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Abstract
“WHO DO YOU THINK YOU ARE?”: A MULTIDIMENSIONAL ANALYSIS OF
THE IMPACT OF DISPARITIES IN HIGHER EDUCATIONAL ATAINMENT
WITHIN FAMILIES OF FIRST-GENERATION COLLEGE GRADUAES
by
April Burns
Advisor: Professor Michelle Fine
This project explores the impact of disparate etloigal attainment between first-
generation college graduates and their family membBéis is a conscious shifting of the
unit of analysis, from the changing social positaomd power of an individual
student/graduate, to the relational capacity, terssiand strategies of the family unit that
is inclusive of the graduate. This shift in thetwfianalysis, from the individual to the
family, interrogates the function of higher educatby broadening the range of
outcomes associated with post-secondary educatibcr@dentialing beyond the
economic advancement of the graduate. There arentlyrvery few studies of this
population that investigate post-degree attitushesexperiences and none of which ask
guestions about family relationships. Few if atudges have addressed how educational
disparities within the family are perceived by atfamily members, particularly parents
and siblings. This work investigates the naturéhaf affect/effect, primarily from the
perspective of the graduate, but also reachingrwaareater understanding of the
perspective of family members as well.
Three broad areas of inquiry guide this explorafwsg investigation of family

narratives surrounding the higher educational mttant of first-generation college



graduatestn what ways are educational values and justicéefe(e.g., support of
meritocracy), affected by the higher educationaicasses of one (or some) member(s) of
the family?2) How are family relations and power dynamics impddig disparate

levels of educational attainment within the famiy®l 3)What are the ideological
dilemmas (Billig et al., 1988) of first-generatioallege graduates and family members,
and how are these dilemmas negotiatédixed-method design was employed,
consisting of a narrative analysis of interviewshwirst-generation college graduates’
(N=13) and family members’ (N=5) and an anonymoebivased survey (N=340)
broadly assessing first-generation college gradatteides about their college
experiences, post-college family relationshipsrenireducational values and ideological
dilemmas related to educational differences withaafamily of origin. A principal
components analysis of survey items, and bivaaatdyses were conducted to test
relationships between factors and independentiasaa grounded theory approach was

taken in the analysis of open-ended survey items.
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“Who do you think you are?”: A multidimensional &ms of the impact of disparities in

higher educational attainment within families agfigeneration college graduates

Upward Mobility Through Higher Education

For poor and working class people, higher educdtambeen the most utilized
path to upward mobility. While moving up in soctdhss was always possible through
union jobs, skilled labor, and entrepreneurial sgs¢cthese are now less viable options
given the shift from an industrial to a servicedzhgconomy, an increasing hostility
towards unionized labor (Russo, 2010; Mar 22) tlmeent recession and recession-
attributed ‘austerity’ budgets, and the wave oefdosures and newly restricted access to
home loans launched by the housing market crasbeSuaite the formidable
impediments to educational access and successatezhal attainment nevertheless,
remains the most reliable means of moving up imesatass, even as the rate of social
mobility continues to shrink (DeParle, 2012).

Despite the lack of family implied by the “bachedbdegree, degreed individuals
(both men and women) from working-class backgrowasome from families whom
they often remain in close (see Ayala, 2005), thoogt necessarily intimate (see Jones,
2005), contact with after college. Even though tgmmembers aren’t included in
institutional and governmental tallying of educafib“outcomes,” they are frequent
features of published student and graduate naesat¥their educational motivations and
experiences (e.g., Jones, 2005; Quinn, 2004; Reoelrigl 983; Shaw & Coleman, 2000;
Strom, 1995; Walkerdine, 2003).

Yet, in working class communities, higher educai®uccess, like upward

mobility, has remained narrowly associated withititevidual. This is not the case in



upper and middle-class families where earning kegeldegree is very much tied to kith
and kin, socially and morally grounding individuadstheir communities/families of
origin. Having beaten the odds in a country thapdrately educates citizens by race and
social class, first-generation college graduatgsyefiar greater opportunities for social
mobility than do other members of their familieslamommunities. What does it mean
then to live with educational disparities withinessown family?

In their review article addressing the psycholo@gaxial class and education,
Fine & Burns (2003) write that, “For poor and wargiclass youth and young adults,
particularly youth of color, ‘opportunities to seaxrl’ may tear at the fabric of biography,
identity, loyalty and belonging” (p.850). The “wiklo you think you are” tension
highlighted in the title has been alluded to andragsed by researchers of class and
mobility (Bourdieu, 1984, p.380; Jones, 2005; Lam®99; p.18; see also Hollibaugh,
2000). Ochberg & Comeau (2001) suggest that thredhdity with which working-class
parents ask their college-going children this qoesin subtle and not so subtle of ways,
stems from an indictment they perceived from thewardly mobile children. When
parents ask their child this question, Ochberg &€au argue that they are also asking,
“and who do you think | am, if I have chosen diffietly?” (p. 140; See also Lucey, et al,
2003). Besides the degree of choice assumed inimgpdkass positionality, such
theorizing indicates that the transformative impzidtigher education within the
working-class is understood to go beyond the imhligl student or graduate to affect the
family in important ways. This question also poitisssues of identity and values,

renegotiated within and through the experiencedotation, and forcing an associated



renegotiation of family members’ identities, bedigind values as well (Higginbotham &
Weber, 1992).

While the experiences of first-generation gradubtesbeen addressed in
research, few if any studies have addressed howas@idnal disparities within the family
are perceived by other family members, particulpeyents and siblings. This project
explores the extent to which upward mobility throdmgher education, “improves only
the life of each individual” (Ochberg & Comeau, 20@0), to understand what kind and
guality of intervention higher education is for wmg-class families at a time when
college is almost universally seen as a great seqializer, even while its value is being
qguestioned (Pew, 2011). This is a conscious shiftirthe unit of analysis, from the
changing social position and power of an individstaldent/graduate, to the relational
capacity, tensions, and strategies of the familythat is inclusive of the graduate.

This shift in the unit of analysis, from the indival to the family, interrogates the
function of higher education by broadening the eaofjoutcomes associated with post-
secondary education and credentialing beyond thecgaic advancement of the solitary
graduate. Such a lens also invites a very diffdigok at higher education for non-typical
student populations than does the current liteeadurfirst-generation graduates, which
rarely questions the viability and desirabilitysafcial mobility through education, the
broad relational consequences of exiting (‘escdpomge’s social class of origin, or the
relationship between institutions of higher edumatnd the working class constituents
they ostensibly serve.

While disparate levels of educational attainmenhinifamilies tends to

disappear over the course of several generatibissaiphenomena that will persist in a



culture that identifies the college degree (imdjvidualized success), as opposed to
larger sociopolitical changes, as the antidotentoe@ached and growing inequality.
However, growing inequality is pulling the “rungsf the ladder further apart and the
rates of upward social mobility continue to dechmale downward mobility is on the
rise (OECD, 2010). When a working class persoreditly makes the leap to “college
graduate,” chances are greater that this achieveasmmheralds a transformation of the
family to a context of within-group disparitiestat than heralding shifting winds for
one’s family. This work investigates the naturdto$ affect/effect, primarily from the
perspective of the graduate, but also reachingrwaareater understanding of the
perspective of family members as well.

Research Goals

Three broad areas of inquiry guide this explorafosf investigation, or “first fracturing”
(Weis & Fine, 2004) of family narratives surrounglitne higher educational attainment
of first-generation college graduates.

1. In what ways are educational values and justicetsgle.g., support of
meritocracy) affected by the higher educationatesses of one (or some)
member(s) of the family?

This is an exploration of participants’ (both gratks’ and family members’) social
justice beliefs and expressions of educationalaslas well as an analysis of shifts in
participants’ understanding of their social, poldiand economic opportunity. For
example, does the higher educational attainmeahefperson strengthen or undermine

family members’ commitment to the idea of meritagra



2. How are family relations and power dynamics impddig differences in
educational attainment within the family?

Disparities in educational level within familiegptgally translate into increased
differences in social and cultural capital, ancfinial and professional opportunities
between graduates and their family members. Howueh differences understood,
experienced and negotiated by graduates and trailiés post-degree?

3. What are the ideological dilemmas (Billig et al989 of first-generation
college graduates and families members and hothase dilemmas
negotiated?

Upward mobility through higher education has bessoaiated with loss, inner guilt,
turmoil, and relational conflict for the graduako(driguez, 1983; Christopher, 2002;
Jones, 2005; Hochschild, 1996). What are someeo$piecific ideological conflicts and

dilemmas facing first-generation families? In whatys are these dilemmas navigated by

graduates and their families or origin?

Contribution to the Field
The social and psychological outcomes of a colbgree remain a severely
understudied area of education research, espegiaty the great personal and social
promise attached to higher educatiddot only does the educative experience create new
economic and professional opportunities, it alsangjes the sense of self and how one
sees the world, which inevitably effect family t@as. London (1996, p.10) reports that
not all, but many first-generation students find tollege experience transformative in a

way that facilitates “powerful intellectual, psydbgical, cultural and family dramas”

! Consider, for example, the Obama administraticgtl to raise the nation's college graduation ta&0
percent in 10 years, in order to “retake the ldadhe rate of degree holders among other developed
nations.



(p.11). One of London’s patrticipants reported,ustjkept growing and changing and
becoming more political. | guess that’s what a studioes when you go to school. It's
what education does to you. | started changingif.cgused a whole lot of stuff at
home” (p.11). This student connects his collegesgrpce to personal transformation,
which in turn “caused” a related shift in his faynfilome. The current research
investigates the nature of the “stuff at home” @énabllege education is believed to have
fomented.

Not only does education transform the individual ib transforms the social
environment as well. In a participatory action egst project, Fine et al, (2003)
addressed the ways in which a college program tipgraithin a women'’s prison
effected the larger prison environment, other ireea@nd the families and children of
inmates participating in the program. In additioretfectively reducing recidivism rates,
they found that the effects of college went beythedindividual, contributing to a more
peaceful prison atmosphere characterized by fevettlents, a greater sense of
community among participants, parental pride asdrese of possibility expressed by the
children of participating inmates. But like muclylher education research, the effect of
inmate education on their families of origin was explicitly addressed. This
dissertation represents a rare look at adult dpweémt of the “sending” family
specifically in interaction with the experiencesofispring and siblings. Also, past
research has focused on first-generation studemts the current work investigates
post-graduate experiences.

My methodological design and areas of inquiry afermed by Jones’ (2005)

social psychological research on the effect of ugwaobility through higher education



on family relations. | extend her work by employimgnixed methods approach. Jones
pursued a dedicated narrative analysis, whiledrnperated larger scale survey data (with
both quantitative and open-ended items), as wefltasview data with first-generation
graduates and family members of graduates. Jooasdd on women in academia, while
this project expands the range of educationalrattant levels to include first generation
college graduates from the BA level through thetoiad level. Jones’ conceptual
findings also informed my own areas of inquiry; ésample, Jones discusses her
participants’ experiences of living in “differenowds” from their family of origin (161),
which | translated into an open-ended survey qoesti

As a multi-method study deploying both smaller.(irearrative interviewing) and
larger (i.e., survey of attitudes and experiencajesmethodologies, this research
represents a methodological contribution to thkel fées well. The contribution is not,
however, the tandem utilization of both qualitatared quantitative data, but the
employment of paradigmatically distinct analytiarstes and data to dialectically (and
imperfectly) inform my analysis. Sociological stesliof higher education and social
mobility tend to rely on large data sets to askstjoas about educational outcomes and
mobility patterns of populations while psycholodistudies have been much smaller
scale investigations, often ethnographic and rpacve, and focusing on either college
students (rather than graduates) or academicscUrent approach works across these
methodological stances that too often represerdragphemispheres of our collective

social psychological brain.



Significance of Research
The Bachelor’s degree remains an important credle@ntierms of the earning
power it is associated with, and the social cajitednfers. Further, it has been identified
as “the best and most powerful indicator availdblsignal readiness to work and train

further”

. On average, those who have completed a bachelegie earn twice as much
as those with a high school diploma only ($51,266$27,915 annual incone)
regardless of whether they are the first in thamify to do so. A recent Pew Research
survey “finds that college graduates, on average, argieagnd more satisfied with
their jobs, their financial situation and their edtion than are those who did not attend
college. It also finds that most graduates saytti&it college education was very useful
in helping them grow intellectually (74%), matuseaaperson (69%) and prepare for a
job or career (55%)” (p7).

Accordingly, students’ educational aspirationsrasiag, as the majority of high
school students today now report that they plagotto college (Ingels, et. al, 2005).
Young adults also overwhelmingly narrate the valnd importance of a college degree
(Johnson & Duffett, 2005). However, the added-valfia degree continues to vary by
race/ethnicity and gender, with women and peopltdr earning less with the same
degree. So while the 4-year degree remains a sthnelguirement for class maintenance

and mobility, it often, but doesn’t necessarilyngkate into class mobility.

Research addressing first-generation college gtadus particularly timely given

2 Report of the Social Science Research Councill 2Dliestions That Matter: Setting the
research agenda on access and success in postsggadlication p. 17)

% Educational attainment in the United States
http://www.census.gov/population/www/socdemo/editc-atml

* Pew Research Center. (20115)College Worth It? College Presidents, PubliceSssValue,
Quality and Mission of Higher Educatiowashington, DC, US.



the current emphasis within high school and collegerm initiatives (e.g., dual-
enroliment and early-colled® on better supporting working-class students andents
of color succeed in college as a means of ameingyat variety of social ills: as a
measure of the quality of education offered by highools in the era of increased school
accountability; as a means of diversifying campaseaffirmative action programs
disappear; as a means of community advancemerddial/ethnic communities; and as a
way to establish social equity across race and c@dgncurrent with initiatives underway
intended to increase access to higher educatidardeand state policies simultaneously
erode the actual supports for working-class stigjesuich as tuition increases, the shift in
financial aid away from grants to loans, the widesag retreat from affirmative action,
the end of remediation, and the loss of open adomss

Market forces also significantly undermine workiclgss students’ college-going
efforts and outcomes. Attending college, whethéegree is earned or not, creates
considerable debt and a greater financial burdan ithever has in the past, especially for
poor and working-class students. Some private usitkes are abandoning need-blind
admission policie's The New York Times reports that for the first éinstudent loan debt
has surpassed credit card debt (Lewin, 2011). Sberalency of predatory for-profit

schools, higher loan-to-grant aid ratios adopteédhycational institutions, the shift from

® High school and college collaborations allowingdgints to earn college credit while in high
school.

® New high schools that incorporate college courskwothe curriculum so that students
graduate high school with a year or more of collegelits completed. Approximately 96 million
dollars in Gates funding has been earmarked fdy eallege initiatives.
http://www.earlycolleges.org/overview.html

" Kiley, K. (2012, June 1). Wesleyan shifts awayriroeed-blind policy, citing financial and
ethical concernslhside Higher EdRetrieved December 20, 2012, from
http://www.insidehighered.com/news/2012/06/01/wgeteshifts-away-need-blind-policy-citing-
financial-and-ethical-concerns
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the adequacy and availability of single careeran@ra of multiple lifetime careers, and
the higher levels of educational attainment demdrashel desired, help explain the
average $24,000 of student loan debt that twoghofctollege graduates now leave
college with (ibid). Such levels of debt constitaterippling burden for working class
students who may have more than the average lédelbd given their fewer material
resources entering college and greater financsgaesibility for family members.

As the current economic recession has demonstithiesk with college degrees
are not protected from rising unemployment. Morepftgure job growth is predicted to
be greatest in positions that do not require aat gegree. Currently only 21% percent of
jobs require a BA or higher. So while the fastestgrowth is predicted to be in positions
requiring post-secondary credentialing, growthhiis irea is only projected to increase to
22% of all positions. Thiargestgrowth is projected to actually be in the numlbigobs
that do not require a college degree, for examptbe service industry (Metzgar, 2010).
For these reasons and others, the Bachelor's degeekeen described as, “America’s
most over rated product” (Nemko, 2008).

Working class studies scholar, Sherry Linkon, asisks this debate in “Should
working-class people go to collegéThe critical question of whether college is for
everyone has shifted from a debate regarding tbesatility of a degree for historically
disenfranchised groups -- primarily those individuaithout a family legacy of college-
going -- to a debate centering around the valubeftiegree for working-class students,
specifically whether college-going is worth theaintial investment and effort, given

what are considered uncertain returns. As the Gtieaf Higher Ed has frequently

® http://workingclassstudies.wordpress.com/2011&4Hould-working-class-people-go-to-
college/
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documented (see Patton, S., 2012; December 5th,déttpree holders are increasingly
under-employed (e.g., 15% of telemarketers holdd@grees; over 5000 janitors have
PhDS, and over 75% of recent college graduates expenitve back home with their
parents. Although more than half (57%) of Americeetently surveyed by the Pew
Charitable trust didn’t believe that college reprged a good value for the money (Pew,
2011), most graduates (86%) did feel that theilegel education had been a good
investment for them personally.

However, the social value of a degree is also piaignmore fraught for
working-class students who typically come from camities and cultures that are at
odds with the middle-class culture of higher edwrafLareau, 2003; Schutz, 2008). By
not investigating family responses to shifts in@ation and class within working-class
families and communities, we risk the continuediagstion that social mobility is in all
ways, and to all parties, desirable or accessWikerisk even greater forms of neo-liberal
retreat from social responsibility when we assuna ¢ducation only affects the
individual, that such individuals are most concérabout their own mobility, that
educational institutions are only responsible tmlehts and not families or communities,
or that their responsibility ends on graduation (fayala, 2005). We deny that class is
lived relationally when we ignore the broad rangearial outcomes associated with the
pursuit and attainment of a college education. Btlaral/class differences within the
working class family in many ways mirror those theg increasingly dividing our
country.Consequently, this research offers insight intovtlags in which individuals,

motivated by love and intimacy, successfully anduatessfully attempt to bridge the

? Patton, S. (2012, May 6). The Ph.D. Now Comes Wihd StampsThe Chronicle of Higher
Education
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gap between the degreed and less educated.

| first review the relevant literatures groundimgststudy, and detail my
methodology. | then address the survey findinghénFirst Level Analysis, by means of
a principal components analysis (of the quantieatiata) and a qualitative analysis of the
3 open-ended survey items. | then offer interpesfixofiles of those interview
participants whom | quote and make reference tmreendividually addressing (in
successive chapters) the areas of inquiry orgaminis dissertation. | conclude with a
brief discussion the conceptual and methodologicatributions this work makes in

terms of policy implications, and future researalections in the final chapter.

Review of Literature

The most relevant literatures addressing the iesudra-familial educational and
class differences include higher education rese#nehsocial psychology of education,
and literatures in social class and mobility. Theerlying goal of most research on
working-class families and higher education, whethis undertaken on a sociological or
psychological level, is the support of academiacsss and increased educational
attainment of underserved students. Sociologicaliss within the field of education
research tend to frame social mobility as the ddeenvariable, operationalized as
(individual) achievement or educational attainm@ng., Harris, 2008), reinforcing the
appropriateness and desirability of the college@fpr working class people, an issue
currently being debated in the popular press ancritigal education theorists (e.g.,
Aronowitz, 2008; Linkon, April 18, 2011).

In Psychology, working-class parents are unders&sodaving taught their

children to survive in a class-stratified socieyyrbinforcing conformity, obedience, and
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loyalty (see Kohn, 1989; Sennett & Cobb, 1973)sTikiseen as understandable yet
hobbling to individuals in terms of their ability achieve educational success, their
development of critical consciousness and theiemitl to create personal as well as
social change, even though parental class statlisducational level influence
intergenerational mobility more than do parentaliga (Mason, 2007). The dogged
investigation of the relationship between paren{pr@ctices, attitudes, and values) and
student achievement sets up a deficit model, wiyanetsking class parents are
constructed as insufficiently providing academi@orotional support, their parenting
practices seen as in need of remediation, andvhkies understood as misguided.

Social science research literature also tends fthasize those outcomes
associated with individual achievement such assiestes and grades, degrees earned,
income, or occupation. Even though in the aggredglagse can also be indicators of
institutional and even national outcomes, they aquest one aspect of “success” and do
not necessarily constitute family or community weing (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2009).
The psychological literature on higher educatiod aocial class similarly emphasizes
individual outcomes (such as self-efficacy, idgnt#ense of belonging) rather than social
group or familial outcomes. For example, higheraadional attainment for first-
generation students has been associated with a sémslividual (though contingent)
inclusion into a middle-classed educated world thay may have felt excluded from in
the past (London, 1996; Pope, 1996).

The literature focusing specifically on upward midpiprimarily addresses two
aspects of the phenomena: 1) the social, cultanal,psychological factors facilitating

upward mobility, and 2) the negative individual @unes associated with an upward
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shift in social class. While such discourse setsmpard mobility as an unquestionably
appropriate aspirational goal, especially for wogkclass individuals and racialized
minorities, any positive outcomes actually asseciatith mobility are assumed and not
empirically detailed. Paradoxically, the socialat®nal and health costs associated with
the pursuit and completion of a degree — espedatlthose in academia (Dews & Law,
1995; Ryan & Sackrey, 1984; Tokarczyk & Fay, 1993re much more likely to be
considered and identified than are the benefits.

The study of the psychological experience of fgstieration college students and
graduates has also tended to focus on one partgettaler, usually the female
experience. Research addressing first-generatid@srhas mostly focused on their
mobility efforts, motivations, and experiences imidle-class context rather than on
their familial relationships per se. In contrassearch on first-generation female college
students and graduates more often addresses flyelgdogical experiences within their
families and communities (Ayala, 2005; Higginboth&riweber, 1992; Jones, 2005;
Lucey, Melody, & Walkerdine, 2003; Pope, 1996; Si&a@oleman, 2000; Wintrob,
2001). According to Shaw & Coleman (2000), womenibjective experiences of social
mobility through higher education tends to emphase importance of family as a
source of support and inspiration, across racei@tinnbut plays an especially important
role in the educational success of African Amerieamen. However, mothers and
children are invoked in both women’s and men’s atares of their paths to and through
higher education.

Just as much of the research on first-generatibegeograduates has focused

specifically on working-class women or men (withdies on women being more
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prevalent), the same literature has also separatielsessed communities of color from
working-class white communities, with white panpants traditionally the more
frequently represented. This trend is changindnasiemographics of first-generation
students continue to change to represent morergidécolor. College and university
admissions policies have also shifted in the wdlamational retreat from affirmative
action, toward targeting first-generation studexs® means of recruiting more
racially/ethnically diverse student populationse®mnalyses of the educational and social
experiences of first-generation graduates of cahal their families have thus tended to
foreground issues of structural racism and racahftion, with a secondary analysis of
social class. Research addressing white workingsdias oppositely emphasized a class
analysis without, or with a limited, an accompaigyamalysis of racial formation and
privilege (although working-class culture is sonreds invoked).

In general though, these literatures have notgetessed the perspectives of
families and communities that these first-generagjaduates come from, and frequently
try to return to -- in frustration, confusion, judgnt and always affection. While past
research has insistently investigated the influeridamily and community on student
success, social science has yet to consider tisthp@effect that the graduates’
experiences and beliefs may have on their familgrfin. The influence of graduate
educational experiences could potentially impramify relationships through felt pride
regarding the group-level achievement, increasamgiliy positivity around education and
schooling, or strengthening the sense of possgilatitd efficacy. Alternately, graduate
educational success could polarize positions witténfamily and metastasize distance

and difference into conflict, tension and avoidance
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Literature Related to Areas of Inquiry

In the following sections, | review conceptuallyespgic literature findings that
are relevant to the experience of upward mobihtptigh higher education and within
the family context, highlighting those findings tispeak to 1) educational values and
social justice beliefs; 2) family relationships gralver dynamics and 3) ideological
dilemmas and ambivalences.
Educational values and meritocratic faith

Liberalization of cultural and political views. The experience of higher
education, especially for working-class individyddas been associated with the
liberalization of cultural and political views. Ldan (1996, p.10) reports that first-
generation students, “spoke of their growing un@eding of the workings of and
consequences of class and racial discriminatioth ofimow that understanding had
changed their lives.” However, the role that edwcais perceived to play in an
individual's sense of social justice and powertiefss, particularly around race and
class, is an understudied area of first-generatidlege graduate and family narratives.

Shifting relationships to authority. Applying a psychoanalytic perspective to
learning and education, Henderson & Kegan (1989)udis Perry & Counsel’s (1970)
model of learning and development, specificallyerms of the developmental shifts that
occur during post-secondary education. In this m@tiedents move from the high
school context requiring associative learning, meration and a dependence on the
teacher for received truth, to the college setiuich structures “contextual relativism”
where “authority shifts from being located in teat¢her — or being denied to — the

student. The teacher is seen more as a resounced® and less as the arbiter of truth or
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of method.(..) What this can mean in the broadenalo of the self is a collapse of the
very foundations of the ‘received tradition’ anglacing of oneself, reluctantly or
eagerly, in the role of having to judge the truéthue of any fact” (295). They go on to
emphasize, “One of the beauties of Perry’s schertat it points to the relatedness of
learning and identity, of intellectual developmant personality development.
Complexity of thought and relation to authority nga together as part of the same
process” (296).

They (and Perry) outline the potential of highen@ation to facilitate critical
consciousness by facilitating a suspicion of auth@nd legitimating students’ own
values. However, this developmental shift alsoilmgdications for families as
students/graduates are likely to challenge thedtrsictures of authority: those within the
family. But also to challenge the received wisddnfiamily and community members,
particularly in the form of cultural, religious apalitical beliefs. An analysis of such
tensions contribute to and reveal ideological difeas within the family but that reflect
larger ideological debates nationally. Even congalpting the challenging of authority
as a “developmental” milestone positions workingssl families as less evolved than
middle-class families, who work hard to inculcateease of entitlement in their children
(Lareau, 2003), while working class families woolkféster a sense of communality
(Schutz, 2008).

Inequality starts at home: Family relations and pover dynamics in a context
of disparate levels of educational attainmentAs mentioned previously, family
members are frequent features of published stutehgraduate narratives of their

educational motivations and experiences (e.g.,s]J@05; Quinn, 2004; Rodriguez,
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1983; Shaw & Coleman, 2000), and there is evidenten these specific literatures that
families play a role in determining individual kedB, attitudes and feelings about
education and schooling (Harris, 2008; 614-615)ealt as influence academic outcomes.

In The Pecking Ordef2005),Dalton Conley investigates “which siblings succeed
and why.” Using national economic data, he dessriame disparities in income and
educational attainment between siblitfgsvhich he argues, “imply an American
landscape where class identity is ever changinghnahdecessarily shared between
brothers and sisters. (..) We want to think thahéas a haven in a heartless world. The
truth is that inequality starts at home” (pg.7).likkn conventional assumptions of family
solidarity in matters of social in/equality, Conlegates class and educational disparities
squarely within the home. While Conley focuseslmdause of such intra-familial
disparities, arguing that the limited resourcefaaiilies (particularly of larger families)
necessitates differential investment in childrawjlitating lasting social inequalities
within the family -- the current research frames Working-class family as an important
and illustrative context for the negotiation of sb@ower and privilege across
educational/class difference.

Difficult Emotions: Loss in gain, or the “cost” of educational success.

“discourses of social mobility and social capitehd to hold denials: of the
losses that are fundamental to and unavoidablédhange, even when those
changes are desired; of the enormous amount ohpsygical work involved in
transformation; and of the costs of that work (Lticey, Melody & Walkerdine,

2003; p. 286).

%1n general, the sibling relationship is not speeify addressed in the upward mobility
literature (See Jones, 2005 for an exception).
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The “loss implies the gain” (Richard Rodriguez, B8

While the discourse around higher education andilibothrough education is
typically a portrait in positivity, actual upwardamility narratives and research that
focuses on %L generation college graduates represents a cortgglieamd ambivalent
picture of the impact of higher education. The éardiscourse is positive while
individual stories and narratives emphasize thés¢cperhaps in response to the positivity
of the discourse, necessitating such assertiolossf Working-Class studies scholar,
Renny Christopher (2002) identifies a subgenre .&. Working class literature as
“narratives of unhappy upward mobility” epitomizleyg Richard Rodriguez’ “Hunger of
Memory: The Education of Richard Rodriguez” (198@)e four texts Christopher
analyses are autobiographical in nature althoughRadriguez is non-fiction. For the
authors and their protagonists, education is tlggnerof their upward mobility, often
identified as the source of their ambivalent transfations. Through their works, they
interrogate the American dream ideology, “emphasig(the sense of loss that haunts
upward mobility,” and “show that upward mobilityalees wounds in the consciousness
of those who undertake it without denying the ckwhtheir past (Christopher, 2002;
80).

Research on first-generation graduates has oftarséal on how students and
graduates feel about their higher educational aptishments in relation to their families
of origin, often understood in terms of loss (seat®n, 2007; Lawler, 1999; London,
1989, 1996; Lucey et al., 2003; Roberts & Roseny20@1). Lucey, Melody and
Walkerdine (2003) for example, complicate the agstion that the path to and through

higher education represents only gain and emph#sizimherent losses that come with
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any gains associated with educational success.rf@giesearch on working-class
students and college graduates describes how tlwatk process itself estranges
students from their families and communities thatthoped to contribute to (London,
1996; Ochberg & Comeau, 2001).

This point is also suggested in London’s studyirstdgeneration college students.
He noted that the observed behavioral and attiainanges of first-generation students
“subtly marked the separation of students fromrtpast, both in their own eyes and in
the eyes of those who still inhabited the past,aretyone seemed to know that that was
the case. Thus these presentations of change \geraraeffect, a careful feeling out of
possible changes in people’s ways of caring andaahg for each other. In many
families, the fundamental question was whether [geopuld discover new ways of
loving one another” (London, 1996; p. 13).

Such loss-in-gain for graduates must also faadigains/losses for their families
as well. Clinical researcher, Joellyn Ross (199§)es that using a social class lens in
therapeutic analyses could reveal “the cost paishtiyiduals and families when upward
mobility, highly valued in our culture, resultssncioeconomic stratification and
emotional dissonance within the family. Social slaan be an especially difficult, yet
important, lens for viewing problemgthin families” (Ross, 340) (italics in original).
Ross is exceptional in that she considers familynbers of the upwardly mobile,
arguing that differences in class status will fkkhve family effects (341).

Ambivalences and hybridity. Ambivalence and a dual or divided consciousness
seem to mark the upwardly mobile working-class scthjpoth in literature as well as in

research. Christopher (2002) argues that a nagrafiupward mobility is “necessarily a
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narrative of divided consciousness” (89). Rosdirnec@n, finds the socially mobile
psyche to be characterized by deep ambivalencedantlfies the poles of shame and
pride as “strong components” of upward mobility §34and potentially therapeutic hot
spots. Working-class studies scholar Linda Stro@®%1 124) similarly describes sharing
the experience of both pride and shame in one’&wgrclass origins with other
academics from working-class backgrounds.

In their research on the educational paths of agad working-class young
women, Lucey, Melody and Walkerdine pay explicieation to the psychic and
unconscious defenses utilized by working-class woared their families to deal with the
drastic and traumatic changes wrought by a shigieimder roles and social class
associated with higher education. London (1996hsabut that “It seems paradoxical,
but first-generation students even in the midstaisformation are almost always
looking for ways to minimize disarticulation orhave it proceed at pace and intensity
that is acceptable to them” (p. 23). One of thesmawat working-class students minimize
disarticulation is by maintaining a hybridized itignor dual consciousness.

Lucey, et al (2003) focus on the psychic and emalitabor required to maintain
the hybrid identity of an educationally successiiodl working-class girl, emphasizing
that hybridity — the incorporation of multiple ptenalities into one’s identity -- is an
emotionally taxing state. Ayala (2005) similarlyaes this point in her analysis of the
“border work” required of Latina first-generationllege students attempting to balance
home and cultural commitments with the instituticerad corporatized demands of the
college, resulting in the hybridized identity slesgjnatesnestiza consciousne@syala,

2005; 58). Ross (1995) references the psychictaffeolved in “feeling at home in a
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new [class] environment” (342). We can assume pas tRoss, that what's emotionally
taxing for the individual student/graduate, is dksang for the family as well. While this
and other defenses are necessary for educatiorzdss) such defenses also contribute to
difficult emotional dynamics within the working elsfamily. The question is, in what
ways and how is it managed? But also, how doe&utheasiness of hybridity” filter into
the lives and practices of family members othenftie graduate? To what extent do
family members themselves maintain hybridized idiestand lives?

Being better than.Educational disparities within the family, as drifaces in
privilege and power, potentially undermine famigationships just as they undermine
social cohesion. One example has to do with the &frrole models that working-class
families provide to upwardly mobile members. Highsol students with college
aspirations report that influential family membeasiveyed to them the idea that
“stressing your mind” was preferable to “stresgmgr mind and body” (Knight, Norton,
Bentley, & Dixon, 2004; p.115), given the physigadhd emotionally demanding jobs
that they have access to without higher educatiedentialing. The daily labor of
pushing oneself physically and mentally hour dfteur seemed to generate for some
families a desire that subsequent generations &esess to college and thus be spared a
similar fate. In Knight's counter stories, familyembers who didn’t go to college wanted
the students in their families to see them as elsrgd what not to do. In other research
on first-generation Mexican-American college gradaaparticipants reported that their
immigrant parents’ employment options acted asxamgle of what not to be (Cabrera
& Padilla, 2004; p. 159; Romero, 2002). Gorman’skv@000) with working-class and

middle-class parents also reported that some wgisliass participants indicated that
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their parents “taught them what not to do,” (70hjlermiddle-class participants
identified their parents as examples to emulate.

This negative modeling meant that success for wmgrkiass students would be
defined as separate and distant from their paveiiibhgs’ lives. The drive to achieve
educational success, in the form of a 4-year degméd be read by family members as
the desire to become something different [readeldehan their family of origin. The
difference that first-generation graduates becamachieve) likely has consequences for
family members’ sense of self, whether the diffesers seen as desirable, alien, or
somewhere in between.

In as far as working-class family members’ exparesnand feelings are
considered, there is a general sense that farbiiksve that their now formally educated
children or siblings, hold themselves above thanify of origin. The “who do you
think you are” tension highlighted in the title Ha=en alluded to and addressed by
researchers of class and mobility (Bourdieu, 19$8380; Lawler, p.18; Lucey, et al,
2003; Ochberg & Comeau, 2001, p. 140). And indeshy upwardly mobile and first-
generation college graduates report being asksdjtlestion by members of their family
of origin (Jones, 2005). To what extent is thisssue/dynamic narrated by graduates?
How do they understand it and negotiate it? Rostioes a defensive reaction to this
dynamic from family members. To what extent do getds report such reactions from
families, and how do family members understancediffice between them and the
college graduates in their family?

Family perspectives (or lack of)Working class parents, though, are diverse in

their experiences and attitudes toward schoolimgragher education. Gorman (1998)
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found his (white) working-class sample to be maweige in this respect than his
middle-class sample (p.38). While a segment of wgrklass parents support a college
education for their children even though they mayehmixed feelings about it (Gorman,
1998; p. 28), working-class people often have gtif@elings about college-educated
people in general, based on their experiencesecdabial “injuries of class” (Gorman,
1998; Sennett & Cobb, 1973; Willis, 1977). WilllsX77) also identifies an oppositional
relationship within the working classes betweengbeavho aspire “up” and those who
see themselves as remaining working-class in theire, either because of a perceived
lack of opportunity, a devaluing of middle-clasdtere, or some other reason. Gorman
(1998) asks, “what is it about the white-collarllege graduate that makes these
working-class parents angry?” He identifies thesoes to be associated with middle-
class language, clothing and attitudes (p. 25)what degree is this dynamic played out
in working-class families of first-generation gratkes? How do families manage such
tensions and what can we learn from the bridgirgtes for class relations in general?
While Gorman doesn’t talk specifically to workintgss parents of college graduates, he
is one of the few researchers who have interviemlgte working-class parents about
their feelings and attitudes toward college graesiat general. The current research
extends Gorman’s work to address working-classlfasiifeelings and attitudes toward
their college-educated family member(s).

Envy & guilt: Related dynamics. Another inequality-related issue potentially
affecting first-generation family dynamics conceting differential opportunity among
members to fulfill educational and occupationaliens. Gorman (2000) found that a

quarter of his working-class participants had gaalsyoung adults that included higher
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educational aspirations, but for various reasonewarealized in the face of obstacles,
and became even less possible later in life. Neheeless, years and children later, many
still had a “desire to return to school to finisB&D, to learn a trade, or to take college-
level coursework” (709). On the other hand, firetigration graduates have been able to
achieve at least some of their goals while othetheir family have not, sometimes
causing discord and guilt about “the others leftibd” (Lisa Orr, 2001; 199). Ross
(1995) identifies social comparison as particuladyrimental to family members (see
also Deutsch). Social comparison, particularlyeimts of its guilt-inducing potential, is
likely to cause ambivalence for some graduatesedis Mow central of a concern is
graduate guilt? What role does it play in familyndynics and power relations? To what
degree is guilt indicative of a personal sensesponsibility and obligation to one’s
family?
Ideological Dilemmas

Ideological dilemmas are not decisions to be madearal dilemmas, per se.
They are the jagged spaces between two incompadidbdogical paths, offering
affective openings and important sites of analySianley & Billig (2004) write, “In an
ideological dilemma, two sets of commonly shareldes will appear to be in rhetorical
conflict with each other. However, speakers willth manage both sets rather than
siding with one or the other. (..) When narratimgtpevents, people can be attempting to
negotiate such dilemmas of ideology” (p. 160). Thevher point out that such
ideological dilemmas are not resolvable as theyest larger societal ideological
dilemmas. While | specifically address power relas within the family in my second

area of inquiry (RQ2), I look to interpersonal andividual dilemmas in my third area of
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inquiry (RQ3) to reveal larger power/ ideologicelations at work. There are a number
of ideological tensions inherent in the experieotlkaving educational disparities within
the working-class family. An important dilemma thadrking-class families face is the
relative inclusion that first-generation graduaggperience within privileged middle-
classed institutions, which are constituted onbthg's of exclusion.

Lawler (1999) asks in her research on women fromking-class backgrounds
who shift to middle-class adulthoods, “what hapkewben people occupy both a
working-class and a middle-class habitus duringsdrae lifetime?” given that the
middle-class is constituted “on the basis of rddésalusion, pathologizing and Othering
of working class existence” (p. 14). Students imdon’s (1996) study of the effects of
college on first-generation college students alsou$sed the pleasure of a new sense of
inclusion: “I was always made to be the outsideswN feel like I'm gradually coming
inside the circle” (p. 12). Inclusion in this inst& is understood as individually based.
Middle-class inclusion is often accompanied byanstitution of class allegiances that
psychologically conflicts upwardly mobile individgaValerie Walkerdine (2003)
describes her ambivalence around her upward mptilibugh higher education, which
motivated her research on class but also involvaerefying invitation to belong to a
new place, which was simultaneously an invitatofeel shame about what one had
been before and indeed to understand the peogdtenkidom | had grown up as a part of a
growing political problem, a conservative and reawry force, not the bedrock of a
revolution” (Walkerdine, 2003; 238). Such an untiding of the working class — that
is, one’s family and community -- as a negative eoainter-revolutionary force was and

is an unsettling aversive experience for first gahien graduates.
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For Lawler’s participants, the complicated andasioly experience of passing
emerged as an important issue, wherein many descekisting in a liminal space
between a working-class background that they wardied of being returned to, and a
tenuous state of conditional acceptance by the lenddss — a graduation of sorts from
anxious achievement to a fear of falling. Do faeslalso gain a sense of social inclusion
when a member of their family gains access to abkoontext of greater social and
cultural capital? How might the inclusion of onemieer affect other family members’
sense of justice, as a belief in a just world ocrégcal consciousness around class
arrangements?

False & critical consciousness (& for whom)Anthropologists McC Heyman
and Luykx (2006) argue that “college should helmshts envision not only their own
career paths—their own escape from collective matgiation—but also the need for
solidarity with wider social groups” (McC Heymanl&ykx, 2006; p. 11). IWhere we
stand: Class Matter@000), bell hooks discusses our national histéigotidarity with
the poor, which was especially strong in African éman communities and churches.
She goes on to note, “solidarity with the poor wWeesgesture that intervened on shame. It
was to be expressed not just by treating the p@tiramd with generosity but by living as
simply as one could” (p. 41). Things have chan@pedigh as hooks (2000) describes how
starting in the 1970’s we as a nation moved froemtdying with the poor to identifying
with the rich (p. 44). She wasn’t particularly hbgdesither about the role of education in
ameliorating this large-scale shift in class idigcdtion. A similar realignment of
allegiances, aided by the higher educative progtld be argued to undermine

identification with other marginalized groups, imding those most oppressed by class
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stratification, as well as compromise collectiveisegance on the part of first-generation
graduates and even their families.

Another ideological dilemma posed by the preseri@@ducated family
member within the working-class family is the temsbetween individual and structural
attributions for educational and professional sas@nd failure. In their economic and
class struggles, the working-class family can s ses undermining faith in meritocracy
(or in the motivated worker), while the figure betworking-class graduate legitimates
meritocracy and embodies the ‘American spirit’ afdvwork, constituting another
ideological minefield. Speaking about a group ofkimg-class teachers in an
undergraduate teachers education course, McC Hegnarykx (2006) found that
students “tended to embrace an individualist viésuzcess, viewing themselves as
counter-examples to arguments about structuratdilons. At the same time, they
resisted seeing themselves as exceptional [..ild,(Jln 10). McC Heyman & Luykx argue
that, “the promise of mobility motivates them; th@minant ideology is, in some ways, a
solace to them. The academic failures or levelpdasons of their relatives and peers
contrast with their own experiences of persistearm accomplishment, and they tend to
interpret these differences in terms of individagtibutes and opportunities, rather than
as manifestations of aggregate inequalities.” Hexesee a real tension between the
investment in the notion of equality of opportuniyd in the equality of family and
community members.

Concerted cultivation. Lareau (2003) argues in her extensive family nesea
that middle-class families structure the hyper-ttgwaent of their children’s feelings,

opinions, and thoughts through an intense proce&oncerted cultivation,” while
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working-class families support a “natural growthddel of parenting that values child
leisure time, autonomy from adults and clear bourddetween children and adults. She
finds that “..children raised according to the togf concerted cultivation can gain
advantages, in the form of an emerging sense afesnént, while children raised
according to the logic of natural growth tend te@lep an emerging sense of constraint”
(p- 7). Such differences in parenting and educatiphilosophies can be interpreted as a
form of false consciousness in that the privilegdaig group inculcate the expectation
of privilege and entitlement to address/challengaarity figures while the oppressed
inculcate in their children self-constraint andegmtance of an unequal state of the world.
While this is neither my nor Lareau’s argument, hirstorical prevalence of such
analyses of the false consciousness of the wordlaxgs underscores the importance of
investigating one of the most persistent theoretisaumptions about working-class
families. This entails inquiry into participant®lefs about the justness of the world, the
possibility of changing class relations, and tipeirsonal visions of social justice. This
will also require a critical look at our notions@éss-consciousness. For example,
Lareau points out that “concerted cultivation pkacgense labor demands on busy
parents, exhausts children, and emphasizes théogeavent of individualism, at times at
the expense of the development of the notion ofahely group [..] In a society less
dominated by individualism than the United Stavat) more of an emphasis on the
group, the sense of constraint displayed by workilags and poor children might be

interpreted as healthy and appropriate” (LareaQ320. 13).
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Methods

This project consists of two branches of investayatl) a narrative study of first-
generation college graduates and (separately) yameimbers of first-generation college
graduates which constitutes the largest and magtatipiece of research, and 2) an
anonymous web-based survey of first-generatioregeligraduates. The purpose of this
web-based survey was to broadly assess first-gme@llege graduate attitudes about
their college experiences, post-college familytrefeships, current educational values
and ideological dilemmas related to educationdeddhces within the family of origin,
as there are currently very few studies of thisypaijon that investigate post-degree
attitudes and experiences and none of which asstigne about family relationships.
The web-based survey was also used to gather é@siographic information such as
personal level of educational attainment and thanmediate family members, income
and occupation in order to multiply determine sbciass positionality.

Secondarily, the survey served as a recruitmemfdéodhe narrative piece of the
investigation. Given that one’s social class ofjioriremains an identity that can be
selectively and strategically taken on publiclyaraad-based recruitment method was
required. First-generation college graduates damaoessarily self-identify as such, nor
does their educational attainment, in relatiorh@rtfamily members’, necessarily
coalesce into a public identity marker. This wagseesally the case for the recruitment of
family members of first-generation graduates, wieoewven less likely to identify
themselves by the educational attainment or classssof their children or siblings.
Online surveys have the advantage of recruitingigpeed types of participants that are

not easily or often found in college student sampBirnbaum, 2004; p. 813). This
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recruitment method allowed respondents to inditteg& interest in participating beyond
the survey by submitting their contact informatfonan additional interview, and also
offered a way for graduates to inform family mensboa&pout the study either by
submitting their contact info or by forwarding apeylink to a family-specific survey to
their families™.

This multi-method design generated three distiyyoe$ of data: quantitative
survey data (N=340), open-ended qualitative sudagg (N=340), and individual
interviews with graduates (N=13) and family memi&rs5) which were then brought to
bear in the analyses of the three areas of indpngviously identified) that organize this
dissertation. Each methodology and analytic majescribed in detail below.

Graduate Survey

Online survey methodology.Two anonymous internet surveys were constructed
using the Form Assembly web application, one fiatfgeneration college graduates, and
another for family members of first-generation egk graduates, to address the three
areas of inquiry across a broad range of parti¢gpgng., diverse by gender,
race/ethnicity, age, educational attainment leart) college experiences (e.g.,
private/public institutions; residential/commutantpus; recent/past graduates,
rural/urban schools) specifically post-graduati@nly the results of the graduate survey
are presented here as it was the only one thatafedeany respon&e Participants were

recruited from alumni contact lists of collegesiansities enrolling large percentages of

" However, this did not result in any interviewstwiamily members nor completion of a useful
number of family-specific surveys (fewer than 5)
12 The limitations of my recruitment strategy is aeiired in the discussion section.
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first generation college studettsAn internet hyperlink to the secure web-based
anonymous survey was either published on the altnmmiepage or alumni newsletter, or
emailed to alumni via a list-serve announcemeittte [ink was also posted on blogs
addressing working class and higher education $$u®urvey respondents self-selected
by completing the survey. The majority of survegsfions were 5-point Likert items
assessing graduate attitude and subjective exgeremound college going, family
relationships in regards to one’s educational ratt&int, personal beliefs around merit,
personal and educational values, experiencesiest-géneration college graduate, and
subjective social status. The survey also incluglddferent open-ended questions (see
Appendix for survey questions).

Survey respondents who were interested in partiogdurther in the project
were asked to submit their contact informationiegithe survey site. They were then
contacted via email and offered details about titane of the project and what
participation in the narrative study entailed (ian individual interview). Interviews
were then scheduled with those individuals expngsan interest in participating. They
were also asked to forward the survey link to fgrmembers who may have an interest
in participating.

Survey sample.The survey sample of 340 respondents includesugtad from
public and private institutions (64.3% vs. 35.7%yp@ctively), urban and rural schools,
and crosses categories of race/ethnicity in propwt(61.4% White, 14.5% Black,

12.4% Hispanic, 5.3% Asian/Pacific Islander, 4.4%eo, 1.8 Multi-racial/ethnic)

13j.e., All City University of New York alumni assa@tions were approached but only Brooklyn
College and Queens College specifically agreedsgedhinate the survey link; and private
schools that heavily recruit first-generation cgdestudents, such as Berea College in Kentucky.
4 Specificallyhttp://educationandclass.caand http://workingclassstudies.wordpress.com/




33

comparable to the racial demographics of the 2288 undergraduate enrollment in
degree-granting institutions in the United Statesi¢h include AA progrants). As

table 1 indicates, the current study slightly osamples minority degree holders when
compared to the percentage of degrees conferrealcdeyand degree level nationally. This
increased representation of minority perspectite e expected given the current focus
on first-generation college graduates, who are rikety to be Black or Latino, and

female (Chen & Carroll, 2005).

Table 1: Comparison of current survey sample anidma levels of enrollment and
degree completion by race and highest degree attain

Race/ % of total | % of % of 2008 U.S. | % of BA's | % of MA’s

Ethnicity survey BA MA Undergrad | earned in | earned in
sample holders | holders | enrollment | U.S. for U.S. for

2007-08 2007-08

White 61.4 53.7 63.6 63.2 71.8 65.5

Black 14.5 17.4 13.1 13.9 9.8 10.4

Hispanic 12.4 11.6 14.8 12.9 7.9 5.9

Asian/Pacific | 5.3 8.3 34 6.8 7.0 6.0

Islander

Other 4.4 8.3 2.3 -- -- --

Multi- 1.8 .8 2.3 - -- -

racial/ethnic

American 0 0 0.6 1.1 0.7 0.6

Indian

Non-resident | -- -- - 2.2 2.8 11.6

Alien

Sourcehttp://nces.ed.gov/pubs2010/2010015/tables/tablel 24pand
http://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=72

Overall, women are also over-represented in thg$a(72.1% women versus

28.6% men) at a rate that is higher than the nakiaverage for all degrees conferred.

*http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2010/2010015/tables/tablel .24p
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Nationally, 57 percent of bachelor's degrees, dhgdedcent of master's degrees were
earned by females overall in 2007*08 his gender gap/difference is even more
pronounced for Black and Latina graduates when lgflveducational attainment is
considered, as Black or Latina women are moreylik@kearn above a BA than are Black
and Latino met. First-generation college students are also mkeéylto be femal¥’
(Chen & Carroll, 2005), further contributing to thigh percentage of female participants
in the current study.

Educational attainment of sample:

Over half (52.1%) of survey respondents reportedngaearned an MA degree
while 64% held an M.A. degree or higher (9.8 % hoEhD and 2.1% have Professional
degrees). Thirty-six percent (36.1%) reported thellor's degree as the highest degree
earned.

Educational attainment of parents:

The survey asked graduates to report on the eduehittainment of their
parents. All participants had parents who had aoted a 4 year degree or beyond at the
time that the graduate started college. No diffeesrwere found between parent’s past
level of education (i.e., at the time that the gt first entered college) and their
parent’s current educational attainment levelstlidgiwere there significant differences
between those with parents who had some collegerexge, an AA degree or
vocational certificate/training and those with noDechotomizing participant responses
into “no”/’some” college indicates that the majgrdf graduates surveyed had parents

with no post-secondary educational experiences: 80§taduates reported “no college,”

18 http://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=72
" http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2010/2010015/indicator6 sp6.a
8 http://nces.ed.gov/das/epubs/showTable2004.as@&dble|D=1629
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and 20 % “some college” for their mothers, and #8@orted “no college,” 25% “some
college” for their fathers.
Year that BA degree was earned:

Survey respondents (N=335) earned their degreessseveral decades, from
the 1940s (n=3) to the 2000’s (n=124). Howeverdgates who earned their degrees in
the last 2 decades were specifically targetedderoto reach individuals who have spent
time in the work force with a degree, and also toayn the midst of a class shift, rather
than recent grads anticipating their futures arees reflecting back on a life and career.
This was achieved as the bulk of respondents (78eH¥ted their BA in either the
2000's (37%) or the 1990's (36.1%), tapering ofparcentage the further back in decade
considered: 1980’s (10.4%), 1970’s (8.1%), 1966:3%), 1950’s (1.8%) and 1940’'s
(.9%). No significant differences were found basadiecade that degree was earned.
Institutional characteristics of colleges attended:

Survey respondents earned their undergraduateetefyoem both public and
private institutions. Roughly two thirds (64.3%paduated from public institutions, while
35.7% came from private schools, which represemtsvar-sampling of graduates from
private institutions. For comparison, in 2007-8,4P8 of U.S. postsecondary students
were enrolled in public institutions, and 26.5%atah non-profit (18.7%) and for-profit
(7.8%) private institutions. Graduates were directly recruited from two CUN¥hani
associations (Queens College, Brooklyn College)iadiectly through word of mouth
to other CUNY and non-CUNY graduates. Consequditily% of survey respondent are
alumni of CUNY campuses, while 39.3% come from ottwdleges and universities. The

largest non-CUNY source of graduate respondent&doom Berea College (20.4%), a

19 http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2010/2010015/tables/talle3 2sp
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private liberal arts and Christian university sagvcollege students in the Appalachia
area.
Residence during college years:

Most survey respondents reported living at homweitr family (53.4%) during
their undergraduate years. The rest reported lismgampus (27%) or in the “other”
category (19.6%): away from home, but not on campusez & Cuccari-Alamin (1998)
found that beginning first-generation students waoge likely than non-first generation
students (84% versus 60%) to live off campus wathify. The relatively large
percentage of participants responding “other” —+Iyeafifth -- presents an interpretive
challenge as we can't ascertain exactly what “aft@y home but not at school” means.
These graduates might have resided with a signfifictner or friends. It may also mean a
combination of housing situations over the courfsth® college experience. A large
proportion of ' generation students, including these respondentg drom public
colleges and universities, which are much mordylike be commuter campuses with
limited student housing options, rather than pevastitutions which are primarily
residential and support a dorm culture. This mgyar the large percentage of
respondents who reported living at home during tb@iege years, even with the greater
than average number of individuals graduating fpriwate institutions nationally.
Graduate and Family Interviews

Interview methodology. As part of the narrative study, | conducted 18
interviews® in total: 13 first-generation graduates and 5 famiembers. Narrative-study

participants were identified based on their leedaucational attainment (and included if

20| additionally pretested my interview scheduleittgrviewing two recent®igeneration college
graduates, both African American males. Their witaws are not included in my findings.
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they indicated an interest in participating), ratti@n by measures of income and
occupation, as | hoped to draw conclusions abaupflychosocial value and impact of
disparate levels of educational attainment withfamily in distinction from
differences in social class. | recruited collegadyrates who were of the first generation
in their immediate families of origin to earn a day degree, and in which no one in the
immediate family had earned either an AA or BA/B&le time the graduate entered
college. Several graduates had older siblings vanoegl four-year degrees after they
earned the first college degree in their family.

Participants were recruited via an online survegdfng first-generation college
graduates (described below). Participant selectias purposeful to ensure a mix of both
male and female graduates, individuals who wererd&in their racial/ethnic identities,
who attended residential colleges as well as thdsestayed near their homes, and
included graduates from public and private unitasi Selection priority was given to
participants who believed that an immediate fammbmber might also be interested in
participating in an interview (whether or not a fsbmember ultimately participated).
Family member interviewees were recruited throlegftommendations from participating
graduates, or through posts on online classifiesisaxge boards (e.g., Craigslist). All
interested family members were followed up, anttdmapted to schedule an interview.
Recruitment text can be found in Appendix. Researdlyses and family profiles
address the multiple levels of intersectionalityraged by subjects, including regarding
racial/ethnic identity, immigration status, and den

Interviews were semi-structured and covered foyonareas: graduates’ college

experiences, family relations, educational valuesideological dilemmas. Both
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graduates and family member participants were aalsst of similar questions
(interview questions included in Appendix). Intews generally lasted an hour, with
some running slightly longer or shorter dependinghe participant’s interest and
availability. Interviews generally were conductedd-to-face, but were also conducted
over the telephone for those graduates and faneiybers living outside of the New
York metro area or who specifically requested anghioterview. All interviews were
recorded and transcrib@dInterview participants were each compensated $25.
Interview Sample. Women make up the majority of interviewed parteits: 14
women as compared to 4 participating men, andaatigipating family members were
female (n=5). In terms of race/ethnicity, the samelpresented Latino, Black, and White
participants in roughly equivalent numbers. Howeesian American participants were

underrepresented, with only one interviewee idgimtgf as Asian.

%L The exception was a phone interview with “Frankiieh was only partially recorded due to a technical
malfunction. Notes on the interview were taken ciseafter the interview.
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)

Pseudonym Gender Age Range Race/ethnicity

Ernesto (“Ernie”) Male 20’s Latino (Puerto Rican)

Kenneth Male 40’s African American

Noah Male 40’s White (Eastern European

Frank (minimally Male 30’s White (Italian)

guoted)

Esperanza Female 20’s Latina
(Dominican/Ecuadorian)

Gena Female 20’s Latina (Dominican)

Nikki Female 40’s African American

Noreen Female 40's African American

Una Female 30’s Taiwanese (immigrant)

Wendy Female 30’s White

Roz (not quoted) Female 50’s White

Sarah (not quoted) Female 20’'s White (Jewish)

Kimberly (not Female 50’s White

quoted)

Table 3: Family member participants

Pseudonym Gender Age Range Race/Ethnicity

Angelica (later Female 30’s Latina

earned a BA)

Sharon (later earned al: emale 40’s White

BA)

Cora Female 60’s African American

Desiree Female 40's African American

Yolanda (minimally Female 30’s Caribbean American
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quoted)

Analytic Design and Interpretive Method by Data Fomat

Quantitative survey data.A Principal Components Analysis (PCA) was
employed for the purposes of data reduction aredrasans of exploring the underlying
constructs of the survey items. Survey questiongdesigned to tap into areas of
experience potentially relevant to the study comgesuch as participants’ educational
values and merit beliefs; and their understandinfgroily relationships, specifically in
regards to disparities in higher educational att&int. Consequently questions
investigating the ways that graduates explain tbaurcational successes as well as the
educational outcomes of family members were indyds were questions assessing
family intimacy and interdependence, and beliefsualbhe value and effect of college for
themselves and their families of origin.

Qualitative data. | draw from a number of analytic frames and nareat
orientations to interpret the two types of qualMaidata that were produced (i.e.,
interview and open-ended survey data):

Discourse analysis of interview datautilize a discursive psychological
approach, in the tradition of Billig (1996), Ha&£Gillett (1994); Parker (1992); and
Potter (1996), in my analysis of interview datas@irsive psychologists believe that “the
supposedly inner, individual and hidden psycholaleorld is theoretically and
methodologically directly observable through examgrthe practice of talk” (Billig,
1996; p. 293). Through the analysis of dialogudh{l®xplicitly stated and that which is
avoided in speech), we can investigate the un/eonsthoughts and emotions of

speakers. Supporting the notion that the sociaraad well as our mental lives (Potter &
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Wetherell, 1987) “are constituted and reproducedugh talk” (Billig, 1998; p. 293), |
also employ a type of “ideological analysis” mosplitly theorized and practiced by
Billig et al (1998) (see also Billig, 1992 and Wetdll & Potter, 1992) to delve into the
psychological ambivalences, or the interior enaatshef societal conflicts, that intensely
affect and face first-generation college graduatebstheir families. These ideological
conflicts (namely between notions of merit and ewnick of class-based outcomes despite
universally high aspiration; love and blame; relaél versus social obligation) are
psychologically constitutive as well as sociallpm@ductive, warranting this analytic
lens.

The narrative approach, specifically a hermenewtdaith/suspicion (Josselson,
2004), was used in tandem with a discursive aproathe analysis of interview data.
Josselson’s organization of narrative stancesaritermeneutics of restoration (faith)
and/or a hermeneutics of demystification (suspicmesented a productive analytic
approach to the interview data. The goal of Josa&dg2004) hermeneutics of
restoration is an understanding of research ppants that is similar to the way that they
understand themselves (6), and entails the pradéssstilling, elucidating, and
illuminating the intended meanings of the infornigb). First-generation college
graduates, and especially their families, stilhdd have a significant presence in social
psychological or education research and the fiel@searchers engaging the
psychological and phenomenological experiencersf fleneration graduates and their
family members remains very small. Consequentlypnipary analytic frame for both

forms of qualitative data, but especially the opaded survey data, is a hermeneutics of
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restoration, as | prioritize participants’ intendsefspectives on their family relations in
the context of educational disparities, and theivwg schooling and of meritocracy.

The analysis of the emerging issues related tdodézal dilemmas and
psychological ambivalences alternately demandegtméneutics of demystification,
which “attempts to decode meanings that are disgli@. 1). A hermeneutics of
suspicion requires attention to what isn’t saidsavoided in talk, potentially revealing
psychologically important phenomena or experiertisasare not consciously known by
participants. Participants are not always awatb@ideological dilemmas they struggle
with, and a hermeneutics of demystification focusesdiscovering meanings that lie
hidden within a false consciousness” (p. 5). Is thstance “false” refers to the
unconscious aspects of participants’ positionserdtiian necessarily a form of
ideological blindness. Still, there is significarverlap in the two understandings of a
‘false consciousness.’ Discourse analysis andipaogilg theory (Harré & van
Langenhove, 1999) allow for the interpretation n€onscious and unintended meanings
in texts, and thus facilitated the execution otantreneutics of demystification in the
analysis of the ways in which privilege, differeraoed knowledge perhaps go
underground in interpersonal interactions withirrkuag class families of college
graduates.

Interviews were transcribed using a simplified w@rf the conversation
analysis notation developed by Jefferson (1984 Yifieal by Wetherell and Potter
(1992), and utilized by Stanley and Billig (p. 162)anscripts were coded using the

Nvivo analytic software package.
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Open-ended survey data: A hermeneutics of faithhaita grounded theory
frame. Three open-ended survey items assessed partgipanspectives on education,
merit and family relations. Pursuing a hermeneutidaith approach, | represent
graduates’ intended voices, as well as take armpreive stance in the following
analyses of the opened-ended data. This inducttegpretive method was most
appropriate given that | entered this investigatatih minimal theoretical coding
schemes. While these data could productively bé&/aed quantitatively, given the
exploratory nature of this work, a more open analy&s chosen that would allow for
the emergence of unanticipated themes and sugdgitibpaal productive frameworks.
Within the grounded theory analytic frame, deepnptetation of specific individual
responses (a method best suited to the interviésy dan’'t methodologically necessary or
appropriate given the relatively large data setgmatt survey responses. Similarly,
gualitative survey data doesn’t always producerpnegable findings when quantified and
analyzed statistically. In general, | reserve stiatal analyses for the likert survey items
and an in-depth discourse analysis to the interdata.

Through the iterative coding and revision proc#ss theoretical relationships
between the emerging codes evolved and was clhfifte more generalizable findings,
a process which also lends itself to the largeessatvey data that it was being applied to
(see Jones, 2005 pp. 148-49; Glazer & Strauss, &&rauss & Corbin, 1990).
Concerns around the loss of context due to theurag of texts that is associated with
this method were minimized as the open-ended sudtatywere generally limited to 1-3

sentencé, or consisted of a few key words, with minimalereices to context. In an

22 Survey participants were allowed roughly the spzfce paragraph for their responses to each open-
ended question
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effort to retain the limited contextual markergsloé data, open-ended item responses
were kept intact during coding responses. Thaven if only part of a response fell
under the “dispositional self’ code, the entirgoa@sse was coded as such, and generally
guoted in entirety.

Responses to the open-ended questions were faudtonespecific question, in
order to generate an initial coding scheme, esafné list of free codes informed in part
by the initial coding of the other open-ended suntem(s). Open codes were not
mutually exclusive, allowing the multiple codingresponses. For each item, this first
list of codes was clarified/refined and then apptie the data using the Nvivo9 analytic
software. Selected survey responses were usddgtrate the larger trends in graduate
perspective and attempt to provide a range of resggwithin specific conceptual
categories. Main findings by specific questiondider that they appear in survey) are
presented in the following chapter, “First-Levelaysis: Review of survey findings.”
These results were then applied to the analydiseoliarger study aims addressed in
“Areas of Inquiry” chapters.

Coding structure of open-ended items

Open-ended Item #1 (OE1): “Why do you think you wedhe first in your
family to earn a degree?”

In this first open-ended survey item, graduatesevesked to account for their
differential educational success, specifically akihg why they succeeded when others
in their family (i.e., their social position) didbt The coding structure for this first open-
ended item, generated from initial readings ofdht, consists of 4 main coding
categoriesDispositional SelfandDispositional Family Situational SelfandSituational

Family. The general character and parameters of eachatedescribed in the
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appendices, but briefly included dispositionaliltitions regarding SELF (those
attributions made by respondents that relantanternal and stable aspect of $glf
dispositional attributions dFAMILY members (attributions that relateao internal and
stable aspect of members of respondents’ FAMI);IEBuational and unstable
attributions of SELF (attributions that relate e texternal/situational and unstable
aspects of respondents’ context that contributedew educational success); and
situational attributions and unstable attributioh§AMILY members (attributions that
relate to the situational and unstable aspectarofly member’s context).

Open-ended Item #2 (OE2) and Open-ended Item #3 3DEhese open-ended
items were follow-up questions to the two likeenits below!Some 1st generation
graduates say that because of their education, skeeythe world differently than the rest
of their family [politics, likes/dislikes, culturegligion]. How true is this in your
family?” investigating the family differences that gradsadéributed to higher
education, antiSome families report having mixed or ambivalemifegs about higher
education, and/or college educated people. How isukis in your family?"which
assessed family ambivalence associated with dift@®in educational attainment.
Graduates were then asked to “Please explain eragivexample of this experience” after
responding to each item. Responses to these it@msamalyzed using a grounded theory
approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). The theoretioding schemes that were generated
within this analysis are detailed in the next cbapthere the survey findings are

presented.
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First-Level Analysis: Review of Survey Findings

The followingchapter rpresents a firskevel analysis of the graduate survey d
starting with a factor analysis of thikert scale survey items, and then adcing each
of the three opeended questics individually, in the order that &ppeared in the surve
Subsequent chapteoffer a synthesis of these findings, in conjunctiath the analysi:
of the interview data, bringing them all to beartba areas of inquiry organizing tt
investigation (i.e., Education and merit belietantfly relations, and ideologic
dilemmas).

Factor Analysis of Quantitative Survey Dat:

A Principal Components analysis (PCA) was empldgedhe purpose of da
reduction and as a means of exploring the undeylganstructs of the survey items. 1
sample size (N=334) was more than adequateactor analysis. An N > 200
recommended and N >300 is considered “good” (Cor@rege, 1992). The minimur
sample size based on cases variable is an N > 5 cases per variable. The ide20
cases per variable. This analysis has an 18 tbdlabceses (N=334) per variable (18
While | began with some theoretical a priori fastdhis was still an exploratory and 1
confirmatory factor analysis. Therefore, a Printipamponents extraction method w
utilized in order to analyze both the uniqnd shared variance between items. The
of Scree plots in combination with total variangplained and model interpretabili
were used to determine the appropriate numbercbdfsto retain. | relied on tt
methods outlined by Costello & Osbourne05, p.2) for determining the mo:
appropriate number of factors to retain, whichuideld running models manually sett

the number of factors at the number of a priorides; and also at the number sugge
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by a scree test. Four factors/components were getefrom the larger pool of 36 (5-
point) Likert scale agree/disagree survey itemsn@rly drawing from those items
assessing college experiences, and family relgtiéinge, six, and seven
factor/component models were also evaluated, bumately rejected as these models
accounted for less variance, were less interpretaold ultimately yielded low alpha
scores of reliability.

An oblique (oblimin) rotation was employed as thiscedure allows correlations
between factors, and is increasingly considerdzkat‘practice’ for social psychological
research (Costello & Osbourne, 2005). Main loadingee all above .7. Communalities,
or the proportion of variance in each variable taat be explained by the factors, were
generally (i.e., 17 of the 18 items) above .5 (mas .499) indicating that the extracted
factors explained most of the variance in the itbeiag analyzed. Sixty-four percent
(64%) of the variance can be explained by the etdtafactors. The number of items per
factor ranges from 3 to 6. Three is the recommemii@imum, and between 4 and 10 is
reasonable and ideal. See Appendix D for relevatgua.

The four factors/components are:

1 =Family Suppor{4 items)

2 =Educational Tensio(b items)

3 =Family Closenes items)

4 =Family Effect(3 items)

Four items, all related to graduates’ perceptiosugfport for college going from
family, loaded onto factor 1, label&&hmily SupportOverall graduates generally felt that

their families were supportive of their college suit, although a third (33.2%) indicated



48

that they wished their families were more supperttivive items loaded onto factor 2,
labeledEducational Tensiantems constituting this factor were related te kkvel of
discomfort or tension within their families aroutie educational attainment of
graduates. A large minority of graduates (40.9%iebed that they were treated
differently within their families because of theducation, although only 15.5% felt that
their relationships with family members have beegatively impacted by their
attainment. Six items loaded onto to the thirddgdabeled=amily Closenessall

related to graduates’ assessment of how closeftmailies of origin are in terms of
interdependence and intimacy. A larger percentdgeaaluates reported that their
families approached them for input on big decisiang problems (58%), than those who
reported consulting their family members aboutrtbein problems and big decisions
(43.2%). The fourth factor, label&@mily Effect consists of 3 items related to the
perceived effect of the first college degree onlitres of family members (parents,
siblings, and extended family). These items shalg@aeasing impact from parents, to
sibling to extended family. Further interpretatmirthese survey items and factors are
presented throughout subsequent chapters. Crorsbalgiia scores on each scale ranged

from good to acceptable, demonstrating adequatenial reliability:



Table 4: Factor Items
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Factor/

Component

Factor Items

Strongly
Agree

Agree

Neutral

Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

Family
Support

(0. = .835)

My parents supported
my decision to attend
college.

51.6%

22.4

13.4

6.9

5.7

My family played a
big role in my
decision to attend
college.

30.4%

22.6

19.3

17.2

10.5

In general, my

extended family
supported my decisiorn]
to attend college.

33.4

29.5

26.4

7.3

3.3

I wish my family
would have been
more supportive of
my pursuit of a
college degree.
(Reverse coded)

19.3

13.9

17.5

23.8

25.6

Educ
Tension

(o0 = .856)

In my family, my

education sometimes
makes other members
feel uncomfortable.

11.3

29.4

10.7

23.2

25.4

In my family, my
education is
sometimes the cause
of tension.

9.4

22.1

12.7

26.4

29.4

My education effects
how my family treats
me.

9.6

31.3

16.9

24.4

17.8

The fact that | have
completed more
formal education than
anyone in my family
has negatively
affected my
relationships with my
family members.

4.2

11.3

15.8

32.4

36.3

Extr'ly
True

Fairly
True

Neither

Some
True

Not True

Some families report
having mixed or
ambivalent feelings
about higher
education, and/or
college educated
people. How true is

this in your family?

9.1

20.3

24.2

8.2

38.2
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Factor/

Component

Factor Items

Strongly
Agree

Agree

Neutral

Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

Family
Closeness

(o= .822)

My family usually
comes to me to
discuss their big
decisions or problems

19.3

38.7

221

13.6

6.3

My opinion holds a
lot of weight in my
family.

12.1

37

33.9

10.9

6.1

We can talk openly
about almost anything
in my family.

20.1

32.7

20.7

21.4

5.2

My family really
understands me.

14.3

24.4

25.3

23.2

12.8

| would describe my
family as especially
close.

25.6

26.8

20.7

17.7

9.1

| usually consult with
my family about big
decisions or problems

12.5

30.7

17.6

21.3

17.9

Family

Effect (a =
.740)

“On ascale of 1to 5,
please indicate how
much your earning a
college degree has..

No Effect

Very
Little
Effect

Some
Effect

Moderate
Effect

Greatly
Effected

...affected your
PARENTS’ lives.”

6.6

20.9

28.2

24.9

19.3

...affected your
SIBLINGS’ lives.”
(6.7% No Siblings)

9.9

28.9

22.9

16.9

14.8

...affected the lives of
your EXTENDED

FAMILY.”

16.4

35.6

24.2

14.9

8.9

Factor scores were then created using non-refirettiods (DiStefano, Zhu &

Mindrila, 2009), in order to investigate relatioqmhbetween components and other

independent variables (e.g., demographic data)eMpecifically, the means of the

component items comprising each factor were udkxlyiag comparisons across factors

with an unequal number of items and also presetivedcale metric. Such non-refined

methods are recommended for exploratory factoryaisafor their ease in computation

and interpretation (Ibid).
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Table 5: Factor Score Descriptive Statistics

N Minimum Maximum | Mean Std. Deviation
Family Tension 336 1.00 5.00 2.5819 1.04464
Family Closeness 336 1.00 5.00 3.2788 90111
Family Effect 317 1.00 5.00 2.9748 .98185
Family Support 337 1.00 5.00 3.6395 1.05172
Valid N (listwise) 316

While normality of item distribution enhances tledusion, it isn’t considered
necessary for exploratory and data reduction méaas,long as PCA and FA are used
descriptively as convenient ways to summarize ¢hegionships in a large set of observed
variables, assumptions regarding the distributioveciables are not in force. If variables
are normally distributed, the solution is enhanc@dibachnick & Fidell, 1996, p. 640).

Given that most item variables were not normalktrébuted, the distribution of
some factor scores were also predictably outsiddinfits of normality:Family Support
was negatively skewed whieducational Tensiohas close to a kurtotic distribution.
The other two factorg;amily ClosenesandFamily Effect are in the range of
acceptability in terms of normal distribution. Cegaently, non-parametric measures,
specifically the Spearman’s rank order correlatiosfficient (i.e., Spearman's rho)
which doesn’t require a normal distribution, waspéyged in conjunction with ANOVA
in bivariate analyses of each factor. SpearmanrRéasures the consistency of a
relationship between variables, instead of thesliitg of the data, making it a useful tool
for analyzing ordinal data.

Bivariate analyses.Statistically significant relationships betweentéas and

independent variables (i.e., gender, residencexgwollege, and attainment level), as
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well as between factors, are presented below. Givareffect sizes were very small,
these findings are predominantly suggestive (afreitesearch questions and directions)
and scaffold the main findings offered in subsetebapters.

Table 6: Factor Means by Gender

Gender Tension | Closeness | Famiy Effect | SR
Mean 2.6663 3.2602 2.9479 3.5163
Female N 240 240 224 240
Std. Deviation |1.06003 .90654 1.01791 1.12267
Mean 2.3787 3.3407 3.0444 3.9663
Male N 93 93 90 94
Std. Deviation |.99325 .86415 .89798 .76662
Mean 2.5859 3.2827 2.9756 3.6430
Total N 333 333 314 334
Std. Deviation |1.04832 .89434 .98458 1.05348

Gender was related teamily SupportandFamily Tensiorfactors, with men
reporting more support from family for college gopithan did women (rs[334] = .152, p
<.005), while women reported more education-reléasion within their families than
did participating men (rs[333] = -.119, p < .03kr@er was not significantly related to

Family Closeneser Family Effect.
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Educ Tension Elamlly Family Effect Family
oseness Support
Correlation
-119 .033 .058 152
Coefficient
Gender
Sig. (2-tailed) .030 .551 .309 .005
N 333 333 314 334

*, Correlation is significant at the 0.05 leveltgled).
**_Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level@iled).

Residence during college was also significantlgtesl to several factorBamily

Closenes$rs[333] = -.284, p < .001Educational Tensiofrs[333] =.228, p <.001) and

Family Support(rs[334] = -.154, p < .005)

Table 8: Factor Means by Residence at College

] ] o Educational | Family Family Family
Where did you primarily live Tension Closeness |Effect Support
while attending college?
Mean 2.3117 3.5485 3.0542 3.9030
At home or with N 176 176 169 177
family Std
o .93930 .84860 .99512 93212
Deviation
Mean 3.0152 2.8601 2.4758 2.9381
Other (Not home, N 66 66 62 66
notoncampus)  Std. |; 51595 82166 1.05963  |1.03283
Deviation
Mean 2.7852 3.0537 3.1964 3.6603
On Campus gtd 91 91 84 91
o 1.12932 .88922 .76449 1.03371
Deviation
Mean 2.5805 3.2768 2.9783 3.6462
Total N ] 333 333 315 334
St o 1.04818 .90189 .98393 1.04437
Deviation
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Table 9: ANOVA for factors

Sum of Df Mean Squar{ F Sig.
Squares
Between  1,6993 |2 14.497 14.248 |.000
Groups
Educ Tension Within 335767 |330 1.017
Groups
Total 364.761 332
Beween  lrg982 |2 14.491 19.837 |.000
: Groups
Family Within
Closeness 241.069 |330 731
Groups
Total 270.051 332
Between 156 626 2 10.313 11.355 |.000
Groups
Family Effect  Within 283364 |312 908
Groups
Total 303.991 314
Between |44 782 2 22.391 23.275 |.000
Groups
Family Support Within 318.426 331 962
Groups
Total 363.207 333

A one-way ANOVA was used to test for differenceginduate experiences (i.e., factors)
among three types of residence during college ¢dy, On campus, and Other). All

four factors were found to significantly differ ogsidence type. Given the lack of normal
distribution for some of the factors (particulaBgucation Tensionthe Spearman Rho
was also employed. This test found 3 of the 4 facsgynificantly related to college
residencefamily Effectwas the exception.

Table 10: Spearman Rho Correlations

Educ Family Family | Family
Tension | Closeness] Effect | Support

Correlation Coefficien| .228" |-.284" 010 |-154
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 855 |.005
N 333 333 315 334
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 leveH@iled).

Primarily Residence ir
college
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Tukey post-hoc comparisons of tBducation Tensiofactor indicate that
graduates who lived “At Home” during colleg# € 2.31, 95% CI [2.17, 2.45]) reported
less education related tension than did those gtaduiving “On Campus™( = 2.79,
95% CI [2.55, 3.02])p = .001 or “Other” 1 = 3.02, 95% CI [2.77, 3.26]p, = .001.
Comparison between the On Campus group and theefOghoup was not statistically
significant atp < .05.

Post-hoc comparisons of tRamily Closenesfactor indicate that graduates who lived
“At Home” during college M = 3.55, 95% CI [3.42, 3.67]) reported more family
closeness than did those graduates living “On Cainfd = 3.05, 95% CI [2.87, 3.24]),
p =.001 or “Other” 1 = 2.86, 95% CI [2.66, 3.06]p = .001. Comparison between the
On Campus group and the “Other” group was againstadistically significant gb <

.05.

Post-hoc comparisons of tRamily Supporfactor indicate that graduates who
lived someplace “Other” than at home or campusnduepllege i1 = 2.94, 95% CI
[2.68, 3.19]) reported lessamily Supporthan did those graduates who lived “At Home”
(M =3.90, 95% CI [3.76, 4.04]p = .001 or who lived On CampuBl(= 3.66, 95% ClI
[3.45, 3.88]),p = .001. Post-hoc comparisons of #amily Effectfactor similarly
indicate that graduates who lived someplace “Oth@aih at home or campus during
college M = 2.48, 95% CI [2.20, 2.74]) reported their dednaeing the least effect on
their family than did those graduates who lived tfgme” M = 3.05, 95% CI [2.90,
3.20]),p = .001 or who lived On CampuBi(= 3.20, 95% CI [3.03, 3.36]p = .001.

Level of educational attainment was found to batpaty related toFamily

Tension(rs[334] = -.134, p < .014).
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Table 11a: Factor Means by Attainment Level

. Educational |Family Family Family
Highest Degree Earned Tension Closeness | Effect Support
Mean 2.3599 3.3709 2.9760 3.7280
BA N 121 121 111 121
Std'. . 1.00234 .85550 1.02095 .97383
Deviation
Mean 2.7169 3.2448 2.9217 3.5833
MA N 173 173 164 174
Std'. . 1.01748 .90996 .93453 1.08587
Deviation
Mean 2.6652 3.0742 2.9646 3.6944
PhD N 33 33 33 33
Std'. : 1.18246 1.00910 .97250 1.11350
Deviation
Mean 2.4571 3.7619 4.0952 3.7500
Professional gt q 7 7 7 7
o 1.11782 71916 71270 .95743
Deviation
Mean 2.5770 3.2845 2.9714 3.6500
Total N 334 334 315 335
Std'. . 1.04020 .90073 97676 1.04482
Deviation
Table 11b: Spearman Rho Correlations
Educ Family Family | Family
Tension| Closenesq Effect | Support
Hiahest level of Ed Correlation Coefficien] .134 -.054 .033 |-.008
ot e [Sig. (2-tailed) 014 | .326 563 | .888
N 334 334 315 335

** Correlation is significant at the 0.05 leveH@iled).

Post-hoc comparisons of tBelucation Tensiofactor indicate that the only significant
difference was between those with a BA and thosditgpan MA with the MA group
reporting more education-related tensibh= 2.72, 95% CI [2.56, 2.87]) than did
graduates whose highest degree was aNA .36, 95% CI [2.18, 2.54]p, = .019.
Comparisons between the other levels of attainwent not statistically significant pt

<.05.
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Relationships between factorsln terms of factor scoreBearsonCorrelation
revealed statistically significant relationshipsaag several factor&ducational Tension
was inversely related t®amily Suppor{rs[336] = -.458, p <.001) and Eamily
Closenes$rs[336] = -.331, p < .001family Closeneswas positively related tBamily

Support(rs[336] = .421, p < .001) and Eamily Effect(rs[316] = .293, p <.001).

Table 12: Correlations between Principal Components

Education | Family Family Family
Tension Closeness | Effect Support

Pearson Correlatior] 1 -.331° -.006 -.458"
Education

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .920 .000
Tension

N 336 316 336

Pearson Correlation] 1 293" 4217
Family

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000
Closeness

N 316 336

Pearson Correlation 1 276"
Family Effect Sig. (2-tailed) .000

N 317

Pearson Correlation 1
Family

Sig. (2-tailed)
Support

N

**_Correlation is significant at the 0.01 levekH@iled).

Summary. Despite small effect sizes and correlations, shasistical rendering of
the survey data nevertheless, illuminates potéppabductive research paths and invites

new social psychological questions, some of whightrbe better answered with a
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dedicated quantitative design, or with larger stetal power. These findings also
challenge the axiom that “more is better” wheromnes to higher education for working
class families. That education-related discomfod gension exists for a proportion of
first-generation college graduate families, andgfreater education-related tension
reported by those holding an MA versus those wilBAgagain, differences between
other levels of attainment weren't significant) egagainst the idea that a college degree
is always, in all ways a positive intervention, @splly for groups typically

disadvantaged in that realm.

These beginning findings, while suggestive, alseaéthe limits of a statistical
analysis for broad-based exploratory research munsstFor example, the “Other”
category in college residence stands out as phatiguifficult to interpret. Added as an
answer option in order to include those who hadenmomplicated housing experiences, |
never thought it would end up much more than a sergll response category. Instead,
this substantial group of graduates seemed to theveost tenuous relationship with
their families of origin, reporting the least fagndloseness, least support for college
going, and the most education related tension. Mewé isn’t possible to ascertain who
this category includes: graduates who lived in ey of situations while in college?
Graduates who lived independently, in their own-nampus housing, or with non-
related roommates? Graduates marginalized from fédumilies of origin? And/or those
having the most or the least resources?

The factor analysis effectively served its datauctidn purpose, conceptually
grouping items that wouldn’t automatically have theennected and excluding others

that would have. However, the content of the factamponents, especially the
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Educational Tensiofactor, isn't clear from the items that make ue thctor, which in

the case oEducational Tensionnly assess the presence or absence of tension or
discomfort attributed to the educational attainnudrthe graduate, and not the basis of it.
The open-ended survey items add another entry pamthe experiences of first-
generation college graduates, further deepeningette of analysis and clarifying
conceptual contours of our understanding of theswhgt disparities educational

attainment impact in the lives of working class fias. It is there that we turn next.
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Analysis of open-ended survey data

Three open-ended items were included in the gradiiavey, investigating
graduates’ understanding and accounting of th&eréntial success, perceived
differences between them and their family membsasthey attribute to their higher
education experiences, and examples of any miaohfgs or ambivalence within the
family about the graduates’ educational attainment.

Open-ended Item 1 (OE1): “Why do you think you werehe first in your
family to earn a degree?”In this first open-ended survey item, graduatesevasked to
account for their differential educational succeggcifically explaining why they
succeeded when others in their family (i.e., tsetial position) did not. Respondents
offered a range of explanations for their differainéducational success, frequently
giving multiple reasons that referenced themsehgewell as made reference to members
of their families. Out of 340 surveys, there wetd 8esponses to this item. Two
respondents misunderstood the question, leaving&l9ant responses to this item.
Relying on the concept of self-serving bias andegalmattribution theory, these responses
were first coded by the type of attributions givepecifically whether graduate college
success was attributed to dispositional or sitmalitactors, and whether these factors
referenced the graduate or members of their family.

The self-serving bias is a robust social psychalalginding, informed by our
cultural context of individualism. The Self-ServiBgas (SSB) posits that people are
motivated to protect their self-esteem (Miller &$8301975) and favorably interpret
information to their benefit. Given the psycholaitendency to protect self-esteem

through the enactment of self-serving causal aitions, specifically the tendency to take



61

credit for our successes and distance ourselves dro failures, the framework of SSB
offers a productive means of analyzing graduatewas of their relative educational
success. Type of attribution is, in effect, a préotySelf Serving Bias, as dispositional
attributions for personal success, and/or situatiattributions for one’s failures, suggest
an explanatory bias that privileges one’s self.

Table 13: Frequency of type of attribution by riglaship to graduaté

% of Respondents making: | Dispositional Situational

Attribution(s) Attribution(s)
Attributions Referencing Seli 43.68% 40.13%
Attributions Referencing 12.29% 24.91%
Family

The chart above quantifies the distribution ancgtgpexplanatory attributions
made by graduates. Respondents often made morertleaype of attribution,
necessitating multiple coding of responses. Coasistith attribution theory, graduates
made slightly more (though still roughly equivalediispositional versus situational
attributions for themselves. Less consistent withiation theory though is the
significantly greater number of situational versiispositional attributions made by
graduates which referenced family members’ lackuatcess. The fundamental
attribution error (Ross, 1977) would predict thdien accounting for the behavior of
others, dispositional characteristics would be nsaleent and accessible to respondents
than would situational factors. Instead, graduatere more likely to explain a family
members’ lack of success by citing contextual nathan individual factors. This finding

replicates lab study findings reported by Sedikidzmmpbell, Reeder, & Elliot, (1998),

% Not mutually exclusive categories, therefore petages may not equal 100%.
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who found that relationship (dyadic) closeness cedwself-enhancement tendencies of
the SSB. It also suggests that as an integralopame’s identity, one’s family is
extended the attribution bias that protects thie sel

Graduate dispositiondRoughly 44% of survey responéésgo this open-ended
item referenced at least one dispositional chariatiteof the graduafg typically within
a mix of attributions types and targets:

“1 seriously took advantage of opportunities madailable to me and | believe
luck played a role in providing me an opportunif§¢¢raduate #50, White, Male, BA)

“lI am the eldest sibling and always had high goatsiyself’ (Graduate #129,
White, Female, MA)

“l wanted to go to college and it was expected ofimee | was an excellent
student. Brooklyn College allowed me to do thisieut creating a financial burden for
my family” (Graduate #174 White, Female, MA)

What stands out in the analysis of thepositionalselfresponses -- typically
attributions where we would most expect to sedfesseving bias -- is the degree to
which graduates did not fully capitalize on thé-sslhancement potential of the
attribution opportunity offered by this questiondaeper look within the graduate
responses suggests that although this samplestfygneration college graduates used
self-serving attributions, perhaps as a meanslbéshancement, they did not do so at
the expense of their family members. Instead, grsbuoften attempted to maintain a

positive portrayal of self as well as the integofyfamily members within a context of

2 percentages are offered throughout as an indicafithe general prevalence of specific
experiences and phenomena, not necessarily assticahrendering of the data.

2 Only slightly over a quarter of respondents (26.p8%de singularly dispositional attributions
for themselves and no other types of attributioegdqrding family or for themselves).
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differential educational success, in part by dowagiplg their exceptionalism, even while
taking credit for their educational success. Suppgthe position of McC Heyman &
Luykx (2006) who found that a group of working-dasdergraduate students in a
teachers education course “tended to embrace anduadlist view of success, viewing
themselves as counter-examples to arguments atpoctusal limitations. At the same
time, they resisted seeing themselves as excepfighdp. 10).

The responses abd¥enighlight graduates’ ambition and initiative (Hak
advantage,” “had high goals,” “I wanted to go”),vesll as establish the existence of
favorable — almost random -- circumstances fatitigatheir pursuit of a degree (“luck
played a role,” “eldest sibling,” “Brooklyn Collegdlowed me”). Graduates also
qualified their dispositional explanations, for exae: “I don't know. My parents would
say it's because | am the smartest” (GraduateBld8k, Female, MA) or “Because |
don't know how to do anything else but write. | itiave useful skills beyond this”
(Graduate #209; White, Female, BA). Graduate #4d8rdshes the label of “smartest” by
making it the assessment of her parents and natdseissment, while the second
respondent highlights the limitation of her skaksrather than her expertise, re-situating
to whom we assign merit.

Graduates qualified their success by prioritizigagional factors that explained
family members’ lack of success:

“My brother and | were raised by a single mothere 8iin't have the opportunity

to attend college. My brother dropped out of highaol and wasn't interested in

% Annotated with anonymous respondent ID# and basicodraphic information such as gender,
race/ethnicity, and highest degree earned, if sufdhmation was provided. A small number of
respondents choose not to supply certain demogramiormation.
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additional education beyond the GED. | was intembeing a biologist (Graduate #9,
Hispanic, Male, MA)

“l am the youngest in my family. My parents wemignants from P.R., they did
not have any schooling. It was important to mespeally to get a higher educatién
(Graduate #19, Hispanic, Female, BA)

In explaining the differential achievement withivetr families, these two
graduates positioned their individual role in theiccess as last in a list of multiple
reasons. Like other graduates, they both firstoéisteed the limiting circumstances of
their family members, rather than their exceptianadlities, in accounting for their

attainment.

Desire.
“1 wanted it--they didn't. My siblings all went tocational school.(Graduate #96,
White, Female, BA)

Graduates also found ways to simultaneously supperitocratic ideology and
individual worth (theirs and their family memberlsy emphasizing the role of desire (as
“interest” and motivation) and choice in determmeducational pursuits and outcomes.
A large minority of graduates’ dispositional attritons positioned their desire for
education and/or their want for “more” as the nsghificant contributor to their
success, fueling their hard work and supportingdiénelopment of their capabilities and
positive qualities. While desire (as ambition, etetmination) constitutes a “self-
serving” attribution, it also presents a way ofipasly positioning oneself that doesn’t
simultaneously disparage others, at least explicithe following responses (below)

illustrate the explanatory power afforded to ediotet! desire:
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“l wanted to go to college to better myself in difel college wasn't that important to
my parents and brothér(Graduate #56, Hispanic, Female, BA)

“l always wanted to know more about the world arooredand really take the
trouble to learn more about it -- even at a higlicpr Others prefer a more comfortable
life.” (Graduate #82, Asian, Female, MA)

Graduate attributions of personal success concattytaccount for the lack of
success of similar others, demonstrating their tstdadings/positioning of family
members. What stands out in these three examplles ose connection made to the
(lack of) desire of siblings/others, who are idiedti as having chosen not to pursue a
college degree. Graduates #96 and #56 are cleaht#hawanted “it,” their siblings
didn’t, implying an equality of opportunity and nmeéiagful choice. Graduate #82 is more
general in identifying “others” who “prefer a maremfortable life,” reversing generally
accepted notions of class comfort, but also higtiigy the “high price” that many first
generation graduates associate with educatioraahatéent.

Family members’ lack of a college degree was siiyilaamed by some as a lack
of personal desire and choice, rather than beipyjaitky due to an undesirable personal
quality or characteristic, or to structural impedmms. Rather, these graduates understand
their exceptional success to be an issue of diffgprriorities, supporting the notion of
equal opportunity and merit. The next two examphese centrally focus on the personal
achievement that a college degree representscipartt #225 below emphasizes her
personal (i.e., individual, idiosyncratic) desiseaamotivating factor, and explicitly

denies the desire for relative mobility. She igedigént from many respondents (e.qg.,
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#107), who actually identified the desire for gezaklative success than their parents and
siblings as an important motivation in their cogmursuit.
“Something | wanted to achieve personally. In oth@rds, my reason for getting
a degree was not so | can have something my pag@htsot have.— Graduate
#225 (Black, Female, MA)
“l placed going to college and graduating above @e so | could be socially
and materially better off than the rest of my fgmiMy siblings decided to marry
and have children after getting their GEDs. Theyer prioritized their
educations after their children were born. My nesthever believed in herself
enough to want to return to school, nor did sheehsacial support to encourage
her to do so.”- Graduate #107, (Hispanic, Female, MA)
Participant #107 represents the more typical cobatance to graduate #225, and
specifically indicates the desire to be “bettertbfin the rest of my family,” whose
siblings were seen as having chosen not to puighemheducation, and whose mother

was framed as unsupported in such a pursuit.

Escapist fantasies, freedom dreams.

“Because | wanted to escape where | was from, héfeetaat was filled learning,
and a better quality of life than remaining in rli@outheastern Ohio would have
given me. | also did not want to be financially degent on a man. | wanted to be
able to take care of myself and to be financialyependent— Graduate #54
(White, Female, MA)

“A mentor in high school encouraged me to attenkkgel She always said
‘education is your salvatiod' -- Graduate #187 (White, Female, MA)

Deploying a discourse or narrative of personalréedidn’t always allow for both

the valuation of self and family though, as in tiase of the 20% of those respondents
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(like the women quoted above) making dispositiattlbutions for self who explicitly
attributed their success to their desirescapesome aspect of their lives through higher
education; i.e., from a context of perceived degiron, toward independence and
freedom from family, dependency or socio-cultueab(, gender) roles. This small but
significant group of graduat€ssaw educational credentialing as a means of siccea
better life, financial independence and as a meéesonomic and social “salvation.”
These graduates expressed the profound drivedwévy different lives than
those traversed by their less-educated family mesnlidey strongly DIS-identified with
their family members, seeing them instead as “megable models” (#185) that they
“did not want to do and be like” (#31):
“Because | did not want to do and be like my parentnd my friends, receiving
the benefits from the governmént.Graduate #31 (Hispanic, Female, MA)
“Being the youngest | saw my siblings as negatikemmdels that | did not want
to follow. So that made me pursue a path thatdiffsrent than theirs.--
Graduate #185 (Hispanic, Male, MA)
“I believed that | had to do something else to btbakcycle of teenage
pregnancy, welfare, and drugs. | seen how my graretds and mother struggled
so | knew that God had something better for meotakich required educatioh
— Graduate #81 (Black, Female, MA)
Of course, their family members might also see gedues as negative role
models and hoped that their child or sibling wdiindl another path. Also, family
members were likely not seen as negative modedl aspects, but those specifically

related to education and education-related outcdemgs employment).

18.7% of all responses referenced the desire tpesca
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The other side of escape is freedom: Graduatesndiedaf freedom from
dependence, from a hard life and poverty, fromeiuititellectual and spiritual
deprivation,” the fate of older siblings and pasawho had to work too hard for too little.
And graduates dreamed of the freedom to: learmelirgrow, and live comfortably --
mobility desires were often explicitly individuand the paths out of poverty they sought
(or were offered) did not appear to include thamilies: “| wanted more out of life than
my family provided” -- Graduate #105 (White, FemaA). But while the desire for
escape might be seen as the acceptance of, onaésig of inequality, it is also a

rejection of one’s assumed place within it.

(Dis)Positioning family members.

“They all fucked up and got pregnant or got somgwagnant and ran after the
project life. They followed the dumb ass man mynharanharried and ran the streets. Now
they regret it — Graduate #231 (Black, Female, PhD)

A very limited number of respondents (38 in totafered dispositional
attributions for family members (13 referencingeyds, and 25 referencing siblings) as
an explanation for their success, ranging from gare(e.g., Graduate #316 below) to
harsh (Graduate #231 above) in their assessméneiof. These were instances of
respondents’ active referencing of some stableyemgl quality of a family member to
account for the graduate’s success, rather thasiveasr implied references or
attributions to parents’ or siblings’ lack of edtioaal success:

“1 think my parents always made their marriage ahilideen a priority. They

married young, bought a home, started a family aad too many responsibilities
that encompassed most of their timeGraduate #316 (White, Female, BA)
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“I followed through where my older sisters didnAlthough 2 of them (oldest and
3rd oldest) had started college they got side-teatkThe older one by a good job
that didn't require college and the other begamgsilrugs and became an addict.
The second oldest had 2 kids by the time she waswanted more for myself.”

— Graduate #66 (White, Female, PhD)

“My parents were immigrants and didn't have eittteg will or the ambition to

attend college.— Graduate #156 (White, Female, BA)

“I never really knew the answer to that. | thinlolltave a lot of common sense

and realized a degree was the way to go. My siblatign't value educatioh--

Graduate #217 (White, Female, MA)

The harshness of participant #231’s response wagndal of graduates’
discussion of their parents and stands in starkrasinto the other quoted (and more
typical) graduates who positively positioned thgarents. For example, graduate #316
indicated that her parents made family life theiofity rather than higher education — a
choice that privileges family values and which feauld explicitly critique. She also
provided a range of situational explanations as. \W&hduates #156 and #217 sit in the
affective center of the range of dispositionalilatttions for family, associating
differences in attainment with low educational \esylack of personal will, and limited
individual ambition. Still, when interpreted withihe context of graduates’ full
responses, these more average attributions aegesitadjacent to other possible
explanations for disparate outcomes (e.g., pakgats immigrants). These multifaceted
and multivalent attributions/explanations againgasgj that graduates occupy positions
that are supportive to family as well as to theatéga of merit and social class. We might
also more broadly interpret #231’s anger and reggget and disappointment, as directed

both at family members and perhaps also at théogapeen aspiration and outcome

separating her and some of her family members.
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Looking deeper within these dispositional attribos for family members (with
several graduates mentioning both a parent/s &tidgs), a pattern starts to emerge:
twice as many graduates made dispositional refesetacsiblings than to parents,
illustrating their tendencies to judge family memsbdifferently depending on their
relationship to the graduate. Context inches inémlgates’ references to parents, while a
discourse of differing priorities and consciousickanore often anchors the responses
referencing siblings, as evident in the quotes aland below:

“My parents were teenagers when they had me andatiyeb allows life to take

charge of him instead of taking charge df#.Graduate #194 (Female, Queens
College, MA)

“I had considerable support from friends outside family who helped me get
into and stay in college. My parents did not henaney to attend school; my
brothers weren't interested in attending. | thdven school.”- Graduate #55
(White, Female, MA)

“1 think 1 was the first to get my degree becausedle it a priority and did not

let outside forces to deter me. My siblings leeotispects rule their existence

and then they never pursued further education. khemts were more concerned

about working to help support their families andnHinally their own family

(#342, Hispanic, Female, MA)

Graduate respondents understood their parentslimibed by their
circumstances (they were young parents, lacked ynfamesollege, or needed to support
their families) while siblings were passive (“bretrallows life to take charge of him”
and “siblings let other aspects rule their exisé&por they didn’t value higher education

(Graduate #55). Graduates on the other hand, &tron school” and didn’t “let outside

forces deter” them.
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Situating family. Nearly a quarter (24.91%) of graduate respondeatse
attributions for their success referencsiational(i.e., external, unstable) qualities of
their families — roughly double the numberdidpositionalattributions offered for family
-- to explain disparities in educational attainmerthin their families of origin. On the
surface, this imbalance indicates a tendency torély position family by more
frequently highlighting contextual aspects of tHeies rather than invoking personal
shortcomings to explain their relative lack of ettaent. However, the pattern of
attribution previously found within the limited nin@r of dispositional-family
attributions is reinforced in the situational dttriions referencing family members’
limited educational attainment. Significantly, tasguationalexplanations more often
referenced parents over siblings (61 mentioningmar and 16 referencing siblings),
reversing the pattern dispositionalattributions which were twice as likely to refecen
graduatessiblings again suggesting that graduates hold their breted sisters more
accountable for their lack of educational succkas they do their parents for similarly
limited formal education.

Many graduates, and some family members, expredsdiref that all the children
within a graduate’s family have comparable accessdollege education, and
differential educational attainment was guided nigstheir desire, choice and personal
prioritizing. Parents are granted the desire fdegree, but exempted from having to earn
one by an accepted lack of opportunity. The Ameraigeam mythology moralizes doing
“better than” one’s parents while supporting anshpsupported by the notion of an
inherent equality ostensibly existing between sl In individualizing their success as

well as the failure of siblings, while granting ithparents a ‘pass,’ graduates bolster and



72

legitimate the current neoliberal system of edwceti/class meritocracy. Moreover, such
relationship-specific attribution tendencies hawplications for relationships within
working class familie®, such as tangible differences in the intimacyrafigate-parent
relationships and the relationship their siblingsdwith their parents; and tension
between siblings specifically attributed to diffieces in higher educational attainment.

Graduates: Situated and situating.

“I had a caring teacher that heard of a college timad a program that would

afford me the opportunity to attend without hauwngney. — Graduate #116

(Black, Female, MA)

“I was simply, the oldest, and it was understadadst Asian families put
education FIRST, then career, then have a fami#yGraduate #40 (Asian,

Female, BA)

“Youngest of five children that graduated from hgghool at sixteen. There were

few options, but it was important to my parentd trettend college. Had |

decided to drop out at some point, it would notenbgen too large of an issue”

Graduate #12 (White, Male, MA)

While many respondents (44%) understand their ssdceterms of their own
dispositional and stable personal qualities, greetualso attributed their success to forces
outside of themselves with considerable frequed®94). These situational and unstable
attributions relate to the external/situational andtable aspects of graduates’ context
contributing to their educational success. Thedside forces clustered primarily around
the themes of opportunity, and family expectatisagport for college going. In a sense,
all situational factors imply circumstances of lwakd opportunity, but within this

category of contextual factors, graduates spediicaentioned opportunity/luck and

birth order (mostly as the eldest child) most freaply. Together, opportunity and birth

% Discussed more fully in the chapter addressing R@mna, Don't let your babies...
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order constituted over two thirds (74%) of the mrsses in this categd?y Accounting

for the multiple coding of responses reduces thsround 70% as the overlap in these
two categories was limited to 5 respondents. Shgijlanly 2 of the situational-self
responses that were codeaimily Supportvere also coded fdtducation as &amily
Valuealthough these two categories are inherentlyedldiogether Family Support
responses andducation as a Family Valueonstitute slightly over a third of the
situational responses. Graduates also cited, gthtua much lesser extent, the different
generational standards for higher educationalrattant and increased credentialing
requirements as additional reasons for differeikgree attainment.

Table 14: Situational attributions referencing enself

“Situational Self’ sub- % of Situational % of all “Why
codes (n=124) First” item
Responses

responses
Opportunity/Luck 45.96% 18.44%
Birth Order 28.22% 11.32%
Education as a Family
Value 17.74% 7.11%
Family Support 20.16% 8.09%
Generational 0 o
Requirement 10.48% 4.2%

Family expectations of the dream.

The first reason is that my parents always empkdsize benefits of getting an
education. The second reason is that after | egperd earning a living as a
high school graduate, | became convinced that segeldegree will help me live
a better life— Graduate #183 (White, Female, MA)

# Again, responses were multiply coded and do notugdih 100 percent.
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My parents were immigrants and understood thatducation was the key to

attaining immediate assimilation and success in #gae— Graduate #224

(White, Male, MA)

It wasn't an option, rather a must, and once myitiasaw | was excelling in

school in my early years, it really became lesarobption and more of a family

wide expectation. — Graduate #256 (Black, Femalg) M

As the oldest of 3 kids, it was my father's dreausend his kids to college to get

the education he never could afford. — Graduatel#3¥hite, Male, BA)

A family’s expectation, a father’s dream — The pregs of a college degree (e.g.,
assimilation, success) hangs in the balance okeeagftainment. But balance is tension --
taut and fraught -- promise and threat teeter theder anxious feet that resist being
bare, who support more than themselves. Familyasource of graduate striving and
ambition — not the singular source, for graduatagehmade clear their primary role in
translating the hopes of parents, teachers anidgshlthe support and opportunities, both
found and created, into a college degree. But famyrfirst generation graduates, the
hope and aspiration — the “must” -- begins at hamaecordance with the dreams of
one’s family. Home is where many graduates firelghpport and encouragement, the
psychic sustenance, to successfully pursue a eotlegree.

For other graduates, this ambition is internallyein, sometimes in perceived
antagonism to their families’ preferences. Acrdwse ends of the spectrum though,
graduates use several strands of attribution® togian explanation for their success
within a familial context of limited educationaka@inment. Graduates do bolster their
self-concept in their explanations for success ey are not totally self-serving in those

attributions: they readily acknowledge the rolepportunity/luck and draw attention to

the role of family support and positive educatioveles in their successes. Graduates
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frequently downplay their exceptionalism even wisilgpporting the notion of individual
merit (their own, and as the failure of siblinge)d the mythos of an American dream, by
emphasizing the ways that they ultimately translaibés support and luck, via effort
and/or smarts, into the reality of a degree. Thaygtheir parents a pass for their limited
attainment, but hold their siblings especially aotable for their lack of college
achievement. And these attribution tendencies mgact, and be impacted by, family
relations, as the following correlations suggest:

Table 15: Graduate Attributions by Factor Scores

Attribution Type Education | Family Family Family
Tension |Closeness |Effect Support
o Pearson 206" 150" -.092 -267"

Dispositional Correlation
Attribution of SELF | Sig. (2-tailed) |.000 .008 116 .000

N 312 312 292 312
Dispositional Pearson 037 061 -113 -073
Attribution of Correlation
EAMILY Sig. (2-tailed) |.512 281 .055 198

N 311 311 291 311

Pearson . " .
Situational Correlation 265 157 135 273
Attribution of SELF | Sig. (2-tailed) |.000 .005 021 .000

N 312 312 292 312
Situational Pearson -156" 184" 125 164"
attribution of Correlation
FAMILY Sig. (2-tailed) |.006 .001 .033 .004

N 312 312 292 312

Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2ldd) -
Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2ed)

There was a small but positive correlation betweduacation Tensioand
Dispositional attributions for graduate success,(essentially evidence of graduate
'merit’), r(310) = .206p<.01 (There was a non-significant correlation &7.®etween
Education Tensioand Dispositional attributions for family membes) contrast,
Education Tensiowas negatively correlated with Situational atttibas for both Self,

r(310) =-.265p < .01, and for Familyr,(310) = -.156p < .01. The more positive factors
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of Family ClosenesandFamily Supporivere positively correlated with Situational
attributions for self and for family, and negativ@lssociated with personal attributions
for success. While these correlations are smal; #re conceptually consistent, and
support the notion of a dynamic relationship betwieeology and interpersonal
relationships.

Open-ended Item 2 (OE2): Within-family differencesattributed to higher
education.

“Some 1st generation graduates say that becaukeioétiucation, they see the world
differently than the rest of their family [politickkes/dislikes, culture, religion]. How
true is this in your family?”

Of the 334 survey participants responding to thikeitt item, 67.7% indicated that
this was fairly” or “extremely true” in their family. An open-ended survey item
(“Please explain or give an example of this expees) followed up this question and
generated 246 participant responses. Of the 24®mnses, 31 participants indicated that
there were no significant differences between taacdhtheir family that they attributed to
their higher education experiences, leaving 21®galy affirmative responses to this

follow-up questiof’. The following themes were identified acoded in the survey

responses, in order of frequency:

¥ The 31 “no difference” responses were not consitlefeen calculating the percentage of
responses (presented in the table) as | am intek@sthe nature of differences that pegceived
to exist between graduates and their familiespdisated by the prevalence of a specific code
within the generally affirmative responses.



77

Table 16: Frequency of coding categories for Opedef Item 2

“Different World” # of coded % of all

coding categories responses affirmative
responses

Better/More than 126 responses 58.6%

“False” Consciousness 58 26.9%

Liberal Grad 42 19.5%

No Differences 31 12.6% of ALL item
responses (n=246)

Religious Differences 25 11.6%

Conservative Family 24 11.1%

Personal Efficacy 15 6.9%

Citizenship, Voting 12 5.5%

Diff in Opportunity 6 2.7%

By far, the largest category of responses codextented the relative superiority
of the graduate on some level when comparing thimeséo their non-degreed family
members. Of the 215 respondents who gave an exahftie differences developing
between them and their family attributed to higheucation, 58.6% were coded as

"better than"(not inclusive of the "better thanSpenses from the two other open-ended

questionsy.

3 Percentages are offered here as an indicatioreajeéheral prevalence of the better than
phenomena, not as a specific quantitative rendefitige data.

¥ There were 16 responses (from different non-oveitaprespondents) to the final open-ended
survey question (i.e., “Some families report havimiged or ambivalent feelings about higher
education, and/or college educated people. Howigrthgs in your family?"that also referenced
the issue of either being, or being perceivediastier than” as an issue of tension. These
responses are addressed in a subsequent discastieparticular question.
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Responses were coded as “better than” if the @iffezs described explicitly or
implicitly positioned the graduate as somehow sopén any way to their family (either
a specific member or the family group). Sometimagigipants referenced a specific
person (e.g., ‘my younger brother’) or relationsfepy., ‘my siblings’ or ‘my parents’);
while other respondents did not explicitly demagoaho they were speaking about, and
instead used “they,” “them,” or “my family” when sanering this question. If the
difference stated was merely descriptive and regeab valence either way, it was not
coded as ‘better than.” However, this situatiorualty rarely occurred — some hierarchy
was typically easily ascertained, and always favigrpositioned the graduate relative to
their family.

Forty-three percent (43%) of these “better thasponses included the qualifier
“more,” while others had ‘better,’ ‘greater,” orrtbader’ in them. What does “more,” the
most frequently used adjective in the responsésisajuestion, mean in this context? In
part, it indicates comparison and hierarchy, argtipms the graduate as being or having
“more” of some (desirable) thing. For example, giaes quite frequently positively
describe themselves as being “more open-minded®lasd judgmental” than their
families. They see themselves as being especip#yn to new experiences and interested
in exploring different cultures. They discuss traility to see the world from multiple
perspectives and an expanded capacity to undergtople, situations and problems.

“Worlds apart” — Graduate “open”ings.The term and concept of ‘openness’ is
used broadly by graduates and is associated witr positive qualities. Openness
comes across as a value-neutral description, least a term that isn’t necessarily or

overtly disparaging of others, while also firmlysit@oning the graduate as superior to
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others in their families. An association betweearopess/open mindedness and
liberalism, as well as the hierarchical positionadidhe liberal identification, is apparent
in the sample of responses presented below:

“I think I am more open minded and liberal than parents.” -- Graduate #44

(White, Female, MA)

“I'm much more open-minded regarding peoples oéottultures and races. |

also belong to a different political party than ame in my family.” -Graduate
#64 (White, Male, BA)

“| feel that | am more open to new ideas - politicahd socially than some of my
family members because they tend to go along witt thhey have known to be
the mainstream -- Graduate #76 (White, Female, MA)

“Some of my family members are very set in theis\aag do not see things

broadly or with an open mintd(173, Black, Female, MA)
Graduate liberalism -- social and political -- mo¢her salient difference noted by
graduates, one related to “openness” or “open-ndinees.” This liberal open
mindedness is contrasted with the implied closattetlness of family, people who
“tend to go along” with the mainstream, and ard iise¢heir ways.” Such differences in
sociopolitical views between graduates and thamilfas weren't always explicitly
framed as “better than,” but occasionally preseated more neutral descriptive label
(e.g., Graduate #44). So while there is considerabérlap between these two codes,
they are also distinct.

The concept of liberalism encompasses a ranggeofagical commitments
(Richardson, 2001; p. 17), and in the U.S. has lmeen associated with higher education
and academia (Frank, 2005). Modern liberalism gdlyerefers to social liberalism, and

typically includes a commitment to the values ddlégrianism, social justice, tolerance,
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and social democracy. Conversely, responses tipditiely or implicitly referenced the
conservatism of family (i.e., traditionalism, Repaénism, maintenance of existing
social order) were codembnservative familyParticipant responses to the larger question
of difference-through-education were thus codedifipelly for “liberal graduate,”

(19.5%) and/or “conservative family” (11.1%), astdict though related conceptual
understandings of self.

I initially opted to code for family conservatisas a means of possibly
illuminating patterns in how respondents descriteddifferences perceived to exist
between them and their families. In this case, gptes were more likely to explicitly
name their liberalism than their family’s consersiat as an existing difference between
them. However, given the binary nature of the Biyeonservative designation, there was
considerable overlap between theral grad andconservative familgoding. In fact, of
the 24 responses codednservative familypnly 7 did not overlap with thiberal grad
coding. Combinedjberal grad andconservative familgonstituted 24.65% of the
responses to this question, making it one of thie ddferences perceived by graduates
and also an important way that graduates positigestynguished themselves as ‘better
than’ their families:

“Political and religious views are worlds apart. yMamily is very conservative,

while | tend to fall into the very liberal categary-- Graduate #51 (White, Male,

PhD)

“I was born a Republican, reared as a Republicamw | was expected to die a
Republican - and now | am a Democrat:"Graduate #72 (White, Female, BA)

“I am much further to the left politically. Whilethink this is the result of my
college experience | believe | got the foundatimmsny beliefs from my parents--
even though they are more conservative than | amGraduate #96 (White,
Female, MA)
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“I think I'm viewed as an extremely liberal personmy family. Two of my sisters

are very religious, one is a disciple of Christ a&hd other is a Jehovah's witness.

My views on sexuality, evolution, religion, andrevacial identity greatly differ

with the views of my family. I'm a fag hag and beswe Unitarian universalistic

views...needless to say we disagree a lot andatiglgute my views to my

education.”-- Graduate #193 (Black, Female, MA)

Graduate #51 and #193 find themselves “worldstafram their family
members, both politically and culturally (i.e.,iggbsity). Graduate #193 in particular
attributes the relational conflict within her fagntb extreme differences in their core
beliefs, while her family attributes disagreemedntthe educative process. Graduate
#72’'s response conjures a sense of loss, androagdeelings in having defied
expectations in such a fundamental way. Theresenae of irreversibility in her
transformation from one political party to anothes,it leaves her where her family is
decidedly not. Graduate #96 stands out from manlefespondents in identifying her
family as fundamentally sharing core values androom leftist roots. She and her family
are different, but not irrevocable so. Her famifslgrounded her, provided a foundation
for her in a positive way that is compatible witr lcurrent beliefs. However,
respondents more often portrayed their family mamsbe not just different, but
diametrically opposed to themselves, as what theylstinctlynot (e.g., Graduate #51
above, and Graduates #35, #86 and #126 below):

“I'm not racist.” -- Graduate #35 (White, Female, MA)

“l am a radical. My parents were conservative. Tésblings are republicans,

one is a democrat. Three of my siblings are qudasda in a wasp-ish way.

Oddly, the one who isn't only has a GED but a fdife experience and is the

only one besides me who is not religious.Graduate #86 (Hispanic, Female,

PhD)

“My family is highly bigoted - | find this offengvn them while they consider me
‘radical' and 'left wing.” -- Graduate #97 (White, Female, PhD)
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“I'm a liberal. They are conservative - One thidgat changed was that | outgrew

the Southern Baptist Church and have more of adeogicture of God than a

God of Fear.”-- Graduate #126 (White, Male, MA)

If graduates are liberal and open minded, theiilfagare conservative, “bigoted,”
“racist,” and judgmental. Both Graduate #86 andd@&te #97 contrast their radicalism
(claimed and perceived) with the bigotedness aligioasness of their family. Graduate
#97 is offended by the values/beliefs of her faragythey are of hers. In both cases,
family and graduates are mutually “offended” by amether, implying mutual
disapproval, critique, insult -- rejection and hi@lings. Graduate #126 “outgrew” his
family’s belief system and embraces a more incki¢itaroader”) understanding of god.
Like Graduate #51, he also narrates a transformé#tiat involved a separation from
family.

This political and cultural shift to the left nated by graduates is more often a
shift from previous beliefs for graduates and deem to represent an ideological break
between families. Graduate respondents attribugsadbological shift to their exposure to
novel ideas and new social and cultural environs)eatcess to a wider array of personal
options, experiences in problem-solving and thestiggment of the intellectual tools
facilitating novel solutions.

Contested consciousness(ethe notion ofFalse Consciousnesgas another
distinct theme running through the affirmative r@sges to this open-ended question.
More than a quarter (26.9%) of the responses mteresome aspect of their families’

“false consciousness,” defined broadly as actirtgida one’s personal or class-based
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interest, being ideologically (i.e., politicallylturally) clouded, being deluded by
religion, and/or showing an inability or unwillingss to see the world as “it really is:”

“understanding of the world as it is, a differeméw and understanding of current
world issues” --Graduate #38 (Male, Hispanic, BA)

“Even on TV or magazine commercials, the otherlfamembers do not see the
underlying ideas, which is very apparent to me.Graduate #165 (Asian, Male,

BA)

This coding category only indicates the presendé®hotion of false
consciousness, but doesn’t tell us anything allmutiegree of this belief, or the degree to
which graduates questioned this notion at alll, $kdfinitive characteristics of the idea of
a ‘false’ consciousness were apparent in many ressgso Graduates, for example,
describe superior analytical and interpretive aibgithat they attribute to their higher
education:

“With scientific training, | see things more critilyg wanting to see evidence and

sources of that evidence before | accept somethiagsraduate #9 (Male,

Hispanic, MA)

“I think in some respects this is due to my spealify philosophical training, but

| clearly look for reasons and justifications fdaiens, or offer counter examples,

very much more than the rest of my famik.Graduate #52 (White, Male, MA)

“My views on controversial aspects such as poljtretigion, cultural rituals

have become more open. | basically do not follewptiéick per say. | am able to

look at these issues in a different and more artaltvay.” -- Graduate #163

(Hispanic, Female, MA)

These “more critical” and “analytical” graduategest “evidence” before accepting

facts, and feel that they are better able to etalsaurces (texts, politics, cultural biases,

etc.) than are their family members. Graduates désaribe having a broader view of the
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world, the ability to take into account multiplerppectives to a greater degree than other
members of their family:

“l tend to look at things more from a world perspee whereas family seems to
be more limited in their views:- Graduate #55 (White, Female, MA)

“I tend to have a greater appreciation for both esdof every story and question

the validity of the popular opinion - many of mynfly members accept what they

read and/or hear on tv at face value:"Graduate #66 (White, Female, Ph.D.)

“It is extremely true. | often times have a broad®rldview and firsthand

experiences about topics (race, Middle East conféitc.) that result in a different

viewpoint than my family.z- Graduate #80 (White, Female, BA).
One consequence of this perception of an expandexhvand widened perspective is the
positioning of family as ideologically blinded aultural dupes — potentially lacking in
political awareness, experience or knowledge. Gatedi families of origin were also
described as being more religious than the gradesen fundamentalist. In the process
of pursuing their educational paths, graduatestopresd their previously held religious
beliefs, which strengthened faith for a very fewt imore often was associated with

diminished religious identification and a loss chduates’ faith:

“They are mostly religious fanatics and | have gssd from that nonsense-
Graduate #108 (White, Female, MA)

“I have become secular and very liberal as a resifiliny educational
experiences™- Graduate #202 (White, Male, PhD)

“When someone is sick in my family, | seek probesdihelp (doctor or
specialist) while my family get on their kneesrayfor the devil’s failure.
Prayer is the answer to everything’Graduate #220 (Black, Female, BA)

“I am less religious and more politically involveéldan my family and this cause
tension and discomfort that | don't follow the nsraf conduct that my parents
do” — Graduate #260 (Hispanic, Female, BA)
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Beyond the connection between religiosity and cimusness, graduates also directly
position their family as ideologically misguided dgscribing them as reactionary and
politically simplistic:
“Sometimes some members will jump on a hot butéo vagon and even
threaten violent reactions. | tend to study, thiolkok at long term, and try to seek
effective solutions which don't do hatr@raduate #118 (White, Male, MA)
“Politically. Family members often rely on commiats and 'one liners' as a
basis for voting decisions. Often their views magrow and built upon hearsay.
| have learned that listening to opposing opiniansl doing my own research is
more valuable™- Graduate #299 (White, Female, BA)
These two graduates contrast their families naiineraactionary behavior to their own
more mature and thoughtful responses. Graduatedal®ve they possess a stronger
sense of self-efficacy and belief in their abilidycreate change in the world and in their
lives. Their families on the other hand, are gelhetaable to see their ability to affect

meaningful change:

“I understand why we struggle as a people instebist complaining about it”
—Graduate #230 (Hispanic, Male, MA)

“They see government as doing things that can effiechange their lives and
have a low sense of controlling their own lives'Graduate #185 (Hispanic,
Male, MA)

“yes because people who are uneducated don't levkrtowledge and resources
to open their minds> Graduate #257 (Asian, Female, MA)

“I feel that my family's extremely conservativerapns neglect the reality that
our family is working class, not middle class. pé&yents look negatively upon
government funding aimed at assisting people infaonily's financial level.”-
Graduate #293 (White, Female, BA)

Graduates #230 and #293 identify a “struggle,” estdblish a common working

class identity (“we,” “as a people,” “our family vgorking class”). Yet, their statements
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(particularly by graduate #230) are an indictmdrfamily, a charge that they could do
more — not necessarily in terms of achievementjrbtérms of a class struggle. This
seems to be more of a charge of passivity thandazi (a common stereotype of the
working/poverty class). Nevertheless, understantivity we struggle” is not necessarily
any less passive than is complaining about omeriig a system of power is. The last
statement above suggests that her family’s conseevaalues represent their
identification with power, one that is counter beir class and family interest — a
straightforward example of what could be calleds#aconsciousness.” She then frames
government funding programs (perhaps as entitleshémte in the general interest of
her family, as members of the working class -- sitmm that Graduate #185 might
dispute, illustrating the contested nature of “wiogkclass interests.”

The degree to which these graduates actually utashersheir families to be
“falsely” consciousness is difficult to know frometse limited responses, but what is
clear is that the data beg the question of precisab is falsely conscious. Is it really
truly just our families? Because while they tow tomservative line, we uphold a
hierarchy that we are favorably positioned withWho is more committed to their
position? To a struggle? And as we have seen, @atlese positions are relational,
dialogically constitutive, and inherently contestad is the issue of whether or not higher
education is necessarily a vehicle for class litbenge.g., Graduate #257).

What we don'’t hear in these “different world” resges is a positive account of
difference held by graduates about family membafs.don’t even hear the stereotypic
yet “complementary” formulations of working classgple as hard-working, happy,

practical, straight talking, etc. (Kay & Jost, 200Bhere were notable exceptions which
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are important to bring forward when presentingrdrege of experiences. Where we do
see positive portrayals of family is in the “nofdiences” category (n=31; 12% of all
responses in this category). Graduates in thigoagaefuted any significant differences
between them and their families, and clarified thithe examples they provided:
“Interestingly (to me), my politics are very simil@ my parents, especially my
father. | think we would articulate our reasoniadit differently - present
different rationale, but we would probably end uplre same place™- Graduate
#83 (White, Male, Professional)
“Values are similar, but level of exposure to diéfiet ideas, people and places is
different. Not better or worse, just different.ave a different way of inhabiting
space and placé- Graduate #164 (Black, Female, MA)

“Though my family has a limited education, we amm to share the same
values, culture, education and othérs.Graduate #314 (Black, Male, MA)

“I am the same person | would have been withouwtgrele. My personality and
the way | see the world is all my own. If it diférom the rest of my family that is
cause | have different experiences not necessariiyected with education. For
instance, | was born in Brooklyn a lot of my fanmigmbers were born outside of
America in countries that are comparatively conséime and traditional. —
Graduate #35 (Black, Female, BA)

The first three graduate responses above empHhasvoeg similar core values as
family and identify differences between themselaled their family members in terms of
expression, articulation, and embodiment of thadaas — they might take different
routes and modes of transport, but they will “ptaipaend up in the same place.” Orin
the case Graduate #35, differences exists, buhdrgdual, idiosyncratic and not due to
differences in educational attainment. She wagh@only graduate who dismissed a
connection between within-family differences angh@r educational experiences. There

doesn’t seem to be much middle ground offering gases and family members equal

status and worth, that also allows for a positimdarstanding of difference. The
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available discursive positions seem to be the ifleation with one’s family, but with
concomitant denial of difference, or an acknowledget of differences between them,
but then either a denial of the role of educatmrthe acceptance of a hierarchical
positioning of graduates as ‘better than.’

Summary.Graduates and their families often live in veryfehént worlds, and
this world is understood by graduates and the raidldisses as being superior (morally,
ethically, culturally) to the lives and worlds d¢iet working class. This may well be due to
the fact that my question asks specifically abaffiéicence, but still illustrates that
differences related to college attainment is ravelglerstood neutrally, or positively, even
(especially) within families -- and may even be erstood differently by graduates and
families (see Schutz, 2008).

We (educators, academics, middle class) valuerdiifee in a way that working
class peoples don’t always, and in fact can feektiened by (Schutz, 2008; Stephens,
Markus & Townsend, 2007). These differences areehageating emotional and
relational canyons between graduates and famfligs. difference could be the basis of
relational tension within the working class fansli®r the following reasons: graduates
and family distance themselves from one anoth@reugh their own life choices,
judgments, silence or emotional and geographigadrsgion — in order to avoid conflict;
families also distance themselves. One respondent describes himself as an
“observer” rather than a participant within his fgn#234 Asian, Male, MA). Clinical
psychologist Ross (1995) offers a beginning taxonofareas of tensions most likely to
be associated with upwardly mobility and the resgldifferences within families.

Tension is associated with upward mobility “wher damily member achieves



89

significantly more — or less—than others, and ttiees not fit in with the family group
because of attempts to differentiate, manifestednayges in interest, points of view,
and often, decreasing contact with the family agioi' (Ross, 1995; p. 340). These
differences, attributed to higher education, mestdnsidered as a distancing mechanism
and an expected outcome of upward mobility throigiher education for a significant
number of first-generation college graduates.

While graduates effectively distinguish themselfrem their families, they of
course also remaiof them as well. Graduates take great care to maiee that they
don’t think that they are better than, and thairtfanilies are mistaken, even over-
sensitive when they accuse graduates of this.l&utlata reveal that graduates do accept
some measure of the belief in their superiorityl] #rat their families do recognize and
respond to this “better than” dynamic.

But to be clear, this is the general perspectivierstf generation graduates, and
not all or every graduate. Their family membersimignswer this question very
differently, quite likely in ways that positivelyadme themselves, perhaps even as “better
than” in positive yet stereotypic ways, such asgpenore practical or having more
common sense. But as Kay & Jost (2003) find, thesmplementary” ways of
describing self or others (e.g., as being “poorHagpy”), are also associated with greater
system justification. Social science still knoveswlittle about working class
perceptions of and experiences with differentiasslmobility within the family. How
this finding relates to family dynamics is addreksethe next area of inquiry chapter on

family relations and power dynamics.
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Open-ended item 3 (OE3): Family ambivalenceSurvey participants were
asked to respond to the following likert scale item

Figure 1: Family Ambivalence Survey ltem

“Some families report having mixed or
ambivalent feelings about higher
education, and/or college educated peo
How true is this in your family?”

Extremely Neither Somewhat
True & True nor | True &
Fairly True | Untrue Not True

% of respondents (N=330) 29.4% 24.2% 46.4%

Close to 30 percent (29.4%) indicated that thisestent was either “extremely
true” or “fairly true.” Even though a larger pertage indicated that this was only
“somewhat true” or “not true” (46.4% combined), aartbther 24.2% responded
neutrally, this 29.4 percent still represents alsieg minority and illustrates the existence
of family ambivalence around higher education irrkireg class families. It should be
noted that of those who answered this likert itslightly over half chose not to provide
an example in the open-ended follow up questior. 154 graduates responding to the
open-ended follow-up question included both indinlds who answered the likert item
affirmatively as well as some who answered it negat. Also, 54 of the responding
graduates used this space to describe a lack ened®f any such ambivalence within
their families, leaving 100 responses that desdrdideast some form of ambivalence
related to higher educational attainment withindgheduates’ family. “No-ambivalence”
responses (N=54) constituted a sizable percengtgég%) of all responses to this open-
ended item.

When we look into the content of this ambivalens®tiered by respondents in
the follow up question, family ambivalence tendséoter around relational issues of

status, hierarchy and inequality within the fam@raduates alternately also used this
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space to describe their families and family reladlaps positively: 46 of all of the
responses (inclusive of both examples of ambivaemd non-ambivalence) detailed
their family’s pride in their achievements or deélsed higher education as a family value.

Table 17: “Educational Ambivalence” code explored

Themes within the “Educational % of % of all

Ambivalence” coding category Ambivalence responsed’
responses (N=154)
(N=100)

Grads as ‘better’ than (n=33) 33% 21.42%

“Other” ambivalences (n=28) 28% 18.18%

Disparaging educated people (n=27) 27% 17.53%

Degree unimportant/wasteful (n=21) 21% 13.63%

Positive Emerging Themes:

Education as a family value (n=30) 19.48%

Family Pride (n=22) 14.28%

Positive emerging theme#as was the case for the responses to the first-open
ended question (OE1) asking graduates to accoumttyp they were of the®igeneration
to earn a 4 year degree in their famigucation as a Family Valugso emerged as
theme in the responses to the current questiorselteded responses (close to 20% of
all item responses) similarly emphasized their feasiisupport of higher education in
general and/or for themselves in particular:

“It's instilled in us that education gives more espre and opportunity to jobs

which is what the next goal is...your career.Graduate #40 (Asian, Female,
BA)

% Multiple coding will mean that the categories daarid up to 100 percent.
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“My parents and family always talked about how gettand completing a
college education will help a person succeed & Graduate #41 (White,
Male, MA)

“My family looks upon higher education as a postand realizes the importance
of it as it relates to financial success-"Graduate #129 (White, Female, MA)

“My family greatly values education and respects@ted people.>- Graduate
#313 (Black, Male, BA)
Family Pridein the graduate’s achievement was another sigmfiand positive theme
evident in slightly under 15% of item response&dd®was described in a few specific
ways: pride (particularly parental pride) in theasious achievement of graduates:
“My mother is very smart but didn’t have the oppmity to finish her education
so she always made it clear to me how importantaiion is and after getting
that education she feels great that she has actiiedeat she wanted through
me.” — Graduate #197 (Asian, Female, BA)
“My family is very proud of my accomplishment--éikas them feel as though
they have bragging rights--substituting "our dalggtthe professor" for their own
lack of education.- Graduate #208 (White, Female, MA)
There was also situational pride, that is famiiese not always proud — but expressed
more mixed or even conflicting emotions and opisiondifferent moments:
“Well, just because of the Graduate school | attemgt extended family look at
me with both a sense of accomplishment and at @nh@sk like oh she's too
busy.” — Graduate #29 (Hispanic, Female, MA)
“My family is incredibly proud of my accomplishmgn{Their only
disappointment might be that my career has takeawagy from them in that |
have not lived near them for nearly a decade Graduate #69 (White, Female,
PhD)
Graduates #29 and #69 (above) tell us that theiililzs believed that their degree
attainment played a distancing role between thehilevGraduates #193, #218 and #327

(below) describe their families’ pride as somewdwitingent on their downplaying of
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difference, their display of family respect, anailing the extent to which they ‘educate’
their family members:

“I think in many Black families education is prizad the major vehicle of social
mobility but at the same time being too smart capioblematic and get you into
trouble. I think is especially true for young Blagikls. My family is proud of my
academic achievements but annoyed when | use the lsaowledge to challenge
widely held beliefs and practices. As a child isveanfusing and as an adult I've
learned to pick my battles. My students call mefégsor as a sign of respect but
when my family members call me Professor it's kindisrespectfully like--OMG
here she comes with her theories and crapGraduate #193 (Black, Female,
MA)

“Now that | have a Ph.D. family members usuallgress pride in my
accomplishment; even though they don't really kminat it means except that
very few people and perhaps no one they know lssidehas one. But when |
got my BA, most family members thought | was futhyself and perhaps they
were right because | was always going on correcfiagple and telling them
about theories and theorists | learned about inalagses. | don't do that
anymore. I've learned to listen to them and trynderstand their perspective.
Now, | only interject my opinion when they askif@and then | do so gingerly ~
Graduate #218 (Black, Female, PhD)

“Sometimes | keep my opinions to myself becausetbleeve that because | have
earned a degree that | am better than them. Otihszs they are proud to tell
their friends and extended family of my achievemelitdepends on the situation.
Other times they will call me for advite: Graduate #327 (Hispanic, Female,
BA)
That “professor” can also be deployed as a meadsparagement (#193) illustrates the
mixed views held by family members about academiach their kin is now affiliated
with. Graduate “theories” and opinions are viewesjsciously, perhaps experienced
negatively, even painfully, if they are used tol@rae previously held views, or
destabilize established relationships and poweanhyos. Family members were also not

uniformly proud as Graduates #55 and #194 explain:

“My parents seemed to be proud of my educationebaplishments; my
brothers were more noncommittak’Graduate #55 (White, Female, MA)
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“The fact is that the topic really doesn't come wgoth my parents told us that
education was very important, even though they'didhve the chance to go far,
they are very supportive. | would say that on omrasy brother is a little
negative, although never in my presence but | belieis because he really wants
to go back to school and finish getting his BA hatk | am working on my third
degree. |think he just regrets not having finttesooner.”— Graduate #194
(Female, MA, Queens College)
In both of the responses above siblings were seéncacommittal” or
“negative” toward the educational attainment of gh@duate in contradistinction from
their parents’ pride, again highlighting the verffetent dynamics existing between
graduates and their siblings, than between gradwaete their parents in relation to their
disparate educational attainment also identifiethiwithe “Why first” findings (OE1).
Thus, even within these pride responses, ambivalergs the simultaneously holding of
multiple, “mixed,” or conflicting positions or affés -- is apparent.

The battle of “better.”

“They think | think | am smarter than they dre.Graduate #14 (White, Female,
MA)

“Many people in my family believe that people wiavdna college education
aren't much smarter than they are. | beg to differ!Graduate #187 (White,
Female, MA)

The most frequently occurring theme in the “amtewake within the family”
responses surrounds the familiar family perceptian graduates believe they are “better
than” the less educated members of their famidiad,the community they came from. A
third of the responses to this item (33%) touchedssues around the notion of graduate
superiority. The prevalence of this issue does®amthat graduates actually believe that

they are better than the other members of theirlyamy virtue of their education, but

just that it emerges as an area of tension andicionithin their families. Actually,
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#187 stands out from the other responses in thegogy, in the assertion that sihie
actually believe that graduates (i.e., herself)sanarter than those without higher
education experience (i.e., her family). More oftgraduate’s (like #14 above and those
below) made reference to their families’ beliefrfeaccusation of such feelings of
graduate superiority while distancing themselvesfthe actual belief:

“My immediate family is very suspicious of higluedtion, particularly

regarding religion and politics. There is also @ancern about person with

education being "know it alls" and looking downuwreducated people=

Graduate #80 (White, Female, BA)

“I've been told during family arguments that "I ki I'm better than they are”

because of my advanced education. Lots of sarésissitky comments about how

"there are some things [like common sense] thatganit get from book-

learning." I'm not better than my family, but Itefinitely different as a result of

my advanced education, which can be a big problam/m-the-ass during

family disagreements = Graduate #182 (Hispanic, Male, PhD.)

Graduate #182 makes the point that he isn’t bditerdifferent than his family.
This difference is in and of itself described byngograduates as a precondition of family
tension and conflict. He also describes the reveation of working class superiority —
that is, the disparagement of the college educatelich also emerges in the
ambivalence examples.

“Educated fools.”More than one graduate made reference to the phrase
“educated fool” and more than a quarter (27%) efrsponses to this question
illustrated some degree of family disparagemerithier the graduate or college

educated people in general:

“I think there's a tendency to view college edudatelividuals with contempt.*
Graduate #100 (White, Male, MA)

“My family strongly feels that | am "uppity” anddid" with no "family values"
because | have not married and had children. Ikesano sense to them and goes
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against their traditional ideas of gender differencThey recommend psychiatric

treatment for me to help me see that | should mayty— Graduate #186 (White,

Female, PhD)

“I was told that when one is educated or ‘over ealed,” one tends to be

possessed or adulterated by the flames of liberalis- Graduate #192 (White,

Female, MA)

“They think people who are educated are dumb. always told that | have too

much education but no common sense when | haveveisation with them and

absolutely no nouns are used in the entire contiensa | ask for the "who" and

I'm ridiculed for not reading minds. FUCK!- Graduate #231 (Black, Female,

PhD)

Some graduates believe their families are conteoystof college educated
individuals, while other families frame educatedple as actually the opposite of smart;
“dumb” in important domains like “common sense.’a@Guate #186 reports that her
family oppositionally positions females and schioglipathologizing her choices to delay
or forego marriage and children. Graduate #23tidsculed for not reading minds,” but
also for not being able to read their social artucal cues without footnotes. From her
perspective, she is criticized when she does tpatticipate in family conversations. Her
“FUCK!” expresses extreme frustration attemptingnéwigate what must feel like an
impossible dilemma, centering around whether sloe isn’t one of “them.”

Ross (1995) talks about the “defensive beliefsfantfilies that disrespect upper
class and college related things. Defensive oreounf responses (see Cross, 2011) are
apparent on both sides of the educated/uneducatiele.d

“I think there is a bit of identity protection thgbes on through some social

creativity strategies: smart people have no comsense, things like that=>

Graduate #93 (White, Female, PhD., 2005)

“One brother expressed that life experiences arehrhetter than college
education.”— Graduate #113(White, Female, MA, 1983)
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“Comments about book knowledge not being as apbasnon sense>
Graduate #164 (Black, Female, MA, 2009)

“There is sometimes a belief that "booksmart" peaoie not practical’—
Graduate #228 (Black, Female, PhD, 2010)

“My father said, ‘a lot of these college students atupid’. My uncle said, ‘A

college degree is just a receipt for all the mopey spent going there.”>
Graduate #232 (Black, Female, BA, 2006)

“There have been remarks made that an educatiosrdbgive you any sense-”
Graduate 309 (White, Female, MA, 1989)
The responses of family members as reported byugtead illustrate a
different/alternative valuation of personal quabtiinversing the “better than” dynamic,
and revealing some negative affect toward colleyeated:

“only for non-professional degrees. Doctors, langjeztc. are admired, PhDs are
not — ‘not serious”— Graduate #120 (White, Female, MA, 1991)

“There is a lack of trust in people who are too edied. They also have voiced

their concerns that ‘educated’ people will look doat them because of their lack
of education— Graduate #51 (White, Male, PhD., 2005)

The responses below reveal another category ofvatelice related to the issue
of perceived graduate superiority: the (directnalirect) disparagement of the graduate
coupled with the disproportionate shouldering spansibility for the welfare of their
family:

“Some of my family like to say they "work harddran | do, but at the same time

| am the one they come to to "fix things" whengkibhecome a problem such as

insurance or medical matters or advice-"Graduate #111 (White, Female, BA)

“They parade me like a trophy ("look at my daughtdro's a university

graduate”) and at the same time tell me "what da igoow about life, you are

just a child" -- in the meantime | am responsildethe family's financial
welfare.” — Graduate #82 (Asian, Female, MA)
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“My mother thinks that because | am psychologisthduld be able to deal with

family problems or disagreements in a "professivmaly.” — Graduate #143
Graduate #340 represents the opposite phenomeeee Wieir parents choose to seek
assistance from the least educated family member:

“As my parents get older, they rely on my brotlvenp has a GED, instead of

asking me (M.A.), middle sister (A.A.) or youngstes (M.A.). Mistakes are

made and problems are not resolved. No one conuan@si.”— Graduate #340

“Other” Ambivalences.The 2" largest category of ambivalence (28% of
ambivalence responses) was coded “Other,” and stsnsf a wide range of ambivalences
occurring within a number of contexts and concegrarvariety of issues, thus resisting
further thematic coding. These “other” ambivalensese both ideological (e.g., gender-
specific educational expectations for males vefsomles within the family) and
personal (internal conflict regarding whether thiespit of a degree and career was at the
expense of starting one’s own family). Psychololgarabivalence was often apparent
within the responses themselves, concerning, famge, envy/jealousy of family
members (typically siblings), conflicting views loigher education between family
members (e.g., one parent was supportive, whilettner is/was not), ambivalence about
the benefits of college when it is viewed as aarwgntion putting distance between the
graduate and family, or the fact that a degreembascessarily translate into a higher
income than other family members without such anédéng. The concept of
ambivalence and the data will be deeply investyatihin the third section addressing

ideological ambivalences.
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Introduction to Interview Participants

This chapter provides a brief profile, more sketwmn portrait, of those interview
participants whose experiences are discussed th depl quoted within the following
area of inquirychapters. Each profile offers demographic inforamgtfamily
background, relationship with family, school andpdoyment history/experiences, and
major life issues at the time of interview. Thesen& mutually exclusive categories, so
overlap and inter-connectedness within these aspeevident. Graduate and sibling
pairs are presented first: Ernesto (graduate) ansister, Angelica; Noah (graduate) and
his sister Sharon. Individual graduates (Esperddrma, Nikki, Kenneth, Wendy, Gena,
Noreen) are presented next, and then other faneipbers: Cora (Noreen’s mother) and
Desiree (a sibling of graduates).

A range of people participated in this projectywag by age, year degree was
earned, highest degree earned (ranging from BA®@) Fhow long it took to earn their
first degree, whether they went to a public or @iévinstitution, resided on campus or
commuted from home. While my intent was to haveililamember and graduate pairs
participate, graduates who were interested in@péiing in an interview, were not
necessarily interested in inviting their family migens to participate, and in those cases
where an invitation was extended, family membersevmet necessarily interested in
participating either. The result was a samplerst{generation college graduates, and a
smaller sample of family members of graduates @th had a participating family
member). All but one of the family participants wesiblings to a first-generation
graduate, and one mother (“Cora”) participated.paliticipating family members were

female. Because of the very small numbers of istetefamily members, | included
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every person interested in participating in anringv. Future research efforts will need
to focus on the specific recruitment of males, ptr@nd extended family members.
Sibling Pairs

Ernesto (“Ernie”) and his older sister, Angelica.Ernesto (“Ernie”) was in his
late 20’s when we met, and identified as Puert@Rismerican. Ernie presented himself
as a polite and respectful young man — he was veauareasy to talk to. He was the
youngest child and the first — and favored -- setwieen his mother and father. Ernie
grew up in public housing with two older sistersldms mother. His father and extended
family live in Puerto Rico. Ernie says his famitydlose, but that they could be closer.
Although it was clear that he cared deeply abasismall family, seeing them quite
regularly, he didn’t feel he could talk openly dnekly with all members. He and his
father rarely talked in depth, and he describedrtogher and eldest sister as “closed” in
their thinking. While his father favored him forshgender, his father spoke more openly
with his sister Angelica because of her gender (f'mben’t talk”). Ernie was also
especially close to Angelica, because he says,dpegt the most time together growing
up, and continued to live near each other. Ernghed that he could talk to his family
about “life” matters without always getting advitem them. Although his family kept
Ernie informed of the major developments and denwsin their lives, only the younger
members of his family (his nieces and nephews) et him for advice.

Ernie was the first in his family to graduate hggthool as well as to earn a
college degree. He was the only one of 15 or s@ beygrew up with in his public
housing complex to do so. He was fortunate to lztemnded a respected small high

school and participated in a well-established comitywouth program, both of which
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significantly supported his college going. Erniscahad a lot of support from his family
for his educational pursuits. They respected higldeication and had especially high
hopes for him, as both of his older sisters becpanents themselves while still in high
school.

Ernie earned his degree from a small and elitedilaats college in the East
during the 1990's. His transition from New York Ztb the mostly White residential
campus was a difficult one, and he described fgetialated and homesick his first year
away at school. He didn’t feel like he could tadkhis family because they wouldn’t
know how to support him, or what to say. Ernieglikany of the participating graduates,
described being intellectually and socially intiield at college. He now wishes that he
would have participated more, reached out more agptied himself more instead of
getting “overwhelmed by the fear.” Instead, he weattered and somewhat haphazard in
his academic path, and it took much explorationfais® starts before deciding on his
major.

At the time of the interview, Ernie was explorirgreer options, an approach his
family did not understand. He held multiple pantijobs in the non-profit sector, and
was considering careers in teaching/educationadrestate. There was an open and
ongoing dialogue within his family about how higgdee would pay off (financially), of
how exactly his struggle through college would kedm“worth it” for both himself and
his family. He felt that his family was anxiouskoow what he would do now that he had
a degree. His family wanted to see him in a lomgntstable position with benefits. His
preference was to teach or work with young peoplele his interest in real estate was

primarily financial. He enjoyed having multiple glfinding it more interesting to have
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varied tasks and work settings. After college lokta position with the community
organization that supported his college pursuithdle a hard time finding a job after
funding for this position evaporated, and endedvagking at a high pressure mortgage
company, which he quit after a year. For quite stime afterward, he provided informal
childcare for his family, while he looked for anettposition. They believed that the
opportunities were there, but that he wasn’t talddgantage of them. For Ernie, it was
more complicated. He didn’t want to take a job vehiee earned only slightly more than
minimum wage, or a position that didn’t even requardegree.

Angelica. Angelica is Ernie’s older sister by 3 years arglthiddle child in her
family of origin. While she is also a first geneoat college graduate, for this project she
was interviewed as a family member. Her youngethaiowas the first in their family to
earn a college degree, but in many ways, she gduhk furthest. Her journey from a
teenage mother and high school dropout, to coliggduate took 10 years of diligence,
sacrifice and tremendous effort. She earned her,GBDthen progressed through an
Associates program at a CUNY community college, later enrolled into a BA program
at CUNY. Along the way, she transferred to Hunteli€ye, where she ultimately earned
her BA in Sociology. She was th&2n her family to do so and had plans to earn an MA

Angelica pursued her degree for greater careeomptiinancial security and to
feel good about herself. However, her intense itmvest in the degree wasn’t just about
earning a credential -- she enjoyed the conteheoftourses and the learning process.
Even though her brother had already successfulhigated college, their experiences
were so different that Angelica still felt like sthvas on her own in terms of academic

support during her years of coursework. This spéakise significant structural and



103

experiential differences between residential androoater campuses, public and private
schools, age of enrollment, a GED background veast@lege prep curriculum.

Even though many would argue that Angelica camdtttibest, exerting perhaps
more effort to earn the same degree, Ernie’s dagreeen as the greater
accomplishment, and his path represents the peefenodel of the college endeavor for
the next generation. This differential valuatioestomized by their strikingly different
marking of their respective accomplishments: tlvess a whole family celebration for
Ernie’s graduation, while Angelica didn’t attend lggaduation, feeling that she didn’t
make strong connections during her long journeg,aso felt her BA was only one
phase of her academic path.

Angelica describes her family as particularly cldSke described feeling strongly
connected to all members of her family, but inefiéint ways. She identified with her
older sister as a parent, and young mother, whi¢ensas most comfortable talking to
Ernesto about more “worldly” matters. At the tiwfeour interview, Angelica was
raising her teenage daughter and pregnant wite™Mehild. Her family helped her
through her long college struggle by providing dbére for her daughter. She worried
that the birth of this child would spell the endtloé road of her academic dreams. She
even asked herself within the interview what thenpevas of all her hard work if she will
“just have to stay home with a baby.”

Noah and his older sister, SharonNoah was born and raised in the Bronx, in a
largely White ethnic neighborhood (Italian, JewiRlussian, Albanian). He attended a
Yeshiva through middle school and then graduatgeha early from a public high

school. Noah is the youngest of 4 children; higsldrother is 16 years his senior,
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followed by his 3 older sisters. His 2 eldest sigf had moved out on their own by the
time Noah enrolled in college.

Noah describes his family as “pretty close,” asrgeee lives in fairly close
proximity to one another, the furthest of his sigb living only 2 hours away. “I kind of
feel close to all of them. Like, we're all prettpse with each other, but we give each
other space. We're not one of those enmeshed tamnilhere we’re all in each other’s
business all the time, but when we get togetheenyey the time that we spend
together.” He says that, for the most part, theneery little conflict in his family.

Noah was 16 when he graduated from high schookamulled at Hunter College
under the advisement of his parents who saw hiespscially bright and in need of a
suitable activity to occupy him before entering Warld of work. He lived at home
during his studies and commuted to school fromBitwex. Noah described feeling
especially proud after having earned his BA degrdbe 1980’s, explaining:

At that time, | felt “ohso accomplished. | mean, you couldn’t tell me angth

[laughing]. | had a bachelor’s degree and you kndwhought that was all |

needed. Like | thought it was like a free ridetfue rest of my life, you know.”

His feelings about that achievement changed very quigklen looking for
employment. “I remember going to employment agentighe city and the first question
out of everybody’s mouth was, ‘Can you type?’ | Wks, excuse me? Like, | have a
Bachelor’s degree. And | remember saying it to ointhe agents and she said, ‘so does
everybody else in the waiting room.” Atitat like totally knocked me down a peg.”
After working in publishing for many years, he eueily went back to school to earn a
Masters in social work once he realized that thimgcareer he aspired to wouldn’t

likely materialize. He was employed as a socialk&oat the time of our interview.
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Like Ernie, he believed that his educational atteent also positively impacted
his older sister’s educational attainment:

Noah: Um...hmm. | think honestly had | not gone to collegw sister probably

would not have gone. Um..I don't think that they would h&reated me any

differently. I'll say this, I think my family hadigh expectations of me
academically because | ..had skipped a grade autlgted early. | think they had
this perception of me that | was the genius infémeily, which | really wasn't,

but I think for them, | was.

April: and did she talk to you about, you know, that pss@

Noah: Yes. She was...actually, | think what happened stha&swas gonna go to a

regular 4 year college and just take forever tit dod | remember mentioning to

her that there were accelerated programs for ackilisning to school. And I told
her of a school | knew and she ended up lookingitrend going there.

Sharon. Sharon was in her early 40’s, married and had @& in grade school
at the time of our interview. She and her famielin a suburb in the Tristate area. She
chose to pursue college as personal and intellegtah, more as an aspect of self-
fulfillment and actualization than for financial professional gains as she held a stable,
well-compensated administrative position. She edteollege to get a “true education,”
to learn about many topics, and to better “undadstéhe world around her.

She is the third (and Noah is the fourth) siblingheir family of 4 children. Both
she and Noah believe that his having earned agstegree played an important role in
facilitating Sharon’s eventual enrollment and coatiph of a BA degree. She came to
Noah for input and support for her college amb#icand he advised her to consider an
accelerated degree program for non-traditionalliege aged students, which she
pursued. Her mother’s significant help with childgeher brother’s support translating

the expectations of college and his moral supmorhér to continue at her break neck

speed was crucial to her success.
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While her family of origin was supportive and exgsed pride in Sharon, her
created family experienced tension and stress whewas doing her coursework. Her
college endeavors were at odds with the perceieedsof her created family; her
husband was vocally and consistently unsupportiveso college pursuit. She described
feeling a tremendous amount of guilt around timensaway from her children and
unresolved resentment from her unsupportive spouse.

While she was older than Angelica when she enteolldge, she was able to
finish in much less time. Sharon enjoyed her comosk, especially her Psychology
classes. She described a feeling of camaradefiieheitclassmates in part because of the
intense and compressed commitment of her acceatiegpadgram, and common non-
traditional age. However, she also brought heradatipport with her, enrolling with a
dear friend who she “did everything with.” At thene of our interview, Sharon was
deciding between an MSW or Teachers Education progo matriculate into in the
future, but her “dream job is to be a school somatker with adolescent girls.”

Angelica and Sharon differ in many ways (e.g., agee/ethnicity, community,
family background), but their narratives also hauech in common: lack of educational
focus early on, children, a younger brother who pleted college first, and then their
long pursuit of a BA, both are close to their besth Also, the support they receive from
brother differs, but the fact that their youngesthers went first influenced them,
particularly Angelica, who even implies that it wdsan option until her brother

achieved it first (“it wasn’t in the family yet”).
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First-Generation College Graduates:

Esperanza.Esperanzavas in her late 20's at the time of the intervishe is a ¥
generation American, identifying as Latina; hergoas are from Central America and the
Dominican Republic.

Esperanza is the youngest child in her family bywyngears and has an older
brother and sister. She describes herself as agnaply close to her parents, who she
and her boyfriend were living with at the time bétinterview. During our interview, she
discussed her deep involvement in her parent’s Jidescribing her significant influence
on both major and minor household decisions, inoyéinancial matters. She and her
parents vacationed together and at the time ahtieeview were considering buying a
house together. This type of closeness and alharmtimacy with her parents did not
include her older siblings, who lived in their olwauseholds and existed more
independently from the family of origin. Esperaniescribed conflict with her older
sister that she attributed to her sister’'s emotiogection to the differences in their
educational levels, life opportunities and relasioip with their parents. Her siblings’
opportunities for higher education were limiteddinigumstance, as well as a lack of full
support from their parents. At the time of the imiew, Esperanza’s sister was planning
to return to school to pursue her Bachelor’s degree

Esperanza offers us a clear American dream nageraiis a I generation
American having grown up in “the projects,” shd Beitremely fortunate in her ability to
go away to college and the associated opportunhissthat venture brought, such as
international travel, expanded social relationshépel greater job opportunity. She felt

her parent’s immense pride in her accomplishmdnisalso felt intense pressure from
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them to succeed. Her parents came to the Uniteddssts teens and worked extremely
hard, often from early morning until late at night low paying service sector jobs to
provide for their family. Esperanza doesn’t rementier father being home much during
her childhood. She consequently saw her succems@®mmunal resource and as a
benefit to her family as well as herself.

Esperanza earned her BA from a small liberal aflege in the East. Her
residential campus was primarily white and sheldeth marked and socially isolated
while in college. She earned her MSW directly after undergraduate years, and was
working in a counseling position at the time of thierview. She wasn’t settled in that
position and expressed her interest in pursuintpéurgraduate study, but was unclear on
a specific career direction.

Esperanza talked fast, words and emotions swing@lonost constantly, and yet
it was clear throughout our conversation that she simultaneously reflecting on,
interpreting and reinterpreting, her experienceaking sense of them as both a counselor
and as herself. She was quick to smile and laugihalbo very serious about the research
topic. Esperanza tended to be open and forthcoabogt her family and experiences,
and at times, quite emotional when talking aboutf&mily, especially her sister who she

described as having a fraught hot/cold relationghip.

Una. Una was born in Taiwan, and came to the US in bajtool. She is the third
of 4 children, and the only girl. No one in her fgmvas supportive of her desire to go to
college and earn a degree. Her oldest brother secally hostile to the idea. She was

admitted to Cornell but wasn’t able to attend bseauer parents said they were going to
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support her younger brother in college insteathéawas male). He enrolled, but later
dropped out of, an Ivy League University despitealdoing some of her brother’s
homework out of a sense of familial duty. She sufgabherself through college, and
after much solitary perseverance, she graduatddarBA in accounting economics from
CUNY, and went on to earn an MBA. Her family shi#lieves that her pursuit of higher
education has been detrimental to her and theilyaWhen asked if she thought this
was due to her ethnic culture or her specific fgnghe attributed their lack of support
for her achievement as an element of her familysfuhction.

Una worked and studied a lot during college, bdhdihave much of a social life
or make lasting friendships. Like Ernie, she alspressed the wish that she had been
more involved at school, and more connected. Sdddwork especially hard as a non-
native English speaker and tried many majors atiisgaefore landing on economics
which she found “easy.” She was a successful damtdor a major accounting firm for
many years, but had chosen to retire from thad fishe worked in a non-profit social
service agency at the time of the interview.

She described her family as not close at all, arfdat indicated that they rarely
talk. She saw her role within the family as faaiidr of the family’'s communication, but
often felt thwarted in this endeavor. She wished trer family was closer, that they
would choose to spend time together, for no pderaeason (as opposed to the formal
events requiring attendance like major birthdaysgdngs, funerals). She is closest to
her younger brother, but doesn’t attribute thedsehess to their close age, or the fact that

they both are the only ones with any college exgmee in her family. Instead, she
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explained their closeness as the result of hewallp him to live his life without her
constant advising (“nagging”) him.

Una’s parents both wanted to pursue college degbegs$acked the financial
resources to do so. Her mother attempted a nudggeee in the U.S., but her limited
English made it difficult to continue, even with &gignificantly helping with her
homework. Una’s father would sometimes tell peab&t he had in fact earned a college
degree because the institution that he attendgdldaraining in Taiwan later became a
university.

Kenneth. Kenneth, who identified as African American, wasrbin the south
and spent his early childhood there, but grew ugarlem. The middle son in a family 5,
he was raised by his single mother. He did wethanpublic school he attended, and was
placed in gifted classes early on. He attributedelairly success in school, in part, to a
lack of self-control, explaining that he “didn’tVe&the self-control toot to raise my
hand — answers came to me, | blurted them oute\8m though | was pretty, | guess,
academically inclined, | still had a little disaipé self-control to develop, which took a
long time.” At the urgings and support of his meldchool teachers, Kenneth applied for
and earned a scholarship to an elite private hegbd. At 13 he went away to boarding
school, where he would graduate high school. Heimraglly very hesitant about going
away school, explaining “It would have been mytftihe away from home for an
extended period of time. | was a mommy’s boy.” Bist mother insisted, arguing that,
“well you know, this is the best thing for you, Isot you're going! | want your life to be

better than mine.”
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Kenneth describes his early experiences at premosels a cultural and academic
“shock” that he was still contending with. His pr&ghool peers were chauffeured in
while he arrived with a duffle bag by bus. Thisfelience made a strong impression on
him, and he struggled with a new sense of relatef@ivation that he didn’t feel at home
as the son of promise. He majored in economicscaluilus at a top ranked private
university in the Northeast. College for him waseasier transition as much of his
experience felt like a review of his prep schoange However, he didn’t pursue a career
in a related field, but took a position in broadoagout of state for many years. After
relocating back to New York, he worked at severfient jobs. At the time of our
interview, he was a certified paralegal and adtiMeis church.

He describes his family as a matriarchy and “vawywery close.” They
regularly communicated by phone, and he visitedkiyesith his mother. He indicated
that one of his motivations for going to collegesvi@ one day be able to buy his mother
a house. He succeeded in that goal, but his metasn’t actually interested in living
there, and instead preferred her apartment in khatite was also especially close to his
older sister (his older brother was deceased). B#ndid see himself as somewhat more
separate from his family of origin, in part becabsevent away early. While Kenneth
didn’t mention his younger brother much who livedhe south with his own family, he
did convey respect for him and his life’s path @ not finish high school), when he did
mention him. While his family is close, there ischuhat they don't talk about that
Kenneth wished they did (e.qg., his father in pattc).

At the time of the interview, Kenneth was in higeld0’s and happily married and

the father of a son in grade school. He hopeddnisaould want to follow in his
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footsteps and attend prep school, and he was Bctmeouraging him by taking him to

visit his alma mater.

Nikki. Nikki, a graduate of an elite campus of the Ursitgrof California
system, is a very accomplished and ambitious waméaer 40’s. She holds multiple MA
degrees in education and social work. She grewuges, in a middle-class African
American neighborhood. Her father served in thetamy and worked in corrections
while her mother was in banking.

A single mother of a young son, she describes baoge with her family of
origin (with the exception of her older sister)dashe was especially close to her father.
Family was important to her, and she had recendyead back to New York to be closer
to her parents, who lived a few blocks away fromdtdehe time of the interview. She
and her son ate dinner with her family most evesii&ine got along well with her brother
and his family, who lived out of state, and wa$r@guent telephone contact. She
described a complicated relationship with her okister, who is mental ill.

Nikki excelled in high school, and felt a lot ofrpenal and family pressure to
succeed, as her older brother never graduatedhrgimschool, and her sister was still
pursuing her BA degree after many years and perpitfels. Nikki also was
determined to defy racial stereotypes she felt yweogected onto her as a black woman.
She reported enjoying college and was involvedudent activities, especially with her
campus church group. At the time of our interviete was pursuing &2VIA degree in
education and was confident in her ability to supper family.

Gena.Gena is of the first generation to earn a colidggree, but was not the first

of her siblings to do so. Her older sister wenCtumbia, and encouraged her sister to
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enroll there as well. She has many siblings, mbathich had some college experience,
or had earned their degrees but from schools thet Wess prestigious than the one she
earned her degree from.

Gena really takes her time to think about her resps before she speaks. She
speaks slowly, choosing her words carefully. She sxeeptionally confident in her
undeniable abilities and competencies. She forvwhad@eritocratic worldview,
believing that success is available to anyonenyglto work hard; and presented herself
as ambitious and professionally driven.

She described her schooling experiences as ingartsrmative experiences for
her. She felt under threat and unwelcome in tmegdeed hostile environments of her
Catholic primary school and later, elite universltyelementary school she was often
under threat of expulsion — for the day or longdor non-payment of tuition, and
although she had adequate funding in college, atedfracial and class-based
marginalization, culminating in calls for her impgéaent during her tenure in student
government which she felt was racially and classivated. She also felt under attack
while in college for her strong religious convict®

She described her family as loud, but close anioh¢p\However, she also
mentioned tension and conflict with her parents sibtings, centering around others’
perception of her as arrogant and emotionally c®bé discussed conflict with sister
closest in age around the notion that Gena thinksetter than other members or her
family. Gena insists that this is not the case rbuéals in her other characterizations of

self and family that in many ways she does belsheis stronger, braver, smarter than
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them. Gena also experienced guilt in regards te#cefices that her older siblings made,

specifically their own educationally ambitions,siapport her college pursuit and success.
Gena had experience in lobbying, and was interestpdrsuing social policy at

the city and state level. At the time of our intewv she was working in a counseling

position at a public high school.

Wendy. Wendy, a white woman in her early 30’s, grew up midsized city in
the East, with her mother, older brother and mumlmger sister. She describes her
hometown as racially divided, and saw the almogbumly White side,” that she grew
up on as “racist” and “exclusionary.”

Her brother was the first to go to college andfsilewed him a year later. Her
mom was known as the smart one in her family, lagtinrealized college aspirations for
herself, and instead, worked in service industbgjduring Wendy’s childhood. She
passed these ambitions on to her children, alllidrwhad earned a degree, or were
enrolled (i.e., her younger sister) at the timewf interview. Growing up, her mom
supported their family by working as a waitresg] &ter moved on to an administrative
position. At the time of our interview, her mothexd opened her own small business.

Wendy emphasized that she and her mother werdos® growing up,
explaining, “I mean, we were very close in some sydike survival mode close, but
then..not, at the same time. Like, my mom sortlwhgs treated us like, oh you're an
adult and you have your own life.” She goes ondaan that although they spent a lot
of time together growing up, it wasn’t family tinper se, “we didn’t do this nice kind of
family thing that | think of as what families do&hd yet, she does say that she grew up

very connected with her extended family, partidylaer aunts and uncles, who she is
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still fairly close to. Her father wasn't in the pice but at some point her mother
remarried a man who Wendy wasn'’t especially fond of

As adults, Wendy is closest to her brother, whomansults with on important
matters. In terms of the other way around, her erotimly comes to her children after
there is a problem, not before at the decision ngaktage. At the time of our interview,
Wendy was much less connected to her extendedyfaut still in occasional but
friendly contact.

Wendy was in the final stages of completing her HhAnthropology at the time
of our interview and worked as an organizer aragades of economic justice in a non-
profit advocacy organization. She was in a longiteommitted relationship and had a

young child.

Noreen.Noreen is the youngest of 2 children; her sistér years her senior and
lives with her son and their moth&ora. She grew up in a predominantly Black and
working-class neighborhood in Queens. She deschibeslf as outgoing although her
family sees her as a loner. Noreen always wantgo to college and didn’t believe that
her family played any significant role in that pess. Her mother, Cora, also gives
Noreen most of the credit for getting herself td #mough college.

It took Noreen many years (10+) of part-time stuahd full-time employment to
work her way through college. She worked her wayouine executive level in the
corporate sector, which required intense work camments in addition to her part time
school commitments. She began her studies at HQuiérge, but then transferred to

Queens College, where she earned her degree wsBpily, graduating with honors. She
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said that she wanted a true college experiencqgusabtclasses after work.” Noreen “had
a really great time at Queens college. | got evemgt| needed, | got to join clubs
and..you know, meet people and learn and it waseaaampus. | had a really great time.
It was what mydreamsfulfilled was.” She felt deep pride and accompignt when she
graduated, especially because she was able toajeadebt-free, something that her
family is also especially proud of. Noreen’s waifle bnd educational pursuits were
mutually supportive but ultimately separate endeavilthough she didn’t have plans to
leave the corporate sector, she did hope to oneiwa@}l in a graduate program, but
hadn’t yet decided on the type of program.

Noreen joked that she and her family are “too datose” because they spend so
much time together. She lived within walking distarirom her parents, and sister and
nephew who also lived with her parents. Her whalaify was connected by their mutual
care and love for her sister’s special-needs sen fainily talked frequently to one
another, getting together often, including for fgnmeals. While they are close, they
usually deal with personal issues/problems on i, separate from their family.
Noreen explained that members of her family typycadéal with conflict in a direct
manner, with one person usually telling anothet they are “getting on my nerves.”
Neither Noreen nor Cora identified any particularaaof conflict. However, Noreen did
indicate that she tends to be somewhat distant Frenfamily, and that they (and she)
understand her to be different from them. But thiference was seen as historical,

idiosyncratic and not a target for revision.
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Family Members

Cora (Noreen’s Mother).Cora was in her mid 60’s at the time of the intewi
and identified as African American. She grew uBrooklyn and Queens; an only child
raised by her single mother in the 1950’s. Sherd®estt her father as physically abusive,
and out of the picture for that reason. She metheband in high school and they
married shortly after their graduation. She has daoghters, and one grandson that she
is especially close to.

Cora identified as a bookkeeper at heart, she lauadbers and dealing with
money in both her paid and volunteer work. Coradwa® a variety of jobs, and at the
time of our interview, worked as a Kitchen Coordaraat a senior center. She never
considered college for herself, in part becausdained the discursive demands
especially aversive: “..certain parts of schoaldind like, like English and, and ..saying
the words. | hate writing sentences, | hate writihg uh stories”. While she describes
mostly enjoying school, she was most confidenheaworld of work. College was not a
specific goal or dream she held for her childrénwvdnted it for them if they wanted it.”
She was supportive in her own way, which was imngithem the freedom to pursue that
path, but she wasn’t able to contribute financitdlyhat endeavor. Her eldest daughter
completed a few semesters of college, but therdddshe would rather pursue paid
work. Cora emphasizes that her youngest daughtezedd'always wanted to go” to
college.

Cora describes their family as especially closeyTdll live geographically very
nearby and have family meals together weekly. Tthikyor see each other 3-4 times a

week. Her eldest daughter and grandson live with@era stresses that she is close to
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everyone (but singles out her grandson when exlglesked), demonstrating the
importance of equality within the family. In théamily, there is not a strong “better
than” dynamic that favors Noreen. In fact, the podgnamic within the family seems to

favor Cora as the mother and matriarch of the famil

Desiree.Desiree identified as African American, and comresifa large family
with many siblings, a third of which grew up in t8euth, while she and her other
siblings mostly lived in the boroughs of NYC. Shneldner siblings were raised by their
single mother, who was deceased at the time oinbenview. She locates herself
chronologically in the middle of all her sibling3esiree was in her 40’s at the time of the
interview, and worked in customer service for darel transportation company. Her
eldest brother and sister both have degrees (amMIABA respectively), and very early
on in the interview, Desiree compares her standfligding against theirs, explicitly
longing for their quality of life, characterized byaterial security and comfort.

Her mother did not graduate from high school, besiee did and completed a
year of community college before dropping out. 8ascribes having done well in high
school by showing up and being good (being a “gdedayshoes”), strategies that do not
guarantee success in college the way they migi iarban high school. Desiree tends to
blame herself for not earning a college degreeatih within the interview, she does
describe the significant impediments to her collegecess (enrolled in a community
college, as a single parent to an infant, and @megwith her second child, working more
than part-time), indicating her awareness of theextual factors hindering her

educational success.
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She describes her family neutrally, indicating ttlaseness is relationship-
specific: she was closest with those family memiletisout formal education, and the
least close with her two siblings who hold collelggrees (eldest brother and eldest
sister). In fact, she described a lot of confliotlaension with her degreed-siblings,
centering around their disproportionate successantdege. However, Desiree also
expressed a strong desire to be closer to theneks w

At the time of our interview, Desiree felt gratefaf, but also “stuck” in her job,
lacking any real hope for advancement or an imprearg of circumstance without a
college degree. She didn’t see herself going baskhool, but did never the less, still
see it as an option. Desiree has 2 young adult sdrsshe hoped would go to college,

but indicated that she also didn’t think that tiss likely either.
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Educational Values and Meritocratic Faith

The white folk of Altamaha voted John a good boyipefplough-hand, good in
the rice-fields, handy everywhere, and always goathed and respectful. But
they shook their heads when his mother wantedrtd kan off to school. “It'll
spoil him,—ruin him,” they said; and they talkedthsugh they knew. But full
half the black folk followed him proudly to the 8ta, and carried his queer little
trunk and many bundles. And there they shook andishands, and the girls
kissed him shyly and the boys clapped him on tle&.&o the train came, and he
pinched his little sister lovingly, and put his grarms about his mother’s neck,
and then was away with a puff and a roar into tleaigyellow world that flamed
and flared about the doubtful pilgrim. [...]JAnd thihat stood behind, that
morning in Altamaha, and watched the train as isihobore playmate and
brother and son away to the world, had thereafteraver-recurring word,—
“When John comes.” Then what parties were to be vemat speakings in the
churches; what new furniture in the front room,—Hagrs even a new front room;
and there would be a new schoolhouse, with Jolheagber; and then perhaps a
big wedding; all this and more—when John comes.tBaitwhite people shook
their heads.

-- W.E.B. Dubois (1903), On the Coming of John

Much has changed since Dubois wrote the Coming of Johmhough less than is
conscionable. Working class families, particuldésnilies of color, nurture tremendous
hope and pride in the young adults they send hgoatorld of higher education,
envisioning joy and celebration, financial and miateyains, returns for their family,
community and scholar alike. Like John’s people, fdmilies of most first-generation
college graduates kissed them goodbye while sngdk@&ir own dreams into promising
coat pockets, sent wild longings hidden in care&kpges, while hazy fears of deep change
and loss, doubts about their ability to understifnednew languages their sister or brother,
son or daughter was learning to speak, stowed awidne recesses of their waited return.
The educationally privileged and class dominanttiooie to shake their heads, aware
that the college experience of one will increaseaspirations of others -- and also

generate dissatisfaction and unrest. Though theatidn of the subordinately raced and
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classed might not spell the same trouble to hiésattconce did, higher education still
retains the power to reshape vision and languayehplogical thought and social
relations. The current power elite shake their bead at the naiveté of the panacean
belief in the power of a degree.

This chapter is an exploration of participants’ emtional values and justice
beliefs in the context of unequal opportunities drgharate educational outcomes within
the family:

RQ1: In what ways are educational values and jedtieliefs (e.g., support of
meritocracy ) affected by the higher educationaicesses of one member of the family?
For example, how does the higher educational att@am of one (or some) member(s) of
a working-class family impact the commitment to ithea of meritocracy? How does it
shape graduates’ and family members’ beliefs atfeuvalue and accessibility of higher
education? Four different types of data provideahalytic ground for addressing this
first (and subsequent) areas of inquiry, includanfi@ctor analysis of online survey data, a
gualitative thematic analysis of three open-endedey items, and a discursive analysis
of interview data from interviews with both firsegeration college graduates and family
members of graduates.

Graduates: The Meritocratic Faithful

There’s certain realizations that I, that | comeinamy college career that if |

work really hard, | can achieve what was consideredossible, and there are—

there is really unlimited potential in life thatlbn’t have to be..be told by others
what | can do and what | cannot do. As long asliele in it, and as long as |

wanted to, | think | really can do whatever projectgoal | set up for mysel:
Una, first-generation college graduate
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Una, a first-generation college graduate and Tagsanmmigrant, voices the
gospel of other first-generation college graduatks have sacrificed much, worked
exceptionally hard, and whose success was signtfycaupported by some form of
seemingly divine intervention encountered alongwiag. Her subscription to a
meritocratic belief system — that with hard worle glan achieve “what was considered
impossible” -- is realized specifically through loellege experience. Her successful,
though improbable, navigation of the higher edwratiystem has cemented her
commitment to the notion of equality of opporturatyd the legitimacy of merit. At the
same time though, her use of the word ‘impossital@lescribe the likelihood of her
success hints at the constricted nature of soadility within the United States (NYT,
DeParle, January 4, 2012), and the multiply comtimignature of the meritocratic bargain:
in addition to hard work, she must also be faithfuler hope, her dreaming and
dedication must be unwavering, or she is potegtlald accountable for any limits to
her success.

Kenneth, who grew up in Harlem and attended aa phiép school, narrated a
similar conviction in the power of self and theiedty of action. Like several of the
graduates interviewed, this faith was strengthdmetthe college outcomes they
experienced, and further reinforced by the perckstagnation of those without college
experience:

April: How would your life be different if you had newgone to college?

Kenneth: [..] I don’t think | would have the understanditit if | work, | canget

what | am striving for. College does show you thatean, for me it did. When |

worked, and | busted my butt, good things happemebwhen | didn’t, it didn’t
happen. So it taught me that, you know what, agplyself and things will be

better than what they are. If you don’t apply yelirthen they're just going to be
what they are if not worse. If | want somethingeliént, | have to do different
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things. So i think that if didn’t go to collegewbuldn’t have gotten that

experience. | wouldn’t have-- One thing about ggi¢hat | really liked, is that no

matter what | did one semester, if | learned frohatd didn’t do, or learned

from what | did and didn’t do the same thing, | kkbdo better. There was always

an opportunity to better myself, academically, albgj whatever. There was

always that opportunity. So it taught me that Ildalo better regardless if |
would just learn from prior situation. [...]

Kenneth connects his college experience with areased awareness of, and
commitment to, the notion of meritocracy. He poioiis that no matter what, if he tries
and puts forth the effort, he can always do beftke question is, how much better? And
how much effort is required. Are there circumstangeder which, despite such efforts,
things get worse? Several times during the interyhee connected himself with his high
profile classmates from prep school and collegexasnples of the social capital he has
gained, but made no mention of calling on themhisrown advancement (just the
advancement of some of his family and friends).

On a broader scale, quantitative survey data (ptedédelow) indicate that this
sample of first-generation college graduates sityilendorses meritocratic beliefs, both
in general and specifically regarding themselvesa enajority credit themselves for
much of their educational success (items a andrg) roughly three quarters of

respondents believe that success is availableylmnanputting forth sufficient effort

(items c and d).
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Table 18: Selected Merit-related Survey ltems

Survey item[N=336] % Strongly % Agree Total
Agree %

a. | basically got through college on my own  57.4 6.82 84.2

b. I work as hard or harder than anyone elge33.4 34.6 68

in my immediate family

c. With hard work, anyone can succeed 42.9 35.1 78%

educationally

d. If given a chance, anyone can earn a degBse4 41.2 74.6

First-generation college graduates also believbenvalue and efficacy of higher

education, as the survey items presented belostridite (items grouped together

conceptually). Close to 62% of survey respondegitseal that earning a college degree

was one of their most important personal accomplesfts. In comparison to their

meritocratic beliefs, graduate respondents lessigly endorsed statements regarding the

benefits and outcomes associated with an earneealdaut a majority nevertheless

associated a college degree with significant pexisgain (as respect, sense of

accomplishment, and positive individual change).at\8tands out in the trichotomized

survey data below is the relatively small perceatafrespondents who disagreed with

these statements, even if the percentage of thamgreement isn’t necessarily

overwhelming.
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Table 19: Selected survey items addressing theatrgdaa college degree

% Agree & %Disagree
Survey item[N=336] Strongly Neutral | & Strongly
Agree Disagree
| believe that a college education changesa | 81.9 14.5 3.6
person for the better.
Earning a college degree has been my most | 61.8 16.7 21.5
important accomplishment.
Earning a college degree means that people | 59.2 22.4 18.4
respect you more.
People with a lot of education tend to judge tho<8.4 19.3 22.3
with less.
There are important differences between peop|é7.8 23.7 18.5
with a college education and those without.

This investigation focuses primarily on the sopsychological consequences of
disparities in educational attainment, rather tthencollege experience itself (which has
been addressed, in recent research; see Chajét 2@Dfatter what the college
experience was like (whether in a public/privatitiisg, taking 4 years versus 10,
attending after high school or at midlife; morerttaaverage or less than average debt), the
credential itself plays a role in family relatioMghat happens in college is relevant,
though, particularly how these experiences andipechievement is then understood
and experienced within the working class family.

Across the board, graduates felt very fortunatiaénopportunities that they had
access to, and the experiences they gained whdellege, and tended to frame the
personal benefits of their education primarilyems of increased professional
opportunities, greater access to social and culiltawgital, and gains in self-esteem and

efficacy. Most graduates interviewed specificallgntioned the personal significance of
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their opportunities for international travel, whicffered up a set of previously unknown
vistas to consider and conquer.

But most graduates also struggled through collegecially, emotionally and
sometimes spiritually (in their classed and raaifférentness,” limited preparation,
isolation, homesickness). Several graduates felbh#ed to take leave for a semester or
two before finishing their degrees, while anothexdgiate chose to study abroad (for the
2"time during her degree) during her last semestarscape a sense of psychological
isolation at her campus. Most graduates also destfieeling unfocused in their
coursework, and too socially intimidated to readlige advantage of the full range of
options and experiences that their college hadfés.o

Those who went away to school experienced autoreomdyindependence living
away from family, that left them feeling alone, owbelmed and homesick at first, and
later played a role in their gained confidence arsg@nse of self-efficacy. For those who
went to commuter schools as older students, (grmelica, Sharon, Nore&f) a sense of
efficacy was gained through their perseverance.

April: Uh huh. So for you what’s the most important thyog take away from
your experience besides a degree?

Noreen: What | learned. Um..I have this degree but it waw | got this degree,
and that’s the important thing. So when I'm facathva challenge, | ask myself
how did I, how did I solve the problem then, how tdo that then, so | learned
how to deal in the world. I think..I mean | didist get that from school, but it
certainly did help.

They also mentioned, though much less frequerttg/nultiple ways that their

educational accomplishments benefited their fasiilly increasing family pride, by

% Noreen began college at a traditional age (i.ghtrmfter high school), but it took her many
years to complete her degree as she worked fulttimoeighout her studies.
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providing a role model for younger generations, alsoé connecting families to

additional avenues of social and cultural capBait the greatest impact of the first
college degree earned within working-class famitias been on the educational paths of
other family members.

Kenneth, the middle child in a large family, debes a shift in the educational
expectations of his family that he attributes t® é@rning a college degree and the
creation of a group identity as college goers. Wheg believed that his younger sisters
would have earned 4 year degrees whether he wentlege or not, he didn’t think they
would have aspired beyond that if they, insteadegthad been the first degree earners in
the family:

Kenneth: [..] it's almost like a family tradition now. BAsithe basic, you know, |

think if 1 didn’t go to college, then high schoaptbma might have been the

requisite for the family. “You've gotta get yourghi school degree, your high
school diploma” and | know-- | do some career aidgsnd some job career
counseling, and | know for a lot of families, 2008h school diploma is the
requisite, and that—once they get that, they appyaand it’s a limitation. [..]

But if earned that high school diploma, | thinktteuld have been where my

family cut the line if | didn’t pursue further.”

His degree helped establish a “family tradition’coflege going, positively
effecting the educational aspirations, pursuits, @atainment of siblings. Here Ernesto
talks about some of the positive effects his edacdtas had on the educational

trajectory of his other family members:

April: Do you think it had any effect on your family, tfeet that you went to
college?

Ernie: It definitely has because now my brother gradufttegh school], so after
| graduated, then my older sister graduated collegkethen my younger [half]
sisters graduated high school, because | wasrgieofie to graduate high school
as well, so it’s that type of ripple effect [..] Wwany younger brother [is] going to
college as well. And it was funny with him becabuse he called me out of
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nowhere — [...] he goes, “what school should | g&toie, ‘cause | know you
went to a good school and | want to keep it infémily” and all this craziness,
and that would never happen before, like | woulthatve had that conversation
with anybody else. So I think it's definitely beldte a positive thing and it's
definitely been like an influence that's been kofdike a domino effect ever
since | finished.

April: Do you think you had any influence on your [oldggter going to
college?

Ernie: yeah, | definitely think that-- | know it mainlyame from her and from me
as well because her being a single mom, and béioglar, and being poor so she
definitely knows that, you know, that it's a tool to success and so then like
once | finished, it really pulled them, pushed thare to like finish, because
after | finished, she goes, “ndwneed to finish” [..]

Ernie’s (and Kenneth'’s) description of the effdwtthis education has had on his
family suggests a shift in his family’s group idiéntwhich now incorporates higher
educational attainment as an important and valualohdy characteristic that they must
work to “keep in the family.” For Ernie and his faynthe range of educational
possibility expanded, making a college degree mi@igle and attainable -- reverberating
forward to successive generations, as well as backw older siblings. His success not
only opened the door, it has framed and built iher dwhere once there was only a
window.

Ernie highlights his belief in the importance ofher education particularly for
poor people, women of color, and single mothers aeans of success — and he tells us
that his sister “definitely knows” the value of edtion, having struggled without one
and witnessing Ernesto’s post-degree outcomes.eMhelcan assume that his younger
siblings would be more likely to finish high schald go on to college given his

position as an older role-model, it was more ofigpsse that the “domino” fell backward

as well as forward, influencing older siblings asllvas younger ones. That his older
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sister Angelica was also able to earn a degreg@jtdabe formidable obstacles she must
have faced as a young mother, as an older stuflentar who first had to complete her
high school requirements, is exceptional. In a vea} and perceptible way, his
educational accomplishments demonstrated thatwarkl pays off and played a role in
how his family evaluates their own educational po&. Noah, another first-generation
college graduate, also believes he motivated llisrdister: “I think honestly had | not
gone to college, my [older] sister probably woutd have gone.” So far though, neither
the quantitative nor the interview data indicaia threverberates backward beyond older

siblings to impact the graduates’ parent’s genemnati

Graduate Offerings: Motivation and Inspiration

When patrticipating family members were asked tesmar how their lives might
be different if a member of their family had notread a college degree, they similarly
cited the positive impact of a family role modgbresented by the first-generation
college graduate, specifically in terms of enrolfine a college program (for Yolanda &
Esperanza’s sister) and the attainment of a BAete(g.g., Ernie’s sister, Angelica and
Noah'’s sister, Sharon).

April: Do you think that um your brother going to schoatllany, any effect on

your decision—I| mean had you started to go to gelleefore he did?//no//Do

you think him finishing had any effect of your e

Angelica: Well, yeah [laughs] like | said before, | wantedike, | wanted to be

the first one to be done, you know, so not havivag,tl was just like, ahhh man,

you know, he finished before me [laughs], but yoow competition or whatever.

But um...can you repeat the question?

April: Just if his finishing had any effect on your life?
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Angelica: Yeah and it's also great, you know to be likedhéy boy in, you
know, our in our—he’s like the first boy, like tffiest born in the family to finish
college, you know and it was great, you know. Lilkeedidn’t, you know end up
running in the streets, you know, getting girlsyymow pregnant or whatever,
whatever. That he actually finished school andtigat done.

April: And you said that there was a little bit of siblinvalry, and you wanted to
be the first, so when he finished, did that moewaiu?

Angelica: Yeah, totally because | was like, he’s not theyamle [laughs] with a

degree. I'm gonna do it somehow.

In Angelica’s description of benevolent siblingairy, we hear the extent to
which Ernie says his educational success “pulledtkoned, promised), and “pushed”
(motivated, demanded, expected) his sister to atatrtfinish her degree. She first
understands his achievement in terms of her lavlafited to be first, “not” having that)
which derailed her response to my question. Aieeating the question, she details the
positive gains of his achievement, emphasizingyereder and that it was a particular
source of pride. That he made good, was greah#ar tamily, facilitating her pursuit of
a 4 year degree, which she also eventually earftedveending her way through a
decade of part-time classes, fulltime employmeans flillitime parenting, and piles of
credits gained and lost through her multiple trarsbetween CUNY campuses. Gender
acted as a differentiating fulcrum raising Ernietences and constraining Angelica’s.
Despite achieving the same level of attainmentr gducational outcomes are differently
evaluated with his achievement generally seenabitiger accomplishment, and more
valuable.

An Unimaginable Fate...
Graduate interview participants were asked to iden$ow their own lives would

be different had thegot earned a college degree. Their perceptions fuitlberinate the
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importance of higher education to them, and alseaka deep, almost unimaginable fear
of such a fate. “I don’t know” responses were freap followed by predictions of
“miserable” or “just awful” lives without a colleg#egree. Una plainly refuses the
scenario: “Well, | know for me, that if | don’t hea degree, that'’s it. | really don’t have
a future, and | do not want to work in any factoryl do not want to work—it’s just, it's
not an option for me.” Other participants envisidtecoming cultural (i.e., racialized
and/or gendered) stereotypes of the working clags, (funning the streets, early
parenting, having many children, confined withiaditional gender roles). Here Wendy
has a hard time articulating the specific wayslifemight differ, but she is clear that it
would be worse than the life she is currently lg/{ivold added):

April: how would your life be different if you had negone, or never finished,
college, do you think?

Wendy: Oh my god. It would bderrible. | mean..yeah. | mean | definitely think
that —college is where | met a lot of the peoplatt’'m still friends with and |
still work with um...and I just would have never gotwould have—I'd still be
in [her hometown], it would bawful. [laughing]

April: what do you think your life would be like?

Wendy: | mean, | don’t know, | always took for granted et out of there,

there’s a better place, so | can’'t imagine thangpgiossible, but if | were there, |

mean, | think would be married for many years, | would have kic. | don’t

know what | would do, like work for the state onsething//uh huh//but um, |

wouldn’t make as much money probably. [...] um..I doden’t know, | think my

life would be kind osmall. | would be up in the family dynamics a lot more,

that would be problematic

Wendy almost shudders at the thought of a life @utha degree, characterizing it
as potentially “small,” even “awful” and “terribleShe envisions her life without a

degree as likely to be defined by marriage, chiideand family relations. This is not to

say that she is specifically against any one ode¢hbings necessarily — she is in fact in a
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long term relationship and also a parent — buterashe is expressing a clear sense of
relief at having escaped traditional gender raleduding the greater responsibility for
family relations (“dynamics”) traditionally assotga with women. Even more so than
Wendy, Gena (below) has a hard time imagining ifeetdking a path that doesn’t
include her college experience, indicated by teguency of her “| don’t know”
statements:

April: Well tell me, how would your life be different, gou think, if you had
never gone to college?

Gena: Drastically different. Who the hell knows wherd Be right now [laughs].

| don’t even know. I'd probably still be with mydh school sweetheart//uh
huh//..like a druggie, or something, | don’t kndwas never one to be a druggie,
| never did drugs..but..I'd b@epressedi’d probably have 4 kids by now, | don’t
know//wow//[laughs] | don’t know, I think I'd be—don’t know, | have no idea,
although | have a sister who hasn’t been to collageially she...she, has credits,
she’s been to college, but she kind of took thiagiotoad, that hard road of like a
GED, and all that stuff, and she’s fine. You knahe’s doing well for herself.

But I think the fact that | went to school, finigshé’'m much farther ahead than
she is, in terms of trajectory, like when you ladla life..in terms of, you know,
how much money they make, and how far ahead theeynderms of ..perspective
and learning and all that stuff.

Gena echoes some of the same concerns or fearsray\\particularly regarding
traditional gender roles (e.g., the primacy of maatic relationship, and motherhood),
and stereotypical paths associated with povertyydse and low self-esteem). Offering
her sister as an example, though, Gena challehgadéda that a lack of a college degree
necessarily translates into a life of misery. Sist éstablishes her sister’s value and
worth by asserting that her sister has earned soffege credits, though not the full
degree. Gena then argues that her sister is “&nd™doing well for herself” (“herself”

perhaps indicating a different standard of sucbesseen them?), but then unsettles this

position by situating herself as much farther ahieadcome and in the broad notion of
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“perspective and learning and all that stuff.” Véhibena hints at the self-esteem gains

resulting from her degree (“I'd be depressed”), &g, both a family member and then

finally a graduate, sees self-esteem as significaaised by her educational

accomplishments:

April: ' What would your life be like, be different, if ytnadn’t finished your
degree?

Angelica: Um ..1 think the self-esteem would have been ydallv, um having a
very stressful, like having to be like OK you kndike having to work at dead-
end jobs or whatever, you know, | would have bedreenely unhappy and it
would have been a total disappointment for mepfgrdaughter to see that |
didn’t, you know, that I'm repeating the circle,uy&now, being the stereotype
that ..you know, that I think people should be @fut ..]

Angelica frames self-esteem as an important gacolkége completion,

indicating that extreme unhappiness and profousdpgiointment were at stake. Having

experienced professional limitation most of herlalifie, she is also aware of the

increased career opportunities associated withlegeodegree. But somehow, the

personal psychological gains come across as theanasal for her. This dominance of

psychic gains is especially clear in my interviewwhwSharon, also an older sister of her

family’s first-generation graduate (also her young®ther) and an eventual college

graduate herself:

April: 'Um, how do you think your life would be differahtyou had never gone
to college?

Sharon:[...] um, um, I guess | wouldn’t feel..like | feel wp| can go anywhere.
Not only do I have the skills, | have the piecgaper. | have that piece of paper,
so | never felt like that. You know | worked—I'veén working for the same
place for a long time, and | never—well, | could gaother job, you know, |
know I'm good at what | do. Um, but...you know thevas always that fear, you
know. | never really looked, | mean, | was comfbhta So | was very stagnant.
Now, | feel like—and I'll give you an example. Weent to an open house at
Lehman, and this was before we got our degreeydauknow we had to find out



134

about their programs and stuff, and we walked theoroom and there were all
these tables set up. Um, you know social work,exthetation and all these, you
know, so you can go and sit with the departmematiors or whatever they are,
um about their programs and register and stufftlie¢, and we walked in the
room, and we said, “We can godaoytable,” well almost. 90% of the tables we
can go to. Likeghat's how I felt. Like | felt like | now have this—I'mat stagnant
anymore. It opened up a whole new world for maf sdidn’t get my degree, |
wouldn’t have felt that much freedom and..um, thath ..not proud of myself,
like motivation, or—I can do this,” like that kiraf stuff. Like real confidence..to
do everything. Like I never felt likinat confident.

For Sharon, completing her degree gave her a tréousnsense of “freedom,”
from stagnation and fear. She describes a surgenfidence and optimism as she
surveyed a new range of possibilities, options, @midces now open to her -- a sense of
self-efficacy that she had never felt before. $telike she could choose any path, “do
everything.” Her younger brother, Noah and anotraduate, Noreen, also identify self-
esteem as a major benefit of degree attainmengdmandary to the more salient gains in

career opportunities:

April: Well, how would your life be different do you thkiif you had never gone
to college?

Noah: Um..if | had never gone to college, how would nig e different? Well,
| certainly wouldn’t be doing what I'm doing todaat’s for sure. [...] | would
not be able to do the work that | do without a resstSo that’s one thing for sure.
Um, | don’t know. I think | would had to have ..fod a different way to..make a
living, | think 1 would have—I don’t think | woulthave had the self-esteem, quite
honestly that | do today if | didn’t ..go to colled definitely think it's a self-
esteem builder. Just to be able to kind of setgbat and reach it//yeah//l think
it's huge. And | don’t think people understandrtiuthey do it. [..]

and

April: How would um, how do you think your life would b#fdrent if you had
never gone to or finished college?

Noreen: Oh my gosh, | can’t imagine what kind of job | idu
have//really?//they’re not giving out jobs to peoplith less than an MBA it
seems like these days. So | don’t know what kinpblfi'd have, what kind of
money | would be making. Um, college also helpedon@fine myself as a
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philosopher. You know, it's a different path to ¢aland they cultivated that path.

It's not..you know, you don’t run into philosophergerywhere on the street and

stuff like that, so in that way, you know, I'm I'mand also I've met a lot of

people who helped me along the way. And my meriteays says, college
teaches you what you're good at. And it taught rhatw was good at, and it
helps me to kind of define my life today.

Both Noah and Noreen felt that the MA was a cruciatiential in the job market,
and were at a loss imagining alternative caredrspatthout having earned their degrees.
They also understood their college experience agde# attainment to be foundational
to their sense of self and identity. The colleggrde allowed Noreen, in particular, to
identify as a philosopher despite being employeadide of an academic philosophical
community, and played an important role in her togeof a positive personal identity.
Living the Feared Life

Siblings of graduates shared similar visions dégree-less path, and the futures
that graduates imagined without a degree. Ernisters Angelica, also saw his
hypothetical fate without a degree as bleak, wib#siree even uses the world

“miserable” to describe such a scenario for hereld) siblings:

April: ' Um, how do you think [Ernie’s] life would be diffent if he hadn’t gone to
school?

Angelica: Um | think he would have been..like running thests doing
absolutely nothing, having no direction, hangingwith the wrong crowd,
uh...yeah, like having no, no future, not-- no reaufe, you know, like a positive
future um, for himself or..um..you know anyone disedecides to [.].

And

April: What do you think um, your brother and sister’s iifould be like if they
never went to college?

Desiree:Miserable. [chuckles]

April: You think?



136

Desiree:l think that they would probably be miserable. hddnow.

April: ' Why do you—

Desiree:Because—not really miserable—because they wouldive the life that

they have, and they so..proud of themselves, amjtist like—I’'m not saying

they uppity, but they, they proud of themselvesylihey happy for they life.

My brother, he has a house, a car, you know, hegmid money. He’s, you

know—and my sister, she works for [city dept]. Sh&’supervisor there, so she

has a decent job too. She lives like down on [Htrage building.

Similar to the graduates quoted previously (Angeligharon, Noah, Noreen),
Desiree also identified pride/self-esteem and heaggs to hang in the balance of degree
attainment, as well as quality of life and she $igita sense of pride she doesn’t possess.
Several graduates described the lives of friendsfamily who remained home as
embodying fates they wanted to avoid. Nikki herdsses the low expectations of her
high school teachers as based in stereotypes gsitedvi@ avoid, but also embodied by

the people she left back home:

April: And how did your identity, however that is, as @mwan, a black woman,
as African American, affect your college experi¢hce

Nikki: Umm...nmmmm. | think leaving with the notion thabpée didn’t think |
was going to do well, definitely made me want ¢l .well, which is one of the
reasons why, you know, | didn’t cut classes or laimgf like that because | really
felt like | had to do well. | couldn’t come backdsay that | didn’t do well.

April: so when you say that people didn’t think you wadibdwell, which people
were they?

Nikki: I actually had a teacher, you know, didn’t thinkduld get in, um..in high
school. And a lot of my friends stayed behind areltsort of, you know, just
floated around or whatever, and | just felt likeeleded, you know, to do better.
Because when | came home and | saw what they voeng,dyou know, that
wasn’t ..an option for me.

April: you came home from school, you mean?
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Nikki: Yeah, when | came home to visit and saw that thene doing the same
things we were doing in high school, just hanging sort of like..you know

April: and that was like an example of what not to do?

Nikki: Yeah.

Nikki was committed to squashing the negative etgiems of a few of her
teachers, and the specter of the lives of her milege bound peers back home was
another source of motivation. It's not so much tthtaat graduates familiar with both
sides of the class window, can’t imagine, or canagine with specificity, their lives
without a degree, but rather, on a deep level thayld rather not have to. They draw
upon the abundant evidence presented by the Ixeeriences of their closely-related
family members who often, in fact, live the lifeethfear. It is clear from the literature in
social class that the knowledge of within-grouppdrsty is difficult to acknowledge or
accept, and often has deleterious psychologicaemurences for the more recently
privileged members.

There were also many examples from the survey(daen-ended item 2) that
referenced stark differences between the life efgtaduate and their family, friends or
community. These are just a few such exampledrdtiag the deep dis-identification by
graduates and the still close awareness of whadl t@mve been:

“Many of my cousins live lives of crime, have madrseveral times, don't own
homes, don't travel, etc* Graduate #45 (White, Female, BA)

“Most of my family relies on drugs to cope with lgidife. Being that | have the
knowledge of therapy and anti-depressants, | haveaed them to get help for
the signs and symptoms of bi-polar disorder andeggon.”— Graduate #81
(Black, Female, MA)
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“My father, who is now deceased, used to call nsa@b, because | didn't want to
be at home so much after | graduated. It's diffitureturn to severe poverty,
once you've escaped from it"Graduate #94 (White, Female, BA)

“I grew up in an insular Appalachian community whendividuals were

expected to behave in a certain way and to follwevgaths set before them. |

broke away from this mold and set my own pathGraduate #104 (White,

Female, MA)

“My family tends to view women as possessions meamarry young & be a

servant to her husband. Taking a few Women’s Studierses in college have

helped me overcome much of this negative influere&raduate #187 (White,

Female, MA)

These few examples illustrate the sense of matdejadivation, and aversive
political and ideological contexts that graduatesoaiate with life without a college
degree. There were also striking consistency irvisiens presented by Desiree (a family
member) and Ernie (a graduate), two participanknown to each other and differing
demographically (e.g., by educational attainmege/e@ohort, race/ethnicity,
neighborhood, gender). They predict the primarytmne connected to one another’s
positionality, imagining that without a degree,eagon (i.e., their siblings or self) would
feel “miserable” and “stuck.” Ernie says that heudbbe miserable and feel “stuck” in
his social position; Desiree imagines that herl@oaind sister would also be “miserable”
without a degree, and several times specificalgcdbes herself as “stuck” in her
position, without a college degree. Ernesto ideagi sense of personal efficacy and
possibility that he gained from his completion afeyree; he believes that people are
‘stuck’ without a college education, and understtradr lives as “controlled by an outer

force.” And in fact, this position is taken up bgé$ree... she feels very little direct

control over the course of her life. She describeting hopeless and stuck, and without
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any available career options. Despite her hopesrwibe, she doesn’t believe that either
of her sons will go to college.

| want to be clear here though, that | am notgméag evidence that confirms the
‘false’ consciousness of the working class, so magthe accepted individual nature of
the accomplishment that earning a college degesents, as well as a widespread
belief in the positive outcomes associated withréegttainment. Although Desiree
indicates that her siblings’ lives would be draatic different without college degrees,
she didn’t believe that her own life would changecim except that she would have one
less resource to call upon. It's also conceivaidritjh that she might not feel as bad
about her relative position and might even feesetdo her older siblings if they had not
earned degrees given the distancing/distinguisimtggvention the degree seems to be.

Although siblings like Desiree know all too wellali the anxiety and insecurity
associated with poverty and limited choices, otwetisout a college credential might not
similarly judge their lives as miserable and sntdfw working class people imagine that
their lives might differ or change with the earnwiga degree is still an open question,
one that might tell us something about how theyeustadnd the value of a degree and
their feelings about the college enterprise itself.
Justice Beliefs — Lessons in Ambivalence

The data and findings thus far suggest that attaimns understood by first-
generation graduates (and often families) in merdtic terms; specifically to be the
result of individual effort, and resulting in indilual benefits; while family members
(including graduates) have at other times, viewdttation-related inputs/outcomes in

distributive justice terms; that is, as a commuwrdamily goal, one supported and
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facilitated by group efforts and as such, obligatime sharing of benefits. The
individualized understanding of the college creag@nd singularity of the experience,
make this more communal rendering of college-gdiifficult to adhere to. Class
consciousness then moves disjointedly between tingseonceptual poles, shifting the
vantage points, and subjects of, critique, and ntpkinary conceptualizations of critical
consciousness within the working class inadequadeo@solete. These issues of
educational justice are discussed below in ternagtafnment as merit, and as

obligation/debt:

Merit: Individual effort, individual benefit.

Survey item [N=336] Strongly | Agree Neutral Disagree| Strongly

Agree Disagree
| basically got through 57.4% 26.8% 7.1% 7.4% 1.2%
college on my own.

As was suggested by previously presented evidgnaduates tended to endorse
the notion of individual merit, attributing themecess to a variety of reasons, but often
seeing themselves (in the item above, for exangdd)eing most responsible for their
success (in terms of desire and effort). The gairascollege degree are also primarily
understood to be individually focused:

Table 20a: Reported effect of degree attainmemelafionship to graduate

a. On ascale of 1to 5, please indicate | Greatly Moderately | Total
how much your earning a college Affected Affected %
degree has effected your... [N=]

Life. 79.9 15.6 95.5

Parent’s lives. 19.3 24.9 44.2

Siblings’ lives. 18 15.8 33.8
Lives of your extended family (grandparents3.9 14.9 23.8
aunts, uncles, cousins, etc.).
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Virtually all of the graduates surveyed were astéanoderately” affected by
earning a college degree and a close to 80 peirtdinated that they were “greatly
affected” by this achievement. This total perceatsgmore than cut in half when
graduates assessed the impact on their parenesvandurther reduced when assessing
the impact on their siblings (33.8%) and extendedily (23.8%). The individual nature
of the perceived impact of the degree is furth@psuted by the following survey items:

Table 20b: Other survey items assessing impacegifeed attainment

Survey item Strongly | Agree Neutral | Disagree| Strongly
Agree Disagree

b. My life would be very 77.6% 14.8 3.0 3.6 9

different if | had never

finished college N=331

c. My family’s life would be | 24.2% 22.4 20.5 23.9 9.1

very different if | had not

completed college N=331

d. My education provides a | 28.7% 38 13.5 13.8 6

resource for my family

members N=334

A similar pattern is seen in likert items b anavith most graduates reporting a
strong impact of the college degree on their livds)e significantly fewer reported a
comparable impact on the lives of their family mem#x(92.4% versus 46.6 % combined
Agree/Strongly Agree). Although some families désea ‘rising tide lifting all boats’
phenomena, and two thirds of graduates believadhka degree offered a resource for
their family, interview data suggested that otlaggible effects (e.g., economic mobility
of family members, increased social, cultural otenial capital) were more limited on

the family. Participant responses also generatiplight the individual nature of the
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accomplishment rather than describe a more diftus®mmunal elevation of social
position or quality of life for either family memtseor community.

When present, this narrative was more audible witlimilies that are described
as close or intimate, as Ernie and Esperanza thesttreirs. Ernie’s educational
attainment has resulted in a rise in education@tasons and outcomes for many in his
family. Within Esperanza’s family, the aspiratiqesg., of her sister) have risen, but
outcomes haven't yet translated into greater edutatoutcomes, resulting in
resentments, conflict and tension within the fanWi¥hile the college education of a
family member does seem to increase the overadl @vaspirations within some
working-class families, it also raises standardsamhparison and potential levels of
dissatisfaction, shame and guilt at one’s selhfmrachieving more. Consider the very
limited impact of her brother’s degree on Desirdiéés

April: So do you think thatour life would be any different if he [brother, MA]
had not gone to college?

Desiree:[..] nah, | think, I think that my, my life wouldle the same. Because he
has really no effect on me. | guess maybe in sarteo$ ways because | have
once | had to borrow money from him sdnd didn’t really the money, the house
or the car, the extra money and stuff, | guess tigan’t gave it to me, and |
don’t know, maybe my life could’ve been differeBb that’s sort of like a um,
tricky question [chuckles]//Yeah, it is//But | damgjo to him often to borrow
money, it’s just like maybe once in a blue moonnsxybe my life would
probably be the same

April: uh huh. So you were mentioning a little bit thatiybfe would be better if
you had gone to college

Desiree:yeah, it would definitely be better//Uh huh//baisically I'm stuck here.
It's like—to me, | don’t have no future because limng pay check to paycheck.

[..]
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Desiree says that her life would essentially bestrae whether her brother, who
she has very little relationship with, had earnelkgree or not. Like the 67% of
graduates surveyed, she indicates that her brdifietrtue of his educational attainment,
is a potential resource for her — but a highly ocaggnt one. Although Desiree’s siblings
have been available to throw her a life preserueind times of need, it's only/always a
temporary fix, not one that pulls her out of th&img ocean, just one that helps keep her
head afloat. Despite the hope that increasing tineber and proportion of college
graduates from disadvantaged groups will transtatea rising quality of life for
families and communities of origin, neither familgr graduate participants were able to
identify strong and clear benefits to the groupifartihat were consistent with the way a
4 year degree is currently framed in terms of dawdor the poor and aspirational. So
while the college degree may facilitate graduasddity to throw life preservers to other
family members, the current data indicate thasimgi tide most directly affects the

graduate in the boat.

Escape and vicarious escape.

“Achievers are leavers™ Graduate #340B (White, Female, BA)

“I think | was the first person to actually earndggree because | felt | had to; for

my sisters who tried but life and babies got inway, but also for myself because

| did not want to live my mother's life-=* Graduate #193 (Black, Female, MA)

The opposite of the ‘all boats rise’ type of nakmt mobility as escapism -- also
emerges, particularly in families that are desdribg graduates as emotionally distant.

In these escape narratives, staying and achievengen as incompatible (Graduate

#340). This oppositional positioning suggests thate is little faith in an ‘all boats rise’
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notion, given the dual perceptions that educatiachlevement isn’t valued across
family members and that success is only possiblgdiyg it alone. Merit in this context
implies independence, while debt, by definitionpli®s ongoing relationships.
Debt/credit creates and ensures ongoing relatipastihile the notion of (re)payment, or
earning/achieving ‘on one’s own,’ constitutes thkease from obligation and future
relations (Graeber, 2011). Insofar as “achieveedeavers,” then, leaving is part of an
enactment of “merit.” Graduate attributions toithedividual efforts and skills in
accounting for their success is both a claim toitya@nd to some degree, also an
escape/release from obligation to family.
But having the differential opportunity to atterallege was also guilt-inducing
and associated with a sense of debt that Genalesceibes (emphasis added):
Gena:[...] Senior year was very difficult for me, becaukere were times when
| thought of quitting[..]. But | remember talking to this girl who wentgohool
with my sister, she was older than my sister..distuand her and | had become
friends because she used to live in Washington) &ad done an internship in
D.C. that summer, um...so | became friends with herlaold her, like, | was
telling her about all the stuff that was going tgh and she was like, you cannot
quit now. She was like, trust me, you have to kestp going. And..I know that
she’s the reason, she was one of the reasons fivhghed—I graduated but she’s
one of the reasons why | didn't like..put my footward to try to leave school//uh
huh//um, and I'm thankful for that..but it was agh year. | was going through
like a fear of success//uh huh//because my sibmiggraduated and like, no—
because my sisters had to stop going to collegearder to support me and my
younger sister when they were in school. So | waskl of-- it was a
combination of fear of success, guilt, guilt.. fotheir sacrifice...um
Gena wanted to leave school but didn’t; her desigscape became a desire to
escape from college, from the guilt that the ddferal access brought her, from the felt

pressure to succeed, and the crush of hopes aachslfgeaped upon her. At this point,

Gena began to tear up. Instead of sitting withilnéine strong emotions that emerged, |
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tried to change the subject by asking an unrelatestion as | could tell that she was
upset. When she didn’t respond, | asked her ilngsgled a minute, which she took. She
recovered quickly, and proceeded to answer thequmstion rather than follow up on
the earlier one, and | didn’t push her or the issue

Gena’s quote directs us to another aspect of diigavithin escape narratives:
the obligation to achieve for similar others whaédttle hope of doing the same. The
desire to escape is fueled by an individual desiurvive and thrive; and many times,
this includes the desire to ‘save’ others in thmaifp Graduate #193 (quoted at the
beginning of this section) is obligated to leavd achieve for her sisters who have no
choice but to stay. Like success, though, escaplsasvicarious — but so limited in how
it can substantively shape the lives of her saxaifisisters. In this context, escape is
understood to be limited and scarce — and notabailto all. Like Angelica, Rosalyn,
Gena, and Sharon, Graduate #193 is also expliciitdier desire to escape available
gender roles as embodied by her mother. Providimgael of womanhood within the
family that isn’t limited to the role representegltheir mother, also means abandoning
her sisters in those roles, at least temporaribyckvcould be seen as more abandonment
rather than liberation.

Duty and debt: Unacknowledged help from, and oblig&on to, family.
Themes of escape, abandonment and ‘better thathrangh this next graduate
response, highlighting a third type of obligatidscepresent in the data, though more
subtly: that is, the obligation to family to uph@dd maintain the equality between those
with college credentials and those without; tofoeoget who you are, where you come

from, and the core values of your group.
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“My father, who is now deceased, used to call nsa@b, because | didn't want to
be at home so much after | graduated. It's diffitureturn to severe poverty,
once you've escaped from it"Graduate #94 (White, Female, BA)

The leaving itself impacts the lives and relatiopstof family members. Her
father thought his daughter believed she was t@al go come home, and she says that
she was escaping deprivation, not her father. 8tnediforged a path to a preferred life
that was not, perhaps could not, be shared. Sh¢udged for it; he was deserted. What
was her obligation/debt in this case? What was his?

Unacknowledged help from familyramilies/communities want their college-
ambitious members to succeed, they try to supperntin the ways that they are able to,
even though it is the graduate that is primariljpbd or advanced. And in this achieving
process, the inputs of the family are often eragéuile it's true that many first-
generation graduates shouldered the greatest rabpity for getting themselves through
college, they rarely do it alone, although they rhaye felt that way. There was often
some help along the way, in the form of hard to ediy book money, rides to and from
school and home, care packages, release fromfaiiéy obligations. The individual
benefit of the degree against the backdrop of fasupport and/or expectations of
reciprocity is perceived as profoundly unfair amjust, and is a particular source of pain
and tension in Desiree’s family:

Desiree:l didn't really like my brother when he was goitogcollege because he

didn’t have—he’s was basically living off my mothep all of us was going out

there working and giving my mother money to helghwvihe bills and stuff, food
and stuff. He’s was basically living off of us//hmmm//if you really look at it.

Well | can say it now, | didn’t know it then. So s basically living off of us. |

didn’t really like him because..you know, it's rikde he went to college and he

got the degree and—well, he’ll help anybody in libeise, but you gotta pay him
back. But um, when we was working, he never paidack the money that we
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used to give my mother, for her to buy food andfsHe never said, well since |

never worked, and | went to school, here goes dungetHe never did that, so.

Desiree really feels like she and her siblings ntestebrother’s degree possible
by contributing to the family group, which he digportionately benefited from. The
feeling is that they supported him on his pathrt@dvanced degree, and not only have
their contributions never been acknowledged/recghibut they have also never been
compensated. Worse, his help to them is offeredirogently (i.e., they have to pay him
back). This conflict points to conflicting systewifs(distributive) justice: A communal
care-based focus of the family (enforced by thesthar, but subscribed to by she and her
siblings) versus an apparently merit-based oneeotibgreed brother (and degreed
sister).

The experience of being indebted to or owing soraenay create bonds, but it
also fosters tensions. Anthropologist David GragBef. 1) identifies the “moral
confusion” created by the historically and simuétansly held beliefs that “(1) paying
back money one has borrowed is a simple matterooélity, and (2) anyone in the habit
of lending money is evil” (p9). This ideologicaleinma is likely activated by the
disproportionate help that family members sometinmeed from degreed siblings,
causing significant interpersonal and internal item$or first-generation families. In the
case of Desiree, the moral tension is exacerbatédebdemand that money is loaned
instead of given, when there are such significadtexplicit differences in resources and
wealth.

While Desiree may come across as extreme, sinsgaies and dynamics emerge,

albeit to a much lesser extent, but as an issuertimless, for Ernie’s sister Angelica,



148

and possibly for Esperanza’s sister. Esperanzauslthat her sister persuaded their
parents to let her go away to college, signifioah#lped her with her personal statement,
and wrote her letters while she was away at scidws would suggest the perception of
a joint venture, but one that only Esperanza hasfiied from. Esperanza describes
significant conflict with her sister in the nextagter.

Obligation to family: Angelica/Ernie.Ernie provides yet another perspective on
issues of merit and obligation within families o6f-generation graduates. Although
Ernie worked hard, exerting emotional as well asliectual sweat in his pursuit of a
college degree, his success was due in no smafiureeto the efforts and support of his
family and community. His mother was more of a ghicarian with him than she was
with his sisters, actively monitoring his whereatsoand protecting him from outside
influences; his older sisters supplemented histakireg and monitoring, and provided
models of paths not to follow; within his familyrite received a lot of attention and
positive feedback as the youngest and the firsented significantly benefited from the
small high school he went to, which in tandem wfith youth program he was connected
with, helped shepherd him to and through colleder& were definitely limits to the
support that his family and community provided hithey couldn’t ever put him
exactly on even keel with students with collegecadled parents, especially in the
selective and White private university he attended they were involved and
supportive. He achieved the goal of a college dedykazing a trail for his other family
members to similarly pursue and achieve.

If there is a dark side of Ernie’s educational &sses, it is that he is seen as not

taking advantage of his elite degree to accompiisithings that his family sees as his
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obligation and responsibility, and that which isianerent mandate of the degree: to land
a stable well-paying job, one that he likes, bugsiot necessarily have to reflect his life’s
dreams. He is seen as not working very hard, amagli‘'off” his mother, contributing
little to the family. He is seen not so much asih@wasted his time by going to school,
but rather wasting the precious resource of a gelliegree by not committing to single,
good paying job or career.

April: What do you think his college experience was like?

Angelica: Um, | guess good and bad like you know he gotartydlaughs] um
experience the college life, like living away, h&aetause he was away and not
being around, you know, us and the family, um.and not having that support |
guess he had, um as he was going—that he hadior juigh school, you know
he didn’t really have that full support in high sai—college. So | guess, you
know, for me | think it was good, you know a googberience.

April: Did you talk to him much while he was away [atlegg]?

Angelica: Yeah. Actually | helped him out, you know finarlbydcause there
were times that, in which he didn’t have funds &y books or whatever and you
know, he’ll call me up, you know | need, | don’tMeaany money, you know,
whatever whatever. | would, you know, give him mpfa books, um or
whatever else he needed but mainly it was for ba®ksum, or | would help him,
you know, pick him up at his college, bring him kaown for, you know, the
end of the semester and in the beginning of semestewould do that with him,
so that was pretty cool [laughs]. It was prettyd gou know | would have to like
borrow like a friend’s car and likéut we did it. You know,we worked together
to get it done andre did it. [emphasis added]

April: was going away to college something you ever vastoi could’'ve
done—

Angelica: Yeah.
April: Well what about it appeals to you?

Angelica: Um, the independence, having—not having the. stesf having like
to work full time, you know, and having that opponity to just you know...that
space ?? you know and totally concentrate on ungpanstudies, as opposed to
having the conflicts of you know work like, how,ly&now um, family life and
everything else going on and distracting you framrystudies
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April: So you can just be focused?

Angelica: Yeah

Angelica sees Ernie’s accomplishment as a joineptpasserting that “we did it,” “we
worked together to get it done and we did it.” Thegre in it together, his whole family
supporting him on some level, at least from thenspective, to get through college. But
he hasn'’t yet lived up to his side of the bargain.

Although he’s given a lot of credit for being thest and for going away to a
“good” school, these are also indicators of hiatreé family privilege and a privilege of
circumstances. Angelica is saying that althouglcbikege experience couldn’t have
been easy, it was still easier than her experias@long-term returning student was.
Angelica’s degree cost more (in time, effort, aedspnal investment) but ironically is
worth less (less so financially perhaps, but celyan terms of prestige and
social/cultural capital associated with it). She'keal hard but her brother is still the
preferred model of the college endeavor for heldcéin.

His family, including Angelica and her sister helgem achieve the college
dream, which she understands to be a joint accempknt, one that she can also take
some credit for. But in her story, there is alsmedension, perhaps at having her help
not acknowledged. She underscores the inconvenatsacrifice of her help, of
having to borrow a car, at being a single parerd giies him money. While his family
helped him in his pursuit of a degree, he is nthgg/et as a true role model in his
position as best and first educated, by being ieddent, being stable and secure.

Ernie: [...] But he’s [his father] definitely happy thafihished but now
everybody is like, ok now you finished, now what gou going to do?
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Everybody’s like oh--, like me and my friend Mantwgth of us, we like doing
stuff that’s all over the place, we work a lot @iprofits, we try and do our own
stuff, but no one really understands, you know, twere doing, so everybody’s
like, “so what are you doing? You're wasting yound in school. What are you
doing now? What are you doing now?”

Ernie struggled with issues associated with newpetidence and autonomy,
while Angelica dealt with gendered issues of intpehdence, family responsibility,
multiple and conflicting obligations. Here the Ilgelur between merit and
relationship/family obligation and duty when we siler the issue of who is actually
‘lazy’ and who is ‘hard working’? Is it the youmpgople who do not enter (or enter and
then leave) institutions of higher education, ttéad work, parent young children or
both? Or is it the over supported males who suftan the range of options open to
them?

Still, help from family, particularly help from pants, is frequently recognized as
a factor in graduate success, just not the mastaidrfactor. Nikki is clear though, that
her parent’s support made a “huge difference” indaeicational trajectory:

April: [...] So why do you think you were the first in ydamily to get a degree?

Nikki: (...) I think I’'m the only one my parents-- the phanrked for my parents.

| think, I think they tried the same thing with aflus, but I I think I’'m probably

the only one who kind of, you know, carried it tighuand then after the..after |
saw how [laughs] things were going on the other, @rsdsort of like — and my
parents saw how things were going on the othertieg,sort of re..vamped their
resources, you know like, we better put our resssiaver here [chuckles]

because it seems to be.. you know, happeningttsok that made a..that made a

huge difference

Nikki explains that her parents initially investedeach of their children’s higher
education, but shifted their resources to favontieen she achieved some success and

her siblings struggled. Conley (2005) has arguat families of limited resources are

forced to strategically and selectively investheit children’s education, resulting in
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differential educational and classed outcomesifdings. Conley only minimally
discusses the potential for emotional and relatitalbout of such strategic placement of
resources within the family that seems to be acgoaf family tension, and which is
addressed generally and specifically in regardsikéi, in more depth in the following
chapter.

These graduates’ stories highlight first-generatld@mmas around educational
obligation and debt. Graduates are often in sigaifi debt in terms of formal student
loans, and indebted to family for support whileeallege --perhaps minimally in terms of
dollar amounts, but crucial to the graduate atithe and in amounts that were anything
but trivial to family. Family who later receive Ipeffinancial and other wise) from
graduates, become indebted psychologically andhiadly to the graduate. Whose
debts though must be repaid, in such scenarios2dllestive sacrifice of one’s family
tends to get erased at graduation, when the dégieames an individualized
accomplishment, as does the debt to family forth@pport, whereas the financial
obligation to a financial institution like Sallie& will last decades (student loan debt
being the only debt that can’t be cleared in baptay). Debt has the quality of
connecting people. A strong sense of debt to diaesly may indicate family closeness.
What of those graduates though, who wish their li@amhad been more supportive of
their college endeavors, who indicate that thepeditheir degree “on their own?” Does
this sense of "owing" nothing to their families fbeir achievements constitute a

withdrawal of relationship?
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Summary

| asked why graduates were the first (and concartijtavhy their family
members were not) to earn a college degree; | dadk them to explain class-based
failure, which might have yielded a more expli¢rustural critique (of class, higher
education, race, gender). Although such sociabjaet wasn’t absent, it was minimal.
Thus, the educationally privileged and White domindass described by Dubois at the
beginning of this chapter, needn’t shake their bead hard at the college aspirations of
the oppressed, as the college experience for g@rseration graduates is often associated
with greater faith in the ideology of merit thatra@urrent institutions of higher education
operate within. Graduates leave institutions ohbkrgeducation faithful to the concept
and veracity of “merit.” But this is tempered byethconnections to their families of
origin, desires that their achievements similagyé&fit their loved ones, their own
recognition of the external supports they had antbaccess to. Still, graduates are
especially critical of siblings, yet less so ofgras; siblings can also be quite critical of
themselves. Very little is known about parents'spective on the disparate educational
outcomes among their children, but taking fromdgheduates comments, it would seem
that they are also critical about siblings’ lackaodlegree. In the context of significant
differences in outcomes, it is also difficult to imtain both one’s faith in the idea of

merit and positive relations with one’s family afgn.
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Mama, Don’t Let Your Babies Grow Up To ...Go To Collge?

“[..] It's like hard for me to talk to my sister lsause she feels like I'm always..|
guess .. rubbing it—she feels like I'm always rafght in her face, like my dad
even said it: ‘Your sister’s jealous of you.’ I'ikd, why? ‘Well, because she
never got a chance to go away to college.’ [...] li®, | don’t know, it bothers
me ..but at the same time, | kind of understangnderstand that she’s going
through a lot right now. It's hard for me to talkaut it [tearing up].. because
we’re really close and uh, I just think this whebegperience has kind of changed
everybody.”- Esperanza, MA

Although conflict is a taken for granted charadteiof the sibling relationship,
there is also an assumed (and desired) equalityeleet siblings, our first set of peers.
Given the desired equality between siblings, issiidairness become heightened and
scrutinized within relational contexts of differaitattainment/outcomes, as Esperanza
here illustrates. Where once she and her sister @areptionally close, there was now
considerable distance between them. Instead ahtatkrectly to one another, we hear
the mediating role played by their father, who mfie Esperanza about her sister’s
feelings. Esperanza moved between identifying aittl trying to understand her sister’s
pain, to her own feelings and experience of thdlimbywhich seemed to make it difficult
for her to hang onto either position.

Esperanza’s educational opportunities and acadachievements transform her
sister’'s missed opportunity into a public shamifrgk{bing it in her face”). In vicarious
fulfillment of her own thwarted college dreams, bister played a crucial role facilitating
Esperanza’s access to college by helping her vetlrebsay and lobbying their parents to

let her go. Esperanza’s sister, like several resegarticipants’ older siblindg was

trying to enter college as an adult, stepping thtobeginner position in her 30’s and

% e.g., Nikki’s sister, Noah’s sister Sharon, Ersigister Angelica, and Yolanda
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shifting the power dynamics between the older amthger (now more experienced and
accomplished) sibling.

The impact of the first college degree within woidiclass families is multivalent
when we look at family relations as the unit oflge® rather than the individual
graduate, as Esperanza’s family illustrates. Espera experience within her family
directs our attention to the social psychologisalies associated with a context of
unequal outcomes (envy and guilt, tension and minfelational distance or preference),
that can significantly impact family relationshigis chapter considers the role that
such outcome disparities play within first-generatiamilies, askingRQ2) How are
family relations and power dynamics impacted bydligies in educational attainment
(i.e., college degree) within the working classifgtThree primary findings are
discussed: 1) Graduates enjoy more privilege ameepn the world, and within their
families; 2) graduates’ relative privilege fostégasion and conflict between family
members, especially siblings; and 3) disparitidsigher educational experiences and/or
credentialing have a lasting cumulative impactamify relationships. Each of these
main findings is discussed in detail below, presdmh tandem with illustrative survey
data and excerpted interview data with graduatdgamily members.

Graduates’ Relative Privilege and Power

Graduate privilege within the family does not tyglig originate in the educative
process alone, rather the privilege that a colteggree confers is both the result and
cause of significant power differences operatinthiwithe working class family. Earning
a degree can solidify and entrench existing poweilege differences within the family

(e.q., gender, birth order, skin color, US versuegifjn born), as well as create new
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avenues of privilege, potentially impacting intingaand the emotional closeness among
family members and exacerbating areas of conffidttansion. In the current project,
graduates and families mentioned the ways that mdweated family members were
positively distinguished from other members of tiamily prior to their pursuit of a
college degree -- avenues of privilege which wheatfurther reinforced and cemented
through the higher educational experience and thghconferring of the college degree.

Desiree, a family member participant, describedahgs that her eldest brother
(holding an MA) and lighter skinned half-sister {lwa BA) were privileged within their
family by gender and age in the first instance, @& and parentage in the latter. From
Desiree’s perspective, her credentialed siblingeweated better by their mother (now
deceased), and have traditionally had more of arselportant family matters. Here
Desiree describes her brother’'s elevated posititimmthe family during a discussion of
religious differences between he and his sister.

Desiree:My brother, he’s not into no type of religion culture or nothing. He’s
just into himself [chuckles]

April: Did he used to be? Did he used to be growing up?

Desiree:He didn’t go to church when he was growing up. [My] mother used
to make all of us go to church, but for some reakemever used to go. He was
the oldest and he just like he...you know, just kaikept us in line because it
was just my mother. So he was the oldest and heaway. He just kept us in
line, he used to do what he wanted to do. He neeat to church, or nothing, but
he’s the one that’s successful. | don’t get thatfikles] That's why | say
sometimes, I'm like | don’t know how he made itgm to college and get a
Master’s degree and got a house, and a car, gbaahj a good life and it’s just
like..and he the one that didn’t do anything reathasically would go to school,
that was it. Beat us up and keep us in line, an@meontribute anything to the
household. Even when my mother passed, and stiftidt—he still never
contribute anything. He was still going to schaol][after Bachelors, he went
straight for the masters, he went through 6 yebsstwols (...)
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Desiree characterizes her brother as self-centarégelfish. She sees him as a
person who lacks concern for others and whoseoalig himself. He wasn’t good in the
moral sense as he didn’t attend church and actgdgamical disciplinarian (“beat us up
and keep us in line”) and yet “good” things happkteehim. To Desiree, this defies
logic, as being pious and contributing to the comatus what should qualify one for
success and prosperity. He didn’t earn his sudodssr mind as he didn’t “do anything”
except “go to school,” (the opposite of legitimaterk), and did not contribute to the
communal household, but to his own advancement &flg later mentions that he never
“worked” at all until he earned his MA, revealingrrassessment of work as explicitly
paid employment.

Although their mother encouraged all of her chitdte pursue a college degree,
Desiree’s two older siblings were best positiorettanslate those expectations into
reality as they had the greatest access to conuiaterial support. This excerpt and the
following illustrate the historical and current pemdifferences existing between Desiree
and her credentialed siblings:

Desiree:[..] [My brother was] really dependent on my matHike he never used to
work, he just went to school, went to school. Amdrgbody used to be working, like
you know, have little part time jobs to contribtibethe household. And he never used
to give up anything. He used to just, you knowi@school. That was his life, going
to school, going to school. But he’s—in the long.rir's the people—another one of
my sisters has a degree too, but she’s a youngerShe has a good job too, but she
still lives with my other sister. [...] | think liké | would have did like he did, like |
was struggling just because | had a son. | waggting really just to pay the bills,
and | was going to college and the financial aid stuff wasn't that good, but my
brother, he just went to school, went to schoohtwe school while everybody else
was working. That's why his life is so good, andrthmy, the oldest sister, the next
sister that | have, she has a different fathehesdather was financially—he used to

help her with school. And she really didn’t havemaork either. So I think that, that's
a part of it too. [...]
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As the eldest son in a family headed by a singléherphe was put in (and took
up) the role of enforcer and surrogate father sua$, he was held to a different set of
expectations within the family, and allowed spea@ommodation. Her brother’s life is
good because he didn’t “give up anything,” looked for himself and “just went to
school.” His privilege within the family translat@ato his relative privilege within the
world, which isn’t seen as fair to Desiree. Desge®xt oldest sister — favored for her
lighter skin, and having a different (more suppa@}ifather than Desiree and her other
siblings -- became thé@person in the family to earn a degree (a BA). Besiree, she
is another example of preferential family treatmtdat is later associated with
educational success and privilege. Desiree ladke@totional support of her mother
and the financial support of siblings (willing ooththat her brother had, and the financial
support of a father that her sister had, when sée to work her way through college as
a young mother.

First-generation college graduate, Ernesto (“Epne@hdidly described the
privilege he enjoyed as the first son in his famédgd directly connects this gender
privilege to his educational success:

April: You told me a little bit about where you grew what was it like to be a

member of your family? Like, if somebody was goiodge adopted into your

family back then, how would you orient them?

Ernie: Into it? Hmmm.. Alright, it's a tough one, becalige | got special

treatment | feel, like compared to like my sistéerause one thing, like my father,

he wanted 8 kids, but he wanted all boys. He engbegitting 4 girls and 2 boys,
you know, so then he wasn't too thrilled abouts-#b whack though — about
having 2 older daughters so then he really—fromtwkaow, or from what |

could understand is that he didn’t pay too mucbnditbn to my sisters at all. And
so he paid most attention to me and to my yourtgesher and um..

April: So you were the first boy?
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Ernie: Yeah, I'm the first boy, and then the only boyrfrony mother. [...] And
um...and so, it's kind of tough. It depends who yoeiand what gender you are.
But like my mother treated nreyally, in a way

April: Always?

Ernie: yeah, always — she really treated me well, anchnchl don’t know if it's
probably because I'm a boy, [or] that’s the way sheou know, and so | think it
is because I'm a boy or because I'm a male becawys&sters didn’t have the
same type of treatment. [...]

April: Do have any kind of example?

Ernie: one example .. | used to just hang out all the timthe house, but | never
cleaned, | never cooked, the only thing | had tovds just like throw out the
garbage, but I rarely did that. And so like as angpchild | would just like hang
out, and | would be sitting on the couch and wawcand | would be like, “Mal
Ma! Ma!” and | would call her and call her, and sheuld be like, “What?” and |
would say, “I want something to drink” and sheinoe and bring me something
to drink, you know, in my hands. But meanwhile, smsters, they were like .. out
on the streets hanging out or in the house cleamin@nd the reason why they
were out in the streets all the time was ‘causamother never had the
opportunity to like do whatever she could do, li@eswim or ride a bike or you
know, to just run around the yard, so she gaveistgrs all the freedom, you
know, to do whatever, but they took advantage af teedom, and so whatever
happened, happened. And like, so when it came tshgewas very strict with
me so that | wouldn’t go down the same road as tléywhich was like—like
with me it was either about getting somebody pragoausing .. having drug
addiction, or getting into fights all the time [...]

Ernie recognizes that one’s position within his ilsr(i.e., gender) influences the
type of treatment one gets, how supported you @demically and how much
supervision one can expect. He describes beintgttéiayally” by his mother and
receiving special attention from his father, refatio his sisters. Evidence of his own
personal ambivalence and discomfort with his peyd is also apparent. Looking back

with insight gained in part, through his colleggenences, he describes the differential

treatment by gender in his family as a “tough” (2% “whack” situation. However, he



160

also frames his sisters’ outcomes as somewhati@ashby their behaviors, i.e., they “took
advantage of that freedom.” They were offered foeedo fail while he was provided
freedom from failure (e.g., negative peer influesyeesponsibility). Una (below)
similarly describes very different gender-basecelgwf support for college-going within
her family:

April: So tell me about your path to college, like hoa gilbu get there? What
was your line, your trajectory like?

Una: Um, | went to high school that’s right next to enllege and | wasn’t

planning on going to that college because thatiyauniversity college. |

thought that — | wanted to go to a better colldgye,my family told me they could

not support me because they were going to supppstaunger brother because

he’s male, I'm female. So when left to myself, d dvent to interview with

Cornell and um..I think NYU and the cost, which vimsrendous, | figured that |

don’t want to carry a big student loan after | graietd, so | choose the lowest

cost college that’s the college | went to. And ‘thabw | end up there.

Una’s family explained that because of their lidifsnancial means, they could
only support her brother’s college aspirations,chhwould make their disparate support
an issue of scarce resources. In many ways ititdJba also makes clear that the
financial support represents their greater valmatieerall of male achievement relative
to that of females. The fact that they paid fotidm at an exceptionally expensive elite
university for her younger brother (who later dregmut), which could have covered
expenses for both of their children at a publit¢iingon, further illustrates the gendered
educational expectations within hers, and many gnamit, families. Ironically, she is the
only one in her family to have earned a collegeréeg The factor analysis survey items

offers additional support: the greateamily Supporfor college-going reported by men,

and greater education-related tensigdycation Tensiorreported by women, though
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small in effect size, are consistent with the gersgecific support for college-going,
narrated here by Ernie, Una and Desiree.

Sometimes the privilege associated with collegeuptes appeared to be more
serendipitous; for example, having the good fortohattending a small quality high
school instead of a large and/or failing comprehensiiddle school or high schoaol,
profiting from having older or wiser parents thaeit siblings or peers had, the
advantage of having access to devoted and conctraekers, their luck and skill in
finding mentors and advocates in their schoolsoonraunities. Several graduates also
mentioned birth order as a factor in their succasslid many of the survey respondents.
However, given that there were no other signifidegrids related to birth order in the
data, it seems that the relevance of birth ord&ansly-specific (e.g., older sibs were
favored in Desiree’s family, while for Ernie, it wdeing the youngest), and instead,
provides an acceptable accounting mechanism faessdhat is perhaps less
emotionally loaded than are other reasons.

This is not to say that gender (or skin tone, septage, or birth order) is always
— or ever -- the reason for educational succedgalther, in order to successfully travel
the vast distance standing between working clatigiduals and a college degree, some
kind of advantage, as well as some internal disragcessary to push one over the top of
a very large pool of similarly struggling individsagiven the extremely limited material
resources for higher education available to thekimgrclass and poor. Whether
graduates capitalized on their earlier advantagesgccessed them along their educational

path, the privileged place in society that they edmoccupy in comparison to their
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families, translates for many families, into greatdational tension and conflict — an
issue we turn to next.
Graduates’ Relative Educational Privilege Fosters €nsions Between Family
Members

In both the qualitative and quantitative data, ipgrants describe tension and
conflict between them and their siblings, and towch lesser extent, between them and
their parents that is attributed specifically tbefiences in educational experiences,
and/or the material resources made possible bylegeacredential. The generally
bifurcated nature of item-responses below, towartkgal agreement or disagreement,
indicate that for a significant minority of respamds, within-family tension related to
disparities in higher educational attainment exasts impacts family relationships.

Table 21: Education-related family tension surieynis

Agree & glsagree
Survey item Strongly Neutral Strongly
Agree :
Disagree
In my family, my education is sometimes the | 31.5% 12.7 55.8
cause of tension [N=330]
In my family, my education sometimes makes | 40.7% 10.7 48.6
other members feel uncomfortable [N=327]
| sometimes downplay my educational 46.5% 14.1 39.3
achievements around some members of my
family [N=333]
| watch the level of language | use with less 40.8% 14.8 44.4
educated members of my family [N=331]

The first two items (plus 3 others) were the basikhe Educational tension

factor, a rough measure of reported educationeelensioninterestingly, the last two
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items were not a part of this factor, perhaps beedley reference attemptsréaluce
difference and hierarchy. As such, they may in Eeceévidence of attempts to maintain
connections across difference, rather than bestgasghtforward indication of
education-related tension. The substantial mipafigraduates agreeing with these four
items, in conjunction with the findings from theespended items, and qualitative data
indicate that education-related tension signifisamipacts many first-generation
families.

Family tension is generated from 1) social comgauss and the negative
emotions that result, such as envy, guilt and/ansdt 2) persistently lopsided power
dynamics (e.g., always being in a position of needlways being expected to help); and
3) the type of attributions made for educationalcgss and failure highlight notions of
merit, accountability and value (who is more valaed “better than” others).
Educational Tensiowas unsurprisingly inversely relatedRamily Supporfor college
going. It was also inversely relatedRamily Closenessuggesting that a close family
might act as a buffer to tensions introduced bfed#hces in educational attainment
within the family.

Social comparison.Social comparison is one mechanism by which tenisio
generated within first-generation families. Whemilg members compare themselves —
their lives, accomplishments, and material res@iree those of their college graduate
family members, they typically evaluate themselesway our society judges them: as
lacking on multiple levels, which impacts their serof self (identity, worth, efficacy):

Desiree:[...]I'm 46 years old and I'm a customer service fep[a national

transportation company]. And | have, | have a grettdecent job, but it's not

decent-decent where, you know..I'm living like adwy life. I'm just living
basically normally, average. And | have family memrsithat have, you know,
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degrees. | think that if | would have made it thgbwcollege, and got my degree, |
would have like a better life.//Really?//You kndwecause um my sister—my
brother, he’s a supervisor for [company], he malaxg good money, you know,
he got a house, and he got a car and he got—yow, kress living like the life |
would like to live. You know, so | basically weitrough—I have some years of
college but I never graduated. | have a high scgmbma and that’s it.

[...]

Most of my family, they did pretty good, but it'sgt that ..uh, | think if | would

have had the college education like they have—twdly living nice lives, my

sister, she has a car. | wish | could get a cdr,unfortunately | can’t. um, | think
having a college degree makes your life bettere lyilsu have more opportunities,
and, you know, you can do more with your life. Wathigh school diploma .. it's
not much.

In telling me about herself and her life, Desireeywguickly confronts a sense of
relative deprivation. She initially describes hav ps “decent,” but then immediately
revises that assessment with an upward compaissthre tcareers of her older
credentialed siblings. Compared to her life, hey tdder siblings enjoy the good life:
hold decent jobs, have secure and comfortable hgusivn a car. Desiree longs for the
material comforts that her brother (MA) and sig&A) have access to, but is denied
those luxuries, in her mind, because she lackdlegeodegree. That they have what she
wants but can’t have, brings to the surface issfiégirness, deserving and merit,
generating considerable tension and negative dffseteen Desiree and her siblings.
Desiree identifies her siblings’ college credestiat the main -- even sole -- reason for
the differences in their life circumstances. Thigedential distribution of resources based
on (or excused by) disparate educational credsntat only generate resentment,

bitterness, and envy — potentially corrosive enmtiovhen it comes to intimate

relationships.
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In the following excerpt, Desiree reveals some ghaggarding what she sees as
failure in her college attempt (“I was the one tlagied”):

April: [..] Why were you motivated to go to college ast?

Desiree:Because that's how my family was, and my mothes, \santed

everybody to go to college just like my older betnd my sister. They went to

college and they made it. | think my brother h&8asters and my sister has a

Bachelors. And then the next one in the family,.they didn’t go to college,

um..he went to the army. My brother is the next, @me then it's me, so..l guess |

was the one that failed. But in a way | didn’t féiecause I'm—it’s not like I'm

homeless or anything. But um, my mother, she alwmaysted everybody to go to

college or go to the Reserves or something like thau know, to make a better

life for yourself.
Desiree attributes her own college aspirationsetdf@mily’s values (“that’'s how my
family was...”) and her mother’s hopes. She then goesigh each of her siblings by
birth order, identifying each as successive suasesstil she gets to herself, who she
identifies as having failed. She immediately refeasrthe conversation, though, through
downward comparison (“it's not like I'm homeless$t)recoup her personal worth. Such
narrative repositioning from “less than” to “notlaed as” is a labor intensive process,
revealing another ideological dilemma inherentia mobility project: while educational
credentialing can “better” a person, the hiera@hmature of such credentialing
simultaneously downgrades others, inevitably capBiotion in many families and
representing an affective technology that reprodutass-based friction and conflict.
Desiree ends her response with the heavy implicationot having lived up to her
mother’s wishes and failing to make a better IdeHerself.

The wall of valor: Attribution, blame, and merit. First generation graduate

Nikki describes her parent’s pride in her accontptients and sibling tension as

inherently related:
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April: ' When you have tension or conflict in your familyhat's it generally
about?

Nikki: [...] it's usually about them feeling like my parsritave given me
everything, and haven’t given them anything, afgdsiort of like..well, everybody
got offered tuition payment. You know, everybody gffered—Ilike my parents
did the same thing with all of us, they went throdlge process, they—you know,
worked on the applications, they worked out whaytheeded to do to pay
tuition, um..so but the—I think .. and what makigsard is my parents, of course
they're proud, so like there’s like a wall in theuse where’s there’s all of my
diplomas, and all of my pictures and..you know, klis, don't realize what the
problem is, but they’ll come in and say, “oh, thei® many pictures of auntie
Nikki” and [chuckles] and you know, my parents preud so they hang the
graduation pictures, they hang the diplomas, so..

April: And do you have any kind of example where thatdwase up explicitly?

Nikki: um, it mainly comes from my sister in conversatiShe’ll call these
family meetings and she’ll say she feels like wealledone her wrong, and you
know, that you paid for Nikki to go to school, yatu know, but then my father
will have to remind her, “well | paid for you toubyou didn’t go!” So, you know,
SO

April: And then does it get resolved or it just—
Nikki: No, it just lays lie until she, you know, comestwi-my brother doesn’t

feel so much...about it as my sister does. My brotictually feels like he has..his
path and that’s what he does.

Tension in their family is related to the perceptibat Nikki's parents have

disproportionately supported Nikki in her collegaguits over them, and that this

imbalance was extreme rather than subtle. Nikkilehges this notion, and works hard

to establish an equality of opportunity betweersbirand her siblings. “What makes it

hard,” according to Nikki, is that her parents uttnwgly, in their extreme pride, highlight

rather than downplay the attainment/outcome diffees between she and her siblings.

Nikki explains that the children in the family “dbmnealize what the problem is,” thus

establishing that the disparities in education@iatment, or the explicitness, is indeed a
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problem. Like Nikki’s parents, Esperanza’s paremse also extremely proud of her,
similarly displaying her degrees prominently inithe@me. Also like Nikki, Esperanza
describes tension between her and her older sister:

Esperanza:[...] | think her and | have just kind of grown aptirough this
whole process.

April: and the process being you going to school or—

Esperanza:l think, yeah. | think she feels like that I'm betthan her. | don't, |
don't, | don’t think so. | think our experiencesdgust .. the opportunities are just
different

April: Do you think that she feels, like, judged by you?

Esperanza:Yeah, | think so, especially since I'm in sociank and what | do
for a living, like | counsel and I, you know, | awgel kids and then | kinda
understand sometimes psychologically what she’sggtiirough, but it’s just, |
can't help my sister in that way, and like, but sbimes even if | try to talk to
her, she always feels like I'm trying to psychogmalher. And maybe | am at
some times, at some points, but.. | think partat ts my own fault, but at the
same time | feel like ... she ..it's hard for us teronunicate anymore. It's just
hard, | think just the whole situation—it’'s haré&tdause when my dad told me, |
don’t understand why she’s so angry with me, widt? You know, | didn’t say
anything, what did 1 do? It’s like, “She’s jealou8¥hy are you jealous of me?”
Oh you know, because right now she’s thinking ahgdack to school and
you're already done. And you have your Bachelorst wou know, my degrees
like right there in the middle of the living roonaiging up and//Wow//yeah. My
parents are proud, they’re proud, they're proutheffact that | went away to
school.

Here and in the earlier quote heading this chapigperanza describes relational
tension between her and her sister that standeiway of their communicating directly
or effectively. Esperanza seems perplexed by B&#r&@ anger and jealousy. She protests
that she didn’t do or say anything. Then again,d&besn’t have to, as everyone else does.

Her achievement is celebrated daily by the prontipesitioning of her credentials on

the walls of the family home, in conspicuous abserfcany other degrees. Culturally, we
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don’t have clear and established ways of recoggiaimd celebrating successes in arenas
outside of an educational model of credentialingwHamilies celebrate and mark their
children’s accomplishment, and on the other sidié{d celebrate their other children’s
non-degreed successes in the same manner, wiitabBvimpact siblings relationships.

On the other side, educational privilege is alsodht and partial for first-
generation graduates, whose successes are oftesedwvith graduate guilt and a sense
of loss. Esperanza, & gieneration American who grew up in public housiritn her
parents, older brother and sister, discusses wieagist out of her degree:

April: ' What did you hope to get out of your degree?

Esperanza:to have a good education, of course. | think ferihwas getting
out of the ghetto, making a better life for mysaid my family [..] It's funny
because .. | mean there are some things goinggbthmow in my family
where | feel like, kind of like, my education iski of thrown in my face — not
really thrown in my face, but other people feeklikm throwing it in their
faces because like my older sister [..] From wigdther, from what she tells
me is that she had the opportunity-- she got alac$tap to go to college and
my parents didn’t want to let her go. So | think $tas some sort of
resentment against that and she takes it out osometimes—at least that’s--
this is how | feel. My sister’s 33 right now, arfiess just starting to go back
to school.

Esperanza was very emotional discussing the cuteeston between her and her
sister, and at times had a difficulty expressingél. All families have tensions, but in
Esperanza’s case, conflict was generated by pedeifferences in educational
opportunity. That their parents allowed Esperaonzgotaway to college when they did
not allow her sister to, must seem incredibly unjasoth sisters. Esperanza was
allowed the opportunity for “a better life” “out tiie ghetto,” while her siblings were not.

Esperanza connects her sister's envy to negatatntient from her sister (“takes it out

on me”). Envy is not conducive to mutual empatt@-disclosure and other
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interpersonal practices that bond people togetktehe same time, Esperanza begins this
chapter stating that her sister’s jealousy andntesent, ‘bothers me ..but at the same
time, | kind of understand ..I understand that stgging through a lot right now. It's

hard for me to talk about it [tearing up].. because’re really close and uh, | just think
this whole experience has kind of changed everybdglye is both bothered by the
response, and she also understands her sistectgores and empathizes with her
perspective, leaving Esperanza feeling conflicted @nsettled.

Ernie, like almost all of the graduates | spokéhwialked a lot about what he’s
gotten out of a degree... stating that he would bisénable” without one. While
graduates might not explicitly express guilt (deatpt to avoid that affectively aversive
experience), when they describe their lives asgoficantly improved by their college
experience and degree, a credential and expennict is not available to or denied to
their family members, and also narrowly associatghl the individual, it seems
inevitable that they would have some discomforhwiiteir success

Imbalanced power dynamics Esperanza and Ernie are also differentially
extended the opportunity to improve the lives @itfiamily members as well. As the
following survey items illustrate, a helper/helpetationship is fostered within the
families of first-generation graduates by the peiging intervention that a college degree

represents:
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Table 22: Items related to the graduate as resource

Disagree
0
Survey item YD &
Strongly Neutral
Strongly
Agree :
Disagree
My education provides a resource for my family66.8 13.5 19.8
members [N=334]
My opinion holds a lot of weight in my family | 49.1 33.9 17
[N=330]
My family usually comes to me to discuss their| 58 22.1 19.9
big decisions or problems [N=331]
| usually consult with my family about big 43.2 17.6 39.2
decisions or problems [N=329]

Two thirds of respondents believed that their degepresents a resource for their
family and roughly half felt that their opinion waspecially important within their
family. Graduates also felt that their families ev@enore likely to come to them for input
on decisions and problems than they were to silpi@nsult family members.

April: Um, is there—well, do you usually consult your fgmvhen you have
like a problem or any big decision to make?

Una: Never
April: Never?
Una: Never [chuckles]

April: ' Who would—you would go to somebody else before weut to your
family?

Una: Um, there are various people | consider friendsnés in different area and
| would definitely consult for [their experiencetime area?]

April: On the other way around, does your family comyoto when they have
any problems or big decisions?

Una: Usually [chuckles]//yeah?//yeah.
Because of their generally greater material, caliand social capital, graduates

are disproportionately called upon by their fansilfer help and this helping dynamic
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both privileges them, and sets them apart. The ptoveelp demands deference and
distance, foments resentments, guilt and shammaitly reinforcing within-family
domains of power and privilege. In Esperanza’s dasesocial work degree grants her
the power and inclination to “psychoanalyze” hatevlsister, while her employment as a
high school guidance counselor positioned her asfarmational gate keeper on higher
educational resources for her sister who was npwtguing a college degree.

April: Did she talk to you about her plans to go bacsctwol?

Esperanza:Yeah, we talk about it. | said, you know, | tolerhl was like--

because | tell her about all different opportusitieat are out there, all the

resources, you know. She’s an older adult going baschool, she might not
financially be able to afford it, but you know, ik try to—you know, | was also

a college advisor so like | know what's availablenow what she might qualify

for, like I try to ..uh..give her that advice, Huhink it's hard for her being the

little sister, you know, I'm the little sister, skehe big sister and it's kind of like
our roles kind of just reversed for a little whiye@u know.

Esperanza also has more material resources thaibfiags. She later discusses
downplaying the support she is able to offer heclmalder brother, who she does not
have a close relationship with. [insert quote atbmutlending him her car, and the shift in
power dynamics] Nikki offers another example of theily resource that many first

generation graduates become, stating that “a ltfalls on me”:

April:  So he [father] really does support//Yeah//Uh Rivthat about the other
way around, does your family come to you with thpggblems and big decisions?

Nikki: Yeah. Like, my grandmother passed away//I'm storigear that//and um,
this is probably 5 years ago now. And | had torggtsister an outfit [laughs], my
brother a suit, | had to get the rent a van, anaggerybody down to North

Carolina for the funeral, so ..it's sort of liké falls on—a lot of it falls on me, so

And this issue of being a family resource comesggin later in my interview with

Nikki:
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April: How do you think your family’s life would be diffent if you had never
gone to college?

Nikki: My poor parents would be sad [laughs]

April: They would be sad?

Nikki: because my father always jokes and he says, Yow,kyou know .. he’s

he’s — he might be comfortable now, but there wpsréd of time in which he

felt like, OK, your sister’s...forget that, your bhatr: forget that, and he’s like,

you know, I'm just ..I'm waiting for the other sho® drop for you. And I'm like,

there’s no other shoe to drop, I'm sort of ..I fidleéd mentally I'm ok, I’'m gonna

finish what | started, and so | think, | think mgrpnts, at this point, my parents

would be sad if | didn’t have the ability to helgein. Because that'’s really what

it—you know, in the end what it's gonna be abosit;m going to be the child

that has to help them, so

April: And help them in what sense?

Nikki: I think financially, I think navigating systemsoy know. Because my

brother is scared to read or to deal with peopkuiiority, my sister, depending

on the day of the week, can't get out of bed, 'scsibrt of like, this is it, so

April: 1It's kind of a lot for you

Nikki: Ithink ’'m used to it [laughs]

April: Oh this? it's nothing [joking]

Nikki: Ithink I'm actually used to it. | think it bothesteme...I think it bothered

me before, but | don’t think it—like, you know, $af like, what you do, you

know

April: You've accepted it?//Yeah, yeah, so//Um,

The power dynamic between the helper and helpptesent in several
participating families, but none as explicitly asddesiree’s family. Desiree is always in
the subordinate position of needing help, whiledredentialed siblings are always in the

position to give (or not give) with whatever comastits they want to impose on that

giving (e.g., you have to pay it back within a e@rtamount of time).
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April: And so, how would describe your family in termdiké how close you
are?

Desiree:Oh, we don't be..like, with each other, like eveay, or | don't see
them like every week but like if there’s a, we héike special occasions and stuff
like that, everybody will come together. They ldaking, if you need help,
they'll help you. Its—I have a pretty close family mother raised us pretty
good, so..um..if you nee—but usually you have tptham back, like if you ask
them for anything, they’ll give it to you, but ytnave to pay ‘em back, and you
know, it's pretty...and I'm all the time in need fitrem, so because I'm..I'm just
barely making it.//Yeah?//They’ll help me out, bhaton’t ask them like, if it's

like an emergency, I'll ask them, they'll give @ me. My brother, he’ll give it to
me, but he’ll complain and complain, complain. Mster, she’ll give it to me, but
she wants her money back like within, you knowtaiaramount of time before,
you know. She’ll help by mainly by [buying thingsrfher kids] but she don’t get
it for them now, like when they was a little bitymger. She’ll get them a pair of
sneakers or, you know, whatever. Like if they neehething for school, or use
the computer, or whatever — but | have a compuder, 80

April: What's that like for you? You know, if you haveask them for
something?

Desiree:For me, I'm a survivor. [chuckles] | have to swi It's just like—I

don’t want to lose my apartment, | don’t wanna—yoow, if | have to ask them

for something, | will ask them. | know they’ll giveto me, but | have to pay them

back. | wouldn't suffer, | wouldn’t sit here, iffeed something like say if | didn’t
have any food, or anything like that, | could gdaltem and ask them if they could
loan me maybe $50 to buy some food. And when hgetheck or something,

I'll pay them back. | wouldn't sit here starve apel selfish, like | don’t wanna ask

them. But | wish that | had they life but it’s jubfat | don’t. You know, the

college degree, it did make a difference, it redity.

Within a discussion of how close her family is, tbgue that emerges first and
strongest is that of family help, specifically maéeassistance. Inter-familial borrowing
of money is always fraught, but especially in faeslof upwardly mobile individuals
(Ross, 1995). As she attempts to establish hedyanaioseness, supported by the fact
that they will help out one another in times of sheghe quickly undermines that idea

with the clarification that assistance is not fyegiven, in that it comes with complaints

and shaming attached: financial help must be repaid comes with time constraints not
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unlike those imposed by a bank. While we don’t kraswthing about her “borrowing”
history, the worthiness of her need, or accuradyeofdepiction of her family, what is
evident is Desiree’s understanding of her posigismecipient, and her degreed siblings’
position as givers/providers.

Desiree sees pridefulness as selfishness (“I widdrhere starve and be selfish,
like | don’t wanna ask them?”), but there is alse fense that the selfishness lies with the
siblings, who demand their money back. Graduatesasked to help more because they
can, and should under an ethics of group concémeed fulfillment versus personal
gain. Her envy for their power to help and shamigaaing to ask for help is evident, they
are emotions that emerge readily in more than compt. However, she battles this
mightily, beating back these negative representafiand instead, reframes herself as
strong, as a survivor, who does whatever she himsaler to maintain her quality of
life. Desiree offers a different (family) perspgeton the disproportionate call on the
graduates during critical events (death in the ligmwithin the working class:

April: ' Um, most families have conflict in some areas, koow, lots of different

areas. Are there particular areas that your fahmly conflict around? Or tends to

have arguments about?

Desiree:Uh..it's like money. Like say..um, | could mayl®®] like when my

mother passed away. She had insurance and stefihét, but they always went

to like my brother, my sister. They was alwaysfilst ones, because they had—I
guess cause they had the money. And it’s like thatyfirst, they, they put the
money and stuff in, but then..l guess when therarste policy came back, they
wanted they money back, and it’s like..you knoveytlean already see that we
don’t hardly have anything like, you know, likesifust other people down and
especially my younger sister, but the money shbaie really stayed like in the
household. We have nieces and nephews and you lamairstuff like that. They

want their money back, they wanted extra money,ya&ath, we have conflicts
sometimes in the family with money. Yeah
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The most educated and older siblings paid up fimnéxpenses related to their
mother’s passing, but then reimbursed themselvésinsurance money, which Desiree
and her siblings didn’t think was fair, given thmited resources the rest of them had
access to, highlighting two very different ethi¢slstribution in operation, and conflict
between the mobility project and family values. IBtite closeness of the family and the
‘goodness’ of the graduates is here seriously @ati® question (Graeber, 2010).

There are psychological benefits of giving, evenrerso than receiving. This has
implications within first generation families besauof the often one-sided giving (and
receiving) that occurs when one family member gégsily has “more.” Una shares a
similar helping-relationship with her family membgespecially her older brother, who
will not likely be in a position to reciprocate. &helps financially (with a wedding in
Taiwan), with homework, with knowledge/info, maimiag family relations. Esperanza
also disproportionally helps parents and siblifidse giver may feel that they now have a
certain ‘say’ in the personal matters of the reeevEsperanza relished being able to
take care of her parents in their retirement. T$igylarly made sure that she had
exclusive access to their bank accounts, and sgfesit boxes.

Shifting our point of comparison though, contexizes our understanding of the
social and material privilege of first-generatiailege graduates. While Ernesto and
Esperanza have significant privilege within thaimilies of origin, feel tremendous pride
in themselves, particularly as Latino/a, their poased privilege in the world is more
limited by degree-inflation, by the type of majarrsd fields they went into, and by the
sizable debt incurred along the way (in excessb0f $00 for Esperanza). Their limited

rooting in their college community, and exceptitydifficult transitions to college
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(Esperanza describes having an “emotional breaktibemfirst year at school), all
temper their overall privilege.

Desiree’s brother and sister’s financial positioaytre more precarious than their
family understands it to be. While they are ecoroathy privileged compared to Desiree
and others in their family, in absolute terms, theg not among the elite. Neither
attended prestigious universities, are not necigsaalthy, and are disproportionately
called upon by their many siblings to help in tinoé$rouble. Their psychological and
emotional experience growing up in their home matyhave been as charmed either.
From Desiree’s description, her brother was respéafor monitoring and maintaining
the conduct of his many younger siblings; he likely a lot of pressure from his mother
to succeed and yet was left to do his work totatiyhis own, with little emotional
support or enthusiasm from his siblings. Her sigt@s the only one of their many
siblings to have a different father. Such diffeegould very well have been experienced
as isolation at times.

Graduates have a greater ability to help and adthseg are called on more, and
their accomplishments also more valued within Hmaily. This effects family relations
by setting up a preferred status of graduates pétients in relation to their siblings; they
fulfill their filial duty while siblings are disappntments; also when success is defined
primarily in terms of higher educational succeks,family support and accomplishments
of siblings can be ignored and unseen.

The general public understands higher educatigeoaslly for working-class and
students of color as a means of “bettering” theueselWhat's the difference between

doing better than the last generation (a tenepafand mobility) andeingbetter than?
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And how are family members to understand themselisn this discourse of
betterment that they are likely to challenge arso algree with? Conley points out that
when it comes to our siblings, we use individual aharacterological explanations for
both their success and failures (p.7), which is algpported by the findings from Open
Ended Item 1 demonstrating that graduates tendltbdiblings more accountable for a
lack of educational success.
Esperanza:|[..] Like | know she’s going through a lot, butdi, | try to talk to her
and all we do is fight, and like, just the pasg kst argument we had, it came up,
“Oh, you think you're better than me because youatveevay to college” and you
know, and I'm like, “What do you mean? | don’t thiim--" you know what |
mean, it's just sometimes | think she, it's likeedtas such ..uhhhhgg! so much
resentment against the, against the whole schabit'arfunny because you
would never think this, | would have never thoutjtat this would be an issue in
my family [..] | think her and | have just kind gfown apart through this whole
process.
She seemed torn about who was at fault, did not ivansister to be upset, but at the
same time, did recognize precisely why she mighehaason to be. Esperanza tries to
connect with her sister through care-giving behavitather than explicitly talking about
the unfairness of her opportunities in relatioiméo sister's opportunities. She tries to use
her experiences to “help” but those overtures aderstood as attempts to
‘psychologize’ (pathologize) her sister and onlytiier emphasize the power differences
between them. For Esperanza’s sister, these ésjafi class have come closer to home,
threatening what were previously seen as strorgioekhips.
Desiree connects her brother and sister’s pride being “uppity,” and better

than:

April: What do you think um, your brother and sisteffs Would be like if they
never went to college?
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Desiree:Miserable. [chuckles]
April: You think?
Desiree:| think that they would probably be miserableohd know//Why do
you—//Because—not really miserable—because theydmdihave the life that
they have, and they so..proud of themselves, asdjtist like—I’'m not saying
they uppity, but they, they proud of themselveseylihey happy for they life.
My brother, he has a house, a car, you know, regmid money. He’s, you
know—and my sister, she works for the [City Agen@&he’s a supervisor there,
so she has a decent job too. She lives like [midjpmice building. You know,
[celebrities] live in her building//Wow!
“The most helpful thing a therapist can do is tentify, when appropriate, the social
class basis for family tensions. This identificatie essential, as it gives a name, a label,
to that which people often are afraid to acknowellgcause of embarrassment or shame.
In our culture, people may feel personally respaedior being lower class. On the other
hand, if they have been upwardly mobile and ackedge it, they risk being labeled a

snob. Naming the issue and helping people to comigecan alleviate many social

tensions within families” (Ross, 1995; 348).

Higher educational experiences and credentialing hee a lasting impact on working-
class family relationships

Table 23: Graduates’ sense of social mobility

Disagree
Survey item AgiEe & &
Strongly Neutral
Strongly
Agree :
Disagree
| belong to the same social class as my family 086% 16.7 47.3%
origin [N=336]
| have changed social classes from the social ¢l888% 13 28.2
| grew up in [N=330]
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Graduates have detailed in their responses ta®QB€ specific ways that higher
education has contributed to differences developetgieen them and their families. The
majority of graduates also feel that they are noa different social class than their
family of origin, with close to 59% indicating thédttey (and not their family members)
have changed social class. Such upward mobilityuin higher education has a lasting
impact on many relationships within the workingssldamily that we wouldn’t expect to
see within middle-classed or more educated families

For example, Esperanza’s educational successes Vey different impact on
her relationship with her parents — which becanmemexore intimate and interconnected
-- than it did on her relationship with her sis#&lthough Esperanza’s educational
attainment were a source of pride for her paremtd,improved the lot of her family as a
whole, her success also constituted a threat tathyamily connectedness by
undermining Esperanza’s relationship with her sd@i and her siblings’ relationship
with their parents. A similar dynamic was describbgdNikki, who has been able to
fulfill her parents’ desires, whereas her siblihgsen’t been able to.

April: [...] So why do you think you were the first in ydamily to get a degree?

Nikki: (...) I think I'm the only one my parents-- the phanrked for my parents.

| think, I think they tried the same thing with afl us, but I I think I'm probably

the only one who kind of, you know, carried it tgbuand then after the..after |
saw how [laughs] things were going on the other, disdsort of like — and my
parents saw how things were going on the other thied,sort of re..vamped their
resources, you know like, we better put our resesiover here [chuckles]

because it seems to be.. you know, happeningthsol that made a..that made a
huge difference

3¢ Open-Ended item 2Some 1st generation graduates say that becausieef
education, they see the world differently thanrtés of their family [politics,
likes/dislikes, culture, religion]. How true is ghin your family?” Please explain or give
an example.
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Earning a college degree and beyond fulfills batspnal as well as family
dreams and aspirations, just as failing to do peesents both an individual and group
failure. Naturally, this would affect family relatiships differently depending on the
specific relationship within the family. Nikki desited maintaining an especially close
relationship with her parents, but had more distanth her brother) and tenuous (with
her sister) relationships with her siblings. Whenee Esperanza and her sister were
exceptionally close, there was now considerabl@adce between them. Esperanza tells
me that she and her sister, “have just kind of graywart through this whole process” and
her educational trajectory has changed their wfastely. Kenneth narrates something
similar:

April: ' When you were in college, what was your relatigms¥ith your family?

Kenneth: | kept in-- Well when | was in prep school, | wed lot, | called every

week. When | got in college, | called once a motidn’t call write much at all.

Started—the ties—the family ties started—it waseparating, but ..l was

breaking off. | wasn’t as dependent emotionallyaffivas ..tough on mom

because she got a kick out of the letters and, cadiers got a kick out of hearing

from me. | didn’t recognize that, that was selfigbah, a more “me” type attitude.
While separating is an expected and “healthy” aspleadulthood, this separation is
exacerbated for first-generation college gradudtks.educative process is often a
distancing one for working class families, undenmgnntimacy and facilitating
relational tension -- a distance that one cannsityeeome back from. The college
experience also seems to specifically increasamtistbetween non-degreed individuals
and first-generation graduates (e.g., Ernie analdisst sister, Desiree and brother),

while drawing family members with similar educat@bievels closer together (e.g., Ernie

and Angelica, Denise and Noah, Wendy and her brpthe
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The current data reveal a cultural and emotionHlsgparating graduates from
their families of origin. For example, family membeypically knew very little about the
college experience of their children or siblingsluding such details as what their
family member majored in, the type of degree themyed, awards conferred, or details of
their employment. Survey data (e.g., the item alameeOE?2) reveal that many
respondents feel that they occupy a different calt@andscape than their families as
well, which they attribute to their higher educatexperiences. The interview data
provide a focused analysis into the contours otifigdamily relationships. Una, for
instance, describes a disconnection between shkarfdmily around what constitutes
valid problems or concerns that she attributesfterédnces in perception:

April: Are there things that you don’t talk to your fayralbout, but wish that you
could?

Una: Lots. | think lots, because when | was ..first mowere, | watched a lot of
TV. Didn't have friends, so | watched a lot of Tahd um Cosby show, and
there’s all these sitcoms about great family, grektionship they enjoy and how
they can talk to, talk to their family about anyityj and I, | wish | had that. And a
good topic that could range from anything, evernyghi think, but..because they
don’t understand, talking to them, | actually getrey um..get into..more—I have
to explain to begin with, and then | have to..I éid get them to understand my
issue, my problem and end up being told that, yoank | am too spoiled, or just
because | have all these great..great..degree arkdexperience, | shouldn’t be
so..um—ybasically | will be told that | am annoyibgcause those are not issues,
those are not problems, and why am | bothering tivém.I think, if | [do] try
[small laugh]

Una wishes that she and her family were closer tlaaidthey talked more
frequently and openly. Her description of her fafsikeaction to her attempts to explain
and share the concerns of her life with them, gergeound her experiences of feeling

rebuffed, shamed and invalidated — specificallyalse of her college and work

successes.
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Some graduates, like Kevin below, describe notgalrie to connect deeply with
their family, not talking about things that are iongant to them, and not talking to them
about things that they think might have a distag@fiect on their relationship with
family; e.g., like avoiding discussing work or sofing, travel, politics, even expressing
opinions -- in an effort to maintain connection.

Kevin: definitely. Um | guess it's created some kind gfap. | still feel very

close to my brother and he still has—he has agelegucation and we’re able to

communicate pretty well, and we have conversatams.that are above and
beyond what | would talk to my parents about, theyhore [sighs] they’re more,
you know, intellectual. But aside from him...l do&itow, | wind up talking
about ..yeah, the weather.//uh huh//[laughs] arisihmy own family, so | feel
kind of bad about that | guess.

April: Do you think that they notice it at all?

Kevin: [..] | don’t see how they couldn’t. I'm sure thdg, | guess we just don’t

say anything about it.//uh huh// or maybe they tdrdon’t know. I think that

they probably do. I should ask ‘em. | should askpakents that.

The paradox of graduates and family members keguang of themselves and
their lives separate/disconnected in order to stemected with one another is not
exclusive to the mobility project specifically withworking-class relationships, but
exists more broadly within interpersonal relatiapshparticularly for women (Miller &
Stiver, 1991; 2-3). However, this paradox is heagled in family relationship dynamics

of first-generation graduates, in part becauseutjitdhe schooling process, they come to

see the world and each other so differently.

_ Extremely | Neither | Somewhat
Survey item & Fairly true nor | true &
true Untrue Not true
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Some 1 generation graduates say that because
their education, they see the world differentlyrtha
the rest of their family (politics, likes/dislikes,
culture, religion). How true is this in your fanmfy
[N=336]

&7.7

17.7

14.7

For Desiree, her siblings’ completion of a degregatively correlated with her

perceived closeness to her siblings. She was seclmontact with her non-degreed

siblings, while describing conflicted relationshipgh her two college-educated siblings.

She was clear that she didn’t particularly like bether, and described her sister as

“uppity” and yet, longed to be closer to them aad ghem more frequently.

Her sister lives nearby, but feels a world awayrfiwer (“[Celebrities] live in her

building”).

April: Uh huh. Is there anything that you would changsualyour relationship

with them?

Desiree:Yeah, | was saying that too, that’s funny. | wagiisg that the other day,
that | wish | could have a better relationship withr, but | guess it will always be
the same, because sometimes when | do talk tshertalks to me, you know,
every day chit chatting, she’s nice and then—ome ti might call her house, and
she doesn’'t want to speak to me. So | don’t kndw;ssjust a up and down
person, I'm not going to be kissing her butt or stimng [chuckles] like that. I'm
not going to be um...trying to kill myself to speakher//Um hmm// Sometimes
she’ll talk to me, sometimes she don’t. Sometinieswgant to be bothered and
sometimes, she don’'t. She’s like, more like a yppérson. She thinks she’s
better than me | guess.

When asked how their degree has affected theinggrgraduates point to the

sense of pride that their degree brings to therat ®he sibling and not another,

contributes this powerful source of parental priugs the potential to introduce conflict

between siblings, and between parents and non-el@giklings, as in the case of

Esperanza’s family. The effect of the speciousamotf sibling equality is fairly positive,
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if the rivalry and competition between siblingb&nevolent and exists within a close

knit family who incorporates the degree attainnmrdne person into the identity of their
family, as in Ernie’s and Angelica’s family. Whermetpride can be shared among siblings
(i.e., more than one sibling has earned a degregperiences professional success), then
the family narrative is more likely to move towande of communal success and pride,
and away from one of individual heroism.

The effect is less positive if the family understanlegree attainment the way the
world does: as an individual achievement withireamironment of abundant
opportunity. The degree can in fact be a distanomechanism, pulling apart close
families like Esperanza’s and increasing distamzbtansion in families (e.g., Desiree,
Roz) or relationships (e.g., between Sharon andhb&lband) that aren’t close to begin
with. It can function to align similarly degreedvidy members, or bring favor with
parents. Consequently, the extent to which the atthr@l process strengthens the
group/the working class family is uncertain, cotddsand even subtractive for some
families.

Mother and daughter, Cora and Noreen, offer a @wtsiory to the narrative of
relational distance in first-generation collegedyrate families, in part because there is a
strong narrative of Noreen having always been giffefrom her family, particularly in
her interest in books and schooling, and her sgljpgeferences (i.e., wanting to be
alone).

April: Do you think that earning a degree has affecteck&los life?

Cora: [...] not really. But she’s always been smart. Shevi@ how to, you know,
make it through, so
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April: So you think that, you know, college was—she wasatdhjust, part of

her personality is that she likes to read, andslioestudy, and it doesn’t really

matter that she earned a degree?

Cora: Oh, | think—it matters to her, yes//it matters?/huth, but, you know, like

| said, she’always, alwaydeen smart. You know, she’ll always have that.luh,

don’t know how you can say it..[loud sigh] I'm noying to be prejudice or

anything, but she always had that um...that..notghats better than me, but she
always had thatWhitein her, you know. And she always had the talkiing
special words, the things—you know, it's[..] it'$4m very proud of her.

Cora had a hard time expressing herself to me l(ancer), perhaps because |
asked abstract questions requiring a certain disaifacility and “special words” about
issues that may not have been especially imporbamer. She sighs loudly while
answering...which could be about her answer, thetgueor both. Cora explicitly
eqguates schooling with Whiteness; Whiteness asyaoialking and culture, and school
as raced/classed culture. She is expressing hee eémer daughter being different from
her and the rest of their family. Noreen excel@lking and writing, things that she
herself never liked about school. She’s proud ofwigether or not she personally values
such (raced/classed) attributes.

Cora qualifies her statement about her daughteracel(it's not prejudice);
Noreen has some White ‘in” her but isn’'t White.dtigh Cora describes Noreen as
inherently and historically smart, she also podragr early on in our interview as hard-
working, determined and practical — qualities vienych associated with working class
values. Cora also clarifies that her daughter i%€tter than” her, yet her statement
implies/suggests that she might be in the mindstluérs. However, Cora’s tone was
neutral and non-defensive. Cora also feels thatsdeNoreen belong to different social

classes:

April: [..] Um, would you describe your social class asghme as Noreen’s?
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Cora: um, No. [chuckles]
April: No. you think she’s in a different class?

Cora: Yes, | think shes. She goes out with people that can talk, you kriaw,

level and about things that she’s interested ke. $he writes a newspaper and she
knows how to talk about it. Me, when | go out, $tjgo out and have fun and talk
about my things. | don’t talk about what's going e either talk about the job,
you know, we married, talk about our home life, aothething like that

April: uh huh. And she has different conversations?

Cora: Yes. First of all, Noreen is not married, and ke, sou know, she—her

and her friends, they talk different. They're nammed, they're, you know,
they..they have different discussions. | havelsatet and watched them, and | just
shook my head. | didn’t even listen any more, t4ukcouldn’t keep up with ‘em,
just say it like that, | could not keep up withtine

April: And how did that make you feel?

Cora: that was no problem, they can talk among themsgejwesknow. As long
as they don't bring me into the conversation

We might ask why Cora doesn’t want them to bringih® their conversation,

since she clearly enjoys talking, but it seemsotme& down to the fact that they like to

talk in different ways about different things. Cal@esn’'t want to be a part of their

conversations because for her, “having fun” withfhiends involves talking about her

day to day experiences, rather than abstract tmggphical (Noreen’s major) matters.

Cora is referencing what she sees as historicaldanslyncratic differences between her

and Noreen. These are and are not impedimentsittecton within their family. And

both Cora and Noreen describe many ways in whief #ne close and connected,;

Noreen spends a lot of time at her parent’s horkeeps a garden at her parents place —

and they have dinner together at least once a Wéwkfact that Cora didn’t necessarily

know details about her academic achievements dmukttributed to Noreen’s reticent
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and solitary nature, as much as to a lack of famiigrest. And the perceived differences

between her and her family, were not expresseldeasdurce of relational tension.

Interestingly, when asked whether she and her jaweke in the same social
class, Noreen responded, “Yeah. [laughs] and tisaep me off! | should be in higher
social class because | have a degree//that’s flolgydut..there are other factors that the
degree cannot solve.” She identifies those othetofa to be race and gender. Noreen and
her mother narrate different understandings ofad@tass in their responses to this
guestion, with Noreen emphasizing the economicas@nd Cora focusing on cultural
aspects. We hear a similar understanding of tleesgmal and cultural (educational and
class-based) differences from Noreen’s perspe@e®w). | had asked Noreen to

describe the circumstances under which conflictrgetebetween her and her family:

April: What might they [your family] be mad at you for?

Noreen: Uh, because maybe | don’'t do enough around thed)daut | don’t live
with them no more, so that doesn’t come up anymdne..what have they been
mad at me about lately? They haven’t been mad atboat anything lately. Um,
I’'m usually a little distant. They don’t like thabmetimes. My father’s care. You
know, my sister picks up a lot of the burden franSob she gets stressed out so,
you know, that might be an issue.

April: Yeah. So do you feel like you're distant from thiem

Noreen: Uh, sometimes, yeah.

April: Is that a conscious thing, or it just happens?

Noreen: | think that’s just the way I've always been. ljost slightly..my mother
says I'm a loner sometimes. You know, so | tendda little distant. 'm also a

little different from my family, so

April: Yeah, in what way?
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Noreen: | think a little differently, you know, | have digrent interests, you
know. I'm a philosopher, my family isn’t. Thereile$ an issue [laughs]. You
know, so they don’t want to talk abodumb stuff that | might talk about
[emphasis added], you know.

April: Uh huh. Well, um some first-generation collegedgrhave said that
because of their education they see the worldréifitty than the rest of their
family, in terms of like politics or culture, orligion. Do you think that’s true for
you and your family at all?

Noreen: Um...I see the world differently, but | don’t thinkat’'s any better or
worse than they do. You know, | think that..you &ard of get caught up in your
intellect, and think, Oh | went to school and leatnthis and lalalalalal. You
know, but just because someone didn’t go to sctoesn’'t mean they don’t have
that same level. You know, as a philosopher | geblved in a lot of

political..you know, things and you know, issuesotial justice or whatever, and
| do have a set pattern and a thought process$ binattg to those, but | can sit
there and talk to my sister, and she’ll have, slreget to similar conclusions as
me, so..you just—I think you just have to give peapchance. For me
personally, as a philosopher, | believe everyorgethair own philosophy in them,
s0. [comments to herself about her cabinets]

April: and do you feel like um, it sounds like, but let just ask you if you feel
like the differences between you and your familyevdere, um, before your
education, or not—you don’t attribute them to yeducation?

Noreen: Some..I think they were there before the educafanl attribute

them—I mean...[sighs] I'm not saying education hash@anged me, but I've had

an emotional education as well as an academic &dncao those two things
together makes me a little different from my famllym, | don’t think that’'s a bad
thing though.

What stands out in her description of the potesimairces of conflict within her
family is that her education and her differentn@msies up only peripherally. But even
more striking is that she designates her philoszphnterests as the “dumb stuff” she
might want to discuss, in relation to the interedther family. Noreen is aware of, but

doesn’t subscribe to, the notion of educated sapgri She concedes that her education

— for her it's also the pursuit of that educationas changed her, but makes clear that it's
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not the only thing that has affected her, and n@yenen be the most important influence
on her.
Discussion
Patricia Mann argues that “only by reclassifying tamily as a socially
contingent set of relationships” from the historicaderstanding of families as “sites of
natural and necessary affective bonds,” can seciahtists interrogate and “effectively
critique patterns of domestic injustice in termgategories of individual rights and
social justice” (Mann, 1994; 35). In the assumgitimat she lays out in her analysis of
agency and micropolitics, Mann identifies the fanas “a philosophically interesting
site” (ibid), arguing that:
“It is no longer plausible to think of the familg a site of natural and necessary
roles and relationships of men and women. Kinsglgtionships now involve
each individual in a broad spectrum of daily chsicEhese individual choices are
clearly subject to normative social evaluationsyasscramble to articulate our
preferred conceptions of ‘family values.” And coctflridden relationships
between men and women within the family now inet@luation in terms of
categories such as justice and injustice.” (Ma®941 35).
Mann was talking about the micropolitics of gendergustice within the private sphere
(e.g. division of labor), dynamically informed bther identity categories, but her
entreaty can (and should) also productively beiaggb similarly “conflict-ridden”
issues around educational privilege, classed poslations, and in/justice within first-
generation families as well.
This work is not a rallying cry against higher edtign for working class

individuals; the opposite, it's a cry for a broadederstanding of public education to see

and educate the person within their social andioglal context. The notion of education
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as an individual intervention must be contestedrder to embrace a relational model of

outcomes, because a nation of individual succasses the same as a successful nation.
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Ideological Dilemmas: Fissures of Possibility

RQ3: What are the ideological dilemmas of famibéfirst-generation college graduates
and how are these dilemmas negotiated by gradwatégamiliesHow might such
strategies inform an agenda of social change?

This chapter is an exploration and discussion efidieological dilemmas
introduced within working-class families by disp@raducational outcomes between
family members, and the ways in which such diffee=nare negotiated by individuals.
These relational dilemmas mirror larger socio-pmaitdilemmas, informing our
relationships with/to social institutions, and stiaing our relationships within families
and groups. The contrary themes within and betvdssslogies, both theoretical and
lived, provide the basis of deliberation (Billig,a., 1988), and afford opportunities for
challenging and interrupting mechanisms of stiation. This research also provides the
rare opportunity for working class families, moted by love and caring, to educate

social science on productive means of connectiohjust across, but through, difference.

States of Dilemma

The idea of meritocracy and equality within a stcatratified by race and class,
a stratification primarily achieved through its edtional system, will necessarily be
fraught with ideological tensions and dilemmas @#g, et al., 1988). Ideological
dilemmas are not decisions to be made or moraindias, per se. They are two
incompatible ideological paths, the jagged spaedwden which represent unique and

productive sites of analysis. Stanley & Billig (20Qwvrite, “In an ideological dilemma,
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two sets of commonly shared values will appeartinkrhetorical conflict with each
other. However, speakers will try to manage both sgher than siding with one or the
other. (..) When narrating past events, peoplebeaattempting to negotiate such
dilemmas of ideology” (p. 160). However, ideologae neither inherently coherent nor
consistent, so dilemmas emerge within specificlages as well as between them
(Billig et al., 1988; p. 34). Accounting for onersdividual success within the working
class family, then, will be psychologically, sotyaland most relevant to this work,
relationally fraught. This is especially the casgpamal/primary and psychically
constitutional relationships (i.e., with one’s paseand siblings) are at stake.

Five dilemmas were identified from the interviewdaspen-ended survey data,
and informed by the first level research findingie specific discursive circumstances
under which ambivalent feelings or experiences weseribed or expressed were also
analyzed. Data were then further examinedfussible ways that individuals negotiate
such dilemmas through an examination of particiggrasitioning practices (Harré &
Langenhove, 1998), and the application of a hernnggeof demystification (Josselson,
2004). The connection then between these interpatsidlemmas and larger
sociopolitical and cultural dilemmas was theorizaglyas the potential for such
dilemmas to inform a social change agenda. Thessvatances are discussed/organized
from the more specifitved dilemmas to the morheoreticalideological dilemmas: 1)
Learning one’s place within a class hierarg¢l2y Family ambivalence about college-
going 3) Equality of opportunity versus unequal family oumes, 4) Higher education as
beneficial versus harmful to the working class tgnand 5)Education as critical

interruption of inequality versus primary mechanighsocial reproduction
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1) Learning One’s Place: Lessons in Stratification

Learning one’s place within (a raced, classed, atiloical, gendered) hierarchy
means learning to stratify. For first generatiolege graduates, this often includes the
realization that gains in status mean that somelpee necessarily “better than” others
and that those others might just be your kin. Le@one’s place is also about learning
to ‘place’ one’s parents; acknowledging the derBOT be like ones parents, and go
‘beyond’ them in key ways, like education and sbclass. During college, many
graduates (e.g., Esperanza, Ernesto and Kennethingemore aware of classed and
raced distinctions and then located themselves \etically “higher” than their
family/communities of origin, and also significantlower” than their new set of peers.
Esperanza (below) describes the relative advarsiag@ssociates with her college
experience:

Esperanza:[...] | don’t want to say because I'm a minority &g/given more

opportunities, but I think because the situatiovak in, the school that | was in, |

think there was more opportunities for me to grolke; | wentabroad | went
awaytwice | went to Spain, | went to the Dominican Repujsdic like | got to do
things that | probably would have never had theoojymity to do otherwise if |
was still living at home, you know. | grew up inlgie housing, who gets—
growing up in public housing, who gets to go awagdllege and you know, go
visit all these different European countriesfeVerthought | would have had the
opportunity to do all of that [..]

Although she questions whether they were due todwe/ethnicity, Esperanza is
still in wonder over the opportunities she has lzaudi is keenly aware of how her
experience differs from similar others in her conmity(“who gets to go away to
college...?”). This is especially clear in her disgiaas of her relationships with her older

siblings, particularly her sister. At the same timeduates, like Esperanza, often

experienced multiple shifts in their level of sddrelusion/exclusion: for example, a
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shift from a context of social inclusion (withinetin family, high school and/or

communities) to a university context where theyudtaneously experienced a new,

though precarious, sense of social inclusion withiwhite and middle classed

mainstream, and an unsettling marginalizationtattad to one’s racial/ethnic and class

identities:

April: So was race and class talked about at your school?

Esperanza:oh yeah. Oh yeah! We had like—there was like timitis, the rich
white girls, you know, they used to wear the JCaem the preppy AberCrombie
and Fitch. | mean, there was this one—the eatieg.4r.] They had um, they had
like the areas divided into like little continer@hhh//Africa here, Asia over
here//Wowl//yeah, it was crazy. Yeah, so there vediidely | think when | went

to college, that was something that really likdidn’t think about it in high
school. You know, | didn’t think, like—for me, mpace and my color didn’t
really—I didn’t really, you know, | didn’t really—iwas interesting, | didn’t

really think about it too much until | went awaygohool. That was when | was
kind of like, Wow, I'm really—I really am differentyou know.

April: What was that like, to realize that you were défe, and that there is a
different experience for students of color whoiarether settings?

Esperanza:Look, | don’'t want to make it a..a situation whdikee I'm playing
the victim. I'm not, but..it’s like..l don’t knowf’s definitely different. In what
ways? Class. Just culturally um..

April: Also, more like what was it like for you, like thealization? Was it
like—was it just something you just never thought W/as it traumatic? Or was it
just like you suspected it, or--

Esperanza:l really didn’t think about it. Was it traumati¢think my first
semester..traumatic-- it sounds too strong. | titimkas more like...l don’t want

to say scary either, but (laughs, then sighs lgudlyjust—I didn’t know what to
expect and it was kind of like, uh, it was depmegsbecause | was away from my
family. | felt alone. [...] and then just the attemtion me. Everybody else was
different from me. | mean, everybody, but ther&s l..it's just something |

really never thought about. | think for me justtoeg used to it. And then trying

to fit in. like | remember coming back home aneliksounded different. “Oh my
god, you sound white!” “What? What do you meanursb White? You know, it
was just like the education also kinda made mefit because | was able to see
things differently from like-- when | would comedsahome during summer
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breaks or during Thanksgiving, and “Esperanza,kymaw, why are you talking

like that?” “What do you mean, why am | talkingdikhat?” you know.

Esperanza struggled to describe her experiencd, isutlear that her
race/ethnicity and social class (here discusséahnidem) wasn’t something that she
actively thought much about in her small progressind mostly Black and Latino high
school. The primarily White and upper classed usite setting established to a new
degree, her marginal social positionality, the ftestuwhich was both a sense of isolation
and hypervisibility. She realized to a new degree hdifferent” she was from her peers
in college, and over time got “used to” standing and then worked to adapt/assimilate
to her new (upper/middle) classed and raced (Whitg)ronment’

While Esperanza marveled at her new access to eiadss privilege, she also
encountered a new sense of alienation from sorherofamily as a result of her
adaptation to the university setting. In the exteglow, Esperanza describes a scene in
which her connection with her sister collides vwhgr hybridized identity (Walkerdine, et
al) as a would-be college graduate. | included Eespm’s full response to show her
awareness of her relative (egoistic) advantage ¢Rwann, 1966) in relation to her older
sister, as evident in her discussion of power Bffiees and reversals within that
relationship:

April: Did she [sister] talk to you about her plans tdogok to school?

Esperanza:Yeah, we talk about it. | said, you know, | tolerh*M,” | was like,

because | tell her about all different opportusitieat are out there, all the

resources, you know. She’s an older adult going baschool, she might not
financially be able to afford it, but you know, ik try to—you know, | was also

a college advisor so likeknow what's availablel know what she might qualify
for, like I try to ..uhgive her that advice but | think it's hard for her being the

" All of these graduates of color mentioned beindecalWhite” by family or friends during
their college years.
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little sister, you know, I'm the little sister, skehe big sister and it's kind of like
our roles kind of just reversed for a little whiy@u know//Right//[tearing up]
Because shdid help me a lot during my whole college process,lsiped me
with my essay—you know, like she was involved,taalad | think vicariously she
was kind of living through me, | mean she—I rementier coming up to visit
me, and this was my um sophomore year of collegg har and her friend came
up—I was like what, 22, she must have been like @iid-her and her friend they
drove all the way up to school and they come imie 2 big 6 packs of beer
and we’re like sitting in my room .. and were jhanging out, and that just—I
wasn't into that [laughing], | just wasn’t, you kmpand | guess for her that was
the whole college thing, you know, driving throutpe fraternities, and like
wanted to go to the parties. | just wasn't intat fitee, that wasn’'t me.
Esperanza says that because of her educationyokesrjust kind of reversed for
a little while” but this reversal is likely not stiderm, as she may hope it to be, but rather
heralds a long term reversal of power. The trad&idamily hierarchy of age is upended
by the college opportunity, and the help that Espea is now able to offer is in the form
of middle-class advisement. Esperanza emphasizékrmnving” in relation to her older
sister — and she is a true resource to her faimiilythis assertion of knowledge and
expertise represents a form of interclass commtioiteor way of relating, that working
class people associate with the educated elitelmfile (Frank, 2004). As a college
counselor with a social work degree, Esperanzanaistrelates to her sister on a level of
remediation and pathology that her sister, in fagstles over, asking Esperanza, “why
are you always trying to psychoanalyze me?!”
There are many possible reasons for Esperanzas tma they seem related to a
sense of helplessness. Despite her gains in statajrces, and social/cultural capital,
Esperanza’s ability to change the circumstancéd’siife are still very limited,

illustrating a painfullylived ideological dilemma. This reversal of power dynaaso

emphasizes the opportunities that Esperanza hageshand that her sister wanted so
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much but was denied. Her tears may then also bheeckto the profound unfairness (and
dilemmatic aspect) of the situation. Their parentsre than the world, denied M access
to college — or at least it would seem: M had apoofunity (in the form of a scholarship)
to go to college, but their parents did not petmeit to go. Of course, this can’t be totally
laid at the feet of their parents, who had legiterf@ars about the distancing role that
higher education might play in their relationshiphatheir child. Indeed, they attribute
the emotional distance between their son and steofghe family to his boarding school
experienc®. The fact remains that M was offered one, and only, highly contingent
(sports scholarship) opportunity to access highecation.

There are very limited ways to actually ‘share’ theividualized opportunity that
attending college represents, especially the oppitytto go away to school. M
contributed to Esperanza’s success and yet, shiestane in her younger sister’s success
in the same way that their parents can. Esperantaer sister face each other in a dorm
room that both wanted, but belongs to only onéheftt, and yet is the result of many
contributions. M invested time and energy and pbbbpbmoney to visit her sister in this
setting, attempting to be a part of it (to “vicarsty” live through Esperanza), and it’s just
not available to her. Esperanza doesn’t identityh\whe perhaps naive stereotype of
college life that her sister wants to partake mher sister’s desire to party (“that wasn’t
me”). Within this data set, graduates often desctitemselves in diametrically opposed
terms to their families of origin, and of havingsassfully avoided being like their
family members. The majority of graduates agreéttiey now occupy a different social
class than their family. They understand the défiees between them and their family

members to be evidence of their improvement oebatj.

% Esperanza’s brother attended boarding school luniaship
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M'’s version of this visit would tell us a lot moadout what seems like an
experience of exclusion/contingent inclusion, aridiled attempt to connect across
growing privilege and difference, while family ppestives would also help illuminate
the extent to which graduate’s opportunities arfdesements foster a heightened sense
of relative deprivation for family members. Theastlpoints illustrate the larger
ideological dilemmas within the notion of meritsdussed later in this chapter.

A sense of fraternal relative deprivation (Runcimb®66) was also often
heightened during college for this group of firstagration graduates. For Kenneth, who
left home for a private boarding school during heghool, this sense of deprivation
started much earlier than college, and followed taroollege. Kenneth describes his
initial experiences at prep school by telling meuwthis first roommate:

Kenneth: He was more academically, and socially, and mgnpaéparedfor the

situation than I. He was riehthan I, so you know, | tend to tell my friendsttha

you know, when the Kennedy’s and the [celebritylstus] landed on the football
field, and those that were chauffeured in, and there was Kenneth Washington
getting off the greyhound bus with his duffle b&g. it was really an eye-opening
experience; his big stereo in the room, parentsdayronce a month brought him
care packages, laid some cash on him. For medithat exist. Whenever my
grandma or my mom wegbleto, they would send me things. So | think what |

am getting at, was there was, in the very—it didimkie long for the feelings of

less than, “why me?” and the “poor me’s” to setitimook really.. for me to — it

took a while, it took a long time, | don’t knowttie feelings of less than EVER

passed away. | knew that | wasn’t comfortable witjsituation and | wanted

what they had.

Kenneth’s entry into prep school shifted his refieeegroup to include his new
wealthy and White peers. Although both experieneexe explicit in his interview,
Kenneth’s increased sense of deprivation felt nmaohe salient than did his sense of

advantage as compared to his family and Harlem aamityn— a sense of deprivation that

he says never left him, although his sense oflpgeiin relation to his family has waned
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over time. For Gena, college also reinforced hass®f place in a raced/classed
hierarchy. She began her studies in a Catholicexany school where she was
sometimes sent home for falling behind on tuitwwhjch was a traumatic experience for
her, one that she says was the catalyst for hér jougard higher education. She moved
on to a small progressive public high school, whiebame an emotional and intellectual
haven from her earlier experiences in primary sthad her later experience at an elite
private university, both contexts which underscdreddisadvantaged position in a
raced/classed hierarchy:

April: Do you feel like your college experience affedteav you see your class
identity?

Gena: | think it does. Because whenever, whenever —i@w Itm an alumni—
when | was in college..you know, | remember, yoownyou're just on campus,
and you see all these types of people, and | reraergbu know, girls talking
about..you know, their, you know, their Fendi thisuie Vuitton that, their shoes.
| remember those conversations, and | would alwadysauld always tune it out
because | knew that that wasn't—that | couldn’tllyeangage in that type of
conversation, umm...umm...so | remember that while d tere. When |
graduated, | remember going back to campus, andoeavg a part of this group
of women who..if not, if they weren’t trend settetfeey made history somehow,
or they broke some kind of record or, just phenceh@mmen achieving great
things and it basically infuses you with a senspuwpose, the sense of it's only a
matter of time before | reach my full potential, o it's a very good feeling to
go back..and | guess, you project yourself. Likany mind..I know, | know, |
know where | came from, but | know where | am goinght. | don’t think that
social class is something that's permanent ummieat least. | know some
people itis permanent, they’'ll always be there because theit dee beyond,
they don’t dream beyond, and they don't, you knpush themselves. Nothing,
you know, nothing comes easy in this world. Yougatork hard for it

April: Uh huh. So how—when you were talking about theppeedhe other
women discussing in college about their Fendi bagvhatever, do you think that
had to do with the kind of college [elite] that yavent to?

Gena: Yeah, | knew that. | knew that. | knew that thatlsat that was a part of,
and | knew that ..you know, there was a few of e were smart enough to be
there, you know, just not wealthy enough to begh@rell, we didn’'t have no
resources to pay for it on our own. We were wordhieing there, we just didn’t
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have the money to pay for it, so somebody had yad@ait. Somebody had to do
it, which was nice.

April:  So how did you feel during those like, interactipiike how’d that make
you feel?

Gena:umm..Like, it was a conversation that | couldealty participate in, |

mean, probably some sense of, you know, some séiike unworthiness or like

inadequacy. Um...there was some of that

An intense and distinct merit discourse is apparefdena’s response. She
believes that social class is mutable, and thaehty into college was earned (which |
am not arguing against). Gena is succeeding, rgakia boot straps she is yanking up,
and moving toward her full potential. She may haad less materially in college, but
she returns as a part of a group of “phenomenalemoachieving great things.” Her
understanding of justice centers around merit asgivingness: she was smart enough to
be there, so someone had to pay for it -- suggestjual educational access regardless of
ability to pay, as long as significant effort istporth. But there are contradictory values
within her renderings of merit: on the one hangpoifi work hard, you can expect
success, no matter where you come from — unlesguwste, you come from money, then
you don’t need to work as hard or as much as atRast/historical success (e.g., having
college-educated parents) is still disproportiolyaissociated with the future success of
offspring.

There are also contradictions between ideologiesesft and family (or kinship)
values (as based on care and support, mutualityeed fulfillment versus equity and
quid pro quo). In terms of a lived dilemma, Ger@ais success is not solely based on her
hard work, but also attributable to other contribgtfactors, like the advocacy and

sacrifice of her older sisters. To accept the legity of merit, we have to then
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understand our families as having chosen educatioregbe even professional failure,

by “choosing” not to successfully pursue a colldggree, even in the face of a desire to
earn a degree (e.g. Esperanza’s sister). Gena tefédnose who are stuck in their
working class position as failing to work hard, fdteaming.” And yet, many of her
family members would fall into this category, vitiey the obligation to favorably
evaluate family/in-group members against othersd ilarfact, Gena had a lot of guilt
about the sacrifice of her older sisters, whileuhdeserving yet wealthy college students
still made her feel inadequate despite their itietate/unearned presence.

Graduates like Esperanza, Gena and Kenneth, simeolisly gain a sense of
relative deprivation during college (via upward gmarisons with college peers), and a
sense of relative advantage (via downward compasisoth family members), leaving
them with both a sense of better, and less thantsdbk & Steil (1988) identify upward
comparisons as a potential means of awakeningse sennjustice. In Gena’s case, it
seems that both a sense of injustice (or at ledatirness) and a strong discourse of merit
is awakened or generated. Gena tells me, “Likeyyrmind..l know, | know, | know
where | came fromhut | know where | am going.” (Emphasis added). Shesdd use
the conjunction “and,” to connect her past to heurfe, but instead uses “but,” a
gualifier, signaling a class redemption or remadratather than coexistence of a past
and future versions of self. While the merit disgauis much louder than any structural
critique, the oscillation between the two lived awakences, as the basis of deliberative
thought, nevertheless represents an opportunitthéoconsideration of alternatives and

thus the potential for change.
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Cracks, discursive or otherwise, can lead to diksures. But cracks also
demand repair. The prevalence of the merit diseoursnany of the graduate interviews
might well be indicative of deep fissures in theegmance of that discourse for first
generation graduates like Gena. Perhaps her agsedi her intrinsic worth and
deservingness of her successes are an indicatitie ofeed to continuously maintain and
repair that worth/value, as it is under threat.daedes also confront different value
systems and standards of worth when they movemwahd between multiple class(ed)
perspectives. When you are the first in your fartolgarn a 4 year college degree or
beyond, you move across and between differentr@lltontexts requiring not just
linguistic ‘code switching,’ but a switch in valggstems, and sometimes a reversal in
conceptions of right and wrong, fair and unfairorfira middle class perspective, having
(or achieving) more, always makes you more — thantrinsically better. But from the
perspective of those struggling within the workorgooverty classes, it can also make
you less, especially if one is seen as “showinfyj@fbeing too “proud” of their
achievements (see chapter on better than and gentipride).

The first-generation graduate may also become egedaor identified with a
privileged social group (e.g., the middle classnagers/supervisors or professionals)
that is viewed as exploitive, and sometimes rusityeambitious, and seen as the source
of social injury (Sennett and Cobb). These livddrdimas illustrate larger societal
dilemmas around hierarchical success: On one |lga@ljng ‘place’ requires accepting
hierarchy and inequality; society both reveres pkoeal success, but also reviles certain

expressions of differential success at the same. t8o while notions of merit can be
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subverted and undermined, you still cannot ‘eamiryway out of the constraints of
meritocracy.

The top of the bottom.The relative inclusion that first-generation gratésa
experience within privileged middle-classed insttns, which are constituted on the
basis of exclusion, represents one way this idecdbgilemma gets instantiated in the
lives of participants. The prominence of the ‘beett&n’ sentiment within the data, a
charge leveled at, experienced and narrated kygirseration graduates, coupled with a
deeper awareness of the social and cultural gggasaéng them from their college
educated peers, left many graduitemable to revel in their success or claim class or
family solidarity. As Walkerdine et al (2001) wrjtgéhere are no easy hybrids. Hybridity
may be a cultural and social fact, but it is ndixexd easily in a psychic economy” (163).
The affective poles of both education-related #retthan’ as well as ‘less than’ represent
forms of internalized classism, and is often a sewf emotional as well as ideological
dilemmas. As such, they offer opportunities tornrtgate and challenge -- on the lived

level -- those ideologies that support income atatational inequality.

2) Family Ambivalence About the College-going of Grduates

Working class individuals value higher education tat necessarily to the same
degree that middle class(ed) and credentialed patipl They may respect their family
member’s degree(s) and be curious, perhaps eveousmf some of their experiences,

knowledge and privileges, but not necessarily wadke or without critique. There is

% These graduates — Esperanza, Gena and Kennstvellaas Ernie, Nikki and Wendy, all
attended selective universities, so their expegsmn not represent those who took different
paths to their first degree, like Noreen who toadnmyears or CUNY grads Noah and Una, or
sibling participants, Sharon and Angelica.
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evidence of ambivalence surrounding the collegsuits of graduates within their
families of origin (e.g., the simultaneous encoeragnt of college going and the
communication of negative feelings about the pasiucollege, critique of the college
educated and/or suspicion regarding the valuecotlage degree). Lucas (2011) studied
the messages about higher education and socialitpdhat working class participants
received from their families, and found that thegaived mixed messages in general and
also regarding their paths in particular.
“Family-based messages that socialized or attentptedcialize children and
adolescents for their upcoming careers, were ncélied as simple, unequivocal
messages that pointed one direction or anothetelts participants received a
mix of often contradictory messages that encouragethl mobility (e.g., go to
college, don't work in mines) and social reprodaantie.g., college isn’t
necessary, pursue a working-class jofhucas, 2011; 116).

Similar experiences and perceptions were sharegtdguates in the current

project, as the survey items and open-ended respdietow illustrate:
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% Agree & glsagree
Survey item Strongly Neutral
Strongly
Agree .
Disagree
a) My family is proud of my educational 87.8 9.8 2.4
achievements N=335
b) My parents supported my decision to attend 74 13.4 12.5
college N=335
c) In general, my siblings supported my decisioh7.8 33.3 8.8
to attend college N=326
d) In general, my extended family supported mg2.9 26.4 10.6
decision to attend college N=329
e) | wish my family would have been more 33.1 17.5 49.4
supportive of my pursuit of a college degree
N=332
0 .
Iéoxtremel #lreulteher ST
Survey item y True &
True & nor Not True
Fairly True | Untrue
Some families report having mixed or 29.4 24.2 46.4

ambivalent feelings about higher education,
and/or college educated people. How true is this
in your family? N=330

It's clear from the survey items above that gradsidlt support from their

families for their college pursuits (items b, cdal), and yet, close to a third also

expressed the wish that their families weraresupportive (item e). Again, there is a

notable decline in support for college between pigré) and siblings (c) who were

perceived to be more neutral. Close to thirty petredso reported family ambivalence

about college going and/or the college educated.
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Very few (2.4%) graduates disagreed that their li@sivere proud of their
educational achievements (a). Although the majdelythat their families were proud,
this pride was described in the open-ended follpvitem (analyzed in the first level
analysis) and interview data, as more texturednamed, revealing ambivalence in the
pride across circumstance (being a ‘know it all,downplaying difference), and
individuals (siblings, parents, extended family).

Part of the family ambivalence regarding the calegrsuit seems to be around
its potential to explicitly introduce, increase,reconfigure hierarchy within the family.
Echoing Esperanza’s experience, several graduaasaned their families’
fears/anxiety regarding a potential shift or reggunation of status they associated with
greater educational attainment. For example, Gtadé@b (Female, White, MA, 1995)
stated thatmy dad did not want me to surpass him by goingdibege,” suggesting her
father’s fear that a degree would eclipse the p@fferded him by his age, gender and
parental role. The following graduate responseregiees her father’s support post-
degree, but not pre-college, for higher education:

“One the one hand my family speaks highly of mycation to extended family or

friends, for example, my father has repeatedly saidis sister during an

argument in his defense that he must have donetsmmeight as a parent
because of all that | have achieved. However, beether hand, my father went
out of his way to make my success as difficulioasiple for me while | was

trying to earn my degree = Graduate #291 (White, Female, MA 2008)

Her academic success holds defensive as well aswgd/e power for her father,

and yet, she tells us that he fought her pursuit dégree, perhaps because it similarly

distinguishes her from her father. Ambivalence allo& college enterprise was also
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evident in graduates’ descriptions of family diggggment of the worth and value of the
degree:
“Many family members will turn to my siblings ahtbr help with legal and
other matters, but often will still often exclaimvhit is not necessary to earn a

college degree to be successful.Graduate #285 (Female, BA, Brooklyn
College, 1990)

“My parents asked me if | wanted to go to colleggaid yes. When | would argue

with them over "worldly" issues, they would sté@t i was being pretentious and

getting it from school. When | don't know the answesomething, the response is

"l guess that degree really paid off.” So, it's@win situation.”— Graduate #209

(White, Female, BA, 2006)

Families rely on graduates for the support thay tre able to offer, mainly by
virtue of their college experiences, and yet thegarmine the value and worth of higher
educatio’. Graduate #285's family may be rejecting the eiqnatf a degree with
success (and lack of a college degree with faijuaed working to protect their own
“successful” but non-credentialed identity, whilsaaccepting benefits from their
family member’s education that are expected wikimship relations. For graduate #209,
college was offered as a choice but one that has imeet with mixed emotions and
feedback. She feels damned either way, illustratiegcobbled path graduates traverse
between their families’ mixed feelings around attaént and the cultural imperative to
pursue post-secondary schooling.

Graduates’ examples of their family’s disparagenuémtigher education or the

college-educated, were often described as beingsonse to, or coupled with, some

exercise of power by the graduate or afforded tadupte (as knowledge, expertise,

*0 The (direct or indirect) disparagement of the gesd coupled with the disproportionate
shouldering of responsibility for the welfare oéthfamily was addressed in the previous chapter
on family power relations.
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beneficence; e.g., #285, #209). It was almost asnfe family members were waiting for
an opportunity to highlight the failure of the degr(or graduate) to deliver in some
capacity, or in some way tarnish the perceivedeshirthe degree. Might the families’
disparagement of the college-educated be a defepsssition, the rejection of a
hierarchy which places them at the bottom? Fam#lesse that they are being judged,
and that they will always come up short in suchatgons but they are also suspicious
of the basis of that evaluation. Disparagementadflgate or degree can be an equalizing
measure in graduate-family relations, especialtwben them and graduates who often
have more responsibility and a greater say witamily affairs, who are more valued
socially and culturally, and who are seen as hamoge choices in life. In this sense,
upwardly mobile children of working class familieave to answer for society’s tendency
to arbitrarily punish and reward people through bBypdocial class.
Ambivalence/dilemma over who to send to colleg&Vithin this work, men
entered college because of family support (e.quieEKenneth, Noah, Una’s brother,
Desiree’s brother) whereas women got there in gpigedearth of family support (e.g.,
Una, Angelica, Rosalyn, even Noreen as her famdg utterly neutral about her going).
Ernie has well described the support for collegagdbe differentially had access to,
while Kenneth described the focus on schooling iimother enforced. Noah told me
that he was sent to college because he gradugbdthool at a young age and his
parents insisted he “do something.” All three adg men (Latino, Black, and White
respectively) had older sisters who went to collegly after they had first gone and

completed their degrees and after their sistersalraddy became parents themselves.
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On the other end of the spectrum, several femalgorelents describe
overcoming significant hurdles presented by themifies of origin, in their path to a
college education. Una’s family thought she wastadgnill and “out of her place” for
pursuing school, Esperanza’s parents wouldn’t atloeir eldest daughter to go to
college, though they pushed their next son to dmtrding school (he ultimately
decided against pursuing a college degree), aatlyfiallowed their youngest daughter to
go to college. Rosalyn went to college completelyher own and utterly against the
wishes of her mother, while Noreen’s family saw ¢iecision to pursue college as an
individual choice and were neither actively supperbr against it. Desiree detailed the
many ways that her brother’s education was supgadhte most, almost exclusively,
within her family.

While bivariate analysis of factor scores suggestede family support for
college going for males than females, the interviiaa more clearly demonstrate greater
family support for college offered to male familyembers than female family. Who is
supported/allowed to go to college has reverbegagffects throughout the family of
origin, notably for sibling relationships both bewn siblings (particularly with the
graduate) and between offspring and parents. Twere notable exceptions, for example
Nikki and Noreen. Noreen did not have any brotlagd Nikki explained that she and her
siblings were all supported in their higher edumagfforts, but that only she chose to
seriously pursue it.

Ambivalence regarding the college path was alsdentifor the graduates
themselves, in terms of the benefits associated avitegree, the sacrifices it required and

the hybrid identity associated with first generatgtatus. Graduates were clear that the
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BA was just the “basic” credential, and didn’t aadty constitute “success,” so much as
the first step towards it. For some (female) gedds, pursuing higher education meant
delaying or foregoing starting one’s own familygie Una), or limiting the time and
energy available for their family. Sharon for exdempalked a lot about the intense guilt
she felt while pursuing her accelerated degreerpmgin terms of the extreme
emotional, intellectual, and time demands thatshedies required. In our interview,
Angelica expressed ambivalence about the imperditiy of her 2° child and what it

would mean for her professional and graduate schsmtations.

3) Equality of Opportunity Within the Context of Un equal Educational Outcomes

Equality of opportunity in the context of differedfunequal outcomes between
family members reveals cracks within the discowfsmerit as well as between
contradictory ideologies of family/kinship and o&nt realized through higher education.
The college degree is presented as a universadijaéle, equalizing mechanism (the
great equalizer), and yet not everyone is affottiecopportunity to pursue a degree and
our system of higher education continues to repredixtremely unequal outcomes
across social categories. These meritocratic dilasibecome clearer in graduates’
explanations for different levels of attainmenéxplanations which undermine the
notion of equal opportunity and merit. The contcidn posed by one’s meritocratic
beliefs and a families’ lack of academic and prsi@sal success present graduates with
an occasion to either critique merit ideology, laeit families.

As we have seen in the earlier findings (i.e.tHiesel analysis), many graduates

endorsed multiple attributions for differential éd¢s of educational attainment,
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referencing both situational and dispositional dbators. In looking at the types of
attributions that graduates make, | found that tfégn attribute their success to both
their own personal qualities and/or hard work, a#l as to favorable circumstances
(luck, available opportunities). This strategy ailtiple attributions, with an emphasis on
desire and choice, would seem to successfully affi@ay for graduates to feel positive
about ones’ achievement and self, maintain posiglegionships with family, while
supporting the notion of meritocracy (that is, sbcgproduction). However, given that
ideologies are not pure, but inherently contradictthey remain fundamentally
irresolvable.

The path taken toward ideological resolution setni®e influenced by the type
of relationship with the graduate (i.e., as a siplor parent). Siblings are typically seen
as having chosen -- through bad choices, a la€ifoit or interest -- to forgo a college
degree, while parents are seen as having beerraorest by circumstances or luck. Type
of attribution (dispositional vs. situational) Hasen associated with political position
(Furnam, 1982; Skitka, 1999) and are thus suggesfivdeological commitments; for
example, dispositional attributions for a lack obeomic success are associated with
political positions hostile to the poor and unenypld, while those offering situational
explanations tend to be more supportive of prograemefitting the poor and
unemployed. Therefore, type of attribution may hamempact on specific family
relationships.

The figure of the first-generation college graduaiaforces the possibility,
viability and desirability of upward mobility, byethonstrating the typical rather than

exceptional nature of upward mobility through higkducation. While graduates deny or
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downplay their exceptionalism, the fact of theelétive) educational success
foregrounds the opposite, namely that if desirad¢sss in the form of a college degree
is possible, and an expected outcome provideditiathooses to pursue it, takes
advantage of available opportunities, or (in tmergjest meritocratic faith), makes
opportunities for one’s self.

Given that this accounting strategy hinges on thteon of personal desire and
choice, can we respect the perceived decisiontyhfdo forego higher education, given
what seem like clear benefits of a college degreen if such a “decision” is
understandable and contextualized? Even if we &atlbepexistence of a “choice” to
pursue/not pursue a college degree, it is muchehaodaccept an active decision to be
subordinate to those with degrees, or a willingnedace significantly diminished access
to social, cultural and material resources fordbeation of one’s life. Some graduates
(e.g., Gena) attempted to deal with this dilemmaimphasizing those family members
who have “chosen” not to pursue a degree and whie d@ng well, having reached a
place of stability and satisfaction in life. Thisaptice was actually infrequent and not
sustained.

Siblings also critique or blame themselves forrigilto earn a degree, but don’t
see it as an active choice, so much as the resuftfavorable circumstances and their
own immaturity. From the perspective of a first-geation family member, Desiree, the
middle sibling in a large family, illustrates whiateans to be caught between
conflicting ideologies of meritocratic opportunénd inequitable outcomes, a tension

that doesn’t actually go away even in those caseswa degree is later earned (e.g.,
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Angelica). Desiree discusses her educational matiphasis added], and why she wasn'’t

able to complete the Associates degree prograrstahed:

April: [...] and then so how long did you stay at [CUNY Coomty College]?
Desiree:Well, almost a year and a halfcéuld havefinished but it was—
financial aid too in some ways, and tHemasn’'t motivated like after to, to go
back to college, | don’t know, | just found a jofdal just started working. And
because when | was in school, | was working parétiand was struggling.
Maybe that’s, that’s probably could have been & @fat too. | couldn’t hardly
pay my bills and stuff, so | had to really get & fune job. And then | was trying
to get the classes where | don’t have to—just gglhmawice or 3 times a week,
butthen the financial aid messed upand it just, it just—I guessjust wasn't
meant for me | guess so..l could always go back though
April: Uh huh, sure. Um, | was just—were you living on yown?
Desiree:Yeah, | was living on my own. | had one son at tirag, and | was
pregnant again..with the other child (emphasis diide
Desiree first asserts that the possibility for ctetipn of the program existed (“I
could have finished”), and then begins her explandbr a lack of success with a
situational reason (financial aid), which impethg notions of equal opportunity that she
had just asserted. She then quickly moves to annak attribution (“I wasn’t
motivated”), which likely threatens her self-contegp she must then make the case for
her industriousness (I found a job and started wg)k She takes us to the point where
so many college students — under prepared and sngeorted -- find themselves:
caught between two competing areas of need: the: toegork (i.e., earn) more, and the

need to work less (i.e., study more), in orderecuse a degree. This is complicated when

the college student is also a parent, as earndegeee is seen as the best/only way to
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prepare for a career and support a family, andhgetvorking class family is
oppositionally positioned to higher education.

The resolution to this dilemma between parentirgyattainment lies in a
requisite path to the milestone: one first goesoltege and earns a degree; then become
partnered and then parents. Other configuratiodspaths to a degree in conjunction
with parenthood are not supported, though theypaneetimes forged by dogged crusades
to do so. Desiree concludes fatalistically (anotiipe of attribution) that college wasn't
meant for her, and yet, incredibly follows up tpatnt with an assertion that the
successful completion of the AA degree is stillbagbility. This back and forth
represents a continual threatening and then repaioth her self-concept and the equal
opportunity ideology, which must then be repaim@uy to be temporarily resolved in the
notion of her ‘choice’ — that is, on the backslodge the worst off, while the figures of
Angelica and Sharon (who went back to school to #agir degrees long after their
younger sibling did) forever “prove” or become eande that it is indeed possible, no
matter what obstacles stand in the way.

The overwhelming presence of merit discourse withendata illustrates its
ubiquitous nature, constant availability, and idgidal dominance. The lack of political
will around college access initiatives, and theiganeglect of the educational needs of
working class and minority students at the citgfestand federal levels is justified by the
fact that opportunities are found or created bgé¢hihe most dedicated, or the luckiest.
Psychologically it means that first-generation giatds and family members incorporate
and take up such narratives of merit and deseiogit themselves in relation to one

another, adopting the discourse of meritocracywayaof interacting with one another.
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This often leaves the working class family and gedds in conflicted relationship with
one another, suspicious that those who don’t aetsawilar levels of success are
responsible for their disadvantage, or that theylbaing critically judged, particularly by
family, for failing to earn a degree or for havidgne so thanks to undue advantage.
Graduates also though respond to and defend #aitiés against unspoken, but
assumed dispositional attributions for their fagsliack of school-based success, while

defending themselves against charges of undue tab&an

4) Dilemmas Regarding the Kind and Quality of Intevention That a College Degree
Represents

One ideological dilemma identified in the literapreviously presented,
concerns the outcomes associated with higher edadat first-generation college
graduates. Much psychological research emphasieesmotional turmoil and relational
conflict that first-generation college graduate®fexperience, due to their differential
social and material advancement. On the other lrethdiational and sociological
literatures focus primarily on the fiscal outconsésttainment for working class
graduates, which tend to emphasize the positivesgai higher education. Within this
mix of gains and losses, there are many ideologibanmas surrounding the kind of
intervention that higher education represents forking class families.

To discuss this dilemma, a distinction needs tanbde between those outcomes
associated with the intervention of the collegeegignce -- of having successfully
navigated an intellectually, emotionally and psyoaally trying (as well as enriching)

terrain of higher education -- and those outconses@ated with the introduction of
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disparities, specifically in attainment, within tfamily of origin. In the context of family
tensions and a reduced sense of intimacy withiriaimly that she attributed to her
higher education, Esperanza told me that “this @lesiperience has kind of changed
everybody.” She was talking more about the intréidacof disparities, and the resulting
tension between her and her older sister, thaeffeet of her college experiences per se.

As primarily an individual accomplishment assoailateost with changes in the
life of the graduate, the degree typically traredahto increasing disparities between the
graduate and other members of the family of origot,just in terms of attainment, but
also in the material resources that a degree exeded with, such as professional
opportunities, quality of life (i.e., access to lleaare, housing, social cultural capital).
These graduate-family disparities are commonly ssesources of tension, conflict and
relational distance within families. Expressionenfy and relative deprivation did
emerge in participant narratives of their familyndynics, especially in regards to
graduates’ relationships with siblings. Parentsenarle to (mostly) live vicariously
through their children, and even if they didn’t alyg or explicitly encourage or support
their efforts, they were still very proud of thgnaduate children in a non-competitive
way.

The 4-year college degree, increasingly a meadwiass status, is also the
justification or accounting, for differential outo@s. The introduction of disparities in
educational attainment could exacerbate competiéilations within the family,

especially if higher education is seen as a saasmurcé’. Deutsch (2006) lays out

*1“Thus, in most social media and social contexperéeived similarity in basic values” is highly
suggestive of the possibility of a positive linkdgeween oneself and the other. However, we are
likely to see ourselves as negatively linked iroatext that leads each of us to recognize that
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differences in cooperative versus competitive retet “Thus, cooperation induces and is
induced by perceived similarity in beliefs andtatdles, readiness to be helpful, openness
in communication, trusting and friendly attitudesnsitivity to common interests and de-
emphasis of opposed interests, orientation towah@rmcing mutual power rather than
power differences, and so on” (p30). Many of theipi@ants have described the reverse,
that is, characteristics of competitive relationthua their families, like poor or limited
communication, lack of common interests and cotees and highlight their differences
(e.g., describing themselves as diametrical opgssit

Within families, as in our society, social clasatgs can become a basis of moral
exclusion. Competing discourses of moral exclusiandeployed by both graduate and
family, with graduates positioning their families lass capable, less intelligent, falsely
conscious, generally prejudiced (especially ractit$functional, uninformed, and
apolitical; and with families pushing back or iating the exclusion in the face of radical
transformation of one of their own, with even mdogmatic conservative beliefs,
critique of the more credentialed, degrading thespitiand value of a degree, etc.

This would seem to over-determine the probabilitlikeelihood of feelings of
dissatisfaction, frustration, and feelings of inquigcy within some individuals, and pride
and efficacy within others. The social stratificatiof emotions (Turner, 2010) is the
inevitable result of unequal opportunity for socr@bility, within a context of abundant
hope, aspiration, intense desire — expectation,dearse above one’s current position.
Turner (2010) argues that “emotions are also thsted unequally; and the unequal

distribution of negative emotions (often combinathvpositive emotions) can become a

similarities in values impel seeking something ikah scarce supply and available for only one
of us” (Deutsch, 2006; 31).
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high octane fuel behind social movements and dtvers of restive collective action”
(p195).

It is of course more complicated than a dilemmandividual versus group gain,
where the graduate benefits the most. Envy, fomgike, is not always a negative
outcome. If the object of envy is understood tebmed, then this “benign” envy is
associated with the inspiration (Lockwood & Kunil@97) and motivation of others, as
in Angelica’s case, rather than when the basisey és viewed as unearned, which
results in “malicious” envy (Van de Ven, Zeelenbé&r@ieters, 2009) (e.g., Esperanza’s
sister and Desiree). These two categories of affeetcomes are also not entirely
distinct, but dynamically interrelated. Both atterglcollege and disparities in attainment
often have an effect on the interdependence ditindy; there is a shift from a family’s
dependence on parents and older siblings, towardréduate as a primary family
resource; while at the same time, the graduatdaadso develop self-reliance, and
depend on support from outside of the family tocessfully navigate the college setting.

The college experience is associated with a ghiftarld view and growing
differences between the graduate and the famityigin. Through their higher education
experiences, graduates questioned previously ledief® and values like religion,
political affiliation, social mores, and culturalgberences. Ernesto talked in our interview
about the role that college played in the evolutbhis views about gender relations and
sexuality. He reported growing up in a very maclusmlture and indicated that as the
first male child in his family, he occupied a plaafeparticular privilege. He described
being “waited on hand and foot” by his mother aistess. His view of gender relations

was challenged in the college setting, and heaulgftersity with a more critical view of
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his ethnic culture as well as of his upbringing. &t indicated that he was more or less
“homophobic” upon entering college, until he becarose to queer-identified people at
school.

Ernesto also reported leaving college much lesgioek than when he entered
school. However, several members of his family nemary involved in their church. He
felt that the religiosity of some of his relatiyeevented him from speaking more often
and more openly with them about all aspects ofifeisHe identified his sister, Angelica
who also after many years earned a 4-year degsghedamily member he felt closest
to. Interestingly, Ernesto identified the religitysof some of his family members as the
explanation for the distance between them, althaughs his beliefs rather than theirs
that had changed the most dramatically. This cdusaling of the lack of closeness
between him and others in his family because ofgiee differences, suggests a shift
toward more middle-classed values characterizdibbyalized views.

Liberalization of cultural and political views thrgh the schooling process (e.g.,
religion, relativism, entitlement, questioning aftlaority) introduces distance and limits
common interests between the graduate and famntilg. Shift to more middle class
values was associated by family with a sense afugt elitism: graduates believed or
worried that their families thought that the gratdusaw themselves as more evolved and
of a higher caliber than the rest of their familgrd there is evidence that many
graduates, like the public in general, do accepbnse of graduate superiority. At the
same time though, the broadened perspective gairmdlege supported graduates’
ability to contextualize their families’ social ptien, and recognize the situational limits

facing their parents and siblings as well.
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All participants represented the college degre pasitive intervention in their
lives and the lives of their families. Graduatédse Esperanza, describe the tremendous
personal impact of a college education on the tuafitheir life — in fact, several
graduates stated that their lives would be “midetabithout a degree. Overall, though,
her earning a college degree constituted a positteevention for Esperanza and her
family, including her older sister who she speailig had conflict with. The exception
might be Desiree, who gained only very minimallpeamically, and experienced a lot
of negative dissonance about her own lack of edutatsuccess, and perceived
degradation in her relationships with her degreelings. On the ideological level, the
theoretical dilemma around what kind of interventacollege education constitutes, lies
between higher education as an intervention prarggiersonal, social and broad
economic growth; and higher education as for-pegiterprise that undermines family
bonds in its production of corporate success thtangonsistent and uneven individual
successes.

5) Dilemmas Regarding The Role That Higher Educatio Plays in Social
Reproduction: College as The Great Equalizer?

Our dominant meritocratic ethos is characterizedilgmmas about who is (and
should be) served by higher education, and thenexevhich education acts as a critical
interruption of inequality, or as a primary mechsamiof social reproduction. A recent
front page story in the New York Tinfésprofiling the thwarted college dreams of three
working class young women — and the close to 18a@er responses it garnered — offer

explicit evidence of our cultural grappling withgtspecific dilemma. In the US, we have

*2 Deparle, J. (2012, December 23). Poor Studentsy§le as Class Plays a Greater Role in
SuccessThe New York TimeRetrieved from
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/12/23/education/poardents-struggle-as-class-plays-a-greater-
role-in-success.html
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a well (over) developed capacity to aspire, andraderdeveloped ability to aspire
beyond (or question) economic mobility. Collegefimst-generation graduates bolsters a
culture of aspiration for working class familiegdayet, the real supports that might
allow others in one’s family, or community, to esecure similar levels of attainment
are crushingly restricted. Bullock & Limbert (200®int out that only a third of young
people are upwardly mobile relative to their pasgand people in Canada and many
European countries), and yet, “more people in tB& ltbday than 20 years ago believe
in the possibility of upward mobility” (221). Peqpsour increased faith in social

mobility is evidence of the diminished chance diiaging it -- We are even more in
need of the hope that comes with it.

There is an abundance of evidence and examplbg ofays that higher
education functions to maintain stratification lage and social class (e.g., high stakes
testing, tracking, privatization of academic supgocost). Given the significant
differences in power and social position associatgla the college degree -- even while
such benefits remain uneven and are diminishiisgeially justice minded citizens must
ask whether higher education in its current capasijtor could ever be, an appropriate or
effective vehicle for working class liberation.

Progressive educators frame education as a pdteehiecle toward personal and
social liberation (e.g., Freire), typically thoughis “conscientization,” demands a certain
kind of education, education that is critical ancbanponent of an ongoing social justice
practice. But this type of education is not eaaigessible or generally sought, at least
not to the same degree as is education for so@hllity (see Schnee, 2009). A relevant

and related dilemma was identified by Lehman (200%)s study of first-generation
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college students in Canada. He found that whemudssieg their early experiences in
college, working class students often referenceibates about themselves that they
associated with their working-class positional#yg(, being hard-working, loyal),
establishing their moral superiority over uppesslaeers and both justifying their place
in higher education as well as legitimating theirquit of upward mobility. Several
participating graduates (like Gena, Esperanza)lailymiwrestled with the conflict
between their sense of moral superiority over ugfasssed college peers, and their desire
and deservingness to also be in the college setting

Social mobility may constitute an interruptionasfe’s personal inequity, but
doesn’t necessarily translate into a more generalation of inequality of the family or
community within the larger society. Overall whdalegree can facilitate a broader, if
not more critical perspective, it also indoctrirsaggaduates within the language of
capital, individualism, hierarchy and middle-classalture and values. | asked in the
literature review, how the middle-class social ustbn of one family member might
affect other family members’ sense of justice, meeexhibited as a belief in a just
world or as critical consciousness around clasmgements. This work illustrates that
graduates’ success does provide evidence of merhgthening support for the ideology
of equal opportunity and yet, the disparity in egtianal attainment across siblings also
demonstrates the limits of meritocratic ideologynedl.

Tell people they are inferior, they are unlikelybi® pleased, but this surprisingly
rarely leads to armed revolt. Tell people that tlaeg potential equals who have failed,

and that therefore, even what they do have thayotlaleserve, that it isn’t rightly theirs,
and you are much more likely to inspire rag&raeber, 2010; 8).
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Graeber’s statement could be applied to both edeamtialed family members as
well as to first-generation college graduates, ¢hmslege graduates who have sacrificed
much to find themselves with fewer options thancoaited, reduced likelihood of
moving into a higher social class than their paegtaduates who grew up believing that
a college degree is the “great equalizer” who extiend themselves on the losing end of
a crush of similarly degreed individuals fightingeo fewer jobs. A sense of injustice and
righteousness are resources that can potentialliyate® action for change (Deutsch,
2002). And a sense of injustice seems to be mewed for family members of
graduates, who come to have in their sibling ar@safly “similar other” to compare
their quality of life to, than it is for graduategho are grateful for their opportunity and
successes and often feel incredibly lucky.

However, the career paths that these graduatestaken on are not necessarily
radical (though some would qualify as such), bupihg ones, like social work
(Esperanza, Noah), advocacy (Gena, Una, Wendygatidn (Nikki, Frank), organizing

for social justice (Wendy, Roz) or a combinationnig)**

, that could be argued to both
undermine as well as further social reproductidiil, $rese jobs are positions of
social/personal care operating (mostly) outsidectirporate sector.

Higher education creates disciples who are algwmers, agitators as well as
promoters of the American dream, who support thiege path as an imperfect, unequal,
but ultimately available path (for a lucky few). ty# is precisely a diffuse assembly of

disillusioned and overwhelmingly college educatgidens who spawned the OWS

movement, demandingHe occupation of our educational system so thahggeople do not

*3 Una began her career in the corporate sectombuéd on to a advocacy position in a non-
profit, Sharon hoped to leave her administrativeimmn to be a school psychologist. Noreen and
Kenneth were employed outside these fields atithe of interview.
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exchange formal education for debtor status incam@my that is failing through no fault of their

own” (Watkins, 2012; p3)Consider the rage of this “99% ,” whose exprassiof anger at
what they perceived to be a broken social contrete become sparks, waves,
communities of protest and unrest. This group ajdly college-degree holding
dissenters demonstrates that neither higher edmcatr hard work will necessarily
protect or guarantee a standard of living aboveefgystable employment or afford the
chance for social mobility.

Consider also though the desperate hope of therb8%ment, a group critical of
the OWS movement, who insist that the Americanmrefiequal opportunity is alive
and strong, while the protesters represent lazadietrs. These seemingly distinct
positions exist in tension, each side connectirtgone of higher education to notions of
social class as something solid, and weight-beaflihg tension between these two social
movements seems to represent different sidesarfar ideological dilemma around the
contested morality of the working class with thawlitaneous desire for upper and
middle classed outcomes, as well as the accepteal mandate for social mobility.

While class mobility is possible and available dong first generation college
students through the pursuit of higher educatioa;dpposite, revolt or rejection of this
stratifying regime, simply isn’t yet viable; critig in this project is heard only from the
very bottom (e.g., Desiree and other working pobo\are critical of the college
educated, and suspicious of its pursuit), and geihthere are few viable alternatives to
college for class mobility, higher education foagsens other than credentialing (See
Schnee for an exception), or alternatives to atassility itself. A diverse public has
demanded and gained access to higher educatiole, trbiupper and middle classes

have responded with increasing credentialism anvared supports.
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To be seen as an avenue toward social equalitysystiem of higher education
must work to illuminate and make explicit the hidded inherent contradictions in the
American Dream mythos. The questions that we asfate and deliberate, the dilemmas
that we expose and interrogate, may one day bewttetnstitutional adaption and
change. This change may not be necessarily lieraiut it may perhaps be a competing
model of education with an ethos grounded in inohs rather than exclusion, horizontal
rather than vertical growth, mutuality and a conosith strengthening relational bonds

rather than the bolstering of one’s individual atesiresources.



226

Discussion

“As long as social change fails to bring about edudbr all — as long as upward
mobility is an individual phenomenon — these upwandobile working-class authors
must chronicle the psychological costs of that titghi(Christopher, 2002; p. 81).

| agree with author and scholar, Renny Christoghentreaty for working class
authors to, “chronicle the psychological coststhair mobility and yet her analysis of
the “suicidal” socially mobile protagonists withiimerican literature (and social
psychology’s rendering of the upwardly moBfjecannot be made about the participants
in this project, illustrating the need for reseanrshof social class, subjectivity and
education to more critically evaluate both the ligmas well as the losses associated
with high levels of educational attainment withiire tworking class. This investigation
attempts to move us -- as a discipline in generdledducational research in particular --
toward a more comprehensive accounting of the itngiaibe college degree for working
class families. A full accounting is imperativeyegn the importance/power that is granted
to the college enterprise as a great equalizindhar@sm -- of individuals, communities,
and nations.

To do a true accounting, we must consider the rmom@&mic “returns” of degree
attainment to include social, psychological, aridtrenal variables, and to also expand
our unit of analysis beyond the individual gradu&tanclude families of origin, created
and claimed families, and communities of affiliatidlthough the compelling dynamic
of loss and tension are presented here as wallptbject identifies some of the diffuse
social psychological gains of a college degreeiwiborking class families that go

beyond fiscal returns; including gains in graduageslity of life, an expansion of

* See my review of literature
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educational aspirations and outcomes of family memsilpersonal and family pride, an
increased sense of self efficacy, and the gaingéidyalb act as a resource to one’s family
of origin.

This project is also about what happens when igitoap relations shift to inter-
group relations with the introduction of additiomald explicit forms of hierarchy (e.g.,
educational attainment), specifically within worginlass families. | asked (imperfectly
and incompletely) what role higher education pliawythis shift from inter to intra, and
how this reconfigured relationship (or dynamiciyrglerstood and negotiated by
graduates and more limitedly, by their familiesisTielational analysis assumes that even
those who don’t experience an explicit ‘interventiso to speak, are never the less
affected by the experiences, outcomes, and poaltigrof important others who do.

This framing of educational attainment of first-geation college graduates as a
form of family (and not just individual) interveon, challenges our understanding of the
function, aims and value of a college degree mfam intervention focused on
improving the life of the individual, to a considéon of a whole new set of questions
with the potential to actually raise a family, ameaunity, and a nation — and not just in a
limited economic sense. It also informs our underging of the kind of support
educational institutions need to offer working sléamilies if they are to truly include
them in higher education initiatives. For examghese findings suggest that certain
families (e.g., those with more than one child sthaiith disparate higher education
experiences across siblings), may be more likeBxfmerience education-related tension,

and conflict within the family given the currentrobte of high college aspirations and
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attainment-attributed benefits, with the growing gaattainment rates between low-
income and non-low income groups.
Extending the Literature ...

Conceptually: This dissertation uses ideological dilemmas adymtive site of
inquiry, not to expose contradictions within respes) or participants, as these are an
inherent aspect of human response, but to empyianhlyze the cracks within the
ideologies that we understand to be common sernge ifeerit, family, fairness,
achievement, mobility) — these nested dilemmasedlivelational, institutional and
ideological) are the basis of social deliberatenmg consequently support the
consideration of alternatives (Billig, et al).

Billig, et al. (1988) identify and analyze the c@dictions that exist (e.g.,
indoctrination versus elicitation, p.62; or autlypsiersus democratic equality) within and
between foundational ideologies (e.g., educatiematracy), and address the ways in
which individuals confront such dilemmas. | extéhid analysis of dilemmas to also
analyze the ways in which people confront ideolabilemmas encountered within
relationships; i.e., within dyads and families.isTéonceptual approach is distinct in that
it investigates the lived experience of ideologiigsonance and affective dilemmas,
inviting a look into the ways that people negotistieh ambivalences relationally.

Moreover, this dissertation specifically frames wWaaking-class family,
particularly those including a college graduateamsmportant real world relational
context for the negotiation of social power, pegé and educational/class difference —
and as such, presents researchers with a previoeglgcted but potentially productive

site for engaging social justice research and boliaive analysis.
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Interclass sibling relationships present an impantasearch context that is
different from the class relations with one’s paseRarents often hope that their child
goes beyond them in social class in a way thaingidl- our first set of peers — don’t
necessarily. If we are marrying across social atedg rarely, and the rate of social
mobility is dramatically reduced from past levelgen inter-class sibling relationships
may in fact be the most significant cross-classraattions many Americans will have.
These relationships thus can productively infortmogarship on interclass relationships
outside of the family as well.

Methodologically: Methodologically, this project contributes to gwial
psychological literature by connecting social lepleénomena (i.e., the discursive and the
ideological) to the relational and psychologichftpugh the use of a mixed method
design. By asking questions of “variance” as welt@ocess” questions (Maxwell,
2010), | have brought disparate theoretical stgraas and findings into dialectical
conversation with one another to offer an integeatook at how disparate levels of
educational attainment operates within nested whignalysis (individuals, within
families, within social/identity groups, withinstitutions?> within ideologies).

The diversity of participants (i.e., by race/etlyicgender, college type, and year
of first degree) also addresses sampling limitatioihearlier research while the relational
inclusion of family perspectives and focus on pastege, rather than current or recent

college experience, also extends previous resessigns.

**| only minimally address institutional dilemmasgsAyala (2005) for an investigation of
institutional dilemmas
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Policy Implications

Within this project, disparities in educationakatiment are associated with
increased cultural differences, and relationalagisé between first-generation graduates
and their families and communities of origin. Aettultural level, Americans are
currently more likely to marry outside their raaereligion, than across educational
levels (Lewin, 2005). Economically, the collegedwestial has taken a hit in terms of
“return on investment” (i.e., increasing unemployineates for degree holders at all
levels, over-qualification of the job market, sogrstudent debt) as we find ourselves in
the midst of what some pundits fear is a studeam ltoubble” not unlike the housing
bubble. All of these circumstances more signifigaand negatively) impact first
generation college students and graduates, dentatidihwe pause before jumping into
a national push to raise the number of collegewatf® and come up with some
alternatives — not only to mobility through higlest., but to social mobility itself.

Together, the findings herein suggest at leasethadicy priorities with the
potential to reduce interclass disparities: 1) gfwadly extend the privilege of higher
education backward across generations, especiaty ghat the college aspirations of
older siblings (perhaps even for some parentshaéeain intact within many families,
and heightened by the achievement of the firsted?) establish multiple pathways to
the positive outcomes currently most associateld aitollege education -- that is,
meaningful/meaningfully compensated employmentess¢o full social and political

participation and valued social status; and 3)ied to reduce the disarticulation

*® http://www.whitehouse.gov/the_press_office/RemarkBresident-Barack-Obama-Address-
to-Joint-Session-of-Congress/
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between the working class graduate and familytti@tollege experience often
introduces.

Extending the privilege of higher education to preious generations.
Extending the privilege of higher education to ieajenerations is especially important
as college aspirations live on within many familgmbers (e.g., older siblings, and
perhaps even for some parents) beyond traditiaoige age, while the supports for
non-traditional college students remain extremelystricted. Both older and younger
siblings of graduates in this study expressed #s&re to continue their education.
Parents expressed their desires for college ipalsetense, as graduates indicated that
college was something that their parents would hi&ee to pursue when they were
younger. But perhaps this aspiration or desirdaseaa in the past only because the
material supports for the pursuit of college aspts or older adults simply do not exist.
Making college accessible across a range of gaoesatather than limited to a narrow
age/developmental range, and widening the suppmds so, would specifically benefit
the working class, who tend to enter the workfand start families earlier than do upper
classed groups, who may need more time or prepdorbe college-ready, or may
need/desire to complete a degree over time, acaalarated programs. The traditional
but arbitrary trajectory of college going is mosited to upper and middle classes.

The structure of university and degree requiremalsts privileges single
individuals (“Bachelors”) over parents, particujanhothers. Participants in this project
established over and over again the inherent inatitmippty of motherhood and the
pursuit of a college degree. An instance of becgmmegnant or having a child was

sufficient reason to explain — without any elabiorat-why a woman (a relative or self)
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didn’t go further in school; illustrating the oppii@nal relationship between
education/scholarship and family.

There are many policy innovations that could coroenfreframing the
parameters of a legitimate college student to fecase broadly on sending working
families rather than just select individuals. Exd&spmight include family-based
recruitment strategies, family-based tuition rat@shat parents and siblings of differing
ages could simultaneously enroll at a discount §&dmee, 2009), worker education
initiatives, and a commitment to open admissions.

The need for multiple pathways to upward mobility.College access initiatives
for working and poverty class youth are desperateded, but college shouldn’t be the
one and only means of securing meaningful, andwatety compensated employment,
nor the singular entry point to sociopolitical pegation and social status. Affordable
and accessible degree programs are increasingy{wath the much discussed shift from
state funded to tuition funded schools, deep redogtin federal grants for students,
remarkable debt burdens of even the “average” geltgaduate, and the reduction of
need-blind admission policies); projected job gtovstprimarily in positions that will not
require a 4 year degree, and there is currentlg@anally high unemployment rates for
recent graduates (Washington, AP; April 23, 20¥2hile the BA/BS degree is now a
necessary but not sufficient credential to secusdity employment or establish a career,
there are few real alternative routes to any ecanseturity open to the working and
poverty classes.

Current policy efforts are focused on extendingdbkege opportunity as a

means of broadly distributing those benefits asdediwith a degree, namely stable
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employment, a living wage, safe and meaningful pation, quality of life benefits
(health care, housing, vacations, etc.). Even thaugny job positions don'’t currently
depend on skills or knowledge specifically gainedallege, and the wide spread
acknowledgement that a degree justifies differemcesitcomes rather than causes them
per se — our country in general, and the workiag<lin particular, may be better served
by more equally distributing those benefits dingcit through a range of post-secondary
options. Support for an expansion of such alteveatbutes to mobility have the potential
to reduce the disparities in earnings, social/caltaapital, and opportunities between
graduates and the rest of their families.

Reducing Disarticulation between first-generation gaduate and family. The
impact of higher education within first-generatfamilies and communities has often
been the introduction of cultural and identity-lhsiferences and relational distance,
along with the range of more identifiably positmatcomes. Discord and tension within
first generation families are attributed to theggeences. Along the same lines,
Americans are currently more likely to marry ougsttieir race or religion, than across
educational levels (Lewin, 2005), making the fgsteration family one of the few
places where people currently interact across enunckevels. The role that college plays
within the credentialed classes (i.e., upper amdttaiclass) differs from the role it plays
in the working and poverty class, in that it in@es solidarity and similarity instead of
distinction (Bourdieu, 1984) and disarticulatioriieeen graduate and family.

Colleges and universities must find ways to mowably extend the college
experience and credential, without that achieveraksat acting as a significant distancing

mechanism within working class families. Currenijudent support services geared
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toward first generation college students (bothrenihnd campus-based materials)
typically only mention the working class family ldsely sources of stress and tension,
rather than as sources of support for either stualeimstitution. Some colleges suggest
that students try to include their families in thamllege experience, but institutions do
not yet include families in their institutional qugot efforts. Instead, they offer
suggestions for what non-traditional students aatoetter acclimate to their
surroundings, or ways to successfully locate amjtaahal support. Comparable
suggestions for institutional or social changerateh less visible, or publically
advocated.

As Jennifer Ayala has argued (2005), it is impdrthat institutions be receptive
to strengths that working class students brindgpéir tcampuses, specifically their deep
commitment to their families and communities, anderstand them as models
informing potential change at the institutionaldevrhis would require a more tectonic
shift away from a focus on production and accunnhatturning away from an anxiously
aspirational culture toward one emphasizing refeinp, service, deliberateness -- shifts
being advocated by social theorists like Tim Jank&witish economist, who argued in
the New York Times (May 2§ 2012) that there are natural limits to growth and
productivity. Jackson goes on to argue that, “A lelset of activities that could provide
meaningful work and contribute valuable servicesn@®community are denigrated
because they involve employing people to work wigkotion, patience and attention.
(...) In short, avoiding the scourge of unemploymmaaly have less to do with chasing
after growth and more to do with building an ecogahcare, craft and culture. And in

doing so, restoring the value of decent work taightful place at the heart of society.”
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These “decent” positions — or “low productivity”cder jobs within the caring professions
(medicine, social work, education) and craft indaest(from carpenters to musicians) --
are also “denigrated” as lower classed jobs typiddled by those from the working and
poverty classes. Greater support and developmentabf jobs, along with family wages
for service workers, have the potential to makéegel a deliberate choice for those in the
working class (instead of the only option). Policiiatives should focus on increasing
paths to socioeconomic stability, minimizing the gra the life chances and choices that
exists between the educated and less-degreededndmg the disparities in cultural
capital between college graduates and others.

Limitations

Sampling. The primary limitation of this work is the limitetumber of family
member participants. While | avoided relying onlatesmale sophomore sample of
convenience, the limited number of family particifgin this project hindered a fully
relational analysis and emphasize graduate voggegeriences, and concerns. Although |
had envisioned a study with a balanced ratio oflgage and family voices, actualizing
that parity presented a challenge.

Relying on the internet as a recruitment tool pthgeole in this, as poor and
working class Americans have significantly lessmmkccess. Data was also collected
before the wide adoption of “smart” phones whichrently offers people with limited
material resources access to the internet, evdroutiregular computer access. It was
also a mistake to view first-generation graduagea aecessary port of entry to non-
credentialed family participants rather than gaiivgctly into working class

communities and asking people to talk about thgixeeences with and feelings about
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college graduates in general and the college attaih and aspirations of their particular
families. Although a person may identify in ternigheeir social class, they do not
typically or consciously identify themselves inrtex of their relationship to the one or
two college graduates within their family.

A specific focus on family would have changed treeywapproached family
members from a focus on the gain or accomplishmoktite graduate only, which framed
the family in terms of an implied deficit, to a dyuof higher education within working
families, regardless of the attainment of familymbers. This problem or limitation
became clear only in my own reluctance in the nésv setting, to ask certain questions
that could only have been asked from the vantage pban educated person, and my
own awkwardness talking about my work when apprimacfamily members.

| have dealt with this imbalance, in part, by egitlly take the position of families
and over representing the voices | do have. Fuagearch would do well to have a clear
focus on family voices and to over sample familymbers, particularly parents and
extended family, as well as male voices.

Through this research endeavor, | have learned rabeht the interview process,
about my own response (of anxiety, resistance, gm@ad identification), and the need
in the future to be open and curious about strangt®ns instead of fearful of them. |
learned as much from reading the transcripts ofnmgrviews as from the actual
interviewing, particularly the need to follow up tre knotty, and emotionally laden

aspects of the interviews, instead of abandoniamtfor safer, or more abstract ground.
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Future Directions

This project was also about finding relevant poftentry (research directions,
agendas, priorities) into psychological questiongmily, relationships, higher
education and social class. This project has doaie dffering several possible avenues
for future research. Conceptualizing the workiragsslfamily as moving from intra to
inter-group relations opens up a set of theorefreaheworks with which to productively
investigate higher education and social classekample, investigating the working
class family as a “contact zone” (Torre, 2010).r€éaeminds us in her employment and
revision of contact zone theory, that a “shift emes brings an awareness of the context
of contact — of history, power, and place. It emages an analysis that braids individual
moments to the larger sphere of social relatiomsitie, 2010; p.149). Framing the first-
generation family as a real world occurring contamte — one infused with personal and
family history, emotion, deep longing for conneaotis well as psychic resistances --
would allow an engagement of the inherent powdedihces as a way of knowing,
texturing, and informing our analysis and creatidi®rre, p. 155).

The first-generation family also offers a rich reaidrld — and relational -- context
for a social psychological investigation of soctntity; for example, the application of
a more general identity formation model as endobse@ross (2011). As well, these
findings around reconfigured power relations witimsgroups could inform analyses of
similar intra-cum-inter group dynamics. We tengtivilege the experience of the
individual who has made a mobility shift up and tie transformation that takes place
within the individuals who stay behind in one cdpaor another, or the groups they are

members of; For example, the process that tranasex@n undergo in their social
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transition from female to male, has primarily bé@restigated from the individual
perspective of the trans male, while the commusiitiey leave in varying degrees
remain under-examined (this is less the case &octimmunities that trans-women leave
behind; see Boyd, 2003). Another possible exangulpptentially relevant domain is
within the disability community, when a disabledgmn pursues chooses to more
typically participate in society, such as in theeaf cochlear implant patients, which
inevitably impacts those within a vibrant deaf conmity who choose not to or don’t
have the opportunity to, as well as effecting Hrgér typically developing/participating
community as a whole. There are likely many moreiptal areas (e.g., disparate
immigration) that not only these findings, but thegiestions could fruitfully inform.

The conclusions drawn from this work also infornmiclal research, suggesting
under what circumstances we might expect to seeased tension and conflict within
families or between persons differentially expetiag shifts in mobility and/or higher
education (or some other valued but scarce comsjodihis work also supports clinical
practice with clients attempting to deal with issuelated to class and credential-related
family dynamics. Future related research investigainore deeply the ways in which
individuals consciously and unconsciously atteropesolve or negotiate such dynamics
will have multiple invested audiences.

The quantitative attribution findings also cracleom range of new research
paths: what for example, is the relationship betwegtribution type and quality of family
relationships (in terms of education-related temsand family closeness)? Some of the
guantitative survey findings hint at a positiveatednships between Family Closeness

and situational attributions for success (for eéhf and Other); and Family Support and
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situational attributions. Given the focus on sigltensions, one might evaluate whether
there are differences in family tension, closerasbsupport between families with one
child, or those with more than one (within workiclgss families). And alternately,
possible relationships between family tension adoedhucational attainment and
dispositional attributions for college going. Iretfactor analysis, two items that | thought
would fall into the Educational Tension factor §dmetimes downplay my educational
achievements” and “I watch the level of languaged”) were not related to reported
levels of education-related tension within firshgeation families, which might be
because these behaviors represent attempts toeredanflict and tension. The
relationship then between practices which mininditerence (including attribution
style) and aspects of family relations (e.g., deotifension, closeness) — specifically the
presence, strength and direction of such relatipssh represent another potential

contribution to the fields of social psychology adlication.
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Final Thoughts

PROSPECTIVE IMMIGRANTS PLEASE NOTE

by Adrienne Rich (1962)
Either you will
go through this door
or you will not go through.
If you go through
there is always the risk
of remembering your name.
Things look at you doubly
and you must look back
and let them happen.
If you do not go through
it is possible
to live worthily
to maintain your attitudes
to hold your position
to die bravely
but much will blind you,
much will evade you,
at what cost who knows?

The door itself
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makes no promises.

It is only a door.

So much about this poem is relevant to the classigmant that the first
generation college graduate often is. The consexgsenf crossing and not crossing the
threshold of the door, which increasingly is thedim a college or university; like the
risk in remembering instead of forgetting your namko gave it to you and where you
come from. Things will look differently, doublejgte layered, perhaps veiled, which
Dubois’s John taught us so much about; a warniagdtossing is leaving, and while you
may be able to peer back at the goings on, youarager change them, as you are no
longer of them. There is honor in staying, but aeprivations and “blindness”es:
shifting consciousness, raising it and otherwisgh(ee, 2009). The door is (and isn’t)
only a door; sometimes it's only a window; it's &éd “Promise,” but doesn’t always
lead one there.

Our relationship within/to educational institutiosisapes our foundational
psychological notions of ontology, epistemologygugy relations, and identity. Schooling
plays a constitutive role in how we come to know anderstand ourselves as
individuals, as group members and members of sodrir subjectivities are
substantially forged via our educational succeasésfailures (Lucey, Melody &
Walkerdine, 2003; Walkerdine, 2003), in turn, singpour interpersonal relationships,
our ways of relating and of communicating, andeny understanding of personal rights

and responsibilities.
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Family, as a group context, has been “relativeyleeted by social psychology as
a topic for focused study in their own right (Luc@@06; p67). Families, understood as a
private domain, are seen as insulated from “out@deial influences and also not seen
as influencing the social. The force that educasooften only limitedly understood as
an individual status shift up, is also demonstrétgthe force that it has on families and
communities...pushing them apart and pulling thenetiogr in different ways, shaping
interpersonal relations, ways of communicating eelating, influencing the very way
that family members — educated and non-educatke alcome to see themselves within
and through an educational intervention.

Helen Lucey (2006) advocates for a shift from thaertraditional social
developmental rendering of families (i.e., how fiasi affect individuals), to a
sociological social psychological approach to faesil which acknowledges and
addresses “societal processes and the ways in weslk impact on family structures
and practices” (Ibid). My analysis of the impactdidparate levels of educational
attainment within working class families takes hjs research agenda, supporting
Lucey’s argument that, “...families afford fascingtipossibilities for an emerging social
psychology in which the individual is not studieslisolated from social, cultural, and
structural processes. The study of families, tlweegfcan shed valuable light on power
relations and situated knowledges and attempatestend individual-social and agency-
structure dualisms” (Ibid, p68).

Lastly, | want to acknowledge the intentional aleseaof my own story as a first-
generation college graduate. My primary reasomérncluding an auto-ethnographic

look at my own history and family dynamics is thatanted to be able to meaningfully
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represent the wildly diverse perspectives of mepts and siblings within a family
narrative — and that story is just not ready tavbigten yet, while the stories shared with

me by these, often incredibly open, and always gerse participants were.
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Appendix A Recruitment Materials

Graduate Interview Recruitment Flyer

Are you the first person in your immediate family to earn a college
degree?
Do you have more education than other members of your family?

If so, please consider participating in an interview about your
experiences and opinions.

| am a graduate student researcher who is interested in speaking with
people who are the first in their family to earn a college degree, about
how their education has affected their lives and their relationships
with family and friends.

If you are interested in talking about these issues in an interview,
please email me the following information:
e Highest degree earned,
e The year you earned B.A./B.S,;
e And a few sentences about how you feel/think your family
regards your educational accomplishments.

If you selected for an interview, you will receive $25 for your
participation.

| also plan to interview family members of 1% generation college
graduates, so those who are interested in interviewing a family
member (you both would receive $25 stipend), or think a member of
your family would like to be interviewed by a researcher, will be given
priority in participant selection.
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Graduate Survey Recruitment Posting to Alumni Listerves

Subject: Do you have more education than the rfegiur family?
Dear [University/College] Alumni,

Are you the first person in your family of origio €arn a 4-year degree (or higher)? If so,
please consider completing this survey about ygpegences and opinions.

My name is April Burns and | am a graduate studesg¢archer in the Ph.D. program in
Social/Personality Psychology at the CUNY Grad@sater. | am interested in hearing
from people who are the first in their family tarea 4-year degree, how earning a
college degree has affected their lives and tidationships with family and friends.

Researchers don't often get the opportunity to frean first-generation college

graduates, so your voice is very important to us.

This anonymous survey takes 10-15 minutes to campled can be accessed at:
https://app.formassembly.com/forms/view/63408

**There is also a similar survey for the FAMILY-MEBERS of first-generation college
graduates, a population that has not yet beengepted in social research. Whether you
decide to complete the above survey or not, plaEseconsider forwarding the link to
this family-specific survey (below) to family menrbavho might be interested in
participating.

Family-specific surveyhttps://app.formassembly.com/forms/view/44473

Sincerely,

April Burns,

CUNY Graduate Center

Doctoral Program in Social/Personality Psychology
365 Fifth Avenue

New York, NY 10016-4309

aburns@gc.cuny.edu
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Family Interview Recruitment Flyer

Does one member of your family have more education than the
rest of your family?

If so, please consider participating in an interview about your
experiences and opinions.

| am currently a graduate student in psychology and am studying how
differences in educational level between family members affect
people and their relationships with family and friends. | am looking to
speak with people whose brother/sister or son/daughter earned a
college degree, but no one else in the immediate (parents/siblings)
family did. And if you are the first in your family to earn a 4 year
degree (like | am), pass this on to any family you think would be
interested in talking with me.

If you are interested in talking about these issues in an interview,
please email me the following information:

* Your highest level of education;

* Your relationship to the person with the highest level of education in
your family;

If you are selected for an interview, you will receive $25 for your
participation.

April Burns

Aprilburns72@gmail.com

Graduate Center, City University of New York
365 Fifth Avenue, 6th Floor

New York, NY 10016
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Family Survey Recruitment Flyer

Does one member of your family have more education than the rest of your
family?

Is your brother/sister or son/daughter the first person in your immediate family
to earn a college degree?

If so, please consider completing an online survey about your experiences and
opinions. Survey participants are automatically entered into a raffle for $25
(several awards, 1 in 25 chance of winning).

| am a graduate student researcher who is interested in learning from people
whose son/daughter or brother/sister has more education than the rest of your
family (minimum of a 4 year college degree). | am studying how educational
differences within families affect people and their relationships with family and
friends.

This anonymous survey takes 10-15 minutes to complete and can be found here:
https://app.formassembly.com/forms/view/44473

April Burns,

CUNY Graduate Center

Doctoral Program in Social/Personality Psychology
365 Fifth Avenue

aburns@gc.cuny.edu

If you are interested in talking about these issues in an interview, please emalil
me the following information:

* Your highest level of education;

* Your relationship to the person with the highest level of education in your family;
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Appendix B Consent Forms
Graduate Consent
Dear Participant,

My name is April Burns and | am a graduate student in the Psychology Ph.D.
program at the City University of New York. | am conducting a research project
about first-generation college-graduates and their families. | am sending this
letter through your former high school in order to locate individuals who may be
interested in participating in this research.

The purpose of this study is to better understand how a college degree affects
first-generation college graduates and their families. | am particularly interested
in how a college education impacts family relationships.

You are not required to participate in this research study. Participation is
voluntary.

If you agree to volunteer, you and one member of your family (of your choosing)
will be asked to participate in 2 interviews. You will each be interviewed
separately once and also interviewed together once. In the interview | will ask
you general questions about your educational experiences, your family
relationships and your thoughts and opinions about educational opportunity in the
United States. You will not be evaluated or tested in any way.

The interviews will take place at a mutually convenient time and place, and will
last approximately 1 hour each. Study participants will receive $25 per interview
($50.00 total) as compensation for their time.

The anticipated risks of participating in this research are minimal, although some
participants may feel uncomfortable or anxious thinking about and discussing
aspects of their educational and family experiences that are, or were, difficult or
less than satisfying. However, you do not have to respond to any question that
makes you uncomfortable, and you may also end your participation at any point
during the interviews. You will also have the opportunity to review the transcript
of our conversation(s) and provide clarification of facts and offer your own
interpretations or opinions.

Even though you will not directly benefit from participation, you will be helping
educators, researchers and schools better understand how the path to a college
degree affects first-generation college students as well as their families, hopefully
to improve the way that schools support students and families.

All information you share will remain strictly confidential. This means that your
name or any other identifying characteristics will not be collected or saved with
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your feedback. | may publish results of this study, but no names of people,
schools, communities or other identifying characteristics will be used in any of the
publications.

If you have any questions about this research, contact April Burns at (917) 647-
9392 or email me at aburns@gc.cuny.edu. If you have questions about your
rights as a participant in this study, you can contact Kay Powell, IRB
Administrator, The Graduate Center, CUNY, (212) 817-7525 or
kpowell@gc.cuny.edu.

Yes, | would like to participate in the study of frst-generation college graduates and
their families. The researcher has answered all ahy questions about the project. |
was also given a copy of this form.

(please circle one) Yes No

| agree to have my interview audio-taped, and have my transcript be used in the
study:

(please circle one): Yes No
Participant's Name Participant's Sigreatur Date
Investigator's Name Investigator’'si&iture Date

Please indicate here if you would like a summarthefstudy findings [circle one]:

Yes No

Address to which study findings should be sent:
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Family Interview Consent Form
Dear Family member,

My name is April Burns and | am a graduate student in the Psychology Ph.D.
program at the City University of New York. A member of your family (possibly
your son, daughter or sibling) is taking part in a research project that | am
conducting about first-generation college-graduates and their families. | am
sending this letter through your family member to see if you would be interested
in also participating in this research.

The purpose of this study is to better understand how a college degree affects
first-generation college graduates and their families. | am particularly interested
in how a college education impacts family relationships.

You are not required to participate in this research study. Participation is
voluntary.

If you agree to volunteer, you and your family member will be asked to participate
in 2 interviews. You will each be interviewed separately once and also
interviewed together once. In the interview | will ask you general questions about
your educational experiences and your family relationships. | will also ask about
your opinions on educational opportunity in the United States. You will not be
evaluated or tested in any way.

The interviews will take place at a mutually convenient time and place, and will
last approximately 1 hour each. Study participants will receive $25 per interview
($50.00 total) as compensation for their time.

The anticipated risks of participating in this research are minimal, although some
participants may feel uncomfortable or anxious thinking about or discussing
aspects of their educational and family experiences that are, or were, less than
satisfying. However, you do not have to respond to any question that makes you
uncomfortable, or you may end your participation at any point during the
interviews.

Even though you will not directly benefit from participation, you will be helping
educators, researchers and schools better understand how the path to a college
degree affects first-generation college students as well as their families, hopefully
to improve the way that schools support students and families.

All information you share will remain strictly confidential. This means that
participant names or any other identifying characteristics will not be collected or
saved with their feedback. | may publish results of this study, but no names of
people, schools communities or other identifying characteristics will be used in
any of the publications.
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If you have any questions about this research, contact April Burns at (917) 647-
9392 or email me at aburns@gc.cuny.edu. If you have questions about your
rights as a participant in this study, you can contact Kay Powell, IRB
Administrator, The Graduate Center, CUNY, (212) 817-7525 or
kpowell@gc.cuny.edu.

Yes, | would like to participate in the study of frst-generation college graduates and
their families. The researcher has answered all ohy questions about the project. |
was also given a copy of this form.

(please circle one) Yes No

| agree to have my interview audio-taped, and have my transcript be used in the
study:

(please circle one): Yes No
Participant's Name Participant's Sigreatur Date
Investigator's Name Investigator'srature Date

Please indicate here if you would like a summarthefstudy findings [circle one]:

Yes No

Address to which study findings should be sent:
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Appendix C Survey

CUNY FIRST-GENERATION COLLEGE GRADUATE SURVEYefgiites in
Educational Attainment within Families

Do you have more education than the rest of your faily of origin? If so, complete
this survey about your experiences and opinions.

[and if you are damily member of a first-generation college graduate, pleasepteta
the survey located hdre

My name is April Burns and | am a graduate studethie Psychology Ph.D. program at
the City University of New York. | am conductingesearch project about first-
generation college-graduates and their familietled} “Differences in Educational
Attainment within Families: Cause of Pride, Cortftic Complication?”

The purpose of this study is to better understawd differences in educational
attainment within families affect people and threlationships with family and friends.

TO PARTICIPATE IN THIS STUDY, you must be the figgérson in your immediate
family of origin (i.e., your parents and siblings)earn a bachelors (or 4-year) degree.
You must also be 18 years of age or older. Padimp is voluntary.

The study is expected to take approximately 10-15inutes to complete.

The anticipated risks of participating in this r@s# are minimal, although some
participants may feel uncomfortable or anxiouskimg about aspects of their
educational and family experiences that are, oewdifficult or less than satisfying.
However, you do not have to respond to any questianmakes you uncomfortable, and
you may also end your participation at any pointlgking "enter" at the end of the
survey page.

Even though you will not directly benefit from paipation, you will be helping
educators, researchers and schools better undeistanthe attainment of a college
degree affects first-generation college studentsedlsas their families, hopefully to
improve the way that schools support students amlies.

If you agree to participate in the study, an IDewedll be assigned to your responses.
Your ID code will not be linked to your name at goint during or after the study. You
will remain completely anonymous, except in thergvbhat you include your e-mail
address at the end of the survey. You have a nighto provide an e-mail address, in
which case there will be no information that tiesi yo your data.

If you have any questions about this research acoitpril Burns at (917) 647-9392 or
email me at aburns@gc.cuny.edu. If you have questbout your rights as a participant
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in this study, you can contact Kay Powell, IRB Admtrator, The Graduate Center,
CUNY, (212) 817-7525 or kpowell@gc.cuny.etu.

| have read this page. | understand that clickingl@agree" below | am at least 18 years

of age, and am consenting to participate in tresaech study. E | agree to participate

in this surveE | am not interested in participating in this survey

7

Demographic Information
What is your genderE MaIeE Female

How do you identify racially/ethnically',_ White, non-HispaniI,_ Black, non-

Hispani(r Hispani(l- Asian/Pacific Islander American Indian/Alaskan Nati'l-,

Other

How many siblings (brothers/sisters) do you hg Pease seect. -~

What is your highest level of educational attaintlien
Please select... j

In what year did you earn your highest degll

In what year did you earn your Bachelor's degl,, .

Family's Level of Educational Attainment
What was your mother's highest level of educatiattainment at the time you started

coIIege’.J j

What is your mother's CURRENT highest level educeti attainment?

| [

What was your father's highest level of educati@ati@inment at the time you started

coIIege?I lﬂ

What is your father's CURRENT highest level of eatianal attainment?

| [

4" There were two versions of this survey, one for GUMumni and non-CUNY alumni. This is
the CUNY Version. This survey has been very miniynatlited for length
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Please indicate the highest level of educatiorialrahent of your sibling(s) who went

-

the furthest in schocJ —

College Information
Where did you primarily live while attending colkg)

w

What was your college majol

Which CUNY college did you earn your Bachelor's ndaegfrom?E Baruch College
» Brooklyn CoIIeg«E City CoIIegeE City TecrE College of Staten |S|aIE
Hunter Collegp John Jay Colleg,[; Lehman Colleg[; Medgar Evers Colleg,[;
Queens Colleg,[; York Colleg(E Other/Non-CUNY College or University

Which Non-CUNY college or University did you earowy Bachelor's degree from?

What type of college/University (public or privaiiyl you earn your bachelor's degree

from?l Lﬂ

How satisfied are/were you with your college expm'e’.J lﬂ

COLLEGE EXPERIENCES: Please indicate how much y@REE or DISAGREE
with the following statements.

e | basically got through college on my own.
Earning a college degree has been my most impataamplishment so far.

e My family played a big role in my decision to attiecollege.

e My parents supported my decision to attend college.

e | wish my family would have been more supportiveryf pursuit of a college
degree.

e In general, my siblings supported my decision terat college.

e In general, my extended family supported my denistoattend college.

e Onascale of 1to 5, please indicate how much gauming a college degree has
effected your life.

e On ascale of 1to5, please indicate how much gauming a college degree has
effected your PARENTS’ lives.

e Onascale of 1to 5, please indicate how much gauming a college degree has
effected your SIBLINGS'’ lives.

e On ascale of 1to 5, please indicate how much gauming a college degree has
effected your CHILDREN'S lives.
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On a scale of 1 to 5, please indicate how much gauming a college degree has
effected the lives of your EXTENDED FAMILY (grandmets, aunts, uncles,
cousins, etc).

FAMILY RELATIONS: Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the
following statements about family relationships.

My family is proud of my educational achievements.

My family thinks that | should have achieved mdrart | have so far.

In my family, my education is frequently a topicd$cussion.

In my family, my education is sometimes the caugermsion.

In my family, my education sometimes makes othemimers feel uncomfortable.
My education effects how my family treats me.

| would describe my family as especially close.

My family really understands me.

My life would be very different if | had never fstied college.

My family’s life would be very different if | hadat completed college.

| usually consult with my family about big decisgoar problems.

My family usually comes to me to discuss their degisions or problems.

| sometimes downplay my educational achievememtisral some members of
my family.

Compared to other members of my family, | recepecsal treatment in my
family. 1 worry a lot about how my family will thinor feel about me.

My family thinks my accomplishments are a much bigdeal than | do.

My opinion holds a lot of weight in my family.

| watch the level of language | use with less etketanembers of my family.
We can talk openly about almost anything in my tgmi

PERSONAL BELIEFS: Please indicate how much you ageeor disagree with the
following statements.

With hard work, anyone can succeed educationally.

If given a chance, anyone can earn a degree.

Earning a college degree means that people regpechore.

People with a lot of education tend to judge thogh less.

The chief benefit of a college education is thatdteases a person's earning
power.

College was something that my parents wanted tsuyeubut didn’t have the
opportunity to do so.

College was something that my sibling(s) wantepurcsue, but didn’t have the
opportunity to do so.

| work as hard or harder than anyone else in myediate family.

Getting an education just wasn’t very importanitry parents.

Getting an education just wasn’t very importantriy siblings.
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Why do you think you were the first in your famity earn a degree?

]

W

4| 3

How important are the following matters to you persnally?

Influencing the political structure of the countL j
Becoming successful in one’s own business.
Being successful in my line of work.

Being able to find steady work.

Being well off financially.

Becoming an authority in a given field.

Being a leader in my community.

Getting away from this country.

Giving my own children better opportunities.
Having leisure time to enjoy interests.

Living close to parents and relatives.

First-Generation Experiences: Please indicate how mth you agree or disagree with
the following statements

My education provides a resource for my family mensb

There are important differences between people avithllege education and
those without.

| belong to the same social class as my familyrigfir.

| have changed social classes from the social tigiesw up in.

| believe that things are improving for poor andrkig-class people.

| believe that a college education changes a pdmdhe better.

The fact that | have completed more formal educati@an anyone in my family
has negatively affected my relationships with myifg members.

Some 1st generation graduates say that becauleioétlucation, they see the
world differently than the rest of their family [tics, likes/dislikes, culture,

religion]. How true is this in your famiI)J j

Please explain or give an example of this expeeienc

Some families report having mixed or ambivalentifggs about higher education,
and/or college educated people. How true is thigour family?

-

Please explain or give an example of this expeeienc
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Social Class Information

Think of this ladder as representing where people stand in their communities.
Feople define community in different ways; please defing it in whatever way is most meaningiul
to you. At the top of the ladder are the people who have the highest standing in their community.
At the bottom are the people who have the lowest standing in their community.

Where would you place yourself on this ladder?

Please indicate which rung you think you standtahia time in your life, relative t
other ople in your communit)I j




Think of this ladder as representing where people stand in the United States.

At the top of the ladder are the people who are the best off — those who have the most money,
the most education and the most respacted jobs. At the bottom are the people who are the
worst off — who have the least money, least education, and the least respected jobs or no job.
The higher up you are on this ladder, the closer you are to the people at the very top;

the lower you are, the closer you are to the people at the very bottom.

Where would you place yourself on this ladder?

10

Please indicate which rung you think you standtahia time in your life, relative t

-

other people in the United Statwl

Which of the following best describes your currgrain daily activities and/c
T ,I Please select... j
responsibilities
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With regard to your current or most recent job\attj in what kind of business or

industry do (did) you work
For example: hospital, newspaper publishing, nraiéohouse, auto engine
manufacturing, breakfast cereal manufacturing.

What kind of work do (did) you do? (Job Titl ,
For example: registered nurse, personnel manageenasor of order department,
gasoline engine assembler, grinder operator.

Do you currently owe student Ioar,[,:, YesE NOE | have already repaid my student
loans

How much do (or did) you owe in college Ioall- j

How much did you earn, before taxes and other dexhs; during the past 12 months?

=




Appendix D Factor Analysis

Initial Eigenvalues
% of
Component] Total Variance |Cumulative %
1 5.748 31.934 31.934
2 2.712 15.066 47.000
3 1.765 9.804 56.803
4 1.295 7.196 64.000
5 .829 4.606 68.606
6 719 3.992 72.598
7 .642 3.566 76.164
8 .632 3.512 79.676
9 521 2.892 82.568
10 .509 2.826 85.394
11 457 2.539 87.934
12 418 2.325 90.259
13 .365 2.030 92.288
14 .319 1.774 94.062
15 311 1.730 95.792
16 281 1.561 97.352
17 .253 1.403 98.755
18 224 1.245 100.00d
KMO and Bartlett's Test

Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling .854
Adequacy.
Bartlett's Test of Approx. Chi-Square| 1957.00
Sphericity 7

Df 153

Sig. .000
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Initial | Extraction
My family played a big role in my decision to attiecollege. 1.000 .692
My parents supported my decision to attend college. 1.000 .803
| wish my family would have been more supportiverf pursuitf 1.000 .656
of a college degree.
In general, my extended family supported my denistmattend | 1.000 574
college.
On a scale of 1 to 5, please indicate how much gauming a 1.000 .667
college degree has affected your PARENTS’ lives.
On a scale of 1 to 5, please indicate how much gauming a 1.000 .684
college degree has affected your SIBLINGS’ lives.
On a scale of 1 to 5, please indicate how much gauming a 1.000 .643
college degree has affected the lives of your EXDER
FAMILY.
In my family, my education is sometimes the caudermsion. 1.000 .682
In my family, my education sometimes makes othemivers 1.000 746
feel uncomfortable.
| would describe my family as especially close. 1.000 597
My family really understands me. 1.000 .689
| usually consult with my family about big decissoar problems| 1.000 .630
My family usually comes to me to discuss their égisions or | 1.000 591
problems.
My opinion holds a lot of weight in my family. 1.000 499
We can talk openly about almost anything in my tgmi 1.000 .559
The fact that | have completed more formal eduoati@an 1.000 .710
anyone in my family has negatively affected mytietaships
with my family members.
My education effects how my family treats me. 1.000 597
Some families report having mixed or ambivalentifggs about | 1.000 .500
higher education, and/or college educated peope: true is
this in your family?

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.
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Component

FamSupp

EdTension

FamClose

FamEff

My parents supported my decision to atte
college.

My family played a big role in my decision
to attend college.
In general, my extended family supported]
my decision to attend college.

| wish my family would have been more
supportive of my pursuit of a college degr
(Reverse coded)

In my family, my education sometimes
makes other members feel uncomfortablg
In my family, my education is sometimes
cause of tension.

My education effects how my family treats
me.

The fact that | have completed more form
education than anyone in my family has
negatively affected my relationships with
family members.

Some families report having mixed or
ambivalent feelings about higher educatig
and/or college educated people. How trug
this in your family?

My family usually comes to me to discuss
their big decisions or problems.

My opinion holds a lot of weight in my
family.

We can talk openly about almost anything
my family.

My family really understands me.

| would describe my family as especially
close.

I usually consult with my family about big
decisions or problems.

.907

770

734

729

.881

.802

7192

.702

.594

- 779

-.720

- 717

-.662
-.652

-.631




On a scale of 1 to 5, please indicate how
much your earning a college degree has
affected your SIBLINGS'’ lives.

On a scale of 1 to 5, please indicate how
much your earning a college degree has
affected the lives of your EXTENDED
FAMILY (grandparents, aunts, uncles,
cousins, etc).

On a scale of 1 to 5, please indicate how
much your earning a college degree has
affected your PARENTS’ lives.

-.821

-.794

-.769

263

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.
Rotation Method: Oblimin with Kaiser Normalization

a. Rotation converged in 10 iterations.
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Appendix E
Coding structure to Open Ended item 1 (OE1)
“Why do you think you were the first in your family to earn a degree?”

In this first open-ended survey item, graduatesvesked to account for their
differential educational success, specifically exphg why they succeeded when others
in their family (i.e., their social position) didbt The coding structure for this first open-
ended item, generated from initial readings ofdat, consists of 4 main coding
categoriesDispositional SelfandDispositional Family Situational SelfandSituational
Family. The general character and parameters of eachated#escribed in the
appendices:

Dispositional attributions regarding SELURese are attributions made by

respondents that relate to:

a. aninternal and stable aspect of selfive, determination, being an
“over achiever,” love of learning or school, resilce, ambition, not
willing to settle, high self-esteem, motivatedfeliént personality than
rest of family; or to
b. an action taken or effort exert&by self “I| pushed forward,” “|
created a support network,” “I took opportuniti€sOnly one willing

to take on the costs of education,” “I worked hatdidn’t give up,”

“saw value in a degree” or to

“8 Personal action/effort is here considered a disipoal attribution as the action is used
narratively to represent/reflect some internal aspéself, and functions to set the graduate apart
from others in the family in a fundamental and Eatay.
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c. a participant’s personal goal or desire8:wanted it,” personally
important, desire to learn, “hungry to grow my bhrainterests,
curiosities;

d. participant’'sdesire to escapdrom an anticipated fate or future they
didn’t want; for example,

e from deprivation desire to escape from a hard life and poverty
(but not necessarily from family per se), from autintellectual
and spiritual deprivation,” to escape the fateldeosiblings
and parents who had to work too hard for too little

e Negative Role modelsamily members as examples of what
not to do; didn’t want to be like parents and frieni@snily
members as negative role models

e Freedom:from dependence on others, from gender roles; the
desire for independence from family

Dispositional attributions dFAMILY members are attributions that relate to:

a. an internal and stable aspect of members of respaisd FAMILIES
“passive,” Parents/siblings were “not as motivdtedto

b. to an action NOT taken or effort NOT exerted byillamembers
family members did not work as hard; or to

c. alack of interest or desire of family membesiglings “weren’t

interested,”
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Situational and unstable attributions of SELF: éhaee attributions that relate to
the external/situational and unstable aspectsspioredents’ context that
contributed to their educational success:

a. opportunity:Graduate was first with opportunity, “lucky”

b. external support and encouragemesupportive family; influential
adults, parents, teachers, mentors; social andgressure; “family
sacrifice,” influence of degreed spouse who sugabor motivated
them

c. family or community expectationgarents’ expectations: Siblings
didn’t go to college so they had to; family prigrfor them to go,
family pushed them; peer pressure; Birth order.(@geither oldest or
youngest); Culture/ethnic value (e.g., Asian);ublitf parent’s
(thwarted) desires to get an education; desireakenfiamily proud,
“promised grandmother” she would

Situational attributions and unstable attributioh&AMILY members: these are
attributions that relate to the situational andtaible aspects of family member’s
context: e.g., Grads were first to earn a degndglmecause parents lacked

opportunity, had children or had to work.
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Appendix F -- Interview Questions
For Family Members

Background:

Tell me a bit about your family: where did you grap? What was your community
like?

Tell me about your experiences in school. [Probbatdid you enjoy most/least
about school?]

What did education mean to you growing up? Whasdomean to you now?

How did your economic situation or social class tadtect your life growing up, if
at all?

Educational expectations:
a) For self
e Growing up, what did you think you would end uprapfor a living?

e How close is that to what you currently do for woMhat kinds of work
have you most enjoyed doing?

e Was college something you ever considered for wir&Vhy/why not?
e Is it something you consider for yourself now? Wity not?

b) For children
e Was college something you considered for your cardgrandchildren)?

¢ When did you know your child/sibling was plannimggo to college?
[Why do you think they decided to pursue a degree?]

e How did you feel about the decision at the timeWHio you feel about it
now?

e What do you think that college was like for them?
e How do you think having a degree has affected thetheir life?
Family:
a) How close would you say your family is now?

e Do you usually consult with your child/sibling (gi@ate) about big
decisions or your problems? [Do they consult you?]

e How would you describe your conversations with yfamily, particularly
your (graduate) child/sibling? [How often, and blgay means, do you
most often communicate with your family? What iatthke for you? For
them?]
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e What kinds of things do you talk about? [Are thénags that you don’t
talk to your family about, but wish you did/could?]

b) What's your relationship with your child/granddisibling like? [Has it
changed over time?]

e What aspects of your relationship are you mosssati with?
e Describe a time when you felt particularly clos¢htem.
e Are there areas of your relationship that you wige different?

e How does the fact that your child/sibling went tdlege and earned a
degree affected your family, if at all? [communicat closeness,
resources?]

e Some 1st generation graduates say that their ednadtanged their lives.
Has the fact that your child/sibling went to cobechangegour life at
all? [Has it made you think about yourself or therld any differently?]

Response to Interpretations:

e Some families and graduates report having mixeahdrivalent feelings about
higher education. Has that ever been an issueolooy your family?

e Some 1st generation graduates say that becauseioétlucation, they see the
world differently. Do you think that is true in yotamily?



269

For Graduates

College experiences

e How did you make the decision to attend collegeaidid your family think
about this decision? [Probe: How supportive weey tf your efforts?]

What was your college experience like? [How did gaperience social and
academic life?]

How has having a degree affected your life, ifl&t fwhat did you take away
from your experience besides a degree?]

What did education mean to you growing up? Whasdomean to you now?

What did it mean to your family? What do you thibkneans to your family
now?

Family life

e Tell me a bit about your family: where did you grap? What was your
community like?

e How close would you say your family is? Whom do Yyeel closest to?

e Describe a time when you felt particularly closeeonnected to your family (or
family member)

e Do you usually consult with them about big decisi®io you go to them with
your problems?

e How would you describe your conversations with yfamily? [How often, and
by what means, do you most often communicate votlr jamily?]

e Are there things that you don’t talk to your famallgout, but wish you did/could?

First-Generation status within the family

e How do you think your family evaluates your lifecttes? How about your
siblings’?

e Does that differ from howouunderstand the choices you’'ve made?
e Why do you think you were the first in your famtty earn a degree?

Consequences of higher education

¢ Would you say that your educational experienceg ltlnanged you? In what
ways? [How would you describe yourself comparegaiarself before and
during your educational experience?]
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e Has the fact that you have completed more formatation than anyone in your
family affected your interactions with family menmb@ [do you think they see
you/themselves differently at all?]

e Describe how these changes came about. [Weregpeuoific events or people
who prompted these changes?]

Current family/living situation

e Describe your present living context (children?tRen? Career/job?) Are
your educational experiences still influencing ybig? How? [How do they
influence the decisions you make or present ralahgps?]

e What do you see for yourself in the future?
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