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Using critical race theory and LatCrit as conceptual frameworks, I conducted a 

qualitative instrumental case study of a cadre of self-identified Mexican-American and 

Hispanic college students who bring college knowledge, goodwill, and aid to their border 

town communities. The purpose of this study was to explore how college knowledge 

and other forms of academic capital are transmitted and co-constructed in the contested 

terrain of the borderlands. Primary data sources included semi-structured interviews, 

participant and non-participant observation, and personal artifacts (e.g. newspaper 

articles, college admissions essays, social media, etc.) collected from 17 full-time 

undergraduate student participants, 11 males and 6 females, ranging from 19 to 22 

years old, who were active members of the Gates Millennium Scholars Program. 

Supplemental data sources included semi-structured interviews with 23 family members 

and 9 educators identified by student participants, as well as a review of public records 

regarding student participant's border town communities (e.g. newspaper articles, 

census data, educational statistics, etc.). Findings detail how this group of college 

students manages the 'scholar' distinction in their hometown and utilizes distinct 

methods to promote academic capital formation. Specifically, this study delineates the 

following four types of scholars: (1) pioneers, (2) guardians, (3) ambassadors, and (4) 

advocates. Ultimately, this research highlights the importance of college students' 



ingenuity in response to enduring system inequality in higher education, particularly 

along the U.S.-Mexico border, with implications for research theory, policy, and practice. 
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TRAVERSING CONTESTED TERRAIN: THE EXPERIENCES OF MEXICAN-

AMERICAN SCHOLARSHIP BOYS AND GIRLS FROM THE BORDERLANDS  

 
–¿Usted es la de las becas?– 

“Are you scholarship girl?” 
 
 

Introduction 

Over 10 years ago, as part of the Gates Millennium Scholars Program (GMSP), I 

began serving as a scholarship ambassador in low-income, predominantly Latina/o 

communities.  Designated la de las becas or scholarship girl, I provided formal 

workshops about the GMSP to high-achieving, low-income students of color at local 

schools and community centers in my hometown, college town, and most recently in the 

Dallas/Fort-Worth (DFW) metroplex.  Repeatedly, I found more pressing requests for 

college information from my informal social networks – a neighbor, my sister’s best 

friend, or the school janitor’s daughter.  These students were from homes with little to 

no college knowledge and the requests were for general college information rather than 

prestigious scholarship awards.  As my network with the GMSP expanded, I learned of 

other scholarship ambassadors conducting informal college advising sessions, such as 

translating financial aid processes into Spanish or helping younger siblings navigate the 

college application process.  Amongst these college-going individuals, I observed a 

shared sense of responsibility to educate their community. 

These informal college-advising experiences continued to frequent my thoughts 

after I embarked on my graduate studies.  Over the course of my doctoral journey, I 

began to pursue a research agenda exploring the influence of family and kinship 

networks on college access and success for Latina/o students.  I was interested to learn 
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how collectivist orientations towards work and achievement within the Latina/o 

community influenced students’ college choice process and persistence in college.  

These early research activities formed the foundation of my current work to explore how 

college students can foster “cross-generation educational uplift” (St. John, 2012; St. 

John, Hu, & Fisher, 2011), which can be defined as committed action that supports 

college going. 

The quote at the beginning of this introduction best captures my personal and 

academic interests in educational uplift.  The quote is a question a mother asked me 

after a college outreach event three years ago.  I highlight her words because they 

characterize both how she understood my presence in the community and how I 

understood my own.  She wanted to confirm that I was la de las becas, which translates 

verbatim into “she of the scholarships”.  I have come to embrace it, scholarship girl.  I 

imagine that for her, I was, in the most literal sense, a scholarship girl for the 

community.  I was a young woman who had earned multiple scholarships and who was 

providing the Spanish-speaking community with information about those scholarships.   

However, with the phrase, she also connected my service to my scholarship as 

an educational researcher and scholar.  Her words brought to mind research on 

scholarship boys and scholarship girls.  Research on “scholarship boys” dates back to 

Hoggart’s (1957) piece titled “Unbent Springs: A Note on the Uprooted and the Anxious 

– Scholarship Boy”.  He defined scholarship boys as educated men who faced 

challenges associated with returning home to a lower socioeconomic status than their 

education entailed (Hoggart, 1957).  Nearly 20 years later, Richard Rodriguez penned a 

memoir titled Hunger of Memory: The Education of Richard Rodrigurez in which he 
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redefined a scholarship boy through a racial lens as a Latino faculty member.  

Rodriguez (1982) wrote about how he struggled to maintain ties with his home 

community and talked about losing a part of himself.  10 years later, Laura Rendon 

(1992) introduced a scholarship girl who applied a feminist perspective to literature and 

who managed the present while holding onto the past as a professor.  Rendon did not 

leave it behind.  Most recently, Juan Carillo (2010) wrote a dissertation on Mexican-

origin scholarship boys who had attained at least a Masters degree and focused on their 

experiences and struggles. 

My research redefines scholarships boys and scholarship girls, not in the sense 

of those that achieve high levels of educational attainment like Hoggart, Rodriguez, 

Carrillo or Rendon, but those that are redefined as high-achieving, low-income students 

of color with aspirations for doctoral and professional degrees.  The students in this 

study were all deeply influenced from being selected for the GMSP.  The security of 

having “money in the bank” for graduate school has influenced their way of looking at 

their education and their role in society.  As scholarship boys and scholarship girls in the 

literal sense, this research adds nuance to existing literature about high achieving, low-

income students.  As a scholar of postsecondary education, I recognize that my 

experience as a scholarship girl is similar to that of other college students and it is an 

experience not broadly reflected in the literature.  In this research, I explore the lived 

experiences of Mexican-American GMSP students who also serve as la de las becas or 

el de las becas in their community to better understand how they foster educational 

uplift in the borderlands. 
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Specifically, this dissertation qualitatively explores how a cadre of self-identified 

Mexican-American and Hispanic scholarship students who live along the U.S.-Mexico 

border traverse contested terrain to serve the educational needs of their community.  

Overall, this dissertation details the significance of scholarship boys’ and scholarship 

girls’ unrelenting ingenuity in response to enduring systemic inequality in higher 

education, which I refer to throughout the dissertation as ‘educational uplift.’ 

 

Higher Education as Contested Terrain: A Review of Literature 

In 2015, the North American Congress on Latin America (NACLA) released an 

article highlighting historical and contemporary issues of violence, drugs, economical 

gains and tensions along the U.S.-Mexico border--describing the land as full of 

contradictions.  Specifically, NACLA defined this area as a long stretch of contested 

terrain.  Contested indeed.  Just one naturally occurring shift in the course of the Rio 

Grande River in Texas sparked a 100-year dispute between the U.S. and Mexico that 

was not resolved until the U.S. Congress introduced the American–Mexican Chamizal 

Convention Act that was signed just a little over 50 years ago today.  Beyond resources 

and terrain, the field of border studies further discusses how culture and nationality is 

also contested along the U.S.-Mexico border (Anzaldúa, 1987; Alvarez, 1995). 

The border region in Texas alone makes up more than half of this contested 

terrain.  See Figure 1 for a map of the U.S.-Mexico border.  
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Figure 1. Map of the U.S.-Mexico border. (Source: Environmental Protection Agency, 
U.S.-Mexico Border 2020 Program.) 
 

In Texas “this is a distance of 1,248 miles and includes some of the poorest counties in 

the state and in the nation.  Approximately 400,000 people in Texas live in colonias - 

unincorporated, semi-rural communities characterized by substandard housing and 

unsafe public drinking water or wastewater systems” (Santiago, 2008, p. 4).  Given the 

geographic location of this region, much of the population specifically consists of 

Mexican and Mexican-American individuals  

Rodriguez (2016) writes, “the argument for improving access to a quality higher 

education for students from the borderland region is that this region is considered to be 

the most culturally and economically isolated and segregated region of the state.”  With 

the term “borderlands,” he is referring specifically to the Texas–Mexico border region in 

the tradition of the interdisciplinary field of Border Studies, a tradition I follow throughout 

the dissertation as well.  Rodriguez (2016) writes: 
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If the Borderland were a state by itself, it would rank first in poverty rate, 
percentage of school children in poverty, unemployment rate, percentage of adult 
population without a high school diploma, and percentage of population speaking 
Spanish at home.  Additional noteworthy rankings are Number 2 in percentage of 
population aged 5 to 17, Number 3 in percentage of population that is foreign 
born, and low percentages of population with the various levels of college 
degrees.   
 

These statistics come at a critical time in U.S. society as Santiago writes that “the 

population of many border cities will double in 30 years since the population along the 

Texas border region is increasing at twice the rate of Texas as a whole (Census 

Bureau, 2012).”  Two of the 10 fastest-growing metropolitan areas in the United States, 

Laredo and McAllen, are located on the Texas-Mexico border and the top 4 cities with 

the largest Hispanic populations are Texas border towns Laredo, Brownsville, McAllen, 

and El Paso.   

When comparing the U.S. education pipeline by race/ethnicity and gender, as 

shown in Figure 2, Latina/o students are the least likely of White, Asian American, 

African American, and Native American students to earn a bachelor’s degree (Pérez 

Huber et al., 2015, p. 3).  Amongst Latina/o origin groups, as shown in Figure 3 

Chicana/o students in particular are the least likely to earn a bachelor’s degree, despite 

being the largest group (Pérez Huber et al., 2015, p. 4).  While aggregate baccalaureate 

attainment data specific to Mexican-American border town-origin students are not 

available, research on border town-origin students in Texas reveals stark differences to 

other students in the state (Oliva, 2002; Santiago, 2006, 2008; Sharp 1998, 2001; 

Soden, 2006; see also Rodriguez, 2016).  The students in this study were all educated 

in El Paso County along the Texas-Mexico border.  According to US Census, only 17% 

of the Hispanic or Latino origin population in El Paso County has a bachelor’s degree or 



7 

higher in comparison to the 35.9% of the total population (American Community Survey, 

2015).   

 
Figure 2. The US education pipeline, by race/ethnicity and gender, 2012 (Pérez Huber 
et al., 2015, p. 3).  
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Figure 3. The US education pipeline, by Latina/o subgroup and gender, 2012 (Pérez 
Huber et al., 2015, p. 4). 
 

For students who live along the U.S.-Mexico border, education is further 

complicated by a history of discrimination and de facto segregation.  In addition, 

geographical constraints due to financial issues, family responsibilities, immigration 

status, or any combination of the above impact educational opportunity.  Research 

shows that Mexicans and Mexican Americans who live along the Texas-Mexico border 

have faced much governmental neglect, specifically with regards to educational 
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opportunities (Oliva, 2002; Rodriguez, 2016; Santiago, 2006, 2008; see also Sharp, 

1998).  Regarding Texas higher education in particular, research shows that the 

“success” (i.e. the diversification of Texas public college admissions) of the current Top 

10% Plan, which guarantees high-achieving Texas public high school students 

admission to most public universities in the state, is predicated on the existence of 

segregated schools in the state (Tienda & Nie, 2004).  A study comparing Top 10% 

students to Borderland Top 10% students found that “Borderland universities” are 

exclusive for the Borderland Top 10% students because other Top 10% students 

consistently choose to enroll elsewhere in the state (Rodriguez, 2016).  In Texas, 90% 

of students enrolled at border institutions come from their service region (Texas Higher 

Education Coordinating Board, 2007).  While border institutions do all they can with their 

limited and scarce resources, research reveals persistent low postsecondary graduation 

rates amongst students from the borderlands when compared to other students in the 

state (Fernandez, Fletcher, & Klepfer, 2016, Oliva, 2002; Santiago, 2006, 2008; Sharp 

1998, 2001; Soden, 2006; see also Rodriguez, 2016).  This finding compacts issues of 

inequality because it was not until the aftermath of LULAC v Clements in 1999 that 

legislation changed to adequately provide aid to border town postsecondary institutions 

through the South Texas/Border Initiative (Valencia, 2008).  Ultimately, these facts and 

figures highlight that education, particularly at the postsecondary level, continues to 

remain a contested terrain for many Mexican-American students, particularly in the 

borderlands like El Paso. 

To address governmental neglect and systemic racism, the borderlands 

community has been forced to take matters into their own hands.  They have 
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succeeded in myriad ways, particularly regarding higher education matters with the 

South Texas/Border Initiative (Oliva, 2002) and the implementation of mobile college 

access centers called “Go Centers” (Cunha & Miller, 2008, 2009; Stillisano, Brown, 

Alford, & Waxman, 2013), which began with locally led efforts in the borderlands.  This 

dissertation captures the spirit of the types of local, informal, grassroots efforts that 

unfold in contested terrain.  Specifically, this dissertation describes how Mexican-

American college students from the borderlands traverse the contested terrain of their 

higher education experience.   

In the last decade, several studies have been conducted providing evidence that 

Latina/o students use family and kinship networks to develop successful college 

pathways for each other (Perez & McDonough 2008; Person & Rosenbaum, 2006; 

Rios-Aguilar & Deil-Amen, 2012).  There has been a surge of research documenting the 

importance of family involvement in college access and success, particularly amongst 

low-income ethnic communities (Jenkins, 2012; Kiyama, 2010; Quiñones, & Kiyama, 

2014; Rios-Aguilar, Kiyama, Gravitt, & Moll, 2011).  An extensive review of the literature 

reveals that the bulk of research on Latina/o students in higher education and their 

families is focused specifically on the parent’s role in student college choice and access 

(Auerbach, 2002; Ceja, 2006; Desmond & López Turley, 2009, Freeman, 2005; Kiyama, 

2010; Perna & Titus, 2005; Stage & Hossler, 1989; Tierney & Auerbach, 2005).  

Research shows that in spite of lower levels of education, lack of college knowledge, 

and/or lack of access to relevant resources and services, Latina/o parents use 

alternative ways (e.g. begin to sell tamales as fundraisers to cover educational 

expenses) to convey the importance of higher education to their children (Auerbach, 
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2002; Fann, Olivares-Urueta, Del Rio, De La Pena, & Pulido, 2010; Hossler, Braxton, & 

Coopersmith, 1989; Hossler, Schmidt, & Vesper, 1999; McDonough, 1999; Stage & 

Hossler, 1989).   

Studies that are more recent have posited that siblings replace parents as 

college information agents as they progress through the college choice process, 

implying that siblings can also play a major role in the college experiences of Latina/o 

students (Ceja, 2006; Goodman, Hurwitz, Smith, & Fox, 2014; Elias McAllister, 2012).  

Other studies highlight the influence of aunts, uncles, cousins, and other family figures 

(Perez, & McDonough, 2008; Rios-Aguilar & Deil-Amen, 2012) suggesting the 

importance of non-traditional parent figures and the growing number of non-traditional 

family structures.   

These networks described above are particularly important in border towns, 

which are mostly comprised of immigrant families.  According to Sánchez-Jankowski 

(2008), most immigrants have little connection to and confidence in private and state 

bureaucracies due to a history of abuse and neglect from these institutions.  They turn 

therefore to local personal networks to accomplish what is needed in their communities 

and to help them navigate the larger systems (Rivas-Drake, 2009; Sánchez- Jankowski, 

2008).  These attributes make it necessary to study Latinas/os within their local 

community and in more informal arenas.  For my research, these attributes make it 

important to explore the ways Mexican-American scholarship students can promote 

educational uplift that are not often captured using traditional measures of data 

collection.   
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Critical Race Theory, LatCrit, and Educational Uplift 

The theoretical frameworks that inform this research are critical race theory 

(CRT) and Latino critical race (LatCrit) theory.  In educational research, CRT centers 

the ways race, class, gender, and other forms of oppression intersect with the 

educational experiences of people of color as a move towards social and racial justice 

amongst people of color (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001; Yosso, 2006).  It challenges 

dominant ideologies that suggest that educational institutions are neutral and equal for 

all students.  LatCrit further expands on CRT to include issues regarding immigration 

status, bilingualism, and culture.  In this way, LatCrit gives researchers the tools to 

describe the educational experiences of Latinas/os in particular, with a lens towards the 

specific forms of oppression Latinas/os face (Solorzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001).  

Specifically, the following five tenets of a LatCrit framework in education (Solorzano & 

Yosso, 2001) expanded CRT toward a more specific focus on Latinas/os: the centrality 

of race and racism and intersectionality with other forms of subordination; the challenge 

to dominant ideology; the commitment to social justice; the centrality of experiential 

knowledge; and the interdisciplinary perspective.  A CRT and LatCrit methodology was 

actualized in my decision to infuse the tenets of CRT and LatCrit described above 

throughout my research process and particularly in my decision to focus on educational 

uplift. 

The concept of educational uplift is derived from the African American Post-Civil 

War tradition of racial uplift (Walker, 1996; Walker & Snarey, 2004).  Racial uplift 

referred to belief that “educated, elite blacks have a duty and responsibility for the 

welfare of the majority of African Americans” (Gaines, 2016).  The recent application of 
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uplift to the field of education emerged from a mixed methods study on large-scale 

comprehensive scholarship intervention programs, including the GMSP.  The authors 

found that the aspirations and actions of African American and Asian college students 

facilitated social and educational advancement that transcended generational 

boundaries of peers to include parents, siblings, and other close relations (St. John, Hu, 

& Fisher, 2011).  They referred to the concept as cross-generation educational uplift 

and determined it was critical to the development of academic capital (e.g. the 

knowledge, skills, and behaviors that help individuals navigate and succeed in 

educational settings) in families (St. John, Hu, & Fisher, 2011; Winkle-Wagner, 

Bowman, & St. John, 2012).   

Regarding educational uplift, Winkle-Wagner, Bowman, and St. John (2012) write 

“we found stronger patterns of parental support of educational uplift in African American 

and Asian families than in Hispanic and Native American families” (p. 9).  This finding 

prompted my interest in exploring educational uplift for Latinas/os and Mexican-

Americans in particular.  With this research, I would like to shed light on what 

educational uplift looks like specifically for Mexican-American scholarship students from 

a border town.   

 

Methods 

The findings reported in this dissertation draw from data collected for a case 

study.  Given the focus of my research questions, a case study approach seemed most 

appropriate.  Guba and Lincoln (1981) suggest that a case study is best when the 

research illuminates meaning that can communicate tacit knowledge, such as the formal 
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and informal practices used by students to communicate college knowledge in their 

homes and communities.  I conducted an instrumental case study because the case for 

my study played a supportive role (Stake, 2005).  Specifically, the purposeful selection 

of participants in the GMSP, hereafter referred to as scholars, is secondary to 

understanding the theoretical and practical implication of academic capital formation 

and educational uplift in Latina/o homes and communities. 

 

Case Study Research Questions  

1. What are the ways Mexican-American and Hispanic scholarship students 

are involved in the process of disseminating college knowledge and other 

forms of academic capital into their homes and communities in the 

borderlands?  

2. What factors expand or constrict the extent to which Mexican-American 

and Hispanic scholarship students become involved in helping others 

develop academic capital and learn about college? 

3. How do Mexican-American and Hispanic scholarship students perceive 

their role at home and in the community? 

4. How do families and educators perceive the role of Mexican-American and 

Hispanic scholarship students at home and in the community? 

 

Context and Setting 

El Paso, Texas is a large border town adjacent to New Mexico and Chihuahua.  

The Franklin Mountains run between the city separating it into two distinct blocks, the 
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East and West side.  A large military base that occupies the area, along with the military 

veterans and families who live in the surrounding community, characterizes the East 

side.  The West side is characterized by new development and franchises.  Within these 

two sides, there are also distinct communities like the Segundo Barrio, a historic low-

income neighborhood known for its murals and cultural character.  At the outskirts, there 

are colonias like Cochran, an unincorporated settlement of half-acre subdivisions where 

mostly Mexican and Mexican-American families have built their homes and do not have 

access to water or sewage lines. 

The scholars in this study grew up and lived in various neighborhoods within El 

Paso County.  See Figure 4 for a map of El Paso county school districts scholars 

attended.  The neighborhoods are important because the majority of students were 

zoned to particular public high schools.  These schools varied in the course offerings, 

resources, and opportunities available to students.  See Table 1 for characteristics of El 

Paso county school districts.  Other scholars lived in Juarez and crossed the 

international border daily for a private education.  Beyond school resources, the number 

of libraries, markets, and churches, and other organizations near their home 

communities played a role in what scholars were able to access and where scholars 

were able to participate.  It is important to note that despite the resources and 

circumstances surrounding these students, each one of these scholars was able to 

make the most of their situations to become involved during high school and each 

developed a competitive application for the Gates Millennium Scholarship Program.  

Nevertheless, these differences become particularly exasperated during the college 

years and lead to a diverse set of trajectories for the scholars in this research. 
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Figure 4. Map of El Paso County school districts (Environmental Systems Research 
Institute, 1999; Texas Legislative Council, 1998).  
 

 

  

Scholars attended schools in El Paso 
ISD, Ysleta ISD, Socorro ISD, and Clint 
ISD. 
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Table 1 
 
Characteristics of El Paso County School Districts, 2015-2016 
 

El Paso 
County 

Studen
t Pop. 

Hispanic/
Latino 

At-
Risk 

Economically 
Disadvantaged 

Bilingual
/ESL 

Career/ 
Technical 

Gifted & 
Talented 

Special 
Educatio
n 

College 
Readines
s 

State of 
Texas ----- 52.2% 50.1% 59% 18.3% 24.3% 7.7% 8.6% 35% 

Anthony  838 95.9% 54.2% 99.6% 18.6% 15.5% 4.9% 2.5% 11% 

Canutillo  5,973 94.2% 58.9% 71.8% 33.2% 34.6% 7.8% 9.1% 22% 

El Paso  59,772 83.4% 58.7% 70.6% 28.2% 26.8% 12.1% 10.3% 28% 

Ysleta  42,232 93.6% 56.4% 75.4% 28.2% 29.3% 7.6% 11.8% 17% 

Socorro  45,126 91.7% 45.7% 70.9% 18.8% 33.3% 5.5% 8.4% 26% 
San 
Elizario  3,955 99.3% 71.2% 94.9% 44.6% 31.1% 5% 8.1% 9% 

Clint 11,669 94.8% 59.8% 86.6% 30.9% 27.5% 3.9% 7% 18% 

Fabens  2,364 98.9% 71.2% 91.5% 33.5% 23.4% 7.1% 10.8% 13% 

Tornillo 1,192 99.5% 76.7% 95.7% 28.5% 32.9% 7% 5.2% 14% 

Note. Boldface indicates values are higher than average for the state of Texas. 
 

Other scholars lived in Juarez and crossed the international border daily for a private 

education.  Beyond school resources, the number of libraries, markets, and churches, 

and other organizations near their home communities played a role in what scholars 

were able to access and where scholars were able to participate.  It is important to note 

that despite the resources and circumstances surrounding these students, each one of 

these scholars was able to make the most of their situations to become involved during 

high school and each developed a competitive application for the Gates Millennium 

Scholarship Program.  Nevertheless, these differences become particularly exasperated 

during the college years and lead to a diverse set of trajectories for the scholars in this 

research. 

 

Participants 

 The scholars in the study were selected for the Bill & Melina Gates Millennium 
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Scholars Program (GMSP), which ended in 2016.  To be eligible for the GMSP, 

students must:  

1. Have had a minimum GPA of 3.3 on 4.0 scale  
2. Have identified as African American, American Indian-Alaska Native, Asian & 

Pacific Islander American, or Hispanic American 
3. Have had residency status as a U.S. Citizen, Permanent Resident, or Foreign 

National  
4. Have been a high school senior, GED recipient, or high school graduate 

entering an accredited college for the first time, as a full-time, degree-seeking, 
first-year student  

5. Have been Pell-Grant eligible 

Students were selected based on two recommendation letters and their responses in 

eight 1,000 word essays addressing Sedlacek’s (2004) noncognitive variables: 

1. Positive self-concept: Demonstrates confidence, strength of character, 
determination, and independence. 

2. Realistic self-appraisal: Recognizes and accepts any strengths and 
deficiencies, especially academic, and works hard at self-development.  
Recognizes need to broaden individuality. 

3. Understands and knows how to handle the system: Exhibits a realistic 
view of the system based upon personal experiences and is committed to 
improving the existing system.  Takes an assertive approach to dealing 
with existing wrongs, but is not hostile to society nor is a “cop-out.” 
Involves handling any “isms” (e.g., racism, sexism). 

4. Prefers long-range to short-term or immediate needs: Able to respond to 
deferred gratification; plans ahead and sets goals. 

5. Availability of strong support person: Seeks and takes advantage of a 
strong support network or has someone to turn to in a crisis or for 
encouragement. 

6. Successful leadership experience: Demonstrates strong leadership in any 
area: church, sports, non-educational groups, gang leader, etc. 

7. Demonstrated community service: Identifies with a community, is involved 
in community work. 

8. Nontraditional knowledge acquired: Acquires knowledge in a sustained 
and/or culturally related ways in any area, including social, personal, or 
interpersonal. 
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Table 2 displays the non-cognitive variables addressed by each essay question.  Only 

250 Hispanic students a year were selected.  Students who were selected received full 

financial aid packages to cover the costs of tuition, books, and related fees for up to 10 

years (4-5 years bachelors, 1-2 years masters, 4 years doctorate).  They also became 

eligible to attend sponsored leadership and professional development opportunities.   

Table 2 
 
GMSP Essay Questions and Sedlacek’s Noncognitive Variables 

 
Essay Prompt Noncognitive Variables 

1.  Discuss the subjects in which you excel or have excelled.  To what factors 
do you attribute your success?  

 

1, 2, 5 

2.  Discuss the subjects in which you had difficulty.  What factors do you believe 
contributed to your difficulties? How have you dealt with them so they will not 
cause problems for you again? In what areas have you experienced the 
greatest improvement? What problem areas remain? 

 

1, 2, 5 

3.  Briefly describe a situation in which you felt that you or others were treated 
unfairly or were not given an opportunity you felt you deserved.  Why do you 
think this happened? How did you respond? Did the situation improve as a 
result of your response? 

 

1, 3, 5 

4.  Discuss your short-term and long-term goals.  Are some of them related? 
Which are priorities? 

 

1, 4  

5.  Discuss a leadership experience you have had in any area of your life: 
School, work, athletics, family, church, community, etc.  How and why did you 
become a leader in this area? How did this experience influence your goals? 

 

1, 6 

6.  Discuss your involvement in and contributions to a community near your 
home, school or elsewhere.  Please select an experience different from the one 
you discussed in the previous question, even if this experience also involved 
leadership.  What did you accomplish?  How did this experience influence your 
goals? 

 

1, 7 

7.  Other than through classes in school, in what areas (non-academic or 
academic) have you acquired knowledge or skills?  How? 

 

1, 8 

8.  Is there anything else you would like to tell us about that may help us 
evaluate your nomination (i.e., personal characteristics, obstacles you have 
overcome)? 

1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7.  8 

 
Important for my study, students in the GMSP were also encouraged to become 

scholarship ambassadors in order to serve as a bridge between the GMSP and future 
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student nominees who apply for the scholarship.  Scholarship ambassadors developed 

partnerships in the community with schools, churches, and other organizations to 

provide scholarship workshops to qualified students.  While many scholarship 

ambassadors provided formal presentations and workshops registering each event with 

GMSP, anecdotal and experiential evidence, suggests scholarship ambassadors also 

provided informal presentations and workshops about more general college processes 

(Trent & St. John, 2008).  It is important to note that the Scholarship Ambassador 

Program within the GMSP began as a grassroots initiative by students that later 

became a formal part of the scholarship program.   

 As a GMS alumna myself, I shared several identities with scholars and these 

connections enhanced my relationship with them.  My identities as a Mexican-American 

student from the borderlands and a community educator also influenced the shape and 

direction of the study.  Data collection included scholars from GMSP who identified as 

males and females having grown up and graduated from various different high schools 

in El Paso County.  Scholars were recruited to study in 2015-2016 academic year.  All 

scholars identified as Mexican-American, the largest subgroup of Latinas/os in the 

United States, though the study was open to any Latinos/as.  They all grew up in El 

Paso/Juarez region and 14 of the 17 students chose to attend the University of Texas at 

El Paso after graduating from high school.  All have plans to earn a terminal or doctoral 

degree.   

 

Data Collection and Analysis  

Data were generated from a variety of sources and collected during the 2015-
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2016 academic year.  In addition to interviews, notes from meetings with participants, 

demographic questionnaires, field notes crafted after observations, and student 

application essays, as well as resumes and other documents, served as data sources.   

The recruitment process began when I reached out to a private high school 

principal per the suggestions of the director of the GMSP Scholarship Ambassador 

Program.  I was invited to begin my research during Calendula’s High School’s College 

Access Retreat, hereafter referred to as the retreat.  The retreat takes place during the 

winter break, Monday-Saturday from 8am-3pm.  It began on the Saturday after classes 

ended and ended on the Saturday before classes began, lasting three weeks, excluding 

Christmas Day.  The retreat is an opportunity for students to work on scholarship and 

college applications with most students working on the Gates Millennium Scholarship 

application.  Over 60 high school seniors from Calendula High School and special 

invitees from a handful of other high schools in the area attend the event.  Between 5-

12 college mentors, mostly current Gates Millennium scholars, are on hand to assist.  

Additionally the retreat organizer, four additional high school staff, and I were in 

attendance and on hand to help students with questions.   

 I focused my observations around the Gates Millennium scholars to get a 

general idea of their interactions with students.  Then I conducted interviews with 6 of 

the 8 scholars from Calendula High School during the third week of the retreat.  The 2 

scholars who were not a part of the retreat were recruited by word of mouth and 

interviewed later.  Each scholar was interviewed to learn more about their family 

background and journey into higher education, their experience returning to their high 

school as a college mentor and other ways they helped other students learn about 
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college processes, and the meaning that they attributed to the experience.  Each 

scholar was interviewed once and each interview lasted approximately 90 minutes.  All 

data were transcribed, and these texts served as the primary data sources for this 

study.  After the interview with the scholars who were serving as mentors, I conducted 

one in-depth observations of each individual holding a meeting with a student from the 

retreat.  The meetings were conversations between each scholar and a high school 

senior about where they were in the process of the application and what they needed 

help with.  For the other 2 scholars who did not participate in the retreat, one declined 

an observation session and the other invited me to observe a tutoring session.  During 

the focused observations of scholars’ acts, I directed my attention to describe where 

acts occurred, how acts incorporated the use of objects, ways acts were part of 

activities, ways acts were part of events, ways acts varied over time, ways acts were 

performed by actors, ways acts were related to goals, and ways acts were linked to 

feelings (Spradley, 1980).  In total, these focused observations lasted between 15-45 

minutes.  

 The scholars were then asked to identify 1-2 family members and 1-2 

educators who could share more information about their life experiences.  The majority 

of scholars identified 2 family members and 1 educator.  Because these scholars all 

attended the same high school, they each provided the name for some of the same 

individuals.  Thus, I interviewed a total of 13 family members and 4 educators for these 

scholars.   

 I repeated this same interview process described above with 9 Scholars from 8 

El Paso county public schools, however they were each recruited on a one-on-one 
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basis.  For these public school scholars, I interviewed a total of 10 family members and 

5 educators.  Only 4 scholars allowed observations, which lasted between 12-92 

minutes.  Table 3 details which scholars allowed observations and a review of 

documents. 

Table 3 
 
Scholar Characteristics 

 

Scholar Classification Field of Study Observations Documents (essays, etc.) 

Aaron Junior STEM Yes Yes 

Damian Junior STEM No Yes 

Hector Sophomore STEM Yes Yes 

Rolando Sophomore STEM Yes Yes 

Marco Freshman STEM Yes No 

Juan Freshman STEM Yes No 

Roman Freshman Health Professions Yes Yes 

Ruben Freshman STEM Yes Yes 

Javier Sophomore STEM No No 

Raul Freshman STEM Yes Yes 

Abe Freshman STEM No Yes 

Juliana Senior Liberal Arts Yes No 

Veronica Junior Health Professions  No Yes 

Martha Junior Business No No 

Marisol Junior Liberal Arts  No Yes 

Meli Sophomore STEM Yes No 

Rosalinda Freshman Health Professions  Yes Yes 
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 All data, including interviews, essays, tweets, Facebook posts, etc., were de-

identified, transcribed, punctuated for readability, and, if applicable for video, a short 

summary was written.  Once all materials were converted to text, I added descriptive 

labels, such as public school, male, female, Juarez, El Paso, tweet, YouTube, etc.  After 

I added these descriptive labels, I began to conduct axial coding on hard copies.  I 

double and triple coded in three phases: first students, then family members, and finally 

educators.  I then entered the data into NVivo.  From NVivo, I was able to print the 

various data segments and sort them into different folders based on their labels and 

codes.  Next, I conducted selective coding using the full code list on each transcript.  

Afterwards I read both the interviews and decontextualized text from the folders to 

weigh data from each code and develop themes.  Data were subjected to inductive 

analysis using the cross-case analyses method (Yin, 2013) to generate and analyze 

classifications and pattern descriptions that emerged across participants.  Finally, I 

considered the data through the lens of Critical Race Theory and LatCrit in relation to 

existing literature.  To bolster the validity of the findings, member checks were 

conducted with participants to give them an opportunity to influence how they were 

presented in the data and the accuracy of my interpretations (Guba & Lincoln, 1989; 

Merriam, 2014).   

 

Findings 

Consistent with a CRT and LatCrit framework, special attention was given to 

foregrounding the perspectives and experiences of the participants.  From this, the first 

theme that emerged was the extent to which students helped build academic capital 
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was undergirded by the ways students managed being ‘scholars’ in contested terrain, 

specifically the ways their views on 1) education, 2) race/ethnicity/class, and the 3) 

border manifested at home and in the community, and moreover were shaped by their 

past experiences.  While managing the ‘scholar’ distinction was different for every 

student, issues regarding 1) a hyperawareness of education, 2) an ethnic and class-

based vigilance, and 3) the border’s significance were more consistent.  For example, a 

student named Aaron described how learning about class differences had a “secondary 

effect” on him.  Thus, he did not feel a class-based vigilance the same way as other 

students, such as Damian.  Having grown up in a colonia, Damian described the 

differences he’d noticed about students from his side of town and other students.  

These two perspectives made a difference regarding the role they each took in the 

community.  Damian primarily helped his two younger brothers with their homework and 

educational pursuits, while Aaron volunteered as an informal tutor.  Ultimately, these 

views seemed to be the most influential factors for describing the extent to which the 

scholars became involved in helping others develop academic capital and learn about 

college, often serving as the impetus for their involvement and/or influencing how much 

time and energy was spent on navigating their external circumstances.   

The second theme that emerged was the ways scholars disseminated college 

knowledge and other forms of academic capital into their homes and communities 

through everyday encounters of 1) trust-modeling and 2) consejitos. Regarding trust-

modeling, all scholars described sharing college knowledge with others by means of 

sharing their own work, particularly college essays. For example, Marco detailed his 

process for working with students on their GMSP applications: 
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Marco: The first thing I do is I let them read my essay so they know where I come 
from.  I tell them sometimes my background.  Most of these kids already know 
me from school so they have the trust.  With Alicia, I had to share some 
background stories and I told her that I also came to school in the United States 
without knowing any English at all, and I had to go through some hardships as 
she did. 
 
Me: Did you talk to her in English or Spanish? 
 
Marco: In Spanish actually. 
 
Me: Do you talk to most of the people you are helping in Spanish? 
 
Marco: I feel that some kids are able to express themselves better in Spanish 
than in English so I use kind of 50/50.  With the ones, I thought they express 
themselves better in Spanish; I talked to them in Spanish and encouraged them 
to first write it out in Spanish and translate it. 
 
Marco describes how sharing his essay is a way for those who he is helping to 

get to know him.  It is a way of establishing trust.  Other Scholars shared similar 

perspectives.  Ultimately, the importance of modeling in these instances is that it is an 

action combined with establishing trust, thus trust-modeling.  As students who reside in 

contested terrain, it was important for them to establish trust with one another.  To build 

college knowledge and share other forms of academic capital, scholars in this study 

publicly and privately shared short, personal stories of success and failure, which I refer 

to as consejitos.  These consejitos are tips and advice derived from personal 

experiences that occur in short bursts of time and are shared to establish equal footing 

amongst each other, rather than a hierarchical relationship, like teacher/student or 

elder/child.  These consejitos serve to legitimize the experiences of others.  For 

example, Roman shared his philosophy: 

In order for people to open up to you, you have to show that you're in the same 
shoes that they are.  For example, they need some help about writing something 
in the past that was horrible with them, for example the violence.  I would explain 
some of the things that happened to me and feel like okay you're not alone.  We 



27 

can help you out.  That's how I saw that they would start opening up to you.  It’s 
mostly just confidence that you won't criticize them, or just be like it's not good 
enough.  Just always, try to help them.  So, that was what I mostly saw, that it 
made them open up. 
 
While the trust-modeling and consejitos may seem to fit neatly into two boxes, 

many times throughout the interviews scholars mentioned utilizing a combination of 

these activities at once.  Furthermore, throughout my observations, I noticed they used 

multiple strategies during their interactions with others.  For example, Marco poignantly 

discussed how he felt like he needed to be seen and heard so other students like him 

would believe in themselves: 

I know that there's a lot of kids that are going through the same things that I went 
through, and that they have a story.  Some of them may have not the opportunity 
to study further so I want to help them be able to achieve what I did.  […]  I was 
the guy that was never thought to win this scholarship.   
 

Marco would bring printed copies of his essays to share students employing trust 

modeling and then he would follow-up with consejitos, most often in Spanish.  Together 

these actions served to build trust and legitimize the experiences of those he was 

helping apply for scholarships.   

Building from the themes, I identified four types of scholars: pioneers, guardians, 

ambassadors, and advocates.  Each role was grouped by the ways students managed 

being ‘scholars’ in contested terrain and the types of activities, for example trust-

modeling, they employed to help build academic capital in their homes and community.  

See Table 4 for a scholar summary.   
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Table 4 
 
Scholar Summary 

 
Scholar Type Characteristics Field Ethic Message 
Pioneers -Typically working or taking extra 

classes 
-Feel guilty about not giving back more 

Field of 
Origin 

Care When I make 
it, my 
community 
makes it. 
 

Guardians -Have strong family/kinship 
relationships 
-Feel it is a family tradition to give back 

Field of 
Origin 

Social 
Justice 

We can do 
this if we do it 
together. 
 

Ambassadors -Have strong relationships with 
educators and community members 
-Feel it is their duty as “scholars” to give 
back 

Field of 
Higher 
Education 

Care If I can do it, 
you can do it 
too. 
 
 

Advocate -Most likely to focus on spreading 
college knowledge in the community 
-Feel it is a life calling to give back 

Field of 
Higher 
Education 

Social 
Justice 

We can do 
this if you let 
me help you. 

 

Further, the four types of scholars are based on the notion that students are motivated 

by an ethic of social justice (i.e. concern for the community at large) or an ethic of care 

(i.e. concern for individuals) and that they tend to operate in their field of origin or their 

field of higher education.  See Figure 5 for a visual depiction.  It is important to note that 

I am not arguing that these roles are inclusive of all students from the borderlands.  

Also, each quadrant should not be seen as static, as the characteristics and traits of 

each role can overlap, depending on the circumstances.  In the tradition of CRT and 

LatCrit, the next four sections detail student narratives regarding the four different roles. 
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Figure 5. Diagram of scholar roles.  
 

Pioneers: Hector’s Story 

I met Hector at a large, well-known coffee shop full of students studying, chatting, 

and playing board games.  We settled down at a table and chairs outside under the 

night sky, the Franklin Mountains visible in the distance.  As I pulled out my notebook 

and recorders, he politely asked if it was okay if he smoked throughout the interview.  I 

assured him it was and he readied his cigarette as I explained my research.  He listened 

thoughtfully and then asked, “Are you sure you want to interview me?  I don’t really do 

much community service like I used to.”  I nodded and explained how my definition of 

academic capital and educational uplift was still developing and that his experience 

would help shape it.  He deeply inhaled, slowly exhaled, and began by telling me about 

his border experience: 

I was born here in El Paso.  Both my parents are from Mexico.  I was born here 
then we moved back to Mexico, to Juarez.  I lived there up until the 6th grade.  I 

Pioneers Guardians

Ambassadors Advocates

Field of Higher Education 

Motivated by an 
Ethic of Social 
Justice 

Motivated by an 
Ethic of Care 

Field of Origin 
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believe I was 14, 13 maybe at the time.  That's one of the main things that made 
me who I am.  Just the fact that I'm from Juarez.  Doesn't really matter that I was 
born here or anything.  It's just like I was from Juarez.  When I moved over here 
to El Paso, it kind of disappeared and became like I'm from the border, not so 
much that I'm from Juarez or from El Paso.  I don't really have an identity 
specifically towards the US or Mexico.   
 

Like several other scholars, Hector pointed out belonging to the “border.”  Living in the 

borderlands influenced scholars’ perceptions of opportunity and oftentimes led to 

conflicted feelings about Mexico and the U.S.  While discussing these topics during the 

interviews, students would often retract some words, repeat themselves, and clarify that 

they were not trying to make it seem like Mexico or Mexicans were “bad.”  Hector hinted 

at these conflicted feelings when he said “I don't really have an identity specifically 

towards the US or Mexico” particularly after stating twice how he considered himself as 

“from Juarez.”   

As he continued to detail his journey chronologically, he described his decision to 

stay local and attend the University of Texas at El Paso (UTEP).  The majority of 

scholars had the opportunity to attend other universities but chose UTEP.  He described 

how given the prestigious nature of the GMSP, there was a stigma from peers attached 

to staying in El Paso for their college education, particularly amongst scholars attending 

private schools.  Several scholars described that they initially chose UTEP with the 

intent of transferring, however, each but one changed their minds as they discovered 

opportunities to get involved at UTEP.  Nevertheless, the majority of scholars described 

how others judged their choice to attend UTEP.  Hector described his experience:  

Hector: Actually my generation, I don't know if other generations were the same, 
but my generation specifically, we saw UTEP of as being a safety school.  Well 
not so much a safety school, we under-appreciated it in other words.  We thought 
of it as, if I'm not going anywhere else, I'm going to UTEP.  At the same time, I 
did apply to the American University of Rome and then applied to A&M.  I think 
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that's it.  UTEP of course, I decided to stay here in UTEP just to try out my 
university […] I never say that I got the Gates.  I'd like to think that I'm humble, 
but I'm not exactly a person to just as soon as I met you like, "Hi, I'm Gates.” It's 
not something I will just bounce off of the top of my head.  It's mostly my friends 
who like say, "He's a Gate scholar." Then they always look at me like, "You are at 
UTEP?" with a disappointed view you could say.  But it's not been like that--
UTEP it's a really good school.  It's been growing and it's fun. 
 
Me: When that happens do you speak about it or do you just let it go? 
 
Hector: Only when I'm asked because I understand that people, unless they've 
been or actually studied about or thought about going to UTEP, they don't 
actually understand the fact that UTEP is a big school.  At the same time, if you 
think about it, someone can succeed at any school.  It's just a matter of how 
much you want to try.  When they ask me why I give them my reasons.   

 
Ultimately, Hector respected the opinions of his peers.  However, he understood that 

they did not have a grasp of education in the same way that he did.  How Hector 

managed being a ‘scholar’ within this context influenced how much he felt he could get 

involved in the community.  Educational uplift for him looked and felt different than for 

the other three roles.  Hector describes his experience: 

Hector: For me, for example, the first year [in college] it was very rigorous, the 
transition from living with my parents and then being completely independent.  
[…] It was a big change.  […] I was thinking that I might just give up.  I thought to 
myself I'm not going to let this beat me.  It was more of a personal fight against 
myself.  “You know when you are going to finish this.  You are not going to let 
this beat you.” I decided to start working.  From my family, I've always had a 
pressure, if you could say, to be the best.  Up until high school it was my 
mentality that I had to be the best, but then I saw and I learned that I don't have 
to be the best, just the best that I could be.  Cliché as it sounds. 
 
Me: I understand that.   
 
Hector: Before I went out to college I would help out with community service.  […] 
I really liked it, liked opening the minds of kids.  […] Now, the company I work for, 
my dad's company, they sent me to the El Paso Chamber of Commerce like a 
representative for the company you could say.  I went and I really liked the ideas.  
[…] They [a local business program] were looking to teach me about empowering 
your own city, where you are from, and to build on the ideals that you were raised 
with.  That’s what I want to do now. 
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For Hector, getting a job working for his dad’s company helped him focus on his studies. 

Through the job, he discovered spaces previously not accessible to his family and he 

realized the difference he could make in his home community.  He described the 

various feeling he had about working for his dad’s company.  He reflected on how 

growing up his family told him to never tell anyone that his father was a truck driver but 

how proud he was that his father eventually was able to own his own fleet of trucks.  He 

described working with his father and other truck drivers and realizing their humble 

beginnings contrasted with his privilege as a college student.  Ultimately, Hector was a 

pioneer for his family, using his academic capital to enter unchartered business territory 

through the El Paso Chamber of Commerce, and carrying memories of past to motivate 

him to continue.   

Like Hector, scholars who take on the role of a Pioneer typically work part-time or 

take extra classes that limit their involvement in giving back to the community through 

conventional volunteer service.  They have good relationships with educators and family 

members.  However, these relationships do not carry the same unspoken 

responsibilities and expectations as with other roles.  Instead, these relationships are 

open and flexible enough for Scholars to make their own way.  Family members 

perceive these Pioneers to be very independent and not ask for help.  Educators 

describe Pioneer’s awards, accomplishments, and enterprising spirits in the classroom.  

When discussing their role at home and in the community, Pioneers usually describe 

feeling guilty about not giving back enough, despite how often they utilize consejitos to 

provide advice informally within their social networks.  They also describe giving back to 

the community through participation in small volunteer projects such as helping during a 
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church food drive or volunteering as an unofficial tutor at UTEP, which they do not 

consider a “big deal.” 

While Pioneers may observe injustices around them, they strongly believe 

master narratives that hard work will pay off and that respect for each other will maintain 

peace.  Within CRT, master narratives “preserve the status quo with regard to power 

relations and difference” (Bamberg, 2005, p. 287) and serve as a means of offering 

“truths” where White, middle-class men, are used “as the standard against which other 

groups are compared,” (Tate, 1997, p. 199).  In this case, the master narratives 

Pioneers believe maintain the status quo.  Specifically, they engage in activities to 

create change but blame individuals for issues rather than systems of oppression.  

Nevertheless, they maintain a collectivist orientation towards achievement with the 

philosophy of “when I make it, my community makes it.”  They very strongly desire to be 

the first person in their immediate family to get graduate degrees.  A total of 5 scholars 

from this study, 4 males and 1 female, were Pioneers.   

 

Guardians: Martha’s Story 

I met Martha at a quaint, locally-owned coffee shop.  She was so soft-spoken 

that the sound of the coffee machines would periodically drown her out despite the fact 

that we were sitting outside under a porch.  She wore a gold chain with her last name 

around her neck and she wrung her hands as we sat down for the interview, a habit I 

noticed would disappear when she would talk about her family.  Martha described her 

family and school life: 

Martha: I have a huge family.  We all come from Guanajuato, Mexico.  I am 
number 12 in my family.  I have 13 brothers and sisters.  Part of my family lives 
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here, part of them lives in Juarez, and the other part lives in Guanajuato.  I have 
two sisters that still live in Guanajuato.  We came here when I was six years old, 
and I started school here in the United States.  My grandma lived here so we 
came here and she helped us with the residence and everything.  My grandma 
was getting sick and my dad wanted to be closer to her. We lived in the city of 
[Marigold].  It's right across the bridge.  It's a community. It's called the city of 
[Marigold].  There's a lot of Mexicans.  It's really close to the border.  Actually my 
cousins were our neighbors, two of my cousins. My parents, we all lived in an 
apartment together.  I really liked being next to my family, being really united.  
When we needed help with something, there was always someone there to help 
us. 

 
Me: That’s beautiful.  All your family, what do they think about you going on to 
college? Did they all go to college? 
 
Martha: No.  My parents didn't finish high school.  Basically the only one to ever 
get that far is one of my siblings and me. When we came here, I remember they 
didn't want me to go to school.  Well, I didn't go to school because I was born a 
year before or something like that. I had to wait and then my mom said, "I know 
we have to let her go to school because she's really smart."  Actually I didn't go 
to kindergarten or pre K because I was in Juarez so when I came here I was 
supposed to go to first grade, and they didn't let me. My mom was like, "No, you 
have to test her or something. Give her a test. She will pass it because she 
knows everything from kindergarten." They gave me the test and I did pass so 
they did and we stayed right here. 
 
Me: How did you learn everything? From your siblings? 
 
Martha: Yes. From my sister in law and the younger sisters. They would always 
play. Well, I was always a quick learner. Give me homework or give me 
something to do.  They taught me how to read. By the time I went to school I 
already knew how to read and do math and everything. 

 
Like the majority of scholars in the study, Martha expressed a deep appreciation for 

education that originated with her family’s home practices.  Even amongst scholars 

whose parents did not have a formal education, like Martha’s, families encouraged their 

students to study, get good grades, and pursue a college degree.  For example, despite 

the fact that many of her siblings did not complete a college degree, they played an 

integral role in helping her develop academic capital as a child, which influenced her 

college trajectory. 
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Most significantly, Martha described a hyperawareness of education. She felt like 

she was not good enough to be named a Gates scholar.  Wringing her hands, Martha 

described her experience: 

Me: How did you hear about the Gates Scholarship and start applying for it? 
 
Martha: My vice-principal, he told us, like 15 students.  At first, it felt like, “oh no, 
I'm not going to make it.” I saw the other students and I was like, "Oh, they're 
better than me.  There's no way that I could get it.” They were more involved in 
school and clubs and I wasn't.  [...] In my senior year, I was in the co-op program.  
I went to school half a day and then the other half I would go to work at the Police 
Station.  […] I thought I wasn't going to get it but then we saw the envelope in the 
mail.  My parents, my mom and my dad were there […] It was a really good 
experience.  […] I was like, "Oh, I can go anywhere." I talked to my dad and I told 
him that I had the opportunity to go out of state.  My dad, he supported me.  He 
was like, "We're going to miss you but it's your experience, your college 
experience, and you decide only." 
 
Me: What made you not want to? 
 
Martha: Because I'm really attached to them.  I wanted to stay near to them. 
 
Me: When you say attached, what do you mean? 
 
Martha: I guess I was afraid to go and miss everything with my family, all the 
reunions, that’s very important to me.   
 

How Martha managed her ‘scholar’ distinction at home through her hyperawareness of 

education played an integral role in the ways she met the educational needs of her 

community.  Martha described how every Sunday her family would go to church 

together and then eat together.  For Martha, building academic capital in the home was 

the driving factor in her college studies. 

Scholars who take on the role of a Guardian typically have multiple 

responsibilities at home, like Martha.  They have very strong relationships with family 

members who perceive their presence as integral to family well-being.  Educators highly 

respect their work ethic and in high school, teachers often involved these students in 
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small tasks around the classroom.  Unfortunately, Guardians have no relationship with 

faculty or staff at a university level and are typically not involved in campus activities.  

When discussing their role at home and in the community, Guardians describe how 

natural it is to help others.  They are also acutely aware of how fortunate they are to 

have the cost of their education covered.  Guardians act as role models and provide tips 

and advice to others. Of all the various scholar roles, Guardians are the most likely to 

use “trust-modeling” methods to help develop academic capital.  For example, they will 

help family members create resumes for jobs and will walk their cousins through the 

FAFSA application on the phone.  The majority of guardians have experienced or 

observed injustice on a personal level.  While aware of systemic inequality, Guardians 

choose to create change one person at a time.  They maintain a collectivist orientation 

towards achievement with the philosophy of “we can do this if we do it together.”  A total 

of 5 scholars from this study, 3 females and 2 male, are Guardians.  

 

Ambassadors: Juan’s Story  

I met Juan at Calendula High School’s retreat.  Like all the scholar volunteers at 

the retreat, he was called up to the front of the auditorium for an assembly and formally 

introduced as a Gates scholar to attendees.  He captured my attention when he openly 

shared with the group that even though he "got the Gates" he wasn’t doing so well 

during his first semester.  He was doing all the right things by taking a full course load 

and getting involved in campus organizations, however, he was struggling with his 

classes.  He shared this information with the assembly in order to dispel myths about 

scholars being perfect students.  He wanted to raise the spirits of current students 



37 

applying for the GMSP.  After the assembly, both mentors and staff organizing the event 

came up to him to give him a hug, pat him on the back, and share a few words of 

encouragement.  From the manner he weaved in and out of students, telling a joke to 

one and high-fiving others, Juan seemed to be in his element.  When I asked several 

Scholars about these observations, they described how it was important for them to be 

seen by other students as authentic.  For Juan, the ‘scholar’ distinction afforded him 

significant opportunities in the community: 

I'm pretty sure doors opened because of the fact that I came from El Paso, I 
came from a high school in El Paso, and I'm a Gates Scholar.  There's definitely 
been opportunities that opened up because, to me, sometimes I still can't 
believe, can't really wrap my head around that it's such a high status, being a 
Gates Scholar.  I'm just here like, "Oh, I'm still the same person." I really noticed 
that because there's a person named George Perez.  He has a construction 
group here in El Paso that also gives a lot to the community.  He basically helped 
rebuild this school, build a new building, build other schools in El Paso.  I had the 
pleasure of knowing him as a family friend.  Every single time he would introduce 
me to someone, he would tell them that I was a Gates Scholar and that person 
would be in awe.  That really made me notice that I have this for a reason.  I'm 
meant to do something here. 
 

Juan, like many other scholars, described added pressure from family members, 

educators, and peers to succeed in their educational pursuits and make a difference in 

El Paso.  He described his philosophy like this: 

I can't live without helping someone else.  It just feels really selfish.  For example, 
let's say, okay it's going to be a very weird example, but I've always been a 
person of sharing.  Let's say somebody gives me a really good cake to eat.  I'm 
just like, "Wow, this cake is really good." The first thing I want to do is share with 
people.  "You should try this, it's really good." I feel like that with everything else.  
If I just eat the cake by myself it's going to be like, yeah I enjoyed it, but nobody 
knows what I felt, and I want them to know what I felt. 

 
 Like Juan, scholars who take on the role of an Ambassador are typically taking a 

full course load and strategically involved in a handful of organizations.  They have 

excellent relationships with educators and community members.  Family members 
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perceive these Ambassadors to be driven and hard-working.  Educators describe them 

as charismatic leaders and often invite them to give speeches on college nights.  When 

discussing their role at home and in the community, Ambassadors describe how it is 

their duty as scholars to give back.  On their social media accounts, Ambassadors have 

pictures with students they have mentored at local events.  They mainly share advice 

with others through consejitos as a way of providing assistance, like mentoring.  They 

maintain a collectivist orientation towards achievement with the philosophy of “If I can 

do it, you can do it too.”  A total of 4 scholars from this study, 3 males and 1 female, are 

Ambassadors.   

 

Advocates: Ruben’s Story 

The first time I met Ruben was at a staff meeting for Calendula High School’s 

retreat.  A group of scholars and I sat around the table and introduced each other while 

we waited for the organizers to arrive.  Ruben was hunched over the table, flipping 

through a student’s essay with a pencil in his hand.  Because of his dedication to the 

students, our interview took place at Calendula High School when he stole away from 

the students to talk to me.   

Ruben shared how he was the older of 2 siblings and his family had lived in the 

United States since his birth.  His experiences in Mexico were limited to family trips and 

vacations.  While he was Pell-grant eligible like the rest of the scholars in this study, he 

considered his family to belong to the middle class.  Nevertheless, Ruben maintained 

specific ideas about education, race/ethnicity/class, and the border.  He described some 

of the lessons he learned from his family: 
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My family has always been too skeptical about charity organizations and 
nongovernmental organizations, things like that.  They come from a culture in 
Mexico where there’s corruption everywhere.  There’s money laundering 
everywhere.  Money gets lost and sent to the wrong people.  They’re very 
skeptical of where they put their resources.  I guess that’s at least for my family.  
They don’t like to associate themselves as anything.  They just like to give.  […]  
It’s mostly like, “if I trust this organization is it actually doing something good or 
are they probably doing the things hands on where the corruption really can 
happen.”  

 
Ruben’s skepticism was derived from both living along the border and having immigrant 

parents.  Despite these views however, he described how his parents strongly believed 

in giving back, particularly they believed in providing services over monetary donations.  

He grew up participating in church mission trips and other volunteer activities in his 

community.  His experiences providing services rather than monetary donations played 

a major role in his philosophy about giving back: 

There’s a quote of Jesus I know if you have 2 coats give 1 to one who needs one 
if you have 2 pieces of bread share that piece of bread and so on.  At this point in 
my life I don’t have all that to offer to anyone.  I’m not a doctor.  I can’t cure a 
disease.  There’s very limited amount of ways I can help people.  The way I see 
this [helping others with their college applications] is that.  This is one of the ways 
where I’m useful, where I can compile what I’ve learned and probably very well 
do the most, give the most impact, give the most back doing this.  That’s the way 
I see it.  […] I don’t do it because I put something on my resume.  I do it because 
I want to.  I do it because I care.  I think for my family it’s just a thing you’re 
supposed to do.  It’s not a thing you have to do, just a natural thing to do.  It’s just 
like you don’t give a second thought to it.  […] Plus no one ever likes to be the 
guy who shows off.  That’s the thing.  It’s all about you staying close to your 
roots, staying with your family, staying with your friends, your community, never 
trying to seem like you’re the savior who’s freeing everyone.  It’s just helping 
them.   

 
Scholars who take on the role of an Advocate, like Ruben, are deeply involved 

within a community organization, typically in a leadership capacity.  They have likely 

been involved with this organization since they were in high school.  They have strong 

relationships with family members who encourage them to get involved in the 

community.  Family members are very proud of Advocates’ accomplishments and share 
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multiple stories about their good deeds.  Educators describe Advocates as mature and 

share how they are making a difference in the community.  When discussing their role 

at home and in the community, Advocates describe how it is a life calling to help others 

because they or their families have received help from others when they did not deserve 

it.  Out of the four roles, advocates are the most likely to focus on spreading college 

knowledge and building academic capital in the community.  They are extremely 

knowledgeable about educational processes and independently seek out multiple 

sources of information to ensure the information they provide others is accurate.  For 

example, one Advocate described not only calling a financial aid officer but also 

scouring the web, in order to answer one of her friend’s questions about eligibility.  

While Advocates focus on making a difference by helping one person at a time and 

remaining involved in community programs, ultimately they have life goals of creating 

programs that have a much larger reach for people in their community.  For example, 

Ruben hopes to get involved with a community health clinic for low-income patients.  

Advocates maintain a collectivist orientation towards achievement with the philosophy of 

“we can do this if you let me help you.”  A total of 3 scholars from this study, 1 female 

and 2 males, are Advocates.  

 

Discussion 

In this dissertation, I explored the experiences of 17 scholars from the 

borderlands.  Importantly, most of the scholars in my study were not aware of the 

scholarship ambassador program and several students explicitly expressed mistrust in 

formal systems.  For example, Aaron described his philosophy: 



41 

I never really entered into any of the Gates stuff.  I guess my communication with 
Gates is kind of bad because I like to volunteer more, and I don't like to be under 
the name of a banner.  I notice there's a lot of strings attached to that.  I 
volunteered to be a tutor for [a class] instead of going through the formal 
program.  I like to do stuff indirectly.  I guess it's wrapped with my personality.  If I 
can avoid constraints, I will. 
 

While Aaron attributes his mistrust to his personality, many scholars highlighted how 

they cannot trust others in their neighborhoods.  Rosalina made the following comments 

about her neighborhood: 

Me: Tell me about this neighborhood.  Do you have families you’re close to since 
you've been living here? 
 
Rosalinda: Not really.  It's because sometimes you can't trust people.  Recently, 
they stole my mom's van. 
 
Me: From here?  The house? 
 
Rosalinda: Yes, from the house.  They opened the gate and they took the van.  
We don't know who it was.  We had just bought it.  We bought it so that we can 
go visit our families from out of town because we no longer fit in the car because 
now my grandma comes visits us so she's always with us.  Sometimes we don't 
fit in the car, you know?  My grandma needs space.  They stole our van.  We had 
just gotten it.  It wasn't from an agency or anything, it was just from someone 
from the street selling it and they stole it.  My mom was really bummed. 
 

Other scholars described similar wariness that was derived from prior experiences.  My 

findings show that students were aware of how the education system was not doing 

enough to build trust and thus acted with a conscious desire to make a difference 

individually.  For example, Damian compared and contrasted his observations about 

students living in different parts of El Paso: 

A pattern that I noticed was that a lot of [my friends] were politically uninformed. 
[…] As I grew up, I connected these two things together, like, since it's not that 
developed is it because they're not politically involved, they're not aware of 
what's going on. […] When I go over there they didn't do homework, they didn't 
prepare. They were talking, joking, everything, and I thought that's how all 
schools were. When I came to west side, everyone was competitive, 
educationally.[…] Now, that I look back at some of my friends living in the 
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northeast, even now, they still don't really care about school or anything--have a 
family already, going to work, and over here, I still see my friends over here, on 
the west side, they're getting into UT Austin, and going to this college, and that's 
probably why. I don't mean everyone is but what I saw was.  

 
In another example, Juliana describes how discrimination can be subtle depending on 

where you live: 

In middle school I didn't experience any type of racism or different treatment 
because I'm Hispanic but when I came to Clarkia High School it's more of a farm 
town and it's more white farmers here. It's weird. I've been to the east coast with 
my sister, she studied up there, and to white people you're just another person. 
Here I feel like because they are the minority maybe they felt inferior so they, 
students and teachers, felt like they could treat everyone else that way. Kind of 
passive aggressive. They were like “no, we're not better than you” to your face, 
but in their mind they felt like they were. 

 
In light of the history of the borderlands with ongoing battles over access to bilingual 

instruction, school finance inequities, anti-affirmative action cases, and so much more, 

my findings suggest that scholars’ educational uplift rests upon a type of resistance 

(Solorzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001).   

Once enrolled in higher education, evidence confirms that Mexican Americans 

continue to encounter various obstacles to overcome including feelings of invisibility, 

academic adjustment, microaggressions (Barajas & Pierce, 2001; Campa, 2010).  

Research suggests that by giving back in this manner students are healing from 

“trauma” and activating “schools as sanctuaries” (Carillo, 2010).  In giving back 

however, the participants also received in return.  Not only are they acknowledged as 

holders of knowledge but they are able to gain confidence and put to use the college 

knowledge they acquired.  For example, Meli described her experience: 

I always felt better about myself when I helped out people because I felt like 
instead of wasting my time doing all the crazy shenanigans that a usual teenager 
would do, I’m going to be here helping the homeless or giving somebody what 
they didn't have. […] I told my grandma. I'm like, "I come home, but it makes me 
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feel better to know that I'm out there helping another person out than to be home 
feeling like I'm nothing." That's what got me was that I wanted to feel good about 
myself, but I also wanted to help somebody else in the process. If I could help 
somebody get out of that runt or the feelings that I had in the past, then it would 
make me feel better about myself because I know that there was no one there to 
help me. For them to know that I'm here to help you so you don't feel alone, it 
makes me feel really good about myself. 
 

Ruben similarly described his experience: 

It’s just an endless cycle of so many people to thank, so many people that got me 
to the point where I am. The way I see it, the best way I can say thank you is to 
do something great with the opportunity that they gave me. When I was little I 
was in 2nd grade in the religion class they talked about a short story. Imagine 
you were given a box of crayons by your aunt how would you say thank you? A 
lot of people were like, “I’d say thank you give her a hug, give her a kiss, writ her 
a letter, whatever.” The correct answer was write her a litter using those crayons 
and draw her a picture. The idea behind that was that you use what you are 
given by that other person to say thank you. You do something good with it, 
something beautiful with it. That’s what I intend to do. 

 
Rather than focusing on exploring policies or interventions for college student 

access and success from the national, state, or institutional level, my study focuses on 

the power in local contexts.  My research makes several contributions to research 

theory, policy, and practice.  First, this research illuminates the extent to which college 

students can influence the development of academic capital in their homes and 

communities, with implications for current theories of academic and social capital 

formation.  Specifically, students seem to take on distinct roles in their activities such as 

advocates, ambassadors, guardians, or pioneers.  These different roles are shaped by 

the access they have to different capital and the ways they have experienced 

discrimination and racism.  Second, this research provides information about how to 

utilize scholarship programs to develop effective outreach policies for postsecondary 

access and success.  The types of work-study opportunities available for low-income 

students can tap into students’ desires to help build academic capital in their 
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communities.  For example, in Texas, collegiate G-Force teams provide current work-

study eligible students with the opportunity to get paid to visit local middle schools and 

high schools to mentor students about the college application process.  More work-

study programs like this can be developed.  Further, university leadership can 

incorporate similar educational outreach policies into service-learning courses and study 

abroad opportunities.  Finally, this research describes how students manage their 

identities as they transition through college with implications for student affairs practice.  

Student affairs leadership can provide professional development opportunities that will 

help students understand their identities by partnering with different programs of study 

on campus.  For example, the Multicultural Center can partner with faculty from Ethnic 

Studies Departments to develop sessions for students to discuss race/ethnicity while 

Leadership Programs can develop sessions for students to learn about how to be 

effective community organizers. 

Ultimately, by exploring students’ educational uplift ideologies, this research 

sheds light on how a group of college students makes meaning of educational 

opportunities, the myriad ways this group of college students informally influences the 

college-going culture in their communities, and the ways higher education can bolster 

these college students in their pursuit to serve the educational needs of their 

community. 
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In this appendix, I summarize literature related to the Latina/o educational 

experience in the U.S. to help build a clear understanding of the basis for my 

dissertation research.  Because so many Latina/o individuals have been excluded from 

higher education, it was important to examine the broad educational experiences of 

Latinas/os to better understand the context as contested terrain.  Specifically, in this 

literature review, I present facts and figures that highlight the ways education, 

particularly at the postsecondary level, remains a contested terrain for many Latina/o 

students, particularly for students in the borderlands.  Understanding how educational 

uplift develops and the ways academic capital is transmitted and co-constructed in 

Latina/o communities is integral to developing policies and practices that create a more 

equitable postsecondary educational system.  In 2014, of all Latinas/os 18 years and 

older in the U.S., only 9% had a bachelor’s degree and 4% had an advanced degree as 

their highest level of educational attainment.  Figure A.1 displays more details about the 

overall highest level of educational attainment for Latinas/os in the U.S.   

Figure A.1 Latino/a (18 years and older) highest levels of educational attainment (U.S. 
Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, 2014 Annual Social and Economic 
Supplement). 
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I have categorized the research I found using the work of McDonough, 

Ventresca, and Outcalt (2000) and Fann (2005) as an organizational schema for 

presenting research on college access that highlights issues relating to Latinas/os.  

Specifically, the literature is categorized into the following three research arenas: 

1. Policy: immigration, financial aid, and affirmative action 

2. Organization: role of K-12 schools, role of college outreach programs, and 

role of institutional type and selectivity 

3. Individual: geography, socioeconomic status, race, and family 

 

Policy 

Within the policy arena, I focused on categorizing research related to federal and 

state policy issues with implications for Latina/o college student access and success.  In 

this section, I begin by detailing the influence of immigration policy.  Next, I discuss 

issues related to financial aid and conclude with research on affirmative action.  I do not 

include educational policy that guides the content and process of schooling at the K-12 

level because I include it as part of the organizational level within higher education due 

to partnerships between K-12 and higher education. 

 

Immigration  

Policies relevant to immigrant status seem to be one of the largest confounding 

factors in studying the educational participation of Latinas/os in the U.S., particularly 

given policy changes in recent years.  In November 2014, President Obama delivered a 

speech regarding the expansion of the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA), 
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which grants undocumented individuals “deferred action ” or a temporary permission to 

stay in the U.S. pending they meet certain requirements.  Because Latinas/os make up 

at least 52% of the 11.2 million unauthorized immigrants in the United States (Krogstad 

& Passel, 2014), the expansion would significantly affect the educational experience of 

Latina/o students.  For undocumented Latina/o college students, the initial DACA gave 

them permission to work while attending school and expanded DACA would allow more 

individuals to qualify while extending the work permit from 2 to 3 years.  Under the 

expanded DACA, students would still not be eligible for federal financial aid for college, 

though limited state financial aid can still be available.  For example, in Texas, filling out 

the Texas Application for State Financial Aid (TASFA) allows non-citizens who are 

Texas residents the ability to apply for state financial aid.  According to a policy release 

by the National Conference on State Legislators (2014), currently 5 states, California, 

Minnesota, New Mexico, Texas and Washington, allow undocumented students to 

receive state financial aid.  However, there are also states that prohibit undocumented 

students from enrolling in its state colleges or universities such as Alabama and South 

Carolina (2014).   

While these changes suggest improved conditions for education for all Latina/o 

students educated in the U.S., when it comes to immigration, the schooling of 

Latinas/os in Texas is contested terrain.  A federal district court in Texas was the first to 

block the DACA expansion, which was later rescinded by President Trump, despite 

being the first state to grant in-state tuition for undocumented students through SB 

1528.  Texas was also the site of Plyler v. Doe, which resulted in the landmark decision 

that states cannot deny children a free public education based on immigration status 
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(Olivas, 2005).  Nevertheless, undocumented Mexican mothers recently sued “Texas 

officials on behalf of their U.S.-born children after being prevented from getting them 

birth certificates” (Attanasio, 2015).  School counselors are unaware of SB 1528 and 

Plyler v Doe.  Further schools have generally taken a position of not discussing 

opportunities for undocumented students because of surmounting pressure from the 

state of Texas communicated through legislation like SB 4, which bans “sanctuary 

cities” in Texas by punishing jurisdictions that do not fully cooperate with federal 

immigration officials.  There is an increasingly anti-immigrant climate in Texas.  For 

students from the Texas borderlands in particular, border patrol checkpoints have also 

developed as an additional hurdle to education with myriad consequences for the 

community at large (Garcia Hernandez, 2009; Richardson & Pisani, 2012).  These 

changes in policy and discriminatory actions are indicators of shifting public opinion 

regarding Latinas/os, particularly in Texas and examples of contestation.   

 

Financial Aid 

In January 2015, President Obama announced his plans to establish a free 

community college education for students (Obama, 2015).  This prompted the Pew 

Research Center to publish a report titled “Hispanics to benefit from Obama’s 

community college plan” less than two weeks later.  In the report, Krogstad and Fry 

(2015) described some of the reasons why such a large proportion of Latina/o college 

students choose to attend a community college.  Primary amongst their reasons was 

cost.  Research shows that student perceptions about their ability to pay for college play 

a major role in both college choice (Kim, 2004) and persistence (Bettinger, 2004).  
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Parental perceptions of cost further complicate matters for families (Grodsky & Jones, 

2007).  These issues are important to consider given that the structure of student 

financial aid in the United States is changing.   

Increasing costs for higher education combined with decreasing public financial 

support have compelled campus leaders at postsecondary institutions to employ a 

variety of strategic techniques to increase revenues from a variety of sources, such as 

state appropriations, research grants, and earning on endowments (Archibald & 

Feldman, 2008).  Student financial aid is a growing proportion of those revenues with 

direct implications for low-income individuals (Doyle & Delaney, 2009).  In the past, 

institutional student aid awards were typically need-based awards to students (Heller, 

2006).  Some of the earliest awards were work-study awards and deferred benefits for 

veterans (Archibald & Feldman, 2011).  Most recently there has been a shift to more 

merit-based awards (Heller, 2006).  Merit-based financial aid tends to be awarded to 

students from higher income families (Heller, 2006).  Although research shows that 

there are both more need-based and merit awards, the awards have not kept pace with 

increases in tuition (Heller, 2006).  In fact, the trend toward more merit based awards 

“mirrors” the state trend concerning financial aid in which “merit-based awards 

increased both in size and in number at a faster pace than did need-based awards” 

(2006, p. 147).  These trends directly concern Latina/o students.   

Nearly 50% of all dependent Latina/o students enrolled in college have family 

incomes below $40,000 (Krogstad & Fry, 2015).  Yet research shows Latina/o students 

receive the lowest average financial aid award of any racial/ethnic group and the lowest 

average federal aid awards of any racial/ethnic group (Santiago, 2005).  These numbers 
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can be affected by several factors, primarily by how many Latina/o students choose to 

attend a community college, which has lower costs.  A study on community college 

student persistence found that 42% of students who qualify for financial aid never fill out 

the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA), which is required by most 

institutions for students to receive federal, state, and institutional aid (Novak & 

McKinney, 2013).  Generally, students who file a FAFSA have higher odds of persisting 

(McKinney & Novak, 2011).   

Another factor is a student’s aversion to loans.  In a study examining the state of 

the field on borrowing for higher education, Cunningham and Santiago (2008) found that 

even taking into account institutional type, Latina/o students were less likely to borrow.  

Focus groups with students revealed how “Latinos in particular have a strong aversion, 

or ‘‘cultural reticence,’ to taking out loans” (2008, p. 8).  Specifically, Latina/o students 

reported that they did not want to take the chance of taking out a loan in case they were 

not able to complete their studies.  These issues may play a role in Latina/o students’ 

relationships with higher education. 

 

Affirmative Action 

Competitive admissions policies can serve as barriers to low-income and 

historically underrepresented students given the tracking that can occur in K-12 schools.  

Without college-level academic preparation and high test scores to meet minimum 

requirements and increasing levels of competition, students can effectively be pushed 

out of four-year institutions (Baker & Velez, 1996; Sireci, Zanetti, & Berger, 2003).  In 

2003, the Supreme Court made two decisions that had an impact on how colleges work 
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with Grutter v.  Bollinger and Gratz v.  Bollinger.  The effect was that institutions would 

need to tailor the college application review process in new and creative ways if they 

wanted to achieve racial diversity.  Hurtado (2005) argued that the rulings “left the door 

open so that in the not too distant future, race will no longer be a consideration when it 

is deemed that sufficient number of diverse students participate in higher education”.  

This is particularly important as Latina/o students become a larger percentage of the 

overall enrolled college student population yet remain overrepresented in community 

colleges and for-profit institutions.   

As the federal government has established these policies, states have gotten 

creative over how to provide equal opportunities to individuals without promoting a 

system of new inequalities.  Texas has been the site of two major challenges to race-

based college admissions, first with Hopwood vs. Texas in 1997 and the second with 

Fisher vs.  the University of Texas in 2013.  The former was brought by a small group of 

White students who were denied admission into the University of Texas law school (San 

Miguel & Valencia, 1998).  The decision ended the use of race or gender-based 

admissions decisions in the state (San Miguel & Valencia, 1998).  Out of Hopwood 

came the Texas Top Ten% Plan, created under House Bill 588 in 1997.  The Texas Top 

Ten% Plan guaranteed the top ten perfect students from every high school graduating 

admission to a public college in the state (Long, Saenz, & Tienda, 2010).  While the law 

was touted for its ability to restore racial/ethnic diversity to the state’s flagships, Tienda 

and Niu (2004) point out that a precondition for the law to be successful was the 

existence of segregation in school districts.  Harris and Tienda (2012) show that when 

comparing Latina/o students’ admission and enrollment in the Texas flagship 
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universities to prior years, numbers have actually declined since Hopwood.  A study 

comparing Top 10% students to Borderland Top 10% students found that “Borderland 

universities” are exclusive for the Borderland Top 10% students because other Top 10% 

students consistently choose to enroll elsewhere in the state (Rodriguez, 2016).  In 

Texas, 90% of students enrolled at border institutions come from their service region 

(Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board, 2007).  While border institutions do all 

they can with their limited and scarce resources, research reveals persistent low 

postsecondary graduation rates amongst students from the borderlands when 

compared to other students in the state (Fernandez, Fletcher, & Klepfer, 2016, Oliva, 

2002; Santiago, 2006, 2008; Sharp 1998, 2001; Soden, 2006; see also Rodriguez, 

2016).  This finding compacts issues of inequality because it was not until the aftermath 

of LULAC v Clements in 1999 that legislation changed to adequately provide aid to 

border town postsecondary institutions through the South Texas/Border Initiative 

(Valencia, 2008).   

Persistent inequality in Texas is also observable in other ways.  In 2000, the 

Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board introduced its Closing the Gaps plan as an 

initiative targeting growth in minority students’ participation in postsecondary education.  

A 2010 update to the plan indicated that while degrees earned by Hispanic and African-

American students were close to or on target, Hispanic enrollment in postsecondary 

education was far below targets especially for Hispanic males (Accelerated Plan for 

Closing the Gaps by 2015, 2010).   

Texas is also one state out of seven that opted out of the Common Core (Ujifusa, 

2014).  As an alternative reform measure to the state secondary curriculum, then-
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Governor Rick Perry signed into law House Bill 5 (H.B.5) which introduced some 

educational reforms to the state’s default college preparatory curriculum.  With 

significant lobbying on the part of the private sector, the curriculum changed to increase 

technical education across the state.  According to the Texas Education Agency 

website, H.B.5 created a variety of tracks that enable students to have more elective 

hours in order to obtain endorsements in STEM, business and industry, public services, 

arts and humanities, multidisciplinary studies, and a distinguished track that follows a 

college preparatory curriculum.  The change from the default curriculum could have 

significant implications on the college readiness of Latina/o students.  Gándara and 

Contreras (2009) contend that Latina/o students and their families often encounter 

trouble navigating the educational system.  As such, they may not fully understand the 

implications of choosing one track over another, especially if they want their child to go 

to college.  As a result of H.B.5, students may be tracked away from the distinguished 

curriculum that will most likely better prepare them for a four-year college and help them 

meet the admissions requirements for the institutions of their choice.   

 

Organizational 

Beyond broad policy level influences, organizational-level influences also shape 

the structure of educational opportunity for Latina/o students.  In this section three broad 

themes are addressed: the role of K-12 schools, the role of college outreach programs, 

and the role institutional selectivity and type.   

 

Role of K-12 Schools 

In many ways, the K-12 system serves as a gatekeeper to higher education.  
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Unfortunately, the system is fashioned in such a way that many low-income, students of 

color are funneled towards vocational endeavors, the military, or prison.  Teachers, 

counselors, and other administrative policies send students powerful messages about 

whether or not they can go to college (Gonzalez, Stoner, & Jovel, 2003). 

Teachers can classify some students as gifted and others as special needs or 

have different methods of giving praise or conveying expectations (Gandara, 2002; 

Harber, Gorman, Gengaro, Butisingh, Tsang, & Ouellette, 2012; Oakes, Rogers, Lipton, 

& Morrel, 2002).  These actions are related to student academic preparation, which can 

be one of the most important factors affecting the development of college goals and the 

decision to enroll in college immediately after high school (Adelman, 2002; Perna, 2005; 

Shireman, 2004).  Particularly important with regards to academic preparation is 

completing high level mathematics courses, which have been linked to an increased 

likelihood to go to college (Adelman, 2002, Perna, 2005; Shireman, 2004).   

For Latina/o high school students, academic disparities in the secondary and 

postsecondary pipeline have been well documented (Saenz & Ponjuan, 2009).  

Riegle-Crumb (2006) found Latinas/os fall behind in standardized test scores and take 

fewer advanced math courses by the end of their 12th grade year compared to White 

and Asian populations.  While teachers play a major role in the amount of attention 

focused on rigorous, standards based instructions, they may be unaware of their biases 

towards students (Oakes et.  al., 2002) regarding policies and instruction.  Culturally 

relevant ways of teaching different subjects are imperative (Carlone & Johnson, 2007) 

to prepare students for success in college (Farington et al, 2012).   
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Regarding counselors, student access to their services can vary by 

race/ethnicity, SES, and a host of other factors, including whether they have been 

placed on a college track (McDonough, 1999; McDonough & Calderone, 2006).  Like 

teachers, counselors can have preconceived notions of who fits a successful college 

student profile.  African American and Latina/o students have consistently received poor 

counseling regarding college (Hawkins, 1993).  In urban, low-income areas, school 

counselors may also not have the resources or time to serve the large numbers of 

students in their school.  Further, some counselors may encourage low-income students 

to go to a community college when research suggests that even students with 

aspirations for a bachelor’s degree who start at a community college are less likely to 

graduate or transfer (Greene, Marti, & McClenney, 2008).   

Finally, administrative policies involving high stakes testing and policies toward 

deviant behaviors can also play a role in shifting students out of school and into the 

military or prison (Contreras, 2005).  Research details a school to prison pipeline 

wherein students of color, those with disabilities, and those who are low-income 

experience a hostile, punitive, and criminalizing environment as a result of zero-

tolerance and high stakes testing policies that portray these students as disposable and 

actively push them out of school and on a path toward incarceration (Advancement 

Project, 2010; Casella, 2003; Krueger-Henney, 2013; Raffaele Mendez, 2003; Rios, 

2011; Wald & Losen, 2003).  Further, a deportation pipeline has developed amongst 

undocumented or immigrant students (Chishti, Pierce, & Bolter, 2017).  Studies have 

found that high school exit exams structurally decreased underrepresented students’ 

access to college information and college preparatory curriculum while contributing to 
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students’ doubt about graduation possibilities (Perna, 2009).  These issues are further 

complicated by reports of unequal racial/ethnic representation in the military (RAND, 

2009), which have prompted military recruiters to frequent high school campuses, 

moreso to campuses in low-income, urban communities (McDonough, 1999; 

Moehringer, 2004), and can pull students away from enrolling in college. 

 

Role of College Outreach Programs 

Outreach programs can serve as a counterpoint to some of the structural barriers 

in K-12 schools regarding college access.  In the words of Swail and Perna (2002), 

outreach programs can provide a “safety net for thousands of students who do no get 

the level of support, academic and social, within their current academic environments to 

become college ready” (p. 16).  Though outreach programs vary in design and purpose 

(Gándara, 2002), most of their interventions focus on creating a college-going culture 

and inspiring students and their families to see college as a possibility.  Generally, 

research suggests these programs are successful.   

For example, Upward Bound is one of the oldest outreach programs for low-

income individuals and first- generation college students.  In 1998, the U.S. Department 

of Education conducted a six-year, longitudinal study on the impacts of the Upward 

Bound initiative.  The findings concluded that the program had a positive impact on the 

number of academic courses the participants completed during high school.  The 

students averaged one more credit than those who were not participants in the 

program.  Though many students left the program in the first year, they found that 

Latina/o students benefited the most from the Upward Bound program.   
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Another well known program, GEAR UP, began as a way to provide assistance 

to eligible low-income students who were able to obtain a high school diploma.  Weiher, 

Hughes, and Kaplan (2006) noted that there was a strong relationship between 

exposure to the GEAR UP program and college attendance.  Further, the National 

Council for Community and Education Partnerships (2007) reported that students in 

GEAR UP schools were also more likely (16% to 27%) to be college-ready in the areas 

of English and reading.  The Non-GEAR UP group showed no significant difference for 

being college ready in the areas of English and reading.   

Nevertheless, while outreach programs can provide a safety net for students, 

many students are still not reached.  Research shows that TRIO programs only serve 

about 10% of the eligible population (Swail, 2001), with the percentage decreasing as 

funding is cut (Jean, 2011).  Further, of the students reached who continue to college, 

many still begin at a 2-year college and are less likely to complete their degree than 

their counterparts who begin at a 4-year university.   

 

Institutional Selectivity & Type 

The institution a student selects to attend matters for several reasons.  Research 

shows that top-ranked institutions have more resources than other institutions and carry 

both educational and career benefits associated with prestige factors (Astin & 

Oseguera, 2004).  For example, top-ranked institutions are mostly residential, providing 

students with advantages such as more services and more opportunities for interactions 

with faculty and engagement in on-campus activities (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991).  As 

a result, the more selective an institution, the more likely students are able to graduate.  
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Figure A.2 shows the Latina/o graduation rate from the first institution attended for first-

time, full-time bachelor's degree seeking students at 4-year postsecondary institutions 

by acceptance rate in 2007.   

In Texas, equal access of Latina/o students to its elite universities has historically 

inspired lawsuits.  In one lawsuit, the League of United Latin American Citizens 

(LULAC) argued that state funding for higher education discriminates against Hispanics 

(Clements vs. LULAC, 1991).  The Mexican American Legal Defense and Education 

Fund (MALDEF), which provided legal representation to LULAC in the trial, ultimately 

lost the case but significant changes to state funding occurred (Hendricks, 1998).  

Specifically, financial appropriations to institutions in the region increased as part of the 

state approved South Texas/Border Initiative (Flack, 2003). 

 
Figure A.2. Latino/a graduation rate by institutional selectivity (U.S. Department of 
Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary 
Education Data System (IPEDS), 2007, Graduation rates component). 

 

While research on college access focuses mostly on enrollment at four-year 

universities, many students from low-income families are not able to attend these 
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2003).  The majority of Latina/o students begin their educational journey at community 

colleges because they are low cost options that allow students to stay close to home 

and they have open admissions (Krogstad & Fry, 2015).  Important for Latina/o students 

is the fact that some of these community colleges are designated “Hispanic Serving 

Institutions” (HSIs) (Santiago, 2009).  According to the U.S. Department of Education 

(2011), HSIs are accredited, eligible institutions where the Latina/o student population 

makes up at least 25% of the full-time equivalent students.  The label “Hispanic Serving 

Institution” was developed in the early 1990s by the federal Department of Education 

under a reauthorization of the Higher Education Act (Gasman, 2009).  Institutions that 

meet the criteria are eligible for federal grants with the intention that these funds will be 

used to boost educational opportunities for Latina/o students through actions such as 

programming, the purchasing of research equipment, construction of facilities, and 

hiring or professional development of personnel who can serve Latina/o students (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2013).   

According to Gasman (2009), HSIs were not created with a particular mission to 

serve a certain race, unlike Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) and 

Tribal Colleges and Universities (TCUs).  Instead, the label was attached to many 

institutions that already existed in the mid-1990s in order to identify a group that needed 

more resources.  This has led some scholars to question whether these institutions are 

Hispanic-serving or simply Hispanic-enrolling (Contreras, Malcom, & Bensimon, 2009).  

However, a report on HSI leaders’ perspectives shows that HSIs, like other access 

institutions, are community-driven and operate with an awareness of the communities in 

which they are located (Santiago, 2009).  Importantly not all HSIs are community 
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colleges.  In fact, several HSIs are 4-year institutions with traditions of graduating high 

numbers of Latina/o students (Santiago & Soliz, 2012).  Nevertheless, as the institutions 

that enroll the highest number of Latina/o college students, many HSIs have “historic 

patterns of underfunding […that] further jeopardize their ability to serve the rapidly 

growing Latina/o population” (Núñez, Hurtado, & Galdeano, 2015).   

At the heart of a the creation of HSIs is the idea that having a critical mass of 

Latina/o students will help transform the climate of the institution (Santiago & Andrade, 

2010) to foster students’ feeling a sense of belonging in the institution.  Sense of 

belonging can be especially problematic for students of color attending elite or 

predominately White institutions (PWI) where they may be the only students of color or 

the only women in a class (Antonio, 2004; Gurin et al., 2002; Gurin, et al, 2004; Loo & 

Rolison, 1986; Milem, et al., 2005).  At times, sense of belonging for underrepresented 

students has centered around acclimation and acculturation to the majority culture on 

campus.  Many studies have reported that minority students are more likely than their 

White counterparts to experience feelings of isolation and alienation (Gurin, et al., 2004; 

Hurtado, 2005; Rhoads, et al., 2005; Chang, et al., 2006; Nuñez, 2009).  Most of these 

studies have also noted that each racial group has differing experiences with regards to 

perceptions of campus climate and the ability of that group to transition to college.   

Latina/o students feel a great deal of internal conflict and stress while balancing 

cultural identity and an identity of acculturation in a primarily White university system.  

They are especially susceptible to demographic inequalities within a college campus 

(Hurtado, Carter, & Spuler, 1996).  Many Latina/o students feel pressure to acculturate 

to White norms and tend to have more negative viewpoints of the campus climate 
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(Hurtado, et al., 1996; Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Gonzalez, 2002; Conchas, 2006).  

These feelings are caused by lack of structural diversity as well as overt discrimination 

on campus or by members of the campus community (Hurtado, et al., 1996).  Latina/o 

students are more likely to feel a heightened sense of sensitivity to the racial climate on 

campus.   

 

Individual 

For the individual level analyses, I focus on the personal and family 

characteristics that can influence Latina/o participation in postsecondary education.  

These include: geography, socioeconomic status, race/ethnicity, and family.   

Geography 

In 2015, the North American Congress on Latin America (NACLA) released an 

article highlighting historical and contemporary issues of violence, drugs, economical 

gains and tensions along the U.S.-Mexico border--describing the land as full of 

contradictions.  Specifically, NACLA defined this area as a long stretch of contested 

terrain.  Contested indeed.  Just one naturally-occurring shift in the course of the Rio 

Grande River in Texas sparked a 100-year dispute between the U.S. and Mexico that 

was not resolved until the U.S. Congress introduced the American–Mexican Chamizal 

Convention Act that was signed just a little over 50 years ago today.  The field of border 

studies further discusses contestation beyond resources to include along the U.S.-

Mexico border culture is contested, terrain is contested, and nationality is contested 

(Anzaldúa, 1987; Alvarez, 1995). 
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The border region in Texas alone makes up more than half of this contested 

terrain.  In Texas “this is a distance of 1,248 miles and includes some of the poorest 

counties in the state and in the nation.  Approximately 400,000 people in Texas live in 

colonias - unincorporated, semi-rural communities characterized by substandard 

housing and unsafe public drinking water or wastewater systems” (Santiago, 2008, p. 

4).  Given the geographic location of this region, much of the population specifically 

consists of Mexican and Mexican-American individuals  

Rodriguez (2016) writes, “the argument for improving access to a quality higher 

education for students from the borderland region is that this region is considered to be 

the most culturally and economically isolated and segregated region of the state.” With 

the term “borderlands,” he is referring specifically to the Texas–Mexico border region in 

the tradition of the interdisciplinary field of Border Studies, a tradition I follow throughout 

the dissertation as well.  Rodriguez (2016) writes: 

If the Borderland were a state by itself, it would rank first in poverty rate, 
percentage of school children in poverty, unemployment rate, percentage of adult 
population without a high school diploma, and percentage of population speaking 
Spanish at home.  Additional noteworthy rankings are Number 2 in percentage of 
population aged 5 to 17, Number 3 in percentage of population that is foreign 
born, and low percentages of population with the various levels of college 
degrees.   
 

These statistics come at a critical time in U.S. society as Santiago writes that “the 

population of many border cities will double in 30 years since the population along the 

Texas border region is increasing at twice the rate of Texas as a whole (Census 

Bureau, 2012).” Two of the 10 fastest-growing metropolitan areas in the United States, 

Laredo and McAllen, are located on the Texas-Mexico border and the top 4 cities with 

the largest Hispanic populations are Texas border towns Laredo, Brownsville, McAllen, 

and El Paso.   
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When comparing the U.S. education pipeline by race/ethnicity and gender, 

Latina/o students are the least likely of White, Asian American, African American, and 

Native American students to earn a bachelor’s degree (Pérez Huber et al., 2015, p. 3).  

Amongst Latina/o origin groups, Chicana/o students in particular are the least likely to 

earn a bachelor’s degree, despite being the largest group (Pérez Huber et al., 2015, p. 

4).  While aggregate baccalaureate attainment data specific to Mexican-American 

border town-origin students are not available, research on border town-origin students 

in Texas reveals stark differences to other students in the state (Oliva, 2002; Santiago, 

2006, 2008; Sharp 1998, 2001; Soden, 2006; see also Rodriguez, 2016).  For example, 

the students in this study were all educated in El Paso County along the Texas-Mexico 

border.  According to US Census, only 17% of the Hispanic or Latino origin population 

in El Paso County has a bachelor’s degree or higher in comparison to the 35.9% of the 

total population (American Community Survey, 2015).   

To counter difficulties faced throughout their educational journeys, Latinas/os 

have developed a myriad of strategies to adjust such as forming ethnic enclaves with 

others from similar backgrounds (Person & Rosenbaum, 2006).  For example, 

Latinas/os use “kinship, friendship, and client ties [that] result in migration to the same 

destination by network members” via a chain migration effect (Person & Rosenbaum, 

2006, p. 52).  The pockets of majority-minority populations in five major areas (Hawaii; 

Washington, D.C.; California; New Mexico; and Texas) particularly support the concept 

of chain migration.   

The formation of ethnic enclaves also has implications for Latina/o college 

access and success, as it manifests itself in institutions of higher education (Perez & 
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McDonough, 2008; Person & Rosenbaum, 2006).  Prior research on ethnic enclaves 

shows that there are both positive and negative effects to such networks (Perez & 

McDonough, 2008).  Bailey and Waldinger (1991) argue that these networks create a 

critical mass of individuals who share similar values and practice similar traditions.  

Sander and Lee (1987) explain that the networks can also perpetuate a similar cycle of 

low educational attainment levels.  For community colleges, in particular, a chain 

migration effect plays a significant role as students who draw from their social networks 

seem to be less socially integrated to the campus  (Person & Rosenbaum, 2006) but 

may be engaging in other areas like home and family life. 

 

Socioeconomic Status 

In research regarding college persistence a number of factors have been found 

to be influential.  Primarily amongst them is socioeconomic status.  Research suggests 

that across all achievement levels, students from low SES groups are less likely to 

apply for or attend college.  While parent’s educational level and enrollment status have 

each also consistently been found to influence academic achievement, each can be 

traced back to SES.  Parents’ educational level can constrain their job opportunities and 

thus influence the amount of support they can provide for their children to go to college.  

According to the Brownstein (2014), needing to support their families is the reason 66% 

of Latinas/os cite for not enrolling in college and getting a job or entering the military 

directly after high school.  Students may also make the decision to take fewer classes 

due to family incomes.  Nearly 50% of all dependent Latina/o students enrolled in 

college have family incomes below $40,000 (Krogstad & Fry, 2015).  They may also 
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take on jobs during college.  38.5% of Hispanic full-time college students and 72.7% of 

Hispanic part-time college students report working in college (NCES, 2014).   

Some researchers note that, to a great extent, disparities among racial or ethnic 

groups can be accounted for by socioeconomic status.  One example of this can be 

found in Tinto's (1993) synthesis of studies that looked at how racial differences in 

degree completion decreased after ability and socioeconomic status were taken into 

account.  Specifically, he found that differences in rates of four-year degree completion 

among people of different ethnicities, but of similar ability and similar socioeconomic 

status, were dramatically different from those between different ethnic groups overall.  

The overall difference in rates of four-year completion between white students and 

Hispanic and Black students was approximately 23%.  When ability and socioeconomic 

status were taken into account there was a 12% difference between White and Hispanic 

students and 10% difference between Black and White students with similar attributes.  

About half of the differences in rates of completion between white and Asian students 

versus Hispanic and Black students can be assigned to differences between their 

academic ability and socioeconomic status.   

 

Race/Ethnicity 

The issue of race still plays a role in the educational experience of Latina/o 

students.  However, it is difficult to write of the Latina/o population as a unified group to 

be studied when it is composed of a myriad of subgroups, ethnicities, and races 

(Stokes, 2003).  A major weakness in previous studies of societal and civic engagement 

has been the very minor role afforded to ethnicity and race.  There have been many 
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more studies on the white majority than on racial minorities (Portney & Berry, 1997).  

This could be due in part to the fact that societal and civic engagement, as defined by 

Putnam (1995, 2000, 2005), is a language of the majority and it is most easily 

understood and measured by the white majority (Hero, 2007). Lepore (2015) argues 

that Putnam’s work stems from his nostalgia for the American Dream as depicted by a 

white America.  However, as Fraga and colleagues (2006) have illustrated, it is 

especially important to consider all aspects of American identity in the study of 

community engagement, including the understanding of race and ethnicity.  Further, by 

understanding race/ethnicity, other factors regarding parent’s educational level, family 

size, and family immigrant status can become more clear.   

First, research shows that Latina/o students are more likely than their white 

counterparts to be first-generation college students (Castellanos, Gloria & Kamimura, 

2006).  In fact, approximately 50% of Latina/o college students are considered first-

generation college students because they have parents who did not attend college 

(Santiago, 2011).  This means that many Latina/o parents are limited in traditional ways 

of helping prepare their children for college because they have not attended college 

themselves, they speak a different language, and they are unfamiliar with the U.S. 

education system (Auerbach, 2004).   

Second, Latinas/os make up at least 52% of the 11.2 million unauthorized 

immigrants in the United States, which can limit their participation in civic and 

community activities (Krogstad & Passel, 2014).  Latina/o immigrants who are not 

citizens cannot vote in local, state, or federal elections (García, 2003).  They tend to 

experience fear of government authorities and isolation from the dominant culture, and 
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therefore have limited access to indirect routes of engagement as well (Bacon, 2008; 

García, 2003; Keidan, 2008).  According to Sánchez-Jankowski (2008), most 

immigrants have little connection to and confidence in private and state bureaucracies.  

They turn therefore to local personal networks to accomplish what is needed in their 

communities and to help them navigate the larger systems (Rivas-Drake, 2009; 

Sánchez- Jankowski, 2008).  Nevertheless, there is a tradition of civic engagement 

amongst students when it comes to education access and representation.  For example, 

Chicana/o students walked out of schools in Crystal City, TX, which resulted in changes 

within the representation in the city council and the hiring of teachers.  More recently, 

undocumented students have organized and pushed for the DREAM act (Muñoz, 2015; 

Perez, 2015).  These attributes make it necessary to study Latinas/os within their local 

community and in more informal arenas.  For my research, these attributes also make it 

important to look at the informal ways Latina/o college students promote educational 

uplift.   

Third, Latina/o students face a variety of acculturation and language issues due 

to their own experiences as immigrants or their families’ experiences as immigrants.  

Many scholars have shown interest in how immigrants adjust or acculturate to a new 

society, in other words the process of change that happens when two different cultures 

coexist.  This usually involves immigrants from a minority culture who are pressured to 

adopt the values and belief systems of the more dominant group (Berry, 1998; Diller, 

2006; Lum, 2000).  Research on Latinas/os who are first-, second-, or third- generation 

immigrants show that there are differences in educational levels (Swenson, 2012).  First 

generation students may have very limited English language skills and knowledge and 
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feel a stronger link to the home culture; others are bilingual and bicultural, but lack 

academic literacy; others are third generation who speak English, very little to no 

Spanish, and connect more with the Anglo or dominant culture than that of their 

grandparents (Brown & Doolittle, 2008).   

Zarate and Gallimore (2005) examined how low SES, parental educational level, 

teacher assessment, English-language proficiency measures, and student access to 

college counselors influenced academic achievement for Latina/o students.  They found 

that, in general, students who were more proficient in English in kindergarten and who 

had transitioned into English-language instruction earlier in K-12 were more likely to 

enroll in college.  Higher Spanish literacy and earlier transition into English "foreshadow 

significant differences in later college enrollment" for Latina/o students (Zarate & 

Gallimore, 2005, p. 397).   

All of these issues play an important role in the development of educational 

aspirations for college for Latina/o students since they can be challenges on the journey 

to higher education, especially for students whose first language may not be English 

(Hagedorn & Lester, 2006). 

 

Family 

Research on college students reinforces the continued need for parental 

guidance while students transition to college.  Lopez (2009) reported that 60% of 

current and former Latina/o students indicated that their parents played an active role in 

their postsecondary education.  College students report that parents/families are a 

significant source of support through college (College Board, 2007; Donovan & 



74 

McKelfresh, 2008) and connections between families and student success are often 

especially important for students of color (Ceja,2004, Perez & McDonough, 2008).  

However, findings from the 2007 Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP) 

Freshman Survey showed that, compared to White students, Latina/o students were 

more likely to indicate that their parents were involved “too little” in different aspects of 

their college experience, including helping them choose courses and other college 

activities (Wyer, 2008).   

For a variety of reasons ranging from lack of Spanish–speaking school staff and 

logistical barriers to feelings of discomfort and alienation in dealing with educators, 

Latina/o parents may avoid coming to college or addressing their student’s college 

issues.  As long as they do not appear in college, parents’ efforts, as well as those of 

other family members, to motivate and support their student’s educational attainment 

may go unnoticed.   

More recent studies have posited that siblings replace parents as college 

information agents as they progress through the college choice process, implying that 

siblings can also play a major role in the college experiences of Latina/o students (Ceja, 

2006; Goodman, Hurwitz, Smith, & Fox, 2014; Elias McAllister, 2012).  Other studies 

highlight the influence of aunts, uncles, cousins, and other family figures (Perez, & 

McDonough, 2008; Rios-Aguilar & Deil-Amen, 2012) suggesting the importance of non-

traditional parent figures and the growing number of non-traditional family structures 

Overall, this research supports the idea that for Latina/o students, familismo is 

manifested in a variety of ways.  According to Espinoza (2010), “familismo includes 

strong identification and attachment to the family, both nuclear and extended, and 
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requires members to prioritize family over individual interests” (p. 318).  Latina/o 

students may be expected to translate for family members, to take care of siblings, and 

to share their earnings with their family.  With regards to higher education, Latina/o that 

have a strong sense of familismo will have a cultural, internal desire to share 

information about college with their siblings or other family members.   

According to Dyrness (2007) a second important and related cultural value is 

“confianza.” Dyrness (2007) describes the cultural value of confianza as “a combination 

of ‘trust’ and ‘confidence’ [highlighting a] close connection between trust as a 

relationship, and ‘being confident’ as a quality.” Confianza suggests that Latinas/os in 

the community will trust and have the confidence to approach other Latina/o students 

about college information.  The combination of familismo and confianza influence the 

social processes and behavioral patterns within Latina/o families. 

 

Summary 

When direct participation in educational activities is a barrier because of a slew of 

factors, community involvement can be invaluable in not only bonding a community 

together, but also in building a tradition of educational uplift.  Community involvement 

fosters strong communities that, in turn, have the ability to "mobilize resources for the 

benefit of their members" (Homan, 1999, p. 37).   

Community involvement occurs in various areas amongst the Latina/o 

population, such as school involvement (Hero, et al., 2000); community organizations 

(McGarvey, 2005); and faith-based organizations (Fraga, et al., 2006; Levitt, 2008).  

School involvement not only connects parents of school aged children with other 
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parents and school administrators, but also with local policy issues, community 

resources, and information about other concerns of the community.  Community 

organizations, on the other hand, have the ability to unite community members socially 

while striving for community improvements and organizing events around social and 

political interests.  Faith-based organizations can inform members of community issues 

and connect potential volunteers (Levitt, 2008; Warren, 2001) in order to promote and 

advocate for community resources and social justice, which can inform educational 

activities.   

Nevertheless, while the three aforementioned domains are possible avenues to 

engagement available to community members, Hero and colleagues (2000) found that 

Latinas/os are 45% less likely to be involved in formal organizations than other groups.  

These findings prompt the question about the factors that contribute to less involvement 

and whether Latinas/os are taking part in other types of activities not captured in 

community organizations or occurring in the periphery of formal educational outreach.   

Research suggests that to address governmental neglect and systemic racism, 

the borderlands community has been forced to take matters into their own hands.  They 

have succeeded in myriad ways, particularly regarding higher education matters with 

the South Texas/Border Initiative (Oliva, 2002) and the implementation of mobile college 

access centers called “Go Centers” (Cunha & Miller, 2008, 2009; Stillisano, Brown, 

Alford, & Waxman, 2013), which began with locally-led efforts in the borderlands.   

This review of literature shows that students’ postsecondary educational 

opportunities are shaped by various factors in their home life: geography, 

socioeconomic status, race/ethnicity, and family. These factors are influenced by 
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outside forces including K-12 issues, outreach programs, and postsecondary 

institutional selectivity and type.  Framing these factors are political policies based on 

the notion of who “merits” college education, enacted through immigration, financial aid, 

affirmative action.  This dissertation captures the spirit of the types of local, informal, 

grassroots efforts that unfold within this context of contested terrain.  Specifically, this 

dissertation describes how Mexican-American college students from the borderlands 

traverse the contested terrain of their higher education experience.   
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APPENDIX B 

DETAILED METHODOLOGY
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In this appendix, I begin by presenting an overview of the research questions to 

outline the context for the design of my study.  Next, I share the technical aspects of my 

study.  Finally, I conclude by elaborating on the strategies I used to ensure the 

trustworthiness and rigor of my study, as well as the limitations.  

 

Guiding Research Questions 

As a means of uncovering the ways in which academic capital formation inspires 

and cultivates educational uplift, I explored the ways self-identified Mexican-American 

and Hispanic scholarship students were involved in their homes and communities.  

Specifically, my research was guided by the following research questions: 

1. What are the ways Mexican-American and Hispanic scholarship students are 

involved in the process of disseminating college knowledge and other forms 

of academic capital into their homes and communities in the borderlands?  

2. What factors expand or constrict the extent to which Mexican-American and 

Hispanic scholarship students become involved in helping others develop 

academic capital and learn about college? 

3. How do Mexican-American and Hispanic scholarship students perceive their 

role at home and in the community? 

4. How do families and educators perceive the role of Mexican-American and 

Hispanic scholarship students at home and in the community? 

 

Design of the Study 

I approached my dissertation research from a constructivist paradigm.  There are 
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various assumptions that define a constructivist paradigm (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  For 

my research, the driving assumptions were that “the inquirer and the ‘object’ of inquiry 

interact to influence one another” and that “all entities are in a state of mutual 

simultaneous shaping” (p. 37).  As a scholarship student myself, I shared several 

identities with scholars and these connections enhanced my relationship with them.  My 

identities as a Mexican-American student from the borderlands and a community 

educator also influenced the shape and direction of the study.  Regarding the 

constructivist epistemology, Hatch (2002) writes, “from this perspective, it is impossible 

and undesirable for researchers to be distant and objective” (p. 15).  Utilizing a 

constructivist approach, my research emphasized description and interpretations that 

were co-constructed with participants.   

Given the overall purpose of my dissertation to understand academic capital 

formation and educational uplift amongst Latina/o students, my study used qualitative 

research methods.  According to Merriam (2009), “qualitative researchers are interested 

in understanding how people interpret their experiences, how they construct their 

worlds, and what meaning they attribute to their experiences” (p. 5).  Specifically, 

qualitative research methods offered the ability to understand individual perceptions 

through rich and detailed accounts, as well as to explore values, beliefs, and the 

meanings assigned to different events and decisions (Merriam, 2014).  Using qualitative 

methods, I was able to explore how and why Latina/o scholarship students may help 

others in their home and community learn about college and develop academic capital. 

My specific strategy for inquiry was based on my research questions.  Creswell 

(2009) writes that the effectiveness of a methodology rests on a clear understanding of 
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the research questions to inform the study process.  My research questions revolved 

around understanding the experiences of Mexican-American and Hispanic scholarship 

students as they engaged within the contexts of contested terrain.  Given the focus of 

my research questions, a case study approach was most appropriate.  Guba and 

Lincoln (1981) suggest that a case study is best when the research illuminates meaning 

that can communicate tacit knowledge, such as the formal and informal practices used 

by students to communicate college knowledge in their homes and communities.  I 

conducted an instrumental case study because the case for my study plays a supportive 

role (Stake, 2005).  Specifically, the purposeful selection of participants in the GMSP 

was secondary to understanding the theoretical and practical implication of academic 

capital formation and educational uplift in Latina/o homes and communities. 

 

Participant Selection & Criteria 

Qualitative case studies are characterized as particularistic, descriptive, and 

heuristic (Merriam, 2014).  As particularistic, my study focused on how students build 

college knowledge and other forms of academic capital in the community.  As 

descriptive, my study used text to describe the details of my participants and their 

experiences.  As heuristic, my study detailed the context, background, and findings. 

In designing my study, I purposefully selected a program with a formal 

educational uplift component.  For nearly 20 years, the Gates Millennium Scholarship 

Program (GMSP) provided 1,000 outstanding low-income students of color with a full-

scholarship to the undergraduate college of their choice with an option to request 

additional funding for a Master’s Degree and/or for a Ph.D. or equivalent.  In addition to 
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providing a full-scholarship, the GMSP provided scholars with the opportunities to 

develop formal and informal mentoring relationships, attend national leadership and 

professional training sessions, and to serve local communities in a variety of ways.  

Most importantly for my research, students in the GMSP were encouraged to become 

scholarship ambassadors in the community order to serve as a bridge between the 

GMSP and future student nominees who apply for the scholarship.  Scholarship 

ambassadors sought out partnerships in the community with schools, churches, and 

other organizations to provide scholarship workshops to qualified students.  While they 

were provided with a website link to resources with tips and suggestions for finding 

opportunities to speak, no formal training was received.  After registering an event 

online, scholarship ambassadors were mailed official GMSP materials such as a 

PowerPoint presentation and paper copies of brochures and handouts for events.  

While many scholarship ambassadors provided formal presentations and workshops 

registering each event with GMSP, research suggested GMSP students also provided 

informal presentations about more general college processes to others, such as siblings 

(St.  John, Hu, & Fisher, 2011). 

My study focused on the informal scholarship ambassador experiences of current 

GMSP Latina/o students from El Paso, TX because they represented a bounded system 

to study the phenomenon more closely (Merriam, 2014).  A bounded system has clear 

boundaries to maintain the case at the center of the study.  For this research, my case 

was purposefully programmatically and geographically bound.  According to the U.S. 

Census Bureau for 2006-2008, 80% of the population in El Paso, Texas is Hispanic, 

making it a city with one of the largest proportions of Hispanics.  A border town, El Paso 
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is also unique in the GMSP world because of the growing number of students selected 

every year.  In 2014, 31 El Paso high school seniors were selected for the GMSP, most 

identifying as Latina/o students.  These characteristics combined with the large 

proportion of Latinas/os in the city made it an ideal site for my research.   

Stake (1994) writes that in order to study the complexities of a specific case, 

researchers need to seek out information regarding “informants through whom the case 

can be known” (p. 238).  My interest in exploring the various contexts of education 

necessitated that I not only interview the students but also individuals with whom they 

may engage informally and formally regarding educational activities.  As such, I 

identified three types of participants: 

• “Student” participants were undergraduate students meeting all of the following 

criteria: 

a) At least 18 years of age; 

b) Identified as Latina/o; 

c) Maintained current GMSP status; 

d) Matriculated from a K-12 school in El Paso County; 

e) Participated in a formal or informal scholarship ambassador event within 

the past year. 

To review the protocol questions for “Student” participants, please see Appendix 

D. 

• “Family” participants had a familial connection to “Student” participants.  These 

individuals consisted of parents, siblings, and other family relations over 18 years 

of age who were familiar with the informal college outreach activities of “Student” 
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participants.  I asked “Student” participants to identify at least 2 individuals.  To 

review the protocol questions for “Family” participants, please see Appendix D. 

• “Educator” participants were recruited throughout the study as I learned more 

about the experiences of the “Student” participants.  These individuals consisted 

of counselors, teachers, principals, and professors that were familiar with the 

college outreach activities of “Student” participants.  I asked “Student” 

participants to identify at least 2 individuals.  To review the protocol questions for 

“Educator” participants, please see Appendix D. 

 

Data Collection 

My research design relied heavily on qualitative inquiry with a case study 

approach to data collection, which means I collected data through multiple sources of 

information (Creswell, 2007).  Specifically, I collected data through a demographic 

questionnaire, semi-structured interviews, participant observation, and a review of 

documents. 

 

Demographic Questionnaire  

After receiving approval for this study from the Institutional Review Board, I 

posted a link to all GMSP social media outlets (e.g., Facebook, Twitter, and LinkedIn) to 

distribute the demographic questionnaire to Latina/o students from and/or currently 

residing in El Paso, Texas.  I also sent recruitment emails with a link to the 

questionnaire to my personal contacts to distribute. 
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The questionnaire contained a landing page that fulfilled Institutional Review 

Board requirements.  The questionnaire was composed of demographic questions and 

scholarship ambassador type questions.  At the end of the questionnaire, students were 

asked to leave their contact information if they were interested in participating in the 

study.  To review the questionnaire, please see Appendix D. 

 

Semi-Structured Interviews  

I sent emails about the study to those who met “Student” participant criteria and 

indicated an interest in participating in the study.  The email included a formal invitation 

to participate in the study.  Recruitment methods for “Family” and “Community” 

participants were similar with the exception that other methods of communication (e.g.  

personal introduction, phone call, email, mail) were also used to contact these 

participants since social connection to referred individuals was crucial.  To review these 

recruitment materials, please see Appendix D. 

To establish a rapport with participants, I conducted all interviews one-on-one 

using a semi-structured interview protocol that outlined predetermined topics but left 

room for an open dialogue.  The development of such an open-ended semi-structured 

interview protocol simultaneously permitted data collection and participant reflection 

(Patton, 2002).  Participant reflection was critical for exploring the experiences of 

participants.  Van Manen (1990) writes that lived experience “can never be grasped in 

its immediate manifestation but only reflectively as past presence” (p. 36).  My interview 

questions were designed to engage participants to reflect on everyday, even taken-for-
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granted, activities and conversations that were related to education-related experiences 

and pursuits.   

Interviews took place at locations comfortable to the participant, such as coffee 

shops and private homes.  Interviews lasted between 37 minutes to 127 minutes for 

“Student” participants, 18 minutes to 42 minutes for “Family” participants, and 12 

minutes to 35 minutes for “Educator” participants.  I collected 49 interviews: 17 

“Student” interviews, 23 “Family” interviews, and 9 “Educator” interviews.  After the end 

of every interview, I recorded voice memos, which I would later transcribe, to note my 

general impressions of the interview but also describe the characteristics of the location 

and participant.  All interviews were tape-recorded and transcribed.   

 

Participant Observation 

Following the interview process, student participants were asked about their 

preference regarding participant observation.  The use of participation observation 

allowed me to discover findings that could have been overlooked using only interviews 

(Spradley, 1980).  I conducted participant observation of 9 student-identified events and 

non-participant observation of 2 student-identified events to provide a more nuanced 

context for academic capital formation and educational uplift.  It is important to note that 

these observations served as secondary sources to elaborate on the primary data 

gathered from the interviews and were conducted to further illustrate the processes 

involved in academic capital formation and educational uplift.  The strength of 

observations comes from the time dedicated to the process and my observations were 
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limited because I did not reside in El Paso, TX during the data collection process.  To 

review the observation protocol, please see Appendix D. 

 

Review of Documents 

As part of my research, I also conducted a review a documents.  First, I 

requested permission from GMSP Staff to review any files of registered scholarship 

ambassador events to explore patterns of formal outreach among Latina/o students.  

Specifically, I intended to take note of factors such as the size, location, and type of 

each event hosted by these students.  However, I was not able to gain approval to 

these statistics.  Second, I reviewed El Paso public websites (i.e. El Paso Independent 

School District Website, University of Texas El Paso, El Paso Times, Catholic Diocese 

of El Paso) for educational information.  Specifically, I created a Portable Document 

Format (PDF) copy of each article or posting I found.  Third, I also collected general 

printed documents from student participants, including newspaper clippings, photos, 

essays, resumes, and any other evidence documenting the role of students in their 

home and community.  Additionally, I reviewed student’s social media accounts.  For 

videos, I created a PDF that includes a still scene image from the video and a 

description of the content.  

 

Data Analysis 

All data, including interviews, essays, tweets, Facebook posts, etc., were de-

identified, transcribed, punctuated for readability, and if applicable for video, a short 

summary was written.  Once all materials were converted to text, I added descriptive 
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labels, such as public school, male, female, Juarez, El Paso, tweet, YouTube, etc.  After 

I added these descriptive labels, I began to conduct axial coding on hard copy.  I double 

and triple coded in three phases: first students, then family members, and finally 

educators.  I then entered the data into NVivo.  From NVivo, I was able to print the 

various data segments and sort them into different folders based on their labels and 

codes.  Next, I conducted selective coding using the full code list on each transcript.  

Afterwards I read both the interviews and decontextualized text from the folders to 

weigh data from each code and develop themes.  Data was subjected to inductive 

analysis using the cross-case analyses method (Yin, 2013) to generate and analyze 

classifications and pattern descriptions that emerged across participants.  Finally, I 

considered the data through the lens of Critical Race Theory and LatCrit in relation to 

existing literature.   

 

Limitations 

My research has several limitations.  First, my research is context bound.  My 

sample includes a cadre of border town students that is contained within its own distinct 

political, cultural, economic, and geographical context.  Thus, the findings of this study 

cannot be generalized to any broader population of students.   

The timing of my data collection constitutes the second limitation.  I conducted 

interviews with most individuals at only one point in time during four visits to El Paso.  

Due to the restricted time with participants, the depth of understanding of their 

perceptions of educational uplift and the development of academic capital was limited.  

Further, because of time constraints, I was not able to conduct more observations.   
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A final limitation of my study is the constraints presented by the use of a 

qualitative case study approach.  My personal biases and ideas for data collection and 

analysis can influence my interpretation of the data.  To address this issue, the other 

limitations of my research, and ensure the trustworthiness and rigor of my study, I 

employed a variety of techniques including member checks, triangulation, and rich, thick 

description. 

 

Reflexivity and Researcher Role 

The role of the researcher is important to consider, particularly in qualitative 

research as the researcher serves as the key instrument.  By adopting a constructivist 

approach to my study, I embrace my subjectivity and further incorporate it into the 

discourse of my research through researcher reflexivity (Merriam, 2009).  Through 

reflexivity, a researcher can explain the ways values, experiences, and expectations 

may influence the development of a study and its conclusions (Merriam, 2009).  The 

following section details my narrative both as a border town Chicana scholarship girl 

and as a researcher.  In this narrative, I discuss my background, view of education, and 

connection to the study.   

I was born and raised in a small border town called Brownsville located at the 

southernmost tip of Texas.  I spent most of my childhood weekends across the border in 

Mexico with my extended family.  Due to economic hardships, when I was in elementary 

school, my family moved to Mexico to live with my grandparents.  Every day we would 

cross the U.S.-Mexico border so that my two younger siblings, a neighborhood friend, 

and I could attend school.  We lived frugally on one side of the border so that my family 
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could afford to send us to a Christian private school on the other.  My experience 

crossing the border daily for my education and watching my mother and other 

neighborhood families band together for us deeply shaped my view of education as a 

collective achievement.   

In middle school, I made the transition to the public school system shortly after 

we moved to the U.S. by joining a math and science magnet school.  I followed a 

Science, Technology, Engineering, & Math (STEM) trajectory and in high school I 

entered a magnet school for engineering and technology.  Throughout these years, my 

family and I continued to cross the border nearly every weekend to visit my 

grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins.  As I grew older, I became more conscious of 

my family’s poverty, the sacrifices my family made for my education, and how an 

education in the U.S. was a privilege.  This knowledge fueled my desire to be a good 

role model to my four younger siblings and a success story for my extended family in 

Mexico.  I aggressively pursued all manner of school honors and achievements.  I 

excelled in math and most academic subjects, played in the band, competed in sports, 

served in multiple student organizations, and maintained positive relationships with my 

teachers, counselor, and principals.  Eventually, I graduated in the top 5% of my class 

with multiple scholarships including the GMSP.   

Despite these accomplishments, I was fully unprepared for college.  I enrolled in 

one of the top research universities in Texas, Texas A&M University, with a group of 13 

friends from my high school.  Within two years, 4 of my friends, including my roommate, 

had dropped out of college.  While I could not help my friends, my experience watching 

them withdraw and drop out ignited a passion in me to prepare my family.  At the start of 
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my sophomore year in college, in addition to serving as a GMSP scholarship 

ambassador in my college town, I convinced my brother to apply to college with me 

rather than join the military.  Helping him apply for college was the starting point of my 

interest in higher education.  The summer of my sophomore year, in addition to a full-

time course load, I rented an apartment, took out student loans, and invited my sisters 

to spend two months of their summers living with me to learn about college life.  This 

tradition lasted throughout my undergraduate years and involved summer road trips to 

other Texas college campuses, including the University of Texas at Austin, Rice, and 

Baylor.  My brother picked up this summer tradition three years into his college journey 

when he invited my youngest brother to live with him in college over the summer 

breaks.  Today, each of my four younger siblings has graduated from my alma matter. 

After I graduated from college, I began to serve at a local adult literacy center.  In 

that role, I was paired with Spanish-speaking women to teach them how to read and 

write in English.  Through our interactions, I was able to learn about their struggles, 

aspirations, and family situations.  Sharing my experience with them about applying for 

scholarships, the availability of federal and state grants for college, and the various 

college options available for their children prompted my decision to pursue a Master’s 

degree in higher education.  I felt compelled to learn more about higher education in 

order to empower my community and students like me.   

Throughout my Masters program, I continued, and continue, to serve in various 

informal capacities as college advisor to my siblings’ friends, my mother’s co-workers, 

and to peers and peers’ loved ones I have met through my church or gym.  

Nevertheless, it was when I made the decision to continue my studies by pursuing a 
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Ph.D.  in higher education that I was introduced to research that radically changed my 

role.  Through a participatory action research project, I was able to connect with a 

grassroots Latina/o parent group that exposed me to a variety of community-based 

educational spaces.  I learned about Spanish-language conferences for parents and 

local K-12 initiatives such as a district-wide Spanish Parent University Program.  My 

involvement in the community continued to grow and develop, particularly as I learned 

about the importance of working together with research partners and valuing their 

knowledge.   

As I became more thoughtful about my role as a researcher, my approach to 

work in the community changed.  In addition to making myself formally and informally 

available to parents and students as a scholarship ambassador, I began to mentor 

students one-on-one through the GMSP scholarship application using knowledge I 

gained from research on the noncognitive variables used in the GMSP selection 

process, as well as research on underrepresented student populations.  For example, 

research on the importance of involving families in educational experiences influenced 

my decision to meet with a student and her mother to explain the selection process and 

the competitiveness and magnitude of the scholarship.  As part of this meeting, I 

translated the 8 GMSP essay prompts into Spanish and encouraged them to share 

ideas, stories, and lessons learned with each other so they could go through the 

process together.   

My experiences with my siblings, students, and other individuals from my 

extended networks made me sensitive to identifying the various ways students can help 

develop academic capital in their homes and communities.  My development as a 
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scholarship ambassador over the last 10 years has also opened my eyes to the ways 

different transitions and life experiences influenced how I give back to my community.  

These rich experiences made me passionate and thoughtful about my dissertation 

research process.  Thus, I have specifically spent considerable time thinking through 

the concept of educational uplift as a theoretical construct that relates to the community 

and Mexican-American students in particular.  Also, to address possible bias in this 

study, I have carefully followed my plan for ensuring the trustworthiness and rigor of my 

research. 

 

Trustworthiness and Rigor 

All individuals who participated in scheduled one-on-one interviews received an 

electronic copy of their transcript so that they could have the opportunity to edit, 

remove, change or add to the text on their transcripts (Guba & Lincoln, 1989; Merriam, 

2014).  To bolster the validity of the findings, member checks were conducted with 

participants to give them an opportunity to influence how they were presented in the 

data and the accuracy of my interpretations (Guba & Lincoln, 1989; Merriam, 2014).   

According to Maxwell (2005, p. 111), member checks are “the single most important 

way of ruling out the possibility of misinterpreting the meaning of what participants say 

and do and the perspective they have on what is going on, as well as being an 

important way of identifying your own biases and misunderstandings of what you 

observed.”  These techniques ensure my representation of findings is authentic to their 

experience as possible. 
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The consistency of my research was further strengthened by the triangulation of 

data from four sources that include 1) a demographic questionnaire; 2) one-on-one 

student/parent/community interviews; 3) participant observation; and 4) a careful review 

of supporting documents.  Denzin (1978) suggests researchers use multiple sources to 

ensure that the results are consistent with the data collected.  By collecting data from 

four different sources, I was able to describe in more detail how my findings are 

supported based on the relationships between different sources of data.   

Finally, I used rich, thick description when describing my study.  Rich, thick 

description enables those reading the research to “assess similarity between them and 

the study” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 125).  Further, Merriam (2009) adds that enhances 

“the possibility of the results of a qualitative study “transferring” to another setting” (p. 

227).  These techniques combined ensure I established the trustworthiness and rigor in 

my study. 
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APPENDIX C 

UNABRIDGED FINDINGS
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In this appendix, I provide the unabridged findings of my research.  In the first 

section, I provide the context and background for understanding the findings.  In the 

second section, I describe three components of how undergraduate students manage 

the ‘scholar’ distinction to become involved in helping others develop academic capital 

and learn about college.  In the third section, I detail two methods undergraduate 

students utilize to disseminate college knowledge and other forms of academic capital 

into their homes and communities.  In the final section, I summarize four roles that 

describe the ways undergraduate students promote educational uplift. 

 

Context and Background 

When comparing the U.S. education pipeline by race/ethnicity and gender, 

Latina/o students are the least likely of White, Asian American, African American, and 

Native American students to earn a bachelor’s degree (Pérez Huber et al., 2015, p. 3).  

Amongst Latina/o origin groups, Chicana/o students in particular are the least likely to 

earn a bachelor’s degree, despite being the largest group (Pérez Huber et al., 2015, p. 

4).  While aggregate baccalaureate attainment data specific to Mexican-American 

border town-origin students are not available, research on border town-origin students 

in Texas reveals stark differences to other students in the state (Oliva, 2002; Santiago, 

2006, 2008; Sharp 1998, 2001; Soden, 2006; see also Rodriguez, 2016).  The scholars 

in this study were all educated in El Paso County along the Texas-Mexico border.  

According to US Census, only 17% of the Hispanic or Latino origin population in El 

Paso County has a bachelor’s degree or higher in comparison to the 35.9% of the total 

population (American Community Survey, 2015).   



97 

For students who live along the U.S.-Mexico border, education is further 

complicated by a history of discrimination and de facto segregation.  Research shows 

that Mexicans and Mexican Americans who live along the Texas-Mexico border have 

faced much governmental neglect, specifically with regards to educational opportunities 

(Oliva, 2002; Rodriguez, 2016; Santiago, 2006, 2008; see also Sharp, 1998).  

Regarding Texas higher education in particular, research shows that the “success” (i.e. 

the diversification of Texas public college admissions) of the current Top 10% Plan, 

which guarantees high-achieving Texas public high school students admission to most 

public universities in the state, is predicated on the existence of segregated schools in 

the state (Tienda & Nie, 2004).  Indeed a study comparing Top 10% students to 

Borderland Top 10% students found that “Borderland universities” are exclusive for the 

Borderland Top 10% students because other Top 10% students consistently choose to 

enroll elsewhere in the state (Rodriguez, 2016).  This finding compacts issues of 

inequality because it was not until the aftermath of LULAC v Clements in 1999 that 

legislation changed to adequately provide aid to border town postsecondary institutions 

through the South Texas/Border Initiative (Valencia, 2008).  Ultimately, these facts and 

figures highlight that education, particularly at the postsecondary level, continues to 

remain a contested terrain for many Mexican-American students, particularly in the 

borderlands like El Paso. 

El Paso, Texas is a large border town adjacent to New Mexico and Chihuahua.  

The Franklin Mountains run between the city separating it into two distinct blocks, the 

East and West side.  A large military base that occupies the area, along with the military 

veterans and families who live in the surrounding community, characterizes the East 
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side.  The West side is characterized by new development and franchises.  Within these 

two sides, there are also distinct communities like the Segundo Barrio, a historic low-

income neighborhood known for its murals and cultural character and at the outskirts, 

there are colonias like Cochran, an unincorporated settlement of half-acre subdivisions 

where mostly Mexican and Mexican-American families have built their homes and do 

not have access to water or sewage lines. 

The scholars in this study grew up and lived in various neighborhoods within El 

Paso County.  The neighborhoods are important because the majority of scholars were 

zoned to particular public high schools.  These schools varied in the course offerings, 

resources, and opportunities available to students.  Other scholars lived in Juarez and 

crossed the international border daily for a private education.  Beyond school resources, 

the number of libraries, markets, and churches, and other organizations near their home 

communities played a role in what scholars were able to access and where scholars 

were able to participate.  It is important to note that despite the resources and 

circumstances surrounding these students, each one of these scholars was able to 

make the most of their situations to become involved during high school and each 

developed a competitive application for the Gates Millennium Scholarship Program.  

Nevertheless, these differences become particularly exasperated during the college 

years and lead to a diverse set of trajectories for these scholars. 

In this appendix, I detail how scholars traverse the contested terrain of education 

in their hometown to help others in their communities develop academic capital and 

learn about college.  Specifically, I first describe how they manage the ‘scholar’ 

distinction and next how they perform social actions in their homes and communities to 
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build academic capital and college knowledge.  To conclude, I describe and analyze 

how they express four different collectivist orientations that are deeply influenced by 

family and educator perspectives. 

 

Managing the ‘Scholar’ Distinction in Contested Terrain 

This section details how participants manage the ‘scholar’ distinction in contested 

terrain to become involved in helping others develop academic capital and learn about 

college.  Specifically, I summarize their perspectives on education, race/ethnicity/class, 

and the border, paying particular attention to the ways scholars reconcile what they 

know with what they see. 

When I first started identifying patterns regarding factors that expand or constrict 

the extent to which the scholars became involved in helping others develop academic 

capital and learn about college, many of the codes I grouped were descriptive of 

constricting external environments, or a contested terrain.  For example, I had codes for 

“job”, “lack of transportation,” and “border crossing.”  As I read and re-read their 

transcripts, excerpts from their social media accounts, and scholarship and college 

admissions essays, I struggled with how to resolve the fact that these students were 

capable of, and often did, overcome these circumstances in order to give back to their 

communities.   

The theme that emerged was how these factors were undergirded by the ways 

students managed being ‘scholars’ within this context, specifically the ways their views 

on education, race/ethnicity/class, and the border manifested at home and in the 

community, and moreover were shaped by their past experiences.  While managing the 
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‘scholar’ distinction was different for every student, this section details the three most 

salient views expressed by the scholars.  Ultimately, these views seemed to be the 

most significant factors for describing the extent to which the scholars became involved 

in helping others develop academic capital and learn about college, often serving as the 

impetus for their involvement and/or influencing how much time and energy was spent 

on navigating their external circumstances. 

 

Hyperawareness of Education 

The majority of scholars in the study expressed a deep appreciation for 

education that often originated with their family.  Even amongst scholars whose parents 

did not have a formal education, families encouraged their students to study, get good 

grades, and pursue a college degree.  Raul, a freshman at the University of Texas at El 

Paso (UTEP), described his family: 

My parents, they really did stress getting our education since my grandparents, I 
don't really think they got an education either.  My grandpa started working when 
he was seventeen and he retired at 42 I think.  Ever since then my grandma has 
been the one taking care of the house and she used to work cleaning houses in 
Juarez […] But yes, they've always stressed the importance of getting an 
education.  My oldest sister was actually the first one on my mom's side of the 
family to get her degree.  She wasn't the first on my dad's side, but my family on 
both sides, we're kind of like the more studious ones.  We're the ones that have 
always been getting good grades, making honor roll, and all of that.  It's always 
been a big part of our lives. 

 
Like Raul, several scholars pointed out that their immediate families were 

different from their extended family.  Additionally, more than half of the scholars also 

described their parent’s sacrifices for their education.  For example, Marco described 

moving to the United States during fourth grade and the sacrifices his parents made for 

him to attend a private high school: 
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My mom used to work 3 jobs for me to be able to go to school.  She worked 
herself up to pay at least a little bit of the tuition for me to get a better education 
in the United States.  My parents, most of the time, they’re almost never home.  
They always sacrifice themselves.  I always see it because, for example, my dad, 
when he comes home he always falls asleep immediately.  I see how he’s always 
exhausted, but that’s a just sacrifice he makes for me to be able to have a better 
future. 
 

Another scholar, Marisol, a junior at UTEP, described how even though her mother was 

not often around, she knew the importance of an education.  She described her 

mother’s sacrifices: 

[My mother] got her degree and everything, but didn't want us to live under water 
and food stamps and all that.  She didn't want us to settle so she became a truck 
driver so that we could have a better life [in the United States].  I would see her 
maybe every 2 weeks, every week.  I wouldn't see her daily.  We had 3 
babysitters that would take care of us on the weekdays and then on the 
weekends I would always go with my grandma and my Tía in Juárez to spent 
time with them. 
 

Marisol continued to describe how her family was around to encourage the importance 

of education with stories of their success.  For example, Marisol’s grandmother received 

a scholarship to attend university and her grandfather was a professor in Mexico.  She 

described the legacy of her family’s educational success in Mexico and how her mother 

was able to encourage her to do well in school, albeit in a different manner from the rest 

of her deeply religious family: 

Marisol: My Tía Tonya, she went to school.  She is a teacher.  My Tía Lupe, she 
is a doctor and then my Tío Lencho he is an engineer.  My Tío Martin he is a 
business man or whatever.  He has a business degree.  My Tía Titi she is a civil 
engineer.  They all did it.   

 
Me: Your grandma must have really encouraged their education. 
 
Marisol: Yes. 
 
Me: How did that pass on to you from your mom? How did she pass that on? 

 
Marisol: My mom, she was a rebel one. 
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Me: So was it really more your grandma since you were with your grandma every 
weekend? 
 
Marisol: I guess that the major thing--my mom she was like the rebel.  She never 
did drugs or an alcoholic, nothing like that, but she didn't approve of the really 
tough religious rules I guess that [my family] had because grandma was a deep-
heart Catholic.  […] They struggled to get their degree, everyone.  Like my Tía 
Tonya, the older one she was like, "I have to go alone to Chihuahua to get my 
Masters, and I have to budget myself to get all the money." They couldn't afford 
to do drugs or anything.  They never did any of that but they knew how hard it 
was.  Actually the doctor, my Tía Lupe, she was a teacher before she became a 
doctor.  She knew she had to stay up and study and all that.  With my mom, she 
did tell me about school, and that it was important, but she never demanded for 
me to get something that I wasn't able to.  When I was a little girl I would get like 
Bs, Cs and she would never hit me or anything.  She would be like, "It's okay.  It's 
what you were able to get." Actually it's very weird, because my mom never 
wanted us to do something that we weren't I guess.  She wanted us to be happy 
[…] My Tía Titi, she is a very smart girl.  […] She is very about school is 
everything, and with my cousin whenever he wouldn't get an A in the test or 
something, they would always demand from him more.  He couldn't do it and now 
he has drug issues.  He has issues at school.  My other cousin, he also has 
issues at school and my Tía was also very strict about education.  It's weird, 
because my mom wasn't and I'm really good at school.  So strange. 

 
Me: So what do you think motivated you? 

 
Marisol: I think what motivated me is that even though my mom didn't demand for 
me to do really great at school, she raised our self esteem.  […] she always 
made us know that we could do better, but that it was okay to accept ourselves.   
 
Several scholars also described realizing they were “good students” in middle 

school.  These scholars had the opportunity to take Pre-AP classes and many were also 

involved in various college outreach or leadership programs such as AVID or PALS.  

Educators in the lives of scholars also championed the importance of education, 

particularly during their high school years but often starting during primary school.  The 

majority of scholars described a close, personal relationship with one or more members 

of their high school educational staff.  These relationships were key to how scholars 

became involved in their community and their success with applications for college and 



103 

the Gates Millennium Scholarship Program.  While the methods educators used were all 

different, all scholars described feeling supported throughout high school and valuing 

education in their personal lives.  There was a general consensus amongst scholars 

that education had the power to change their lives. 

Becoming part of GMSP their senior year in high school reinforced the 

importance of education.  Many scholars described added pressure from family 

members, educators, and peers to succeed in their educational pursuits and make a 

difference in El Paso.  Juan, a freshman at UTEP, described his experience with a 

member of the community: 

I'm pretty sure doors opened because of the fact that I came from El Paso, I 
came from a high school in El Paso, and I'm a Gates scholar.  There's definitely 
been opportunities that opened up because, to me, sometimes I still can't 
believe, can't really wrap my head around that it's such a high status, being a 
Gates scholar.  I'm just here like, "Oh, I'm still the same person." I really noticed 
that because there's a person named George Perez.  He has a construction 
group here in El Paso that also gives a lot to the community.  He basically helped 
rebuild this school, build a new building, build other schools in El Paso.  I had the 
pleasure of knowing him as a family friend.  Every single time he would introduce 
me to someone, he would tell them that I was a Gates scholar and that person 
would be in awe.  That really made me notice that I have this for a reason.  I'm 
meant to do something here. 
 

Paradoxically, given the prestigious nature of the GMSP, there was a stigma from peers 

attached to staying in El Paso for their college education, particularly amongst scholars 

attending a private school.  Scholars described how others judged their choice to attend 

UTEP.  After asking Hector about his college choice process, he described his 

experience:  

Hector: Actually my generation, I don't know if other generations were the same, 
but my generation specifically, we saw UTEP of as being a safety school.  Well 
not so much a safety school, we under-appreciated it in other words.  We thought 
of it as, if I'm not going anywhere else, I'm going to UTEP.  At the same time, I 
did apply to the American University of Rome and then applied to A&M.  I think 
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that's it.  UTEP of course, I decided to stay here in UTEP just to try out my 
university […] I never say that I got the Gates.  I'd like to think that I'm humble, 
but I'm not exactly a person to just as soon as I met you like, "Hi, I'm Gates.” It's 
not something I will just bounce off of the top of my head.  It's mostly my friends 
who like say, "He's a Gate scholar." Then they always look at me like, "You are at 
UTEP?" with a disappointed view you could say.  But it's not been like that--
UTEP it's a really good school.  It's been growing and it's fun. 
 
Me: When that happens do you speak about it or do you just let it go? 
 
Hector: Only when I'm asked because I understand that people, unless they've 
been or actually studied about or thought about going to UTEP, they don't 
actually understand the fact that UTEP is a big school.  At the same time, if you 
think about it, someone can succeed at any school.  It's just a matter of how 
much you want to try.  When they ask me why I give them my reasons.   
 

The majority of scholars had the opportunity to attend other universities but chose 

UTEP.  Only one scholar who attended UTEP indicated an active interest in 

transferring.  Several scholars described that they chose UTEP with the intent of 

transferring, however, each changed their minds as they discovered opportunities to get 

involved at UTEP.  For example, Aaron described how he had wanted to transfer to 

UCLA but after getting involved in undergraduate research, he decided to stay.  As he 

described his decision, he elaborated about his experience: 

Aaron: What I've noticed in university students? They don't know what they want 
to do, which is very common, but there's also a lot of apathy in El Paso.  People 
don't care.  They strive for Cs, and that really disappointed me.  There's a lot of 
people in the [STEM] department that were taking [a STEM class], and he's like, 
"As long as I get a C, that's fine." I was really sad about that because our 
standard for education is very low here, at least for the people that don't care.  
I've met the opposite [at other universities].  I've met a lot of people that excel, 
that found their niches, and they try to do the best that they can.  Because UTEP 
is approximately 99% acceptance rate versus Ivy League schools that are like 10 
or 7, it's just the mindset that the university has.  Ivy Leagues, they want the best 
of the best, very competitive, very cutthroat in some ways, versus UTEP is very 
nonchalant, I guess you could say.  I don't know if I'm using the right word, but it's 
very passive.  They don't guide you to the point that they should, while in Ivy 
League schools, from what I've heard from my friends, they have everything.  
They have stress-relief programs that they make evident.  They have a lot of 
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programs that guide the students.  They want the students to succeed and they 
have more resources to the students' success.   

 
Me: Like for example what? 

 
Aaron: Like counseling.  I was very depressed my first year in college.  I hated it.  
I wanted to leave.  I didn't want to do this class.  Even though I managed to pull 
through in my classes, I was still unhappy.  I went to counseling.  I did it because 
my friend suggested it, not because it was advertised.  […] El Pasoans, we're in 
a bubble, and once there's stress, people give up.  [...] What I've seen is people 
don't have the drive to learn, or they don't have an ambition.  At least here, 
they're like, "I can settle for less.  I'll settle for UTEP." It's very sad to see the 
expectations of most students.  I'm not saying that there's not phenomenal 
students.  I've met a lot of intelligent people, but it's a handful versus a majority, 
at least in the [STEM] department.  That's really sad.  This is a problem that my 
predecessors have faced, that a lot of people have faced, and now that I'm 
seeing it, it's stressing me out.  UTEP's trying to be, I think they're tier one now, 
I'm not sure, but it's not very respected. 

 
Me: Why do you think that is? 

 
Aaron: I guess because of their acceptance rate.  Before I went to UTEP, the 
people in my high school slandered me.  They were like, "You're not going there." 
When I went, a lot of my friends went as well, and a lot of [Calendula] students 
went as well that I did not think would go.  Regardless of their reason, it's funny 
that they talked trash about it, and then they go there.  I'm from UTEP, and I went 
to Santa Barbara [for a research conference].  I feel like I got my well standing 
and I was respected there for my accomplishments.  I don't feel like it's institute 
restricted.  You may get leverage for being in the Ivy League, and you may get 
more accomplishments because you have more resources geared toward those 
accomplishments, but I don't think it's an end-all-be-all.  Someone from UTEP 
can go to Stanford for graduate school.  The resources are there.  The thing 
about UTEP is that the student has to grab the resources, versus Ivy Leagues.  
I'm not sure, I'm probably wrong, but [I think] Ivy Leagues tell you that the 
resources are there, UTEP, you have to find the resources. 
 
From all scholars, Aaron was the most critical of his peers in El Paso.  

Nevertheless, most scholars expressed similar observations.  They would compare and 

contrast personal educational experiences, as well as the experiences of friends.  

However, these comparisons were not always expressed negatively.  For example, 
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Juliana described how she noticed amongst other Gates scholars that there was a deep 

appreciation for education: 

One thing that most of [Gates scholars] have in common is that we care a lot 
about our education.  That's probably one of the main reasons why we got the 
Gates in the first place and we can't help it.  It's spilling out to others around us.  
When we care about our education so much we start to care about other 
people's. 
 
Ultimately, the scholars who expressed a hyperawareness of education were 

most likely to detail experiences of how they shared their college knowledge and other 

forms of academic capital.  These scholars were acutely aware of educational 

opportunities for themselves and others.  While this hyperawareness motivated them to 

persevere in their educational goals, how they made sense of these observations and 

experiences also influenced how they described helping others.   

 

Ethnic and Class-based Vigilance 

All scholars in this study identified as Mexican-American or Hispanic.  Further, 

they were all eligible for a Pell Grant.  These two characteristics influenced they way 

they interpreted racism and discrimination. Many scholars in this study maintained an 

ethnic and class-based vigilance or a watchfulness for negativity and danger associated 

with stereotypes about race/ethnicity and class. Damian, in particular, detailed how 

negative stereotypes about Hispanics and Mexicans encouraged his pursuit of 

education: 

I hear all this negative stuff, and I want to be the exception.  I want to prove that 
not all of us is like that.  Not all of us are drug dealers, I want to prove that.  I 
want to be an engineer.  People who do want to come to this country can make a 
difference.  […] Because we live in a border town, we know that not everyone is 
like that.  In the media, they see it otherwise.  You go to a state where Hispanic 
are not that prominent and they'll have that idea because of the media.  I want to 
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go there and I want to go up to those states and be like, "Oh, I'm an engineer.  
No criminal record.  No drugs or anything.  […] When they see a Hispanic male, 
they go, "Oh, he's a Mexican." No, he's a person.  There's' nothing wrong if you 
want to be proud of your heritage. 
 

He continued on to detail class differences he noticed after moving from one part of El 

Paso to the other: 

Damian: Here, I lived in northeast side, which you can compare it to east LA but 
not as such a severe level, and over here, on the west side.  Now I [had] lived 
over there, that's why I adapted to the partying, the drug culture and everything, 
and everyone is scared of that school, no one really cared, and I really regret 
that.  I really regret that.  A pattern that I noticed was that a lot of them [other 
students] were politically uninformed.  […] As I grew up, I connected these two 
things together, like, since it's not that developed is it because they're not 
politically involved, they're not aware of what's going on.  When we came over to 
this side I decided, I really want to inform myself about the issues.  […] I would 
see what's going on around in my area and form an opinion about that and go 
with stuff like that.  For me, that's the biggest difference, other than certain 
cultures, from the east side regarded as not appropriate over here, where it's bad 
and stuff like that.   
 
Me: What made you think that or what were the things that brought you to that 
idea?  
 
Damian: I used to be a pure A student, well A, B, in middle school but I was 
always the only one.  Always the only one.  I always felt like everyone else would 
just get B's.  I had one or two friends that would get A's but it was usually like 
three of us.  [… My peers] didn't do homework, they didn't prepare, they were 
talking, joking, everything, and I thought that's how all schools were.  When I 
came to west side, everyone was competitive educationally.  […] Now, that I look 
back at some of my friends living in the northeast, even now, they still don't really 
care about school or anything, have a family already, going to work.  My friends 
over here I met on the west side, they're getting into UT Austin, and going to this 
college, and that's probably why.  I don't mean everyone is but what I saw was. 
 

Damian pointed out that, as he matured, he began to see connections between 

developed areas and political involvement.  Interestingly, he made this connection 

through observations about class and education, further emphasizing how scholars’ 

views of education, race/ethnicity/class, and the border intersected. Another scholar, 

Aaron described his experience: 
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Aaron: When I was a kid we used to go to Mexico all the time, Chihuahua.  My 
entire summers would be in Chihuahua and then I would live here in El Paso.  At 
least for the Chihuahua neighborhood, it's very different from the United States 
because you don't have any paper routes.  It was all dirt and gravel.  I don't know 
how it is now because I heard it got better with the roads.  I would say it's a very 
humble neighborhood.  There's the little corner store where they sell all the 
snacks.  Here in El Paso, it's a typical middle class neighborhood.  It's not gated, 
but it's people with their families. 

 
Me: Did seeing the two neighborhoods make a difference in your life or did it not 
really influence you? 

 
Aaron: I don't think it influenced me that much until people pointed it out.  When I 
was a kid, I guess it's like "ignorance is bliss," right? You don't really notice until 
you're like "okay, this is the situation now," until people point the negative 
aspects, like there's violence or how destitute this area is. 

 
Me: When did that happen?  

 
Aaron: I guess during middle school and in high school when the violence 
escalated, that's when I started noticing that.  I guess it had a secondary effect 
on me and how I viewed Mexico.  It was a negative effect, but it did have an 
effect. 

 
Me: You say "secondary effect." What do you mean by that? 

 
Aaron: At first, when I hear the people say something, I don't take it for truth, but 
when they keep on saying it, it sinks in.  Even though it might not be true, it does 
change your mind a little bit, so that's kind of what it did. 

 
Aaron’s experience was different from Damian’s experience.  He described how 

learning about class differences had a “secondary effect” on him.  Thus, he did not feel 

an ethnic and class-based vigilance.  These differences became particularly important 

when these scholars described the ways they built academic capital.  For example, 

Damian helped his two younger brothers with their homework and educational pursuits, 

while Aaron volunteered as an informal tutor.  These examples make a difference 

regarding the role they take on the community, as will be described in a later section. 
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Border Significance 

All scholars grew up crossing the border whether to get to school, to see family, 

or for vacations.  These experiences influenced scholars in a variety of ways.  For 

example, Hector described his border experience: 

I was born here in El Paso.  Both my parents are from Mexico.  I was born here 
then we moved back to Mexico, to Juarez.  I lived there up until the 6th grade.  I 
believe I was 14, 13 maybe at the time.  That's one of the main things that made 
me who I am.  Just the fact that I'm from Juarez.  Doesn't really matter that I was 
born here or anything.  It's just like I was from Juarez.  When I moved over here 
to El Paso, it kind of disappeared and became like I'm from the border, not so 
much that I'm from Juarez or from El Paso.  I don't really have an identity 
specifically towards the US or Mexico.   
 

Like Hector, several scholars pointed out belonging to the “border”.  Living in the 

borderlands influenced student’s perceptions of opportunity and oftentimes led to 

conflicted feelings about Mexico and the U.S.  While discussing these topics during the 

interviews, students would often retract some words, repeat themselves, and clarify that 

they were not trying to make it seem like Mexico or Mexicans were “bad.” For example, 

Roman described his experience of growing up in Juarez while going to school in El 

Paso: 

I lived in Juarez for 14 years.  […] The neighborhood which we lived in was 
actually pretty calm.  I didn't know that much about the violence that was going 
on until I was 10 or 11.[…] I remember once a random guy came to our house 
and started yelling at my mom that he wanted money.  I remember from that we 
weren't allowed to go that much out of the house.  Going to the corner store was 
okay, it's still daylight, let's go, but once it was night the streets were silent.  
There was nobody there.  That's mostly where I grew up until my mom got tired 
and she felt like it wasn't safe anymore and we came over here.  But I was going 
to school over here.  I've been going to school here in El Paso since I was in 
kindergarten.  So it was always a daily routine of wake up, cross over, and come 
back.  I can't say I really know how the educational system is in Juarez, but from 
the friends that I've made here in [Calendula High School] that have spent most 
of their time in Juarez, they seem to struggle, but also they're not that behind.  
For example in math they're more advanced than we are here.  So things like 
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that actually open my eyes up.  Just because there's violence doesn't mean 
we're in a bad community.  We're not in a bad level education wise. 
 

Similar to Roman, other scholars would switch from “they” to “we” or “I” when describing 

different issues about the border.  These changes were specifically reserved for 

occasions when scholars attempted to clarify their affinity for Mexico or the border.  

Notice too, Roman’s observation are about educational differences, the importance of 

which was detailed earlier.  Scholars also described being aware of issues on both 

sides of the border.  Juan described his family’s experience: 

We've always discussed mostly news about Mexico because that's where we're 
from and that's basically our home.  When the violence in Juarez started up, we 
used to talk about that.  It was sad but it was something that we had to discuss.  
We would talk about it.  I remember when I was little, we used to go to parties 
over there all the time, with my little friends and stuff.  After a while we just 
stopped going.  Even at a young age my parents would start discussing with me 
what was happening and why we couldn't go and stuff like that.  Now since I'm 
older, we discuss more politics, presidency, elections that are going on.  The 
interesting thing is that we also talk about the two countries.  I don't know how 
the other people's families go around, but I'm imagining people maybe in the 
middle of the United States, they only talk abut the president of the United States 
and how the race is going from here, but we talk about both sides of the border.  
We usually get into current events on both sides.   
 

Most scholars took care not to be too critical of Mexico but still opened up about the 

desire for change.  For example, Rolando, the only U.S. citizen amongst his siblings, 

described his perspective: 

I have always lived in Juarez.  Right now, I still live in Juarez.  I cross every day.  
[…] My parents, when we ask them why I was born here in the United States and 
my brother was not, they always tell us that back then, we didn’t think that it was 
necessary for you to be born in the United States because back then, the 
economic situation and all that in Mexico was very good.  Back then in Mexico, 
there were a lot of opportunities, so they didn’t think it was necessary for them to 
raise my brother here in the United States.  […] Everyone says that here in the 
United States, there are a lot more opportunities and there are.  That’s good, but 
also it would be good if Mexico had the same type of opportunities, but there are 
not. 
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Other scholars described how their experiences motivated them to take advantage of 

educational opportunities in the U.S. For example, Raul described his experience: 

I stopped going like around 8 years old, but we would go pretty often.  We would 
go almost every week.  We would go to orphanages, donating clothes or food, if 
it was the holiday season.  My parents knew a lot of impoverished people, so we 
would go donate dinners to them, like turkeys and all of that.  When I was little, I 
was like why are we giving our food away? It makes sense now.  Those people 
didn't really have anything to eat.  We only visited my grandma, she lived in really 
poor neighborhoods in Juarez, I'm not entirely sure what it's called, but her 
neighbors they were literally dirt poor.  They lived on, they didn't have cement, it 
was just dirt, and the mom, she as a business, she would give massages.  That's 
how she would make her money so they were very poor.  They looked dirty since 
they didn't take showers.  We would also give them a lot of clothes and food.  
and get a lot of people from church to do so as well.  […] I feel like seeing that as 
a little kid, it really does make you want to make something of yourself.  You want 
to go to school and really tell others to go to school, to find any opportunities they 
can just because it's really hard.  I guess I don't know how to say it.  It's hard for 
a lot of people, not a lot of people are given the same opportunities as others.  
Being given the opportunity to go to school, might as well take advantage of it.   
 

One scholar, Javier, described how he did not agree with messages about the border 

being a violent area and described the ways it impacted his educational experience: 

The neighborhood in which I live is really close to the border.  I believe that the 
border is not a violent area.  However, there is a lot of drug activity in this 
neighborhood that could escalate to violence in the near future.  I think that we 
have a different experience from students who go to college in other cities that 
aren’t on the U.S.-Mexico border.  For example, because of our closeness to the 
border, we get a lot of students from Mexico.  The students from Mexico add to 
the diversity of UTEP.  As for me, these students tell me about their experiences 
in Mexico and they provide their own insights into all type of topics. 
 
Border views were unique to every scholar and influenced how they made sense 

of injustice at home and in the community.  For scholars like Hector who identified as 

from the border and did not have a specific attitude towards the U.S. or Mexico, self-

motivation was the key to overcoming injustice.  For scholars like Roman, who struggled 

with how to describe their affinity for both and their desire for more equal opportunities, 

a caring attitude was the key to overcoming injustice.  These perspectives become 
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important because they influence how scholars utilize different methods to build 

academic capital and the roles they take in their community. 

 

Performing Social Activities in Contested Terrain 

This section summarizes two ways scholars disseminate college knowledge and 

other forms of academic capital into their homes and communities through everyday 

encounters.  Specifically, I describe the ways scholars utilize trust-modeling and 

consejitos to make a difference in contested terrain. 

When I first started identifying patterns, many of the codes I grouped were 

descriptive acts regarding the ways scholars interacted with others in various locations.  

For example, I had codes for “Facebook post” and “use of Spanish language” as well as 

“grocery store” and “school.”  As I compared my field notes with their transcripts, I 

noticed that these acts and locations overlapped in consistent ways.  Eventually, the 

theme that emerged was how scholars performed related acts within larger grouped 

social activities.   

While the social activities I describe may seem to fit neatly into these two boxes, 

many times throughout the interviews scholars mentioned utilizing a combination of the 

activities at once.  Furthermore, throughout my observations, I noticed how scholars 

used multiple strategies during their interactions with others.  Despite the complexity of 

these encounters, the two methods I detail in this section were the most prominent. 

 

Trust-Modeling 

All scholars described sharing college knowledge with others by means of 
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sharing their own work, particularly college essays.  While to an outsider this may seem 

like the least involved method to help others, most scholars described how it was just 

the starting point.  For example, Marco detailed his process for working with students on 

their GMSP applications: 

Marco: The first thing I do is I let them read my essay so they know where I come 
from.  I tell them sometimes my background.  Most of these kids already know 
me from school so they have the trust.  With Alicia, I had to share some 
background stories and I told her that I also came to school in the United States 
without knowing any English at all, and I had to go through some hardships as 
she did. 
 
Me: Did you talk to her in English or Spanish? 
 
Marco: In Spanish actually. 
 
Me: Do you talk to most of the people you are helping in Spanish? 
 
Marco: I feel that some kids are able to express themselves better in Spanish 
than in English so I use kind of 50/50.  With the ones, I thought they express 
themselves better in Spanish; I talked to them in Spanish and encouraged them 
to first write it out in Spanish and translate it. 
 
Marco describes how sharing his essay is a way for those who he is helping to 

get to know him.  It is a way of establishing trust.  Similarly, I recorded field notes of 

Aaron during a tutoring session showing another student how to do a problem by 

sharing his own work, which had received an A.  Finally, Meli described how she helped 

her stepsister apply for financial aid by sharing her personal experience with the 

application: 

Meli: When she was graduating, she wanted no help from us at all even though I 
would tell her, “This is what you're going to expect.  This is financial aid.  You 
shouldn't really go with your dad.  You should try to stay with mom because mom 
is going to get you more financial aid.  Your dad makes a lot of money.”  The 
financial aid office is going to be like, “Sorry, sweetie, we can't help you.  You're 
not going to really get much from us.”  I'm like, “Mom?  She's barely making it 
with 2 jobs.  If you're under mom's name, you're going to get more for you.  It's 
going to help you with your books.  It's going to help you with your food money.” 
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Me: Did she not apply for the Gates?  She didn't want any help with that? 
 
Meli: When I applied for it, I told her, "Do it with me.  It would be cool if we had a 
sister thing.  She's like, "No, because the scholarship is just going to look at us 
as siblings.  I don't want to be just your shadow." 
 
Me: Are you in the same grade? 
 
Meli: She was supposed to be, but she failed a semester or a grade level.  Then 
she ended up repeating and I moved on.  We've always been a year behind after 
that […] She didn't want to do it.  […]  Now, I have to help her with the whole 
registration because she's trying to come to UTEP now since it's cheaper […] I 
went with her to the financial aid office and she's actually going to listen to me 
this time and actually apply for financial aid with my mom.  It's just like those little 
things.  I told her, "If you would have just let me help you, you would not be 
struggling and you wouldn't have these 6 student loans that you have right now.  
It makes me sad, but I can't really do nothing because you pushed me away.”  All 
I can do now is say I'm not mad, and I'm here to help basically. 
 
Meli not only shared her financial aid application with her sister but also 

accompanied her to the financial aid office.  Other scholars described similar actions.  In 

a follow-up interview with Rosalinda, she shared her experience accompanying a 

student to the Residence Life office to get a roommate change.  She described how her 

friend did not have experience with those kinds of situations and did not feel 

comfortable going alone so she volunteered to accompany her. 

Ultimately, the importance of modeling in these instances is that it is an action 

combined with establishing trust.  As students who reside in contested terrain, it is 

important for them to establish trust with one another.  Many students highlighted how 

they cannot trust others in their neighborhoods.  Rosalina made the following comments 

about her neighborhood: 

Me: Tell me about this neighborhood.  Do you have families your close to since 
you've been living here? 
 
Rosalinda: Not really.  It's because sometimes you can't trust people.  Recently, 
they stole my mom's van. 
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Me: From here?  The house? 
 
Rosalinda: Yes, from the house.  They opened the gate and they took the van.  
We don't know who it was.  We had just bought it.  We bought it so that we can 
go visit our families from out of town because we no longer fit in the car because 
now my grandma comes visits us so she's always with us.  Sometimes we don't 
fit in the car, you know?  My grandma needs space.  They stole our van.  We had 
just gotten it.  It wasn't from an agency or anything, it was just from someone 
from the street selling it and they stole it.  My mom was really bummed. 
 
Other scholars described similar wariness that is derived from prior experiences.  

For example, Ruben comments about what he has learned from his family about charity 

organizations:  

My family has always been too skeptical about charity organizations and 
nongovernmental organizations, things like that.  They come from a culture in 
Mexico where there’s corruption everywhere.  There’s money laundering 
everywhere.  Money gets lost and sent to the wrong people.  They’re very 
skeptical of where they put their resources.  I guess that’s at least for my family.  
They don’t like to associate themselves as anything.  They just like to give.  […]  
It’s mostly like, “if I trust this organization is it actually doing something good or 
are they probably doing the things hands on where the corruption really can 
happen.”  
 
For the scholars in this study, trust-modeling is an activity that builds academic 

capital through role model behavior that ensures trust.   

 

Consejitos 

Another defining characteristic of how scholars were involved in building 

academic capital in their community is that it is through informal means.  Interestingly, 

none of the scholars in the study identified themselves as “scholarship ambassadors” 

despite completing activities that would fall under the formal scholarship ambassador 

umbrella through the GMSP.  In fact, most scholars were not aware of the scholarship 
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ambassador program and several students explicitly expressed mistrust in formal 

systems.  Aaron described his philosophy: 

I never really entered into any of the Gates stuff.  I guess my communication with 
Gates is kind of bad because I like to volunteer more, and I don't like to be under 
the name of a banner.  I notice there's a lot of strings attached to that.  I 
volunteered to be a tutor for [a class] instead of going through the formal 
program.  I like to do stuff indirectly.  I guess it's wrapped with my personality.  If I 
can avoid constraints, I will. 
 
Thus, to build college knowledge and share other forms of academic capital, 

scholars in this study publicly and privately shared short, personal stories of success 

and failure, which I refer to as consejitos.  These consejitos are tips and advice derived 

from personal experiences that occur in short bursts of time.  These consejitos serve to 

legitimize the experiences of others. 

For example, during my observations of the “Retreat” at Calendula High School, I 

recorded how scholars repeatedly described personal struggles.  On one occasion, 

Juan openly shared with the school during a group assembly that even though he "got 

the Gates" he wasn’t doing so well during his first semester.  Both mentors and staff 

organizing the event came up to him after the assembly to give him a hug, patted him 

on the back, and shared a few words of encouragement.  When I asked several 

scholars about these observations, they described how it was important for them to be 

seen by other students as authentic.  For example, Roman shared his philosophy: 

In order for people to open up to you, you have to show that you're in the same 
shoes that they are.  For example, they need some help about writing something 
in the past that was horrible with them, for example the violence.  I would explain 
some of the things that happened to me and feel like okay you're not alone.  We 
can help you out.  That's how I saw that they would start opening up to you.  It’s 
mostly just confidence that you won't criticize them, or just be like it's not good 
enough.  Just always, try to help them.  So, that was what I mostly saw, that it 
made them open up. 
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Another student, Marco, poignantly discussed how he felt like he needed to be 

seen and heard so other students like him would believe in themselves: 

I know that there's a lot of kids that are going through the same things that I went 
through, and that they have a story.  Some of them may have not the opportunity 
to study further so I want to help them be able to achieve what I did.  […]  I was 
the guy that was never thought to win this scholarship.   
 
Marco is a student whose family lives in Juarez and who grew up crossing the 

border every day to go to school.  When he shares that he is the “guy that was never 

thought to win this scholarship”, he is referring to the fact that he is a transborder 

student who not only struggles with English grammar but whose experience was 

shaped by crossing a militarized border daily.  While most of the students at the retreat 

identified as Mexican-American males applying for the GMSP, only a handful of 

students could identify as transborder students.  Throughout the retreat, I noticed that 

many of these transborder students in particular got frustrated with the process and 

some even dropped out of the retreat.  While the retreat is open to all Calendula High 

School students, it was clear that out of those attending the retreat, transborder 

students had a more difficult time due to grammar and language issues. 

Other scholars described similar everyday encounters that involved consejitos.  

Rosalinda detailed her experience at a grocery store:  

One time I went to the Mountain Valley market.  I have a friend who works there.  
She's a cashier.  She was charging my things and she started asking me, "How 
is it going?  Does Gates pay for your dorm, too?”  I'm like, "Oh, yeah.  It's good.”  
She was telling me, "How can I apply [for college]?”  I was like, "Well, where do 
you want to go?  Maybe start at [El Paso Community College]" since she never 
applied in high school.  […]  She's like, "I haven't asked.  I'm embarrassed to go 
back to high school and ask the counselors," so she came up to me.  Well, she 
didn't come up to me.  It was just a coincidence that we were in the store and she 
was just asking about it.  I just replied. 
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During her interview, Rosalinda continued to share with me how other similar 

events have occurred with her brother’s friends, the daughter of her seamstress, and 

even strangers who connect with her through social media.  I later looked her up on 

YouTube and found the following exchange: 

Sarah Portio: [Rosalinda] I am currently applying to this scholarship as well, and I 
would appreciate any tips for the essay portion of the application.  What types of 
personal stories did you use?  You don't have to specify, I would just like to get 
an idea of how I should structure my essays.  P.S: I got hungry just by looking at 
you eat that elote :p 

 
Rosalinda: +Sarah Portio Great!  In case you didn't know, this is the last year this 
scholarship will be offered!  So, you better do a good job!  The key is not to 
sound so stuck up.  Show the audience how far you've gotten in life, where you 
stand right now, how you got there.  Show that you are a humbled person, and 
passionate for your dreams!  In my personal essay, I wrote about my family 
struggles, such problems with my parents and how they influenced me and my 
younger brothers.  On how I am my brothers big sister and role model.  Add me 
on Facebook!  (: If you have anymore questions message me on messenger, I 
can review a couple of your essays but until December, which is when my 
college semester ends.  (: If you type my email address on the search tab on 
Facebook, you can find me!  [personal email address] 
 
Sarah Portio: +Rosalinda I had no clue about that...and yes, I don't want to give 
off as being stuck up but I don't want to sound pity-full either, you know?  That 
would be great, thank you, I have my essays on my school gmail, I'll share what I 
got so far with you.  Then, when you are free you could look.  Again, thank you 
so much [Rosalinda]!   
 
Rosalinda: Yes you're welcome :-) and of course the same thing goes for the 
pitiful part...  try to stay neutral but with a little bit of both at the same time...   

 
Sarah Portio: Okay, I'll try my best.  Why are they not going to offer it anymore?  
Lack of funds?   

 
Rosalinda: +Sarah Portio It was only designed for 20 years, and well the years 
have passed already, this is the 20th year!   

 
Sarah Portio: Oh my, this is it then, I have to give it all I got and hope for the best 
:O  
 
Rosalinda: +Sarah Portio Good Luck girly!!  :-) :-) 
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In this instance, Rosalinda’s advice is not specific; nevertheless, she is honest 

about writing about family struggles, including problems with her parents.  Further, she 

stresses how it is important “not to sound so stuck up” and to “show that you are a 

humbled person.”  In this sense, she is legitimizing student’s imperfections and giving 

permission for students to be themselves.  Ultimately, consejitos slowly build college 

knowledge and academic capital in the community by providing a multi-faceted, real life 

narrative about education for others to draw from in times of need. 

 

Scholar Roles in Contested Terrain 

This section summarizes the following four types of scholars who give back in 

contested terrain: pioneers, guardians, ambassadors, and advocates.  Specifically, 

these roles are shaped by how students manage the ‘scholar’ distinction meaning the 

access scholars have had to different capital and the ways they have experienced 

racism and discrimination in their lives. Too, these roles are shaped by the ways they 

perform consejitos and trust-modeling.  See Table C.1 for a scholar summary.    
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Table C.1  

Scholar Summary 

Scholar Type Characteristics Field Ethic Message 
Pioneers -Typically working or taking extra 

classes 
-Feel guilty about not giving back more 

Field of 
Origin 

Care When I make 
it, my 
community 
makes it. 

Guardians -Have strong family/kinship 
relationships 
-Feel it is a family tradition to give back 

Field of 
Origin 

Social 
Justice 

We can do 
this if we do it 
together. 

Ambassadors -Have strong relationships with 
educators and community members 
-Feel it is their duty as “scholars” to give 
back 

Field of 
Higher 
Education 

Care If I can do it, 
you can do it 
too. 
 

Advocate -Most likely to focus on spreading 
college knowledge in the community 
-Feel it is a life calling to give back 

Field of 
Higher 
Education 

Social 
Justice 

We can do 
this if you let 
me help you. 

 

The four types of scholars are based on the notion that students are motivated by 

an ethic of social justice (i.e. concern for the community at large) or an ethic of care (i.e. 

concern for individuals) and that they tend to operate in their field of origin or their field 

of higher education.  See Figure C.1 for a visual depiction.  It is important to note that I 

am not arguing that these roles are inclusive of all students from the borderlands.  Also, 

each quadrant should not be seen as static, as the characteristics and traits of each role 

can overlap, depending on the circumstances.   

 

Figure C.1 Diagram of scholar roles.  

Pioneers Guardians

Ambassadors Advocates

Field of Origin 

Field of Higher Education 

Motivated by 
an Ethic of 
Social Justice 

Motivated by 
an Ethic of 

Care 
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Pioneers:  Hector’s Story 

I met Hector at a large, well-known coffee shop full of students studying, chatting, 

and playing board games.  We settled down at a table and chairs outside under the 

night sky, the Franklin Mountains visible in the distance.  As I pulled out my notebook 

and recorders, he politely asked if it was okay if he smoked throughout the interview.  I 

assured him it was and he readied his cigarette as I explained my research.  He listened 

thoughtfully and then asked, “Are you sure you want to interview me? I don’t really do 

much community service like I used to.”  I nodded and explained how my definition of 

academic capital and educational uplift was still developing and that his experience 

would help shape it.  He deeply inhaled, slowly exhaled, and began by telling me about 

his border experience.  Like several other scholars, Hector pointed out belonging to the 

“border”.  As mentioned in a previous section, living in the borderlands influenced 

scholars’ perceptions of opportunity and oftentimes led to conflicted feelings about 

Mexico and the U.S. Hector hinted at these conflicted feelings when he said “I don't 

really have an identity specifically towards the US or Mexico” particularly after stating 

twice how he considered himself as “from Juarez.”   

As he continued to detail his journey chronologically, he described his decision to 

stay local and attend UTEP.  While there was a stigma from peers attached to staying in 

El Paso for their college education, Hector respected the opinions of his peers.  He 

understood that they did not have a grasp of education in the same way that he did. 

How Hector managed being a ‘scholar’ within this context influenced how much he felt 

he could get involved in the community.  Educational uplift for him looked and felt 

different than for the other three roles. Hector describes his experience: 
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Hector: For me, for example, the first year [in college] it was very rigorous, the 
transition from living with my parents and then being completely independent.  
[…] It was a big change.  […] I was thinking that I might just give up.  I thought to 
myself I'm not going to let this beat me.  It was more of a personal fight against 
myself.  “You know when you are going to finish this.  You are not going to let 
this beat you.” I decided to start working.  From my family, I've always had a 
pressure, if you could say, to be the best.  Up until high school it was my 
mentality that I had to be the best, but then I saw and I learned that I don't have 
to be the best, just the best that I could be.  Cliché as it sounds. 
 
Me: I understand that.   
 
Hector: Before I went out to college I would help out with community service.  […] 
I really liked it, liked opening the minds of kids.  […] Now, the company I work for, 
my dad's company, they sent me to the El Paso Chamber of Commerce like a 
representative for the company you could say.  I went and I really liked the ideas.  
[…] They [a local business program] were looking to teach me about empowering 
your own city, where you are from, and to build on the ideals that you were raised 
with.  That’s what I want to do now. 
 

For Hector, getting a job working for his dad’s company helped him focus on his studies. 

Through the job, he discovered spaces previously not accessible to his family and he 

realized the difference he could make in his home community.  He described the 

various feeling he had about working for his dad’s company.  He reflected on how 

growing up his family told him to never tell anyone that his father was a truck driver but 

how proud he was that his father eventually was able to own his own fleet of trucks.  He 

described working with his father and other truck drivers and realizing their humble 

beginnings contrasted with his privilege as a college student.  Ultimately, Hector was a 

pioneer for his family, using his academic capital to enter unchartered business territory 

through the El Paso Chamber of Commerce, and carrying memories of past to motivate 

him to continue.   

Like Hector, scholars who take on the role of a Pioneer are typically working part-

time or taking extra classes that limit their involvement in giving back to the community 
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through conventional volunteer service.  They have good relationships with educators 

and family members.  However, these relationships do not carry the same unspoken 

responsibilities and expectations as with other roles.  Instead these relationships are 

open and flexible enough for scholars to make their own way.  Family members 

perceive these Pioneers to be very independent and not ask for help.  Educators 

describe Pioneer’s awards, accomplishments, and enterprising spirits in the classroom.  

When discussing their role at home and in the community, Pioneers almost always 

describe feeling guilty about not giving back enough, despite how often they utilize 

consejitos to provide advice informally within their social networks.  They also describe 

giving back to the community through participation in small volunteer projects such as 

helping during a church food drive or volunteering as an unofficial tutor at UTEP, which 

they do not consider a “big deal.” 

While Pioneers may observe injustices around them, they strongly believe 

master narratives that hard work will pay off and that respect for each other will maintain 

peace.  Within CRT, master narratives “preserve the status quo with regard to power 

relations and difference” (Bamberg, 2005, p. 287) and serve as a means of offering 

“truths” where White, middle-class men, are used “as the standard against which other 

groups are compared,” (Tate, 1997, p. 199).  In this case, the master narratives 

Pioneers believe maintain the status quo.  Specifically, they engage in activities to 

create change but blame individuals for issues rather than systems of oppression.  

Nevertheless, they maintain a collectivist orientation towards achievement with the 

philosophy of “when I make it, my community makes it.”  They very strongly desire to be 
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the first person in their immediate family to get graduate degrees.  A total of 5 scholars 

from this study, 4 males and 1 female, were Pioneers.   

 

Guardians: Martha’s Story 

I met Martha at a quaint, locally-owned coffee shop.  She was so softspoken that 

the sound of the coffee machines would periodically drown her out despite the fact that 

we were sitting outside under a porch.  She wore a gold chain with her last name 

around her neck and she wringed her hands as we sat down for the interview, a habit I 

noticed would disappear when she would talk about her family.  Martha described her 

family and school life: 

Martha: I have a huge family.  We all come from Guanajuato, Mexico.  I am 
number 12 in my family.  I have 13 brothers and sisters.  Part of my family lives 
here, part of them lives in Juarez, and the other part lives in Guanajuato.  I have 
two sisters that still live in Guanajuato.  We came here when I was six years old, 
and I started school here in the United States.  My grandma lived here so we 
came here and she helped us with the residence and everything.  My grandma 
was getting sick and my dad wanted to be closer to her. We lived in the city of 
[Marigold].  It's right across the bridge.  It's a community. It's called the city of 
[Marigold].  There's a lot of Mexicans.  It's really close to the border.  Actually my 
cousins were our neighbors, two of my cousins. My parents, we all lived in an 
apartment together.  I really liked being next to my family, being really united.  
When we needed help with something, there was always someone there to help 
us. 

 
Me: That’s beautiful.  All your family, what do they think about you going on to 
college? Did they all go to college? 
 
Martha: No.  My parents didn't finish high school.  Basically the only one to ever 
get that far is one of my siblings and me. When we came here, I remember they 
didn't want me to go to school.  Well, I didn't go to school because I was born a 
year before or something like that. I had to wait and then my mom said, "I know 
we have to let her go to school because she's really smart."  Actually I didn't go 
to kindergarten or pre K because I was in Juarez so when I came here I was 
supposed to go to first grade, and they didn't let me. My mom was like, "No, you 
have to test her or something. Give her a test. She will pass it because she 
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knows everything from kindergarten." They gave me the test and I did pass so 
they did and we stayed right here. 
 
Me: How did you learn everything? From your siblings? 
 
Martha: Yes. From my sister in law and the younger sisters. They would always 
play. Well, I was always a quick learner. Give me homework or give me 
something to do.  They taught me how to read. By the time I went to school I 
already knew how to read and do math and everything. 

 
Like the majority of scholars in the study, Martha expressed a deep appreciation for 

education that originated with her family’s home practices. For example, despite the fact 

that many of her siblings did not complete a college degree, they played an integral role 

in helping her develop academic capital as a child, which influenced her college 

trajectory.  Most significantly, Martha described a hyperawareness of education, 

particularly she felt like she was not good enough to be named a Gates scholar.  

Wringing her hands, Martha described her experience: 

Me: How did you hear about the Gates Scholarship and start applying for it? 
 
Martha: My vice-principal, he told us, like 15 students.  At first, it felt like, “oh no, 
I'm not going to make it.” I saw the other students and I was like, "Oh, they're 
better than me.  There's no way that I could get it.” They were more involved in 
school and clubs and I wasn't.  [...] In my senior year, I was in the co-op program.  
I went to school half a day and then the other half I would go to work at the Police 
Station.  […] I thought I wasn't going to get it but then we saw the envelope in the 
mail.  My parents, my mom and my dad were there […] It was a really good 
experience.  […] I was like, "Oh, I can go anywhere." I talked to my dad and I told 
him that I had the opportunity to go out of state.  My dad, he supported me.  He 
was like, "We're going to miss you but it's your experience, your college 
experience, and you decide only." 
 
Me: What made you not want to? 
 
Martha: Because I'm really attached to them.  I wanted to stay near to them. 
 
Me: When you say attached, what do you mean? 
 
Martha: I guess I was afraid to go and miss everything with my family, all the 
reunions, that’s very important to me.   
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How Martha managed her ‘scholar’ distinction at home through her hyperawareness of 

education played an integral role in the ways she met the educational needs of her 

community.  Martha described how every Sunday her family would go to church 

together and then eat together.  For Martha, building academic capital in the home was 

the driving factor in her college studies. 

Scholars who take on the role of a Guardian typically have multiple 

responsibilities at home, like Martha.  They have very strong relationships with family 

members who perceive their presence as integral to family well-being.  Educators highly 

respect their work ethic and in high school, teachers often involved these students in 

small tasks around the classroom.  Unfortunately, Guardians have no relationship with 

faculty or staff at a university level and are typically not involved in campus activities.  

When discussing their role at home and in the community, Guardians describe how 

natural it is to help others.  They are also acutely aware of how fortunate they are to 

have the cost of their education covered.  Guardians act as role models and provide tips 

and advice to others. Of all the various scholar roles, Guardians are the most likely to 

use “trust-modeling” methods to help develop academic capital.  For example, they will 

help family members create resumes for jobs and will also walk their cousins through 

the FAFSA application on the phone.  The majority of guardians have experienced or 

observed injustice on a personal level.  While aware of systemic inequality, Guardians 

choose to create change one person at a time.  They maintain a collectivist orientation 

towards achievement with the philosophy of “we can do this if we do it together.”  A total 

of 5 scholars from this study, 3 females and 2 male, are Guardians.  
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Ambassadors: Juan’s Story  

I met Juan at Calendula High School’s retreat.  Like all the scholar volunteers at 

the retreat, he was called up to the front of the auditorium for an assembly and formally 

introduced as a Gates scholar to attendees.  He captured my attention when he openly 

shared with the group that even though he "got the Gates" he wasn’t doing so well 

during his first semester.  He was doing all the right things by taking a full course load 

and getting involved in campus organizations, however, he was struggling with his 

classes.  He shared this information with the assembly in order to dispel myths about 

scholars being perfect students.  He wanted to raise the spirits of current students 

applying for the GMSP.  From the way he weaved in and out of students after the 

assembly, telling a joke to one and high-fiving others, Juan seemed to be in his 

element.  For Juan, the ‘scholar’ distinction afforded him significant opportunities in the 

community and it was his responsibility to rise to the occasion.  He described his 

philosophy like this: 

I can't live without helping someone else.  It just feels really selfish.  For example, 
let's say, okay it's going to be a very weird example, but I've always been a 
person of sharing.  Let's say somebody gives me a really good cake to eat.  I'm 
just like, "Wow, this cake is really good." The first thing I want to do is share with 
people.  "You should try this, it's really good." I feel like that with everything else.  
If I just eat the cake by myself it's going to be like, yeah I enjoyed it, but nobody 
knows what I felt, and I want them to know what I felt. 
 

 Like Juan, scholars who take on the role of an Ambassador are typically taking a 

full course load and strategically involved in a handful of organizations.  They have 

excellent relationships with educators and community members.  Family members 

perceive these Ambassadors to be driven and hard-working.  Educators describe them 

as charismatic leaders and often invite them to give speeches on college nights.  When 
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discussing their role at home and in the community, Ambassadors describe how it is 

their duty as scholars to give back.  On their social media accounts, Ambassadors have 

pictures with students they have mentored at local events.  They mainly share advice 

with others through consejitos as a way of providing assistance, like mentoring.  They 

maintain a collectivist orientation towards achievement with the philosophy of “If I can 

do it, you can do it too.”  A total of 4 scholars from this study, 3 males and 1 female, are 

Ambassadors.   

 

Advocates: Ruben’s Story 

The first time I met Ruben was at a staff meeting for Calendula High School’s 

retreat.  A group of scholars and I sat around the table and introduced each other while 

we waited for the organizers to arrive.  Ruben was hunched over the table, flipping 

through a student’s essay with a pencil in his hand.  Because of his dedication to the 

students, our interview took place at Calendula High School when he stole away from 

the students to talk to me.   

Ruben shared how he was the older of 2 siblings and his family had lived in the 

United States since his birth.  His experiences in Mexico were limited to family trips and 

vacations.  While he was Pell-grant eligible like the rest of the scholars in this study, he 

considered his family to belong to the middle class.  Nevertheless, Ruben maintained 

specific ideas about education, race/ethnicity/class, and the border.  He described some 

of the lessons he learned from his family.  For example, Ruben’s skepticism about 

giving monetary donations to charity organization was derived from both living along the 

border and having immigrant parents.  Despite these views however, he described how 
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his parents strongly believed in giving back, particularly they believed in providing 

services over monetary donations.  He grew up participating in church mission trips and 

other volunteer activities in community.  His experiences providing services rather than 

monetary donations played a major role in his philosophy about giving back: 

 
There’s a quote of Jesus I know if you have 2 coats give 1 to one who needs one 
if you have 2 pieces of bread share that piece of bread and so on.  At this point in 
my life I don’t have all that to offer to anyone.  I’m not a doctor.  I can’t cure a 
disease.  There’s very limited amount of ways I can help people.  The way I see 
this [helping others with their college applications] is that.  This is one of the ways 
where I’m useful, where I can compile what I’ve learned and probably very well 
do the most, give the most impact, give the most back doing this.  That’s the way 
I see it.  […] I don’t do it because I put something on my resume.  I do it because 
I want to.  I do it because I care.  I think for my family it’s just a thing you’re 
supposed to do.  It’s not a thing you have to do, just a natural thing to do.  It’s just 
like you don’t give a second thought to it.  […] Plus no one ever likes to be the 
guy who shows off.  That’s the thing.  It’s all about you staying close to your 
roots, staying with your family, staying with your friends, your community, never 
trying to seem like you’re the savior who’s freeing everyone.  It’s just helping 
them.   

 
Scholars who take on the role of an Advocate, like Ruben, are deeply involved 

within a community organization, typically in a leadership capacity.  They have likely 

been involved with this organization since they were in high school.  They have strong 

relationships with family members who encourage them to get involved in the 

community.  Family members are very proud of Advocates’ accomplishments and share 

multiple stories about their good deeds.  Educators describe Advocates as mature and 

share how they are making a difference in the community.  When discussing their role 

at home and in the community, Advocates describe how it is a life calling to help others 

because they or their families have received help from others when they did not deserve 

it.  Out of the four roles, advocates are the most likely to focus on spreading college 

knowledge and building academic capital in the community.  They are extremely 
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knowledgeable about educational processes and independently seek out multiple 

sources of information to ensure the information they provide others is accurate.  For 

example, one Advocate described not only calling a financial aid officer but also 

scouring the web, in order to answer one of her friend’s questions about eligibility.  

While Advocates focus on making a difference by helping one person at a time and 

remaining involved in community programs, ultimately they have life goals of creating 

programs that have a much larger reach for people in their community.  For example, 

Ruben hopes to get involved with a community health clinic for low-income patients.  

Advocates maintain a collectivist orientation towards achievement with the philosophy of 

“we can do this if you let me help you.”  A total of 3 scholars from this study, 1 female 

and 2 males, are Advocates.  



131 

APPENDIX D 

RESEARCH STUDY PROTOCOLS
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Recruitment for Phase 1 Interview Subjects 

Note: I will recruit subjects through a personal announcement via social media with a 
link to the Internet survey.  Further, I will email my colleagues in the field of education a 
message with the link to the survey to send out to possible interested students. 
 
Twitter Version 

 
GMS alumna seeking research participants involved with the Gates Millennium Scholars 
Program! 5-10 minute survey here: [INSERT LINK HERE] Please share widely! 
 
Facebook Version 

 
If you are part of the Gates Millennium Scholars Program, I need your help! I am a GMS 
alumna looking for GMSP research participants to fill out a 5-10 minute survey here: 
[INSERT LINK HERE] Please fill out the survey and help me spread the word by 
sharing this post! Thank you so much!  

 
Email Version 

 
Hi [Insert Name Here],  

 
Can you forward this message to any individuals you may know who are part of the 
Gates Millennium Scholars Program? Thank you! 

 
Hi there! My name is Nydia Sánchez and I am Ph.D.  candidate in the higher education 
program at the University of North Texas.  I am a GMS alumna looking for GMSP 
research participants to fill out a 5-10 minute survey here: [INSERT LINK HERE] If 
possible, please fill out the survey and help me spread the word by sharing this post! 
Thank you so much!  

 
Thank you,  
Nydia 

 
Nydia C.  Sánchez, M.S. 
Ph.D.  Candidate 
University of North Texas 
(469) 441-8858 
Nydia.Sanchez@unt.edu 
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Recruitment for Phase 2 Interview Subjects 

Note: I will recruit subjects through an e-mail.  Subjects who receive the email will have 
indicated that they were interested in participating in a one-on-one interview at the end 
of the Phase I Survey. 

 
Initial Contact Email 
Hi [Name], 
 
Thank you for your interest in participating in my dissertation study! I am very interested 
in conducting a one-on-one interview with you regarding your experience in college.  I 
expect the interview to last between 90-120 minutes.  What is your availability during 
[time frame]? Also, do you have any suggestions for a good place to chat? Preferably a 
quiet, public place where you would feel most comfortable.  Let me know your thoughts.  
I look forward to hearing from you soon.   
 
Thank you,  
Nydia 
 
Nydia C.  Sánchez, M.S. 
Ph.D.  Candidate 
University of North Texas 
(469) 441-8858 
Nydia.Sanchez@unt.edu 
 
Friendly Reminder Email  
Hi [Name], 
 
This is just a friendly reminder that we are scheduled to meet [Date/Time/Location].  I 
look forward to meeting you! For your records, I am attaching a consent from that you 
will need to review and sign to participate.  You can do this in-person on the day of our 
meeting or online at [INSERT LINK HERE].  Please remember your participation in this 
research is completely voluntary and you will not paid.  If you need to reach me before 
the interview, my number is 469-441-8858. 
 
Thank you,  
Nydia 
 
Nydia C.  Sánchez, M.S. 
Ph.D.  Candidate 
University of North Texas 
(469) 441-8858 
Nydia.Sanchez@unt.edu 
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Recruitment for Phase 3 Interview Subjects 

Note: I will recruit Phase 3 subjects (family members or other close relations) through a 
personal introduction by a Phase 2 subject (college student) or through a referred 
recruitment email or phone call.  The script detailed on the next page will be used for all 
methods of communication (in-person, email, and phone call). 

 
English Version with Responses 
 
Hi [Name], 
 
My name is Nydia Sánchez and I am Ph.D.  candidate in the higher education program 
at the University of North Texas.  [Name] recommended I contact you for a one-on-one 
interview to learn more about [his/her] college experience.  I am in the process of 
conducting research for my dissertation that explores how Latino/a college students 
help others learn about college.  I would to get your thoughts and insights regarding 
these issues.  I expect my interview with you to last no longer than 60-90 minutes.  
Would you be willing to participate? 
 
Thank you, 
Nydia 
 
Nydia C.  Sánchez, M.S. 
Ph.D.  Candidate 
University of North Texas 
(469) 441-8858 
Nydia.Sanchez@unt.edu 
 
[Response - If YES]  
 
What is a good date/time/location for you? Also, I have additional information regarding 
the study that I would like to email to you.  What is your preferred email address?  
 
Thank you, 
Nydia 
 
[Response - If NO]  
 
I appreciate your time and consideration. 
 
Thank you, 
Nydia 
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Recruitment for Phase 4 Interview Subjects 

Note: I will recruit Phase 4 subjects (educators) through a personal introduction by a 
Phase 2 subject (college students) or through a referred recruitment email or phone call.  
The script detailed on the next page will be used for all methods of communication (in-
person, email, and phone call). 
 
Hi [Name], 
 
My name is Nydia Sánchez and I am Ph.D.  candidate in the higher education program 
at the University of North Texas.  [Name] recommended I contact you for a one-on-one 
interview to learn more about formal and informal educational practices in El Paso, 
Texas.   
 
I am in the process of conducting research for my dissertation that explores how 
Latina/o college students help others learn about college.  I would to get your thoughts 
and insights regarding these issues.   
 
I expect my interview with you to last no longer than 30-60 minutes.  Would you be 
willing to participate? 
 
Thank you, 
Nydia 
 
Nydia C.  Sánchez, M.S. 
Ph.D.  Candidate 
University of North Texas 
(469) 441-8858 
Nydia.Sanchez@unt.edu 
 
 
[Response - If YES]  
 
What is a good date/time/location for you? Also, I have additional information regarding 
the study that I would like to email to you.  What is your preferred email address?  
 
Thank you, 
Nydia 
 
[Response - If NO]  
 
I appreciate your time and consideration. 
 
Thank you, 
Nydia 
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[Response - If YES]  
 
Hi [Name], 
 
This is just a friendly reminder of our upcoming interview [Date/Time/Location].  I look 
forward to meeting you! 
 
For your records, I am attaching a consent from that you will need to review and sign to 
participate.  You can do this in-person on the day of our meeting or online at [INSERT 
LINK HERE].  Please remember your participation in this research is completely 
voluntary and you will not paid.   
 
If you need to reach me before the interview, my number is 469-441-8858. 
 
Thank you,  
Nydia 
 
Nydia C.  Sánchez, M.S. 
Ph.D.  Candidate 
University of North Texas 
(469) 441-8858 
Nydia.Sanchez@unt.edu 
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Interview Questions 

Note: Only the Interview Questions for Phase 3 participants will be available in English 
and Spanish. 
 
For Phase 2 Participants  
 
Family/Community Experiences 

1. Tell me a brief family history, particularly as you were applying to college and 
transitioning to college. 

a. Parent attitudes towards the value of education 
b. Discussion of current events, news, community issues and politics. 
c. Family values and activities 

2. Tell me about your neighborhood growing up.   
a. Racial/ethnic, language, and socioeconomic composition of personal/work 

neighborhood 
b. Population density of personal/work neighborhood (rural, urban, suburban) 
c. Estimated percentage of personal/work neighborhood who went/are in 

college 
d. Personal status fit with neighborhood  
e. Cultural activities (music, dance, art, literature, etc.) 

3. Tell me about elementary, middle, high school experiences. 
a. Quality of education 
b. Clubs and other activities 
c. Peers 

 
GMS Experience 

1. So tell me about applying for the Gates Millennium Scholarship.   
a. Who helped you with the application? 
b. What sticks out about your application process? 
c. When did you start working on it?  
d. Where did you do most of the work?  
e. How did you hear about it? 

2. Were you or are you involved in any of the GMS activities? 
3. Tell me about your decision to serve as a scholarship ambassador. 

a. In what ways did your family shape your decision?  
b. In what ways did your racial/ethnic identity(ies) affect your decision?  
c. In what ways did your gender affect your decision?  
d. In what ways did your socio-economic background affect your decision?  
e. In what ways did your personal values/religious views affect your 

decision? 
4. Tell me three words or phrases that you think describe what you do as a 

scholarship ambassador. 
5. Based on your college experience, what advice would you provide to the next 

generation of GMS scholars who are starting their first year in college? 
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College Experiences 
1. Tell me about your college experience. 

a. Did you feel there were any obstacles or barriers to believing that college 
was possible for you?  

b. Could you describe how you have navigated through college?  
2. Tell me about your graduate experience.  (if applicable) 

a. Did you experience any obstacles or barriers in deciding to attend 
graduate school?  

b. How did you navigate through graduate school?  
 
Personal Experience 

1. Tell me about how you give back to your family and community. 
2. Tell me about significant events that played a role in your educational pursuits. 
3. Tell me what from your background or experiences makes you different from 

others or not. 
 
Demographic/Background Information  

1. Birthdate 
2. Gender 
3. Place of birth 
4. Names and locations of all elementary, junior high/middle and high schools and 

whether they were public, private, or parochial 
5. College(s) and graduate school(s) attended, years attended, and degrees 

awarded 
6. Current occupation and marital status 
7. Where parents/grandparents were born 
8. Reasons family members gave for immigrating to the U.S., if applicable 
9. Amount of contact/travel to Mexico 
10. Father’s occupation and highest grade in school 
11. Mother’s occupation and highest grade in school 
12. Composition of family when graduated from high school 
13. Siblings’ ages, gender, current occupation, and schooling 
14. Birth order 
15. Languages spoken at home with mother, father, siblings, and other 
16. Primary language when started school 

 
Observation Sessions 

1. Would you be willing to allow me to observe how you help others learn about 
college? 

2. What is a good place/time for me to conduct an observation session? 

For Phase 3 Participants (English Version) 
 
GMS Perceptions 

1. So tell me what you know about the Gates Millennium Scholarship and about 
scholarship ambassadors. 
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2. Tell me three words or phrases that you think describe what they do in the school 
or in the community. 
 

Family/Community Perceptions 
1. Tell me about your relationship with [name]. 
2. Tell me about any current events, news, community issues and politics in the 

community that you think have an effect on [name]. 
3. Tell me about [name’s] role in the family and community regarding education. 

 
Demographic/Background Information Survey 

1. Current Occupation  
2. Birthdate 
3. Gender 
4. Place of birth  
5. Generation of the participant 
6. Names and locations of all elementary, junior high/middle and high schools and 

whether they were public, private, or parochial 
7. College(s) and graduate school(s) attended, years attended, degrees awarded, 

and financial considerations 
8. Previous occupations 

 
For Phase 4 Participants 
 
GMS Perceptions 

1. So tell me what you know about the Gates Millennium Scholarship and about 
scholarship ambassadors. 

2. Tell me three words or phrases that you think describe what they do in the school 
or in the community. 

 
Family/Community Perceptions 

1. Tell me about your relationship with [name]. 
2. Tell me about any current events, news, community issues and politics in the 

community that you think have an effect on [name]. 
3. Tell me about [name’s] role in the community regarding education. 

 
Demographic/Background Information Survey 

1. Current Occupation  
2. Birthdate 
3. Gender 
4. Place of birth  
5. Generation of the participant 
6. Names and locations of all elementary, junior high/middle and high schools and 

whether they were public, private, or parochial 
7. College(s) and graduate school(s) attended, years attended, degrees awarded, 

and financial considerations 
8. Previous occupations 
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Internet Survey for Phase 1 Interview Subjects 

1. GMS affiliation (UNCF, HSF, etc.) 
2. Current GMS Status 
3. Current City of Residence 
4. Current Academic Status (Undergraduate – FR, SO, JR, SR, Masters - 1st, 2nd, 

Other, PHD – Levels, Other – Working, etc.) 
5. Educational Institution(s) (Elementary, Middle School, High School, Graduate 

School, Other) 
6. Consider yourself GMSP Scholarship Ambassador? 

a. Number of formal events per year 
b. Number of informal events per year 
c. Years of service 
d. Most recent service 
e. Intent to continue service 
f. Total time spent on Scholarship Ambassador formal and informal 

activities 
g. Importance of formal and informal activities 

7. Are you interested in participating in an interview for this study? If yes, please 
provide your contact information.  If not, please mark NA. 

Name:  Email Address: Cell Phone Number: 
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Review of Existing Records on Gates Millennium Scholars Program 

Note: I intend to review publically available data on the Gates Millennium Scholars 
Program from two sources.  I also intend to request descriptive statistics and number 
counts regarding Latina/o students involved in the Gates Millennium Scholars Program 
(e.g.  total number of students per year, total number of students from border towns) 
from staff at the Gates Millennium Scholars Program.  While the latter is desired from 
the Gates Millennium Program, it is not necessary to complete the study. 
 

Publically Available Data 

1. Review Gates Millennium Series from The Interuniversity Consortium for Political 
and Social Research 

2. Review yearly press releases of students selected every year by hometown 
 

Data Request 

1. Total number of GMS scholars by organization (UNCF, HSF, etc.) selected every 
year from border towns and surrounding cities in Texas.   

2. Total number of GMS scholars by organization (UNCF, HSF, etc.) selected every 
year from El Paso, TX and surrounding cities.   

3. Number of GMS scholarship ambassadors by organization (UNCF, HSF, etc.) in 
Texas over the years.   

4. Number of GMS scholarship ambassador events by organization (UNCF, HSF, 
etc.) in Texas over the years.   

5. Number of GMS scholarship ambassadors by organization (UNCF, HSF, etc.) in 
Texas border towns and surrounding cities over the years.   

6. Number of GMS scholarship ambassador events by organization (UNCF, HSF, 
etc.) in Texas border towns and surrounding cities over the years.   

7. Details about GMS scholarship ambassador events by organization (UNCF, 
HSF, etc.) in El Paso, TX (name of event, date of event, classification of students 
at event, number of attendees, type of facility).   
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Review of Existing Records on Subjects and Their Community 

Note: I intend to review publically available data on the subjects and their community 
through an internet search such as newspaper articles and social media posts.  Further, 
I intend to collect any documents that the subjects would like to share such as awards 
and personal essays.  While the latter is desired, it is not necessary to complete the 
study. 
 
El Paso & Surrounding City Records (Publically Available) 
 

1. Total City Population  
2. City Demographics  
3. Number of Elementary Schools  
4. Number of Secondary Schools  
5. Number of Colleges and Universities 
6. Review of El Paso Independent School District Website, University of Texas El 

Paso Website, El Paso Times, Catholic Diocese of El Paso and social media 
regarding a GMSP presence in the El Paso community. 

 

Student Records (Publically Available) 

1. Newspaper clippings of them in the community  
2. Photos of them in the community  
3. Flyers of them in the community  
4. Any other evidence documenting their role as GMSP scholarship ambassadors in 

their home and community 
 

Special Request 

1. Resume/CV 
2. Awards 
3. Photos 
4. Personal Essays 
5. Any other evidence documenting their role as GMSP scholarship ambassadors in 

their home and community 
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Observation Protocol for Phase 2 Interview Subjects 

Note: Prior to the observations taking place, I will ask Phase 2 interview subjects for 
permission to observe.  The form detailed on the next page will be used during 
observations. 

 
Filing Information 
Date:  Event Description:  
Arrival Time:  Location:  
Departure Time:  Keywords:  
Participant Pseudonym:    

 
Descriptive Observations 
Dimension Descriptions 
Spaces Summarize all the places. 

 
 

Actors Summarize all the actors. 
 
 

Activities Summarize all the activities. 
 
 

Objects Summarize all the objects 
 
 

Acts Summarize all the acts. 
 
 

Events Summarize all the events. 
 
 

Times Summarize all the time periods. 
 
 

Goals Summarize all the goals. 
 
 

Feelings Summarize all the feelings. 
 
 

NOTES 
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Focused Observations 
 
Dimension Descriptions 
Acts 
(Current 
emphasis, 
subject to 
change) 

Describe all the acts. 
Describe where acts occur.  (Space) 
Describe how acts incorporate use of objects.  (Objects) 
Describe ways acts are part of activities.  (Activities) 
Describe ways acts are part of events.  (Events) 
Describe ways acts vary over time.  (Times) 
Describe ways acts are performed by actors.  (Actors) 
Describe ways acts are related to goals.  (Goals) 
Describe ways acts are linked to feelings.  (Feelings) 

NOTES 
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