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Anna M. Rangel-Clawson, Ph.D.

Western Michigan University, 2016

Latino students represent 24% of the American student population (National
Center for Educational Statistics, 2002, 2013). Dropout rates for Latino students living in
severe poverty are twice the dropout rate of other Americans at the same income level
(National Center Educational Statistics, 2002, 2013). The strongest factor that influenced
those who choose to drop out seems to be related to a family’s socioeconomic status (Fry
& Taylor, 2013; Rumberger & Lim, 2008; Swanson, 2004).

This study sought to elicit the voices of Latino students who successfully
completed high school in a school district with significantly lower graduation rates for
Latinos as compared to their district non-Latino counterparts. Through these voices, and
the narratives of their high school experience, this study sought to delve deeper into
where and how these students experienced both inhibiting (or negative) and contributing
factors to high school completion, and how they actually overcame these inhibiting
factors to the point that enabled them to persist in school until graduation.

A transcendental phenomenological approach gave a voice to this marginalized
population by utilizing a lens from the non-dominant worldview. Critical race theory

guided this study by focusing on experiences of 10 Latino students who completed high



school with their corresponding cohort. Critical race theory enabled me to focus on an
oppressed population by utilizing race as a venue for framing and shaping the world
around this particular population (Goldberg, 2002). This study, however, is unique in that
it investigated the phenomenon of persistence to high school completion from the lens of
Latino students themselves.

By utilizing a critical race theory lens in combination with a qualitative study, |
underscored not only the importance of race, but also investigated this phenomenon
through a social justice framework. These methodologies enabled me to interpret the
meaning of experiences from the perspective of 10 Latino high school graduates. In this
study, graduates of a marginalized population were given a voice. These graduates
managed to beat the odds, despite having risk factors associated with school dropout.

Eighty percent of the participants had thoughts of giving up and dropping out at
some point in their high school career. Several of the participants experienced a
significant event, which influenced their high school career, including parent’s
deportation, homelessness, teen pregnancy, suspensions, expulsions, and repeated
failures. These events were exacerbated by repetitive marginalizing behaviors and
demoralizing comments they had to deal with on a daily basis leading to feelings of
disconnectedness and a lack of belonging to the school community.

The study concludes by making recommendations school personnel may wish to
consider as they seek solutions to serve marginalized students attending America’s public
schools.

Educational systems can begin by creating processes and policies that address

racism, marginalization, and stereotypical behavior. The implementation of multi-cultural



programs that educates, celebrates diversity, encourages advocacy, promotes reporting of
injustices, and restores relationships will create a welcoming environment conducive to
learning and positive educational outcomes for all Latinos including other marginalized

populations.
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CHAPTER |

INTRODUCTION

The objective of this study was to investigate the phenomenon of Latino students
who have overcome obstacles and completed high school. I am interested in gaining a
rich understanding of the social, emotional, academic, and personal lives of academically
successful Latinos. Approximately three-fourths of White students graduate from high
school, in comparison to only one-half of Latino students (Mishel & Roy, 2007; Weber,
2011). Since Latinos are projected to comprise as much as 25% of the American
population by 2022 (Fry, 2014), the persistence of their high levels of high school non-
completion holds great significance for the educational system, economy, and
communities within the United States (Gandara & Contreras, 2009; Lockwood & Secada,
1999).

A transcendental phenomenological approach gave a voice to this marginalized
population by utilizing a lens from the non-dominant worldview. Critical race theory
guided this study by focusing on experiences of Latino students who completed high
school with their cohort. Historically, Critical race theorists focused on oppressed
populations and have insisted on the ordinary quality of race in framing and shaping the
world around us (Goldberg, 2002). This study, however, is unique in that it investigated
the phenomenon of persistence to high school completion from the lens of Latino

students themselves.



Background

High school dropout rates continue to gain substantial attention throughout the
nation. This attention is justified through the documentation of dropout related problems,
such as family destruction, delinquency, lower wages, and the cycle of poverty. Thus, the
nation’s focus has shifted to the plight of increasing numbers of children in circumstances
which place them at risk of educational failure, particularly in inner-city communities.
Many major cities have dropout rates approaching 50%, and the total number of dropouts
across the country is almost 4 million (Boston Youth Transitions Task Force, 2006). The
quality of life in cities with high dropout rates is jeopardized by poverty, a lack of
employment opportunities, poor health care, high crime rates, fragmented services, and
feelings of hopelessness and despair (Barton, 2005; Fine, 1991; Gandara, 2010; Weber,
2011).

There exists a substantial amount of research from which I can draw conclusions
as to why the dropout rate has not improved over the past several years. Most of the
research includes recommendations, solutions, and resources, which claim to address
issues contributing to dropout rates. But if so, why are we not seeing an improvement in
success rate?

As a Mexican-American alumnus of a Midwestern City High School, in City,
Michigan, | have a vested interest not only in the City Community, but in City Public
Schools as well. The 17 years that | have worked at City High School have been a heart-
wrenching experience. The suspension list | view on a daily basis contains a
disproportionate amount of minority students. As | walked by the In-School Suspension

room, I noticed dark-skinned youth occupying most, if not all, the seats. | have watched



as many of the same youth continue to “drop out” for various reasons. Over the years, |
have personally reached out by mentoring and providing academic and emotional support
to many of these youths. Despite these efforts, the dropout of many of these students
continues unabated. The research of Rumberger (1983), Fry and Taylor (2013), Orfield,
Losen, Wald, and Swanson (2004), Barton (2005), and Sum and Harrington (2003) have
shown that the issues | witnessed are not unique to City Public Schools. Educational
literature indicates that the dropout rate of Latino youth continues to rise despite the vast
amounts of research, including longitudinal studies (Mendez-Tavitian, 2013; Rumberger
& Lim, 2008), on this matter.

The rising dropout rate for students is at an epidemic proportion that must be
confronted. The consequences are dire both for the students who drop out and for society
(Albert, 1999; Gandara & Contreras, 2009; Kafele, 2013; Milliken, 2007; Thernstrom &
Thernstrom, 2004). According to a report by the Boston Youth Transitions Task Force
(2006),

Researchers have paid increased attention to the dropout problem. A number of

reports argue there is a hidden dropout crisis, in the US, and that the nation must

confront this crisis directly and comprehensively. A college graduate earns three

times the lifetime revenue of a dropout and lives nearly a decade longer. A

student who drops out of high school risks closing the door on a lifetime of

learning, work, and family support options. The dropout problem hurts all of
society, fueling poverty, exacerbating conditions in the community, and raising
public costs for health care, housing, law enforcement, and social services.

Nationally, the dropout problem wreaks economic havoc, costing the United
States $200 billion each year in lost productivity and tax revenue. (p. 3)

Latino students continue to have the highest dropout rates in the nation (Fry,
2014; U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Educational Statistics [USDoE
NCES], 2002, 2013). While Latino students represent 24% of the American student

population (USDoE NCES, 2002, 2013) dropout rates for Latino students living in severe



poverty have at least twice the dropout rate of other Americans at the same income level
(USDoE NCES, 2002, 2013). In 2000, a total of 1.5 million Latinos were dropouts,
representing about 27.8% of all Latino young adults ages 16-19 and under in the United
States (USDoE NCES, 2002). The strongest factor which influences those who choose to
drop out seems to be that of the socioeconomic standard of the family. Latino students are
more likely to live in poverty, thus are more susceptible to dropping out (Fetler, 1989;
Fry & Taylor, 2013). This finding is substantiated by several other studies reviewed,
including those by Ekstrom, Goertz, Pollack, and Rock (1986), Rumberger (1987), and
Wehlage and Rutter (1986).

Much of the literature provides explanations for high school dropout rates.
According to Gene Maeroff (1996b), staff writer for Breaking Ranks, The Carnegie
Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, and the National Association of Secondary
School Principals, in the report Breaking Ranks: Changing an American Institution,
makes the following observations: a lack of positive relationships that extend outside of
the institution, lack of acceptance and respect for diversity, lack of personalized
educational plans, larger schools, large class sizes, non-authentic curriculum and
instruction, and anonymity are some of the issues that lead to student alienation.
Furthermore, “the breakdown of family and community across the United States has left
alienation in its wake” (Maeroff, 19964, p. 2; 1996b, p. 8). Other causes and correlations
of dropping out have been cited in various research studies by Ekstrom et al. (1986),
Rumberger (1987), and Wehlage and Rutter (1986), including poor assimilation,
language and cultural barriers, low academic and career expectations, uninspiring

curricula, low parental involvement, alienation from school, a lack of connection with



peers and adults, and the students’ perception that teachers treat them differently than
they do non-Hispanic students. A more in-depth look at the contributing and detracting
factors will be covered in Chapter II.

Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework supporting this study comes from understanding that
students’ perceptions are their reality (Glasser, 1965, 1998, 2010). If students’
perceptions are negative, based on their experiences, then they often become guarded and
defensive and have difficulty building trusting relationships. Unfortunately, this is most
often the case with marginalized or oppressed populations. Critical race theory, to be
used in this study, is often used in education to examine the inequalities that exist
between marginalized and oppressed populations.

The basic premise of critical race theory is that we live in a racialized, White-
dominated society. The goal of a critical race theorist is not for equality, but for social
justice through reform and action (Price, 2010). Color blindness exacerbates the
discrimination that is aberrant in our society and deeply embedded within our schools
(Price, 2010). Critical race theory provides a voice to marginalized groups by the use of
storytelling and narratives. Through this study, | hoped to give a voice to the
marginalized students who have completed high school. By hearing their story, | hoped to
learn how they stayed engaged in school and whether or not (and if so, how) this
involved building trusting relationships and bonds while living in a racialized society.

Critical race theorists, who are educators by trade, will argue that institutional
racism not only exists but is, in fact, embedded in our society, including our schools

(Zamudio, Bridgeman, Rios, & Russell, 2011). “Race and culture linked inequalities in



the rates of high school completion are among the most important social dilemmas faced
by modern American leaders” (Doll & Hess, 2001, p. 351). Civil rights activists may
have played a key role in the passing of legislation, which removed the most blatant
barriers to equal schooling; however, institutional barriers continue to exist today.
Zamudio et al. (2011) describe how these institutional barriers take place from the instant
a minority student walks through the school doors. He observes the following:

Students of color are allowed to enter the classroom but never on an equal

footing. When they walk in, they are subject to the same racial stereotypes and

expectations that exist in society. Students of color do not have the advantage of
walking into a classroom as individual; they walk in as black, brown, or red
persons with all the connotations such racialization races in the classroom. They
do not walk into a classroom where the curriculum embraces their histories. They
walk into a classroom where their histories and cultures are distorted, where they
feel confused about their own identities, vulnerabilities and oppressions.

(Zamudio et al., 2011, p. 18)

Critical race theorists argue that there is no simple way to change the experiences
of students of color or to create policies that close the achievement gap between
minorities and Whites without challenging society as a whole. Equal rights via laws do
not equate to equal treatment in society or in the real world (Zamudio et al., 2011).

Race permeates much of our system of beliefs and ideologies. The very notion
that race no longer matters is part of an ideology that justifies and legitimates racial
inequality in society (Zamudio et al., 2011, p. 3). First impressions are often made based
on the color of one’s skin. Most people are “unaware that these ideologies and stereo
types often shape our initial impressions and judgments” (p. 3). These beliefs are
embedded in our educational systems and society and are tough to change.

Unfortunately, it is students of color who find themselves attempting to navigate

and make sense of the race-based beliefs and contemplate the decision of whether or how



to address them on an individual level. Many choose not to address the stereotypes,
misperceptions, and racism for fear of being looked at as disrespectful, defiant, or
“playing the race card.” As a result, students are left feeling helpless, hopeless, alienated,
and alone. Some have succumbed to the fact that this is simply how life is; others will
continue to hope and believe that a future unbiased world, filled with equality and peace,
does exist.

Students who harbor negative feelings may develop disengagement, negative
perceptions toward school, and reluctance to build trusting relationships. Students who
experience such negativity are pushed away from the very institution established to
provide them an equal opportunity (Zamudio et al., 2011). A study conducted by Capuzzi
and Gross (1993) found that students who had dropped out of school described their
school experience as very negative. The negative perception, or experience, led to
disengagement, alienation, and loss of commitment to the goals of graduating and
continuing with an education. Fine (1986, as cited in Capuzzi & Gross, 1993) found that
most students who dropped out felt “thrown or pushed out by school personnel” (p. 353).
The students described feelings of alienation and powerlessness. Alienation is
powerlessness, meaninglessness, self-estrangement, social isolation, and cultural
estrangement (Barrera, 2007; Kafele, 2013; Weber, 2011).

In contrast, by providing these students with positive experiences, believing in
them, and letting go of the stereotypes that society has placed upon them, we allow them
the opportunity to be free to engage, explore, and trust. Students who are engaged in
school are more likely to complete high school (Croninger & Lee, 2001; Gregory &

Ripski, 2008; Kafele, 2013; Martinez, DeGarmo, & Eddy, 2004; Wehlage, Rutter, Smith,



Lesko, & Fernandez, 1989). According to Wehlage et al. (1989), school engagement can
include a student’s affective, cognitive, and behavioral responses related to attachment,
sense of belonging, or involvement in school. Furthermore, students who perceive these
experiences in a positive manner are more likely to have positive academic outcomes as
well.

The conceptual framework that bounds this study is guided by the premise that
students of color (Latino) who experience positive experiences are more likely to build
positive relationships and become more engaged, thus completing high school. In
contrast, students who perceive their experiences as negative will become disengaged,
lack trust, begin to withdraw, feel alienated, and begin making choices which lead to
negative consequences, ultimately reinforcing the cycle of negative feelings. Figure 1
outlines the route students are likely to take based on a negative or positive experience.

Other detracting factors not listed in Figure 1 include, but are not limited to, low
socioeconomic status, delinquency, having quit school to support the family, teenage
pregnancy, family structure, language barrier, and low academic and career expectations
(Albert, 1999; Barrera, 2007; Gandara & Contreras, 2009; Kafele, 2013; Milliken, 2007;

Thernstrom & Thernstron, 2004; Weber, 2011).
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In contrast, the contributing factors include, but are not limited to, middle to high
socioeconomic status, parental involvement, fluency in the English language, strong
sense of belonging or social bonding, and high expectation and career goals (Croninger &
Lee, 2001; Gregory & Ripski, 2008; Kafele, 2013; Martinez et al, 2004; Wehlage et al.,
1989). These factors will be covered in Chapter Il, Review of the Literature.

Theoretic Framework

The theoretical framework supporting this study comes from the basic
understanding that positive relationships promote healthy development and improve the
chances of students graduating from high school. Social bond theorists propose that there
is a strong correlation between student connectedness and school performance (Catalano,
Haggerty, Oesterle, Fleming, & Hawkins, 2004; Gandara, 2010; Henry, Knight, &
Thornberry, 2012; Witt, Doerfert, Ulmer, Burris, & Lan, 2013). Thus, students who are
connected with a person or institution are more likely to complete school. A student who
has a positive relationship with a teacher, peers, or a coach, or has a sense of
connectedness with the school environment is more likely to succeed. “If a student is
involved in school, and perceives that involvement as being positive, the youth will be a
better student and perform in a positive, socially acceptable manner in the social context
of school, family, and community” (Barrera, 2007, p.10).

Social bond theory is referred to as school connectedness, school engagement,
school attachment, school belonging, and teacher support. It describes the emotional and
behavioral investment the student has with school (Catalano et al., 2004). Many terms
throughout the literature describe behavioral and emotional involvement in school,

including school attachment, school bonding, school support, teacher support,
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attachment, connectedness (with teachers, peers, and activities), commitment, positive
relationships, belief, bonding, identification, investment, and belonging. In contrast,
negative terms include isolation, alienation, withdrawal, disengaged, and delinquency.

For the purpose of this study, the term school bonding will be used to indicate a
student’s involvement in school both emotionally and behaviorally. A student who
develops a positive relationship with school personnel develops a sense of identification
with school and school related activities, demonstrating a factor known as school bonding
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2009; Cernkovich & Giordano, 1992; Finn,
1989). A longitudinal study conducted by the Centers for Disease Control (2009) found
that school connectedness to be the strongest factor to decrease “at risk” behaviors and
increase positive educational outcomes. In contrast, students lacking school
connectedness were found to be more likely to choose “high risk” behaviors and low
academic performance. Some studies have concluded that a positive relationship with a
teacher can reduce the probability of a student dropping out by 50% (Blue & Cook,
2004). Students who feel they are valued and have established positive relationships are
less likely to drop out.

Latino students’ perceptions about school have a direct impact on their likelihood
to drop out of school. Latino students’ perception of teachers has a significant impact on
their willingness to invest or create a social bond with the school environment. This
condition inadvertently impacts their decision to drop out from school. Studies have
shown that students who have dropped out hold the perception that the school and
teachers are unfair, racist, or against them (Waymen, 2002). In contrast, students who

have socially bonded with the school describe the school and staff in a positive manner.
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These students tend to be connected with staff, peers, or involved in an extra-curricular
activity (Waymen, 2002).

Student perceptions of teacher ethnic bias have been linked to behaviors which
prevent the social bonding between the student and the teacher (Waymen, 2002). Lack of
social bonding is a strong contributing factor to a student’s decision to stay in school or to
drop out (Barrera, 2007; Capuzzi & Gross, 1993; Catalano et al, 2004; Milliken, 2007;

Rumberger, 1983; Waymen, 2002).

Focus of the Study

The Problem

According to the U.S. Department of Education National Center for Educational
Statistics (2002), Latino students continue to have the highest dropout rate in the nation,
with the rates remaining steady between 30-35% over the past 25 years. Data indicate
Latino dropout rate is not improving in comparison to that of other ethnic groups. The
Latino dropout rate is 2.5 times the rate for African Americans and 3.5 times the rate for
White non-Hispanics (USDoE NCES, 2002). In the year 2000, a total of 1.5 million
Hispanics were dropouts, representing about 27.8% of all Hispanic young adults (USDoE
NCES, 2002). While many Latino students live in conditions of severe poverty, the
dropout rates are at least twice that of other Americans at the same income level (USDoE
NCES, 2002). According to the Hispanic Dropout Project (Secada et al., 1998), wealthy
Latinos are twice as likely as wealthy Whites or wealthy African Americans to drop out
of school. Given the vast amount of research focusing on the dropouts, a study focusing
on the voices of Latino youth who have graduated from high school, despite the odds, is

warranted and past due. Understanding the challenges Latino high school graduates have
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overcome and how they remained resilient will provide insight into the changes or
recommendations for schools to increase Latino graduation rates.

Deficiency in the Research

As illustrated in the conceptual framework for this study and the literature review
to follow in Chapter Il, previous research has gone far in identifying factors that relate to
both positive and negative experiences in school, and thus, students’ decisions to either
persist through to high school completion (i.e., graduation) or drop out before high school
completion. Much of the findings, however, are generally applicable to all students or
non-White students in general and more limitedly identified as differentiated in some way
for specific non-White student populations. Even where there are studies that drill down
into how those positive and negative factors are reflected in the school experiences of
Latino (or Hispanic) students, the research falls short of offering a full picture of how this
population overcomes experiences related to the detracting factors for high school
completion and how they accrue experiences that build contributing factors for high
school completion.
Purpose Statement

This study sought to elicit the voices of Latino students who successfully
completed high school in a school district with significantly lower graduation rates for
Latinos as compared to their district non-Latino peers. Through these voices and the
narratives of their high school experience they provided, this study sought to delve deeper
into where and how these students experienced both inhibiting and contributing factors to
high school completion, and how they actually overcame inhibiting (or negative) factors

to the point that enabled them to persist in the school environment until they graduated.
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In other words, this study sought to create a fuller picture of how Latino students
navigated life as a high school student in a traditionally White-dominated school
community despite the increasingly significant percentage of the student body identifying
as Latino. Further, the purpose of this study was to explore the stories of Latino students
who were also economically disadvantaged, yet persisted in high to graduate with their
cohort. In doing so, this study will consider implications from their stories to develop
further insight into their school lives related to the following questions:

1. How do these students describe their high school experiences?

2. What are some of the high and low points of their years in high school?

3. How do they connect their experiences in and out of school and interpret the

impact of those experiences on their persistence in school achievement?

4. How do they connect their school experience with their anticipated goals for

the future?

The dropout rate of Latino students in comparison to that of other ethnic groups
has been studied; however, the focus has been on the dropout and contributing factors
toward that decision. Only a limited number of studies focus on Latinos who have
graduated from high school, or who are successful and have earned further degrees.
Therefore, the purpose of this study was to gain a better understanding of the social,
emotional, academic, and personal lives of Latinos who have graduated from high school.
Through personal stories shared by a sample of Latino graduates from City High School,
this study examined the perception, thinking, attitudes, and other variables that

contributed to Latinos who have graduated from high school.
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Research Questions

This study explored the experiences and decisions of Latino students who
achieved a high school diploma despite experiencing similar factors and characteristics
experienced by a high numbers of their corresponding counterparts that dropped out of
high school. This research study was guided by one overarching question: What traits,
characteristics, or attributes do these students have that enable them to persist in school
that may differ from their corresponding counterparts that did not graduate from high
school? Additionally, this study sheds light on the following sub-questions:

1. What factors lead to the success of Latinos who graduate? How did these
factors come to be part of the student’s experience and how do the students
describe their response to these factors?

2. What is the graduate’s perception of self, school, and success?

3. In what ways did self-perception and attitude contribute to the decision to stay
in school?

4. How do Latino graduates describe the ways they responded to and overcame
the factors that previous studies associate with being at-risk for dropping out,
e.g., poverty, cultural differences, parental factors, etc.

This study examined the differences in experiences, along with certain
demographic variables, that contributed to the achievements of Latino students that have
graduated from this Midwestern high school.

Overview of the Methodology and Procedures
The purpose of this study was to investigate the phenomenon of Latino students

who have overcome obstacles and have beaten the odds by completing high school. By
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employing the transcendental phenomenological approach, this study sought a much
richer, greater, and deeper understanding and insight into factors, traits, and conditions
that may have contributed to successful completion of Latino students in this Midwestern
City High School.

The context for this study is a Michigan urban K-12 district with a significant and
growing Latino population. The reason I chose this setting is twofold. First, the trends of
City High School signify a growing increase in the population of Latinos in this
community, with a corresponding decline in the White population. And secondly,
notwithstanding the loss of Latino students from their freshman year to their senior year,
there is a growing trend that the rate of Latino students dropping out of school is
significantly higher than White students.

Significance of Study

An extensive amount of research focuses on the Latino dropout rate throughout
the United States (Fry & Taylor, 2013; Orfield et al., 2004; Rumberger, 1983); despite
the vast amount of statistical research and literature on this matter, the Latino dropout
rate remains stagnant at best (Ekstrom et al., 1986; Jasinski , 2000; Rumberger, 1987;
Wehlage & Rutter, 1986). Current research has failed to investigate the reality of Latino
students who manage to graduate from high school—even though they share many of the
characteristics and demographic characteristics associated with their corresponding
counterparts that dropped out of high school before earning a diploma (Mendez-Tavitian,
2013).

There has been minimal attention in the research examining how Latino students

beat the odds associated with poverty combined with social and cultural barriers and who
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graduate from high school and perhaps go on to postsecondary education. While the
research has been extensive and recommendations have been made, the dropout rate
continues to escalate (Fry & Taylor, 2013; Mendez-Tavitian, 2013; Orfield et al., 2004;
Rumberger, 1983).

It was hoped that Latino students who overcame the factors that put them at risk
for dropping out could provide important insights into another set of factors or
characteristics which are associated with their ability to persist in their education, at least
to the point of achieving a high school diploma. Or the students who participated in this
study may shed more light on how Latino students who have graduated from high school
understand their own experiences with the inhibiting and contributing factors already
identified in earlier studies and navigate those experiences toward a successful high
school completion.

This study will be of interest to school administrators, school boards, policy
makers, and stakeholders having an interest in educating all children. By eliciting insights
from Latino students who persist in school to achieve a high school diploma, this study
will help define issues that need to be addressed for that population. Furthermore, the
knowledge gained from this study will inform stakeholders how better to educate and
meet the needs of the Latino population in order to improve the likelihood of graduation.
Definition of Terms

Definitions are provided to bring clarity to terms that are frequently used
throughout this study. The terms Latinos and Hispanics are used interchangeably
throughout this study. Neither Latino nor Hispanic represents one ethnic group but an

“ethnic category, an umbrella label that was first employed by the U.S. Census of 1970”
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(Thernstrom & Thernstrom, 2004, p. 102). More than 24 different national origin groups
represent the people described as Latinos. Most relevant educational data have been
tabulated grouping Latinos together and the data by groups of origin have not been
extrapolated. For this very reason, this study does not differentiate between varying
groups based on origin. However, it is worth mentioning that approximately two out of
three Latinos living the United States are of Mexican American descent (Thernstrom &
Thernstrom, 2004).

Status dropout: Status dropout accounts for the number of 15- to 24-year-olds that
are not enrolled in school and have not obtained a high school diploma or GED.

Event dropout: Event dropout is the number of students dropping out of school
over a particular time period.

Poverty: Poverty is the inability to afford resources that meet human basic needs.

Racialization: Racialization is creating a race or identity, or injecting a racial
element into a situation.

Disproportionality: Disproportionality is the over-representation of a particular

group of people in a particular system.

Summary
The perspectives of Latino students who have persisted to high school graduation,
despite life circumstances, needed to be explored in order to provide insight into the
Latino success possibilities. What are the characteristics, factors, and trends among those
who graduate? Why, within the same school, within the same family, or similar
socioeconomic backgrounds, do some Latinos dropout and some stay in school?

Communities and schools need to hear the voices of those who persisted in order to lower
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the incidences of Latinos dropping out and to increase the success rate of Latino
graduates.

By eliciting insights from Latino students who persist in school and achieve a
high school diploma, this study will help define areas needed to better educate that
population. In addition, this study examined the differences in perception, thinking,
attitudes, and other variables that Latinos connect with their ability to complete a high
school education.

Educational literature indicates that the dropout rate of Latino youth continues to
skyrocket despite the vast amounts of research (including longitudinal studies) and
recommendations. In Chapter 1l, Review of the Literature, | will provide the reader with
issues that contribute to the dropout rate, which include the following: (a) socioeconomic
factors, (b) family structure, (c) behavioral related factors, (d) discrimination,

(e) organizational and structural factors, (f) fragmented services, and (g) feelings of
helplessness and alienation. Factors that promote high school completions will also be
explored, including the following: (a) social capital, and (b) social bond theory and

connectedness.



CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Introduction

The high school dropout rate has been a concern for educators, parents,
employers, and society for over 30 years (Haycock & Huang, 2001). It is a sign that
“society has failed to prepare its youth for a successful transition into adult hood”
(Kushman & Kinney, 1993, p. 345). There are more than 3.5 million Americans from the
ages of 16-25 who have dropped out of high school (Milliken, 2007). The distant future is
dismal for these students, at best. According to Milliken (2007), they are more likely than
their peers to be unemployed, live in poverty, experience chronic poor health, depend on
social services, and go to jail. Some reports show that more than 50% of prison inmates
are high school dropouts (Kaufman, Alt, & Chapman, 2004; Milliken, 2007; Rodriguez,
2010).

From a societal perspective, dropouts are associated with crime, low wages,

unemployment and a cycle of poverty that affects their children. The dropout is

seen as contributing less in taxes than graduates and diminishing the economic

productivity crucial to the nation’s competitiveness. Research reveals that

dropping out of school has devastating and far-reaching social consequences for

the individual students, their families, and society. (Mendez-Tavitian, 2013, p. 2)

Other negative outcomes to dropping out, as reported by the U.S. Department of
Education National Center for Educational Statistics (2008), include the average income
of people ages 18 through 65 who had not completed high school was about $20,100 in

2005. The average income of people ages 18 through 65 who completed their education

with a high school diploma, including a General Educational Development (GED)

20
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certificate, was nearly $29,700 (USDoE NCES, 2008). “Dropouts also make up
disproportionately higher percentages of the nation’s prison and death row inmates”
(Laird, DeBell, Kienzl, & Chapman, 2007, p. 1) and are less likely to be in the labor force
than those with a high school diploma or higher and are more likely to be unemployed
(Barton, 2005; Fashola, 1997; Mendez-Tavitian, 2013; Rumberger & Larson, 1998;
USDoE NCES, 2008).

The consequences of dropping out not only affect the students and families, but
also have a great impact on the American society as a whole. “The combined income and
tax loss from a single year’s dropouts is about $192 billion—1.6 percent of the gross
domestic product” (Milliken, 2007, p. xxii).

Reports indicate that living in conditions associated with low socioeconomic
status increases the likelihood of high school non-completion (Milliken, 2007; Reardon,
2013; Rumberger, 2011; Rumberger & Larson, 1998; USDoE NCES, 2013). Students
who live in poverty are disadvantaged both in the academic setting and in life (Mishel &
Roy, 2007; Neuman, 2013; Reardon, 2013), “even when the economy is stable” Juenke,
n.d., p. 3). Children, and especially children that are the progeny of Latino parents, who
are born into poor families and whose parents that did not graduate from high school, are
more likely to not graduate themselves (Gandara, 2010).

Land and Letgers (2002) suggest that there are more opportunities for students
who hold a high school diploma in comparison to those who have dropped out of school.
Furthermore, there is a significant difference in the costs to society between students who
hold a high school diploma and those who have dropped out of high school (Barton,

2005; Fine, 1991; Haertel, 1997; Land & Letgers, 2002). Those who have earned a high
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school diploma are more likely to have a job, not rely on public assistance, have the
potential to earn more money, and have a support network (Barton, 2005; Fine, 1991,
Land & Letgers, 2002; Weber, 2011). Smith (2003) noted that students who have
returned to school and have earned their Graduate Educational Development (GED) do
not have the same potential as a high school graduate, underscoring the significance of a
high school diploma.

For many, many years research has focused on the dropout epidemic (Henry,
Knight, & Thornberry, 2012; Mendez-Tavitian, 2013). In sifting through the extensive
amount of research, one will find several themes. Factors that have been

shown to correlate with dropout rates are gender, ethnicity, parental education,

scholastic ability and achievement, self-esteem, socioeconomic status, drug and

alcohol use, parental involvement, peer relations, school climate, class size, and
participation in extracurricular activities (Battin-Pearson, et al., 2000; Cairns,

Cairns, & Neckerman, 1989; Ekstrom, Goertz, Pollack, & Rock, 1986; Fine,

1989; Garnier, Stein, & Jacobs, 1997; Oakland, 1992; Parker & Asher, 1987,

Rumberger, 1995; Weis, Farrar, & Petrie, 1989). (Davis, Ajzen, Saunders, &

Williams, 2002, p. 810)

For the purpose of this study, | did not focus on all these contributing factors in depth, but
focused on the factors that seemed to affect the Latino population more than the others.

For more than 20 years, dropout rates among Latino youth have continued to
remain stagnant, at best. Some research has stated that as high as 50% of the Latino
population is considered dropouts, that is, do not hold a high school diploma. Latino
youth continue to have the highest dropout rate in comparison to other ethnicities (Fry,
2003; Fry & Taylor, 2013; Gandara & Contreras, 2009; Mishel & Roy, 2007; Rumberger
& Rodriguez, 2002).

According to a report from Education Week and the Editorial Projects in Research

Center (EPE) (Swanson, 2012), the national graduation rate for the class of 2009 is
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73.4%. The graduation rate for Asian Americans is 81%, 79% for Whites, 63% for
Latinos, and 59% for African Americans. For the first time in history, the Latino
graduation rate has surpassed African Americans in their respective subgroup. “Although
the most current data show improvement in graduation rates across all groups, the
Diplomas Count report concludes that gains are offset by the graduation gap between
students of color and their counterparts” (Mendez-Tavitian, 2013, p. 4).

It is estimated that 1.1 million students from the class of 2012 did not graduate,
amounting to “6000 students each school day, or one student every 29 seconds”
(Swanson, 2012). Latino students account for 310,000 or 27% of the 1.1 million students
who did not graduate (Swanson, 2012). According to Llenas (2012), the “Latino
graduation rates are particularly significant because Latino students represent an
estimated 20% of high school and elementary students across the country, and, as a fast
growing demographic, are predicted to represent 30% of the nation by 2050 at 132
million students” (p. 1). Swanson (2012) concurs: “It’s no exaggeration to say that the
educational and economic future of the nation will hinge on our ability to better serve the
nation’s large and growing Latino population, which faces unique challenges when it

comes to success in high school and the transition to college and career.”

Critical Race Theory as the Epistemological Frame for this Study
Critical race theory emerged in the 1970s as an “offshoot of critical legal studies”
(Price, 2010, p. 150). Many critical legal practitioners realized that the political process
reproduces socioeconomic privilege by upholding the law, in essence reinforcing White
supremacy. In addition, scholars, lawyers, and activists questioned the lack of momentum

and advances that had been gained during the civil rights era of the 1960s. Not only had



24
the momentum stalled, but some felt it was going backward (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001).
As a result, activist across the United States came together to study the relationship of
race, racism, and power (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). Price (2010) describes the
“immediate project of Critical Race Theorist was to question the outcomes of the Civil
Rights era, legislation, as well as the underlying approach to understanding and thus
redressing the racialized injustice in the United States” (p. 150).

Critical race theory is often used in education to examine the inequalities between
marginalized and oppressed groups. “Critical race theorists in education examine the
profound contradiction that exists between the promise of schooling as the great equalizer
and the concrete reality of educational inequality” (Zamudio et al., 2011, p. 16). The
disproportionate amount of student discipline between minorities and White students is
alarming. Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) agree that class and gender alone do not
account for the “high rates of school dropout, suspensions, expulsion, and failure among
African-American and Latino males” (p. 51). According to Skiba et al. (2011), “For over
25 years . . . students of color have been found to be suspended at rates two to three times
that of other students, and similarly, overrepresented in office referrals, corporal
punishment, and school expulsion” (p. 86). In addition, “students from African American
and Latino families are more likely than their White peers to receive expulsion, or out of
school suspension as consequences for the same or similar problem behavior” (Skiba et
al., 2011, p. 85). Furthermore, Balfanz, Byrnes, and Fox (2013) found that being
suspended just one time in ninth grade increases the probability of the student dropping

out by 32% (p. 6).
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A report from the Minnesota Department of Education describes “dropping out of
school as a process of disengagement” (Anfinson, Autumn, Lehr, Riestenberg, & Scullin,
2010, p. 1). The report argues that suspension and expulsion increases the probability of
misbehavior, while decreasing academic engagement. Thus, suspensions and expulsions,
as an intervention, have the “opposite educational outcome than that intended by school
administrators and teachers” (p. 2). Skiba et al. (2011) summarize:

The racial and ethnic disparities in education ranging from the achievement gap

(Ladson-Billings, 2006) to disproportionality in suspensions and expulsions to the

dropout and graduation rates (Wald & Losen, 2007) have led some to question the

extent to which the promises of Brown have been fulfilled (Blanchett, Mumford,
& Beachum, 2005). (p. 86)

Critical race theory attempts not only to understand our “social situation, but to
change it. It sets out not only to ascertain how society organizes itself along racial lines
and hierarchies but to transform it for the better” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001, p. 3).
W.E.B. Du Bois and Carter G. Woodson used “race as a theoretical lens for assessing
social inequality in education” (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995, p. 30). Critical race
theorists believe that “racial inequalities determine the educational experience of minority
children and youth” (Zamudio et al., 2011, p. 16). Brayboy, Jones, Castagno, and
Maughan (2007, as cited in Zamudio et al., 2011) argue that these “experiences translate
into poorer schools, deficient teaching, lower achievement, and inadequate preparation
for meaningful economic engagement” (p. 16).

Critical race theorists utilize narratives and stories in order to gain a better
understanding of how the American society views race and to allow the minority groups
to share their perspective. It is hoped that a heightened awareness and the reality that

racism still exists will be gained from the stories that are told. Furthermore, “stories serve
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a powerful psychic function for monitory communities. Many victims of racial
discrimination suffer in silence” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001, p. 43). Stories give these
minorities a voice and knowledge that they do not have to cope with this alone. From a
social justice or critical race theory standpoint, their perception and experiences are their
reality. Their lens is a significant experience, which needed to be explored.

Critical race theory presents a strong lens to analyze qualitative findings (Catlin,
2008). By utilizing a critical race theory lens in combination with a qualitative study, |
underscore not only the importance of race, but also the validity of conducting research
within a social justice framework. Specifically, grounding the research in critical race
theory’s social view supports the choice of transcendental phenomenology as the research

design and epistemological positioning of the researcher in this study.

Detracting Factors

Socioeconomic

It has well been established that poverty is clearly linked to academic
performance. The strongest factor which influences those who choose to drop out seems
to be that of the socioeconomic status and structure of the family. Russell Rumberger
concurs, “Research has consistently found that socioeconomic status, most commonly
measured by parental education and income, is a powerful predictor of school
achievement and dropout behavior” (as cited in Orfield, 2004, p. 138). School reformers
have recognized the connection and have poured funds into serving the “at risk” student
in an attempt to close the achievement gap and to increase graduation rates.

Thirty percent of Latino children live in poverty stricken environments (Krogstad,

2014, 15) and attend financially challenged school districts (Rumberger, 2013). “Schools
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reflect their neighborhoods and are often economically segregated, exacerbating the
problem of inequality” (Neuman, 2013, p. 22). Schools in poor areas often struggle with
high turnover for teachers and administrators, resources for texts and supplies, high
discipline referrals, minimal parental involvement, and lack of quality curriculum
(Neuman, 2013; Reardon, 2013).

Mishel and Roy (2007) found that the dropout crisis is concentrated in
approximately 20% of high schools. In their examination of graduation rates by
socioeconomic status, the upper three fifths of the economic ladder have a graduation rate
of 97%, a dropout rate of only 3%. They noted that this graduation rate included students
who returned to obtain a Graduate Educational Development (GED) credential. In
contrast, 27% of the bottom fifth did not complete high school. The dropout crisis “is
primarily a crisis of youths at the bottom of the socioeconomic scale, regardless of race
(although race, which plays a far too important role in our society, is clearly the strongest
factor in relegating students to the bottom fifth)” (Mishel & Roy, 2007, p. 21). Mishel
and Roy argue that the only way to overcome this crisis is to fight poverty by creating
better employment opportunities, wages, and early childhood programs. The disparities in
educational attainment between the affluent and the poor are significant, especially by
income and race even when they begin kindergarten (Mishel & Roy, 2007; Neuman,
2013; Reardon, 2013).

Reports indicate that there is a substantial correlation between living in poverty
and high school non-completion (Gandara & Contreras, 2009; Laird et al., 2007;

Milliken, 2007; Rodriguez, 2010; Wehlage, 1991). Students who live in poverty are
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disadvantaged both in the academic setting and in life (Mishel & Roy, 2007; Neuman,
2013; Reardon, 2013) “even when the economy is stable” (Juenke, n.d., p. 3).

High school dropouts are four times more likely to be on welfare than individuals
who complete high school (Fashola, 1997; Millikin, 2007; Rumberger & Lim, 2008).
Children who are born into poor families and/or to parents who did not graduate from
high school have a higher chance of not graduating themselves. Thus, such children can
become victims of a vicious cycle, which gets harder to break as it continues through
generations.

Family Structure/Background

Family structure has also been shown to have a correlation with high school
completion (Gandara & Contreras, 2009; Lutz, 2007; Rumberger & Lim, 2008). Children
who come from single parent families tend to have a higher mobility rate and lower
academic achievement (Lutz, 2007). Furthermore, many of these families live in poverty
and tend to live paycheck to paycheck (Gandara & Contreras, 2009; Lutz, 2007;
Rumberger & Lim, 2008).

Single parent families often rely on their oldest children to work in order to assist
in paying the monthly bills. Many of the older siblings are left no choice but to drop out
in order to support their family, either by working or staying home to care for younger
siblings while their parent is at work (Dunham & Wilson, 2007; Gandara & Contreras,
2009; Lutz, 2007; Rumberger & Lim, 2008).

Single parent families that are trying desperately to survive do not necessarily
hold their children’s education as a priority. Many find their priority is to provide food,

clothing, and a home. Needless to say, parental involvement in school, or parent teacher
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conferences, is the least of their worries. Many families are trying to figure out where
they might sleep at night or where to go to find a meal for their children. Studies show
that students who have parents who are “not involved” in their child’s education tend to
struggle academically and are more likely to not complete school (Behnke, Gonzales, &
Cox, 2010; Orfield, 2006). Many single parents simply do not have the time or financial
resources to establish involvement with their children’s education while struggling to
meet the family’s basic needs (Gandara & Contreras, 2009; Lutz, 2007; Rumberger &
Lim, 2008).

Many of these challenges often lead to delinquent tendencies. Many students who
are delinquent and find themselves involved in the court system come from unstructured,
single parent families that lack resources, structure, and boundaries (Gandara &
Contreras, 2009; Lutz, 2007; Orfield, 2006; Rumberger & Lim, 2008). Recently, a
probation officer who services the school district selected as the site for this study
disclosed that of the 25 students on his caseload, only one came from a two-parent
household. This demonstrates how intertwined the detracting factors are when looking at
students who have dropped out of school. Furthermore, students who come from single
parent, low socioeconomic households tend to live in high crime, high poverty
neighborhoods, and thus are surrounded by dysfunction and are often on survival mode
(Aud et al., 2012; Gandera & Contreras, 2009; Orfield et al., 2004). Many students that |
have worked with in the past disclosed that they liked to be “locked up.” They explained
that it was structured; they could sleep peacefully; their basic needs were met; and there

were no surprises.
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Behavioral Related Factors

Although I will not go into great detail regarding behavioral issues related to
dropping out, it should be noted that students who have behavioral issues tend to become
disengaged and dropout of high school (Henry et al., 2012; Losen, 2011; Rumberger,
2013; Rumberger & Lim, 2008). One can argue that students with behavioral issues tend
to act out due to feelings and perceptions of not getting the support and encouragement
needed to be successful in school. The perception of being “pushed out” exacerbates the
feelings of mistrust and hopelessness and leads to students becoming disengaged
(Gandera & Contreras, 2009; Henry et al., 2012; Losen, 2011; Orfield, 2006; Rumberger,
2013; Rumberger & Lim, 2008).

Lack of engagement can lead to behavioral problems. The literature provides, as
an explanation contributing to the high school dropout rate, alienation or
disconnectedness.

The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching and the National

Association of Secondary School Principals, in their report, “Breaking Ranks:

Changing an American Institution” suggests that student alienation stems from

problems in the schools, including a lack of personalized programs, ever larger

schools, over structuring of the classroom seating arrangement, and overuse of the

lecture format and student anonymity. (Maeroff, 1996b, p. 8)

Feelings of alienation often lead to behavioral issues and consequences such as
suspensions (Amurao, n.d.). Furthermore, students who feel alienated from society and
do not feel a sense of belonging are more likely to drop out of school (Barrera, 2007;
Crockett, Randall, Shen, Russell, & Driscoll, 2005). Amurao (n.d.) argues that students
who are “forced out of school for disruptive behavior” (p. 1) are sent back to their home

environment, which is often negative. They become “stigmatized and fall behind in their

studies; many dropout and commit crimes in their communities” (p. 1).
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“Dropping out of school is described as a process of disengagement” (Anfinson et
al., 2010, p. 1). Research indicates that suspensions and expulsions begin the process that
leads to high school dropout (Bahena, Cooc, Currie-Rubin, Kuttner, & Ng, 2012;
DeRidder, 1991; Skiba et al., 2011) and increased chance of involvement in the juvenile
justice system (Balfanz et al., 2013; Townsend, 2000; Wald & Losen, 2007). Many refer
to this process as the “School to Prison Pipeline.” Fernandez (2014) explains:

Excessive use of school discipline can increase students’ negative feelings about

and alienation from school; suspicions of mainstream authority; negative

academic identity; and feelings of disenfranchisement. Exclusion from the
classroom also diminishes learning opportunities and exposure to instructional
time, which leads to poor academic performance, dropout, and potential

involvement in the school-to-prison pipeline. (p. 2)

The number of suspensions and expulsions given to minority students reinforces
their feelings of alienation and being “pushed out” of schools. “African-American
students, overall, are now nearly three times as likely to be suspended, and Latino
students are nearly one-and-a half times as likely to be suspended as their white peers”
(National Association for the Advancement of Colored People [NAACP], 2013). Studies
show that minority students receive harsher punishments for the same behaviors
exhibited by white students (Losen, 2011; NAACP, 2013). The racial disparities in
discipline have received increased attention over the past few years. In 2010 the topic of
disproportionality and disparities in discipline was addressed at a conference of civil
rights lawyers in Washington, D.C. At this conference, U.S. Attorney General Eric
Holder and Secretary of Education Arne Duncan both “affirmed their departments
commitment to ending such disparities.” (Losen, 2011, p. 1). These disparities not only

lead to feelings of being “pushed out” but also feelings of discrimination (Losen, 2011,

Losen & Martinez, 2013; Skiba et al., 2011; VVaggins, 2014).
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Discrimination

Many students feel that they are discriminated against or treated differently
because of their race. Their perception is reality (Glasser, 1965, 1998, 2010). Delgado
and Stefancic (2001) argue that racism is normal, ordinary, and not aberrant in American
society. We live in a society where color-blindness is acceptable. We live in a society in
which people believe that discrimination no longer exists, where race is irrelevant, when
in actuality, it continues to be embedded in the everyday life of a person with non-white
skin color. Parker, Deyhle, Villenas, and Crossland (1998) explain that color-blindness is
a term, which allows people to disregard the racial construction of whiteness, while
promoting White privilege. Whiteness remains the norm, the dominant culture. As a
result, color-blindness creates disregard for institutional and societal structures that
promotes discrimination (Losen, 2011; Marx, 2008; Parker et al., 1998; Zamudio et al.,
2011).

Marx (2008) conducted a study in a secondary school of 26 staff members and
800 students regarding their impressions of Latino students. Marx found that Latino
students were not as content with their school experience in comparison to the White
students. Twenty-four percent of the Latino students commented on inequality, or being
treated differently based on their race. Furthermore, White teachers indicated that they
were contributing to their students feeling of alienation or “disenfranchisement by
insisting that Latino student home cultures do not matter, by rejecting Spanish in their
classrooms and by believing in the importance of assimilation” (Marx, 2008, p. 82).
“Colorblindness and resentment of Latino students characterized their responses,” (p. 83)

revealing that it was the student’s responsibility to adapt to the school and assimilate into
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the White culture, abandoning the Latino culture and traditions. Teachers’ responses
indicated that they desired for the Latino students to assimilate into the Whiteness of the
school so “their presence as a culture would not be noticeable” (p. 83).

Marx (2008) found that teachers and administrators who embrace colorblindness
by denying students to take pride in their culture and language and by forcing them to
assimilate have a negative impact on the students’ education and may act as a barrier to
high school completion. Marx argues that by “purposely avoiding its racial issues it IS
undoubtedly exacerbating them” (p. 85).

The feelings of discrimination are not only a perception of many youth, but are
validated by data. In the report, Discipline Policies, Successful Schools, and Racial
Justice (Losen, 2011), the U.S. Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights found
racial disparities in regards to suspensions and expulsions. In instances requiring a
judgment call by teachers or administrators’ minority students are disproportionally
disciplined compared to their White peers. As a result, the report concluded that
discipline that is “racially neutral on its face but has discriminatory effect may be found
unlawful” (Losen, 2011, p. 13).

Organizational, Structural, and Institutional Factors

Research on the dropout epidemic has not solely been limited to factors external
to the educational setting. Institutional practices, school structure, and school
organization in relation to dropping out have also been studied.

Lee and Burnham (2003) explored how high school structure and organization

may influence students’ decisions to stay in school or to drop out. In a

quantitative study of 3,840 students in grades 10-12 in areas in the United States,

the authors found that explanations of dropouts that rely solely on students’ social
background and school behaviors are incomplete—schools can exert important
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organization effects on students’ decisions to dropout or staying in school. (Blue
& Cook, 2004, p. 7)

For example, small school size seems to positively affect the chances of students to stay
in school (Gandara, 2010; Lee & Burkam, 2003; Rumberger & Palardy, 2005;
Rumberger & Thomas, 2000). Small school size and small classroom size are likely to
result in a positive student-teacher relationship, which is easily established with a smaller
number of students within each classroom (Maeroff, 1996b; Marx, 2008).

In addition, changing classrooms, which is typical of a high school setting, does
not bode well for students’ ability to build positive and meaningful relationships with
staff. Changing classes frequently, or every hour, does not give the student “ample
opportunity to develop the kinds of interpersonal relationships that allows for feelings of
support and the confidence to approach teachers with their problems” (Behnke et al.,
2010, p. 399).

Some organizational policies and procedures can create barriers limiting students’
success and increase feelings of being “pushed out.” The American Liberties of Civil
Rights Union explains “the ‘school-to-prison pipeline’ refers to the policies and practices
that push our nation’s schoolchildren, especially our most at-risk children, out of
classes....” (“What Is the School-to-Prison Pipeline?” n.d.). Furthermore, the ACLU
argues that lack of resources, lack of qualified teachers, over-crowded classrooms, and
insufficient funding encourage dropping out of school.

Many minority students argue that they experience a high rate of institutional
barriers, such as discrimination, low access to resources, feeling unwelcomed, lack of

encouragement, a demand to assimilate quickly, being forced to abandon their culture and
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not being understood by teachers (Carrillo, 2009; Conchas, Oseguera, & Vigil, 2012;
Croninger & Lee, 2001; Martinez et al., 2004; Velez & Saenz, 2001).

In his article, “The Cost of Success: Mexican American ldentity Performance
within a Culturally Coded Classroom and Education Achievement,” Carrillo (2009)
argues that the cost of success for Latinos “directly result[s] from the structure of the
United States public education system, which holds white, middle-class identity
performance as the standard” (p. 643). The structure and pressure to assimilate in order to
be successful “frequently result in psychological, sociological, and economic costs to
many Mexican Americans” (p. 643). “The constant identity performance takes work
which white students need not perform, and Latinos suffer as a result” (p. 642).

“Margaret Montoya asserts cultural assimilation requires Latinos to hide their true
cultural selves behind constructed public personas” (Carrillo, 2009, p. 666) in order to be
accepted as capable. Latinos who desire an education often have to make sacrifices White
children do not have to make. They are put in situations where they must choose between
their culture and that of the dominant White culture in order to succeed. For example,
they have to respond to comments from White peers such as, “You don’t act Mexican,”
“I didn’t mean you when I was talking about the stupid wetbacks—you’re different,” or
comments from Latino friends and family such as “You’re trying to be White,” “You’re a
sell-out,” or “You think you’re better than us.” Although a Latino might think they know
who they are and who they want to be, comments such as these make them question if the
sacrifices they are making are worth it. I know I certainly did when the above statements

were made to me during my years in high school and even Hope College. It causes one to
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question if he should challenge the ignorance and risk the chance of alienation. Carrillo
(2009) explains:

Constant identity performance [acting white], including strategic behavior, may

cause Latinos to have internal doubts about what they have sacrificed for

academic success. In this sense, concerns about ethnic identity and personal
authenticity are a cost of educational success as a Latino. This is especially
relevant given the necessity of Latinos to perform identity in the classroom.

Performing identity may cause a Latino student to ask, “Who am I really?”

(p. 667)

Latino students striving for the “American Dream” can find themselves feeling
isolated, confused, or even alienated by peers and family members. For many navigating
the education system, including but not limited to, learning White middle-class classroom
codes, the decision between assimilation versus acculturation, language barriers, and the
stress of identity performance can be overwhelming and simply do not outweigh the
risks. They are left wondering what life would be like without having to succumb to the
pressures of being not only successful but the added stress of being a successful Latino in
the dominant White society. They contemplate the benefits and costs not knowing the full
significance it will have socially, emotionally, and psychological in their future.

These institutional barriers can quickly spiral into lack of trust, alienation,
delinquency issues, behavioral issues, and overall lack of school engagement. “Invisible
by most school officials, social estrangement of adolescents and lack of trust and
confidence in significant others and in key school agents result in a lack of help-seeking
initiative and overall resignation to unsponsored self-reliance” (Martinez et al., 2004,

p. 146). These factors highly contribute to a student’s decision to drop out (Carrillo,

2009; Croninger & Lee, 2001; Martinez et al., 2004; Velez & Saenz, 2001).
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Contributing Factors
Social Capital

The high Latino dropout crisis is not a matter of immigration but more a matter of
social capital (Gandara & Contreras, 2009). In their study, Croninger and Lee (2001)
describe social capital as student’s belief about how much their teacher supports their
efforts to succeed in school and teacher reports of whether students receive guidance
from them. They found that “teacher based forms of social capital” (p. 548) are important
for students. These teacher-based forms of social capital reduced the probability of
dropping out by nearly 50% regardless of low socioeconomic status. Kafele (2013)
concurs that it is essential to believe in your students in order to close the achievement
gap and promote high school graduation.

In another study, Velez and Saenz (2001) described social capital as “the degree
and quality of middle-class forms of social support present in a young person’s
interpersonal network™ (p. 455). Social capital can also be described as a person’s
advantages or disadvantages through experiences and situations. The more families are
able to provide experiences, the more it shapes the kind of capital the students obtain.

Gandara and Contreras (2009) found a strong correlation between the parents’
level of education and the likelihood of student completion of high school. Parents with a
high degree of social capital, such as a middle class parent, with middle class values, and
a high level of education, are more likely to be able to provide resources and a variety of
life experiences for their child, hence the higher the likelihood of the child completing
high school. These parents not only are able to provide resources, but also are involved in

their child’s education. Parental “involvement may be the most important factor
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predicting academic achievement among Latino youth (Alfaro et al., 2006; Gonzalez-
DeHass et al., 2005; Zuniga, 2004)” (as cited in Behnke et al., 2010, p. 398).

In a study conducted by Ruben Rumbaut of over 2,400 eighth and ninth grade
immigrants, he found that immigrant students that were in the process of learning English
outperformed the native-born students who had greater English skills (Gandara &
Contreras, 2009, p. 2). In his study, Rumbaut concluded that assimilation or acculturation
might be “counterproductive for educational achievement” (Gandara & Contreras, 2009,
p. 3). Many coin this as “immigrant optimism.” Immigrants who are self-aware, confident
in their identity, seem to outperform native-born students.

Social Bond Theory/Student Connectedness

Students who feel connected to school often have better grades (Blue & Cook,
2004; Johnson & Perkins, 2009; Marx, 2008). Several factors contribute to school
connectedness, including being on a sports team, participating in clubs, having a positive
relationship with a teacher, and having a positive relationship with peers (Behnke et al.,
2010; Kafele, 2013).

Lee and Burkam (2003) concur, that students who feel that they have a positive
relationship with their teachers are less likely to drop out of school. In a study conducted
by Worrell and Hale (2001), students who had hope for the future rated perceived school
climate more positively than dropouts. Furthermore, “hope in the future significantly
predicted dropout versus graduate status for participants” in the study (Blue & Cook,
2004, p. 8). Students who have nurturing, caring and positive adults that believe in them
are more likely to succeed and graduate from high school. Schools that provide a caring

and nurturing school climate that “affirms culturally relevant, caring pedagogy can result



39
in student academic success” (Blue & Cook, 2004, p. 8). Reyes, Scribner, and Paredes-
Scribner (1999, as cited in Blue & Cook, 2004) “found that collaborative governance and
leadership, including clear vision shared by the school community, collaborative
dedicated administrators, and humanistic leadership philosophies were among the
attributes of schools that were successful in educating Latino students to high levels of
achievement” (p. 8).

Other research conducted with high-risk students found that lack of school
engagement is a major contributing factor to dropping out. It was also found to be a
leading factor in delinquent behaviors (Johnson & Perkins, 2009). “Research indicated
that students who had higher confidence levels generally had higher grades in schools
and were more likely to be engaged in various school activities and organizations”
(Johnson & Perkins, 2009, p. 128), or have a positive relationship with a trusting adult
(Kafele, 2013).

Research suggests that there is a relationship between school bonding and
academic performance (Barrera, 2007). If students feel a sense of belonging they are

more apt to stay engaged, thus stay in school.

Summary
There is an extensive amount of research that focuses on the Latino dropout rate
throughout the United States. Interestingly enough, regardless of where the studies were
conducted, many had similar results. For example, studies that were conducted in New
York, California, Texas, and Illinois have comparable outcomes. As mentioned
previously, the studies mainly focused on the dropouts themselves, the contributing

factors, and provided recommendations. Many of the studies conducted indicated that
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school organization, culturally relevant teaching practices, and caring school climate
were factors that contributed to the success of Latino students. Researchers note
social/economic background, life circumstances, school behaviors, and feelings of

alienation as contributing factors leading to dropping out of high school.



CHAPTER 111

METHODOLOGY

Introduction

The purpose of this study was to investigate the phenomenon of Latino students
who have overcome obstacles and have beaten the odds by completing high school. | was
interested in gaining a rich understanding of the social, emotional, academic, and
personal lives of Latinos who have succeeded. The overarching research question that
guided this study is how do Latino students who share many of the factors and
characteristics associated with dropping out of high school manage to persist through
high school completion? Particularly, how do these students describe their high school
experiences? What are some positives and challenges of their years in high school? How
do they connect their experiences in and out of school and interpret the impact of those
experiences on their persistence in school? Finally, how do they connect their school
experience with where they want to be in the future?

This chapter will outline the study, including a description of context, setting,
sampling, epistemological frame used to guide the study, data collection procedures,
process for data analysis, ethical considerations and trustworthiness, and, finally,
limitations and delimitations of the study. This chapter also provides an in-depth look

into the demographics for the study.

41
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The Research Design

A qualitative research design was utilized in order to gain a better understanding
of the issues at hand. Creswell (2008) describes qualitative research in “which the
researcher relies on the view of the participants; asks broad, general questions; describes
and analyzes these words; and conducts the inquiry in a subjective manner” (p. 46).
Qualitative studies are often used to explore, investigate, and examine patterns of
meaning based on the participant’s own words (Creswell, 2008).

Qualitative methods are superior to other research methods for achieving “in-
depth understanding of a complex process or phenomena” (Conklin, 2007). The
qualitative researcher is attempting, searching to understand ways in which the
participants make meaning of their experiences. In doing so, researchers attempt to avoid
the development of assumption or hypothesis, prior to collecting data (Dobrovolny &
Fuentes, 2008).

In this case, | inquired into the meaning that Latino students ascribe to what is
happening related to their success. | used a qualitative approach that emerged and collects
data in the natural setting of the school. The data analysis included an emergent intuitive
process to establish patterns and themes. A final report represents the voices of the Latino

students along with their personal interpretation of success in school.

The Research Method
The research method used for this study is a phenomenological approach. “A
phenomenological study describes the meaning for several individuals of their lived
experienced of a concept or a phenomenon” (Creswell, 2007, p. 57). After eliciting each

participant’s personal story and interpretation of their lived experiences with the
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phenomenon under study, the researcher extrapolates prominent themes that connect the
prominent elements participants reveal as they describe their experience. Each
participant’s description consists of what they experience, how they experienced it, and
the meaning derived from it. “The aim of the researcher is to describe as accurately as
possible the phenomenon, refraining from any pre-given framework, but remaining true
to the facts” (Groenewald, 2004, p. 5) by capturing each participant’s unique experience
and finding the connecting themes that link their experiences into a clearer understanding
of the phenomenon for the population studied.

Creswell (2007) describes two types of phenomenological studies: hermeneutic
and transcendental. For the purpose of this study, the transcendental approach will be
utilized. Transcendental phenomenological (also known as psychological
phenomenology) emphasizes the descriptions that the participant discloses. Additionally,
the transcendental approach guides the researcher to engage participants in the
interpretation of the meanings they derive from their own experience.

By employing the transcendental phenomenological approach, the study sought a
much richer, greater, and deeper understanding and insight as to the high school
completion for Latino students who have succeeded. With a fuller understanding of
Latino students’ successes, this study adds to an understanding of the persistently high
rate of non-completion (or drop out) for this population. These deeper understandings of
the high school experience for Latino students will assist the educational system to be
better equipped with the knowledge necessary to provide support and resources needed
for our Latino population who persist to graduation, to further their education, and

become a productive citizen.



44
Setting, Subjects, Access

The context of this study is a Michigan urban K-12 district with a significant and
growing Latino population. The reason | chose this setting is twofold. First, the trends of
City High School signify a growing population of Latinos and a slight decline in the
White population. Furthermore, the loss of Latino students from their freshman year to
senior year is alarming, in comparison to the White students. Table 1 shows the trends of
the district student population over an 11-year period. You will notice that the Latino
population may seem to be decreasing; however, due to being cited by the Michigan
Department of Education for disproportionality sanctions (for suspensions of Latino and
African-American students), the district chose to mask the effect of suspensions by re-
classifying students that were multi-racial (i.e., White and Hispanic) into a new category
called “Multi-racial.” This reclassification specifically occurred from 2009-2010, when
the district was first cited by the state.

One can see that City Public Schools has changed dramatically over the past nine
years. As a 1989 graduate of City High School, I can attest to these changes. | was one of
few minorities at City High in the 80s. My graduating class had 242 students of which 30
were Hispanic (13%). The most recent graduating classes from City High School have a
larger population of Hispanic students, in comparison to White students, than when |
attended. In the 10-year span illustrated in Table 1, the White student population dropped
from about 53% to 30%, while the Hispanic population increased from about 34% to
45%, while other racial groups changed only slightly. At the same time, the economically
disadvantaged population of this school district made a dramatic increase from an already

high 48% in 2003, to almost one third (65%) of the total student population in 2013.



Table 1

Key Demographics and Trends of City Public Schools

Comparison/Trends 2013 2012 2011 2010 2009 2008 2007 2006 2005 2004 2003
Enroliment by race/ethnic group
White (%) 39.10 51.00 40.70 41.30 4150 4390 43.70 45.70 48.10 52.10 52.60
Black (%) 770 6.03 708 7.04 643 633 634 559 546 550 540
Hispanic (%) 4480 36.10 4390 1750 2570 38.00 39.30 39.30 37.70 36.50 33.80
Asian/Pacific Islander (%) 290 310 391 38 432 449 447 482 498 550 550
American Indian/Alaska Native (%) 40 027 025 030 032 024 024 026 028 050 040
Multi-racial (%) 490 347 406 2980 2170 7.06 592 460 345 O 0
Economically disadvantaged (%) 64.70 6490 6480 64.60 63.10 54.10 53.30 50.30 4560 44.70 48.00
English language learners (%) 10.10 900 7.04 684 714 868 9.06 821 1090 24.00 20.50
Students with disabilities (%) 15.60 16.70 1590 16.90 16.30 16.40 16.40 16.20 15.10 1430 13.40

517
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The combined effect of these demographic changes in the racial and economic make-up
of City School District’s student population makes this district an opportune setting for
this study.

Specifically, the Hispanic (or Latino) students who participated in this study will
have come through the school system during a major period of demographic shift
comparable to the kinds of demographic shifts that urban school districts all over the U.S.
have experienced in the last decade. The students in the target population for this study
(students graduating between 2010 and 2014) have experienced being part of a significant
and growing non-White student population that identifies as Hispanic (or Latino) during a
time of significant demographic shift within the City Schools community including a
major increase in economically disadvantaged households (as illustrated in the dramatic
increase in percent of students identified as economically disadvantaged in Table 1).
Since this community still retains much of its heretofore White middle-class dominated
culture and self-image, the school district that serves this urban community in the later
stages of major demographic shift is an opportune environment from which to explore the
experiences of Hispanic or Latino students who persist to high school completion.

Examining the cohort data will give the reader a better understanding of the
changes and dynamics that are taking place within City High. Not only have the
demographics changed, but also the number of Hispanic students that do not continue to
graduate with their cohort is increasing unabated. Table 2 shows the attrition rates for the
population of the Latino students in comparison to the White population of City High

School over a four-year period.
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Table 2

City High School Demographics by Cohort Illustrating Comparative Attrition Rates

Hispanic White
Male/Female/Total Male/Female/Total
Class of 2010 Cohort 9" Grade Year 108/90/198 14/21/35
10" Grade Year 79/79/158 14/18/32
11" Grade Year 41/50/91 12/17/29
12" Grade Year 32/41/73 20/24/44

Class of 2011 Cohort

Class of 2012 Cohort

Class of 2013 Cohort

Class of 2014 Cohort

Total loss or gain
over 4 years

9" Grade Year

10" Grade Year
11" Grade Year
12" Grade Year

Total loss or gain
over 4 years

9" Grade Year

10" Grade Year
11" Grade Year
12" Grade Year

Total loss or gain
over 4 years

9" Grade Year

10" Grade Year
11" Grade Year
12" Grade Year

Total loss or gain
over 4 years

9" Grade Year

10" Grade Year
11" Grade Year
12" Grade Year

Total loss or gain
over 4 years

-123 students (-62%)

117/96/213
61/55/116
34/33/67
37/41/78
-135 students (-63%)

104/97/201
47/48/95
34/36/70
42/44/86

-115 students (-57%)

81/82/163
50/52/102
55/45/100
45/47/92

-71 students (-56%)

87/83/170
62/69/131
58/61/119
56/57/113

-57 students (-66%)

+9 students (+27%)

64/60/124
58/62/120
60/64/124
64/70/134

+10 students (+8%)

60/58/115
55/57/112
54/55/109
61/63/124

+9 students (+8%)

62/55/117
56/56/112
68/57/125
68/57/125

+8 students (+9%)

74/77/151
64/74/138
60/70/130
56/67/123

-28 students (-19%)
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Table 2 demonstrates that of the graduating classes from 2010 to 2014
approximately 60% of Latino students that began their 9" grade year at City High School
did not graduate with their cohort. These data demonstrate a significant loss in the Latino
population in the traditional comprehensive high school setting. Table 2 shows between
35-38% of Latinos begin their oth grade year at City High School and continue on track to
graduate four years later. However, it should be noted that an alternative high school was
opened in the Fall of 2009. Table 3 shows the demographic of City Alternative High
School from 2009-2014.

In the first year of operation, of the 186 students that were enrolled, 133 (71%)
were Latino and 24 (13%) were White. By the fifth year of operation of the 148 students
enrolled, 85 (58%) were Hispanic compared to only 33 (22%) White students. It is
difficult to decipher in which cohort the students originally belong, as the City
Alternative High School re-classifies its students based on course credits. The school
offers an 18.5 credit diploma in comparison to the high school with a 28-credit diploma.
All students that attended City Alternative High School were significantly behind in
credits at City High School and had no means to recover enough credits to enable them to
graduate with their cohort. All of these students were not on target to graduate with their
cohort; therefore, these students would have been considered a “drop out” through the

state.



Table 3

City Alternative High School Demographics

Race by ethnic group School Year School Year School Year School Year School Year
2009-2010 2010-2011 2011-2012 2012-2013 2013-2014
White (%) 13 15 24 26 22
Black (%) 12 14 12 13 11
Hispanic (%) 71 60 59 53 58
Asian/Pacific Islander (%) 3 4 2 1 1
American Indian/Alaska Native (%) 0 0 0 0 1
Multi-racial (%) 2 7 4 5 6
Unidentified 8 0 N/A N/A N/A

6y
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The second reason | chose City High School was due the accessibility,
convenience, and depth of knowing the community and programs within the school. The
study drew from Latino students that have graduated from the comprehensive City High

School with their cohort within the 2010-2014 school years.

Sampling

Several types of sampling strategies were utilized based on the work of Creswell
(2008) and Marshall and Rossman (2006). The first sampling strategy was purposeful
sampling in which researchers “intentionally select individuals and sites to learn or
understand the central phenomenon” (Creswell, 2007, p. 214). Purposeful sampling is
often used in phenomenological studies (Creswell, 2007), hence fits nicely with this
research project.

Purposeful sampling allowed me to apply my findings to similar population and to
replicate my study in other districts. Purposeful sampling is considered by Welman and
Kruger (1999, as cited in Groenewald, 2004) ““as the most important kind of non-
probability sampling to identify the primary participants” (p. 8). I looked for participants
that had a “similar experience relating to the phenomenon to be researched” (Kruger,
1988, as cited in Groenwald, 2004, p. 9), in this case, Latino graduates from City High
School.

Moreover, since this is a phenomenological study, all participants must have
undergone the same experience; therefore, criterion sampling was also used. Criterion
sampling works well when all the participants being studied have all experienced the

same phenomenon (Creswell, 2007). According to Miles and Huberman (1994) criterion
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sampling is “useful for quality assurance and includes all cases that meet some criterion”
(p. 28).

For a phenomenological study, Creswell (2007) recommends 3 to 10 participants
but no more than 25. Morse (2000) suggests at least 6, and Englander (2012)
recommends at least 3, however, clarifies that some studies may require 5 to 20. Of
utmost importance was sampling until a point of saturation was reached (Creswell, 2007;
Englander, 2012; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Morse 2000; Saldana, 2009) and no new themes

emerge. For this study, it was essential that participants had a shared experience.

Participant Recruitment and Selection

Participant recruitment began by obtaining a listing of Latino students that
successfully completed City High School between the years 2010-2014. The original
listing contains 458 potential participants. After verifying the subjects on the listing fit
the parameters for this study, I utilized purposeful sampling techniques (Patton, 2002) for
the identification of possible respondents for this study. Potential study participants met
the following criteria: (a) must identify as Hispanic or Latino, (b) must have qualified for
free and reduced lunch at some point during their high school years, and (c) must have
completed a successful/positive graduation audit and graduated with their cohort between
the years of 2010-2014.

Alphabetical lists of each graduating class fitting the parameters of the study were
numbered beginning with number 1 progressing consecutively until all students meeting
the criteria were numbered. An online number generator was utilized to randomly select
40 possible recruits for the study. As a school administrator in the City School District, |

received permission from the superintendent to send a direct mailing to possible study
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participants. A recruitment letter was mailed to each of the 40 recruits in the potential
pool through his or her last known home address.

A follow-up phone call was made within three to five days of the letter being sent
to verify the letter was received and their decision to participate. All participants that
agreed were emailed a copy of the study consent form, demographic survey, and the
interview protocol, and arrangements were made to meet within a month at an agreed-
upon location and time. | offered participants who were interested, but had questions, to
meet with them to provide a full description of the study and review the consent form. |
also employed a snowball approach encouraging qualified potential participants to
forward my recruitment email to other Hispanic/Latino students from their graduating
cohort. | continued this process until I identified 10 individuals who met the study
participant criteria and were willing to complete the consent process. See Appendix E for
copies of the approval letter from the superintendent for recruiting study participants
through school district student address records, the recruitment letter (Appendix A),
demographic survey (Appendix D), and the consent forms (Appendix B). All
communications were provided in both English and Spanish to better accommodate the
pool of potential study participants.

As each consent form was secured from each potential participant, interviews
were scheduled. Two participants who originally agreed to participate did not return the
form, nor did they return my follow-up phone call or emails. Of the remaining 28 letters
that were sent, two were returned, four numbers were incorrect, and messages were left
with the remaining 22. In addition, two participants returned my call, but were in college

out of state and could not participate. Two additional participants who did not receive a
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letter contacted me through a participant who had received a letter. | verified the two
potential participants based on listing | had received from City High and they did qualify
for the study, but had not been randomly chosen to participate. These two participants
made the 10 needed for the study.

In the case that | determined that | needed more participants to achieve saturation
or in the case a participant in the first pool dropped out, | prepared a second mailing. This
mailing was not needed, therefore was not sent out. Participants were given the option, if
they so desired, to meet at a location that is considered a safe haven for this population
(e.g., the local Latin American United for Progress, or L.A.U.P.) conference room or in a
conference room at City High School. Both settings allowed for privacy and respected
confidentiality. All 10 participants chose to meet at City High. Most had not been in City
High since the re-construction of the new high school and were eager to return to their
alma mater.

Consent forms were provided at the interview site in the case that participants had
not already signed and returned them to me or in case they had forgotten to bring the
form with them to the interview. In all cases, potential participants were given a copy of
the consent form for their review prior to scheduling the interview meeting. The consent
form was provided in both Spanish and English. The consent form explained the purpose
of the study, the data collection and analysis process, and storage methods that were used.
The following was clearly articulated:

« Interviews may take approximately 60-90 minutes each;

« A second interview may be needed to gain more information;



54

«  Numbers will be used to respect their identity, the information provided, and
to ensure they are protected;

« Each interview will be audio recorded and transcribed;

« Once transcribed, the recordings will be deleted,

« A hard copy of the transcript will be provided to each participant after each
interview to ensure accuracy. Participants will be able to make any changes, if
needed,

« Transcripts will be secured in a locked file cabinet at the home of the
researcher until the conclusion of the process, in which they will be moved to
a secure location at Western Michigan University;

« Participants have the right to withdraw from the study at any time with no
penalty;

«  The study will be shared with my dissertation committee;

« The dissertation that results from this work will be published and a hard copy
will be housed in the library of College of Education and Human
Development at Western Michigan University;

« My chair’s personal contact information was provided in the case they should

have any questions.

HSIRB Approval
Prior to selecting participants, the process to seek and obtain approval from
Western Michigan University’s Human Subjects Institutional Review Board (HSIRB)
was followed. The process included providing a description of the study, providing a

sample of an informed consent form, and having the project reviewed (Creswell, 2008).
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Written consent from each student was obtained before they participated in the study. In
order to protect participant’s identity, each was given a number. | clearly communicated
to each student that he/she may withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. |
explained the data collection and storage process, and where the information would be
secured, including the length of time. Participants were informed of the benefits and
possible risks of their participation. The research did not proceed until permission from

the HSIRB was granted. See Appendix H for copy of approval.

Data Collection Methods

The data were collected through an in-depth, personal interview and a
demographic survey. | created a safe, non-judgmental, supportive environment so the
participants felt comfortable to speak freely. This is of utmost importance for it is crucial
to establish a supportive, nurturing environment that encourages the expressions of
different perceptions, viewpoints, and opinions.

The interviews took place at City High based on each individual participant’s
request. Prior to the interviews, participants were emailed a copy of the interview
protocol, interview questions, participant survey, and a consent form, which was
reviewed and signed by the participant. Each session was audio taped, transcribed, and
reviewed by the participant to ensure accuracy. Recording the interviews allowed me to
provide undivided attention to the participant and focus on what was being said. Once
transcribed, the audiotapes were destroyed as a further measure to ensure confidentiality
and to protect the participants. All materials were kept in a locked cabinet in my home
until the conclusion of the study, at which time they were transported to a secure location

at Western Michigan University for at a minimum of three years after the study.
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Interviews were conducted with each participant so that I, the researcher, could
identify trends, which were reviewed by careful analysis (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). |
utilized an open-ended, face-to-face, in-depth interview approach. As the facilitator, |
probed for more information, when needed (Patten, 2005). Participants were given a copy
of the protocol prior to the interviews. All interviews were recorded and transcribed.

Each interview was scheduled to last approximately 60-90 minutes in length. The
average interview took approximately 70 minutes. Throughout the interviews | asked
open-ended questions in order to allow the participant to voice thoughts, feelings, and
experiences without hesitation. Open-ended questioning also allowed for an open-ended
response, hence not leading the participant to answer the question in a certain way, or
leading the conversation in a certain direction. This type of questioning allowed the
participant to speak freely and openly. The intent of the interview was to capture the
participants’ stories as naturally as possible.
Validity and Reliability

Triangulation. The purpose of collecting data from multiple informants is a form
of triangulation. Data triangulation is used to contrast data and validate the data
(Groenewald, 2004, p. 11). In order to gain an in-depth understanding of the
phenomenon, researchers suggest using multiple methods of checking for understanding
(Creswell, 2008; Marshall & Rossman, 2011). Interviews, demographic surveys, field
notes, and maintaining a journal were utilized for triangulation. Data collection
interviews continued until the topic was saturated, when informants introduced have no

new data or perspectives on the topic, or no new themes emerge.
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Member checking. Following the interview, | solicited participant feedback on
the transcription of the interview through the process of member checking to ensure
completeness and accuracy in capturing a rendition of participants’ experiences.
“Member checking is a process in which the researcher asks one or more participants in
the study to check the accuracy of the account” (Creswell, 2008, p. 267). Each participant
was asked to review the aspects of the transcript of their own interview. Member
checking allowed the study participants to clarify, add, or expand upon their stories.

Bracketing. Prior to the interviews and upon completion of each interview, | used
a journal to write about my own reflections, thoughts, and personal feelings. This is
known as bracketing or epoche. This allowed me, as the investigator, to put aside my own
personal experiences and biases and to “gain clarity from [my] own pre-conceptions”
(Marshall & Rossman, 2006, p. 148).

Memoing. Additionally, | used a process of memoing to both track and bracket
my thoughts and to maintain a log trail of my data collection and analysis activities.
These memos allowed me to capture and examine my thinking as I proceeded through the
many steps of collecting and analyzing data, identifying where my thinking might either
align with (conform to) the data or diverge from it. When I identified divergence, |
bracketed those thoughts as my own and not as emerging from the data. Where | identify
convergence, | used those thoughts to further guide my distillation of the data into themes
and sub-themes that I could confirm in the data. This allowed me as the investigator to
put aside my own personal experiences and biases and to “gain clarity from [my] own
pre-conceptions (Marshall & Rossman, 2006, p. 148). According to Wall, Glenn,

Michinson, and Poole (2004, as cited in Wojnar & Swanson, 2007), “bracketing is an
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investigator’s attempt to achieve the state of transcendental subjectivity (neutrality) by
putting aside prior understanding or preconceptions about the phenomenon under
investigation” (p. 175). Journaling, using field notes, or a reflective diary will accomplish
bracketing. It was crucial that my personal experiences did not interfere, cloud, or lead
the interview in any way. | wanted each interview to be free flowing, comfortable,
honest, and without judgment; furthermore, the interpretation of the data from the
interviews was completed in a manner that conforms to the data and achieves the goal of
giving voice to those participants who provided the data.

Peer Audit

In developing my themes, | was fortunate to have a colleague who is also working
on her dissertation. We worked closely to review each other’s research, discuss our
findings, discuss themes, and ensure that | had labeled my themes accurately. In addition,
I have worked closely with my chair and my committee members. This additional support

and review of my work increases the validity and reliability of my research.

Data Analysis Process and Procedures
Phenomenological reduction in which the data are clustered around themes and
supporting sub-themes was utilized followed by “structural synthesis, which calls for the
exploration of “all possible meanings and divergent perspectives” (Creswell, 1998, as
cited in Marshall & Rossman, 2006, p. 148). A more in-depth description is described
later in this chapter.
As described in the Data Collection section, | invited each participant to review

the transcript and add to it if they felt they had more to say, to clarify or extend what they
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provided in the interview. Three of the participants returned the transcripts with no
changes. The others did not respond.

Before attempting data reduction through coding, | read each transcript multiple
times. Notes were taken carefully as | read each transcript. Significant statements were
highlighted, extrapolated, coded, and placed in an Excel spreadsheet or in vivo codebook.
The significant statements and quotations were then placed into clusters of similar
meaning. These clusters were then further reduced to categories, themes, and sub-themes.

An emergent intuitive analysis was utilized for this study. Coding categories were
developed that are closely aligned with the research questions. The data were analyzed
thoroughly. As Creswell (2007) suggests, interviews which are transcribed were reviewed
and significant statements and quotations, which provide understanding for how the
“participants experienced the phenomenon” (p. 61), were highlighted in order to develop
a list of significant statements, called in vivo (or open) codes. Key ideas and constructs
from the literature review and theoretical framework of Social Bonding was used to guide
the search for significant segments of meaning, but did not confine the search.

The significant statements and quotations were placed into clusters of similar
meaning. These clusters were then further reduced to prospective categories and
eventually to themes and supporting sub-themes where the data provided such. The
meaning segments clustered together to suggest and support the emergent categories of
meaning were reviewed and tested against other possible combinations of meaning units
or codes until achieving a final set of coding categories that conformed best to the data.
Once a best conforming set of coding categories was established, | assigned tentative

thematic titles to those categories using language that as closely as possible captures the
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essence of participants’ natural language. After tentatively naming the coding categories,
| analyzed the coding units within each category to look for a further clustering of codes
that could represent sub-themes of the overarching theme for that meaning group.
Significant statements that emerged as outliers during the data reduction process were
placed into a “holding” category to cross analyze with the emergent themes and sub-
themes analyzed in order to determine if other elements are relevant or if any other codes
should be created. A cross tabulation of themes was completed in order to establish the
strength of the categories and sub-themes across the data from all participants.

The emergent themes and their supporting information were further reduced into
thematic frames that provide the textural and structural descriptions, which explain the
“what” and the “how” of the experiences. A written description encompassing the
textural and structural descriptions was completed, hence the essence. The essence is the
end result of textural and structural descriptions.

| established parameters to determine what constituted a theme. For the purpose
of this study, a common shared experience that was evident in six (60%) or more
participants was considered a theme. All shared experiences that fell within the realm of a

particular sub-theme were listed.

Trustworthiness and Ethical Considerations
One of the most important elements of qualitative research is that of
trustworthiness. It is of utmost importance that the researcher builds a positive and
trusting relationship with the participants. Maintaining high ethical standards and

trustworthiness is not only moral, but also essential. There are several reasons.
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First, if the participants did not feel that they were respected and if they did not
trust me, they would have been guarded and unwilling to disclose pertinent and personal
information, which defeats the purpose of the study. If the information they disclosed was
limited, guarded, or defensive, the study would have been invalid. This is especially
important given that the population for this study was a marginalized and oppressed
population. I knew it was very likely that much of this population, including their parents,
have experienced discrimination or hardships based on their race. Let us not forget that
the lens of critical race theory contends that the society in which we live is one of
racialization and inequalities. This became evident as | began hearing their stories.

Second, ethical considerations and the goodness of the researcher are often missed
and yet are an essential part of “rigorous research” (Marshal & Rossman, 2011, p. 47). As
a licensed social worker, | was well aware of the ethical and moral considerations when
interviewing clients or participants. Nespor and Groenke (2009) stress, “A key
component of the researcher’s obligation is to accurately explain to potential participants
what is being asked of them, to lay out the risks and benefits of participation, and then to
allow people to full exercise of their agency in giving or refusing informed consents”
(p. 997). In order to maintain high ethical and moral standards and to build trusting
relationships with the participants, I did several things including, but not limited to the
following:

« | followed the process of informed consent from the Human Subjects

Institutional Review Board of Western Michigan University, and obtained
written permission from the board prior to conducting my study;

« I clearly identified verbally and in written form the objectives for the study;
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« | conducted the interviews in the natural or comfortable setting (i.e., the
school in which they attended);

« During the interviews, | allowed participants the choice to turn off the
recorder at any time;

| allowed the participants to withdraw from the study at any time, if requested;

« I ' made individual transcripts available for each participant and allowed them
to review and clarify (see references to member checking under data
collection and data analysis);

« 1 was respectful and will continue to be, both to the information they provided
and to the participants as persons. | will continue to hold the participants with
high regard demonstrated by the use of numbers for their school and their
names in order to protect identifying information.

In order to ensure confidentiality, all data were stored in a locked file cabinet in
my home office. Data were stored in standard record storage boxes with covers. The data
boxes were highly organized and properly labeled. All audio recordings were kept in a
safe and locked location until transcribed, at which time they were destroyed.

At the conclusion of the study, all data were transported and stored in the office of
Dr. Walter L. Burt, principal investigator, at Western Michigan University until
transferred to the university archives for a minimum of three years. Records will be
available only upon request to authorized department faculty and the researcher.

Third, I am taking many steps to establish conformability (Mertens, 1998) of my
research findings to the actual experiences of my study participants and they understand

them. Those steps are identified in both the data collection and data analysis sections of
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this chapter and include bracketing, completing an epoche, member checking, peer audit,
and steps to accomplish saturation.

Fourth, by carefully selecting a school and community site with a demographic
profile that is broadly representative of the urban communities in which many Latino
students live and attend school, | am increasing the potential of transferability (Mertens,
1998). My findings may be transferable to other settings and other students who share the
same or similar demographic profile as the participants in my study. Similar demographic
characters include the following: economically disadvantaged Latino high school
graduates, Latino graduates from a historically predominantly White community, Latino
students from a predominantly White school district, a community where the Latino
population has grown substantially (to at least one-third to one-half of the total school
population), and a community where the White student population has decreased
substantially (to one-third to one-half of the total school population).

Fifth, 1 address the credibility (Mertens, 1998) of my findings by conducting long
in-depth interviews through open-ended interviewing combined with semi-structured
probes to delve deeper and derive rich and full renditions of experience and meaning
from participants. | further extend credibility through data triangulation accomplished
through a combination of member checking and added participants to achieve saturation.
Credibility is also enhanced by the combined procedures of researcher reflection through
epoche, memoing and bracketing, and maintaining reflexivity (i.e., critical self-reflection
(Schwandt, 2001) throughout the study.

Finally, I have built into the process of study design and conduct several strategies

that qualitative researchers use to increase authenticity of their study and study findings
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(Mertens, 1998). These strategies include (a) allowing participants’ interpretations of
their own stories to override mine (see description of member checking), (b) using
bracketing to put aside my predispositions and assumptions; (c) rereading (or revisiting)
the data multiple times to avoid missing or ignoring important elements of meaning; (d)
systematically seeking alternate interpretations of both the raw data and the emergent
themes throughout the analysis process; and (e) allowing codes and meaning units to
emerge and be treated with equal levels of importance even if they conflict with the

literature based lens for this study (Mertens, 1998).

The Researcher

According to Creswell (2003), there are three considerations in matching research
design to a problem: the audience, the problem, and the personal experience of the
researcher. Qualitative research is an “inquiry process of understanding based on distinct
methodological traditions of inquiry that explore a social human problem. The researcher
builds a complex holistic picture, analyzes work, reports detailed view of informants, and
conducts the study in a natural setting” (Creswell, 1998, p. 15).

A factor to consider is the personal experiences of the researcher. This type of
research is most fitting based on my past experiences. My experience as a clinical social
worker highlights my interviewing strengths. Conducting assessments, conducting
personal histories, collecting data, analyzing data, interviewing, and inquiring
underscores my strength as a researcher. Social workers are trained to look at individuals
within their natural setting or environment as well as to recognize patterns from stories
that are being shared. While interviewing, I not only listened to detailed descriptions, but

also used observations to assess non-verbal communication. This was facilitated by
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building rapport while increasing a deeper understanding of their experiences. As a social
worker, | am a researcher.

Creswell (2003) argues that the “success of qualitative studies depends primarily
on the interpersonal skills of the researcher . . . building trust, maintaining good relations,
respecting norms” (p. 118) are of utmost importance. My strength in building strong,
trusting relationships and bonds with adolescents has been proven over the years. The
number of students that come to me in order to disclose deeply personal issues and to
obtain guidance and support is noteworthy.

Being of Mexican American decent was also an advantage for me as the
researcher in interviewing Latino students. | truly believe that there is a reason that my
office is filled with minority students before school, during lunch, and after school. Most
people, including staff members, think it is odd that any student would desire to
voluntarily “hang out” with an administrator at the high school as much as these minority
students choose to do so. Various studies have shown that we, as human beings, tend to
navigate toward people who are similar to ourselves. Being Latina facilitated the trusting
relationship that was essential for this study. During a recent expulsion hearing of a
minority student, the superintendent asked the student, “Who at the high school can you
go to for help?” The student replied, “No offense to anyone who has tried to help me, but
| go to Mrs. Clawson, she is like me, she understands me, and she can help me calm
down when I’m upset.” This exemplifies my ability to connect with students by
understanding the culture, listening, and empowering them to make good choices.

By working in the school system, | am also familiar with the policies, politics, and

relationships that take place within the organization, which Creswell (2003) terms,
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“interpersonal considerations” (p. 118) which should not be overlooked. My closeness to
the system in which | conducted my study is addressed in Limitations and Delimitations
in Chapter | of this study.

| cannot deny my experiences, nor can | deny my nationality, my culture, nor the
fact that | am a minority. Throughout this research study, | needed to be cognizant of my
biases. The success of minorities and the heartbreaking statistics of minorities that drop
out are too real for me. | need to seriously consider my own ability to bracket and what
implications there might be if | could not bracket appropriately, to the extent needed, in
order not to contaminate the study.

Thus, prior to the interviews and upon completion of each interview, | used a
journal to write about my own reflections, thoughts, and personal feelings. This is known
as bracketing or epoche. This allowed me, as the investigator, to put aside my own
personal experiences and biases and to “gain clarity from [my] own pre-conceptions

(Marshall & Rossman, 2006, p. 148).

Limitations, Delimitations, and Considerations
Many limitations exist when conducting a phenomenological study. First and
foremost, the researcher must have a solid understanding of the philosophical principles,
which are the underpinnings of a phenomenological research study (Creswell, 2008).
Secondly, the researcher must carefully choose the participants to ensure that they all
have the phenomenon. If this had not been addressed adequately at the beginning of the
study, it could have had a devastating effect on the integrity of the research study. Time,

energy, and money would have been wasted.
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Bracketing may be extremely difficult for some individuals. The researcher needs
to self-evaluate in order to identify how and in what ways their own personal biases,
experiences, and judgments could manifest itself in the study. The researcher must be
cognizant in the fact that they are the instrument in a qualitative study. It is crucial that
research journals or documents in some way shape or form their personal experiences and
how they might perhaps play into their role as the sole instrument for their study.

Developing a trusting relationship in which the participants feel comfortable in a
short amount of time could have created a challenge. Throughout this study | was probing
into the participants’ personal lives in order to gain a better understanding of how they
have overcome obstacles. It may have been difficult for the students to be honest during
the interviews without having an established relationship prior to the interview.

Transferability of phenomenological study is a limitation. The study may be
replicated at a different setting but may not be generalized into the mainstream
population. “Transferability allows for temporarily understanding” (Cziko, 1992, p. 10)
of a particular group being studied. The results of this study may not necessarily be
transferred or applied to another setting. It is dependent on the similarly of the two
contexts.

Time and cost can be limitations to a phenomenological study. Phenomenological
research can be very “labor intensive” (Marshall & Rossman, 2011, p. 100), which can be
translated into a large time commitment, which can lead to higher costs. However, this
research can be duplicated at any school with a population of Latino students and may

even be duplicated with other subgroups.
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Lastly, completing research in one’s own setting or a setting in which one is
familiar can be problematic. The familiarity the researcher has with the setting and the
people, the transition from researcher to “employee,” ethical dilemmas, and issues with
disclosure (Marshall & Rossman, 2011) can all be concerns and limitations that should be
thought through carefully.

There are also many other positive aspects in completing one’s research in one’s
own setting, such as ease of access to information, ease of access to participants, less time
for data collection, little to no travel time, familiarity with the system, suitable location
for research, and the ability to establish trusting relationships in a shorter time (Marshall
& Rossman, 2011). Toma (2000) concurs, “Closeness to the people and the phenomenon
through intense interactions provides subjective understanding that can greatly increase

the quality of qualitative data (as cited in Marshall & Rossman, 2011, p. 101).

Summary
This chapter has provided an overview of the study, including a description of
context, setting, sampling, epistemological frame used to guide the study, data collection
procedures, process for data analysis, ethical considerations and trustworthiness, and,
finally, limitations and delimitations of the study. This chapter also provided an in-depth

look into the demographics for the study.



CHAPTER IV

RESULTS

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this qualitative research study was to investigate the phenomenon
of Latino students who have successfully completed high school in a school district with
significantly lower graduation rates for Latinos as compared to their district non-Latino
peers. The researcher was interested in gaining a rich understanding of the social,
emotional, academic, and personal lives of academically successful Latinos.

A transcendental phenomenological approach was used to give voice to this
marginalized population by utilizing a lens from the non-dominant worldview. Critical
race theory was used to guide this study by eliciting the voices and narratives of their
high school experiences. This study sought to delve deeper into where and how these
students experience both inhibiting and contributing factors to high school completion,
and how they actually overcome inhibiting (or negative) factors to the point that enables

them to persist in the school environment until they graduate.

Research Questions
This research study was guided by one overarching question and four sub-

questions. They are as follows:

69
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Overarching Question:

What traits, characteristics, or attributes do these students have that enable them

to persist in school that may differ from their corresponding counterparts that did

not graduate from high school?

Sub-questions:

1. What factors lead to the success of Latinos who graduate? How did these
factors come to be part of the students’ experience and how do the students
describe their response to these factors?

2. What is the graduate’s perception of self, school, and success?

3. In what ways did self-perception and attitude contribute to the decision to stay
in school?

4. How do Latino graduates describe the ways they responded to and overcame
the factors that previous studies associate with being at-risk for dropping out,
e.g., poverty, cultural differences, parental factors, etc.

These questions were designed to investigate the issues contributing to the

academic success of Latino students. This study examined the differences in experiences,
along with certain demographic variables, that contribute to the achievements of Latino

students that have graduated from this Midwestern high school.

The Participants
Ten Latino students who successfully completed City High School participated in
this study. All participants met the following criteria: (a) identified as Hispanic or Latino,

(b) qualified for free and reduced lunch at some point during their high school years, and
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(c) completed a successful/positive graduation audit and graduated with their cohort
between the years of 2010-2014.

The participants in this study were initially contacted via a letter in the mail and
personal phone communication. Each participant that agreed to be interviewed was
emailed the Interview Protocol, Demographic Survey, and the Consent Form. A location,
date, and time for their interview were then scheduled.

Two sources of data collection instruments were used for this study: a
demographic survey and interviews. The demographic survey took each participant
approximately 5 to 10 minutes to complete. Each interview lasted approximately 60-75
minutes depending on the responses of the participants. All 10 graduates answered each
interview question and, furthermore, provided additional thoughts, suggestions, and
comments that were not sought by the study.

Academic Demographic Information

The academic portion of the survey included the following: graduation year,
gender, high school grade point average, community/school activities, employment
status, and highest degree accomplished. Table 4 contains a summary of participants’
academic and selected demographic data that they provided.

In summary, the sample consisted of four (40%) males and six (60%) females;
one (10%) graduate from the class of 2011, two (20%) from the class of 2012, three
(30%) from the class of 2013, and four (40%) from the class of 2014. Four (40%)
students had a high school grade point average of 2.01-2.50, four (40%) had 2.51-3.0,
and two (20%) earned a 3.51-4.0. All but two (20%) participants were actively involved

in community or school activities while in high school. All (100%) participants were
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currently employed; four (40%) were employed full-time and six (60%) part-time. Seven

(70%) of the 10 participants were currently taking college courses or enrolled to do so in

the fall of 2015.

Table 4

Academic and Selected Demographic Data of Participants

Community/
Graduation School Employment
Participant year Gender  H.S. GPA Activities Status Highest Degree
1 2013 M 2.51-3.0 Football, PT Currently in college
B & G Club
2 2012 F 3.51-4.0 Latin Club, PT H.S. diploma
Adelante, PALS
3 2014 F 2.51-3.0 Church youth Full Currently in college
group
4 2013 F 3.51-4.0 Choir Full Currently in college
5 2014 F 2.01-2.50 None PT Currently in college
6 2011 M 2.01-2.50 Soccer Full H.S diploma
7 2014 M 2.01-2.50 Soccer PT Currently in college
8 2012 F 2.51-3.0 None PT Currently in college
9 2013 M 2.01-2.50 Football, track Full H.S. diploma
10 2014 F 2.51-3.0 Softhall, Dutch PT Currently in college

Dance, Band
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Personal Demographic Information

The personal demographic information of the survey included the following:
generation in the United States, primary language spoken in the home, place of origin and
education level of both mother and father, and information regarding siblings. Table 5
contains a summary of participants’ personal demographic data that they provided.

Two (20%) of the graduates in this study are 1% generation U.S. citizens, two
(20%) are 2" generation United States citizens, four (40%) are 3" generation U.S.
citizens, and three (30%) are immigrants from Mexico. Two (20%) graduates have one
parent that is an immigrant and the other graduate born in the United States. These
students considered themselves 2" generation Mexican-Americans.

Six (60%) of the participants’ fathers are immigrants; the other four (40%) were
born in the United States. Three (30%) of the fathers have fewer than 12 years of
education, five (50%) have a high school diploma, one (10%) earned a GED, and one
(10%) has an advanced degree.

Six (60%) of the participants’ mothers were immigrants, and four (40%) were
U.S. born. Four (40%) have fewer than 12 years of education, four (40%) have a high
school diploma, one (10%) has a GED, and one (10%) has taken some college courses.

Four (40%) of the 10 participants’ primary home language was Spanish, five
(50%) spoke English, and one (10%) participant speaks both languages at home.

Six (60%) of the 10 participants have older siblings. Of the six, five (50%) had
older siblings graduate from high school. In addition, three (30%) of the six have siblings

that are currently taking college courses.



Table 5

Personal Demographic Details of Participants

Father’s Information Mother’s Information Siblings
Language
Spoken at Education Education HS Attending
Participant ~ Generation Home Born Level Born Level # of Siblings  Diploma College
1 2nd U.S. English Immigrant Adv. Degree U.S. born GED 3 — 1 older, 1 0
2 younger
2 1st U.S. Spanish Immigrant <12 years Immigrant <12 yrs. 4 — 1 older, 2 1 current
3 younger
3 1st Both Immigrant HS diploma Immigrant  HS diploma 1 older 0 0
Immigrant
4 2nd U.S. English U.S. born GED Immigrant  HS diploma 3 older 3 3 current
5 3rd U.S. English U.S. born HS diploma U.S. born <12 yrs. 2 younger 0 0
6 1st Spanish Immigrant <12 years Immigrant <12 yrs. 2 older 0 0
Immigrant
7 1st Spanish Immigrant HS diploma Immigrant  HS diploma 2 younger 0 0
Immigrant
8 1st U.S. Spanish Immigrant HS diploma Immigrant  HS diploma 2 younger 1 1 current
1 older,
9 3rd U.S. English U.S. born < 12 years U.S.born  Some college 2 younger 1 0
10 3rd U.S. English U.S. born HS diploma U.S. born <12 yrs. 1 younger 0 0

17
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Data Analysis and Results

Prior to the interviews and upon completion of each interview, | used a journal to
write about my own reflections, thoughts, and personal feelings. This is known as
bracketing or epoche. This allowed me, as the investigator, to put aside my own personal
experiences and biases and to “gain clarity from [my] own pre-conceptions (Marshall &
Rossman, 2006, p. 148).

Each interview was transcribed and provided to participants. Participants were
asked to check for accuracy, known as member checking. Three of the participants
returned the transcripts with no changes. The others did not respond.

| read each transcript multiple times. Notes were taken carefully as | read each
transcript. Significant statements were highlighted, extrapolated, coded, and placed in a
excel spreadsheet or in vivo codebook. The significant statements and quotations were
then placed into clusters of similar meaning. These clusters were then further reduced to
categories, themes, and sub-themes.

| established parameters to determine what constituted a theme. For the purpose
of this study, a common shared experience that was evident in six (60%) or more
participants was considered a theme. All shared experiences that fell within the realm of a

particular sub-theme were listed.

Themes and Subthemes
Nine major themes and 21 sub-themes emerged through the data analysis process.
A shared experience that was evident in six (60%) or more of the participants constituted

a theme. Table 6 provides an overview of the distribution of themes and related sub-



themes. Each theme, sub-theme, and supporting evidence will be discussed in this

chapter.

The nine major themes that emerged from the 10 participants’ transcripts are as

follows:

1.

2.

3.

8.

9.

Theme 1 -

Positive Interaction and/or Relationship with an Adult
Thoughts of Dropping out or Giving Up

Cross Cultural Risk Taking

Feeling | Belong

Difficulty Transitioning to High School

Teacher Persistence

Messages, Norms, and Processes that Marginalize
Realization after Significant Experience

Support Group

Positive Interaction and/or Relationship with an Adult

The theme of Positive Interaction and/or Relationship with an Adult emerged in

all 10 interviews. The level of Positive Interaction and/or Relationship with an Adult

varied from participant to participant. Some of the graduates described long-term adult

relationships or mentors within the school setting, others had mentors through outside

organizations, and at least two (or 20%) described family members as their strongest
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adult influence. Other graduates described day-to-day interactions, comments, or feelings

from teachers and staff members that encouraged success in school, thus leading to

graduation. The levels, intensity, duration, and variation of the relationship are described

in the sub-themes.



Table 6

Distribution of Themes

Themes P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 P8 P9 P10 %
1. Positive Interaction and/or Relationship X X X X X X X X X X 100%
with an Adult
1.1 Trusting adult relationship X X X X X X X 70%
1.2 Accountability X X X X X X X 70%
1.3 Communication: Belief in student X X X X X X 60%
1.4 Adult that could relate X X X X X 50%
1.5 A non-judgmental adult X X X X X X X X 80%
1.6 Positive teacher experience X X X X X X 60%
1.7 Exposure to opportunities X X X X X X 60%
2. Thoughts of Dropping Out/ X X X X X X X X 80%
Giving Up
2.1 Monetary purposes X X 20%
2.2 Difficulty/loss of interest in school X X X X 40%
2.3 Personal issues X X X 60%
3. Cross Cultural Risk Taking X X X X X X X X 80%

LL



Table 6—Continued

Themes P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 P8 P9 P10 %
4. Feelings of Belonging X X X X X X X X 80%
4.1 Participation in athletics/extra- X X X X X X 60%
curricular activities
4.2 Participation in school events X X 70%
5. Difficulty Transitioning to High School X X X 80%
5.1 Conflicts with students X X X X X 50%
5.2 Changing friendships X X X 30%
5.3 Difficulty navigating school system X X X X 40%
6. Teacher Persistence X X X 80%
7. Messages, Norms, and Processes that X X X 80%
Marginalize
7.1 Segregation X X X X X X X X 80%
7.2 Racial comments X X X 30%
7.3 Implicit bias by adults X X X X X 60%
8. Realization after a Significant Event X X X X X X 70%
8.1 Home-related event X X X X X 50%
8.2 School-related event X X X X X 50%
8.3 Goal Setting X X X 60%
9. Support Group X X X X 70%

8.



79

Sub-theme 1:1: Trusting adult relationship. Seven (70%) of the graduates
described a trusting adult they could confide in, use to problem solve, or seek out when
an issue arose, or for a source of motivation. Participant 1 described his teacher-mentor
relationship, the significant impact it had on him, and how his mentor kept him “on
track” by providing his personal time and encouragement. Participant 1 explained how
this relationship kept him from dropping out of high school:

| was gonna drop out my sophomore year and he just kept me after class

and was constantly, trying to get dropping out of high school out of my

head, and it worked. Yeah, he had me get on track real quick. I had him in

8th grade. That’s where the whole relationship with him started. Umm, we

had talked a lot. It was more than just like the teacher to student

relationship. We were like real good friends. We’d work out together like

at the high school gym. We just talked, and I guess we like knew each

other through that.

Not all participants had a positive student-adult relationship within the school
setting. Participant 8 described an overall difficult high school experience, which was
exacerbated by personal home-life circumstances, which were out of her control. She felt
a disconnection from school and most adults within the school setting. She attributes her
success of high school graduation to a mentor from a local community agency.
Participant 8 explained:

| had a mentor who helped me out, and got me through itall. ... I don’t

know what | would do without her because that got me through a lot of

stuff and got me through a lot of situations. I think um, I wouldn’t be here

right now if it wasn’t for her. We'd go through goals, and I told her that

my goal was to graduate from high school, and to a attend college and she

helped me through that. My mentor was a really big influence—positive

influence on my life.
Several participants described their relationship with their mentor several times

throughout the interview, which underscores the significance and impact of a positive

adult mentor.
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Sub-theme 1:2: Accountability. Seven (70%) of the participants described adults
in their lives that held them accountable. They described the support and accountability
as contributing factor to their perseverance. Participant 7 described the accountability
provided by her family and counselors: “I had my mom, and I had my counselors and
people in my family so like keeping me in check like ‘you need to be good in school
because you need to graduate.’”

Accountability and influence came from a combination of friends, family
members, and outside support people for Participant 10: “’Cause there’s a lot of people
who influence me like friends and my sisters, and outside of school | have a family, they
are there to motivate me to keep going. Tell me | have to do it. Right now at work with
my other friends—they motivate me.” Participant 9 commented, “I know there were a lot
of things that made me want to finish, when | had one-on-one tutor. I liked how she came
and checked on me when | was at [City High] she would make sure | was doing fine.”

Sub-theme 1:3: Communication/belief in student. Positive Interaction and/or
Relationship with an Adult did not always take the form of an elaborate, time-consuming,
long-lasting relationship. Six (60%) of the participants described teacher communication
and/or statements of encouragement or belief from teacher toward participant that had a
significant impact on their high school experience leading to belief in themselves. Many
of these interactions were in the form of seemingly small gestures and or comments.
Participant 4 described an interaction that took place in her Advanced Placement
Psychology course, a course in which she was the only minority student and felt a lack of
belonging and isolation in the class. During a particular lesson, the class was discussing

careers in the field of psychology and behavioral profiling, when the teacher stopped,
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pointed to her and stated, ““You could do something like that, that’s all psychology
based,” and | was like, ‘Oh, that would be so awesome.’”” During the interview she went
on to describe how this short interaction began a chain of thoughts including, belief in
self, career possibilities, and thoughts that the teacher “believes in me—that I could
[emphasis added] do it.”

One graduate who had been recently expelled was reinstated and described
feeling disconnected and explained to this interviewer how one seemingly small
teacher/coach interaction changed his high school experience. Participant 6 described his
astonishment: “He actually [emphasis added] talked to me and made me try out for
soccer.” He further described the positive adult and student relationships that were
established by being a member of the team and the associated feelings that accompany.
Participant 9 shared a similar experience with related thoughts that resulted from the
adult interaction: “And I thought they actually want me, that I can actually go-, like it
actually made me think that I had a choice to go. Like I can actually do it.”

Sub-theme 1:4: Adult that could relate. Five (50%) of the graduates shared the
importance of an adult that could relate to their circumstances, culture, and/or personal
experiences. Participant 6 explained:

Um, well, there was, uh, the principal here, he was Latino. Well, he would

always talk to us in Spanish, to all the people, like, in the hallways and

stuff. And he would be nice about it, and he would always talk to us about

how he didn’t want us to be in trouble because he didn’t want Latinos to

look bad in front of all the people, the white people and stuff, and, um, he

was really nice and he was always giving advice to us Latinos. So it is

always nice to have someone that speaks the same language just because,

just because of all the things we go through so . . . . Because he knew

where | was coming from, like he could understand anything, and well, he

would always talk to us in Spanish, you know, when nobody was around,

you know. He was, like I said, he was like a friend, not like a teacher. We
wouldn’t see him like that because he would make you feel comfortable
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talking, just like talking to him. Yeah, because he was, | mean we would be
in trouble but at least he would talk to us about the things that we did, why
did that happen, and we talked to him; we would talk them through, we talk
to him as if he was our friend.

Participant 9 explained what happened when he reached out to his principal and how this
impacted his thought process and decision making regarding dropping out of high school:

| wanted to drop out, but I texted Principal J. He just told me what he’d been
through in life, and the people in his life that made it still. Instead of doing what |
wanted to do, just get out of school and be gang banging and make money that
way, the wrong way. And then he made me think about it the right way.

Sub-theme 1:5: A non-judgmental adult. Eight (80%) participants spoke of the
importance of an adult that was open-minded, non-judgmental, and accessible.

Participant 9 explained:

Ms. Assistant [pseudonym to maintain anonymity] helped me by keeping
her office open when | needed help. Everything she could help me with
she would help me with. Mrs. Teacher 1 [pseudonym] did the same thing.
And if I ever got in trouble or something if ever | needed to go talk to
somebody or put my side instead of just the teacher’s side ’cause you
know everyone always takes the teacher’s side, but like Mrs. Teacher 2
[pseudonym] would actually listen to my side sometimes. So like Mr.
Principal [pseudonym] would actually listen to my side. It just helps me
when they actually listen to you instead of just taking the teacher’s side.

Participant 8 described her relationship with her mentor as a non-judgmental, reciprocal
relationship in which they both learned from each other, developed trust, and support.

Participant 8 explained:

She was very open-minded and she listened to me and she wanted to
learn. She even told me one time “I’m learning from you just as much as
you are learning from me,” and like I told her everything | poured myself
out to her because I could trust her and | think that was the biggest thing,
just even with a lot of students they don’t trust people . . . she didn’t
judge me or judge my lifestyle you know like it was okay coming into
you know our dirty apartment or she was very understanding.
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Sub-theme 1:6: Positive teacher experience. Six (60%) of the participants in
this study described positive experiences within the classroom setting, including
engaging instruction, welcoming environment, and teacher-student interactions.
Participant 2 described her experience: “Teachers made class fun/engaging. . . . They
were just, | felt like they were so charismatic, and they made it fun, they didn’t make it
just about the work. Because they actually kind of like talked to everyone. They didn’t
just signal out people.”

Participant 10 further explained:

Just the school is not that big of a school so I got closer to people. Every

teacher really bonds with the students. . . . If you need help usually they’ll

come early or stay late for you. If I had problems, I had tutors, she would

come in and we would work together, and go to our classes if we needed

help reading. I liked our teachers there, at the high school, and I actually

liked school. So it made it better for like you to go.

Sub-theme 1:7: Exposure to opportunities. Six (60%) of the participants
described being exposed to opportunities that influenced their decision to stay in school
and most importantly planted the seed of possibilities. Participant 1 shared his
experience, “I started doing college visits. Talking to schools, but that was another eye
opener. Like maybe | do have a chance to go to college.” Participant 9 shared a similar
experience: “It showed me there was more to life than dropping out. And it helped that
coaches helped me find a way to college. He showed me the way to college that helped
me a lot.”

Essence (Meaning) of Theme 1: Positive Interaction and Relationship with an
Adult. Ultimately, the participants desire a meaningful, caring, open, and honest

relationship. They valued the adults that allowed them to use their voice, an adult who

“listened” to them, valued them “as a person,” and cared for them without conditions.
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They value a person who will not judge them, will be open-minded, takes interest in
them, and exposes them to opportunities, and, most importantly, someone who takes time
to “get to know them” and will believe in them no matter what—a person who will help
them believe in themselves.
Theme 2 — Thoughts of Dropping Out/Giving Up

Eight (80%) of the 10 participants described thoughts of dropping out of high
school or “giving up.” The purpose and/or motivation leading to the thoughts of dropping
out were dependent on the individual and their circumstance.

Sub-theme 2:1: Monetary purposes. Two (20%) of the participants discussed
the importance of working, and did so while attending school and without thoughts of
dropping out. Other participants clearly articulated thoughts of dropping out of school for
monetary purposes. Participant 1 expressed the desire to drop out of high school to work
full time in order to afford material items: “Trying to make as much money as | could . . .
when you see other people that have nice cars and nice things you just want that.” These
thoughts were reinforced and magnified by his reality of the possibility to break the cycle
of poverty with little support from family members. He explained, “Why am | wasting
my time going to school if I’'m just going to end up like the others. I might as well start
working now—I had two jobs. I’ll be working as much, maybe a little less, but I mean I’d
be on my own anyways.”

Participant 9’s contemplation of dropping out was twofold, he honestly explained:
“I just wanted to go to the gang life and make money through the gang life which is only

selling drugs or robbing people.” He further explained the H-Gang [pseudonym used to
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maintain anonymity] was “like his family.” Therefore, he could be with his “family” and

make money simultaneously.

Sub-theme 2:2: Difficulty/loss of interest in school. Four (40%) of the

participants described times in which they felt a loss of interest in school. Participant 3

had difficulty clearly identifying the precipitating factors leading up to her thoughts of

dropping out of school. She explained:

| think it was like my tenth, my sophomore, or junior year. | was like ready to like
give up, and, I like, I don’t know what happened . . . well, T didn’t stop going cuz
like my parents made me go to school, but like, I just really didn’t want to come
anymore just because! I don’t know! | feel like it was really hard for me, or, |
don’t know I really don’t know what it was. I was just like, I didn’t want to come!
But then in the back of my head I'm still like, “Oh, your brother didn’t graduate,
so you kinda have to do this” and like, I don’t know so I just told a church mentor
... then 1 got focused.

Participant 4 clearly articulated the stress of high school as factors leading to her

thoughts of leaving school. She stated,

And just like with the stress of school and then having to deal with people always
saying like little smart comments, | was like, you know, I’'m sick of this. | was
never the point where | want to dropout; it was the point where | want to leave
this school kind of thing and go somewhere else. Somewhere else like where there
is more like acceptance | would say.

It is difficult to speculate if the “grass would have been greener on the other side”

per se. However, it is evident that high school was a negative stressor in her life.

Sub-theme 2.3: Personal crisis. Six (60%) of the participants could clearly

explain the precipitating factors that led to their thoughts, or desire, for wanting to drop

out of school. Participant 7, for example, articulated that his desire to drop out of high

school stemmed from notification that his family may be deported back to Mexico. He

explained:
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Umm, it was pretty rough because my mindset was like well there’s nothing we
can do now cuz we are leaving. And then I mean I didn’t really care anymore
because like there’s no point of me trying if ’'m gonna end up leaving anyways.

And then towards the end she had to go meet with an officer in Detroit and |

didn’t go with her the second time. And then he was telling her cuz he had kids

and they were Mexican as well and he was like “I will give you guys till like June
20™ so your kids can finish school and then you guys can leave.”

Fortunately, Participant 7’s parents were able to find arrangements for him to stay
with another family within the district while they went back to Mexico in June.

Essence (Meaning) of Theme 2: Thoughts of Dropping Out. Various
precipitating factors led up to thoughts of dropping out. Many participants contemplated
dropping out due to a lack of culturally relevant curriculum. Finding employment and
avoiding “wasting time sitting in class” was mentioned several times. Others used
dropping out as a means to escape the environment, the negative, racially motivated
comments, the marginalization, and the persistent messages of failure and lack of worth.
And yet others felt they had no other choice but to drop out based on their circumstances.
Theme 3 — Cross Cultural Risk Taking

Eight (80%) of the 10 participants identified taking risks by communicating,
socializing, and or stepping out of their comfort zone in regard to meeting new peers,
particularly non-Hispanic peers. Participant 2 recalled her first Advanced Placement
course, which was composed primarily of non-Hispanic students:

Oh, when | first started taking like advanced or AP classes. None of my friends

were in there so | just had to go in there and talk to new people and then the

course work I couldn’t ask them for help because they weren’t in there. They
were all in regular courses. That was really challenging. | feel like we did not
have much in common but we still wanted to talk and get to know each other.
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