each containing five tenets.  The five tenets for the rational world 

paradigm are: a) people are essentially rational, b) people make decisions based on 

arguments, c) the communicative situation determines the course of our argument, d) 

rationality is determined by how much we know and how well we argue, and e) the world 

is a set of logical puzzles that we can solve through rational analysis.  The five tenets for 

the narrative paradigm are: a) people are essentially storytellers, b) people make 

decisions based on good reasons, c) history, biography, culture, and character determine 

what we consider good reasons, d) narrative rationality is determined by the coherence 
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and fidelity of stories, and e) the world is a set of stories from which we choose, and 

constantly re-create, our lives (Fisher, 1984).  

In addition, Fisher provides two aspects of narration that help legitimize a story -- 

probability and fidelity.  “Narrative probability refers to formal features of a story 

conceived as a discrete sequence of thought and/or action in life…whether or not the 

story is free of contradictions.  Narrative fidelity concerns the ‘truth qualities’ of the 

story, the degree to which it accords with the logic of good reasons” (Fisher, 1985, pp. 

349-350). 

The system of beliefs within the narrative paradigm that Fisher proposes makes a 

strong argument for the influence that the social world has on individuals and the 

potential that stories have to create identity.  Another researcher that also follows this line 

of thinking is Kenneth Gergen who creatively combines narratives and identity in a 

contemporary world.   

Kenneth Gergen 

In his book The Saturated Self, Kenneth Gergen (1991) explores the impact that 

social saturation can have on the individual and on how humans form concepts of self 

and identity as they relate to social patterns.  He proposes that “the process of social 

saturation is producing a profound change in our ways of understanding the self” 

(Gergen, 1991, p. 6), therefore, the way in which we come to know the world is only as 

broad as our knowledge of the world and of our vocabulary.  He provides three 

overarching identity types known as the romanticist, the modernist, and the post-

modernist.  The romantic individual is given characteristics associated with love, 

creativity, morals, soul, and would normally be attributed to a person who believes 

strongly in relationships, fosters friendships, and places a great emphasis on the human 
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being.  The turn of the 20th century gave birth to technological advances that simplified 

everyday lives. With that simplification also came a more practical worldview and 

therefore a more pragmatic sense of identity.  The surge in science elicited modern, 

practical thinking that aided in shifting romanticism to the background.  The modernists 

placed more emphasis in reason, thought, beliefs, and the self.  Decision-making began to 

take a more rational approach including the more emotional decisions such as marriage, 

relationships, and friendships.  And the third and final identity type, the post-modernist, 

takes the beliefs of the romantic and the beliefs of the modernist, and takes them apart.  

With this identity, rather than finding one true voice they carry a variety of voices 

competing at different situations.  At different times the voices will vary in volume and 

will make themselves known depending on the situation.  In this state, identity is 

constantly explored and renegotiated and while this may seem confusing and exhausting, 

it is a constant quest to discover and reinvent the self that tends to identify the post- 

modern individual.   

Gergen also introduces the reader to the term saturation which he describes as the 

‘noise’ and ‘busyness’ that fill everyday life and he explores the ways in which 

individuals can become consumed by this daily overstimulation.  Saturation can come in 

two different forms, low-tech (i.e., automobile, telephone, radio, movies, books, etc.) and 

high-tech (i.e., television, computers, internet, social networks, etc.) (Gergen, 1991).  

Social saturation brings with it competing voices and points of view.  These voices are 

defining and true only relative to the situation and are meaningful within specific times 

and relationships.  Additionally, it bears mentioning that just like saturation influences 

the individual, he/she also has the potential to be a ‘competing voice’ and part of 

someone else's social saturation.  According to Gergen (1991) stimuli around us influence 
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our thoughts and actions, we carry ‘ghost voices’ with us, and we tend to be influenced 

by their behavior.  It is these internal voices and the voices of the past that can be critical 

to future experiences and to identity creation.  

Michael Bamberg 

Bamberg advances that “traditional narrative research has positioned itself as a 

substantive contribution to a theoretical framing of identity and sense of self,” (Bamberg, 

2010).   By forcing the story teller to step out of the story and become a narrator, it places 

him/her in a reflective position that allows for self-analysis.  It is this introspective 

process that, according to Bamberg, places narratives as a “privileged site for identity 

analysis – a new territory for inquiry” (Bamberg, 2010).  Bamberg’s research focuses on 

identity formation of children and adolescents, and how transitions allow individuals to 

define a sense of self.   

Although a useful tool, Bamberg recognized the challenges that narrative research 

can bring.  The three main procedural challenges are a) successfully maneuvering 

between permanence and change, b) building a connection between the unique self and 

others, and c) understanding of perspective between the “person-to world versus a world-

to-person direction of fit” (Bamberg, 2010a, p. 1).  The first dilemma is one between 

permanence and change.  Sorting between the effect that experiences have on individuals 

which bring about change, and how they remain constant in changing times can be 

complicated.  Events can become either formative or transformative to personal identity 

and often times which effect it has may not be clear at that moment.  Fortunately, 

narrative inquiry lends itself as a tool that can help solve the diachronic dilemma of 

identity building by eliciting stories that bring clarity.    
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The second challenge is trying to discover the unique self against the backdrop of 

the others.  Attempting to answer the proverbial Who am I?, requires self-analysis and a 

source of comparison which will typically be those in the surrounding.  Sifting through 

experiences that can help uncover identity is not a simple process as it may also require 

sifting through group memberships and social categories.  However, it is important to 

note that this classification process is a constant negotiation and feasible to uncover via 

narratives.   

And the third challenge is trying to establish where agency originates: does it 

come from the person or does it derive from the world?  In other words, is it a world-to-

person or person-to-world perspective?  Once again, having narrators offer personal 

perspectives can shed light on this question as well as participant interviews that could be 

conducted in order to obtain clarity.   

“Narrative analysis attempts to systematically relate the narrative means deployed 

for the function of laying out and making sense of particular kinds of, if not totally 

unique, experiences” (Bamberg, 2012).  Narratives can provide the reader with ways of 

understanding the story-teller and capturing a clearer picture of who they are.  According 

to Bamberg (2012), narratives offer a glimpse into the windows of a) experience, where 

speakers share their experiences and attribute meaning to them and the characters, and b) 

the world of narrative means, where narratives become a tool to understanding others.   

Daniel McAdams 

Daniel P. McAdams is another key scholar of narrative research.  He argues that 

to understand a person it is necessary to establish a clear delineation between the I (i.e., 

the process of becoming the self) and the Me (i.e., the product of the self that the I 

narrates) (McAdams, 1996).  In addition, he proposes three levels of ‘self’ for each 
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individual.  The first level includes personal traits, the second level encompasses personal 

concerns, personal goals, life tasks, coping strategies, values, etc., and the third level is 

where the construction of identity takes place.  “In the modern world, such constructions 

assume the form of stories of the self—internalized and evolving life stories that integrate 

the reconstructed past, perceived present, and anticipated future” (McAdams, 1996, p. 

301).  McAdams offers a Life Story Model of Identity which proposes that in order to 

study a person’s life, it is imperative to study his or her stories and how individuals 

attribute meaning to experiences.  This life story, then, represents the characteristic way 

in which each individual I arranges the elements of the Me in a temporal sequence 

complete with setting, scenes, characters, plots, and themes (McAdams, 1996, p. 307).  

Because of McAdams’ focus on identity development, particularly as it relates to 

young adults, the Life Story Model of Identity will be applied to this research.  A full 

literature review on McAdams and his model will be done in the final portion of this 

chapter. 

Challenges 

One of the criticisms of narratives is against the notion of evaluation since there is 

no clear guidance on how to identify and categorize the evaluative components to the 

stories.  A second criticism of this analysis “is the product of inductive generalizations of 

personal accounts of very special situations, namely life-threatening adventures,” 

(Bamberg, 1987, p.6).  The argument here is that once these stories are told they don’t 

lend themselves to further analysis therefore missing the interactive component of 

narrative structure.  Despite the criticism, this form of analysis has provided a functional 

way to explore the data because it provides the tools to examine not just why that 
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particular story is told but also considers the personal factors that played a role in that 

story (Bamberg, 1987). 

“Narrative identity is the internalized and changing story of your life that you 

begin to work on in the emerging adult years” (McAdams, 2006, p. 83-84).  Narrative 

identity allows individuals to connect episodic memories to future goals thereby 

discovering the self they are in that moment and their role in society. 

Summary 

One goal of narrative investigations is to learn about personal experiences and the 

creation of meaning and identity in a systematic manner.  Personal narratives have the 

potential to reveal powerful information as they offer researchers unprecedented access to 

significant relationships and events (Gergen & Gergen, 2000).  Bochner, Ellis, and 

Tillman-Healy (2000) had the following to share: 

We are born into a world of stories.  Our births mark the beginning of a 
distinctive story in which each of us assumes a leading part.  Our deaths 
end our unique stories, which live on in the minds and hearts of our 
survivors.  Between birth and death, we rely on stories circulating through 
our culture to make sense of our everyday lives and guide our actions 
(p.13).   

These narratives are the source of data that will allow backstage access to the 

students’ world and it is this access that can provide a more candid perspective into 

relationships and identity development of first generation Mexican-American students.  

An effective way to achieve this is via the previously mentioned Life Story Model of 

Identity as proposed by McAdams.  The next section will present a detailed explanation 

of this model.  
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Life Story Model of Identity 

Daniel McAdams adds his name to the growing list of narrative study researchers 

through the Life Story Model of Identity (LSMI) and this section will offer an in depth 

look of this model.  McAdams makes it a point to mention the physiology of the brain 

and the role that narratives play in memory, therefore this section will open with an 

overview of episodic memory.  Additionally, the section will also offer a detailed look at 

Life Story Model of Identity with a focus on the reasons for selecting it as the model for 

this study which include the redemptive life stories, including culture in the co-creating 

of meaning, and identity development in young adults.  The section will close with an 

exploration of the contributions LSMI has made to the field of narratives.   

What Is Episodic Memory? 

Neuroscientists have established a connection between the brain and the 

storytelling component called episodic memory.  Episodic memory is the ability to recall 

past episodes such as the first day of school, a wedding day, or a car accident and relive 

them via the memories and stories.  Semantic memory, on the other hand, is the recalling 

of information that is not associated with a story.  For example, remembering an address 

or that the U.S. has fifty states is simply information most people will recall but probably 

will not associate with a memorable event or story.  In order for episodic memory to 

serve its purpose, people must be able to follow chronology as well as recall scenes and 

episodes from the past.  While this may seem simple, it is important to note that not 

everyone has the ability to do so, as is the case for people with either permanent or 

temporary amnesia after trauma to the brain.  In addition, there are those who suffer from 

long term amnesia and are unable to recall past experiences, or episodic memories, yet 

still know geography, math, and grammar also known as semantic memory.   
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Episodic Memory & Identity  

According to McAdams, “episodic memory provides the foundation for 

autobiography and identity – for our narrative sense of self-in-time.” (McAdams, 2006, p. 

81).  The concept of episodic and semantic memory was first introduced by Tulving in 

1972 and some researchers propose that episodic memory is present in infants as young 

as two years old (Howe & Courage, 1997).  Episodic memory is considered a 

neurocognitive system (Wheeler, Stuss & Tulving, 1997) where episodic theory is “an 

attempt to formulate a set of interrelated ideas about memory that are internally 

consistent and reasonably closely tied to the basic empirical facts about memory” 

(Tulving, 2002, p. 4).  According to Tulving (2002) one of the more complex tasks that 

the brain is capable of performing is to defy the flow of time, even if only in the mind, by 

going back and retrieving memories of past episodes.  Although studies into how the 

brain operates have been ongoing for years, some functions are still up for debate.  

Tulving (2002) agrees that much of the brain capabilities will not be known for hundreds 

of years; however, he offers three clues that the humans can mentally defy the time 

continuum: a) perceived absence, b) autonoetic awareness, and c) awareness of self.  

The first clue is perceived absence, or the ability to travel back through thoughts.  

Although other animals have been identified as having learning and memory skills, 

currently research only points to humans as the animals capable of thinking in subjective 

time (Weiskrantz, 1989). The second clue is autonoesis, or the ability to be aware of 

subjective time.  In other words, humans are capable of remembering past episodes 

without confusing with dreams, daydreams, or imagined stories.  And third, awareness of 

the self, or knowing the self exists apart from the world (Tulving, 2002). 
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Life Story Model of Identity 

According to the Life Story Model of Identity, individuals begin to organize their 

lives through self-stories (i.e., episodic memories) during late adolescence and young 

adulthood (McAdams, 1985) therefore the stories help to recreate the past and to predict 

the future.  These stories have all the components of a regular story such as plot, theme, 

setting, characters, etc., and while they are not all encompassing of a person’s life, they 

tend to incorporate the more memorable events.  These stories, by their very nature, are 

subjective and the meaning and value given to them is assigned by the storyteller.  The 

uniqueness of these stories comes from the subjectivity, interpretation, and how 

individuals choose to integrate them into their culture.  While the stories and the creation 

of meaning may be unique, the scenes and themes are recurrent in the lives of other 

individuals which serve to explain the commonalities among people and sense of 

connected that tends to come from shared experiences.  This process of identity creation 

continues into adulthood as people adapt their stories to life changes and cultural 

influences (Denzin, 1989).  

Constructing Life Stories 

The construction and reconstruction of a life story is a three step process that 

includes construction, encoding, and reconstruction.  These stories are constructed within 

a specific framework which becomes a reflection of the cultural climate as experienced 

by the story teller.  These cultured experiences can include personal biases such as 

gender, class, ethnicity, and religious beliefs as interpreted by the narrator (Franz & 

Stewart, 1994).  These biases can carry titles as broad as “Western thinking” or as 

specific as “Puerto Rican, single female from the Bronx”.  In LSMI the second step is 

encoding.  In this phase the stories are infused with personal goals, concerns, and 
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perspectives before assigning it to the category of “defining life story”.  And finally, the 

reconstruction phase will include a distorting outcome (Thompson, Skowronski, Larsen 

& Betz, 1996) or a highly selective interpretation (Levine & Bluck, 1997) when recalling 

and recounting the event.  This means that as storytellers, we decide what is meaningful, 

we choose what to remember, we filter and code stories in a way that is memorable to us, 

and we recall in a manner that fits our world view.  “To a certain degree, then, identity is 

a product of choice” (McAdams, 2004, p. 104).  The next section addresses this concept, 

which highlights how we choose to narrate our life stories. 

Agency vs. Communion & Redemption vs. Contamination 

To better understand these stories, McAdams offers two types of themes present 

in life stories: agency vs. communion and redemption vs. contamination (McAdams, 

Diamond, de St. Aubin & Mansfield, 1997).  For example, members of collectivist 

societies, such as those from the Asian cultures, often see their stories with a communion 

perspective focusing on group work and compliance with social norms; conversely, 

members of individualistic cultures like North Americans, tend to emphasize agency 

focusing on individualistic goals and personal achievements (Markus & Kitayama, 1991; 

Triandis, 1997).  The other theme, redemption vs. contamination also offers opposite 

versions of a story.  The redemption theme appears when a negative story is followed by 

a positive one where overcoming is the central theme (e.g., he was teased in grade school 

for stuttering but he overcame it and now is now a successful speech pathologist).  

According to McAdams, it is these stories that tend to be prevalent in American society 

and provide the opportunity to rise above and find redemption.  On the other hand, a 

contamination story is where a positive life story is followed by a negative one 

(McAdams & Bowman, 2001) (e.g., she overcame her shyness and made new friends in 
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college, however, she partied too much and failed her first semester).  Most everyone has 

the ability to remember and retell contamination sequences; how many they recall and 

how closely people identify with these stories varies (McAdams, Reynolds, Lewis, Patten 

& Bowan, 2001).   

Redemptive Life Stories 

This dissertation took the approach of identity development via redemptive life 

stories.  While this was not the original intent, further analysis of the data revealed that 

recurring redemptive theme.  “A key feature of the redemptive life stories is the 

transformation of personal suffering into positive-affective life scenes that serve to 

redeem and justify one’s life.  The redemptive self is not a new personality type, but 

rather a characteristic narrative of selfhood that can be discerned in the life stories of 

many American adults today” (McAdams, 2004, p.96). 

What does this mean for identity development?  McAdams looks at “redemption 

and contamination sequences as narrative strategies for the making of identity” 

(McAdams et al., 2001, p.483).  The stories that are being told, or relived, have the 

opportunity to take on the perspective and personality of the storyteller therefore “the 

emphasis is on how the person chooses to construct his or her reality” (McAdams et al., 

2001, p.483).  This begs the question, do people narrate events in a redemptive manner 

because of their positive outlook or does the event give them a positive outlook with 

which to narrate?  Positive and negative perspectives are brought into question as 

research using Life Story Model of Identity has not yet addressed if redemptive 

individuals have a more positive outlook on life or simply have more redemptive stories 

to share.  McAdams (McAdams, 1996; McAdams et al., 1997) proposes that life stories 

are co-created by the narrator and surrounding culture which dictates the storytelling 
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guidelines (i.e., Western expectations of truth within a story).  It bears mentioning that 

narrators the liberty of choice when selecting, framing, narrating, and even analyzing the 

stories they share (McAdams et al., 2001), thereby significantly influencing the self that 

is presented to world; however, it could be argued that this is still the authentic self.     

Life Stories and Identity Development 

The premise of McAdams’ work is that “identity is itself a life story” (McAdams, 

2004, p.99).  Before going any further it is important to define the terms self and identity 

as used by McAdams keeping in mind that his definitions are heavily based on the work 

of Erik H. Erickson (1963).  Briefly stated, self (also known as the I, and the me) requires 

introspective thought to find out “who I am”, and “what I am”.  Identity requires 

additional steps because it takes “what I am” and tries to find out “why I am?”, “when did 

I become that?” and “where am I in relation to the world?”  This identity development 

process, which typically occurs in late adolescence and young adulthood, can bring 

conflicting emotions as young people explore multiple identities and strive to 

appropriately integrate them into one socially acceptable identity (McAdams, 2004).  It is 

during this time that people begin to arrange their lives into a series of meaningful stories, 

or scenes, and it is done as a means of organizing past ‘clips’ of one’s personal movie and 

predicting possible future scenes. 

The sharing of personal experiences functions as a major mechanism of 
socialization (Miller, 1994) and helps to build an organized personal 
history from a growing base of autobiographical memories (Fivush, 1994). 
(McAdams, 2004. p.102).   

People begin by exploring both ideological and occupational roles, then seek to 

find meaning and consolidate beliefs and values from those roles and it is in this process 

that individuals hope to find purpose in life (Erickson, 1963).  This process typically 
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takes place in late adolescence and young adulthood (phases that in this study will also be 

known as emerging adulthood) for reasons that will be addressed in the following section. 

Emerging Adulthood & Identity 

Life Story Model of Identity advances that young adults are the prime seekers of 

identity, which make this identity model yet more fitting for the population studied 

though this research.  Arnett (2000, 2004), places emerging adults between the ages of 18 

and 25 which is the same age bracket as my research participants.   

For cultural and cognitive reasons, identity at the emerging adulthood stage is not 

only common, but also expected.  Culturally speaking, during this phase individuals are 

expected to engage in an introspective journey that will allow them to find an appropriate 

fit with the world.  Some of the milestones that are typically crossed during this time are 

high school graduation, beginning college, choosing a life partner, and choosing a career 

path.  Society dictates that these are appropriate landmarks and all of them require a 

heightened awareness for identity.  Cognitively speaking, identity creation requires a 

certain level of abstract thinking, reflection, and self-awareness, tasks which children are 

not developmentally able to perform (Breger, 1974).  Additionally, research shows that 

there is an inordinate amount of life stories that tend to be recalled from the ages of 15 to 

25, not coincidentally the same age bracket as emerging adulthood, and that these 

memories are heavy with emotionality (Thorne, 2000).  The combination of biological 

readiness and cultural demands drive emerging adults to seek identity at a heightened 

level that may lead them to view autobiographical events during this time period as 

particularly meaningful. 
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What does LSMI Offer? 

Life Story Model of Identity is a tool with the potential to provide significant 

insight into a person’s world view.  This section will focus on four key contributions of 

this model with the first one addressing what LSMI does not offer.  The other three 

contributions will be addressed in the following manner:  results from previous research, 

the concept of generativity, and the narrative prototype known as commitment story.   

No Set Sequences 

While having a significant number of narratives to analyze might create a need to 

categorize, this model does not offer a set type of sequences, but rather the ability to 

create your own.  In one research (McAdams, Reynolds, Lewis, Patten & Bowman, 

2001), narratives were divided into five types of sequences which were growth, 

improvement, learning, recovery, and sacrifice.  However, McAdams (2004) admits that 

these titles are arbitrary and offers the following examples of different areas of study and 

possible sequence types: medicine could yield healing, recovery and wellness; legal could 

produce rehabilitation and restitution; and religion could generate sequences of sacrifice, 

enlightenment and conversion.  The ability to customize the sequence types is a valuable 

contribution of LSMI.  For this research, the life stories that will be presented can be 

divided into the following three sequences: interpersonal connection via fictive kinships; 

sacrifice of immigrant parents; and self-discovery via college life experiences. 

LSMI Research Results 

Previous research on LSMI found that narrating stories in a redemptive manner 

was positively associated with mental health as reported by participants, while 

contamination stories predicted low well-being (McAdams, et al., 2001).  Yet another 
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study, where participants completed a life satisfaction scale and also provided stories, 

revealed that redemptive stories were positively associated with overall satisfaction with 

life.  It is important to recall a concept previously presented in this chapter which is the 

possibility that redemptive individuals may, in fact, have more positive experiences 

which in turn could lead to a more positive well-being.  Additionally, McAdams (2001, 

2004) presents the notion that narrating in redemptive terms is very much an American 

cultural trend and that society could potentially infuse the bias of telling stories with a 

positive outlook.  Although in this research the prompts were not intended to elicit 

redemptive narratives, the majority of the stories were framed in this manner by the 

participants. 

Generativity 

McAdams reintroduces us to the concept of generativity, first presented by 

Erickson in 1963.  Generativity is described as “an adult’s concern for and commitment 

to the well-being of the next generation, as evidenced in parenting, teaching, mentoring, 

and engaging in life activities aimed at leaving a positive legacy of the self for the future” 

(McAdams, 2004, p.109).  The difference between these two researchers is that Erickson 

associated this quality with older individuals while McAdams found it to be prevalent 

with the emerging adult population (McAdams & de St. Aubin, 1998).  This concept was 

also seen in another study (McAdams, Diamond, de St. Aubin & Mansfield, 1997) where 

redemptive sequences were associated with highly generative adults. 

Commitment Story 

In a redemptive sequence suffering must take place in order for redemption to 

appear, however, it is reframed in a positive light as opposed to a contamination 
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narrative.  McAdams et al. (1997) identified a prototypical narrative which they called a 

commitment story and which contains the following five elements: “a) enjoys an early 

family blessing or advantage, b) is sensitized to others’ suffering at an early age, c) is 

guided by a clear and compelling personal ideology that remains stable over time, d) 

transforms or redeems bad scenes into good outcomes, and e) sets goals for the future to 

benefit society (McAdams & de St. Aubi, 1997, p. 678).  The ability to recognize the 

suffering of others, and the desire to overcome our own is fundamental for a commitment 

story.  This storyline is very much in accord with the American frame of thinking, once 

again validating that redemption is a cultural phenomenon in and of itself.   

 Four valuable contributions of this model include providing a flexible sequence 

outline, previous studies that have used LSMI, the generative concept, and the 

commitment story prototype.  The American spirit of overcoming and moving forward 

are palpable through many of the stories shared by individuals today and this model will 

allows a space for the redemptive nature to take the lead in the identity formation process. 

Summary 

This section introduced the reader to episodic memory which is a concept that 

McAdams emphasizes.  Subsequently, the Life Story Model of Identity was presented, 

special attention was given to the redemptive life story sequences as they relate to 

identity formation of emerging adults, and ended by acknowledging the contributions that 

this model has made to narrative research.   

In summary, the premise of the Life Story Model of Identity is that identity is an 

ever changing life story that strives for psychosocial unity and seeks purpose in relation 

to the world.  Personal stories help to make sense of the past as well as foresee the future 

while helping to define current identity via recalling and/or retelling stories.  For years 
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researchers have proposed that people come to make sense of life via stories (Bruner, 

1990; McAdams, 1985; Sarbin, 1986) and go on to internalize these stories to form their 

narrative identity (McAdams, 2001).   

A key feature of redemptive life stories is the transformation of personal 
suffering into positive-affective life scenes that serve to redeem and justify 
one’s life.  The redemptive self is not a new personality type, but rather a 
characteristic narrative of selfhood that can be discerned in the life stories 
of many American adults today (McAdams, 2004, p. 96).   

It is this redemptive identity that will be further explored in this dissertation.  

After being exposed to negative data, high college attrition numbers, politicized 

immigration images, etc., it is time to explore what is missing in the literature – identity 

development factors which for most of the participants of this study took the form of 

redemptive stories that shaped their self-perception.  The methodology applied to this 

research will be discussed in the next chapter.   
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CHAPTER THREE:  METHODOLOGY 

 This chapter will outline the reasoning behind the methodological decisions for 

this study.  First, the rationale will explain why a qualitative, and more specifically a 

narrative approach, is the most appropriate method to answer the research question 

presented. It will include the contributions and critiques of narrative inquiry.  Second, I 

will describe the research site and the participants, and I will offer a rationale for why 

both were purposely selected.  Third, I will give detailed explanations for the data 

collection process which included a) narratives, b) interviews, and c) focus group 

sessions.  Finally, I will discuss the two methods of analysis used: grounded theory 

(Strauss & Corbin; 1990) and narrative analysis (McAdams, 1996), and I will conclude 

with data interpretation, credibility, and researcher positionality. 

Rationale 

A qualitative approach was most appropriate for this study for two reasons: a) a 

lack of qualitative studies as they relate to this topic; and b) the nature of the question for 

this research is such that would best be answered via narrative inquiry which provides a 

more personal perspective for understanding the social world.  The literature is replete 

with research regarding first generation students and educational challenges (Ishitani, 

2006; Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005; Arellano & Padilla, 1996; Braxton, Duster & Pascarella, 

1988); however, this study will attempt to explore an area about which little is known in 

hope of uncovering valuable intricacies of students’ lives, experiences, behaviors, 

emotions, and cultural phenomena that influence their identity.  This study set out to 

investigate the defining factors that affect identity development of university students as 

communicated by their personal narratives.  The research question was: 
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R1: What are the contributing factors to identity development and identity 

negotiation for first generation Mexican-American college students?  

Research Site   

Latino students enroll in community colleges at higher rates than four year 

institutions (Nuñez, 2009a).  At community colleges, Hispanic students represent 16% of 

the total student body, compared to 9% of the students at public four-year institutions 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2009).  Because of the low enrollment in 

public, four-year institutions, and the high levels of attrition, a four-year university was 

selected over a community college.  This particular institution, which for purposes of this 

study will be called First Generation University (FGU), was selected in part because of 

its large first generation student population, which exceeds 50 percent.  The site is a small 

(between 5,000 and 10,000 students), public, four-year teaching institution, located in 

Texas, and largely serves a rural population.  In addition this campus enrolls students 

from 95 percent of all the counties in the state, 42 of the 50 states, and 24 countries.   

The university funds and coordinates first generation retention and outreach 

programs with the purpose of providing college access and connecting first generation 

students with resources that help them adjust to college life.  First Generation University 

is also considered an HSI (Hispanic Serving Institution) which is defined by the 

government as a  non-profit institution that enrolls at least 25% Hispanic students, and 

receives additional Title V grant funding from the Department of Education (Johnson, 

Conrad & Perna, 2006).  
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Participants 

 Participants for this study were first generation Mexican-American students.  

This population was specifically chosen because Latinos now constitute the largest and 

fastest growing population in the United States, and, by 2015, half of the projected 

increase in young adults 18 to 24 is expected to be Latino (Martinez, 2002).  Despite the 

population increase, college enrollment for Latino students has not increased at the same 

rate, and they continue to have the lowest educational attainment rates in the United 

States (St. John, 2003).  For this study, first generation students were defined as those 

who would be the first in their families to complete higher education through two or four-

year postsecondary institutions, which is the definition used by the Texas Higher 

Education Coordinating Board (THECB, 2004).   

Ethnicity is determined by the native countries of the ancestors and everyone 

belongs to one or more ethnic groups.  In the United States there are nearly 300 ethnic 

groups (Gollnick & Chinn, 2009).  Members of ethnic groups develop different attitudes 

and behaviors based on their experiences in the United States and on the condition of the 

country of origin at the time of emigration (Gollnick & Chinn, 2009).  Different levels of 

acculturation and assimilation also have an impact on ethnic groups as well as how recent 

the group migrated to the United States.  Even some who emigrated several generations 

ago continue to identify strongly with the ethnicity of origin.  An emotional connection is 

often deep rooted in family traditions because it refers to the historic origins of an 

individual’s family.  For immigrants, this refers back to their country of origin, or that of 

their ancestors (Koppelman, 2008).  It describes that aspect of a person’s heritage that 

provides him or her with a mother tongue and that shapes values, worldview, family 
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structure, rituals, foods, mating behavior,  music – in short, much of the day-to-day living 

(Dalton, 2008). 

The category of Latino/Hispanic has no geographic reference because it does not 

refer to a particular continent or country.  The term Chicano was predominant in the late 

60’s and early 70’s and holds a political connotation (Nieto & Bode, 2008).  Still, there 

are some who prefer to self-identify as Mexican-American, Cuban-American, etc., 

thereby accentuating the country of ancestral origin.  For the purpose of this study 

ethnicity was self-reported by the students and the terms Mexican-American, Latino/a, 

and Hispanic will be used interchangeably.  

Participants were recruited at a Mexican-American function, by posted fliers at 

the university’s Multicultural Services Office, and by referrals from other students.  The 

selection process included an application with a short answer question in order to assess 

students’ writing abilities (Appendix A).   

The researcher conducted one-on-one interviews with each of the applicants to 

assess their interest, commitment level, and to explain the study.  Nineteen students 

attended the initial interview, but due to other obligations, sixteen agreed to participate in 

the five-week study.  All sixteen students were single, of Mexican descent, and neither 

parent had graduated from a two or four-year institution. Seven were males and nine were 

females. 
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Table 1: Participant Information  

Name* Sex Age± Major± Classification 

Alberto M 18 Education JR 

Altavio M 18 Social Work FR 

Camila F 20 Exercise Science SR 

Chayito F 19 Int. Business JR 

Gloria F 18 Education SO 

Isabel F 19 Education JR 

Javier M 22 Graphic Design SR 

Juan M 18 Art FR 

Monica F 20 Social Work JR 

Pablo M 18 Marketing SO 

Pamela F 18 Biology JR 

Panchito M 19 Social Work SO 

Rafael M 18 Psychology SO 

Sofia F 19 Nursing SO 

Sonia F 19 Psychology JR 

Yaretzy F 20 Education JR 
* All names are fictitious 
± At time of study 

 

Data Collection 

Data for this study were gathered in three different forms: a) narratives, b) 

interviews, and c) focus group sessions.  In return, participants were compensated with a 
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$250 book stipend.  Because this research took place over the course of five weeks, it was 

expected that not all participants would complete the project.  In order to establish clear a 

guideline for compensation, a point system was established (Appendix B).  There were a 

total of five assignments and four meetings.  Each assignment was worth one (1) point 

and each meeting worth two (2) points for a total of thirteen (13) points.  In order for 

students to receive the full compensation of $250, they had to accumulate all 13 points.  

Participants who accumulated 10-12 points were eligible for $200, those with 8-9 points 

could receive $100, and 7 points or less was considered to have dropped out of the 

program. Those who dropped out did not qualify for any monetary compensation.  

Fifteen of the sixteen participants completed all portions of the study.  In the next section 

I will describe the steps taken to obtain the data, my role as the researcher, and the scope 

of the data as it pertains to each of the three information gathering processes. 

Narratives 

During the initial one-on-one interview with each student, I explained the project 

and highlighted the importance of committing for the duration of the five-week study -- 

the sixteen students who made this commitment were then asked to sign the consent 

form.  At this time, I issued the narrative prompt sheet which contained an outline of the 

five prompts, dates for the moderated group sessions, and the dates for the individual 

interviews.  Participants were asked to respond to one prompt per week and to submit 

their writing electronically.  One student was not going to physically be at the research 

site for a portion of the five-week study and would not have access to a computer.  He 

was accepted the opportunity to handwrite his narratives and mail them via the U.S. Post 

Office.  Additionally, two students requested permission to write their narratives in 

Spanish, which is their first language.  Because I am a native speaker (can fluently read, 
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write, and speak Spanish), and can translate the narratives myself, I allowed the students 

to submit narratives in Spanish.  

For the narrative submission my role as the researcher was, first and foremost, to 

ensure that the prompts offered to students (Appendix C) would elicit meaningful stories.   

I carefully evaluated, reworded, and rewrote them with the guidance of my committee 

chair, in an attempt to draw personal and insightful narratives from the participants.  

Additionally, my role was also to ensure the data was submitted in a timely manner.  

Every Sunday, I sent emails to remind students of the Sunday midnight deadline for that 

week’s narrative, and I also included the prompt for the following week.  Most 

participants were timely in their submissions, and I granted extensions for the few that 

were late.  Of the sixteen students, all but one submitted all five narratives (the student 

who did not complete the research lacked two stories).  A total of $3,900 was paid out to 

the participants, and narratives submitted were 78 which produced 59,232 words.  These 

narratives underwent a grounded theory analysis (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) which will be 

discussed in detail later in this chapter. 

Interviews 

The interviews followed the recommendations of Charles Briggs (1986), who 

warns against three areas of potential confusion: a) metacommunication, b) interview 

structure, and c) cultural gaps.  For this study, metacommunicative acts were noted and 

recorded during both the interview process and the group sessions.  Notes were made 

about emotions, posture, intonation, and other non-verbal signs that contributed to the 

verbal messages provided.   

The second area with potential for misunderstanding is interviewing structure.  

This refers to the mutual understanding by the interviewer and interviewee to adhere to a 
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set of common communicative norms which may include an exchange of pleasantries 

followed by the interview itself.  The danger in this phase can be misinterpreting 

information due to the roles embodied when the interview goes from a casual social 

exchange to formal questioning.  An interviewer may have a tendency to see answers as a 

“reflection of what is ‘out there’ rather than as an interpretation which is jointly produced 

by interviewer and respondent” (Briggs, 1986, p.3).  Throughout the interviews I asked 

for clarification and would mirror answers (i.e., “What I hear you say is…”) to be sure 

that the correct meaning was recorded.   

The third and final warning is an awareness of cultural gaps.  This is particularly 

important for ethnographers studying different cultures, however, this was not a 

significant concern since both interviewer and respondents shared the same ethnic 

background.  What follows is a detailed description of the interviews and what occurred 

during each of the meetings.   

Two one-on-one meetings were conducted, one during the first week of the study 

and a second during week four.  The purpose of the first one-on-one meeting was to 

interview the participants and to explain the project.  Once a student filled out the 

application form with all the contact information, I called the potential participant to set 

up the initial interview.  These meetings took place in my office, which is centrally 

located on the campus.  Each of the sixteen meetings lasted approximately thirty minutes 

for an estimated total of eight hours.   

The second meeting was an interview with each of the participants with the 

purpose of obtaining clarification and further insight into the written stories.  During the 

focus group session held during week three, participants were given a sign-up sheet with 

two possible dates for the interview. They could choose a one-hour time slot 8 AM and 6 
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PM.  The interviews took place during week four of the study, and those who could not 

meet on the dates offered were given the opportunity to meet on an alternate day.  By the 

time the interview took place, I had read the first three narratives submitted by each 

student, initial coding had been completed, and an individual interview guide was created 

for each student.  The interviews contained both structured and unstructured elements 

(Fontana & Frey, 1994). The discussion began with a request for feedback on the study 

(this portion was the same for all students) and then proceeded to obtain amplification on 

specific aspects of the stories submitted based on the interview guide.  When time 

allowed, the final portion of the interview gave students the opportunity to share 

thoughts, concerns, and stories that had not been prompted.  This portion of the interview 

proved fruitful in that most students were candid and shared experiences that may 

otherwise not have surfaced through written narratives alone.  Each of the sixteen 

sessions between one hour and one hour and twenty minutes (1:20) for an approximate 

total time of twenty interview hours (20:00). 

The location of the second interview was also in the researcher’s office, which 

gave access to a personal computer.  Being mindful not to ignore the participant, brief 

notes were typed as questions were answered; however, the majority of the 

documentation took place immediately after the student left the office and while 

information was still fresh.   

During the interview process, my role as the researcher was to build and maintain 

a positive rapport while avoiding validity issues such as personal attributes or 

unintentional expectancy effects (Davis, Powell Gallardo & Lachland, 2010).  In order to 

achieve this I offered non-leading, open-ended questions such as “You mentioned feeling 

depressed during your first week in college, can you tell me more about that?” or “I’d 
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like to know more about the time that you…”  Because clarification was the central focus 

of this interview, data was not coded and a word count was not taken for the twenty-two 

(22) pages of notes. 

Focus Group  

It is said that “In social science research, especially in communication studies, the 

objective of focus groups is to better understand group dynamics, and in these contexts, 

focus groups are used primarily for exploratory or phenomenological (understand lived 

experience) research” (Davis, Powell Gallardo & Lachland, 2010, p. 361).  With this in 

mind, two sessions were held, one during the third week of the study and one during the 

fifth and final week.  Sessions were held in a centrally-located meeting room, in the 

student union building.  The goal was to gain access into the group dynamic of these first 

generation Mexican-American students by providing them a forum that allowed attitudes, 

beliefs, experiences, behaviors, etc., to make an appearance.  Although at first glance the 

group appears homogenous and several shared similar stories, differing points of view 

were made known and were freely shared throughout the sessions.  

My role as the researcher in the focus group was to initiate the dialogue yet allow 

the students to guide the conversation according to their comfort level and topics of 

choice.  As the moderator, it is of particular importance to ensure that all who want to 

contribute have the opportunity to do so and to encourage the more reserved participants 

to speak up and share.  Unlike traditional focus groups in which participants are strangers 

and sustain little, if any, contact beyond the session (Myers, 1998), this group shared 

friendships among the group therefore maintaining an open and respectful conversation 

flow was key. 
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The five students who could not attend the focus group were given the 

opportunity to receive credit by making an appointment with the researcher to discuss 

similar topics to those discussed during the focus group, and all five met with me at a 

later date.  Typed memos were taken by the researcher throughout the meetings as 

students conversed, and the researcher included notes on the non-verbal behaviors, mood 

during particular times during the meeting, tone of voice of certain students, and notable 

expressions of emotion such as tears.  Data from these sessions were used to enhance the 

understanding of the narratives; therefore coding was not needed.  A total of seven pages 

of notes were collected from both focus group sessions. 

Methods of Analysis 

As I sought out to answer the find research question at hand, I employed two 

methods of analysis for the narratives -- grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) and 

narrative theory (Bamberg, 2010).  Although the themes uncovered by the grounded 

theory analysis were addressed, the main focus of this dissertation is the personal stories 

and the singularity of the experiences communicated via the narratives rather than the 

commonalities.  This section will explore both methods, the analysis process, and will 

close by presenting the analytical rigors used to for the purpose of reliability. 

Grounded Theory 

This study employed grounded theory as one of the theoretical frameworks for 

data analysis.  This form of qualitative inquiry is an inductive, theory discovery 

methodology that allows the researcher to develop a theoretical account of the general 

features of a topic while simultaneously grounding the account in empirical observations 

or data (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). 
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Grounded theory begins by describing a phenomenon then moves beyond 

descriptions to develop interrelated themes and concepts that can form a theoretical 

framework for explaining the phenomenon.  In grounded theory, not only can significant 

conditions surface but the researcher is also able to establish how the subjects form ideals 

that lead to specific behaviors.  By using grounded theory, the researcher can draw 

concepts directly from the data by constant comparative analysis.  Emergence is the 

process by which codes and categories of the theory fit the data, not the process of fitting 

the data to predetermined codes and categories (Kendall, 1999).  According to Glaser 

(1978), data should not be viewed through a predetermined framework, but instead, the 

conceptual themes embedded in the data should guide data interpretation and category 

development.  

Grounded Theory Analysis 

Grounded theory involves a constant comparative method of analysis while 

asking questions of the data.  Strauss and Corbin (1990) identified three steps in the 

grounded theory of analytic process – open coding, axial coding, and selective coding.  

Open coding is the process of the analysis that pertains specifically to naming and 

categorizing phenomena through close examination of the data; axial coding involves 

regrouping the data by making connections between categories and subcategories; and 

selective coding involves the process of selecting one main core category (the story line) 

and relating the other categories to it.  What follows is a detailed explanation of how the 

data transformed from narratives, to coded stories (also referred to in this study as themes 

within the stories) via open coding, to categories by conduction axial coding, and finally 

into overarching themes through selecting coding.  The goal was to gain an understanding 
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of different narratives that are prevalent and significant among the first generation 

Mexican-American student community. 

Open Coding   

Once all stories were submitted, an electronic database was created using 

Microsoft® Word with a folder for each of the five prompts.  This was selected instead of 

a qualitative research analysis software because of the researcher’s preference to work 

with the data in a more hands-on approach.   

The first step used, analyzing data and building categories, began by reading 

thorough each narrative and coding it by change of topic or idea.  This is important 

because “concepts that pertain to the same phenomenon may be grouped to form 

categories”, (Corbin & Strauss, 1990, p. 7) however, each story could have had more than 

one category.  Using the New Comment feature in Microsoft® Word, a name or phrase 

was given to the concept(s). Below (Table 2) is an example of how he data looked during 

this phase.  It is an excerpt from the first page submitted by Isabel during the first week 

of the study as a response to the prompt that asked how students balance college and 

home life. 
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Table 2: Sample Grounded Theory Analysis 

When my family came to drop me off at ASU, I 
thought I was ready to leave the nest, I didn’t know it 
was going to be heart wrenching to say good bye to my 
family. It hurt to see my mother and sister cry and it 
broke my heart to see my father who never cries, hug 
me with watery eyes. 

 

 
Unrealistic 
EMOTIONAL 
Expectations. 

 

As they drove off I went back into my dorm 
room and unpacked with no emotions. The next day as 
I went to purchase my books I walked around campus 
by myself and saw so many of my peers smiling a 
laughing and I wondered if I was ever going to smile 
again. I went back to my dorm and broke down in tears. 
I cried for what seemed forever, to the point that I was 
hyperventilating later I prayed and vowed to make the 
best of my situation. 

 

 
Doubt.   
 
Alone. 

 

Once school began I made a few friends, many 
who I didn’t have anything in common with but it 
worked because the only thing we could relate to was 
being away from home in a foreign area without 
knowing a single soul. I made friends who were 
different from my friends from home it was refreshing. 

 

New friends.  
 
Discovering 
differences. 

 

 

In the first code, I capitalized the word EMOTIONAL because some of the other 

codes were labeled ‘Unrealistic ACADEMIC Expectations’ and this helped to 

differentiate between them at a glance.  The second and third segments of analysis have 

two codes, Doubt and Alone because there were two themes within those lines.   

Using constant comparative analysis, the first data piece to be evaluated was 

taken, and a statement was made about the subject’s response via an inductive approach 

of going from specific to general.  After analyzing data for meaning, it was coded by 
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labeling and placing into categories. The intention was to review stories across the data 

set.  In other words, the process began by looking at excerpts from several narratives 

rather than analyzing an entire story and then moving on to the next.  Analyzing across 

the data set allowed for variety since the first few narratives can often set the tone for the 

categories and that tone should not be determined by the first few participants.  Some 

categories were conceptual such as Fear, or simple such as Hard Working Parents, but 

they were all as specific as possible.  Initially, I was liberal with the number of categories 

created and did not begin editing categories during the first round of coding. That would 

take place during the second phase – axial coding.   

Axial Coding 

At this point, the data were ready for the second step, axial coding. This is defined 

by Strauss & Corbin (1990) as the process of putting data back together by making 

connections between categories and core categories.  This step was critical for preserving 

the integrity of the data because it entailed collapsing categories without doing damage to 

the data set.  This was done by making subsets within each core category that showed 

differentiation within each grouping, thereby providing the organization and outline of 

what was going to be said about that category and the description to follow.  For 

example, the code Unrealistic EMOTIONAL Expectations was assigned the axial code 

Expectations.  I kept reading for other themes that could fit under this title and found 

three different codes that could belong in this group: a) Unrealistic EMOTIONAL 

Expectations, b) Unrealistic ACADEMIC Expectations, and c) Family Expectation of 

College.  These three codes turned into the axial code Expectations which had three 

subsets.  However, after further assessment I opted to remove the Unrealistic 

ACADEMIC Expectations codes from this category and place it under the College Life 
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axial code.  The reasoning behind this was that for first generation students, academic 

under-preparedness is critical factor in the transition into college life (Warburton, 

Bugarin & Nuñez, 2001; Saenz et al., 2007), and I felt that placing it under College Life 

would be more appropriate.  This left Expectations with two codes and College Life with 

sixteen codes (table with themes will be presented in next chapter).  For consistency, 

once all categories had been created I went back to the first narrative to see how it fit with 

the other subcategories.     

Selective Coding 

The third step, selective coding, entailed taking the initial codes that reappeared 

frequently and collapsing them into overarching themes.  This required more of a 

conceptual sorting rather than line-by-line coding (Glaser, 1978) since one category will 

subsume several similar codes.  This is how the core categories College Life, 

Connections, Fears, and Academics were subsumed by the overarching theme College 

Experiences.  As a final step I added the number of stories assigned to each category.  For 

example, findings revealed that Parental Communication had a total of five (5) stories.  It 

is important to note that in grounded theory, unlike quantitative research, the biggest 

category is not necessarily the most important.  The subjective judgment of the analyst 

should help to decipher this in order to appropriately and fairly reflect the voices of the 

participants.  For example, the core category Success had sixteen subcategories and 

thirty-seven stories or codes.  However, most of the stories alluded to parental admiration 

for overcoming obstacles.  Although they were genuine stories, nothing was revealed that 

would significantly contribute to the topic or that would be new and revealing.  On the 

other hand, the category Fictive Kinship only had one subcategory and six stories, but it 
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opened a window into the need of Mexican-American students to connect in a way that 

the literature has not yet explored. 

According to Strauss and Corbin (1998), the researcher should strive for a balance 

between science and creativity.  The scientific portion grounds the analysis in the data 

while the creativity will be needed in the categorizing of the data and in relaying the 

message of the interviewees in an appealing manner—this is where narrative analysis 

comes into play.   

Story Selection 

Once all the stories were coded, an Excel® worksheet was created. It listed all the 

categories on the far left column and the pseudonym of the students across the top on the 

first row.  Narratives were read once again for codes. Any time I came across a new code, 

it was added to the left column, and an “X” was placed next to code and under the 

appropriate student’s column.  This process was repeated until no new codes surfaced and 

all of the narratives had been sorted -- a total of ninety-eight different codes were found.  

A column was inserted to the left of the codes (making the codes column second instead 

of first).  Using axial coding, each code was given a core category label and the 

collapsing of categories began, this yielded the seventeen core categories.  Using the Sort 

function in Excel® these were sorted by core category which brought them together by 

group and were then color coded for visual clarity.  The seventeen codes were then 

collapsed into four overarching themes according to topic.  The final product was a 

spreadsheet that was seventeen columns wide and ninety-nine rows deep.      

Stories were organized by themes but were selected at large rather than by 

prompt.  In other words, narratives were selected because of their potential to contribute 

to the field and the insight they offer the topic, rather than choosing a set number of 
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stories per prompt.  The prompts worked well to trigger experiences allowing for a large 

variety of responses from the students and a varied mixture of themes.  As I looked at the 

categories, I looked for themes that were attractive and contributed to the field in an 

original manner. 

Selection of Narratives for Analysis 

Orbuch (1997) distinguished among three different types of narrative research in 

which storied accounts can be conceived: narratives as a) the object of inquiry, b) the 

means of inquiry, and c) the product of inquiry.  For this research, narratives served as 

both the means and the product of inquiry, which is most appropriate when the stories 

provide insight and understanding (Creswell, Hanson, Clark & Morales, 2007).  These 

stories, which help create an individual’s auto-ethnography, are the source of data that 

will allow a behind-the-scenes look at the students’ world.  It is this access that can 

provide a more candid perspective into students’ lives. 

As mentioned in the literature review, this study presents four different narrative 

approaches as presented by Fisher, Gergen, Bamberg, and the life story model of identity 

offered by McAdams.  As I began the analysis process, I kept all four processes in mind 

to see which one would serve as the most efficient tool to analyze this particular set of 

data.  To recap, Fisher proposed the narrative paradigm and the basic idea that man is a 

story telling being and that human communication is, in great part, a storytelling process 

(Fisher, 1984).  According to Fisher, a gripping story has the salient characteristic of 

providing a rationale for decisions and actions (Fisher, 1985).  Bamberg, on the other 

hand, advances that “traditional narrative research has positioned itself as a substantive 

contribution to a theoretical framing of identity and sense of self,” (Bamberg, 2010).   By 

forcing the story teller to step out of the story and become a narrator, it places him/her in 
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a reflective position that allows for self-analysis.  Both of these approaches offer 

frameworks for analysis that would have resulted in compelling stories that would 

contribute to the topic at hand.  In fact, I set out doing this study under the Bamberg’s 

narrative paradigm and using what he refers to as “voices” (i.e., people) in the past that 

help shape identity.  However, as the stories developed I found a recurring theme 

throughout them which was that of overcoming adversity and redemption.   

This led me to Daniel McAdams’ Life Story Model of Identity who presents a 

“redemptive self” approach to identity creating.  Additionally, he proposes that stories are 

the lens through which individuals see themselves, and where both the meaning and 

significance of the narrative is co-created by the storyteller and his/her culture.  

According to McAdams, this process typically begins in late adolescence and young 

adulthood, making it an appropriate model for my research participants.  McAdams’ 

work (2004) operates under the premise that “identity is itself a life story” (p.99).  In 

short, McAdams is the most fitting identity model to use because of three reasons 

mentioned above: 1) the redemptive theme within the student narratives, 2) it considers 

culture in the co-creation of meaning, and 3) it focuses on young adults which is the 

population used in this study. 

Narrative Selection and Interpretation 

The selection and interpretation of the stories took a “stories and counter-stories” 

approach which follows the methods of Solórzano and Yosso (2002).  This method is 

largely based on critical race theory (CRT) which “originated in schools of law in the late 

1980’s with a group of scholars seeking to examine and challenge race and racism in the 

United States legal system and society” (Yosso, 2006, p. 6).  The focus was to bring race 

to the foreground and give attention to the critical themes and arguments that had been 
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voiced not just in the legal system but also in the social sciences, history, and ethnic and 

women studies (Yosso, 2006).  This approach included a three-step system to identifying 

and writing the stories and counter-stories.  First, there must be research in the data using 

Strauss and Corbins’s (1990) concept of theoretical sensitivity (i.e., researcher’s personal 

quality and awareness of subtleties of meaning in data), and Delgado Bernal’s (1998) 

notion of “cultural intuition” (i.e., personal experience, collective experience, and 

community memory).  It is then that counter-stories are created from a) data gathered 

from research, b) existing literature on the topic, c) professional experience, and d) 

personal experiences.  Second, the researcher must look at other sources for secondary 

data analysis such as previous research, related manuscripts, previous readings, 

individual/group interviews, focus groups, etc.  Finally, the researcher contributes 

personal and professional experiences related to the topic being mindful to not just 

include personal reflections, but also those of friends, family, colleagues, and 

acquaintances.   

For this study, I followed the three-step process by first examining the data and 

using my personal experiences and awareness to select the stories.  Then, I researched 

policy, data, and literature related to the themes addressed in the stories.  Finally, I added 

my personal contributions and assessed whether the story at hand could be labeled as a 

story or a counter-story. 

Once the stories that would be included in the dissertation were chosen, a review 

of the literature was conducted to gather background information on specific themes and 

to be able to provide the reader with context.  For example, the term fictive kinship was 

one with which I was mildly familiar, so I used it as I coded the stories.  However, once I 
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saw how common this theme was for the students, I chose it as one of the identity 

narratives and researched existing literature for more information.   

Credibility 

While quantitative research focuses on validity and reliability, qualitative research 

focuses more on credibility (Davis, Powell Gallardo & Lachlan, 2010).  Assessment in 

credibility is reflected in whether the reader considers the research credible and whether 

the researcher has accurately conveyed the participants’ views (Creswell & Miller, 2000).  

For the equivalent of internal validity a qualitative researcher may use some of the 

following credibility tools: a) member checks, which allows for verification with both 

participants and members of the same cohort who did not participate in the research; b) 

data triangulation, which require using more than one source to analyze the topic in order 

to provide various perspectives; and c) peer review which asks a third party to offer 

objective feedback on the research being conducted (Davis, Powell, Gallardo & Lachlan, 

2010). 

Credibility for this study came in form of peer review and data triangulation.  

According to Creswell and Miller (2000), a peer reviewer provides “support, plays devil's 

advocate, challenges the researchers’ assumptions, pushes the researchers to the next step 

methodologically, and asks hard questions about methods and interpretation” (p.129).  

Results were read by a colleague who works closely with first generation Mexican-

American students who challenged this research in order to ensure accurate depiction of 

this group based on his knowledge and interactions.   

Data triangulation entails bringing more than one source of data to agree on the 

same central theme (Rossman & Wilson, 1994).  It is suggested that “designing a study in 

which multiple cases, multiple informants, or more than one data-gathering method is 
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used can greatly strengthen the study’s usefulness for other settings” (Marshall & 

Rossman, 2006, p. 202).  By using three data gathering methods (narratives, interviews, 

and focus groups) this shed an even brighter light on the research questions. 

Researcher Positionality 

According to Marshall & Rossman (2006), “the researcher’s insights increase the 

likelihood that she will be able to describe the complex social system being studied” (p. 

203).  In the interest of transparency it is important to disclose certain aspects of my 

background in order to give readers a more thorough view of my perspective.  Although I 

am not a first generation college student (both of my parents have college degrees from 

universities in Mexico), I am a second generation American.  I was born in a U.S. border 

town but raised in Mexico until the age of twelve; therefore, I share many of the same 

stories that first generation Mexican-Americans do. I can identify with their narratives.  

In addition, my job includes developing programs for first generation students, making 

this topic personal to me.  Where appropriate, I inserted personal stories in hopes of 

contributing useful insight for the reader.  

Projected Limitations 

This study has four types of limitations: a) methodological, b) participant, c) 

research site and d) researcher.  In terms of methods, the study was done over a span of 

five weeks during the first summer session.  This provided only a snapshot of the 

students’ lives and how their stories apply to theories during this particular place and 

time. It did not focus on how they relate to a theory in an on-going basis.  It could be 

argued that expanding this over a longer period of time could yield different perspectives 

or perhaps even soliciting narratives during the fall semester rather than the summer 
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would provide different stories.  Although significant time and thought were given to the 

prompt selection and wording process, they contain bias that may affect the type of 

stories elicited.  

In terms of participants, this study explored the narratives of first generation 

Mexican-American students.  Additionally, it is important to acknowledge that ethnic 

variation within the Latino population and socioeconomic status influence students’ 

transition and the college experience as a whole (Torres, 2004).  The effects that social 

class, ethnicity, gender, acculturation levels, language, etc., have on the first generation 

college experience could be further explored (Patton, McEwen, Rendón & Howard-

Hamilton, 2007).   

The third limitation is the research site which is a regional, public, four-year 

institution in Texas.  It has been designated as a Hispanic Serving Institution (HSI) which 

means at least 25% of the student population is self-identified as Hispanic.  It is possible 

that students at non-HSI campuses, flagship institutions, private universities, or 

community colleges will have different narratives to share.  

And finally, researcher bias is a part of every study and this one is no exception.  

Not only am a Mexican-American female, but I am also a second generation American 

(my parents were born in Mexico) thereby tinting the lens through which I interpret the 

narratives of these participants with whom I share similar stories.  Additionally, I am an 

alumna of the research university where I received both my bachelor’s and master’s 

degrees and am now an employee.  I have worked at the campus more than ten years as 

an academic advisor (three years) and with campus diversity initiatives for the last seven 

years.  The fact that my role involves promoting diversity and working with the 
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population related to this research, provides increased knowledge and experiences but 

also a personal interest to the topic which must be moderated throughout the study. 

Summary 

The goal of this chapter was to establish an appropriate fit between the research 

questions and the methods selected (Marshall & Rossman, 2006).  Additionally, I 

explained in detail the steps taken in the three data collection procedures which included 

narrative submissions, interviews, and focus group sessions.  This was followed by a 

review of grounded theory and narrative inquiry as the methods of analysis, and closed 

with a look at the data interpretation approach, credibility, and researcher positionality. 

The goal of this study was to obtain rich information that could reasonably be 

used in a practical context.  First generation Mexican-American students are a growing 

population that deserves attention.  Their dismal graduation rates are a source of concern 

for those who have a vested interest in student success.  A reasonable means of acquiring 

valuable data on this group is through qualitative studies which contain significant 

information that can provide insight into students’ lives.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: 

FICTIVE KINSHIP: WHERE ARE ALL THE MEXICANS? 

For this dissertation results will be presented in three separate chapters.  As part 

of this first chapter, I will offer an overview of the data that emerged from grounded 

theory, explain why the stories presented were selected, and end with an explanation of 

the editing done to the narratives.  This will be followed by the first identity narrative, 

which is fictive kinship. 

 

Grounded Theory - Data Overview 

The narratives submitted totaled 78, and they produced 59,232 words, not 

counting the interviews or group sessions.  A grounded theory analysis of the data 

(Corbin & Strauss, 1986) yielded a total of ninety-eight (98) categories that were 

subdivided into the seventeen (17) core categories listed below. 
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Table 3: Grounded Theory Analysis - Themes and Categories 

Stories Categories Core Categories Themes 
41 16 College Life College Experiences 

 
 

16 4 Connections 
9 2 Fears 
2 1 Academics 
58 21 Parents Family Life 

 
 

16 6 Family 
7 2 Grown-up Roles 
6 1 Fictive Kinship 
5 1 Generational Burden 
37 16 Self-Discovery Self-Actualization 

 
 

26 13 Success 
5 2 Motivation 
4 1 Maslow's Hierarchy 
22 8 Diversity Issues  

Unrelated to a theme 6 2 Expectations 
2 1 Relationships 
5 1 Spirituality 

267 98 Total 

 

While some themes had only one category, it does not mean they had only one 

story.  For example, the theme of fictive kinship is one that was mentioned by six of the 

sixteen participants, but all six examples fit under the title Fictive Kinship and did not 

require further grouping.  On the other hand, there were twenty-two stories that, once 

coded, created the following eight categories: 1) cultural traditions, 2) diversity, 3) 

ethnicity, 4) stereotypes, 5) immigration, 6) language barriers, 7) search for Mexican 

history, and 8) speaking Spanish.  Axial coding allowed these eight categories to then be 

put into the overarching core category: Diversity Issues.  Final analysis of the data entails 

reconnecting stories (also referred to as codes) while preserving the integrity of the 

categories.  The results of this process meant that fourteen of the seventeen core 
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categories were collapsed into three themes: 1) College Experiences, 2) Family Life, and 

3) Self-actualization.  The remaining four core categories, one of which was Diversity 

Issues, did not produce a theme and were therefore labeled Unrelated to a theme.  I 

would like to highlight that although these stories had a lack of connection to another 

theme, it does not mean they were not insightful, interesting, or less valuable.    

Narratives: Themes Selected 

The three themes chosen for this dissertation were 1) fictive kinship, 2) parents 

and immigration, and 3) self-actualization.  They were selected for their robust and 

impactful stories that provide readers a look into the lives of first generation Mexican-

American students from an angle that is not typically represented: the student’s lived 

experiences.  The narrative identity chapters will address each of the three categories by 

presenting both powerful student narratives as well as relevant literature, in an attempt to 

provide the reader with a deeper understanding of how these connect to first generation 

Mexican-American students and identity creation.  It merits repeating that unlike 

quantitative research, frequency of numbers does not translate to value of importance.  

For this research, two of the categories selected topped the data in frequency of stories 

(Parents and Self-Discovery), while the other one (Fictive Kinship) was among the 

lowest.  What follows is a description of the four concepts chosen and a rationale for their 

selection. 

 Fictive Kinship 

This phenomenon refers to a familial connection to a person or a group that has 

no blood, marriage, or legal relation (Fordham, 1988).  This concept was appealing 

because it is typically associated with students of color (Fordham, 1988), yet it 
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manifested itself through these narratives in a rather noticeable manner.  Although only 

six of the sixteen students shared stories related to this idea, I would argue that prompts 

did not directly or indirectly elicit them.  I can only speculate that if different prompts 

had been offered, more students would have revealed stories where fictive kinship would 

have surfaced.  This category was selected in hopes that by sharing these stories, light 

will be shed on a different dimension of Mexican-American students that is not often 

mentioned when discussing retention strategies, and that is the value placed no new found 

relationships.   

Parents and Immigration 

It is no surprise that the category of Parents was the largest category with fifty-

eight (58) stories and twenty-one (21) categories.  The classification of first generation 

student is solely based on parental academic achievement level, and it is a label that 

students can never change for themselves.  Literature on parent-adolescent 

communication informs us that parents still influence long-term issues such as careers, 

morals and values (Crockett, Brown, Russell & Shen, 2007; Steinberg, 2001; Noller & 

Callan, 1990) and these parental immigration stories provide us with personal examples 

of how this manifests itself for first generation students.  This category was chosen for 

both the frequency of narratives and for the significance that the topic holds for this 

particular student population. 

Self-Discovery 

For the majority of young people, moving away to college marks the first time 

they will live alone and, therefore, establishes a geographic and a mental separation from 

the home environment.  Some people believe that in addition to an academic education, 
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universities also provide opportunities for personal growth.  But what does that mean?  

Are students really growing?  If so, how are they growing?  What are they discovering 

about themselves?  Self-discovery was the largest subcategory in the Self-actualization 

theme and had the third highest number of stories across all codes with a total of thirty-

seven (37).  Because of its abundant anecdotes and revealing confession, this concept was 

selected as the third category. 

Editing Disclosure 

Several of the participants are native Spanish speakers, making English their 

second language.  Some did not begin learning English until later in their teen years. As 

such their writing skills are not what would be expected of an average college student.  

For the purposes of readability and to reduce distraction from the message, I edited 

narratives for grammar and spelling but did not mark the changes.  I did not edit for 

content, meaning, or lingo, as I want the reader to connect with the student and his or her 

personality as it is reflected in his/her writing. 

Further the narratives may contain phrases that are known in the literature as false 

friends, a concept used to describe a common mistake when translating or navigating in 

two languages.  False friends “are words that seem to be the same, or at least very similar 

in form and meaning, but, in reality, are not” (Domínguez & Nerlich, 2002, p.1834).  For 

example the English word fork and the German word forke appear to be similar in form 

and meaning, but, in reality, the English fork references a spiked instrument for eating, 

while the German word references a spiked instrument used for shoveling manure and 

other things on a farm (Dominguez & Nerlich, 2002).  This is important to mention 

because it highlights a common problem that many bilingual students (particularly non-
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native speakers) have: The confusion of thinking in one language but needing to function 

in another.     

Presentation of the Data 

The results will take a stories and counter-stories approach (Solórzano & Yosso, 

2002), which has a dual purpose: 1) to connect narratives to existing literature, and 2) to 

expose stories that counter the status quo and therefore become the counter-stories.  

Following the three steps outlined by Solórzano and Yosso (as outlined in the methods 

chapter) I began the theoretical sensitivity process by researching the data via grounded 

theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) and using cultural intuition (Delgado Bernal, 1998) in 

order to select stories to be presented.  Secondly, I reviewed existing literature to 

compare information put forth by other researchers against student narratives.  Findings 

were interwoven with the narratives throughout the chapters to give the reader context 

and a deeper understanding of the categories.  Finally, where appropriate, I contributed 

personal and professional experiences related to the topic as suggested by the third step of 

the stories and counter-stories process.  The three themes are addressed in three separate 

chapters in the following order: a) fictive kinship, b) parental and immigration, and c) 

self-discovery.  These chapters, or narrative identities, will contain student narratives 

complemented by existing literature to give the reader the appropriate context.  The 

narratives (i.e., stories and counter-stories) will then be presented as per McAdams’ Life 

Story Model of Identity and will be discussed briefly at the end of each chapter.  

However, the final and overarching conclusions drawn about identity will be addressed in 

the discussion chapter.   
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Fictive Kinship 

The concept of fictive kinship has been studied since the late 1800s and early 

190’s by researchers such as Lewis Henry Morgan, American anthropologist and social 

theorist (Fortes, 1969).  The term “refers to a kinship-like connection between and among 

persons in a society, not related by blood or marriage, who have maintained essential 

reciprocal social or economic relationships” (Fordham, 1988, p. 56).  Tierney & Venegas 

(2006) elaborated on the term as it related to higher education: 

To be part of fictive kinship, individuals have to agree on a particular goal 
or worldview.  When fictive kinships exist in educational settings, the 
relationships pertain to matters such as the social dynamics that take place 
in school, access to college, the interactions of specific groups within a 
school, and the like.” (p. 1692).   

In addition Tierney & Venegas (2006) clarify that these circles do not necessarily 

imply close friendship but rather unity through shared goals and shared experiences.  This 

network created outside of the blood family is what has the potential of becoming the 

support system that fosters success.      

Components of Fictive Kinship 

Fictive kinship can be identified by two of its more salient characteristics which 

are 1) terminology used among members and 2) the need for social network support.  

Below is a description of these two components which will consequently be highlighted 

throughout the student narratives. 

Terminology 

Those who are members of fictive relationship may be unrelated by either blood 

or marriage, yet address each other via kinship terms and employ standard terminology to 

describe these non-kin associations (Rubenstein, Alexander, Goodman & Luborsky, 
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1991).  Previous studies (Anderson, 1976; Liebow, 1967) have documented the use of 

family titles for non-blood relatives as a form of connecting with friends.  Anderson's 

(1976) research of African-American men, who gathered regularly at a neighborhood 

street corner, found that several of the men referred to the peer group as "the family" and 

used terms like "cousin" when explaining close friendships that grew from the group 

gatherings.  For this group the ultimate form of the fictive relationship was known as 

"going for brothers" which symbolized a mutual agreement to publicly present 

themselves as brothers, as well as acknowledging the privileges and responsibilities 

associated with a sibling relationship.  Yet another example is in the fictive kin 

terminology present in African-American churches (Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990; Johnson 

& Barer, 1990) as pastors’ wives or respected elderly females are often given the title of 

"church mother".  Lincoln and Mamiya (1990) propose that the “church mother” 

terminology derives from fictive kinship traditions among African-Americans. 

Social Network Support 

Fictive kinship networks have a significant meaning as sources of informal social 

support (Taylor, 1988).  Similar to friendships, peer group fictive kinships are based on 

individual choice as reflected in members’ similarities such as age, gender, and socio- 

economic status, and they serve as a means of expanding the social network (Taylor, 

Chatters & Jayakody, 1997).  Anderson’s research (1976) describes the supportive 

relationships among members of this group and documents how group members assist 

each other during personal crises such as difficult financial times, injury, illness, or death.  

More specifically (Anderson, 1976), the research of African American men who gathered 

regularly at a neighborhood street corner showed that for many of social and 

psychological support. 
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Fictive Kinships In Cultures 

White Cultures   

When compared to other cultures, the literature does not make a strong case for 

fictive kinship among White Americans (Adams & Blieszner, 1989; Matthews, 1986). 

While some pseudo-relationships have been mentioned in the literature, researchers did 

not refer to them as fictive kinship networks.  A review of the friendship literature shows 

some respondents referring to friends “as close as blood relations” (Rubin, 1986) and 

some elderly people reported being substitute aunts or surrogate grandparents to young 

people around them (Matthews, 1986).  The literature suggests that when compared to 

other groups, fictive kinships appear to be less prevalent among White Americans.  An 

examination of the friendship literature among Whites reveals only occasional examples 

of relationships that can be construed as fictive kinships (Chatters, Taylor & Jayakody, 

1994). 

African-American Cultures 

Guttman (1976) provides a historical account of fictive kinship in other cultures 

beginning with black families and the pre-slavery tradition of teaching children to address 

non-relative adults as aunt or uncle. This helped to both acclimate children into the slave 

community and to unite individuals through a shared fictive kinship.  As it relates to 

racial identity and African-American students today, Forham and Ogbu (1986) suggest 

that these students form a collective identity, a sense of peoplehood while at the same 

time developing an oppositional cultural frame of reference with Whites which, at times, 

may manifest itself as academic underperformance.   
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Latin American Culture 

In the Latin American cultures, fictive kinship often takes the form of 

compadrazgo, which is a social contract of co-parenting typically the result of a baptism, 

confirmation, or another significant religious occurrence that requires a type of witness to 

the child’s Catholic upbringing.  Historical evidence suggests that ritual co-parentage 

(e.g., compadres) helps create fictive kin relationships between the child's biological 

parents and the child's ceremonial parents (Chatters, Taylor & Jayakody, 1994).  This 

version of fictive kinship is believed to have flourished in central México in the 1500s as 

a result of the Spanish influence, more specifically, the Catholic religion (Carlos & 

Sellers, 1972).  Padrinos (godfathers) and madrinas (godmothers) share a social, ethical, 

spiritual, moral, and in the more traditional cultures, even financial responsibility along 

with the parents.  The selection of a godparent is a way of recognizing a pre-existing 

friendship and of establishing intensified social and economic responsibilities (Rogler, 

1978).  The new kinship created between the parents and godparents is given the title of 

compadres for males and comadres for females.  Among Puerto Ricans, kinship bonds 

take on supportive roles in the lives of the members (Fitzpatrick, 1971).  Yet another 

common form on fictive kin bond in the Latino culture can be seen with "hijos de 

crianza," which are non-biological children considered as part of the family because they 

are treated by their adoptive parents as if they were their own (Sanchez-Ayendez, 1988).  

Although no legal adoption is involved, this can happen during times of economic 

hardship or family crisis.  In the Latin American cultures, fictive kinships are not only 

strong but also a means of expanding the family’s social and economic resources 

(Sanchez-Ayendez, 1988). 
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The first story selected for this chapter will highlight both the use of fictive kin 

terminology and the need for the social support system through the eyes of young Latina 

during her first week at the university.  

Where Are All The Mexicans Hiding? – Camila’s Story 

First day of college was a bitter sweet experience for all of us, I at least 
remember being excited yet at the same time scared for what was to come.  
My first class for me was a major cultural shock, I remember walking into 
class and being the only Mexican American in the room. It was a pretty 
intimidating experience but after a few weeks I felt more comfortable yet I 
still felt like something was missing. The first few weeks of school were a 
good experience yet they were tough in a way. I already had some friends 
here from my home town yet I still felt out of place in my classrooms.  

Even in the first five sentences, Camila makes six separate references to the lack 

of social support and emotions associated with the void she felt.  Those phrases were 

culture shock, only Mexican American in the room, intimidating experience, something 

was missing, tough experiences, and felt out of place.  

After a while my friends told me about [the Mexican American Student 
Organization – MASO (pseudo name)], I thought “probably nobody goes” 
since there really wasn’t many Mexican American students to begin with. 
I decided to try it out though and maybe this would be the place where I 
could find what I was looking for. Well as soon as I walked in I noticed 
that there was well over thirty students in the room immediately I though 
“well this where all the Mexicans have been hiding at.”  My first day with 
MASO I felt welcomed by everybody, I also felt comfortable for the first 
time since I had arrived at [the university]. I knew that what I had been 
searching for in the past few weeks I would definitely find at MASO.  

At first it was very hard to get involved with MASO because of all the 
school work and also traveling home every two weeks but I knew that I 
was always welcomed with open arms to the meeting by everybody in the 
organization. What I really liked about MASO was the fact that everybody 
in the organization in some way or another had pretty much the same story 
as everybody else in the room. We were all either the first generation 
students in our families to come to college or having a difficult time 
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getting by with class and struggling in trying to find the person we are and 
who we want to be for the rest of our lives. I think what really caught my 
attention about MASO was how well everybody worked with each other 
and also the feeling of belonging to family and having that secure feeling 
that you are not on your own.  

After the first few minutes of being in the same room as other students that looked 

like her, Camila had, to use her own words, “the feeling of belonging to family”.  At that 

moment, even if only in her mind, she used the term “family” to define a group on non-

relatives that allowed her to feel a sense of belonging.  The Life Story Model of Identity 

suggests that stories, by their very nature, are subjective; therefore, the narrator assigns 

meaning and value.  People may share similar stories, which helps connect individuals 

due to shared experiences; however, the uniqueness comes from the interpretation 

(McAdams, 2004).  During the first MASO meeting Camila quickly discovered that 

“everybody in the organization in some way or another had pretty much the same story as 

everybody else in the room” -- this allowed her to connect.  The “cultural shock”, as she 

put it, and intimidation she felt during the first days in college were replaced with 

feelings of belonging and security.  While individual stories have a unique meaning, the 

scenes and themes were recurrent helping to bring commonality to the group and 

providing a space where connectedness was born.  In addition, she makes a statement that 

speaks directly to quest for identity when she said, “We are all…struggling to find the 

person we are and who we want to be for the rest of our lives.”  McAdams tell us that 

young adults are prime candidates for this identity quest as dictated by both cultural 

expectations and biological readiness (McAdams, 2006).  Camila recognizes this not only 

within her, but in those around her.  The identity development process may be 

particularly salient for this group of students because they are part of the Mexican-
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American Student Organization which places ethnic identity in a prominent position 

throughout the college years.  Her story continues: 

Before MASO I would travel home a lot to be with family and friends 
instead of staying here where I really didn’t know anybody. MASO really 
helped me in being able to feel stabilized [false friend for established] here 
in town and eventually call this city my home.  So toward the end of the 
fall semester I decided to run for an officer position in the organization. It 
was a pretty scary standing up in front of everybody yet it was good to see 
how many people really believed in me. Running for officer of MASO 
was a really great experience because I believe it helped me grow as a 
person and also break out of my shell.  

Now as an officer, I hope to inspire that same welcoming and secure 
feeling I felt when I first joined the group for future students who would 
like to join. MASO didn’t replace my family and friends back home it just 
made realize that what I have back home is often very difficult to find 
elsewhere. I see MASO in the future becoming a really big family and I’m 
pretty sure other students such as I will forever carry MASO in their hearts 
long after they have left First Generation University. 

Camila, now a senior, reflected upon her first semester.  She has a sweet smile, 

easy-going personality, and quiet demeanor.  I have yet to run into her when she is not 

smiling as her big brown eyes sparkle through her full eye lashes.  Her small frame and 

youthful look do not reflect how this 21-year-old, at her young age, has already had to 

deal with very grown-up situations.  Transitioning to college has not been easy for 

Camila since her parents and brothers are migrant workers who are often gone for three 

to six months at a time as they are forced to follow the crops across the United States.  

When she left for college, she took with her the responsibilities of keeping up with a 

house.  Her hometown is three hours away from the university and every other weekend 

she drives back to look after the house if her parents are away doing migrant work.  This 

means that weekend activities with friends, and much-needed homework time, are 

substituted with 6 hours of drive time, feeding animals, watering plants, cleaning house, 
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and paying bills.  Not to mention that she does all that in an empty house with no parents 

or siblings with whom to share her college experiences and struggles.  Being home sick, 

new achievements, recent discoveries, and everything else that goes along with her 

newfound university life has to wait a few months until her family comes back from 

picking crops.  Yes, the majority of college students have a need to connect and feel 

supported.  For Camila, the need to connect takes on a different meaning as she forms a 

pseudo-family by establishing fictive kinships.  Most students are not faced with the 

struggle of maintaining academic standards while fighting loneliness on campus, 

loneliness at home, and grown-up responsibilities of looking after a household.  For 

Camila, and students in similar situations, family takes on a whole new meaning. 

The narrative above and the stories to follow in this chapter share the common 

theme of using home and family terminology to refer to non-kin individuals.  Reading 

about Camila, a senior Exercise Science major, and her search for a place to connect 

serves as a reminder that this is not an isolated story, particularly for Mexican-American 

students. The quest to find the people who look like them, talk like them, and act like 

them is apparent from the first days of school.  Camila made her desires very clear when 

she wrote, “I knew that what I had been searching for in the past few weeks I would 

definitely find at MASO.”  The need for a cultural and ecological adaptation is what leads 

some Mexican-American students to seek fictive kinships as part of their adaptive 

strategies for succeeding in higher education.     

My Home Away From Home – Alberto’s Story 

One of the first struggles I faced at First Generation University was 
meeting new people and of course the “new” life at college. I had a great 
roommate, which was from my town also. We would just go to the field 
and play some soccer because we didn’t know anyone, yet!  Until one day, 
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we saw some people playing soccer and we decided to join them and 
that’s where I met my brother Juan.  He invited me to join MASO and 
since that day, my life on campus has been way better because I met all 
the friends I have now. I met my brother and sisters but more than 
anything, MY HOME AWAY FROM HOME. 

Alberto is an only child who was raised in a border town where being Mexican- 

American was the norm – he was part of the majority.  College life afforded him the 

opportunity to build fictive sibling relationships (above referred to as “brother and 

sisters”) with people that were similar to those he left back home.  The strength found in 

their peers is what they are often forced to draw upon as they face challenges in the world 

of higher education.  Peer group was defined by Astin (1993) as a “collection of 

individuals with whom the individual identifies and affiliates and from whom the 

individual seeks acceptance or approval” (p.400).  In Alberto’s case, this peer group was 

MASO where he found others who liked to dance, speak Spanish, and play soccer, just 

like him.  Alberto is a soccer fanatic, a sport that is typically identified with European or 

Latin countries, thereby giving something as simple as a hobby an ethnic connection with 

personal meaning.  However, for this only child, the peer group became more than a 

group of friends.  In another narrative he said, “As time was passing, I got closer and 

closer to everyone in this organization and I not only made new friends but also sisters 

and brothers!”   

Originally, it struck me as a bold statement for an only child to say that another 

person, whom he had only recently met, would take on the role of a brother.  However, as 

I got to know Alberto better, I could see how fictive kinships fit into his life.  Alberto is 

funny, quick witted, and, although when he walks around campus he appears very 

serious, when he is engaged in conversation he smiles throughout most of the discussion.  

He lives with three other young men in a house across from campus and is known for his 
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good cooking. This brings not just his roommates, but other friends to the table for 

family-style dinners.  Admittedly, I was taken aback when he told me about his culinary 

skills, and when I conveyed my surprise, he was determined to convince me that he was 

good cook.  One day, as I worked late, he walked over to the office and brought me a 

plate of tamales, rice, and beans that he had made.  He knocked on my door and with a 

proud smile, held up a paper plate covered in aluminum foil.  He proceeded to tell me 

exactly how he made the tamales from scratch and what he put in the beans.  He also 

shared that his mom had taught him about cooking and as he recounted stories of him and 

his mother in their kitchen, I realized that cooking for Alberto is more than a means to 

nourish his body.  Cooking is an experience that he relates to home and family; therefore, 

he strives to recreate that family atmosphere by cooking for his roommates and friends.  

On several occasions I have heard his friends and roommates comment about Alberto’s 

cooking and the good time they have at his house.  Based on Alberto’s experience it 

appears that fictive kinships and familial traditions can be as close to blood relationships 

as the members desire them to be.  For Alberto his actions are very intentional and makes 

his feelings clearly known as he wrote in italics and all capital letter that he not only 

found his brothers and sisters but that he also found “MY HOME AWAY FROM HOME.” 

My Families Believe in Me – Juan’s Story 

For Juan, building a new “family” on campus, consisting of peer brothers and 

sisters, gave him the motivation to achieve and the confidence to move forward.  

Consistent with fictive kin terminology, we see Juan use the term “family” several times 

when addressing the student organization that he joined. 

My family means a lot to me and I want to make them proud by being the 
first in the family to graduate from a university. I think that they believe 
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more in me than I do in myself. I wanted a higher education because I 
wanted to help my family live a better life and to give back what they gave 
me. Now I feel more dedicated in school because I have my family’s 
support and I feel that I can reach any goal in school. 

I also made another family here at FGU that gave me even more strength 
in myself. My MASO family made me feel that I had my very own family 
here at school. They are and will always be supportive of me. They also 
made me see how important an education is. I was very inspired by them 
because they are hard workers and made me want to be as hard working as 
them. No more was I alone here at FGU because I was blessed to meet 
such good friends here in MASO. I saw in them the same family that I 
have back home. With these two families I feel loved and stronger than 
ever before. With the help of my family back home and my MASO family 
here at school I will be able to achieve my goal to graduate from a 
university. In the begging of school I thought that I would not even 
survive my first semester of college but with time and with the love of 
both of my families I was able to prove myself wrong.                

Juan is a timid young man with a nervous smile and calm demeanor.  Although 

shy, he spoke and wrote very candidly about his insecurities and fears as they relate to 

college.  The youngest of four children, Juan left home with a heavy heart. He left his 

mother in an abusive situation which weighed heavily on him during his first year in 

college.  He confesses to not doing well academically the first couple of semesters in 

great part due to the worries of his family life, compounded with his lack of confidence.  

When he compared himself to his friends, he said, “I could remember that I would always 

wish that I would have as much confidence as them.  I started to get tired of being so 

negative about myself that I wanted a change in myself, but did not know how to do it.”  

He then recalled his friends’ college graduation and the look of pride on his friend’s 

family. This provided the inspiration needed to pursue a new goal:  “No more did I want 

to be so negative with myself.  I wanted to be just like my friends to have faith in myself 

and determination to reach my goal of graduating from college.” 
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Juan realized that his desire to succeed is not enough to get him to the finish line; 

therefore, he acknowledges the strength that comes from both of his “families”.  From his 

stories, it appeared that Juan’s shy personality is a reflection of his inward insecurities 

and lack of confidence.  He didn’t speak up much during the group sessions, but he 

shared openly during the one-on-one interviews.  His desire to build self-confidence, a 

key identity development factor, is closely tied to the fictive relationships created during 

his college years.  Researchers have found a correlation between students’ academic self-

concept and the potential for academic achievement in students pursuing higher 

education (Cokley, 2000; House, 1997; Reynolds, 1988).  Academic self-concept can be 

described as the student’s beliefs about how his or her academic ability and academic 

standing compares to that of the peers (Brookover, Paterson & Thomas, 1962).  Although 

Juan had some doubts about surviving the first semester, his new supportive environment 

gave him renewed vision and the fuel needed to persist.  Rendón (1994) found that a 

supportive diverse environment, both inside and outside the classroom, coupled with and 

inclusive campus climate can increase student persistence.  The influence that peers have 

can make the difference between staying or leaving a college campus.  

Academic Persistence – Yaretzy’s Story 

For Yaretzy, finding a group of Mexican-American students is what kept her from 

going back home to a community college after only one semester at the university.  

At the beginning of my first semester I questioned myself about being at 
First Generation University. Other students didn’t seem as friendly and at 
times the professors didn’t seem to care either. I would talk to my mom 
and dad in the mornings and before I would go to bed. A couple of weeks 
after school started seemed longer than just a couple. My three roommates 
were white and we didn’t have anything in common. They were always in 
their rooms with the doors closed; they were not so friendly which really 
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didn’t help any. About three weeks into school I heard about this 
organization called MASO and decided to stop at their first meeting of the 
semester. I fell in love with the organization…and eventually started 
attending the meeting regularly. I would only see white people and no 
Mexicans which made me feel out of place in certain occasions. By the 
time I found MASO I was debating about going back home and just 
attending the community college there. As the meeting went by I realized 
there were activities where we the students were needed. I became active 
in the school helping out in [orientation programs]. I became proud of my 
school and decided to stay... I made plenty of friends and eventually 
became part of my family away from home.  

Yaretzy almost left the university; she was about to become a statistic typical of 

Mexican-American student attrition.  Connecting with students and a sense of belonging 

were fundamental to academic persistence for this young lady who is now a junior at the 

same university she considered leaving three years ago.  McAdams addressed the power 

of connecting though similar stories and the tendency to identify through shared 

experiences. He points out that part of the redemptive factor comes in the singularity of 

the story and the ability to overcome.  Yaretzy’s narratives are a perfect example of this, 

and it is in great part because of the role she played in her biological family.  Yaretzy is 

the oldest of three, and, at the age of six, she began working with her parents in the fields 

during the summers.  She was too young to pick onions with her parents, but her mother 

would wake up extra early, before sunrise, to make burritos that Yaretzy and her brother 

would sell to the other farm workers.  She recalls pulling the heavy ice chest full of sodas 

and burritos up and down the dusty crop lines. She had to be mindful not to step on 

rattlesnakes.  When Yaretzy was seven, her little sister was born and shortly thereafter 

her mom found a job elderly-sitting.  Since her dad was a truck driver and spent many 

days and night away from home, she quickly went from being a sister to being a “second 

mom” to her baby sister and little brother.  One night, when she was 13 years old, 
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Yaretzy woke up at three o’clock in the morning to horrible screams from her mother.  

She describes the horrific incident: 

When I ran in the restroom to my surprise I see [my mom] surrounded by 
clotted blood she had been vomiting. I was going to call the ambulance 
and my mom told me to drive her instead because we live out of town and 
they were going to take too long. I didn’t know how to drive at the time 
and was freaking out because I didn’t want to make the situation worse by 
crashing somewhere. At the time my dad was 8 hours away working so I 
drove my mother to the hospital. Once I arrived at the emergency room 
my mother was rushed into the ER and about an hour later the doctor came 
out and told me I was a brave young lady because if I had waited 5 more 
minutes she would of bled to death (she only had 1/3 of blood in her 
system and they didn’t know how she was alive). They had to air lift my 
mother to another town which is over an hour driving because they didn’t 
have the special units needed to take care of her. She was in the hospital 
for about a month and a half with my dad beside her. I went back home 
and played mom’s role once more. My mom didn’t like for us to miss 
school because she knows the importance’s of having an education to 
succeed in life.  

 Ironically for Yaretzy, her family back home was both a source of support and an 

opportunity for growth.  Her big brown eyes and small frame make her appear much 

younger than her 21 years of age, but her life experiences put her at a maturity level well 

beyond her years.  However, despite the challenges she faced in her personal life, nothing 

had prepared her for the new challenges she faced as she began college life.  Castillo et 

al. (2006) found that both ethnic identity and persistence attitudes were mediated by the 

students’ perception of the campus environment; this was particularly salient for the 

students who had a higher ethnic identity.  For Cabrera et al. (1992) persistence attitudes 

are molded by Latino students’ experience of feeling welcomed thereby determining if 

students stay or withdraw from the university.  As mature as this young lady is, relating 

to other young people that are similar to her became a determining factor in her 

persistence.   
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McAdams’ redemptive theme is apparent in Yaretzy’s story – she was about to 

drop out, but finding a place to connect allowed her to persist.  According to McAdams, 

it is the redemptive (or the contamination) sequences that help in the creation for identity.  

In this case, Yaretzy was able to “rewrite” a positive ending to her story because of the 

fictive kinships created through the student organization.  This gave her confidence to 

explore the new version of herself that she was uncovering.  So much confidence, in fact, 

that she even volunteered at an orientation program, something her “old self” would 

probably not have done.   

Thriving – Monica’s Story 

The goal for first generation students should not be merely to persist but to thrive.  

For Monica, a junior Social Work major, finding a campus family gave her the 

opportunity to flourish like she never had before. 

Back in my hometown, while in high school, it was very difficult for me to 
be involved in school. This was because of two things: shyness and being 
a minority. I was too shy to ever speak up and demonstrate that I was 
interested in becoming a class officer or be a part of something that made 
me feel important. Also, being Hispanic instantly placed me in the 
minority group of my class. Students weren’t known for their good grades, 
they were known for what sports they played and for what role their 
parents played in our town. Luckily, things changed when I entered First 
Generation University.  

At FGU, I have had more opportunities to grow as a person…the 
Mexican-American Students Organization has given me the support that I 
was lacking back in high school to stand up and do things I had never 
done before. I was given the chance to run for an officer position the 
second semester of my freshman year. Speaking in front of thirty plus 
people about my ideas and goals was very tough, but it wasn’t impossible. 
In the end, I got the position... I was delighted to know that the members 
had put their trust in me to take on this role. Being in office for one 
semester helped me tremendously. It helped me grow more out of my shell 
and it opened so many doors for me. 
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Monica’s high school experience was difficult--her minority status coupled with a 

shy personality was a particularly difficult, not to mention that high school is difficult in 

and of itself.  However, university life set the stage for her to explore her ethnic identity 

at a different level.  The ability to connect with others and to explore an ethnic identity 

can come not just from students, but from the faculty and staff.  Monica retells the story 

of a defining connection with a campus employee: 

The summer before my senior year, I went with my friend to her freshmen 
orientation at FGU. Besides accompanying her, I was going to get the 
chance to take a look at the school. From this trip there is one thing that I 
remember the most. My friend and I were sitting down in the auditorium  
along with all the other incoming freshmen, listening to people speak. 
After a while, it started getting boring; I think I was even falling asleep. 
Until something unexpected happened; I heard someone speak my 
language. Wow…this caught everyone’s attention, even the gringos! 
Listening to Ms. Cortez [pseudo name] talk in Spanish made my day and I 
am sure it made a lot of Hispanic families happy too. These kinds of 
things are what Hispanics need, especially our parents. They need to feel 
important. They want to be able to understand what is going on so that 
they can be involved. Listening to Ms. Cortez speak in Spanish, made me 
feel good inside. This is exactly what I was looking for. She made me feel 
welcome; as if I could someday belong there. I didn’t even know this 
woman and I felt so proud of her. I admired her for speaking in her native 
language in front of so many people. Maybe I was so amazed because I 
never imagined seeing one of our kind represent us at a university. She 
reminded me of the dreams I had in mind. I’ve always told myself that I 
want to be able to stand up in front of a lot of people and say what needs 
to be said. I have always struggled to speak in front of a large crowd but 
the day I saw her speak, I was even able to picture myself doing the same 
thing. This made me realize that anything was possible because I was sure 
that she had to go through similar things as me. Even if Ms. Cortez didn’t 
notice, but by standing up there she did me a great favor. It is as if she 
gave me a heads up on life; as if she was saying that getting an education 
was possible.  

  The role of language becomes of particular importance for students such as 

Monica who speak only Spanish in the home.  Not only were her narratives laced with 
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Spanish phrases and sayings, but the one-on-one interviews were done 90% in Spanish.  I 

made no assumptions about the students’ Spanish skills, so I always began my interviews 

in English.  At times it seemed that Monica would struggle to find the right words in 

English so she would start speaking Spanish. Along with the change in spoken language, 

came a change in body language as well.  She appeared more relaxed and would even sit 

back into the chair where before (in English) she would sit at the edge of the chair.  I also 

noticed that when speaking Spanish she would talk more about her family and things they 

like to do during the summers. When speaking English, she spoke more about school.  

Although she has acclimated well to college life, she goes back home every summer and 

confesses about her emotional struggle when she has to come back to the campus every 

fall.  For many students such as Monica, Spanish is not only a way to connect to others 

with similar backgrounds but also a reminder of the comforts of home and of good family 

memories. 

Monica used college as her opportunity to take pride in her Mexican-American 

heritage by seeking more interaction with people of her same ethnic group.  In addition, 

she seized the opportunity to highlight and share ethnicity by running for office and 

becoming a role model for other Mexican-American students.  Once again, McAdams’ 

redemption theme is present in this story, and it manifested through Monica’s new and 

more confident identity that allowed her to pursue an officer position.   

The Function of Fictive Kinship 

The findings of this study indicate that fictive kinship relations are not only 

common but necessary for Mexican-American students.  Six of the sixteen participants 

wrote about the significant role that these pseudo-relationships played in their 

acclimation to higher education.  Results from this research are consistent with the 
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literature which suggests that non-kin relationships serve the essential purpose of 

expanding the social support network for those who need it, as is the case for many first 

generation students.  Some may associate pseudo-relationships with lower income groups 

due to the economic stress and need for assistance that often drives people together 

(Blood, 1972).  However, fictive kinship literature tells us that these relationships are not 

exclusive to a specific socioeconomic bracket, gender group, geographic location, or age 

group. Instead fictive kinships are also prevalent among individuals of socioeconomic 

status (Chatters, Taylor & Jayakody, 1994).  Additionally, while the purpose of fictive 

kinship (expanding the social support system) is the same across groups, the function 

fulfilled in the relationship can be different.  For example, “fictive kin may be more 

critical in providing instrumental support (i.e., child care, transportation, financial 

assistance) among lower SES respondents, whereas among persons of higher SES, fictive 

kin may provide socio-emotional assistance (i.e., companionship, counseling)” (Chatters, 

Taylor & Jayakody, 1994, p.305).   

For the participants of this study, much like the higher SES group, the 

relationships serve to provide emotional support during the critical college years and to 

compensate for the absence of biological family companionship.  The redemption theme 

proposed by McAdams is present when a negative life story scene (i.e., students feeling 

alone in the new college environment) is followed by a positive life story scene (i.e., 

forming fictive kinships through a student organization).  

Irony In Numbers 

Students reported the feelings of loneliness and the need for connection at the 

beginning of their college years.  As mentioned in the methods section, First Generation 

University is a Hispanic Serving Institution which is a designation given by the Federal 
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government when an institution meets several criteria, one of which is at least a 25% 

undergraduate, full-time equivalent enrollment.  FGU has reached 27% Hispanic 

enrollment at the undergraduate level which means that a little more than 1,800 students 

on campus are self-identified as Hispanics.  However, a reoccurring theme for the 

students in the narratives was that students who looked like them were nowhere to be 

found.  According to Camila, the Mexicans were “hiding,” and she conveyed a sense of 

relief and enthusiasm when she walked into the room and “found” almost 30 of them.  

The phrase “Well this is where all the Mexicans are hiding at” is an interesting choice of 

words.  She begins the sentence with the word “well” as if it were a continuation of an 

ongoing conversation–one that she was having with herself (perhaps with family 

members as well) as she questioned where the students that looked like her where 

“hiding”.  But why hiding?  Apparently, she was having difficulty seeing where the 27% 

Hispanic student body could possibly be since surely 1,800 students are hard to miss.  

First Generation University is a four-year institution that serves largely the rural 

communities that surrounds it.  It is located in a small city with less than 100,000 people. 

It is somewhat removed—three to five-hour drive) from larger cities, and it has an ethnic 

distribution as follows: 58% White; 35% Hispanic; four percent (4%) African-American; 

and three percent (3%) other.  However, the majority of the participants of this study (15 

out of 16), came from towns smaller than the one that houses FGU; most were either 

border cities or towns where Hispanics were the majority.  Most of these students were 

used to being in a classroom and in a community where Latinos were the norm, Whites 

were the minority, and in some cases, African-Americans did not live. When they walk 

into a classroom of 25 (average classroom size) at First Generation University and only 

see at most the average of six to seven Latinos in the room (27% of 25 students), it can 
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appear that the Mexican-American students must, in fact, be hiding.  All this, combined 

with a low number of faculty of color on the campus, can lead to ‘culture shock’, as 

described by several of the students. 

Redemptive Student Narratives 

The stories of redemption that students tell themselves, and that they shared in 

this study, begin to set the tone for the consequent college years.  As they look for heroes 

and role models, they turn to their personal belief system, as mentioned by McAdams 

(2006), for guidance and inspiration as the narrative of their lives unfolds.  The premise 

of the LSMI is that identity is a fluid life story that seeks to find purpose in relation to 

society and the world.  As a result, the personal stories help to make sense of the past as 

well as foresee the future while helping to define current identity via recalling and/or 

retelling of stories.  In all of these stories, students use terms such as family, brother, 

sisters, and home, to refer to the Mexican-American group of students, to fellow 

classmates, or to the college campus.  The need to connect and to feel as part of a family 

system is palpable throughout their narratives placing this phenomenon in a key position 

for identity development.  It is reasonable to question if kinship is specific to Mexican-

American students.  While I do not have data from this study that could support the 

significance that this concept has on White or African-American students, the literature 

does address the strong familial influence on Latino student identity development 

(Attinasi, 1989; Rendón, 1992; Torres, 2003). It is said that “Although there are some 

similarities between Latino and White family systems, one major difference was found, 

the pattern of fictive kinship or godparents, (padrinos) or co-parents that are close family 

friends (compadres)” (Torres, 2004, p.458).  Ethnic identity literature references family 

as the entity that facilitates significant cultural changes such as acculturation and ethnic 



99 
 

identity (Marin, 1993) which can be the case for Latino youth.  This is not to say that 

fictive kinship could not appear if the same research was conducted with White and 

African-American students.  However, I would argue that the role that family plays as a 

defining structure for identity could potentially be different. 

Generational Burden 

A family related theme that made an appearance throughout the narratives is one I 

have labeled generational burden.  First generation students carry the burden of the 

generation.  A success for the student becomes a success for the tías, primos, y abuelos 

[aunts, cousins, and grandparents].  Failures are carried by the student with a scarlet letter 

and unreasonable amounts of self-deprecation.  Oftentimes first generation students are 

the flag-carriers of the generational war against lack of education.  Here are some of the 

quotes from the students: 

Alberto – “My education means that I’ve been the first person in my entire 
family to graduate from college.  This will be a great accomplishment for 
me but also for my parents.” 

Sofia – “…I received the bad news and I felt like I had failed not only 
myself but also my family, those who had been supporting me in my 
career choice and had so much faith in me.” 

Gloria – “My parents see their dreams that they couldn’t achieve in us and 
our education. My parents always told us that education was the way out 
of misery and regret. No matter how much they suffered they told us many 
times that it is being paid off with us achieving our goals and graduating 
from the universities.” 

Isabel – “…I knew I could not let my family down.  My family means the 
world to me and I cannot bear the thought of disappointing them.” 

Pamela – “I did not want to fail my mother and family who all have held 
great expectations towards me…” 
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One of the ironies about this burden is that while family imparts college 

attainment expectations, college attendance may alienate Latino students from family 

(Attinasi, 1989).  The quotes above provide the reader a glimpse into the pressures that 

many first generation students carry, in addition to the common stressors that college 

students experience as a whole. 

Challenges to our understanding of Kinship: Fictive vs. Reflective  

Fictive kinship has typically been applied to social settings of underrepresented 

populations.  Looking at this concept in the context of higher education is new therefore; 

some aspects of fictive kinship that have not been addressed have come to the forefront 

as a result of this study.  Tierney & Venegas (2006) tell us that in order for fictive 

kinships to form, individuals must agree not only on a goal, but must also have a similar 

worldview.  More specifically, as these relationships form in an education setting, they 

typically pertain to social dynamics, college access, and social interactions.  Camila, 

Alberto, Juan, and Yaretzy are examples of how these relationships begin to take shape 

and how they develop through time.  They appear to share in the two key factors that 

Tierney and Venegas mention – goals and worldview.  They are all in higher education 

for the same goal, to obtain a college degree and have better employment opportunities.  

Their worldviews are also fairly aligned.  They share an ethnic background, a language, a 

culture, and some even share similar immigration stories that bond them.  But what is 

missing in these fictive kinships?  Ironically, the missing component is the parental 

pseudo-relationship that they desperately need.  While they seem to be networking 

laterally with ease, they are not developing the hierarchical relationships such as the 

mother and father counterparts at the campus.  I hypothesize that this is largely attributed 
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to two factors: (1) the sparseness of Hispanic faculty on college campuses, and (2) lack of 

confidence in approaching people in authority.   

Monica offered a prime example of the positive emotions students can experience 

when they find someone that looks and talks like them.  She said, “…listening to Ms. 

Cortez speak in Spanish made me feel good inside. This is exactly what I was looking 

for.  She made me feel welcome; as if I could someday belong there.”  Unfortunately, the 

opportunities for these connections are few due to the limited number of Hispanics who 

pursue and complete a doctoral degree.  In 2009 only 3.8% of all doctoral degrees 

awarded in the United States went to Hispanics (U.S. Census, 2009).  This is a mere 1.8% 

increase from the 2.0% earned in 1990.  It has taken 20 years to gain less than 2 

percentage points; the future of Hispanics as faculty members is not looking promising.   

The second contributor to not seeking the parental pseudo-relationships is the lack 

of confidence.  A recurring sentiment expressed in the student narratives was fear which 

greatly hinders their confidence to approach individuals in authority.  Perhaps they are 

not seeing the White staff and faculty as potential parental fictive relationships even 

though these relationships may be the most needed.  The area of fictive kinship could 

benefit from special attention given to the relationships formed, as well as the ones that 

are missing since these relationships can have such positive effects on students and can 

potentially lead to a successful college career.     

Additionally, the term fictive kinship gives the illusion that the relationships 

formed are artificial and only a simulation of the biological relationships.  Based on the 

findings of this study I argue that the relationships formed are more meaningful than that.   

I will go a step further and propose that for this group, in this setting, rather than using 

fictive kinship perhaps a more appropriate term could be “mirror kinships”.  The new 
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relationships are a mirror of those bonds left back home and are equally as important and 

meaningful as the biological ones.  They provide comparable support, encouragement, 

and love, in other words, they mirror existing relationships but in a different setting.  The 

mirror kinship concept also reminds us of the importance of family resemblance as these 

relationships are formed.  Finding people who look like them, speak the same language, 

and understand the same culture is important in completing the “mirror family portrait” 

they are building in their new environment. 

Furthermore, they are less imagined relationships than they are a means of adding 

people to the family.  Throughout the narratives students referred to the new relationships 

as mirrors of the relationships at home.  The feeling of marginalization by mainstream 

society often drives individuals to create networks that provide the sense of belonging 

they need.  “Integration into the … pseudo-family inhibits the feelings of loneliness and 

frustration that are often the consequences of marginalization,” (Kim, 2009, p 499).  

Along with the anthropological expansion of kinship, which includes more non-sanguinal 

relationships (Schneider, 1984), when studying aspects of relationships that resemble 

kinship, it is worthwhile to probe more deeply into the nature and purpose of those 

relationships.  

Summary - I “See” What You Say 

A few months after the data were gathered, the MASO group held a car wash 

fundraiser, and the students asked if I would take my vehicle.  When I showed up that 

sunny Saturday morning, I saw what the young people had been describing all along.  As 

I pulled up to the car wash line with my family in the truck, one of the research 

participants, Pancho, ran up to the window to inform us that in addition to washing cars 

they were also selling aguas frescas y fruta en vaso (fresh fruit drinks and fruit in a cup).  
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These traditional Mexican treats are typically sold at carnivals or little stands at the 

plazas.  A few of the students were working the drink and fruit stand, while the others 

washed cars.  In the midst of their laughter, I could hear the Spanish music playing in the 

background and the students yelling out in Spanish.  I distinctly remember looking up 

through my windshield and seeing Juan scrubbing the left mirror, while Alberto worked 

on the right side of the vehicle.  Even though several months had passed since the data 

were gathered, Juan’s story came rushing back to me as I recalled his insecurities during 

his first year of college.  In his narratives he shared his concerns in leaving his mother 

and siblings behind with an alcoholic, abusive father. He was struggling to focus on 

schoolwork while overcome with anxiety.  Although his father was eventually able to 

control his problem, Juan still had to deal with this issue as he wrestled to find his place 

at the university.  I also recalled Alberto’s stories.  Alberto is an only child and an avid 

soccer player who grew up in a Mexican border town.  He and Juan actually met on the 

soccer field when Alberto and his roommate were out on the campus.  Alberto said 

“…we saw some people playing some soccer, and we decided to join them and that's 

where I met my brother Juan.”  Both of their narratives provide examples of a college 

struggles and how each has been there for the other.  Who knew that these two young 

men, Juan, with a nervous smile from a small West Texas town, and Alberto with his 

outgoing demeanor from a Mexican border town, would come to find a brotherhood at 

First Generation University?  As they both went about washing and scrubbing, seemingly 

oblivious to each other, I couldn't help but imagine the talks, the laughs, the tears, the 

fears, and all those significant moments that these two young men have shared and will 

continue to share in the coming years.  It is reminiscent of the late night talks that are 

often described by siblings.  Knowing how serious their struggles are, and knowing the 
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love and support they have for each other, paints the picture for the beautiful relationship 

they share which goes beyond the average friendship. 

Family support, either through biological connections or via fictive kinships, 

becomes the first identity development factor salient for first generation Mexican-

American students.  It is important not to confuse the term “fictive” with false.  The 

familial relationships built by Mexican-American students during the college years are 

just as important as the blood relationships they leave back home. I would even argue 

that, at times, they are even more critical.  For the purpose of this study and for reasons I 

presented in the previous section, throughout the rest of the study I will refer to the newly 

created relationship as “mirror kinships” rather than “fictive kinships”.  As it relates to 

the identity soundboard, the new mirror kinship created coupled with the need for them, 

play a key in the positioning of the family button on the identity soundboard.  For 

example, for Alberto, the only child who found a “brother” in Juan, the family button 

would move significantly during his college years as this and similar relationships 

continue to evolve.  More will be discussed in the final chapter but for now it is important 

to mention its relevance and the changing nature that family support has throughout the 

college years.  While the biological family typically plays a more prevalent role in the 

lives of high school students, college years’ family support can take new shape in the 

form of mirror kinships. 

The way this will play out in the identity soundboard will be twofold.  One, the 

level of biological family support needed and received by the student will guide the 

position of the identity button.  Two, the need and fostering of pseudo-families, or mirror 

kinships, will take the form of a second control button.  How much support is received on 

both of these factors will determine how high the button will be slid.    



105 
 

CHAPTER FIVE:  MIS PADRES…ALL THE WAY FROM MEXICO. 

When discussing first generation students, it is almost inevitable to mention 

parental influence.  In the Mexican American culture, family - more specifically parents - 

play a vital role in the identity development of young people.  Adolescents build their 

notions of culture and ethnic identity based on the parents’ acculturation, economic 

position, and other environmental factors (Knight, Bernal, Cota, Garza & Ocampo, 

1993). 

Familialism is defined as “that cultural value which includes a strong 

identification and attachment of individuals with their nuclear and extended families, and 

strong feelings of loyalty, reciprocity, and solidarity among members of the same family” 

(Marin, 1993, p. 184).  For Latino students in higher education, family influence has been 

documented in the ethnic identity literature (Keefe, Padilla & Carlos, 1978) and in the 

retention literature (Attinasi, 1989; Rendón, 1992).  Studies involving Latino families 

found that Latino students have more interactions with relatives and rely more heavily on 

family members for assistance (Marin, 1993). 

For the participants of this study, parental influence was evident as they retold 

immigrant narratives.  This chapter will present candid student immigration stories 

against the backdrop of the immigration literature and statistics.  

Immigration 

Immigrants in the United States are estimated at 40 million people. Each year 1.1 

million immigrants and refugees legally enter and a projected 8 to12 million of them are 

undocumented (Camarota, 2007).  While most emigrate from Latin American countries, 

some of the illegal immigrants come from Asia or Europe.  It is said that “Undocumented 
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immigrant workers are a major source of entry-level labor in the United States (farm 

labor, service, construction, etc.)” (Pumariega & Rothe, 2010). Many accept jobs that 

American citizens are not willing to take (Camarota, 2007). 

Learning About Hard Work The Hard Way – Altavio’s Story 

What I have learned from my dad is to have a strong work ethic.  The man 
was born in a small town in Hidalgo, Mexico where everyone knew 
everyone. To the best of my knowledge he had a short childhood.  With a 
family of eight and less than enough money to feed three mouths, my dad 
had to drop out of school when he was in third grade due to the lack of 
money to pay for an education.  At the age of twelve he began to work 
small jobs around town such as chopping and loading wood for local 
residents that would pay. Wages were of course always low and at one 
point he even faced having his family become homeless. Nearing the age 
of nineteen he was crossing the Mexico-Texas border to find work in the 
small towns all across the state. In total he made six round trips on foot 
from [one town to another, total of 115 miles each way]. Once in that town 
people, coyotes, would take him and other illegal immigrants to where 
there could be work found on farms and ranches. He has had jobs at 
leather preparation factories, dairy farms, cotton farms, watermelon farms, 
and okra farms.  Many of these jobs were at night, mostly because no 
farmer in his right mind would have a large number of illegal immigrants 
visible for himself to get caught using the very cheap labor.  

My dad has said many times that he could not imagine the U.S. having 
progressed without the help of illegal immigrants. I always thought that 
that was just proud Hispanic talk. “You couldn’t have done it without us” 
kind of talk. But really who else would want to pick okras, watermelons 
and cotton in the hot sun, clean the hides of animals of left over skin and 
meat, or chase dangerous cattle thru the night to get milk. I don’t think 
those jobs are dream jobs for anyone’s son or daughter.  

Although political rhetoric would lead the public to believe that immigrants are a 

drain on the economy, empirical data does not support this notion.  A study by the Texas 

state comptroller “estimated fiscal 2005 revenue to the state from undocumented 
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immigrants in Texas is about $1.0 billion, or about 3.6 percent of the $28 billion in state 

revenue considered in [the] analysis” (Strayhorn, 2006). 

The pay was always low. The best he could wish for is for the rancher to 
not call border patrol before they got paid.  When my dad had worked at 
the dairy farms the rancher himself had found him working in the cotton 
industry and told him another small town two hours away would pay 
better wages to work on his dairy farm. He went and found out everyone 
there was almost treated like prisoners. The rancher was so paranoid about 
having himself arrested for hiring illegal immigrant he had forbidden 
anyone working there to contact anyone else by letter or phone that wasn’t 
there with them. He left a week into being there and later gets word from 
an uncle that everyone there had been deported after the boss had called 
the border patrol on his own workers. His uncle had also heard that 
everyone there was not even paid for having worked there that week.  
Word was the rancher made his money having labor done for him for free 
since he would regularly play that stunt. 

After he got a work visa under Reagan’s term in office he worked further 
in agriculture. In 1991 he found a construction company that would 
become his source of employment for the next twenty years.  

If there is anything my dad has taught me is to work hard for anything I 
want to do. With his many stories he would always say that if I don’t want 
to end up doing hard labor like he has I better take advantage of the 
education that he never had. I’m sure many other families have been thru 
the same things, or even worse, as my father. Right now he still works as 
hard as he possibly can to make ends meet. I can promise him his time 
spent talking to me didn’t go to waste. 

Memorable messages are defined as “verbal messages which may  be 

remembered for extremely long periods of time and which people perceive as a major 

influence on the course of their lives” (Knapp, Stohl & Reardon, 1981, p.27).  These are 

the messages that people remember when they are making decisions about future 

behavior.  Altavio’s father faced significant struggles that had an impact on his son and 

retelling the story served as a reminder for Altavio. It reinforced the great effort that had 

to take place in order to afford him the educational opportunities he now enjoys.  During 
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the focus group and individual meetings, Altavio spoke about his parents and, in 

particular, his father.  He recounted stories with such pride and spoke about how much 

his father’s stories meant to him.  He made his feelings clearly known when he wrote: 

Few (once) illegal immigrants have told their stories ... Many times I have 
sat down with my dad and talked about the world and the life lessons he 
has learned. His words have passed on to me and it still shocks me just 
how much he has been thru. One day I hope my parents’ life story will be 
written so that others will hear about it and open their eyes and minds to 
the stories that are written through the eyes of illegal immigrants.  I still 
pray on that. 

Through both his writing and the interviews, Altavio expressed several times his 

desire for others to hear the stories of immigrants.  For Altavio, his parents’ stories are 

not just the recounting of the past, but he extrapolates meaning from their struggles in the 

form of verbalized and implicit advice or consejos.  In addition to memorable messages, 

the literature offers another concept that is more specific to the Mexican culture.  The 

work of Delgado-Gaitan (1994) and her research on Mexican immigrant families 

addresses the concept of consejos, which is nurturing guidance that “goes beyond the 

notion of advice for the purpose of solving a problem, which is the direct translation.  

Consejos implies a cultural domain of communication, imbued with emotional empathy, 

compassion, and familial expectation” (Delgado-Gaitan, 1994, p. 314).  Altavio offers a 

vivid example of consejos, when he writes, “With his many stories he would always say 

that if I don’t want to end up doing hard labor like he has I better take advantage of the 

education that he never had.” 

And that he does.  Even though Altavio is a commuter student and lives with his 

parents, he spends much of his time on campus.  He has made a concerted effort to be 

involved in co-curricular activities and to experience college much like those students 
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that come from out of town.  As the matter of fact, a few months after the data gathering 

process ended, he came by my office to share good news.  He had been hired as a 

Residence Assistance and would be living on campus.  This was both exciting and 

difficult to process for someone who had always lived at home and who was so close to 

his parents and siblings.  During one of his interviews, he shared that due to his hectic 

schedule he would often go days without seeing his younger brother and sister even 

though they lived in the same house.  To let him know just how much they missed him, 

his brother and sister would leave Altavio notes on his bed wishing him a good day and 

letting him know they loved him.  He confessed that his own parents would be jealous of 

the time he spent on campus, but he was sure to explain to them that the amount of work 

required in college is much different from high school.  He also reminded them of the 

ultimate goal, which was to obtain a college degree and in that way repay them for their 

hard work and sacrifice.  The consejos did not fall on deaf ears and Altavio made them 

his mantra as he attempted to balance college and home life.   

According to McAdams (2001), identity is a life story, and the life story is a 

sequence of narratives.  These narratives exist in the individuals’ minds because they are 

a recollection of events; however, these recollections require validation which comes 

from retelling the story.  Altavio makes mention, several times, of his desires to have 

immigration stories told so that others can hear, and therefore validate, the struggles 

faced by immigrants.  His identity is being shaped simply by listening to his parents’ 

stories, heeding their consejos, and then sharing those stories of redemption with others.     

The Families Left Behind – Pablo’s Story 

In the United States, we typically hear about immigration from the perspective of 

its effects on the economy or the work force.  We don’t often hear about the effects it has 
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on the families left back in the country of origin.  The separation, the spouse (typically 

the wife) who must raise a family alone, the children who go months or even years 

without a father in the home, the brothers and sisters who are separated and do not share 

memories.    

The following is of those stories from a student named Pablo, who came to the 

U.S. when he was 13 years old.  Although he is now 19, he did not begin learning English 

until he came to the United States.  This is particularly important because during his 

interview, when asked about the importance of the Spanish language, he admitted that he 

still struggles with English because he writes the way he thinks, and he thinks in Spanish.   

Since I remember, my mom is the person that has looked out for the best 
for the family. When my oldest brother was about 2 years old my dad 
came to the United States looking for the American dream, the dream that 
most immigrants come and look for. Looking for the dream of a better 
future, my dad had to leave the house and came to a totally different 
world.  While my dad was here in the USA, my mom had to take a new 
role in her life not only as the housewife taking care of the kids, but also 
the role of mother and father for my brothers and I. Without the presence 
of my dad, my mom had to be the one that did my dad’s work while he 
was here in the USA.  My mom not only had to get up every morning and 
be the housewife; cleaning, cooking and taking care of the children, but 
also she had to work in the field, working the farm, feeding the cows, 
goats and cutting firewood for cooking given the circumstances that back 
in the time [false friend for at that time] there was not a stove to cook.  
When it was time to work the fields, I remember that my mom had to get 
up early in the morning and multitask in order to have done the chores for 
the day. Every morning she had to get up early in the morning and prepare 
breakfast for us to go to school.  

According to Bacallao and Smokowski (2007), when the immigrant father is 

away, the mothers and children typically lean on the extended family for support.  

Additionally, due to cost (approximately $4000 per undocumented immigrant) fathers are 

not able to visit on a regular basis therefore, “in the father’s absence, the family left 
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behind restructures itself and establishes new patterns of functioning” (Bacallao & 

Smokowski, 2007).  This was the situation in Pablo’s home and he recognizes the great 

lengths that his mother had to go to in order to provide for the daily needs of the family 

and to ensure that Pablo, his two older brothers, and his little sister were properly cared 

for. 

Then she had to check on us in order to be ready for school, she was the 
one that dressed us and took care of us whenever we were sick. I 
remember that not even when I was sick, I never missed a day of school 
because my mom never let me stay at home because I was lying just so I 
didn’t have to go to school.  As part of our Mexican culture, my mom 
strongly believes in herbal medicine. I don’t even know what she used in 
each remedy, when it wasn’t mint with salt and lemon for your stomach, 
then it was aloe Vera with salt and rubbing alcohol for a cold. Just by the 
simple fact that she had to rely on herbs in order to make us feel better 
because she didn’t have the financial resources to take us to the doctor, 
that means a lot to me; and believe it or not those home remedies work 
even better than the doctor’s medicine.  

There were times that we did not have food to eat and my mom had to use 
my dad’s family for some frijoles [beans] and tortillas for us.  Whenever 
she had to work the fields, she had to wait for us to get out of school in 
order to takes us with her because she didn’t have someone to take care of 
us while she was working. I remember that since I was little I was in the 
fields working with my mother every day. There were times that I was not 
able to spend time with friends because I was working my family’s field.  

From Pablo’s narratives and my interactions with him, I have made several 

observations.  The immigration struggles that his parents have endured have not been in 

vain.  He shared the sad story about the first weeks of school and the loneliness he felt 

when he wouldn’t go eat in the cafeteria because he “didn’t know anyone to share the 

table and I was really shy”.  For students who are so close to their family and are used to 

family meals, “sharing the table” is a significant part of their day.  However, judging 

from Pablo’s description of his parents, and more specifically his mother, I am able to 
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gather that his desire to succeed is largely based on her example of hard work.  She didn’t 

let him skip school even when he was sick, so loneliness was not a strong enough reason 

for leaving school.  Feeling isolated and being shy did not stop him from continuing his 

education even when compounded with academic barriers.  Since Pablo did not come to 

the United States until he was thirteen, his English language skills are still developing.  

However, I have noticed something very interesting about him.  Even though he has a 

marked accent and often struggles to find words in English, he does not speak Spanish 

even when others speak to him in Spanish.  In his job as a student assistant on campus, he 

often has to explain services and programs to new parents and students. He will only 

speak Spanish when explaining things to parents who don’t speak English.  I see this as 

part of his commitment to overcome his language barrier and to improve his English 

skills.  Although quiet and mild mannered, I see him constantly taking a firm stance on 

his efforts to overcome adversity.   

Pablo’s childhood story was not an easy one, yet he recognizes the redeeming 

power of what he and his parents endured.  He goes on to write that he learned from 

people around him and that “my parents have been the perfect example in my life to 

never give up; to never say that  you can’t do it; to never say that you cannot get up when 

you fail to accomplish something in life.”  McAdams (1985) explains that the internalized 

stories require a reconstruction of the past, an understanding of the present, and the 

anticipation of the future. It is these stories that offer a personalized structure by which an 

individual builds identity.  Pablo’s structure was heavily created by his parents’ 

immigration story and through his repeated use of the word “never”, he lets us know that 

he plans to apply this motivational structure in his future.   
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Trapped With Strange People – Chayito’s Story 

One of the narratives that most vividly depicts immigration struggles of children, 

as described by the literature, is the story of Chayito.  She has been in the United States 

four years and came when she was fourteen years old.  Learning the language was her 

biggest struggle, but her determination and hard work allowed her not only to learn the 

language but to graduate as the salutatorian of her small high school.  Chayito is more 

comfortable communicating in Spanish so at the beginning of the study she asked to 

submit her narratives in Spanish.  Below is Chayito’s story as translated by the 

researcher, because of the length, the Spanish version submitted by the student is 

included as Appendix D. 

English Translation 

I lived in Mexico with my mom, my brother and my sister. We had 
financial problems but we were a happy family. In the afternoons I would 
go to school and at nights we would sell enchiladas in the streets on the 
weekends so we could have money to eat.  One day, my dad came from 
the United States with news that would completely change my life.  He 
told us that that we received the appointment for us to become residents of 
the US and that we would leave in a few weeks.   

That day came, and we left for Ciudad Juarez [designated immigration 
office for the region] to get our papers in order.  While there, I felt a 
different atmosphere, people speaking different languages, I felt trapped in 
a place with strange people.  After several exams and paperwork we had 
the fortune of receiving our papers, or I guess you could say the 
misfortune for me because I did not want to come to this country.  I was 
happy in México, well, according to me I had it all. I had the highest 
grades in my class, worked on the weekends, and had my boyfriend and 
many friends that loved me.  When I left I had to leave all that behind and 
that made me very sad.  My brother, my mom and I became residents but 
my sister could not because she was over the age limit.   

First- and second-generation immigrant children are the most rapidly growing 

segment of the U.S. child population, comprising over 30% of the K-12 U.S. school 
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population (Capps, Fix, Ost, Anderson & Passel, 2004).  While the reasons for coming to 

the United States are well intentioned, immigrant status has challenges even for children 

and adolescents. These can come in the form of anti-immigrant sentiments, confusing 

legal proceedings, learning a new language, navigating a new culture, and acclimating to 

a new educational system.  Some say that “Additionally, the reality of a long-term 

separation from family and friends (and at times even from parents) sets in while living in 

a strange environment. For undocumented families, there is the added risk and heightened 

stress from traumatic experiences at the hands of immigration authorities, including 

workplace, school, and home raids that may end in arrests and potential deportation” 

(Pumariega & Rothe, 2010).  For Chayito, the trauma was very noticeable since she felt 

she had it all, lacked for nothing, and was happy just the way she was.  Her perspective of 

the good life she was already living, combined with confusing legal proceedings, 

separation from her older sister, and the unknown of a new country and language all 

foreshadowed the internal conflict she would experience coming to the United States. 

 I remember the day we came to this country as if it was yesterday, 
it was a cold and melancholic day.  It was November and I remember it 
had frozen, the house did not have heaters, and upon arriving we were 
surprised to find out that my dad had been robbed – they broke in the back 
door which made the house feel even colder.  I remember my brother and I 
had to sleep in the same bed.  My brother had a scholarship in México to a 
technical school so the next day he had to go back to México to finish 
school.  He was going to leave very early in the morning and I was very 
sad, I couldn’t even say bye to him.  I remember hearing his voice telling 
me that everything would be fine.  I was completely covered under the 
blankets crying. 

 Coming to this country greatly affected me because it was a big 
change in my life.  In México I left my friends, my sister, and my family.  
Adapting to this country was difficult because I wasn’t comfortable here.  
Everything in this country was different compared to what I was used to in 
México.  This country had a different culture, language, and the people see 
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things differently.  To this day I have not been able to adapt to this 
country…a difficult thing that I still struggle with to this day is the 
language. 

 Now that I look back and remember all this I start to think and 
analyze the situation and I have come to the conclusion that I should be 
very proud to have the chance to live in the country of opportunities, the 
United States. 

Retelling stories with a redemptive ending is part of the Life Story Model of 

Identity.  The person does not have to be experiencing the difficult situation in the present 

moment, but rather they interpret the memory as having redeeming value and with 

meaningful lessons learned which in turn gives the storyteller new ways to manage 

hardships to come (McAdams, 2001; Aldwin, Sutton & Lachman, 1996).  Chayito does 

exactly this when she writes, “…Now that I look back and remember all this I start to 

think and analyze the situation…”  Subsequent interviews and narratives submitted by 

this student revealed that, consistent with LSMI, she draws on the experience presented 

to help her get through other difficult times.  In a different narrative she recounted how 

difficult high school was because she came from México without knowing the language. 

Yet she was able to overcome that and went on to thrive her senior year.  Throughout her 

senior year the salutatorian position was a close race between Chayito and a student 

named Megan (pseudo name).  Megan was so confident that she would win the second 

place position that she took her senior pictures with the cords that are typically worn by 

salutatorians.  Two weeks before graduation the counselors informed Chayito that she 

was the salutatorian for her graduating class.  Chayito was excited but also nervous 

because she had to give the salutatorian speech at graduation and was self-conscious 

about her limited and broken English.  She rehearsed and eventually gave her speech to a 

small crowd in her high school gymnasium.  She described looking up and seeing an 
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entire section of the bleachers full of friends, family, and coworkers who were there to 

support her and to share in her success.  Being true to her roots and in honor of the 

struggles that her parents made as they immigrated to the United States, at the closing of 

her salutatorian speech she spoke in Spanish and received a standing ovation from the 

small crowd.  The redemptive immigration story helped her to create a more confident 

identity that allowed her to approach challenges with self-assurance. 

En Español 

A theme that goes hand-in-hand with that of immigration is the language.  I 

already mentioned that two of the students wrote the narratives in Spanish, however, six 

others also wrote either words or phrases in Spanish as well.  Eight out of the sixteen 

participants (50%) included code switching, or the alternating between languages in the 

same speech situation (Auer, 1998).   

Yaretzy – “At first they were upset y salieron con que ya no nos quieres 
nomas quieres estar haya.” [At first they were upset and told me that I 
didn’t love them anymore and all I wanted was to be over there.] 

Alberto – “The phrases ‘Está muy difícil’ [it is too hard] o ‘no puedo’ [I 
can’t] don’t exist in our home.” 

Gloria – “I look at them now and see how much they have aged and I say 
to myself “con arrugas o sin arrugas mis padres siempre van a ser mis 
padres..” [with or with without wrinkles my parents will always be my 
parents…] 

Biculturalism is a term that originally derived from the acculturation literature, 

(Berry, 1997; Szapocznik, Kurtines & Fernandez, 1980) which focuses on cultural 

behaviors such as language use, choice of friends, media preferences, etc. (Cabassa, 

2003).  From this perspective, individuals are considered bicultural if they engage in a 

series of behaviors that involve both cultures (i.e., friendships, television, and reading 
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choices, etc.) and speak both the language of their heritage cultural context (in this case 

Spanish) and the language of the receiving culture (in this case English).  The search for 

identity while navigating two languages adds yet another layer as bicultural students 

balance behaviors and values consistent with two cultures all while attempting to identify 

with both of them.  As it relates to the identity soundboard, we will see in the final 

discussion chapter how this will play out in the form of two separate control buttons, one 

for acculturation, and one for assimilation. 

Family & Cultural Capital 

Studies have found that family cultural capital plays a significant role in the 

college selection process and the experiences they have once on campus.  This family 

cultural capital and the student’s understanding of college expectations are more limited 

for first-generation students than for their peers; therefore, this will also be a key identity 

factor for first generation Mexican-American students.  As a result, they may be less 

prepared to make suitable decisions about institutions and college involvement that could 

have a positive effect on the students’ educational progress (Pascarella et al., 2004).  The 

ability to use parents as informed resources is a form of cultural capital that will play a 

role on the identity soundboard for these students.   

Delgado-Gaitan addresses the notion of parental involvement. Its limited 

definition typically includes attending events and helping to improve grades.  Often times 

the contributions that immigrant parents offer do not come in the traditional sense.  I 

recall being in the fifth grade, had only been in the United States a couple of years, and 

the school requested parent volunteers for the fall festival.  Because of their limited 

English my parents would shy away from volunteering at the school if it meant having to 

speak the language.  However, much to my surprise, that year my mother agreed to help 
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and volunteered to sell nachos and Frito pie in the school cafeteria as part of the fall 

festival activities.  I distinctly remember being happy and proud that she was there but 

also feeling sad and worried for her because I knew she was in an uncomfortable 

situation.  Before coming to the U.S., my mother was a confident and successful 

accountant who was respected by those who knew her.  Seeing her in a situation where 

she felt uncomfortable, and perhaps even inadequate, felt wrong to me even at my young 

age.  However that moment, and others similar to it, have not gone unnoticed and have 

helped to build the narrative of my life.  What I, the students from this study, and other 

immigrant students have come to value are not necessarily the number of hours 

volunteered at the school, but the number of consejos y lecciones (advice and lessons) 

that have been passed on to us by our parents.  Delgado-Gaitan writes, “Family 

conversations transmit people’s voices and open a window into the family’s perceived 

sense of power in their daily life…” (1994, p. 298).   It is through these conversations and 

stories that first generation Mexican-American students gain power and confidence to 

add to their life narrative and solidify their identity. Cultural capital will be a key 

component of the identity soundboard.  The reasoning behind its relevance is that the 

literature makes a case for the limited cultural capital possessed first generation students, 

yet higher education offers abundant opportunities to increase it.  The effects this can 

have on both identity and family dynamics position it as essential for the identity 

soundboard.   

The Child Immigrant  

Perhaps the most significant contributions of this chapter are the resilience 

narratives of the immigrant children.  Given the rapidly growing immigrant population, 

and that their presence has heavily influenced the fiber of American culture, it is fitting 
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that more attention be devoted to the role of children.  The majority of studies conducted 

on children of immigrants entail assimilation to American culture, educational 

struggles/achievement, or health issues.  The findings of this study lead me to challenge 

two factors within the immigration literature that have yet to be thoroughly explored: (1) 

lessons learned by children via grown-up roles and (2) acculturation and assimilation not 

being directly proportionate to each other.   

The first challenge, lessons learned by children via grown-up roles, addresses the 

lack of attention and value given to grown-up roles that immigrant children are often 

forced to play due to circumstances.  For example, having to drive an ill parent to the 

hospital at age 14, selling burritos in the fields, selling enchilada plates in the streets of 

México, or having to worry about money and food while attending elementary school.  

These scenarios were lived by the participants of this study and these are the stories that 

are often untold in the literature.  However, it is not just about the stories, but about the 

lessons learned from those stories and how those experiences change the fiber of who 

these children grow up to be.  Although the hardships endured by many of the immigrant 

children force them to grow up quickly, it appears that these hardships do not give them 

the social confidence needed to speak up and advocate for themselves.  Perhaps because 

skills such as navigating the public transportation system or translating for a parent at the 

bank or grocery store are not recognized as cultural capital, therefore immigrant students, 

and those around them, don’t always recognize the value and power of such skills.  

Additionally, putting immigrant children in these grown-up roles provides them access to 

the adult culture, and in a way distancing them from the mainstream, American children’s 

culture.  Group membership in such dissimilar groups as the immigrant adult group and 
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the American children group are extremely conflicting yet immigrant children must find a 

way to navigate both continuously and are expected to code switch seamlessly.   

The second challenge of the immigration literatures addresses issues of 

acculturation and assimilation.  Studies of immigrant children typically address the 

acculturation process and how they transition into the American culture.  However, 

becoming more acculturated is typically correlated to moving further from the culture of 

origin.  The students in this study provided us with evidence that this is not necessarily 

the case.  As they worked on learning English, they did not forget Spanish and as the 

matter of fact, would revert to using it in their narratives.  As they work on learning 

American customs they did not forget the Mexican traditions and value systems.  I 

believe that moving closer to one culture does not automatically distance you from the 

other therefore these two are on two separate continuums.  The immigration literature 

could benefit from additional studies on immigrant children with special consideration 

given to redemptive narratives that arise from grown-up roles, and 

acculturation/assimilation as separate entities.   

 

Summary 

According to Crockett, Brown, Russel, and Shen (2007), Latino students 

described views and practices in their parental relationships that were consistent with 

Latino cultural values.  They also tended to view parents positively despite imperfect 

relationships and greater satisfaction with family life, which could be a result of a 

protective stance toward the family that is consistent with familismo.  The decision to 

leave the home country for a new and unknown culture is not an easy one to make.  For 

many immigrants the desire to improve the quality of life outweighs not just the risks but 
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the hardships it may bring to the entire family.  Many Mexican-American students are not 

just first generation college students, but they are also first generation in the United 

States. Further it is this generation status that will also play a role in the identity 

soundboard concept that will be described in detail in the final chapter.  This will be 

presented as a series of buttons that will each labeled as first, second, third, etc., 

depending on the generational status of the students.  In addition, two buttons are 

included as a result of immigrant status: 1) acculturation and 2) enculturation.   

These factors not only compound the adversity students must face but also 

strengthen the connection to the parents and the role they play in their lives.  However, 

the redemptive stories that come as a result of their immigration narratives are what help 

shape their identity and build their coping schema.  Stories told embody the personality 

of the storyteller and the perspective with which they choose to construct personal reality 

(McAdams et al., 2001).  For the students in this chapter, they chose a redemptive point-

of-view rather than a contamination perspective.  True to the Life Story Model of 

Identity, they also share how the immigrant stories of overcoming contributed to their 

coping mechanism from which they draw when they encounter other challenges.    
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CHAPTER SIX: SELF-DISCOVERY 

LOOK AT ME NOW! 

A recurring theme throughout the student narratives included moments of self-

discovery and personal growth which can also be referred to as self-actualization 

(Maslow, 1943).  Maslow’s hierarchy of needs has been used in studies that relate to 

quality of life, healthcare, cultural studies, education, and finances.  Abraham Maslow 

(1962; 1968), developed and expanded a needs hierarchic theory that has influenced 

several academic disciplines including the field of education.  Part of the success of this 

theory can be attributed to its applicability throughout time.  This theory proposes that the 

right environment for people will allow them to grow in a manner that will help them 

reach the potential they have inherited and eventually lead them to self-actualization 

(Maslow, 1962).  

This section will present the narratives that offer readers a candid view of 

students’ lives and the significant moments that shape them according to McAdams’ 

model.  The first narrative is Pablo’s story (we first met Pablo in Chapter Six) which 

offers a look into the life of a young man who, for the first time, experienced autonomy 

while in college after coming from a traditional home with overprotective parents.  

Through the second narrative we will meet Sonia, a young lady from a small town who 

had never interacted with African-Americans. She had heard enough stories to build, 

what she later discovered to be, inaccurate assumptions about the group.  And lastly we 

will meet Rafael, who shares with the readers the unexpected confidence that he gained 

through his on-campus job, and the personal growth he experienced as he pushed his 

personal and professional boundaries.  
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Experiencing New Freedom – Pablo’s Story 

I still remember my first weeks of school, I didn’t go out as much. I was 
only in my room after all my classes were done each day. Days seemed 
longer and longer as time passed. It was really difficult to manage my new 
life in college. It was hard because I didn’t know how to do stuff on my 
own without the supervision of my parents. Everything that I used to do 
before coming to college was under my parents’ control. In a way by not 
having my parents near me, I was able to do new stuff without my parents 
telling me what to do. I was able to experience the freedom to do what I 
want, the freedom to start taking [false friend for making] my own 
decisions and start taking some control over my life. But now that I am in 
college, my relationship that I have with my parents changed dramatically. 
Now I feel a stronger support from my parents, especially my mom. I still 
remember one time that I was talking to my mom over the phone and she 
told me that if I was feeling the pressure of been in college because of her 
or my dad, that it was fine if I didn’t want to continue with my education.  
If I didn’t want to [continue] they will understand and that they will be 
there for me whatever my decision would be. When I heard those words 
from her, I felt more confident and more inspired to continue and not give 
up. 

We first met Pablo in a previous chapter as he described his family situation when 

his father immigrated to the U.S. and his mother was left behind to carry on with the 

family.  Through this narrative we are able to see that a transformation process began to 

take shape.  In this narrative, Pablo shares the emotions he experienced as his college life 

began.  He describes the initial feelings of loneliness, difficulty, and confusion, yet at the 

same time he seems to awaken to the new possibilities that lie ahead of him as he begins 

a more independent life.  He shares that now he will “experience the freedom to do what I 

want” and conveys excitement about making his own decisions and taking some control 

of his life now that his parents are not physically with him on a day-to-day basis.  

However, even though Pablo’s parents live two hours from the University, they had not 

relinquished total control. According to Pablo “they are even constantly checking my 

bank account to check how much money I have spent.” 
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The search for healthy parent-adolescent attachment has been studied for many 

years.  During the 1970s and 1980s, the key term was separation-individuation which was 

defined “as the absence of negative feelings about the process of separation, including 

feelings of anxiety, guilt, or expecting rejection when separating” (Mattanah, Hancock & 

Brand, 2004, p. 213).  The literature proposed that higher levels of reported separation-

individuation resulted in better academic performance, better social adjustment to 

college, and fewer symptoms of loneliness or depression (Hoffman, 1984; Hoffman & 

Weiss, 1987; Lapsley, Rice & Shadid, 1989).  It is said that “Separation-individuation is 

seen as a developmental process that begins with separation from parents, peers, and 

other significant persons, but that extends to individuation and the development of a 

coherent, autonomous self” (Mattanah, Hancock & Brand, 2004, p. 213). 

In the 1990s, the new term became secure attachment and researchers began to 

look at secure attachment between students and parents as the new, more accurate 

predictor of college adjustment instead of separation-individuation (Armsden & 

Greenberg, 1987; Kenny, 1990; Vivona, 2000).  Attachment is defined in these studies as 

an enduring emotional bond that forms between the parent and the child across the life 

span (Rice, FitzGerald, Whaley & Gibbs; 1995).  Pablo’s attachment to, and separation 

from, his parents appears to be headed in a healthy direction despite the parents’ need to 

maintain control.  Pablo’s self-confidence is growing along with his ability to speak up 

for himself giving him the skills necessary to advocate for his self-sufficiency.  As he 

works on the fourth tier, esteem, he attempts to respectfully assert his independence 

keeping in mind his traditional Mexican family values.  In the same narrative, Pablo went 

on to write: 
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I believe that my parents are overprotective…because of cultural customs, 
and religious background. Coming from a Hispanic (Mexican) family, 
family values are really important… the family values have taught my 
parents that family should be united at all times.  Something that I noticed 
when I came to the United States is that when you reach the age of 18 
years, you are supposed to leave the house and start your own life by 
yourself.  On the other hand, in many Mexican families (traditions), you 
are able to stay with your parents until you are ready to leave the house 
and not at a certain age. 

According to Ojeda, Navarro, and Morales (2011), Mexican American males 

create a unique male identity due to the connections between gender and Mexican 

culture.  Some of the traits that are ascribed to the more traditional Mexican culture 

include being family oriented, having spirituality, valuing respect, and holding traditional 

gender roles (Knight et al., 2009).  In accordance with LSMI, the construction and 

reconstruction of a life story consists of a three-step process which includes construction, 

encoding, and reconstruction.  The stories are built within the storyteller’s cultural 

framework and these experiences can include personal biases such as gender, class, 

ethnicity, and religious beliefs as interpreted by the narrator (Franz & Stewart, 1994).  

Pablo’s cultural framework includes traditional Mexican family values that he respects, 

yet struggles as he assimilates to the new American way of life.  In addition, he is 

attempting to balance those conflicting worlds with the new college culture in which he 

lives.  When asked about significant people or situations in his life, Pablo shared these 

lines which, in my view, candidly describe his self-actualization journey: 

In a way or another I see that I have improved considerably compared to 
how I used to be before I came to college. The fact that I have exposed 
myself to a totally new environment…I will consider that as a situation 
that has changed my life completely. By taking the step to come and 
currently be in college changed the way my family and relatives saw me 
before-- just by the simple fact that we come from a different 
environment, a different country where the possibility to get a higher 
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education is rare…As a whole, college has given me the tools and the 
strength to be a better person. 

Pablo’s juxtaposition of cultures is conflicting as he struggles to balance his 

traditional values with the new culture he embraces.  However, over the last year I have 

had the opportunity to see him grow into the more confident version of himself.  He 

credits his on-campus job, which forces him to interact with people, for helping him to 

overcome his shyness and for improving his communication skills by allowing him to 

practice English in a non-threatening environment.  He is still soft spoken and rarely 

speaks unless spoken to.  However, when he does speak, it is with confidence that comes 

from knowing and liking himself a little more each day. 

I had never seen so many African-Americans - Sonia’s Story 

 A storyteller’s cultural framework invokes ideologies and stereotypes that have 

been built over years and that have been shaped by significant people and circumstances 

in their lives (McAdams, 2004).  For college students, this typically means that parents 

and siblings are the significant influences, along with friends and educators.  The 

circumstances would be those that surround their day-to-day lives in their hometowns, 

schools, and homes.  Through this narrative we will meet Sonia, and we will explore the 

extent to which stereotypes and the campus racial climate can affect underrepresented 

students and how these factors, subsequently, influence identity development. 

When I came to college I was just a small town girl who didn’t really 
know much about the things that happened outside of her sheltered town 
of about 300 people. I rarely went out anywhere mainly because 
everything was so far away. The most I would hang out with friends 
would be at school, at sport events outside of town, and when I went to 
Mexico in December. I never felt like I had too much freedom, but I don’t 
consider that my parents were over protective or that [they] held me back, 
because my parents are great. However, everything being so far away, and 
me not having a driver’s license until I was 18 didn’t help much.  
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 When I came to college I knew I was in for a few challenges.  
Even though [the college town] is not a very big city I believe it has a lot 
of diversity, at least compared to my little town. When I came here the 
first thing I noticed was a lot of African American students as well as 
Koreans, I honestly had never seen so many African Americans nor 
Koreans in my life.  Back home my school was not diverse at all, it was 
Mexicans and Anglos pretty much. I remember that people would always 
tell me that African Americans are bad, that they’re always stealing from 
and hurting people, these people were not my parents, they have never 
been prejudice, that’s probably why I grew up thinking that everyone 
deserves a chance. So anyway, everyone was pretty much afraid of 
African Americans back home because they were supposedly “bad” but 
although I never really believed all that, I guess it did kind of have an 
effect on me, so I really didn’t know how to approach an African 
American or how to befriend one. At First Generation University I 
realized that everyone that had told me those things had been wrong, 
because yeah maybe there are those who steal and hurt people, but that’s 
with every race not just one in particular. Here I was finding a lot of 
African Americans who wanted to better themselves, who wished to 
further their education, and all those other people who told me things 
about them didn’t see it because they were in a closed atmosphere.  

Sonia came from a small town where she lived with her three brothers and her 

parents.  As is the case with many small towns, they are not very diverse and Sonia’s 

town was no different.  Up until the time that she left for college, her cultural framework 

was built upon the limited experiences offered by small-town America.  However, higher 

education opened her world to new people, and she was about to learn first-hand just how 

big and diverse this world really is. 

I’m the kind of person who likes to meet all kinds of people of different 
races and different cultures because I like to learn about them. I always 
have been that way, but back home there was really no variety, so variety 
is one of the things that I most like about FGU.  I like that we have foreign 
exchange students. Through this program I was able to befriend people 
from South Korea as well as people from Africa that are here because of 
this program. I see myself now more as an open person than I was before 
because I have learned a lot more and all those things that people had told 
me in the past have now been erased from my mind. As a matter of fact, 
some of my closest friends are African American. To me it doesn’t matter 
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what the color of your skin is or what your culture or beliefs are, everyone 
deserves a chance and doesn’t deserve to be judged without being met, nor 
should stereotypes be believed just because people tell you that’s how it is.  

For Sonia, lack of prejudice was one of the areas she, perhaps unintentionally, 

began to develop while at college.  Tan et al. (2001) found that subjects presented with 

positive peer group statements regarding another racial group tended to express more 

positive stereotypes toward that group.  Sonia took a more active approach which was to 

befriend international students and get to know them on a more personal level.  This, 

along with her open mind, helped to substitute the negative stereotypes she held with new 

positive ones.  In addition, this shift took place in great part because of the supportive 

relationship that Sonia shares with her parents.  She mentioned that her dad encourages 

them to enrich their learning, and he is very supportive of his children’s decisions.  One 

of the goals of higher education is to help students develop an understanding and 

acceptance of others who are different from them in hopes of increasing their cultural 

competence and their ability to interact in a diverse world (Antonio, 2001; Henderson-

King & Kaleta, 2000; Taylor, 1998).  First Generation University provided opportunities 

that helped to facilitate cultural awareness for students and Sonia maximized that 

opportunity.  In addition, her supportive family environment coupled with her sincere 

desire to grow as a person facilitated the self-discovery process.   

  In the Life Story Model of Identity, the second step is encoding which requires 

that stories be filtered through personal goals, concerns, and perspectives before 

classifying them as defining life stories.  When Sonia was asked to write about something 

that happened in college that affected the ways she saw herself, she chose to write about 

her discovery of new cultures. The third phase, reconstruction, is the process in which 

storytellers decide what is meaningful, what to remember, and how to filter and code 
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stories in a way that will be memorable. She stored the cultural encounters in such a way 

that her mind recalled them as significant when asked about a memorable event.  

Although still growing and learning, her own words reflect contentment with the progress 

she is making toward self-actualization phase as she stated, “I see myself now more as an 

open person than I was before.” 

A few months after the data gathering process had been completed, Sonia stopped 

by my office, as she often did, to say hello and catch up.  During one of those visits she 

mentioned that she was working with one of my students, Randall (pseudo-name), at a 

local grocery store.  Randall is an African-American male who had recently suffered 

from epileptic seizures and had been denied driving privileges for six months.  I knew of 

the student’s health condition. What I did not know was that Sonia asked to be put on a 

similar work schedule as Randall so that she could pick him up and drive him to and from 

work.  When Sonia stated that her mind was opened to different cultures, she sincerely 

meant it.  Her actions, while sincerely altruistic, do not come as a surprise because it 

speaks to her genuine desire to grow and rid herself of erroneous stereotypes. 

Learning More Than Office Skills - Rafael’s Story 

Rafael, a psychology major, comes from a small town with less than 20 students 

in his graduating class.  He became a student assistant at the university, and, through this 

narrative, he tells how an on-campus job has helped to increase his confidence and led to 

self-discovery. 

…I never had any experience working in an office before. I have to admit 
I was pretty overwhelmed. It took me a while to get the daily feel of it.  I 
did make a few mistakes along the way but the staff made sure I learned 
from them. I learned how to create databases, phone etiquette, time 
management, and more. I was even able to use my skills in Photoshop for 
my job. I have met many important people and even been able to 
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participate in many different programs through my title as a student 
assistant.  

 In a sense, I feel like I grew up a little. I feel more mature and 
responsible. I get to help other students that come to FGU like when I first 
came here. I’m involved in programs that help spread cultural awareness 
and entertainment. I have been to meetings and events that otherwise 
would have been impossible to get into. Every day I’m learning something 
new and gaining experience that will help me in the future. I feel like I 
have stepped out of the barrier I placed when I first came into college. I 
now can have conversations with people and have the confidence to 
approach older adults. If I didn’t have this job I probably wouldn’t have 
the same personality as I do now. In all, this work experience has made 
my college experience so much better. 

When I came to FGU the last thing on my mind was a job.  The office I 
now work in gave me an experience I will never forget and an experience I 
continue to look forward to working to. When I joined their staff I was 
only expecting to learn a few office rituals like how to scan, or make 
phone calls but I’m gaining a lot more than I thought, and I’m happy that I 
can learn with such a great department.  

According to Shrauger and Schohn (1995) college students’ expressed self-

confidence is consistent with others' appraisals of their confidence.  It appears that 

through his job, Rafael is receiving the validation that he needs to grow his self-assurance 

not just in the workplace, but in other aspects of his life.  He used phrases in his 

narratives such as “stepped out of the barrier” and “have the confidence to approach older 

adults”, which are indicative of social maturity and personal growth.  In addition, highly 

confident people perceive their futures more favorably than less confident people 

(Shrauger & Schohn, 1995).  The future for Rafael seems promising.  He confidently 

shares that working in an on-campus office gave him “an experience I will never forget 

and an experience I continue to look forward to working to.” 

  While this student narrative could lead the reader to believe that he came open 

and prepared for self-discovery, one story does not paint the entire picture. This next 



131 
 

story gives a more accurate description of his experience.  While in high school, Rafael 

was a self-described “healthy kid”.  He shared that through most of his high school years 

he was bullied, ridiculed, and insulted for being overweight which led to depression and 

self-hate. It wasn’t until one day a friend challenged him to do something about his 

weight and began working out with and encouraging Rafael.  By the end of the year he 

had lost a significant amount of weight and gained self-confidence.  

By the end of the year I lost 65 pounds. I was drum major and we have to 
wear a suit for contest at the beginning of the year and the end. When I put 
on that suit, it no longer fit me. I can’t describe how it felt. That moment 
was when I felt the most successful ever. And that’s the success I want. A 
success I can see and feel every day. Money, cars, clothes can always go 
away or be taken, and looks can fade but the feeling and discipline I 
learned is something I will always cherish.  

At an early age, Rafael experienced the positive effects of self-esteem and coded 

them in such a way that he is able to recall them when he experiences something similar.  

He remembers people’s reaction to him as he went through the weight loss process, 

“Over the first month, others were starting to notice a change.  Not just in my appearance 

but also my personality.”  Coming to terms with his new body brought about more than 

physical changes.  Astin (1985) proposed that the amount of student learning and 

personal development is directly proportional to the quality and quantity of student 

involvement as it relates to learning, and participating in leadership experiences and 

activities.  An on-campus job awards Rafael opportunities to develop both at a 

professional and a personal level in ways that are noticeable for him.  He stated, “If I 

didn’t have this job I probably wouldn’t have the same personality as I do now.”  He 

writes about the opportunity to use his skills but also to be involved in activities and 

meetings that he may not be a part of, were it not for his position.   
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Consistent with the research, Rafael is an example of how being involved in 

leadership activities can lead to higher levels of educational attainment and increases in 

personal values (such as the desire to promote diversity causes) than do students who do 

not participate in these activities (Astin, 1993).  In other words, more opportunities for 

self-discovery are yet to come for Rafael, and advancement toward self-actualization is 

highly probable if he continues to embrace the experiences that come his way. 

What do the narratives tell us? 

Self-actualization 

Students often see higher education as a “way out” of the economic and social 

boundaries as well as a way to self-improve and raise their status (Bui, 2002).  The image 

of a college education, as portrayed by policy makers, is one full or promise and 

potential.  An example of this is the vision statement for the Closing the Gaps initiatives 

put forth by the Texas Higher Education system which states:  

Every Texan educated to the level necessary to achieve his or her dreams; 
no one is left behind, and each can pursue higher education; colleges and 
universities focus on the recruitment and success of students while 
defining their own paths to excellence; education is of high quality 
throughout; and all levels of education, the business community, and the 
public are constant partners in recruiting and preparing students and 
faculty who will meet the state’s workforce and research needs (Texas 
Higher Education Coordinating Board, 2010, p. 6).  

The statement wording places higher education in a position of potential self-

actualization. While the narratives provided in this chapter tell us that this is possible, 

several steps must take place before students can achieve that goal.   

The hierarchic of needs theory is often represented as a pyramid, with the larger, 

lower levels representing the lower needs, and the upper point representing the need for 
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self-actualization (see Figure 1). According to Cangemi (2009), threats to the survival 

needs (tiers one and two) can sometimes elicit a strong response from the individual or 

group if he/she feels threatened and intimidated.  A deficiency in the other needs, such as 

physiological, safety, love and belongingness, may also cause an individual to “strike 

back”, not in a physical sense but in a behavioral sense.  For first generation college 

students, this often takes the form of leaving the university and going back home defeated 

with negative emotions such as failure.  The Closing the Gap initiatives focus on 

completion as a measure of success, which follows suit with the message of higher 

education as a means to self-actualization via college graduation (Texas Higher 

Education Coordinating Board, 2010).  However, these narratives remind us that just as 

the experiences that lead to self-discovery are varied, so are the students and their place 

on the hierarchy of needs.  Maslow believed that societal hindrances would prevent 

people from moving toward self-actualization and that education is one of these 

hindrances.  He recommended that educators be aware of the individual’s potential for 

growing into a self-actualizing person and offered some points that educators should 

promote such as being authentic, transcending cultural conditioning, discovering a 

vocation in life, and acceptance of others (Maslow, 1968).  

 Life Story Model of Identity 

As stated by the Life Story Model of Identity, individuals organize their lives 

through self-stories during late adolescence and young adulthood (McAdams, 1985) and 

begin to recreate the past and to predict the future.  The stories and the meaning are 

subjective which brings about a unique interpretation and therefore insight into the 

narrator’s identity and culture.  The students in this chapter offered the readers backstage 

access to their hometowns, family dynamics, and personal beliefs.  While the stories and 
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the creation of meaning were exclusive to each student, the theme of self-actualization 

was the common thread that highlights the commonalities among people and sense of 

connectedness that often comes from shared experiences.  Both, the meaning extracted 

from the experiences and the connectedness to other students who also seek to self-

actualize, work in tandem to create the renewed identity.  The life story identity model 

tells us that this process of identity creation will continue into adulthood as the students 

adapt their stories to life changes and the new cultural influences they encounter. 

Pay It Forward, Pay It Back 

Along with self-actualization, comes the notion of seeing beyond personal needs.  

One theme that made an appearance in the narratives and deserves mentioning is that of 

appreciation.  It manifested itself in two ways, first as students wrote about the desire to 

have a positive effect on others in an attempt to pay it forward.  The second version of 

the theme was apparent as students shared their longing to show appreciation to parents 

by paying them back for the sacrifices and encouragement.  Here is some of what they 

had to say: 

Camila – “…I hope to inspire that same welcoming and secure feeling I 
felt when I first joined MASO for future students…” 

Pablo – “I believe that helping other first generation students…is one of 
the greatest opportunities I have and is something that I like to do and will 
continue doing in the future.” 

Juan – “I wanted a higher education because I wanted to help my family 
live a better life and to give back what they gave me.” 

Chayito – “Educación es algo muy importante para mí, un día quiero 
agarrar un buen trabajo para que mi mama deje de trabajar y poder 
ayudarla.” [Education is very important to me, one day I want a good job 
so that my mom can stop working and I can help her.] 
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When examining reasons for college attendance of first generation students at 

four-year universities, participants rated the following areas as having high importance: 

gaining respect/status, bringing honor to their family, and financially helping family after 

they are done with college (Bui, 2002).  According to Suarez-Orozco & Suarez-Orosco 

(1995), some immigrants who see their situation in the U.S. as one of privilege, strive to 

succeed academically and economically to compensate for the suffering of those family 

members who are less fortunate.  Participants of this study echoed the literature as they 

expressed their personal feelings of gratitude by lending a hand to those coming behind 

them but also by helping to support and provide for parents.  This theme relates back to 

McAdams’ concept of generative which is the concern for the coming generation and a 

commitment to doing for those that are coming behind (McAdams, 2004).   

Implications of Findings on Self-Discovery 

McAdams and Gergen both include heightened awareness of personal perspective 

as a way of conceptualizing the world.  The narratives presented in this chapter provide 

the self-discovery experiences which reflect the awareness that McAdams and Gergen 

mention.  However, rather than problematizing self-discovery, I offer my assessment of 

the self-discovery process via narratives as offered by McAdams and Gergen.  I believe 

that both of these researchers fall short in their failure to expand on ways in which this 

heightened awareness can take place.  Self-discovery comes as a result of self-reflection 

and although McAdams makes a strong case for late adolescence as a prime time for 

narrative development, he does not explain how it happens.  Gergen offers us narrative 

identity development in a contemporary world, and also incorporates the impact that 

social saturation can have on self and identity.  He proposes that this process affects the 

ways in which we come to understand the self (Gergen, 1991).  I would argue that it is 
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this saturation that can often interfere with the reflection process therefore, creating a 

space where narrative reflection can take place becomes the missing link in the process.  I 

will go a step further and suggest that teaching students how to do this via written 

narratives, group discussions, or quiet time that allows for self-analysis can fill in the gap 

to this process and complete the identity development and negotiation process. 

Summary 

 The opportunities for self-discovery come in different forms for first generation 

Mexican-American college students.  For Pablo it came when he separated from his 

parents, found new freedom to make decisions, and discovered more about the person he 

was becoming.  For Sonia, self-discovery meant dissolving misinformed stereotypes and 

opening herself to cultural diversity as she made new friendships.  For Rafael, self-

actualization began in high school as he reshaped his body and mind, but it continues 

through his on-campus job as he embraces the new experiences and maximizes the 

opportunities for personal growth. 

In true redemptive fashion, the stories shared took on the perspective and 

personality of the student, thereby reminding us that individuals choose how to construct 

personal realities (McAdams et al., 2001),  and also prompting  us to the  promising 

notion that students have the capability of self-reflecting which creates an environment 

conducive to personal growth and identity development.  It is these self-discovery 

experiences that form part of the key identity factors and contribute to the identity 

soundboard to be described in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN:  DISCUSSION 

To review, the purpose of this dissertation was to find key factors that contribute 

the identity development of first generation Mexican-American college students.  This 

question was answered via a grounded theory analysis as well as a series of narratives 

using Daniel McAdams’ Life Story Model of Identity.  A total of 78 student narratives 

were submitted by 16 participants.  The grounded theory analysis produced 278 stories 

within the narratives which were subsequently broken down into 98 categories, 17 core 

categories, and four overarching themes.  The narrative analysis allowed for the 

identification of key stories that proved to be significant enough in the students’ lives to 

merit highlighting them as the three identity narrative chapters presented in this 

dissertation as results and which will open the discussion in this final chapter.  I will then 

explain my proposal of an identity soundboard model which can be used in various 

identity development processes.  The last sections will provide implications for policy 

and practice, limitations, and recommendations for future research. 

Discussion 

This section will recap the three identity narrative chapters, or results, and 

although a significant portion of the discussion and implications were already provided in 

each of the three preceding chapters, this section will briefly summarize those 

discussions.  Subsequently, I will present my interpretation of the data and what I 

consider significant when addressing identity development of Mexican-American college 

students.   
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Summary of Findings 

The three identity narrative chapters presented were Fictive Kinship: Where Are 

All the Mexicans?, My Parents…All The Way From México, and Self-Discovery: Look 

at Me Now!  The first life story concept, fictive kinship (Fordham, 1988) or as I prefer to 

call it, mirror kinship, is appealing because it is typically associated with students of color 

(Fordham & Ogbu, 1986), and it is not often mentioned when discussing retention 

strategies.  Six of the sixteen students shared stories related to this concept, and in the 

mirror kinship chapter we met five of those students; Camila, Alberto, Juan, Yaretzy, and 

Monica.  In all of their stories, the students used terms such as family, brother, sisters, 

and home to refer to either the Mexican-American group of students, to fellow classmates 

or to the college campus.  The need to relate and connect at a social level can occur 

between and within cultural groups (Lee & Robbins, 1998: Yoon, Lee & Goh, 2008).  

When exposed to a different cultural group, as is the case when Mexican-American 

students join a majority White college campus, they may experience a need or desire to 

connect with the familiar group through shared cultural norms (Yoon et al., 2008).  For 

the participants in this study, this connection was found in the Mexican American Student 

Organization which quickly became the pseudo-family they needed.  Additionally, this 

need to connect and relate extends beyond the peer networks and into the staff and 

faculty realm.  Research tells us that by creating a broad support network that includes 

campus personnel, Latino students become better equipped to handle negative issues such 

as racism and positive ones such as community building (Torres & Hernandez, 2007; 

Yosso, 2006). 

  The second set of life stories presented, chapter five of this dissertation, 

addressed parents and immigration which, although unexpected, proved to be a salient 
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topic for these students.  As previously mentioned, “first generation” is a label solely 

based on parental academic achievement which students do not control.  The fact that 

parents were a popular theme was not itself a surprise since for most adolescents parents 

prove to be significantly influential and results from the study supported that premise: 

however, stories that reference immigration were not only frequent but also detailed and 

compelling.  I was taken aback by the candor of the students as they retold their parents’, 

or their own, stories of struggle, hardships, and emotional trials, but most importantly 

their spirit of triumph.  For example, Antonio is a senior who came to the U.S. when he 

was 15 years old.  He came with his parents and younger sister, but he was torn by having 

to leave his older sister behind due to immigration laws that prevented her from seeking 

residency because of her age (she was already 18).  It was too difficult for him knowing 

his sister was all alone, so he made the difficult decision to leave the family and go back 

to Mexico to be with her.  A couple of years later he was made aware of the problems his 

mom and younger sister were having in the United States due to their father’s alcoholism, 

so he came back to help.  He wrote about his and his sister’s pact for success:  

English Translation 

Fue muy difícil para mi lidiar con el idioma pero contaba con el apoyo de 
mi hermana menor.  En silencio nos hicimos una promesa: ahora que 
estábamos otra vez juntos, nos ayudaríamos uno al otro.  Saldríamos 
adelante, después de High School iríamos al college, ya sabíamos que mis 
padres no podrían ayudarnos económicamente pero nosotros trabajaríamos 
duro para lograrlo por nuestra propia cuenta. 

Spanish Narrative 

It was very difficult for me dealing with the language but I had the support 
of my little sister.  We made a promise to each other: now that we were 
together again, we would help each other out.  We would move forward, 
after high school we would go to college, we knew my parents would not 
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be able to help us financially but we would work hard and achieve it on 
our own.] 

Despite the emotional turmoil and lack of English skills, Antonio managed to 

graduate third in his class, his sister graduated second, and they both went on to college.  

Antonio’s immigration narrative reflected his recollection of the events, but it also 

revealed his fighting spirit.  The immigration stories shared by the students presented 

various family struggles yet all included a positive lessons learned and a redemptive 

perspective.  McAdams et al. (2001) proposed that “redemption sequences in life 

narrative accounts were positively associated with self-report measures of psychological 

well-being, whereas contamination sequences predicted low levels of well-being among 

midlife adults” (p. 474).  After evaluating the participants’ narratives, this redemptive 

spirit proved to be vital in the process of identity development as students recalled and 

wrote about the stories of struggle as the impetus for many of the decisions they made; 

decisions that are now shaping them as young adults. 

The third and final theme was self-discovery, which ranked third highest in 

number of narratives containing this theme.  The students in that chapter offered the 

readers a look into their personal lives and while the stories and their meaning were 

unique to the individual, the theme of self-actualization was shared by many of the 

students.  Results from these life stories showed us that the meaning extracted from 

experiences and the ability to connect to others who also seek to self-actualize work 

together to create the renewed identity.  We were also able to see that opportunities for 

self-discovery come in different forms for first generation college students such as 

freedom to make decisions, dissolving misinformed stereotypes and embracing new 

experiences that maximize the opportunities for personal growth.  True to redemption 

sequences, the stories took on the perspective and personality of the storyteller, 
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reminding us that individuals self-construct reality (McAdams et al., 2001), and also 

making us aware of students’ capability of self-reflection which leads to personal growth 

and identity development.  Finally, a lesson learned from this chapter was that while self-

discovery may not be, by some accounts, earth-shattering, for these students it was 

definitely life-changing.   

Developing Identity  

The literature review introduced McAdams’ Life Story Model of Identity, then 

students provided elucidating stories, and finally a grounded theory analysis produced 

numerous themes.  But what does all this mean?  After all this information, what do we 

really know how about identity development of first generation Mexican-American 

students?  In this section I will connect McAdams’ model to the results of this research, 

and I will put forth my interpretation of the results.    

As previously explained in the literature review, LSMI allows individuals a way 

to organize their lives through self-stories particularly during late adolescence and young 

adulthood (McAdams, 1985).  This study provided participants with prompts that 

triggered memories as well as provided a space where they could share those personal 

narratives.  McAdams tells us that stories assist in the recreation of the past as well as in 

the prediction of the future as they tend to incorporate the more memorable events.  The 

meaning and value ascribed to the stories is decided by the storyteller, therefore the 

uniqueness of these stories comes from the subjectivity, interpretation, and how the 

individual incorporates them into his/her culture.  The   majority of the students that 

shared their personal stories in this research were successful in communicating the 

emotion and the significance of the memories they recalled.  Some shared the traumatic 

experiences and lessons learned as the family emigrated from Mexico.  Others spoke 
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candidly about the parents’ struggles with alcohol or lack of support for their educational 

goals.  Yet others even shed tears during the group sessions as they shared the loneliness 

and fear felt by being away from home for the first time.  McAdams reminds us that 

while the stories and meaning are personal and unique, the scenes and themes are 

recurrent in the lives of other individuals, thereby helping to explain the commonalities 

among people and a sense of connectedness that comes from shared experiences.  During 

the one-on-one interviews, several of the participants confessed their surprise to find out 

that other students had similar stories and therefore, they were not alone.  As Yaretzy put 

it: 

It was good to hear that all stories are the same, some struggle more or less 
than others.  Some parents support more than others and financial needs 
are different.  There is variety and diversity within first gen stories.  But 
what we have in common is that we don’t give up, we hang in there.  
Somos mas luchadors [We’re stronger fighters] because we’ve been 
through a lot and we don’t want our kids to go through our same struggles. 

There is truth in Yaretzy’s words.  First-generation Mexican-American students 

have diversity within their stories and yet so much in common.  One commonality is their 

search for identity, whether consciously or subconsciously, during the college years.  

Using McAdams’ Life Story Model of Identity and the stories shared by the participants 

allowed me to isolate three key factors that significantly influence the identity 

development process for, specifically, first generation Mexican-American students.  I 

have labeled this concept the identity soundboard.  So what is this soundboard all about?  

I propose that the identity creation for these students is not a switch that can be turned on 

or activated.  Instead, their identity is being created and negotiated via a soundboard 

which includes several distinct control systems that dictate how they come to know 

themselves and among those control systems are the identity building factors which are: 
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a) cultural capital, b) family support, c) mirror kinships, d) generational immigration 

status e) acculturation, and f) enculturation.   

Identity Soundboard 

Developing the Soundboard Model 

As previously mentioned in the first chapter, I applied Maxwell’s conceptual 

framework which uses four main sources for module creation: 1) personal experiential 

knowledge, 2) existing theory and research, 3) personal pilot and exploratory research, 

and 4) thought experiments.   

The first source, experiential knowledge, encourages the use of personal 

knowledge and as a contributor of the research design.  My experiential knowledge and 

“critical subjectivity” (Reason, 1988) manifested itself in different ways throughout the 

study.  More specifically, in the design of the identity soundboard, I recalled a lecture on 

gender identity where the speaker presented gender identity not as “an” identity but as a 

series of factor that influence it (Whalley, 2008) and provided a handout that reminded 

me of volume controls.  I immediately thought of a soundboard and the image itself 

helped me by providing clarity to the concept of gender identity.  Fast forward a few 

years and as I analyzed the data from this study, the image of the soundboard came to 

mind once again.  Although it did not happen immediately, as the data developed, so did 

the concept of the soundboard.   

The second component of the framework is prior theory and research.  I initially 

began working with Gergen’s identity types, but further analysis of the data led me to 

instead draw on LSMI as proposed by McAdams.  Additionally, as the themes surfaced 

and were selected, I researched the literature in order provide readers with the appropriate 
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context for the themes presented and to make the connection between what the students 

said and what the literature says.      

The third component, pilot studies, did not take place while this study was 

conducted but I had conducted two studies on first generation students prior to this one.  

The information gathered from both of those studies provided a deeper understanding of 

this population, which translated into the experiential knowledge that I contribute as the 

researcher. 

The fourth and final source for the module was the thought experiments which 

include vetting the model for reliability.  Once a theoretical model has been created, the 

researcher must scrutinize the framework to ensure that what is being proposed can be 

reasonably explained by the theoretical construct.  The identity soundboard model 

proposed by this study that can help explain how first-generation students create and 

negotiate identity in higher education.  Admittedly, I first set out to find “the factor” that 

contributed to identity building during these formative years.  The data led me to realize 

that there was not “a factor” but rather a series of contributors to identity creation.  

Further analysis of the data, and further thought experiments, resulted in the soundboard 

model which allows each of the identity building factors to play a personal role in the 

lives of each student.   

Components of the Model 

What follows is an explanation of how the identity soundboard works.  First let 

me start by creating the image of a soundboard with knobs, sliding buttons, and switches 

where each one of the identity building factors is assigned one of these buttons (see 

Figure 1).  Although these buttons and levers only address identity building as it relates to 

first-generation Mexican-American students, I propose that this soundboard also includes 
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How much cultural capital each student has determines how the ”sliding button” 

moves up and down the continuum with “low cultural capital” at the bottom and “high 

cultural capital” at the top.  First generation students have been identified in the literature 

as having limited experiences, therefore limited cultural capital.  How much or how little 

they possess affects the identity they bring with them into a college campus.  However, 

higher education experiences can serve as the cultural capital equalizer as most college 

opportunities for cultural growth are open to all members of the student body.  This 

brings cultural capital to the forefront thereby making it a relevant factor as students 

recreate their identity during the college years and sliding the cultural capital further up is 

a significant move that may otherwise not have been possible if it were not for college 

opportunities. 

Although at a glance the prospect of increasing personal cultural capital appears 

to be an optimal opportunity, for first generation Mexican-American students these 

opportunities can come at a personal price.  Up until this point cultural capital was solely 

determined by a family’s ability to provide varied experiences and relationships, and all 

family members shared the same opportunities.  As a college student, adolescents now 

have a way to experience things that no one in the family will be able to experience 

thereby creating a cultural capital gap between the student and the family.  While some 

parents will welcome the new stories their son/daughter has to share, for others these 

stories will serve as reminder of what they, as parents, were unable to provide and will 

highlight the limitations as well as feed insecurities.  This is often where students are 

faced with the metaphorical “fork in the road” that will lead them to a new identity--one 

that may be completely different from the one that parents knew.  Some students will 

develop this identity seamlessly and will share exciting narratives with family.  Yet 
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others will struggle and will be faced with competing identities until they give up and 

sacrifice increasing cultural capital for the sake of family or gain the confidence needed 

to defend the new-found, more culturally aware, identity. 

Family Support 

Family support has been shown as important in the persistent of Latino students 

(Gloria, 1997).  This becomes the second lever of the identity switchboard and also takes 

the shape of sliding button with low level of support at the bottom and high level of 

support at the top.  The literature places family members as particularly influential for 

Latino adolescents’ academic outcomes (Matute-Bianchi, 1991) because that population 

has been identified as more family-oriented, therefore more focused on family unity 

(Sabogal, Marin, Otero-Sabogal, Marin & Perez-Stable, 1987).  Participants of this study 

provided us with a wide range of parental support, or lack thereof, and here are two 

examples of such range. 

English Translation 

Chayito – My dad doesn’t really care if I go to school or not, he doesn’t 
believe in education, he thinks it’s a waste of time, I remember that my 
sister told him to help her pay for her school and he told her that if she 
wanted to go to school he was not going to help her, that’s why I didn’t 
even ask him, I’m sure he doesn’t even know my major. 

Spanish Narrative 

Mi papa la verdad no le importa si estudio o no, el no cree en estudiar, 
piensa que es una pérdida de tiempo, me acuerdo que mi hermana le dijo 
que le ayudara a pagar por sus estudios y él le dijo que si quería estudiar el 
no le iba a ayudar, y pues yo mejor ni le pregunte, yo estoy segura que ni 
siquiera sabe qué carrera estoy estudiando. 

Altavio - I swear that to this day they still praise the education system they 
see here in the U.S.  From their own personal experience they may not 
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fully understand the demand of college life, but they both do accept that I 
am doing my very best to make them proud in my studies. 

While not all students have the positive parental support needed to succeed in 

college, those lacking in support often turn to redemptive sequences as the fuel needed to 

keep moving forward.  According to McAdams et al. (2001), reconstructing past 

experiences as a redemption sequence is a narrative strategy similar to benefit-finding in 

the face of adversity.  In life-narrative redemption sequences, the narrator is not 

necessarily facing a difficult life challenge at that time, but rather, interprets past 

difficulties and challenges in such a way as to conclude that good things can come from 

very bad events in one’s life.  Such a story suggests hope and progress in life and may 

thus confer on the storyteller a general coping advantage in life (Aldwin, Sutton & 

Lachman, 1996).  For the participants of this study, those who lacked parental support 

turned it into the “I’ll show them” motivation to overcome.   

Not surprisingly, parents have been found to play a critical role in Latinos’ overall 

academic outcomes (Gloria, Castellanos, Lopez & Rosales, 2005; Hurtado-Ortiz & 

Gauvain, 2007), as well as in Latino adolescents’ academic motivation (Plunkett & 

Bamaca-Gomez, 2003).  For first generation Mexican-American students, performing 

academically constantly plays out against the backdrop of either extreme parental 

sacrifice or parental apathy towards education.  In either case, the saliency of the situation 

and the positioning of the parental support sliding button becomes a substantial factor in 

defining and renegotiating identity.   

Along the same lines of family, and in support of the findings of this study, 

another one of the sliding buttons is for Mirror Kinships.  Participants of this study 

revealed that pseudo-relationships are a crucial form of support during the formative 

college years therefore, it seems fitting that one of the key identity development factors 
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be mirror kinships and as these are found and embraced, the button would slide up toward 

high Mirror Kinship Support. 

Generational Immigrant Status 

Ethnic identity is created when an individual examines the sense of self against 

the backdrop of an ethnic group (Bernal, Knight, Ocampo, Garza & Cota, 1993).  The 

concept of a Latino/a ethnic identity takes into account the idea that once in the U.S. “the 

unique historical and sociological context of the United States creates the backdrop for 

Latino identity” (Ferdman & Gallegos, 2001, p. 37).  Therefore, when an individual 

arrives in the U.S. is a significant factor for identity development, as supported the 

students’ narratives.  For generational immigrant status, the identity switchboard would 

have a series of switches each with the label first generation, second generation, third 

generation, etc.  Depending on when a person arrived in the United States, that switch 

would be activated.  According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2010) the term first 

generation refers to those who are foreign born, second generation refers to those with at 

least one foreign-born parent, and third-or-higher generation includes those with two U.S. 

native parents.  One in five people in the United States are either first or second 

generation U.S. residents (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010a).  Most of the participants of this 

study were first or second generation Americans, meaning either they or their parents 

were born in Mexico.  Why does this matter?  Second generation members are more 

likely than the foreign born to be better educated, have higher earnings, be less likely to 

live in poverty, and are less likely than the foreign born to have less than a high school 

degree (12% of the second generation had less than a high school degree compared with 

31% of the foreign-born population) (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010a). 
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Additionally the acculturation and enculturation processes will develop differently 

according to the generational status in the United Sates.  Acculturation is the process of 

cultural and psychological change that follows intercultural contact (Berry, 2003) and 

involves two major processes: 1) adapting host culture norms and 2) maintenance of 

heritage culture norms.  Conversely, enculturation is the process of socialization to and 

maintenance of norms and values of original heritage culture (Kim, 2007).  Although 

generational immigrant status encompasses acculturation and enculturation, I propose 

two different sets of sliding buttons for each of these.  While originally I considered these 

two to be part of the same continuum, where being closer to one automatically distanced 

a person from the other, further analysis led me to believe that they should be on their 

own sliding scales with the new culture at the top and the original culture at the bottom.  

The thought process behind this is that becoming more acculturated is not directly 

proportional to becoming more distant from the original culture.  For example, several of 

the students in this study were in the process of learning English and becoming more 

familiar with American traditions therefore becoming more acculturated.  In other words, 

their acculturation button could move up.  This did not mean that they forgot Spanish or 

that they didn’t adhere to the Mexican customs. In essence, they are not moving further 

away from their original culture.  This means that their enculturation button did not need 

to move as a result of acculturation changes.  The rate at which acculturation takes place 

is faster in areas where there is less visible identifiers with the Latino culture and most 

students with acculturated parents are second- and third-generation in the U.S. (Torres, 

Winston & Cooper, 2003).  For the students in this study, the levels of acculturation and 

enculturation played a significant role as they strove to maintain a balance between 

traditional Mexican cultural values and the new American ways.  Retelling the stories 
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that reflect the Mexican heritage is just as important to identity building as is the creation 

of new experiences and new narratives. 

In summary, the concept of an identity soundboard is by no means a complete 

product but rather a work in progress.  The most important thing to remember is that the 

identity building factors are dynamic and will change for most people as they grow, 

mature, and are exposed to different people, ideas, and opportunities.  When interacting 

with others it would be beneficial to remember that just like their switchboard is 

complicated and ever-changing, so is ours.  As administrators, faculty, and practitioners, 

we approach students and situations from our own identity soundboard which is just as 

complex as the people with whom we interact.  I realize this model is not simple and that 

to attempt to be aware of all these categories for every person with whom we interact 

would not only be exhausting but impossible.  I put forth this concept as a new way of 

conceptualizing the diversity and complexity of our students, but most importantly, the 

diversity and complexity within ourselves in hopes of making us aware of potential 

biases.  Providing students with a concept such as the identity soundboard can be a 

conversation starter that can lead to deeper self-understanding for those who are in search 

of their personal identity. 

It is said that  “A life story is an individual’s internalized narrative rendering of 

his or her life in time, entailing the reconstructed past, perceived present, and anticipated 

future” (McAdams et al. 2001, p. 475).  College years are replete with opportunities for 

change and growth.  The function of life stories is to establish identity (McAdams, 1985), 

and in that a story is the best available structure that people have for integrating and 

making sense of a life in time (Bruner, 1990; Sarbin, 1986).  Individuals’ life stories, or 

identities, are based on the facts of their lives. Yet life stories are not synonymous with 
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those facts, because making one’s life into a story is as much an act of imagination as is 

the production of fiction, poetry, and art (Bruner, 1990). 

Operational Benefits of the Identity Soundboard 

With so many identity models already in the literature, why do we need one more, 

and more specifically, why do we need this one?  The identity soundboard offers three 

practical benefits to identity creation and negotiation.   

First, it provides a practical visual that can help students conceptualize and 

address the changes they experience in hopes of lessening the confusion.  Narrative 

exercises could be offered to students in order to allow them to uncover their personal 

soundboard and to provide them with a deeper understanding of how they are being 

shaped by their experiences.  Although first generation students have higher risks of 

departure (Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005), all students could benefit for higher self-awareness 

as it relates to identity development.   

Secondly, it has the capability to accommodate and personalize different identity 

searches.  The practical benefit to first generation students comes in the model’s ability to 

categorize and define some of the attrition contributing factors (previously addressed in 

the rationale and literature review) such as personal/cultural, socialization, and 

academic/motivational factors.  This model allows the individual to take ownership of 

what is defining in his/her life in order and add it to the soundboard.  In addition, it 

allows for a personal value system to guide the movement of the soundboard buttons.  

This model provides a more personalized approach to gathering information about what 

students perceive as significant and potential areas of contention in their personal lives 

which may contribute to departing from institutions of higher education.   
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And third, this model offers a different, non-linear approach to identity creation.  

Most identity models follow similar patterns and phases where the first phase typically 

begins with a lack of awareness or negative ideals and moves toward self-awareness 

(Cass, 1979; Atkinson, Morten & Sue, 1989; Poston, 1990; Root, 1990).  Most models 

have five to seven phases and are usually presented in a linear form.  The identity 

soundboard model allows for simultaneous identity negotiation depending on the 

individual’s experiences and does not include the expectation of phases that must be 

experienced in a particular order.   

This model could be put into place via a workshop for specific audiences such as 

students, faculty, or staff.  The session would begin with an explanation of narrative 

identity principles, the identity soundboard model, and an overview of thematic analysis.  

Writing prompts would be given and they would be tailored to the group taking part in 

the workshop (i.e. student, faculty or staff).  A thematic analysis could be done by the 

storyteller; this would allow for further self-reflection which is one of the goals of the 

narrative identity process.  Once themes are extrapolated from the stores, each participant 

could be given an identity soundboard worksheet that would help outline the salient 

contributors to his/her identity.  The workshop would conclude with a group discussion. 

The Identity Soundboard & Other Models 

Much like Gergen’s post-modernist views, which adopt beliefs of the romantic 

and the modernist, LSIM allows for a combination of identities to both be created and 

negotiated.  With the post-modern identity, rather than finding a true voice, individuals 

carry a variety of “voices” which vary in volume and become more prominent depending 

on the situation.  According to Gergen, the postmodern identity has a heightened 

awareness of personal perspective as a way of conceptualizing the world.  Because of 
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this, the post-modernist’s identity is constantly explored and renegotiated which aligns 

with McAdams’ life story model of identity which allows for a constant self-defining of 

identity via personal narratives.  The identity soundboard aligns with the perspectives of 

both Gergen and McAdams and takes these notions a step further by providing a visual 

representation of how these identity negotiations are taking place.  For example, with 

Gergen, the “voices” from the past help determine the labels on the soundboard while 

personal perspective would determine the position of the button on the soundboard.  In 

the same way, McAdams tells us that narratives are self-selected therefore speak to the 

individuals’ identity.  In relation to the identity soundboard, stories selected help 

determine the label of the buttons.  The narrative perspective (i.e., the redemptive or 

contamination narratives style), and self-perspective would help determine the constant 

re-positioning of that button. 

Implications for Policy And Practice 

It is vitally important for policymakers and educators to make a concerted effort 

towards the recruitment and retention of first generation and other under-represented 

students.  Together they share the responsibility of providing an environment in which 

students can be successful.  This study proposes recommendations for policy and practice 

that could be beneficial for first generation Mexican-American students.  First, for policy, 

I offer two suggestions: 1) support and funding for cultural studies programs, and 2) 

cultural competence training opportunities for higher education employees.  For practice, 

I propose a program based on the data provided by the participants of this study.  
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Policy 

President Obama has given that charge to increase the U.S. college degree 

attainment from 40% to 60% (U.S. Department of Education, 2011).  This translates into 

10 million additional Americans ages 25-34 with an associate or baccalaureate degree 

which includes eight million people beyond projected growth (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2011).  One of his strategic objectives to achieve this goal is to increase 

degree and certificate completion, with special attention given to fast growing first 

generation, under-represented, and economically disadvantaged populations (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2011).  The suggestions that follow are driven by the data 

collected via this study and in support of federal mandates for an increase in college 

degree attainment.  I am aware that findings from this study contribute to a narrow 

population and that results should be useful in modifying programs or informing 

educators rather than presenting them as a means of making large improvements in 

practice. 

The implications of these findings can have an effect on policy creation.  

Researchers such as Tierney (2000) and Valencia & Black (2002) suggest that institutions 

would be better served by gaining a deeper understanding of students rather than viewing 

them through statistical attributes or deficiency models.  The kind of knowledge to be 

gained from narratives such as the ones presented in this study, which abound with 

optimism, may not provide quantitative data typically used in policy making however, it 

does not render the information  any less valuable.  Government and educational 

institutions have a moral obligation to look beyond numbers as sole descriptors of 

students.  Decision made about funding and grants at the federal and state level should 

consider continued support for populations whose success largely impacts the economy.    
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Cultural Studies Programs 

The second implication for policy is that higher education institutions 

communicate a sincere commitment to developing culturally competent faculty and staff 

by investing the appropriate amount of resources and personnel toward cultural 

competence opportunities for those that are interested.  It is said that “The manner in 

which we empower students is based on a cultural understanding of their local contexts 

and how such understandings might be incorporated into the basic fabric of the 

institution” (Tierney, 2000, p.221).  Although universities place a high value on serving a 

diverse student body, there is evidence that practitioners may not receive sufficient 

training to deal with diverse students and specifically Latino/a students (Pope, Reynolds 

& Mueller, 2004).  

Cultural Competence Training  

The second implication for policy would be that higher education institutions 

communicate a sincere commitment to developing culturally competent faculty and staff 

by investing the appropriate amount of resources and personnel toward cultural 

competence opportunities for those that are interested.  “The manner in which we 

empower students is based on a cultural understanding of their local contexts and how 

such understandings might be incorporated into the basic fabric of the institution” 

(Tierney, 2000, p.221).  Although universities place a high value on serving a diverse 

student body, there is evidence that practitioners may not receive sufficient training to 

deal with diverse students and specifically Latino/a students (Pope, Reynolds & Mueller, 

2004).  

Sofia - I remember when I received the letter that I had been admitted to 
the university I was clueless as what I was supposed to do next. I had no 
clue of how to but the books, register for classes, how to get to classes, or 
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anything in the matter related to have to do with college.  I heard about [a 
campus office] and that was when they offered their help with anything I 
needed. The MC has helped me to get to know the school, their programs, 
meet new friendly people, and especially they helped me with the 
transition from a high school student to becoming a responsible college 
student.  I have to thank [Ms. Barrera] especially because she has always 
helped me on everything I have ever needed and that I did not know how 
to get information on.  [She] has always found the information I need and 
if she doesn’t have it right out of the back of her hand, she will take the 
time to investigate and find what I need. 

Pablo – Professors don’t understand that [pause]…que estas aprendiendo 
Ingles [that you’re learning English].  Some professors don’t seem 
understanding by the way they talk to you or look at you. 

If students believe they cannot share cultural conflicts and concerns with 

members of the campus community, it speaks to the lack of cultural congruency within 

the campus climate (Gloria, Robinson Kurpius, Hamilton & Wilson, 1999).  The lack of 

Latino/a faculty and staff makes the availability of mentors and advisors who understand 

Latino cultures very difficult (Torres, 2003) and limits the opportunities to connect.  By 

providing cultural competence training for interested educators and practitioners, 

campuses have the opportunity to grow the team of people with whom under-represented 

students can connect.  In addition, I believe that such training has the potential to inspire 

the need for cultural humility.  Tervalon and Murray-Garcia support the idea of cultural 

humility as opposed to cultural competency.  Cultural humility is a “process that requires 

humility as individuals continually engage in self-reflection and self-critique as lifelong 

learners and reflective practitioners” (Tervalon & Murray-Garcia, 1998, p. 118).   

Students must also be taught about diversity and how to be more culturally 

competent in the new world they encounter.  They must also be given the tools to become 

their own advocates and the confidence to speak up for themselves.  This can come in the 

form of programming efforts which will be addressed in the next section.   
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Practice 

Retention programs should address the specific needs of the students it strives to 

serve, and stand to benefit from locally defined measures of success.  Often times, 

initiatives and models are applied as universals truths, not taking into consideration the 

diversity of the constituents.  For example, higher education literature offers a Model of 

Institutional Departure (Tinto, 1993) which proposes that in order to persist, students 

need integration into formal (academic performance) and informal (faculty/staff 

interactions) academic systems and formal (extracurricular activities) and informal (peer-

group interactions) social systems.  While I do not disagree with the model, I would 

caution practitioners who may use this model and encourage them to also seek first 

generation and Mexican-American literature which offers a different angle.  For example, 

while the need to connect to the campus is clear, Tinto’s model does not address the need 

for Mexican-American students to also stay connected to family and the intricacies 

involved in balancing such duality.  Based on the data gathered in this study, I propose a 

program model that could address the needs of first generation Mexican-American 

students by including the following four components: 1) academic support, 2) cultural 

activities, 3) mirror kinship opportunities, and 4) narrative writing reflection. 

Program Model  

Academic Support 

First-generation college students earn lower GPAs, are less academically and 

socially involved in college than other students, and complete college at lower rates 

(Lundberg et al., 2007; Nuñez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998; Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak & 

Terenzini, 2004).  However, contrary to popular belief, research shows that the longer 
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Latinos are in the United States, the worse they perform academically.  In other words, 

later generations of Latinos often perform less well than do first-generation Latinos 

(Keith & Lichtman, 1994; Rodriguez, 2002; Suarez-Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 1995).  

First generation immigrant students have higher achievement motivation (Pereira, Fuligni 

& Potochnick, 2010), hold stronger beliefs about the value of education (Olmeda, 2003; 

Pereira et al., 2010), and perceive fewer barriers to reaching their goals (Hill, Ramirez & 

Dumka, 2003).  However, the need for substantial academic support is still there.  So why 

are they not performing academically?  This study found that there are two factors that 

contribute to the academic under-preparedness of these students: 1) unrealistic academic 

expectations and, 2) lack of confidence to ask for help.  Here are two comments from 

students as they related to both of these factors respectively: 

Isabel - I came to ASU thinking that it was going to be a step above high 
school. Like I was going on to the 13th grade level, little did I know I was 
wrong. I don’t like to slander the Texas public school education, but 
honestly I feel as though I was not prepared for college. I took honors 
classes in high school and I was told that these classes would help ease the 
transition into college courses. For some reason I feel like it was a ruse, I 
felt hood winked. When I came to FGU I took 12 hours which equaled to 
4 classes. Now these classes were my basics and on my first day of school 
my very first class was Biology. I had made A’s in biology in high school, 
should have been easy right? I was wrong on that first day we went over 
the syllabus and were given a refresher quiz, I failed it miserably. 

 

Juan – Being a first generation student could be a bit scary and stressful 
for some people. It is something very new to us. We don’t know what to 
expect or how things work. Though some of us could easily be able to ask 
for help but for others it’s not that easy. In my case I felt intimidated by 
others because I felt they knew way more than me and also that they 
expected me to know what I was doing. It’s also hard because you don’t 
really know anyone or where to get help. 
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By incorporating tutors and referrals to existing campus resources, retention 

programs can address both of the factors that affect under-prepared students.  Referrals 

could include tutoring and supplemental instruction, but as these participants have 

demonstrated, referrals to campus and community ESL (English as a Second Language) 

support programs would also be beneficial for those students who are still struggling to 

learn the language.  By providing a welcoming space, students are more likely to ask for 

help without being intimidated. 

Cultural Activities 

Opportunities for both cultural validation and cultural capital building can bring 

great benefit to first generation Mexican-American students.  Research findings are 

consistent with the expectation that the social capital gained through extracurricular and 

peer involvement during college may be a particularly useful way for first-generation 

students to acquire the additional cultural capital that helps them succeed academically 

and benefit cognitively.  A retention program with cultural activities can serve not only to 

inform students’ identities as Latinos, but can also help them understand their identities in 

relation to people from other backgrounds.  Students have acknowledged an appreciation 

for diversity on the campus.   

Gloria - There is a lot of diversity here and what I like is that it is not like 
high school where there are clicks. I mean yes there are clicks but there is 
different kind of races in the click and not just one race which I like very 
much.  

However, many of the participants of this study came from small, fairly 

homogenous towns, so interacting with different people was something new.  Some of 

the ways to help students embrace this newness could be through cultural observance 

activities, diversity speakers, performances, art displays, and anything that celebrates and 
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increases cultural knowledge.  This understanding could contribute to improving cross-

racial interactions in the university, which positively affects academic self-confidence 

and the sense of belonging for Latino students (Hurtado & Ponjuan, 2005; Nuñez, 2009a, 

2009b).  This component also has the potential to improve cognitive development by 

enhancing reflective thinking capacities (King & Kitchener, 1994) and ultimately helping 

to produce graduates that can compete in a global market. 

However, special attention must be given to avoid over emphasizing group 

membership due to potential stereotype threat.  There is evidence to suggest that “The 

experience of “The experience of being in a situation where one faces judgment based on 

societal stereotypes about one’s group, [is] an experience we refer to as stereotype threat.  

This experience begins with the fact that most devaluing group stereotypes are widely 

known throughout a society.’’ (Spencer, Steele & Quinn, 1998, p.5).  The possibility 

exists that students who participate in programs where ethnicity or generational statuses 

are salient could be evaluated based on the stereotypes and not all students are ready for 

that.  One student who faced stereotype threat was Rafael, who even though he came 

from a small town where half of the population was Hispanic, according to him they did 

not celebrate the Hispanic culture.   

At home we did not celebrate Hispanic things, just the regular things.  
Anything Hispanic was not celebrated, the entire town kept it very low 
key.  Even at home, my mom cooked some Mexican dishes but it was not 
the center of our cuisine.  At first I was a little ashamed of the Hispanic 
stereotypes that were associated with the culture and did things to 
disassociate myself from that – most of my friends were White and I did 
programs mainly for Whites.  In [my  hometown] during graduation 
Hispanics were usually in the lower half of the class, only 2 or 3 in the top 
half. 

That is why coming to college and the Mexican American Student 
Organization was very different for me.  It was harder to relate to 
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Hispanics and easier to relate to Whites.  Now with MASO I am getting 
more in touch with my Hispanic side and feel much more pride of my 
Hispanic side and like mingling with people who have the same culture as 
me. 

The struggle to define ethnic identity while disassociating from the negative 

stereotypes is a fine, difficult line to travel, but Rafael knows this as he admitted that his 

“identity is always changing.”   

Mirror Kinship 

Pascarella (2004) advanced that for first-generation students the level of 

engagement with the institution’s social and peer network was particularly significant.  

He also suggested that extracurricular involvement had stronger positive effects on 

critical thinking, degree plans, sense of control over (and responsibility for) their own 

academic success, and preference for higher-order cognitive tasks.  A program that 

involves purposeful opportunities to interact with faculty and staff as well as peer 

mentors can be beneficial for first generation students. 

Peer relationships can provide first generation students with a fuller understanding 

of the expectations and intricacies of higher education.  “Such knowledge may be less 

familiar to first-generation students, and therefore more valuable in terms of its 

contribution to their academic success and intellectual growth” (Pascarella, 2004, p. 279). 

Additionally, peer mentor relationships have the potential to grow into the mirror 

kinships that are often sought by under-represented students.  This aligns with the 

ecological model, which proposes that an individual’s development and behaviors are a 

function of the person (e.g., personal characteristics) and his or her environment 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1989).  One student relayed her experience after she was involved with 

a peer mentor program that positively impacted her. 
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Sonia - From the moment he said he would be my mentor he always 
checked up on me, we would see each other often and if I had any 
questions about anything I knew I could go to him and he would be able to 
help me to the most of his ability.  Even after [he] was no longer a part of 
the [mentor] program and I wasn’t a mentee anymore, he still kept up with 
me and helped me with various things, after all he was also my friend. 

Building social support networks is particularly difficult during the college years 

(Yosso, 2006) and building a sense of community requires positive peer relationships 

(Hurtado & Carter, 1997).  Additionally, for these students, engagement in the college 

environment appears more important than pre-college background characteristics in 

influencing educational outcomes (Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Lundberg et al.; Pascarella et 

al., 2004).  Therefore, all efforts that support these students can have a positive impact on 

their college experiences. 

Faculty support translates into benefits for Latino students with positive academic 

outcomes and satisfaction with college (Cole, 2008), and I would argue that the same is 

true for staff support.  Unfortunately, first-generation Latino students report lower levels 

of meaningful interactions with faculty and are often hesitant to seek help from faculty 

members or academic advisors (Anaya & Cole, 2001; Lundberg et al., 2007; Torres et al., 

2006).  First-generation Latino students who can balance meaningful family and 

community ties while creating new strong social connections with peers and faculty in 

college experience an increased sense of belonging and academic achievement (Hurtado 

& Carter, 1997; Saunders & Serna, 2004; Yosso, 2006).  Incorporating cost-free 

opportunities into programs such as inviting faculty to join students at lunch, or 

facilitating discussion groups between students and faculty/staff members can assist 

students in building positive connections with educators.  Creating strong bonds that 

allow for student success would be mutually beneficial for both the institution and the 

students. 
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Yaretzy is one of the students who benefited from staff support thanks to a mentor 

program that allowed her to connect to people that she may otherwise not have met.   

As a first generation student we enter counter many challenges as we 
translate [false friend for transition] into the university experience. My 
first year at ASU my parents had to help me pay all my tuition because I 
did apply for FASFA but I didn’t submit my  verification paper to the 
financial aid office. Only if I would have known it would make a great 
difference I would have submitted that single paper. My friend would go 
often to the multicultural services office but I really was not a fan of 
visiting the place. I was involved in the first generation mentor program 
and the director of the program had her office in the multicultural center 
and had meeting every once in a while in her office. I commented to her 
about my financial aid status and helped me through the process for the 
following year.  She would tell me apply here and apply there for the 
departmental scholarships and the ones available for extracurricular 
activities while as FGU. Thanks to her help I was able to receive financial 
to where I only paid a little. It was a great relief to my family and me to 
know that we didn’t have to pay so much for my education.  

Mirror kinships have the opportunity to fill in where biological families are 

unable to do so.  In this case, not only did Yaretzy bond with the mentor program 

coordinator, but she began visiting the Multicultural Services Office on a regular basis 

and it soon became her safe haven 

Narrative Writing Reflection 

Rendón (1992) writes that, ideally, students should be allowed to write about their 

cultural experiences in the classroom and be acknowledged as valuable information.  

According to McAdams (1985; 1993), beginning in late adolescence and young 

adulthood, most individuals begin to seek purpose and meaning and do this by creating a 

narrative understandings of themselves and their roles in society.  The prompts were 

phrased in such a way that they guided participants in a certain direction, but they 

allowed for ample leeway in the narratives they selected and how much detail they chose 
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to share.  Several of the participants shared their surprise in the self-discovery they 

experienced through narrative writing and even thanked me for the opportunity.  More 

opportunities for self-reflection and narrative writing could be incorporated into student 

programs in order to allow active identity.   

 “Identity is a life story, and as such, it exists as a product of the 
imagination. But life stories are not imagined out of thin air.  Instead, they 
are based on reality as both personally known and consensually validated 
(McAdams et al., 2001, p. 483). 

Sharing personal experiences can function as a key socializer (Miller, 1994) and 

helps to build an organized personal history from a growing base of autobiographical 

memories (Fivush, 1994).  Opportunities to share life stories can offer the validation that 

many students seek. 

If institutions of higher learning are in the business of graduating students, they 

must know their customers and target them according to their needs.  Colleges and 

universities stand to benefit from a tailored approach to outreach and retention of 

students.  To not do this will continue to yield the abysmal attrition rates we have seen to 

date. 

The Identity Soundboard in Practice 

The above suggested program includes four key components which have a 

potential effect on a student’s identity soundboard.  The first, academic support, is 

fundamental not only for academic success, but for self-esteem.  Particularly for those 

students whose first language is not English, the appropriate academic support can 

significantly alter their self-perception and confidence as students as well as English 

learners and this in turn can be reflected on an identity soundboard.  The second 

component, cultural activities, is equally important for self- awareness as it is for learning 
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about other cultures.  The college years can be replete with opportunities to expand 

cultural knowledge which can translate into a self-analysis which relates to McAdams’ 

views of identity as an ever changing life story that strives for psychosocial unity and 

seeks purpose in relation to the world.  The third, mirror kinship opportunities, provides 

the much need connections to peers, faculty, and staff.  As this study proposes, these 

relationships are key to identity formation as biological ties are tested, and new pseudo-

kinships are formed to fill in the new found college life needs.  How the old and new 

relationships evolve has an effect on personal identity, and therefore could be reflected on 

the soundboard.  And last, narrative writing and reflection, provides the space needed for 

students to self-reflect via narrative writing and discussion.  This is the time where an 

identity soundboard exercise could be conducted by following a similar premise to this 

study.  During regularly scheduled meetings students could write and discuss topics 

based on writing prompts.  These prompts could be guided by the academic struggles, 

cultural activities, mirror kinship opportunities, and by the overall lived experiences 

faced by students. At the end of the program students can create their own identity 

soundboard based on what is meaningful to them.  Having a visual representation of 

where their identity is as of that moment, and seeing how it is being negotiated as they 

grow, can be useful as they continue to evolve throughout their college years.  One of the 

more useful aspects of the soundboard is that it is dynamic and never complete.  As they 

evolve from their student role to professionals, spouses/partners, parents, etc., the premise 

of the soundboard can still be applied.  Self-reflection can allow them to continue to 

explore the different identities, except now they can do it with a practical visual to help 

better understand their ever-changing selves.   
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Limitations  

This study was successful in providing information via stories about identity 

development of first generation Mexican-American students.  However, as with any 

study, there are several limitations that deserve attention.  As previously addressed in the 

methodology sections, I anticipated the following four limitations:  1) methodological, 2) 

participant, 3) research site and 4) researcher positionality.  Below is a description of how 

those four limitations presented themselves throughout the study and how they were 

addressed.    

For methodology, the predicted limitation was the narrow window of time (five 

weeks) in which narratives were gathered since the argument could be made that the 

limited time only provided a snapshot of that time which may not be reflective of their 

lives.  I found that students’ narratives included experiences as far back as their 

childhood and even incorporated their parents’ childhood.  The range in examples was 

also wide including and included stories that reflected varied areas of their lives.  In 

addition, I align with McAdams’ narrative model and argue that the ‘“snapshot” provided 

was true and real for students in that particular space, thereby making their narrative 

submission an accurate reflection of their identity at that place in time. 

The forecasted participant limitations were 1) the commonality in cultural and 

ethnic backgrounds among participants (first generation Mexican-American students) and 

2) the number of participants (N=16).  Unexpectedly, all of the students were first or 

second generation Americans (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010): therefore, their experiences 

are different from those whose families have been in the United States for more than 

three generations.  However, the purpose of this research was to extrapolate stories that 

offer depth rather that breadth to the topic therefore the homogeneity within the group 
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works as a strength by bringing data to a very specific group of students.  The small 

number of participants (N=16) could also be considered as a limitation of the study; 

however, for a qualitative study, as opposed to a quantitative one, sixteen is a reasonable 

number.  Furthermore, the amount of data collected was substantial: 78 narratives, almost 

100 different codes, and pages of notes from the focus groups and interviews.  And 

finally, more importantly than quantity, the quality of the stories and candidness with 

which students shared was significant enough to consider their submissions as solid 

substantial data.  

The third limitation was the research site which is a regional, public, four-year 

institution in Texas which has been designated a Hispanic Serving Institution (HSI).  The 

attraction to this institution was the large first generation student population (more than 

50%) and the diversity in the student body since the campus enrolls students from ninety-

five percent of all the counties in its state of Texas, forty-two of the fifty states, and 

twenty-four countries.   

 Finally, researcher bias is a part of every study and this one is no exception.  The 

shared ethnic background with participants, personal connection to the topic, and 

employment at the research institution creates a situation where objectivity could be 

hindered.  Marshall & Rossman (2006) do suggest implementing “strategies for limiting 

bias in interpretation” (p. 203).  Some of the strategies they suggest, and were used in this 

study, were using another person to challenge the analyses (which comes in the form of a 

peer reviewer) and reviewing the data more than once which was done as part of the 

grounded theory analysis process. 
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Recommendation for Future Research 

It is important to recognize that social class and ethnic variation within the Latino 

population may contribute to diverse perspectives about the college experience (Torres, 

2004).  Students from other Latino backgrounds, not represented in this study, may 

provide different insight into their life experiences therefore a study with other Latino 

students (i.e., Cuban, Puerto-Rican, Dominican, etc.) is recommended.  Future research 

should also address the curricular experiences of not just Latino students but White, 

African-American, and Asian students as well.  First generation students can be divided 

into two groups, the first group includes those with parents whose highest educational 

attainment was either a high school diploma or less, and the second group includes 

students with at least one of the parent having attended college but never completing a 

bachelor’s degree.  The participants of this study are part of the first group – parents have 

a high school education or less.  Other studies might address the perspectives of students 

from families with other levels of parental education (continuing generation students) as 

well as of those who are considered at least third generation Americans.   

These studies could be conducted in a couple of different ways.  One way could 

be to use Gergen’s narrative approach to find out what identity types (romantic, 

modernist, post-modernist) are more prevalent among different groups.  A second 

approach would be to use McAdams’ life story of identity model to allow participants to 

explore significant experiences that carry special meaning to their personal identity.  

Either one of these approaches would yield data that could then be adapted into the 

identity soundboard presented in this study as a means of expanding the soundboard 

concept.  I would recommend a similar format to the one used in this study in order to 
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eliminate many methodological variances as possible.  It would be interesting to find out 

what identity development factors are salient for other groups of students.  

Participants And The Literature  

Part of the motivation for recommending future studies with other groups is 

because participants of this study largely aligned with descriptions of first generation 

Mexican-American students provided by the literature.  For example, as it pertains to the 

academic under-preparedness mentioned in the literature (Burkhardt, 1999; Warburton, 

Bugarin & Nuñez, 2001), several of the students cited failing courses, struggling in 

classes, and feeling frustrated academically during the success/failure prompt.  

Unrealistic college expectations and little college knowledge (Brooks-Terry, 1998; York-

Anderson & Bowman, 1991) were also apparent in both the narratives and in the focus 

group sessions.  Pascarella et al. (2004) writes about the first generation parental 

limitations for helping students navigate the world of higher education.  Many of the 

participants mentioned that the parents didn’t know how to help, did not understand the 

demands of college, or simply wanted to help but just didn’t know how.  Familismo, 

typically associated with the Hispanic culture (Weaver, 2003), was another concept 

where the participants accurately reflected the literature.  Studies tell us that familismo 

may contribute to higher levels of happiness among Mexican-Americans and that for 

some Mexican-American youth family was the most important contributor to life 

satisfaction (Edwards & Lopez, 2006).  In this study, not only was mirror kinship 

extremely relevant to this concept but students’ reports of connecting to family, calling 

often, and visiting frequently speak to the closeness they experience with their biological 

family.  Additionally, studies point to a correlation between parental encouragement and 
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students’ social adjustment (Astin, 1993). Participants of this study relayed via their 

narratives, the importance of parents still have in their lives even if not living at home. 

As it relates to family income, researchers have found that that first generation 

students were more likely to come from lower-income homes and that a higher SES had a 

positive effects on academic and social integration (Pascarella et al., 2004;  Terenzini et 

al., 1996).  Participants made several references to financial struggles, having little or no 

financial backing from parents for college, parents’ blue collar jobs, and wanting to 

economically give back to parents.  This rhetoric is typically associated with students of 

lower SES which is indicative of first generation students. 

The literature references gaining respect/status, bringing honor to their family, 

and financially helping family after they are done with college (Bui, 2002) as areas of 

importance for first generation students and even more so for immigrant students 

(Suarez-Orozco & Suarez-Orosco, 1995).  The recurrence of the Pay It Forward/Pay It 

Back theme throughout the stories speaks volumes to the connectedness between 

previous studies and these students’ heartfelt gratitude.  There are several other areas 

where these students fit the literature but it begs the question: why?   

My perspective is that these students appear somewhat homogenous because they 

have so many cultural similarities.  For example, most come from small towns where 

being Hispanics were the majority.  Most are first or second generation Americans and 

their perspectives on topics such as educational attainment, immigration, parents, 

acculturation, transitioning to college, etc., will be similar.  I can only assume that if there 

was more variety in background the results of this study would have looked differently.  

For example, if a large portion of the participants would have come from large cities, 

perhaps fitting into a campus of 6000+ students would not have been an issue.  For some 
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of the participants, the university was larger than their entire hometown, and 

“transitioning” took a completely different meaning.  Also, I hypothesize that results 

would look differently if a large portion of the students were third (or more) generation 

Americans.  Topics such as language, immigration, cultural capital, and perhaps even 

giving back may look different from the results of this study.  

Results of this study are relevant to this specific population, and the data are a 

reflection of them and them only.  The commonalities between the literature and the first 

generation participants of this study need to be considered and future research could 

benefit from taking into consideration perspectives from other populations such as the 

ones mentioned at the beginning of this section. 

So what is new about these students?  While their profiles follow those what has 

been outlined in the literature, what these students provide via their narratives is an 

insight that can advance the understanding of why their profiles are the way they are.  For 

example, we hear of academic underpreparedeness but this study opened our eyes to the 

struggle to learn English at a college proficiency level and the role this may play in the 

day to day academic courses.  We hear about first generation parents being unable to 

help, and these narratives highlighted the lack of confidence students have in great part 

due to the limited cultural capital with which they enter higher education.  The literature 

tells us about Hispanic familismo, but now we know that students form mirror kinships in 

order to fill the void left by biological families.   

The objective in presenting the data is to give the reader additional context with 

which to analyze numbers and data provided about first generation Mexican-American 

students.  More importantly, the goal is to raise consciousness among faculty and 

practitioners when interacting with diverse populations.  By offering these personal and 
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sincere stories, my hope is that those who read them will be moved in a way that will 

allow them to see these students as more than representatives of the enrollment and 

attrition numbers we see.  Instead, I hope the stories will resonate with the reader and 

provide depth of knowledge about a group of students who not only wants something 

different for their personal lives, but also wants to make a difference in the lives of their 

families, and in the lives of other first generation students.   

Conclusion 

The evidence clearly points to the broad array of experiences shaping students’ 

identity which go well beyond the traditional concepts of academic and social factor 

typically addressed on most college and university campuses.  First published in 1961, 

the Coleman Report advanced that significant elements related to academic success and 

college attendance were factors such as parental education, information availability, 

adequate mentoring, and good counseling. While some researchers may disagree with 

parts of the study, over time these results have been seconded by consequent studies 

(Tierney & Venegas, 2006). 

This present research provides information about the key factors to the identity 

creation and negation of first generation Mexican-American students.  The ability to 

understand the key factors is critical to better serve Latino students in higher education.  

How young adults come to see themselves as college students, and how they form an 

ethnic identity is related to self-esteem, efficacy, and academic performance (Jaret & 

Reitzes, 2009).  As more Latino/a students join the world of higher education, faculty and 

practitioners stand to benefit from a greater understanding of both the personal and the 

academic needs of these students in order to better serve them.   
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The process of identity-making through life story construction begins in young 

adulthood but continues throughout most of the adult life course as people refashion their 

internalized narratives of self to accommodate life changes (McAdams 1985).  Because 

the process is deeply rooted in cultural contexts (Denzin, 1989) a life story exists as a 

psychosocial construction (McAdams, 1996), which reflects an individual’s narrative 

understanding of self in culture.  This understanding is co-created by both the storyteller 

and the cultural influences in which the individual’s life is situated. 

As I set out to do research on first generation students, I was faced with the 

challenge to be true to their stories while maintaining the integrity of their lives.  I was 

concerned that the students would be guarded in their responses as this would hinder the 

valuable insight they can offer the reader.  However, much to my surprise, participants 

were eager to share their stories.  It's as if they had been waiting for somebody to ask 

them about their lives and to obtain validation of their struggles and triumphs by retelling 

their stories of redemption.  As first generation Mexican-American students continue to 

create and negotiate their identity in the world of higher education, it is encouraging to 

know that their redemptive spirit will play a role in the creation of such.  

This redemptive spirit and the ability to connect through shared experiences is 

succinctly shared in Juan’s positive message to other first generation students as he 

writes: 

They [first generation students] should be proud and excited that they are 
doing something for their family.  In school you might go through some 
stuff but if you have faith and try your best you can get somewhere.  There 
are others like you that have gone through the same thing. 
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Appendix A - Participant Application 

Are	you	the	first	in	your	family	to	go	to	college?	
Do	you	have	interesting	stories	to	tell?	

Would	you	like	to	earn	a	$250	book	stipend?	
	
Looking	for	students	interested	in	participating	in	a	study	that	will	look	into	the	lives	of	
first‐generation	students.		If	interested	please	fill	out	the	bottom	portion	of	this	sheet	and	
return	to	the	Multicultural	Services	Office,	[location].		For	more	information	please	contact	
[researcher]	at	[phone	number]	or	[email].	
	
 
  
 
 
 
Name: ___________________________          Campus ID:  _______________________   
Classification:         FR       SO      JR       SR    Major:  ____________________   
E-mail:  ____________________________     Cell Phone:  ________________________ 
 
 
Why do you want to be a part of this study? 
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________
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Appendix B - Compensation Rules and Scale 

 
There will be a total of five writing assignments and four meetings.  Each writing 

assignment will be worth one (1) point and each meeting worth two (2) points for a total 

of thirteen (13) points.  In order for students to receive the full compensation of $250 

they will need to accumulate all of the 13 points.  Participants who accumulate 10-12 

points will be eligible for $200, those with 8-9 points will receive $100 and 7 points or 

less will be considered to have dropped out of the program and will therefore not qualify 

for any monetary compensation.   

 
13 points   = $250 
 
10-12 points   = $200 
 
8-9 points   = $100 
 
7 points or less  = $0 
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Appendix C - Writing Prompts & Meeting Objectives 

 
WEEK 1 

Meeting #1:  One-On-One Interview 
Purpose: Interview participants, present the outline of the program, expectations, 
and to introduce students to personal narratives. 
 
Writing #1: Think back to your first weeks of school.  Did you have trouble 
balancing your college life and home life?   
 
Be as open as you feel comfortable but please try to answer some of the following:  
What struggles have you faced?  How easy/difficult has it been to adjust to the new 
life?  How close/distant are you to your family now versus before you started 
college?  How does your family feel about your educational goals?  What does 
your family mean to you?  What does education mean to you?  Please be sure to let 
me know who is included in your family. 
 

WEEK 2 
Writing #2:  Success means different things to different people.  Tell me about 
a time when you felt successful.  Tell me about a time when you felt like you 
failed.   
 
When writing, feel free to think about the following:  What does success mean to 
you?  What does failure mean to you? Have you achieved it?  How do you go about 
achieving it?  Give examples of people you consider successful.  Give examples of 
your successes and failures.  What are your fears? Who influences you? 
 

WEEK 3 
Meeting #2: Focus Group Session  
Purpose:  Review narratives, answer questions and have a discussion session where 
participants can share thoughts and experiences about the first two assignments. 
 
Writing # 3:  Tell me a story about something that happened in college that 
you consider affected the way you see yourself.   
 
How did you see yourself before and after the incident?  How do you think others 
saw you?  How did your previous experiences affect the way you handled the 
situation? 

WEEK 4 
Writing #4:  I want to know more about you.  For this assignment I want you 
to write about a situation/person that was meaningful to you.   
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Choose any topic that will allow me to get to know you better and to find out why 
you are the way you are.  The possibilities are endless but if you need a little help, 
feel free to use the following areas as guides to prompt your thoughts.  Have fun 
with it! 
Ability, achievement, admiration, adversity, advice, affection, age, ambition, anger, 
appreciation, attitude, beauty, change, death, dreams, education, faith, famous, 
family, friendship, graduation, happiness, hope, imagination, life, love, motivation, 
pain, perseverance, relationships, religion, teachers, wisdom, work. 
 
Meeting #3:  One-On-One Interview.   
Purpose:  Obtain clarification on narratives already submitted. 

WEEK 5 
Writing #5: Being a first generation student can bring different challenges to 
the college experience.  Tell me about a time (positive or negative) when the 
university, a campus department, or an ASU staff/faculty member impacted 
your college experience.   
 
Be sure to include emotions, feelings, discoveries, fears, enlightening moments, etc.   
This is an opportunity for you to share when “the system failed you” or when “the 
system” exceeded your expectations.  Feel free to share your ideas about how the 
university can better serve you as a first generation student and how to better meet 
your needs. 
 
Meeting #4: Focus Group Session 
Purpose: Bring closure to the project, discuss final assignments, and share closing 
thoughts.   
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Appendix D - Chayito’s Narrative (Spanish Version) 

 
Yo vivía en México con mi Mama, mi hermano, y mi hermana. Teníamos 

problemas financieros pero éramos una familia feliz. En las tardes yo iba a la escuela y en 
la noche vendíamos enchiladas en la calle los fines de semana para sacar dinero para 
comer. Un día llego mi papa de los Estados Unidos, con una noticia que cambiaria mi 
vida por completo. Llego y nos dijo que la cita para que nos convirtiéramos en residentes 
americanos había llegado y nos íbamos a ir en pocas semanas.  

 
Llego el día tan esperado y nos fuimos para Ciudad Juárez a arreglar nuestros 

papeles. Al estar ahí se sintió una diferente atmosfera, gente estaba hablando diferentes 
idiomas, yo me sentía atrapada en un lugar con gente rara. Después de diferentes 
exámenes y llenar papeles tuvimos la suerte de que nos dieran nuestros papeles, o se 
podría decir mala suerte para mí porque yo no quería venirme a este país. Yo era feliz en 
México, bueno según yo lo tenía todo. Tenía las calificaciones más altas de mi grado, 
trabajaba los fines de semana, y tenía mi novio y muchos amigos que me querían. Al 
venirme para acá tuve que dejar todo eso lo cual me puso muy triste. Mi hermano, Mi 
madre, y yo fuimos los que nos volvimos residente con la excepción de mi hermana por 
que ya era mayor de edad.  

 
Recuerdo el día que llegamos a este país como si hubiera sido ayer, fue un día frio 

y melancólico. Era noviembre y recuerdo que había helado, la casa a la que llegamos no 
tenia calentadores, y al llegar llegamos con la sorpresa de que a mi papa lo habían robado 
rompiendo la puerta de atrás lo cual causo que se sintiera mas frio en la casa. Me acuerdo 
que mi hermano y yo nos tuvimos que dormir en la misma cama. Mi hermano tenía una 
beca en México para acabar una carrera técnica por lo consiguiente se tenía que regresar 
a México al día siguiente y seguir con sus estudios. El se iba a regresar en la mañana 
temprano, por lo cual yo estaba muy triste, ni siquiera pude despedirme de él. Recuerdo 
oír su voz diciéndome que todo iba a estar bien. Yo estaba debajo de las cobijas 
totalmente tapada llorando.  

 
Este acontecimiento de cambio de país en mi vida me afecto mucho porque fue un 

cambio muy grande en mi vida. En México deje a mis amigos, mi hermana, y mi familia. 
Adaptarme a este país fue muy difícil para mí por la misma razón de que yo no estaba 
agusto en este país. Todo en este país era diferente a las cosas que yo estaba 
acostumbrada en México. Este país tiene una diferente cultura, idioma, y la gente mira las 
cosas de otra manera. Hasta ahora no me he podido adaptar a este país…una cosa muy 
difícil que hasta la fecha sigo batallando es el idioma. 
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Ahora que miro atrás y recuerdo todo esto me pongo a pensar y analizar la 
situación, y llego a la conclusión de que debo de estar orgullosa de tener la oportunidad 
de estar viviendo en el país de las oportunidades, los Estados Unidos. 
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