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Abstract
Completing college is associated with tremendous benefits in American society
(Carnevale et al., 2015). Yet, while college access has expanded dramatically over the past halfcentury, graduation rates remain frustratingly unequal by class, race, and parental education
(Cahalan et al., 2019). Much of this disparity is due to factors that occur before students step on
campus, however, scholars have also begun to focus on processes during college that lead to
divergent outcomes (Armstrong & Hamilton, 2013; Stevens et al., 2008). However, most of the
research on the within-college processes that shape inequality has left out the most common type
of four-year college experience: public regional comprehensive universities (RCUs).
Understanding what shapes inequality within RCUs is essential because these institutions
educate the majority of all low-income college students and students of color (Bowen et al.,
2009). In theory, this should make RCUs better at serving these populations, but unequal
graduation rates reveal that is usually not the case.
In this dissertation, I use a series of in-depth interviews with 49 students to study the
dynamics shaping the first year of college at one RCU, pseudonymously called Middletown State
University (MSU). I find that MSU has an institutional culture of regional affordability that
supports the inclusion of white, working-class, first-generation students. While this creates a
context where first-generation students persist at the same rate as continuing-generation students,
it has two key limitations. First, because the institution fails to recognize important differences
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among first-generation students, the context of regional affordability does not support the
inclusion of low-income students of color. Second, even though working-class white students
feel included, middle-class students are still more likely to experience greater benefits from
college. Ultimately, this dissertation finds that regional universities like MSU are uniquely
positioned to support less-advantaged students, but unless they recognize and include all the
educational, racial, and class differences that students bring with them to college, RCUs will still
reproduce inequality on campus. This research expands our understanding of how the
intersectionality of students’ backgrounds shapes inequality, and it highlights the need for better
understanding of the institutional cultures of regional comprehensive universities.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Completing college is associated with tremendous benefits in American society. College
graduates, on average, make over one million dollars more than high school graduates in their
lifetimes (Carnevale et al., 2015) and those with bachelor’s degrees also report greater health and
wellbeing (Mayhew et al., 2016).1 In order to pursue the benefits of a four-year college degree,
the most common path that students take is attending a Regional Comprehensive University
(RCU). These public institutions enroll about 37% of all four-year college students (Grubb &
Lazerson, 2005), including the majority of all low-income students and students of color (Ciocca
Eller & Diprete, 2018). They are especially critical because they represent the ideal that college
is possible for all: RCUs are generally the most accessible and affordable four-year college
available. Despite this promise, however, graduation rates from RCUs are low and unequal.
Nationally, only 51% of students who enroll in RCUs graduate within six years, and that rate is
substantially lower for first-generation students, low-income students, and students of color
(Bowen et al., 2009).
In order to understand the causes of these divergent college outcomes, scholars have
historically examined factors that occur before students step on campus, such as differences in
K-12 schooling, family incomes, and parental education (Stevens et al., 2008). While these precollege factors are critical, they do little to help identify what colleges themselves can do to
create greater equity. Consequently, scholars have begun to study the cultural processes during
college that lead to unequal outcomes. However, most of the existing research has focused on
selective schools, so we do not know how these dynamics play out at less-selective colleges like
RCUs. For example, scholars have highlighted the culture shock and marginalization that low1

Throughout this dissertation I use “college” to refer to four-year colleges, not community colleges,
unless otherwise noted.
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income students experience at predominantly high-income campuses (Jack, 2014; Lee, 2016;
Torres, 2009), but those experiences might differ at RCUs, which are often majority firstgeneration and low-income (Stich, 2012). Studies have also shown how selective institutions
prioritize the social and professional status aspirations of middle-class students over the more
concrete mobility orientations of first-generation students (Armstrong & Hamilton, 2013; Stuber,
2011) but that dynamic is likely to be different at RCUs, which have more practically-oriented
missions and less emphasis on social life (Mullen, 2010). Thus, while there are reasons to believe
the campus environments of RCUs could be more equitable for low-income and first-generation
students, unequal graduation rates imply certain processes of inequality still exist at RCUs.
Along with helping us understand the causes of unequal graduation rates, studying the
institutional contexts of RCUs can deepen our knowledge of other ways that RCUs shape
students’ trajectories. For example, there is a growing body of research at RCUs that has found
that students do not acquire the same cultural and social capital as students at more selective
institutions; this means that even those who graduate from RCUs are left at a disadvantage when
looking for jobs after college (Mullen, 2010; Stich, 2012). While these previous studies have
deepened our understanding of RCUs, they have generally looked at the student body as a whole
or focused on the dichotomy between middle-class and working-class, which limits their ability
to say how different types of students experience RCUs. In order to understand how the campus
environments of RCUs shape inequality, we need to examine the intersectional backgrounds and
identities of students in greater depth (Nguyen & Nguyen, 2018). This is be particularly
important at RCUs because, as affordable and accessible universities, they attract students from a
wide variety of backgrounds.
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Therefore, this dissertation seeks to better understand the social and cultural dimensions
of college life at an RCU. What brings people to an RCU? What shapes the sense of community
on campus? How do students engage with their professors and ask for help? How do students
perceive the value of what they are learning? And, most importantly, how does the context of an
RCU shape students from different social class backgrounds in different ways?
To investigate these questions, I conducted an in-depth case study of the first-year
experience at one regional comprehensive university pseudonymously called Middletown State
University (MSU), a mid-sized RCU in New England. Drawing on a series of three interviews
with 49 first-year students and supplemented by observations, document analysis, and additional
informant interviews, I examined the diversity of student experiences across four aspects of their
first year: paths to college, sense of belonging, engagement with professors, and academic
relevance.
Through this research, I find that MSU is welcoming to many first-generation students
because it is a predominantly first-generation institution committed to accessibility. However,
because MSU fails to recognize and address important social class and racial differences among
its student body, it ultimately ends up reproducing inequality on campus. Specifically, I find that
students with middle-class cultural capital at MSU are privileged, working-class white students
are included, and low-income students of color are marginalized. In this dissertation, I first show
how the economic, racial, and educational geography surrounding Middletown puts students on
unequal footing going into college. Then I show how the institutional context of MSU
perpetuates these inequalities across students’ social life, their academic engagement, and their
experience of the curriculum.
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Literature review
In order to understand students’ experiences and success in college, sociologists of higher
education often focus on the role of social class backgrounds. Usually building on the theories of
Bourdieu (1986; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977), this body of work argues that individuals acquire
particular forms of cultural capital—knowledge, tastes, and dispositions—based on the social
contexts they grow up within. Because these formative contexts are largely segregated by class,
working-class and middle-class students end up bringing different outlooks and strategies with
them to college (Anyon, 1980; Stephens et al., 2014). These class-based differences in cultural
capital are important because people privilege others who share their own cultural capital,
making working-class students less likely to succeed in institutions like colleges, which are
dominated by middle-class individuals, values, and norms (Bourdieu, 1996; Carter, 2003;
Stephens et al., 2012). Using this theory, researchers have shown how cultural capital influences
who attends particular colleges (McDonough, 1997; Perna, 2006; Stevens, 2007), who feels
marginalized in college (Aries & Seider, 2005; Torres, 2009), how students engage with
professors and extra-curriculars (Collier & Morgan, 2008; Jack, 2016; Lehmann, 2012a; Stuber,
2011a; Yee, 2016), and how successful students are on their paths out of college (Armstrong &
Hamilton, 2013; Rivera, 2015).
To understand the connection between social class and success in college with greater
precision, recent scholarship in this tradition has begun to emphasize the importance of
understanding the complexity of students’ backgrounds and how they interact with the
institutional environments of particular college contexts (Binder, 2018; Nguyen & Nguyen,
2018; Stevens et al., 2008). Therefore, in this literature review, I first discuss recent studies of
the intersectionality of college student backgrounds, then I describe research on the institutional
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contexts of RCUs. Finally, I conclude by discussing how these student backgrounds and
institutional contexts interact across three dimensions of the college experience: sense of
belonging, engagement with authority figures, and academic relevance.
The intersectionality of student backgrounds
Originally stemming from the work of black feminist scholars (Collins, 1991; Crenshaw,
1991), the concept of intersectionality articulates the ways in which multiple aspects of identity
intersect to shape one’s experience and relative advantage (Harris & Patton, 2018; Nguyen &
Nguyen, 2018). For example, an intersectional perspective allows us to appreciate that lowincome black students and low-income white students are both economically marginalized, but
their experiences are not the same because low-income black students face additional
disadvantages due to racial discrimination. While there are many aspects of identity that
influence college students’ experiences, in this dissertation I focus on three factors that are
particularly salient for students at MSU: social class, race, and high schools.2
Social class and hybridized class backgrounds: As described above, social class has a
powerful influence on students’ views of college, their educational experiences, and their
likelihood of graduation. In order to illuminate the role of class, much of the qualitative research
in the sociology of education dichotomizes social class between the working class and middle
class (Calarco, 2018; Collier & Morgan, 2008; Lareau, 2003; Willis, 1981; Yee, 2016). While
this is a useful way to highlight differences between class groups, this binary overlooks
important gradations between groups. For example, 35% of all college students have parents who
attended some college but did not complete a bachelor’s degree (Ishitani, 2006). Yet, these
students, who fall in between the simple categories of “first-generation” and “continuing2

If I could broaden this study in the future, gender and political orientation appear to be important
directions for additional research at MSU.
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generation,” are rarely studied or discussed. Understanding these gradations of social class is
important because they capture the tenuousness of mobility and class status; indeed, there is
more variability and change in the cultural views of the middle class than the upper or working
class (Hout, 2008).
To understand these complexities of class, scholars have begun to focus on the
“hybridization of class culture” by examining the cultural orientations of individuals who have
undergone social mobility in their lifetimes or by studying families where parents are from
different class backgrounds (Hamilton, 2016, p. 87; Roksa & Potter, 2011; Streib, 2013).
Relatedly, scholars have also looked at the advantages that stable working-class students have
compared to financially insecure working-class students (Lehmann, 2007; Stuber, 2011b). In
general, these studies find that students with hybridized or stable working-class backgrounds
inherit a mix of cultural and financial resources from their parents, giving them advantages over
low-income students but not providing them the same benefits as full middle-class status. Given
the symbolic position of regional comprehensive universities between community colleges and
selective universities, it possible that hybridized and stable working-class backgrounds are
particularly important at RCUs. However, research on these populations has not yet focused on
these colleges. This dissertation aims to deepen our growing understanding of hybridized and
stable working-class backgrounds by understanding their relative advantage within the context of
an RCU.
Race and ethnicity: Due to the deep-rooted history of slavery and the contemporary
persistence of institutionalized racism in this country, social class and educational institutions are
experienced in different ways by different racial and ethnic groups in the United States (Lacy &
Harris, 2008; Lamont, 2000; Pattillo, 1999). Discriminatory government policies have led to
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black and Latinx people being excluded from opportunities to accumulate wealth, and therefore
they are much more likely to be low-income (Katznelson, 2005).3 Moreover, because of
segregation, even when controlling for wealth, black and Latinx students are more likely to live
in low-income neighborhoods and attend lower-performing schools than white students
(Frankenberg et al., 2019; Orfield, 2001). Similarly, because of conscious and unconscious bias,
students of color are more likely to experience discrimination and stereotype threat, both in
school (Charles et al., 2009; Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Steele, 2011) and outside it (Alexander,
2011; Rivera, 2015). These combined challenges magnify disadvantage for minoritized groups
(DiPrete & Eirich, 2006) and provide important advantages to white people. From an
intersectional understanding, while low-income white people face substantial challenges from
being financially insecure, they still have certain benefits that stem from being white. This is
evident in Stuber’s (2011b) research, which found that working-class white students were less
likely to feel marginalized on a predominantly white campus because of their position as the
racial majority, which made them feel like the unquestioned norm on campus.
Despite the challenges of racial minoritization and discrimination, race is not
determinative of students’ experiences. For example, even though many black students face
cumulative disadvantages, they generally have higher educational aspirations relative to their
income and they are more likely to attend four-year colleges than equally low-income white
students (Ciocca Eller & Diprete, 2018; also see Nam et al., 2015). Thus, it is important to
understand how race shapes students’ experiences of social class and educational institutions,
while also understanding that these factors can intersect in multiple ways. While there are
growing bodies of research on the experiences of black and Latinx students at selective colleges
3

Note: because black and Latinx students make up the majority of my participants and students of color
at MSU, I focus on literature related to those experiences here.
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(Aries, 2008; Charles et al., 2009; Jack, 2019; Nuñez & Sansone, 2016; Torres, 2009), and
community colleges (Deterding, 2015; Hurtado & Carter, 1997), there is less research on the
experiences of minoritized students at predominantly white RCUs. This is unfortunate because
less selective universities educate the majority of black and Latinx four-year college students
(Ciocca Eller & Diprete, 2018). This dissertation aims to better understand how race shapes
students’ experiences at an RCU for both white students and students of color.
High schools: In social reproduction theory, high schools are traditionally considered a
mechanism of maintaining inequality because students are segregated into unequal schools by
race and class (Anyon, 1980; Bowles & Gintis, 1976). This correlation between low-incomes and
low-quality schools means that poorer students are less likely to learn as much in school or to
gain the same social and cultural capital as wealthier students. While this correspondence
between students’ social class and school quality is usually the case, scholars are also finding
important exceptions to this, which show the power that good schools have when low-income
and minoritized students can access them. For example, Jack (2019) found that low-income,
first-generation black and Latinx students who attended top private high schools acquired
middle-class cultural capital in school, making their transition to an elite college much easier
than it was for students from the same backgrounds who attended their predominantly lowincome neighborhood schools. Relatedly, Johnson (2019) found that black and Latinx students
who attended more ethnoracially integrated high schools had an easier time creating broader
academic peer networks at a predominantly white college. And, Lehmann (2016) has found that
working-class students who were placed in the top academic tracks of their high schools
benefited in their transitions into college (also see Carter, 2007). Overall, this research shows
that while schools often reinforce students’ social class backgrounds, that is not always the case,
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and understanding the variations in students’ high school experiences can help explain their
success in college. However, like the other dimensions of student backgrounds, this research has
not yet focused on RCUs.
The importance of institutional contexts
From the perspective of inequality, the differences in students’ backgrounds that I have
just described are important because of the ways they interact with a specific environment, or
“field” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 246). Possessing middle-class cultural capital benefits students in
college specifically because colleges are predominantly middle-class institutions. Therefore, it is
critical to understand the institutional contexts of RCUs in greater depth. In the following two
sections of this literature review, I first situate RCUs within the broader field of higher
education, then I discuss the campus processes that shape students’ experiences at RCUs.
Historically, college was an experience reserved primarily for elites. This changed in the
mid-twentieth century as higher education was massified: from 1950 to 1991 college enrollments
jumped from less than 3 million to nearly 15 million (Gumport et al., 1997). We now live in an
era of college for all, where educational policies urge all students to go to college, even though
not all will (Rosenbaum, 2001). However, with this expansion came increased stratification
among higher education institutions. More prestigious schools became more selective and most
of the expansion of enrollments took place at community colleges and less selective four-year
colleges like RCUs, which means that most low-income students and students of color have been
tracked into lower status institutions (Ciocca Eller & Diprete, 2018; Stich & Freie, 2016). This
has led to critiques of the supposed “democratization” of higher education, because while access
has increased, equity in outcomes has not (Stich, 2012, p. 105). This inequity is evident in where
students go to college—only 15% of high school students from the lowest income quintile attend
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moderate or highly competitive universities while 66% of students from the highest quintile do
(Cahalan et al., 2019)—and it is evident in the completion rates at different types of colleges:
86% of students graduate within six-years at top public universities, while only 51% of students
at less-selective public universities do (Bowen et al., 2009).
Given this context of stratification, regional comprehensive universities play a critical yet
often marginalized role in the broader field of education. Most RCUs were originally founded as
normal schools for training teachers, but during the massification of higher education in the midtwentieth century they expanded their enrollments by adding liberal arts degrees and additional
professional programs, thus becoming comprehensive universities (Finnegan, 1991). According
to Grubb & Lazerson (2005), RCUs are now the modal experience for bachelor’s degree
students, making up 57% of all public enrollments and 37% of all enrollments.4 They have been
called the “people’s university” (Henderson, 2016, p. 1) because of the number and variety of
students they enroll. However, despite their importance in undergraduate education, RCUs
struggle with stigma. As teaching-focused universities, professors struggle with the stigma of not
doing research (Orphan & Miller, 2019). As less-selective universities, they struggle with being
viewed as low-quality (Stich, 2012). And, as institutions that offer a majority of degrees in
applied fields, they struggle to have their credentials carry the same value as degrees from liberal
arts colleges (Mullen, 2010).
As a result of recent changes in higher education, RCUs are particularly important to
study at this moment in time. Over the next two decades, demographers are predicting a decrease
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There is no official definition of RCU’s (Miller, 2019) and thus these estimates vary depending on the
parameters used (Grubb & Lazerson, 2005). Some scholars include private universities (Soo, 2011), some
use the membership list of the American Association of State College & Universities (AASCU) or the
“Masters Institution” Carnegie Classification (Henderson, 2016). I define RCUs as public universities
with a teaching focus that offer a range of liberal arts and professional majors and that strive to be
affordable and accessible to students from their region.
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in college enrollments that will lead to increasingly fierce competition for students, particularly
in the Northeast, where there are fewer young people and more colleges (Grawe, 2018). This
trend, combined with increasing costs, has already led some small private colleges in the region
to close (Jaschik, 2018). There are also heightened concerns about the rising costs of college, the
burdens of student debt, and the diminishing returns on college degrees, particularly for black
and Latinx students (Emmons et al., 2019). RCUs are at the center of these shifts. As relativelyaffordable public institutions, RCUs appeal to students who cannot pay for other options, and
some college access organizations explicitly encourage first-generation students to enroll at
RCUs (Barr & Castleman, 2017). On the other hand, as the cost of college rises, middle-class
students increasingly feel the financial squeeze of more expensive colleges (Zaloom, 2019),
which may lead them to consider RCUs. At the site of this dissertation research, for example,
MSU has been actively working to increase its enrollment of low-income students of color and it
has been seeking to attract middle-class students who have been priced out of private colleges or
who attended private colleges that closed. MSU also has a heightened focus on student retention,
given the importance of tuition dollars for revenue. Therefore, it is critical to understand the
changing dynamics of who attends RCUs, how students experience RCUs, and the factors that
lead them to withdraw or persist.5
The experiential core of college life
So far this literature review has addressed the micro-level differences in students’
backgrounds that shape the resources and dispositions they bring to college, and it has discussed
the macro-level dynamics that influence the position of RCUs within the broader field of higher
education. The final portion of this literature review addresses the meso-level: the institutional
5

Research is also needed on students’ outcomes after graduating from an RCU, but that is beyond the
scope of this study, given its focus on the first year.
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structures that affect who students interact with and the opportunities they encounter on campus
(Binder, 2018). In other words, the research I discuss next addresses how the policies and
practices of colleges shape the “experiential core of college life” (Stevens et al., 2008, p. 131).
While there has been a growing body of scholarship examining how students’ pathways through
college are molded by the institutions they attend, most of it has focused on selective universities
(Binder, 2013). Therefore, I highlight what may be different on the campus of an RCU. Given
my emphasis on student experiences and retention, I focus on literature pertaining to three
aspects of college that are central to college life and student persistence (Tinto, 1987): students’
sense of belonging, academic engagement, and academic relevance.
Sense of belonging: Experiencing a sense of belonging on campus is correlated with
student persistence and satisfaction in college (Rubin, 2012; Shaulskiy, 2016). Scholars define
belonging as “the extent to which students find a fit or match with their institution, where they
are recognized, valued, and embraced by their institution” (Strayhorn, 2012, p. 158).6 In other
words, student belonging is a function of the resonance between students’ identities and their
institutional context. Along these lines, recent qualitative studies have found that students’ sense
of belonging is shaped by the degree to which they experience a change in context as they enter
college. For example, a substantial body of research has documented the challenges that firstgeneration, working-class students have fitting in at predominantly continuing-generation,
middle-class colleges. This scholarship documents the challenges of culture shock (Torres 2009),

6

Historically, scholars have focused primarily on student involvement (Astin, 1984), engagement (Kuh et
al., 2005), and integration (Tinto, 1987), not belonging. More recent scholarship has distinguished
students’ sense of belonging from their involvement on campus, finding that while these concepts are
closely related, they each have an independent effect on students’ persistence in college (Hausmann et al.,
2009; Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009). In this dissertation, I focus primarily on
belonging. It is also worth noting that Tinto’s (1987) original term, social integration, has been criticized
for implying the need for normative assimilation into the college culture (Braxton et al., 1997; Hurtado,
2007), and Tinto himself now uses a definition more akin to belonging (Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009).
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feeling like an outsider (Lehmann, 2007), and managing a changing, dual-identity (Hurst, 2010;
Lee & Kramer, 2013; Lehmann, 2014; Reay et al., 2009).
Students’ sense of match with an institution is mediated by the intersectionality of student
backgrounds. For example, high school experiences play an important role in how students
experience social life (Jack, 2014; Johnson, 2019), and students from stable working-class
backgrounds may have an easier time fitting in on campus than those from unstable workingclass backgrounds (Lehmann, 2007; Stuber, 2011b). Race plays a key role on predominantly
white campuses, as minoritized students are more likely to experience racial hostility and
discrimination (Charles et al., 2009; Harper & Hurtado, 2007). Race also shapes the ways
students create social networks (antonio, 2004; Johnson, 2019), with students of color being
more likely to create close-knit groups with other minoritized peers in order to foster a sense of
belonging and solidarity on predominantly white campuses (McCabe, 2016).
Campus contexts also affect students’ belonging. Institutional support for activities like
Greek life can structurally exclude students with less money and social connections (Armstrong
& Hamilton, 2013), and being in a rural area can create an added shock for students from cities
(Torres, 2009). On the other hand, programs like funded January terms can help students from all
financial backgrounds be included in opportunities like internships and study abroad (Stuber,
2011a). Small class sizes can support a sense of belonging (Beattie & Thiele, 2016), as can dorm
layouts that facilitate broad social networks (Chambliss, 2013). However, most of the extant
qualitative research on belonging has been conducted at selective colleges, which shapes both
who is on campus and the programs available there.7 There is one study that indicates lowincome students may feel less stigma at less-selective institutions because they make up the
7

While RCUs have been included in many large-scale survey studies on belonging, these do not
specifically address the institutional contexts of RCUs (Mayhew et al., 2016; Rubin, 2012).
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majority of students on campus (Aries & Seider, 2005). However, that study focused on a unique
type of institution, a small public liberal arts college, and it looked exclusively at white students.
More research is needed to fully understand how students from diverse class and racial
backgrounds experience the unique campus context of a predominantly white RCU.
Academic engagement: Seek helping and building relationships with campus authority
figures can help students succeed academically and secure opportunities in college. However, a
substantial body of research has found that students’ engagement with authority figures is deeply
shaped by social class, from elementary school all the way to college (Anyon, 1980; Calarco,
2018; Collier & Morgan, 2008; Lareau, 2003). Middle-class students are more likely to embody
“interactive” forms of engagement, while low-income students are more likely to utilize
“independent” strategies; and, because of the middle-class norms of most colleges, professors are
more likely to recognize and reward the interactive engagement of middle-class students, even if
all students work equally hard (Yee, 2016, p. 831).
Recent research has begun to add complexity to our understanding of how students’
backgrounds and college contexts shape their approaches to engagement. For example, Jack
(2016) has shown how low-income students who attend top private schools acquire ‘middleclass’ interactive forms of engagement. There is also evidence that race, along with class, shapes
engagement, as students who experience a racial match with their professors are more likely to
develop connections with them (Llamas et al., 2019). Additionally, student engagement is shaped
by college contexts. For example, survey research has found that less-selective institutions are
more appreciative of working-class, independent orientations to engagement (Stephens et al.,
2012), and research at community colleges has found that different types of interactions with
professors—particularly in-class help with procedural issues—play a more important role in
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student engagement than the out-of-class connections that are prioritized at more selective
institutions (Deil-Amen, 2011). Nevertheless, more research is needed to understand how the
specific contexts of RCUs shape students’ engagement. While the studies above indicate RCUs
could help facilitate the engagement of working-class students, Yee (2016) conducted her
research at an RCU and found the same dichotomy between middle-class interactive engagement
and working-class independent engagement that has been documented by other scholars. This
dissertation aims to understand the context of an RCU in greater depth and to see how the
complexity of students’ backgrounds, particularly their race, high schools, and hybridized class
backgrounds, shapes their engagement at an RCU.
Reasons for college and academic relevance: Students go to college for many different
reasons, and these motivations shape where students enroll and what they gain from college.
While getting a better job is by far the most common reason for college articulated by students
(Pryor et al., 2007), there are multiple views of how college can lead to jobs. For example,
Armstrong & Hamilton (2013) highlight three different paths through college: professional
(success through academic achievement), mobility (success through earning a credential), and
party (success through building social capital). These orientations to college have been
documented by other scholars, though many add another orientation, disengaged or default, to
capture the many students who are unsure why they are going to college (Clydesdale, 2015;
Grigsby, 2009; Katchadourian & Boli, 1994; Luo & Jamieson-Drake, 2004; Yee, 2012).
Reasons for college are connected to social class, with students growing up in workingclass settings more likely to value applied, practical knowledge, and students growing up in
middle-class settings more likely to have a preference for abstract knowledge, along with
personal and social growth (Bourdieu, 1984; Mullen, 2010). These differences are important
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because they influence where students go to college (Holland, 2019; McDonough, 1997; Perna,
2006), and which opportunities students pursue and value while in college. In general, more
affluent students are more likely to prefer liberal arts colleges, and to focus on acquiring the
social and cultural capital that will help them land elite jobs, while less affluent students are
more likely to go to professionally-oriented colleges for more concrete—yet lower-status and
lower-paying—careers. These class-based orientations are reinforced by universities, as selective
schools are more likely to promote “intellectual exploration and growth” (p. 162), while lessselective institutions like RCUs are guided by a “logic of efficiency” and a preference towards
applied careers (Mullen, 2010, p. 116). Scholars have argued this limits the potential social
mobility that students can gain from RCUs (Mullen, 2010; Stich, 2012).
While there has been substantial research on students’ reasons for college, there has been
much less study of how students look back on their experience of the curriculum and view the
relevance of what they have learned (Mullen, 2016). This is unfortunate because students’ sense
of congruence with the academic goals of a university may shape their persistence in college
(Mullen, 2016; Tinto, 2017). For example, Lehmann (2012) found that students who felt the
curriculum was irrelevant became less engaged in their classes and distanced themselves from
college as a whole. A number of psychological theories also show that perceptions of relevance
are connected to student engagement, such as expectancy-value theory (Eccles & Wigfield,
2002), self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000), and broader research on motivation and
engagement in learning (National Research Council and the Institute of Medicine, 2004).
Therefore, studying how a campus context shapes students’ experiences of academic relevance is
important for understanding students’ motivation and persistence in college. While some
research has investigated students’ views of the curriculum at RCUs (Mullen, 2010; Stich, 2012),
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those studies have not examined class differences within the institutions they study. In this
dissertation, I seek to understand how students’ perceptions of academic relevance are shaped by
their institutional context and class backgrounds.
Research questions
Based on the literature above, this dissertation aims to understand how the complex
backgrounds of students interact with the institutional context of an RCU to shape students’
experiences and success in college. Specifically, I examine how students’ hybridized class
backgrounds, high schools, and race shape their sense of belonging, engagement with professors,
and sense of academic relevance at one RCU. In doing so, I seek to answer the following
research questions:
1. Paths to college: Who attends MSU, what paths do they take to get there, and what do
they hope to gain from their time in college?
2. Sense of belonging: How does attending a predominantly white, working-class institution
shape the sense of belonging and experience of involvement for students from different
class and ethnoracial backgrounds?
3. Engagement with professors: How do social class and educational preparation shape
first-year students’ engagement with college authority figures at MSU?
4. Academic relevance: How do first-year students perceive the value of their academic
requirements and how does that shape their motivation in college?
Research design and methods
This dissertation was designed as an exploratory, yearlong, embedded case study (Yin,
2009) of the ways in which students’ first-year experiences are shaped by their backgrounds and
the institutional context of MSU. Given my focus on understanding students’ backgrounds and
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experiences, my primary method of data collection was a series of in-depth interviews (Seidman,
2006), which took place over the course of students’ first year. Then, in line with the case study
approach’s emphasis on having multiple methods and perspectives (Creswell, 2013; Yin, 2009),
I supplemented the first-year interviews with observations, document analysis, and interviews
with additional informants. This allowed me to develop a broad and nuanced understanding of
the institutional context of MSU and to triangulate my findings (Maxwell, 2010). As an
exploratory study of one school, this dissertation cannot claim to characterize all RCUs, but it
does identify processes and populations that raise important questions about the role of RCUs in
higher education and society at large (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; Yin, 2009).
Research site
This research was conducted at a mid-sized RCU in New England, pseudonymously
called “Middletown State University” (MSU). I selected MSU because it offered an ideal
location to study the key dynamics I sought to investigate in this dissertation, complex student
backgrounds and the unique institutional context of an RCU. MSU has tremendous diversity
among its middle- and working-class students, and it is emblematic of the most definitive
characteristics of RCUs: a focus on access, instruction, and regional stewardship (Soo, 2011).8
Along with the qualities above, MSU was an ideal research site because I was employed there
part-time as academic advisor before and during this study. This provided invaluable access to
the university and gave me detailed knowledge of the flow of the year and how the university
works. It was also logistically advantageous given the extensive data collection involved in this
study.

8

While nearly all RCUs share this core mission, they vary by size, location, and student demographics
(Henderson, 2016). MSU is most representative of RCUs that are suburban, mid-sized, predominantly
white, and mixed residential-commuter campuses.

18

MSU is less selective (90% acceptance rate) and its students are average academic
achievers among college-goers: the average high school GPA is 3.1, though GPAs range widely
from 2.0 to 4.0.9 The median family income at MSU is $98,000, which is roughly equivalent to
the median family income for the state it is located in. A little over one-third (40%) of students
are low-income (as determined by Pell Grant eligibility—usually a maximum of around $55,000
yearly income for a family of four) and one-third (34%) report family incomes over $100,000
dollars. Most students are low-income or middle-class; few are upper-middle class or higher. Just
over half (51%) of all students are first-generation, which is defined by MSU as no parent
holding a bachelor’s degree. While roughly half of MSU students are continuing-generation,
only 19% of students have two parents with bachelor’s degrees or higher.10
The student body at MSU is highly regional, with 95% of students growing up within 100
miles of the college. Most students come from the predominantly white, suburban towns
surrounding Middletown, but a growing number of students of color come from East City, a
large city that is a 45-minute ride away on the local train. 28% of first-year students are nonwhite, with the majority identifying as black, Latinx, or multiracial. Overall, 58% of students at
MSU commute, but among first-year students, only 28% do. This makes for an interesting
dynamic in which MSU has an identity as a “commuter school” but most first-year students
come to MSU hoping to have the “traditional” residential college experience. MSU has a similar
split between transfer and first-year students. Approximately half of all MSU students are
transfers, many of whom come from community colleges, attend part time, and are more likely to

9

According to Barron’s (2017), which is often used by scholars to categorize selectivity, MSU is
“moderately selective.” However, both the reputation of MSU and its acceptance rate better characterize it
as “less selective.” This follows Stich’s (2012) analysis of a similarly selective institution.
10
Unless otherwise stated, all statistics in this and subsequent paragraphs describe first-time freshmen,
not the university as a whole. These figures come from the University Factbook or reports available
through Institutional Research.
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be older. Among first-year students, however, nearly all attend full time and come to MSU
directly from high school. MSU is one of the least-expensive options for a four-year college in
its state. This is something MSU prides itself on and was something that participants in this study
mentioned as a particular draw.
In terms of retention, MSU is one of the higher performing RCUs in its state, but it
nevertheless has many students who do not graduate and it has substantial gaps in the retention
rates between demographic groups. At MSU, 77% of the first-year class persists into their second
year, but that rate is 3 percentage points lower for low-income students and 4 points lower for
students of color. These differences grow over time; the 6-year graduation rate is 60%, and that
is 4 percentage points lower for low-incomes students and 9 points lower for students of color. It
is important to note that being first-generation does not have a statistically significant correlation
with first-year retention or 6-year graduation at MSU. This is likely due in part to the large
proportion (22%) of students who are first-generation yet not low income.
Table 1.1: MSU retention and graduation rates by demographic group
Demographic group
1st year retention 6-year graduation rate
All students
77%
60%
Not low income
+ 2%
+ 3%
Low income
- 3%
- 4%
First-generation
- 1%
+ 0%
Continuing-generation
+1%
+ 0%
Students of Color
- 4%
- 9%
White students
+ 1%
+ 3%
Male
- 5%
- 4%
Female
+ 3%
+ 5%
* The 6-year graduation rates are averaged over three years of data. The 1st year
retention rates are from the same year as this study was conducted.
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Along with the focus on regional accessibility that is evident in its student body, MSU is
characteristic of many RCUs in terms of its history and mission. MSU was founded as a normal
school for teachers in the 1800’s and became a comprehensive university in the mid-twentieth
century. It offers many professionally-oriented majors like Education and Criminal Justice, while
also offering liberal arts majors and having a substantial general education requirement, which
makes up about a third of students’ total credits. MSU also has a strong focus on instruction.
Professors are evaluated largely on their teaching performance, no classes are taught by graduate
students, and there are no large lecture halls: most classes are less than 25 students and none
have more than 40 students. As I will describe in Chapter 3, these features create a campus
culture at MSU that I define as “regional affordability.”
First-year student participants
Given my aim of understanding how student backgrounds shape experiences at MSU, my
goal for recruiting first-year students was to have as many participants as possible and to cover
the most salient forms of diversity at MSU. Because of prior research on the importance of
income and generational status at RCUs (Aries & Seider, 2005; Yee, 2016), I went into the study
knowing I wanted to have enough first-generation, low-income students and continuinggeneration, middle-class students to make comparisons between these groups, but I was eager to
see if other aspects of students’ backgrounds would emerge as being particularly relevant. Thus,
my approach to sampling was both theory-driven and opportunistic (Miles & Huberman, 1994).
When recruiting first-year participants, I took advantage of the access I had to the
university. I recruited the majority of participants during four first-year orientation sessions in
June, and at one “late orientation” that took place in August the week before classes started. At
each orientation, I was briefly introduced to all students by the Orientation Director as “a PhD

21

student from Harvard who is studying the first-year experience and would love to hear your
stories.” Then, during dinner later that day, I systematically went through the dining hall and
visited as many tables as possible, introducing myself and inviting students to sign up for an
hour-long interview about their goals for college. I let students know they would receive a $20
Amazon.com gift card and left a sign-up sheet at their table. From these events, 114 students
gave me their contact information, 42 of whom did an interview. Additionally, I used two other
recruitment methods. After the first two orientations, I was worried that initial my participants
were predominantly white and not-low-income, so I used email to recruit more students of color
and low-income students. To do this, I sorted a complete list of incoming students by those
whose hometowns were predominantly low income, I randomized the students within those
towns, and then I reached out to the first 70 students by email. I recruited nine participants this
way. Finally, three of my participants told me they had friends who wanted to do an interview, so
I added three additional participants through snowball sampling. In total, 54 students did an
initial interview.
These recruitment methods offered several advantages. By recruiting at multiple
orientations, I avoided bias in who attends which orientation (more academically prepared
students usually go to the earlier sessions). By using a range of methods, I helped compensate for
any bias in students volunteering because they looked like me, a white man. Additionally, I
worked to lower the bar of entry as much as possible to ensure that I was not systematically
excluding participants who were concerned about the time and inconvenience of doing an
interview or who did not feel like they were “the right person” for an interview. When recruiting
participants, I emphasized that we could do the interview at a time of the student’s choosing and
that the interview could be done on campus, at a Dunkin’ Donuts in their hometown, or over the
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phone. I followed up with potential participants multiple times, often reaching them on the third
try. I did not pre-screen participants by making them take a pre-interview survey; I just checked
that the students were not transfer students, international students, or under 18.11
While my goal was not to obtain a representative sample, I paid close attention to the
demographics of my participants to ensure that I was not missing any key groups and to check
that my findings not were not due to idiosyncrasies in the type of student who volunteered.
Looking at my participants as a whole, they were roughly representative of MSU by gender,
income, commuter status, and high school grades. Students of color and first-generation students
were over-represented, though this was ultimately useful because it enabled me to identify two
unexpected subgroups: first-generation, low-income students who went to top high schools and
first-generation, middle-class students. Looking within subgroups, there is one way my
participants are not representative of MSU: half of the continuing-generation students were
commuters while only ten percent of the low-income participants were. At MSU, about a third of
students are commuters within both groups. I note how that may shape my findings in chapter 3.
My approach to recruitment resulted in an extremely varied group of participants. In the
following chapter, I describe in detail how I categorized these students into participant groups, so
here I only provide a short summary of participant demographics and how they compare to MSU
as a whole. Note: of the 54 participants who did initial interviews, 49 completed end-of-year

11

There were four students who were born out of the country or lived outside of the country for some
period of time, but because these students experienced the majority of their education in the United States,
I included them in the study. There were four participants who volunteered for the study who were
seventeen at the time of recruitment. Due to IRB regulations, after initial informal conversations with
these students, I obtained consent and conducted their formal interviews after they turned 18.

23

interviews. In my data analysis, I did not include the five participants who chose not to continue
in the study, so I only present data for the 49 participants below.12
As you can see in Table 1.2 below, the participants were diverse in terms of income,
parent education, and race and ethnicity. Overall, the proportions of male, low-income, and
commuter participants in my sample roughly match the proportions in the entire MSU first-year
class. The proportions of first-generation students (65%) and students of color (39%) were higher
than MSU as a whole. Though not displayed in Table 1.2, participants’ high school GPAs ranged
from 2.0 to 3.7 and averaged just slightly higher than the first-year class as a whole.
Table 1.2: Demographics of study participants compared to entire MSU first-year class
Percentage
Percentage in
Number of
of my
entire firstDemographic group
participants (49) participants year class
First-generation
32
65%
51%
Continuing-generation
17
35%
49%
Low-income
20
41%
40%
Not-low income
29
59%
60%
Students of color
19
39%
28%
White students
30
61%
72%
Male*
23
47%
42%
Female
25
51%
58%
Commuter
15
31%
28%
Resident
34
69%
72%
*One participant, Robin, identified as gender non-binary.
The participants in my sample also represented a range of ethnicities. Most students of
color at MSU identify as African American, Afro-Caribbean, or Latinx, which is reflected in my
participants. As mentioned above, a number of the Afro-Caribbean and Latinx students either

12

The participants who did not continue did not differ in any systematic way from those who did. I did
use these participants’ initial interviews to cross-reference the findings from my primary participants.
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immigrated to the United States when they were young, or had parents who immigrated. I had
one Asian participant, which as you can see in Table 1.3 below, is not a major student group at
MSU. As I will discuss further in the following chapter, all but three of the participants of color
grew up in East City, outside of the suburban region surrounding MSU. While students
occasionally discussed differences between ethnic groups on campus, the most salient dimension
of their experience was being a visible minority from a different region. For this reason, I
generally describe these students as “students of color” when referring to them as a group,
though I attempt to feature their individual backgrounds when possible and I indicate their race
or ethnicity in parentheses using the abbreviations listed in Table 1.3 below.
Table 1.3: Race/ethnicity of participants compared to entire MSU first-year class
Number of Percentage of my Percentage of entire
Race/ethnicity participants participants
first year class
Asian (A)
Black (B)
Latinx (L)
White (W)
Multiracial (M)

1
10
4
30
4

2%
14%
12%
59%
12%

2%
10%
9%
70%
7%

Other participants
Along with the first-year participants, I conducted 35 additional interviews with other
students, faculty, and staff to better understand MSU’s institutional context and to triangulate my
findings (Maxwell, 2010; Yin, 2009).
Additional first-year students: In April, about three-quarters of the way through the
school year, I interviewed 14 additional first-year students. I recruited these students through
visiting required first-year courses (English Composition 2 and Public Speaking) and inviting
students to participate in one interview. While these interviews are not directly comparable to my
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primary participants because of who volunteered—the students were mainly white—and because
of the different timing, these interviews allowed for additional confirmation of my findings. I did
not use this data in my primary analysis, but I did cross-reference my findings with these
participants to ensure there were no major discrepancies.
Upper-level students: I conducted with interviews with 13 students who started college at
MSU and were beyond their first year. I recruited these participants through flyers posted around
campus and through snowball sampling. These participants were particularly useful for
characterizing the campus context of MSU, especially because several students were leaders of
campus organizations: multicultural clubs, a first-generation club, student government, and
Greek life. During interviews with campus leaders, I began by following my standard interview
guide but towards the end I turned the interview into an informant interview (Yin, 2009) by
presenting my emerging findings and asking if these resonated with the participant. Both of these
additional student groups received a $20 Amazon.com gift card for their participation and
interviews ranged from 55 to 75 minutes.
Faculty interviews: I interviewed eight faculty members, who I recruited through
classroom observations that I did with first-year participants (see below). Three of these
professors were full-time and five were adjuncts. These interviews focused on professors’ goals
for their classes, their impressions of the students at MSU, their strategies for supporting
students, and their views of the general education requirements. See Appendix A for the full
interview guide. Interviews with faculty lasted approximately 30 minutes.
Additional informant conversations: Finally, along with official interviews, I had regular
conversations with staff members and faculty on a more informal basis. These informant
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conversations allowed me to fill in gaps in my understanding of MSU and to get feedback on my
emerging findings.
Data collection
Interviews
I used in-depth interviews as my primary mode of data collection because they are an
ideal method for collecting in-depth information on the experiences of many participants. In
particular, they illuminate how participants make meaning of their experience, how they frame
the world around them, and how they think about their identity (Lamont & Swidler, 2014;
Young, 2010). They are also particularly well-suited for capturing participants’ visceral,
emotional experiences (Pugh, 2013). These strengths of interviewing align with my research
questions concerning students’ frames of the value of college, students’ experiences of
belonging, and students’ emotional sense of satisfaction in college. Moreover, by using a series
of in-depth interviews, I was able to build rapport with students (Seidman, 2006) while also
following a larger number of students than I would have been able to do with a purely
ethnographic approach. This provided a balance of depth with each participant and breadth of
many students’ experiences.
Using a series of interviews allowed me to understand students’ trajectories before,
during, and at the end of their first year. The first set of interviews, completed immediately after
orientation, focused on students’ families and educational backgrounds, and their impressions of
MSU. The second interviews, conducted around winter vacation, focused on experiences in
college up until that point. The end-of-year interviews added questions about students’
reflections on their time in college (see Table 1.4 for more detail and Appendix A for a sample
interview guide). This format roughly follows Seidman’s (2006) three-interview series, which
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focuses on life history, details of experience, and reflection on meaning. While I used Seidman’s
approach as a guide, I adapted it to fit this study’s year-long format. Thus, the first interview
included life history as well as goals and expectations for college. The third interview included
both details of the college experience and reflections on meaning, particularly for students who
did not complete the second interview.13
Table 1.4: Descriptions of first-year interviews
Interview
#1: Initial
#2: Midyear
Time of
Before or initial
Immediately before
year
weeks of school year or after winter break
Topics
• High school
• Experiences with
covered
experiences
classes and social
life
• Family background
• Connections with
• Reasons for
professors and
choosing MSU
staff
• Initial impressions
• Engagement
of MSU
strategies
• Reasons for
• Impressions of
attending college
course content
• Social and
and relevance
academic goals
Length
45-65 minutes
30-45 minutes
Participants 54
31

#3: End of year
Immediately before or
after 2nd semester finals
• Same topics as
interview #2, plus:
• Sense of belonging
• Identity worksheet
• Views of the general
education
requirements
• Plans for next
semester and value
of college
55-90 minutes
49

During each interview, I took an approach guided by the principles of responsive
interviewing (Rubin & Rubin, 2005). I followed a general interview guide, while regularly
asking follow-up questions for clarification and elaboration, as well as changing the order of
questions to fit the flow of the conversation. The interviews began with simple background

13

In my initial research proposal, I had only planned to interview students at the start and end of the year.
The second interview was first intended as a small pilot to get a sense of students’ trajectories and to test
questions for the final interview. However, as I began doing these interviews, I found they were beneficial
for building rapport with students, which benefited the quality of data I obtained and increased the
likelihood of students completing their final interview. Consequently, I ended up doing as many midyear
interviews with students as my time allowed, a total of 31. There were no major demographic differences
between the students who completed two interviews and those who did three.
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questions to help build rapport. Especially because I was doing a series of interviews, it was
important to create relationships with participants; this was critical for obtaining authentic
responses and for students continuing in the study (Luttrell, 2010). Within each section of the
interview (i.e. high school experiences or goals for college), I began with open-ended questions
and then moved to more specific questions (Seidman, 2006). I also found I could ask more
specific questions in the later interviews, after students had experienced more of college and we
had established greater trust. During some of the initial interviews, for example, I found that
students had little to share about MSU’s academic requirements and asking follow-up questions
made them feel like they didn’t know the “right” answer. Even though I had told participants
there were no right answers, if felt most appropriate to drop these questions.
Following the practice of grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006) and the case method (Small,
2009; Yin, 2009), I began coding data as I collected it, which led to the interview guides
evolving over time, particularly between each series of interviews. After each interview, I took
detailed notes, summarizing both the content of the interview and analyzing themes and potential
hypotheses (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Before each follow-up interview, I used these notes to
refresh my memory and to personalize elements of the interview. Through this process of
developing the interview guide, I added two special questions to the end of year interview. First,
because I found students often responded to questions based on their experiences in the past few
weeks, not their entire semester, I began each interview with an exercise where students drew a
timeline of their entire first year and then walked me through the highs and lows of their
experience. This served as a “tour” question, giving me an overview of the students’ year and
helping ground their later responses in specific events (Seidman, 2006, p. 85). Second, I used a
worksheet to help facilitate a discussion about participants’ identities (see Appendix A). Along
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with the direct purpose of learning which dimensions of identity are most salient to students, this
activity showed students that it was ok to talk about different aspects of their identities. This was
especially important for students of color and women who could be hesitant to share their full
experience with me given I am a white man (Boushel, 2000). This was one part of the interview
that I varied the order of. For many students of color, I found it was helpful to do this activity
early on. For some white students, however, especially those who identified as politically
conservative, this activity made them tense and they often said something like “I don’t think any
of this matters.” In response, I moved this question to the end of the interview for these students.
Another way I tried to increase participants’ comfort during the interviews was through
letting students choose the location of their interview. Most were done on campus, usually in a
private booth at the dining hall, while about a quarter were done over the phone or at a Dunkin’
Donuts near the students’ home. The interviews completed near students’ homes also helped give
me insight into the neighborhoods where students lived and their distance from campus. I was as
flexible as possible with students in terms of interview timing, mainly to ensure they would
complete the interview but also to give them a sense of control over the process. This meant
some interviews happened late at night and some happened earlier or later in the year than I had
planned (i.e. before finals or late in the summer after the first year). I did not observe these
differences in timing systematically altering students’ responses.
Overall, utilizing a series of three interviews over the course of the first-year provided
several advantages. First, I spoke to students at the important point of transition before they
began college. This meant their views of college were still largely shaped by their families and
high schools, providing a baseline to see how their experiences changed once they began classes.
This approach also meant that I interviewed students who would be overlooked in other studies:
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one participant dropped out before the end of the first week of school while four others did not
continue past their first term. Even if I had recruited students two months later, these
perspectives most likely would have been lost. Finally, this series of interviews allowed me to
build rapport and to see how students’ experiences unfolded over time.
Additional forms of data collection
In line with the case study method, I drew on a several data sources to understand my
case from multiple levels and units of analysis. Specifically, I used observations of campus
events, document analysis, and interviews with additional participants to deepen my
understanding and triangulate my findings (Maxwell, 2010).
Observations
I used two forms of observations in this study: formal observations of key events during
the first year and informal observations while working at my job on campus. During my formal
observations, I was a “passive observer” (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2011, p. 23) and positioned myself
to view the event as a student would. I observed two summer orientation sessions and one parent
orientation. I attended an admitted students’ day, went to convocation and observed other
welcoming events, like the student activities fair. I also attended classes with four of my
participants during the first weeks of school to get a better sense of the academic environment
and to see how professors messaged the purposes and policies of their courses. I attended 12
classes in total, which covered a variety of classes typically taken by first-year students. During
these observations I took detailed field notes, and I wrote reflective memos after transcribing the
notes at the end of the day (Creswell, 2013).
Along with these formal observations, I also wrote regular field notes about events I
noticed as a participant observer while working at MSU (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2011). These notes
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focused particularly on issues related to first-year advising, conversations with professors, and
comments related to the mission of the school. My observations also included bumping into my
participants around campus. I kept track of all the times I met any student walking on campus or
coming into the Student Success Center. This helped provide insights into how students were
doing academically and socially, and helped corroborate their statements from interviews (i.e.
did I see the student getting math help like they said they were? Were the students who described
a sense of social isolation the ones I was least likely to see on campus?). These run-ins also
helped shed light on some of the students’ trajectories after their final interviews.
Lastly, it is worth noting that compared to other studies (Armstrong & Hamilton, 2013;
Jack, 2019; Stuber, 2011a) my observations did not focus as much on social life. I overheard
students talking about parties at the dining hall and I had regular conversations with students I
knew through my job about social life and Greek life, but I did not spend time observing students
in the dorms or going to social events and parties.
Document analysis:
I utilized two types of documents in this study. First, I used administrative documents to
give me an overview of MSU (Yin, 2009). Documents from institutional research and other
offices provided information on incoming students, retention rates, and the curriculum. Second, I
did formal coding of the mission statement, strategic plan, and admissions materials in order to
understand how MSU positions itself to incoming students, faculty, and the broader community.
Data analysis
My approach to data analysis was based primarily on Deterding & Waters’ (2018)
“flexible coding method,” which builds on some of the principals of grounded theory (Charmaz,
2006; Glaser & Strauss, 1967), but also differs from it in important ways. First, it takes an
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approach to coding that is “abductive” rather entirely inductive; the researcher focuses on
findings that emerge from the data in order to develop theory, but lets this process be informed
by existing theory and research (Deterding & Waters, 2018, p. 7). Second, rather than beginning
with line-by-line coding, the researcher first assigns attribute and index codes to transcripts to
allow for sorting data by themes and respondent characteristics, and then proceeds to more finegrained analytic codes. Deterding & Waters (2018) argue this approach is particularly effective
for studies that deal with many interviews, for research where there is already existing theory to
build on, and when scholars are trying to understand group differences. These qualities made the
flexible coding method an ideal approach for this study: I was analyzing data from 49 primary
participants and over 160 total interviews, existing theory was informing my research but I was
eager to see what new findings might emerge in a new context, and I wanted to compare across
students with varying backgrounds.
Using Deterding & Waters (2018) as my guide, I utilized a three step process for data
analysis and coding. First, as described above, immediately after each interview, I took detailed
notes, summarizing both the content of the interview and analyzing themes. Second, I re-listened
to each audio and took meticulous notes as I listened, following a rubric of key topics in the
interview (see Appendix B). With these detailed notes arranged by themes, I coded my notes and
looked for patterns across students and groups, using data matrices (described below) to facilitate
my analysis. Finally, I chose one third of the most representative participants within each
subgroup and transcribed their initial and end of year interviews.14 For topics where I analyzed
students’ frames (i.e. students’ reasons for going to college), I transcribed the relevant interview
question for every participant. I coded these transcripts and added the new codes and quote
14

Note: I focused my coding on the initial and end-of-year interviews. I re-listened to and took notes on
the mid-year interviews, but generally did not fully code them. They were used as supplementary data.
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excerpts into my data matrices. This allowed me to confirm and refine my findings, and to verify
the accuracy of my initial notes. All the quotations included in this dissertation were transcribed
verbatim, though I occasionally made minor edits (i.e. removal of filler words) for clarity.
To find patterns in the data, I used a series of data matrices to supplement my memos and
notes (Miles & Huberman, 1994). While I began this process using NVivo, I found it was most
effective to do most of my coding and data analysis in Microsoft Excel. To do this, I transposed
my notes rubrics into Excel, creating a master document of all participants, their attribute codes,
and notes from each interview, which were indexed by topic. Then, for each chapter of this
dissertation, I created smaller documents that collated the relevant data for each topic. For the
academic engagement chapter, for example, I examined the notes for: “high school experiences,”
“messages from high school teachers,” “relationships with professors,” “impressions of
professors,” “relationship with advisor,” and “other campus connections,” For my first phase of
coding, I hid all the attribute data, randomized the participants, then coded every response in
each topic column with emergent codes (Creswell, 2013). I then looked for themes across the
codes, working to compress the numerous codes into a smaller set. I read through the data again,
assigning a more refined list of thematic codes in the adjacent column. I repeated this process
until each response was captured by the fewest possible number of codes (see Appendix B for an
example). This process allowed me to see how my codes developed over time, column by
column (Ott, 2016).
Once the process of coding a topic was complete, I began to sort the codes by different
attributes (i.e. participant high school, income, parent education, race) to see if the analytic codes
aligned with students’ backgrounds, which could then be turned into frequency tables. This was
useful for developing findings, seeing how robust they were, and for identifying outliers I could

34

use to test and refine my emerging theory (Deterding & Waters, 2018). Additionally, this method
of arranging my data allowed me to look at both patterns within and across participants (Miles &
Huberman, 1994). For example, my concept of “as-needed engagement” came from noticing that
most students coded as “mixed engagement” were also coded as having “positive impressions”
of professors. Then, looking at attributes across participants, I saw these were primarily white
students from the region. Keeping track of the individual backgrounds and experiences of 49
participants across multiple interviews was challenging, but this method of organizing data
allowed me to alternate between focusing in on a participant’s specific response and zooming out
to see broader trends.
Validity
Many of the techniques I used to check the validity of my data have already been
described above. I used a variety data collection methods to triangulate my findings. I worked to
ensure that my sample and participants’ responses were not systematically biased in any way. I
wrote reflective memos regularly and, when analyzing my data, I looked for outliers and
contradictory findings to challenge my assumptions.
While I have discussed it briefly above, one dimension of validity that warrants further
discussion is my positionality, as I had a multifaceted relationship to MSU and to the participants
in this study. In regards to MSU, I am both an insider and an outsider (Banks, 1998). Being an
insider had substantial benefits (c.f. Armstrong & Hamilton, 2013; Rivera, 2015; Stevens, 2007),
particularly around access to participants and being able to see the academic life of MSU from
the inside. Yet, there are also downsides of being an insider. It is easier for the context you are
studying to become “normal,” which leads to overlooking key observations, and it can make it
more difficult to look (and write) critically about the institution one is studying (Greene, 2014). I
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took several steps to address this. First, I wrote reflective memos regularly about how my
observations and insights might be shaped by my positionality. Second, I shared my emerging
findings with colleagues outside of MSU and with select colleagues at MSU. Third, I avoided
potential conflicts between my employment and my research: I ensured that I would not work
with any of my participants, I anonymized the name of my research site, and I let my colleagues
know that my time at MSU would be limited, so there was no expectation that I was looking for
a promotion. Finally, I leveraged the fact that I was also an outsider to MSU. Having attended
private, selective institutions for college and graduate school, I often noted things that stood out
to me as strange yet seemed normal to colleagues who had only attended and worked at public
institutions. While this was far from conducting a comparative study, having first-hand
knowledge of contrasting institutions was invaluable when working to contextualize MSU within
the stratified field of higher education.
My positionality also shaped my relationship with participants, as I was an employee of
MSU, a graduate student from Harvard, and a white, upper-middle-class man. While it was
inevitable that students would view me as an authority figure to some degree, I worked to limit
this. I informed participants about both my roles, but explained that my research was not
connected to my job at MSU in any way. I made sure participants knew what they said
confidential and that they would be given a pseudonym in my writing. I took advantage of every
opportunity to re-iterate this; occasionally a participant would swear and then say “sorry,” so I
would remind them that I was not a teacher and they could talk normally. I told students I was
interested in hearing their experience, that there were no right answers, and that they should
share what they felt—all the good and the bad. This helped alleviate the inclination to give only
“honorable” responses (Pugh, 2013, p. 54). I wore casual clothes on days I did interviews and
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emphasized that I too was a student who was trying to finish school. I also mentioned that I was
from another part of the country and did not know much about the region or MSU, positioning
the participants as the experts. Overall, I worked to keep a friendly and casual feel throughout the
whole process.
Doing multiple interviews with participants helped greatly in gaining students’ familiarity
and trust. As time went on, I was happy to hear students swear more, talk more about taboo
topics like partying and cheating, and speak to me more as they might with friends. Some
students commented on how nice it was to reflect on their experience and said they wanted to
keep doing interviews after their first year. I did notice, however, that I developed rapport more
quickly with students who I shared more in common with, particularly white students, men, and
the low-income students who attended top high schools. While this was inevitable to some
degree, I worked to bridge this social distance as much as possible. This was one of the reasons I
added an identity worksheet to the end-of-year interview, and over time I spoke about my
identity more directly, telling students of color I was interested in how their experience might be
different than mine and not to worry about offending me because I was a white guy. I believe
these efforts helped facilitate more authentic responses from my participants. While I recognize
my data would have a slightly different flavor if I were not a white man, because of these efforts
and the triangulation that I did with other informants, I am confident the overarching findings
would remain the same.

Chapter summaries
To conclude this introduction, I provide a summary of the following chapters and the
main findings of the dissertation.
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In chapter 2, I introduce the participants in this study and describe their orientations to
college. In the first half of the chapter, I show how three dimensions of participants’
backgrounds—high schools, social class, and race—shape their paths to MSU. I then outline five
participant groups that help capture these different backgrounds: middle-class, lower-middleclass, low-income students of color, low-income students of color who attended top high schools,
and low-income white students. In the second half of the chapter, I discuss how students’
backgrounds shape their orientations to college: I find that students with middle-class cultural
capital have an enhancement orientation that views college as an opportunity for personal
growth; students with stable finances and working-class roots have a credentialist orientation
that conceives of college as a way to secure a good job; students who grow up with financial
insecurity have a mobility orientation that sees college as an opportunity to transform one’s
economic and life prospects; and, students with strong negative impressions of schooling
describe a conditional orientation where they feel forced to attend college. To conclude, I
provide an outline of how these backgrounds and orientations to college shape the findings that
are documented throughout the remainder of the dissertation.
Chapter 3 examines how the degree of match between students’ backgrounds and the
institutional context of MSU shapes their sense of belonging on campus. I find that the campus is
characterized by a culture of white regional affordability, which has the effect of normalizing the
experience of being first-generation and making students from a broad range of incomes feel
welcome on campus, especially if they identify with the historically white region. However, for
students who do not share that regional identity—most notably students of color from East
City—the culture of regional affordability contributes to a feeling of marginalization on campus.
I also find that the degree of racial segregation in the high schools that students attend and the
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experience of commuting play an important role in students’ experiences of social life on
campus.
Chapter 4 looks at how students engage with campus authority figures. It argues that high
schools play a critical role in mediating class-based approaches to engagement. I find that most
students attend high schools that match their social class background, which has the effect of
reinforcing either working-class independent forms of engagement or middle-class interactive
engagement. However, I also find some first-generation students gain access to top public high
schools, where they learn middle-class interactive forms of engagement, providing them
important benefits in college. The chapter then discusses students with hybridized class
backgrounds, finding that these students generally describe their engagement in a way that
blends both interaction and independence, which I term as-needed engagement. Finally, I argue
that students who describe as-needed engagement are supported in their connections with
professors by the match between their high school environments and the institutional context of
MSU.
Chapter 5 examines how students perceive the relevance of their first-year classes. I find
that students employ three different frames to describe their general education classes. Students
with middle-class cultural capital who are attending college for personal growth see some ways
that the general education courses enhance their education, even though they primarily value
courses in their major. Low-income students with mobility orientations and students from any
background who had a conditional orientation to college describe general education courses as a
pointless obstacle on the path to their goals. Finally, falling between the other two frames,
students with stable finances and working class roots view general education with annoyed
acceptance; they do not want to take the courses but they accept them as part of what they need
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to do to earn a degree. These frames shape the way that students perceive the value of their
courses, impacting their motivation in classes and their overall satisfaction with college.
In chapter 6, I discuss students’ trajectories at the end of their first year and explain how
the findings from the preceding chapters work together to shape students’ experiences. Overall, I
show the multifaceted ways that students with middle-class cultural capital at MSU are
privileged, working-class white students are included, and low-income students of color are
marginalized.
Finally, in the conclusion, I discuss implications for theory and practice.
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Chapter 2: The Participants and Their Paths to College
All the participants in this study share one important characteristic: they went to
Middletown State University because it was one of their most affordable options for college.
Despite this common rationale, however, there are important differences in why participants
were going to college, why they picked MSU, and how well prepared they were for the academic
and social dimensions of the journey they were about to begin. These different orientations to
college stemmed from participants’ class backgrounds, their race and ethnicity, and the ways
these worked together to shape their pre-college educational experiences. The orientations that
participants had towards college, and how those orientations were received by MSU, influenced
the successes and challenges students experienced over their first year.
In the first half of this chapter, I introduce the participants’ backgrounds in detail,
outlining the five main participant groups I follow in this study. In the second half of this
chapter, I describe how these backgrounds typically align with four orientations to college—
enhancement, credentialist, mobility, and conditional—which shape how students relate to
college and what they hope to gain from their college experience. Finally, I conclude by
providing an overview of how participants’ backgrounds and orientations to college shape the
findings documented throughout the following chapters of this dissertation.
Participants’ social class backgrounds
When I began this project, I had planned to focus my study on two main participant
groups: first-generation, low-income students and continuing-generation, middle-class students.
However, because I interviewed every student who volunteered to speak with me, I ended up
with an initial cohort of 54 participants whose backgrounds were much more varied. Through my
conversations with these students, I encountered what Armstrong & Hamilton (2013) describe as
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“messy” class: the reality that students’ social class backgrounds do not fit neatly into the boxes
that researchers—and universities—want to use (p. 264). In my research, for example, many
first-generation students were not low income, and most middle-class students described
challenges and outlooks that reflected working-class concerns. And, even if they were from the
same social class as their white counterparts, students of color generally faced financial and
educational challenges of a much greater magnitude than white students. But, beyond the
“messiness of class” these students demonstrated, I found that their experiences also highlighted
the more detailed and specific ways in which educational opportunities are structured by one’s
region, race, and income. In my descriptions of the five participant groups below, I show how
these factors shaped students’ opportunities and outlooks on college.
To understand the background of students who attend Middletown State University, it is
important to understand the geographic context of the school. MSU is located in a small,
suburban town about 45 minutes from East City. The region had early colonial roots, saw
multiple phases of white ethnic immigration (Irish, Italian, and Portuguese), and has history of
neighborhood protectionism: efforts to keep out non-whites and the poor (McDermott, 2006).
These factors have made it so that Middletown, like the neighboring towns in the region, is a
predominantly white, wealthy community with a strong school system. Though some towns in
the region have industrial pasts and are more economically mixed, they are nevertheless above
the national average in terms of median family income and educational performance.
MSU is the most accessible school in this region—it is local, relatively affordable, and
has a 90% acceptance rate. The most privileged and high-achieving students from the region
generally go elsewhere for college: they attend private colleges, out of state colleges, or the state
flagship university. The students who come to Middletown are those who are less wealthy or
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who did not have the academic credentials to get into more selective schools. In other words,
they are students who grew up in privileged contexts but were not quite as privileged themselves.
This includes a wide range of students: from solidly middle-class students who never liked
school to the children of plumbers and cops who grew up with stable finances but working-class
parents. Generally, though, all of these students from the region have benefited from attending
high-quality high schools and most have at least one parent who has a working-class job. This
means that despite their differences in income, most of these students from the region have
financial security, good education, working-class roots, and are white.
Until the early 2000s, Middletown State University served these white regional students
almost exclusively: less than 10% of students were non-white. But in recent years, a growing
number of black and Latinx students have begun to attend MSU. These students generally come
from greater East City, where they grow up in families who moved there during the Great
Migration from the South in the early 20th century or during more recent phases of immigration,
mainly from the Caribbean. Due to white flight in the mid-20th century and efforts by suburban
communities to keep their towns and schools white, most of the students from East City grow up
in predominantly low-income neighborhoods where they attend low-performing schools with
other students of color. The cumulative disadvantages created by their neighborhoods, schools,
income disparity, and racial discrimination means these students face significant obstacles on
their paths to college. Some of these students secure educational opportunities by gaining
admission to top high schools outside of their neighborhoods, but this is a rare few and they still
encounter the other disadvantages outlined above. In the paragraphs that follow, I describe how
this regional geography shapes the backgrounds of each participant group in greater detail.
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Table 2.1: Typical characteristics of participant subgroups
Participant
group
Continuinggeneration,
middle-class
First-generation,
lower-middleclass
First-generation,
low-income –
students of color
First-generation,
low-income –
top high school
First-generation,
low-income –
white

# of
students
(initial #)

Parent
education

Parent 2
job

Family
income

High
school
quality

Sales

Teacher

Not Pell
eligible

Great

Plumber /
electrician

Not Pell
eligible

Good

Absent or
low wage

Pell
eligible

Poor

5 (7)

HS only to
one AA

Admin.
assistant
Retail /
housekeeper
Admin.
assistant /
retail

Race /
ethnicity
Almost
entirely
white
Almost
entirely
white
Black,
Latinx,
Asian

15 (16)

One BA or
higher

14 (15)

HS only to
both AA

10 (10)

HS only to
one AA15

Absent or
low wage

Pell
eligible

Great

Black,
Latinx

5 (6)

HS only to
one AA

Carpenter
/ retail

Military
or absent

Pell
eligible

Average

White

Parent 1
job

Table 2.2: Participant abbreviation key
Participant group
Abbreviation
Continuing-generation, middle-class
CG-MC
First-generation, lower-middle-class
FG-LMC
First-generation, low-income
FG-LI
First-generation, low-income – top high school FG-THS
*These group abbreviations are used together with those for race and ethnicity, i.e. (FG-LI, W)
or (FG-LI, B). A = Asian, B = black, L = Latinx, M = multiracial, W = white.
Continuing-generation, middle-class
Continuing-generation, middle-class students are the most privileged group in this study.
This group is designated by a participant having at least one parent with a bachelor’s degree and
the participant not being Pell-grant eligible. While these students are all considered “continuinggeneration” by MSU, their parents’ education levels varied: only half of the participants came
from families where both parents had bachelor’s degrees or higher, and only a quarter had a
parent with a graduate degree. Most continuing-generation, middle-class students reported
15

Two participants, Natasha (FG-THS, B) and Yves (FG-LI, M), have one parent with a BA. However,
because their experiences parallel other low-income students in terms of family income, educational
background, and neighborhood, I have included them in first-generation groups.
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having comfortable lives growing up, but they did not describe extravagant affluence. Their
parents generally had steady jobs, they went on yearly family vacations, and most lived in a
house with both parents. Occupationally, the common jobs of parents were salespeople, teachers,
and middle-management. None of the participants’ parents were doctors, lawyers, or business
executives; the most high-status jobs were an architect and a director of IT for a regional bank.
Most of these students received financial aid and were concerned about the cost of college, albeit
less than other participants. Only four students did not receive any financial aid.16
Most of these continuing-generation, middle-class students were from the region around
MSU and many had parents or relatives who were alumni. Reflecting the suburban, white
affluence of their hometowns, the high schools these students attended had strong academics and
were usually over 90% white.17 And, many of the parents in this group were involved in their
children’s education: when the students did not do well in school, their families intervened.
Strong parental support and good high schools meant that many of these students grew up
assuming it was “a given” that they would go to college. Jimmy (CG-MC, W) described it as
“the norm.” Gary (CG-MC, W) explained that his family would not ask if he was going to
college but rather “Where are you going?” and “What are you majoring in?”
While this was the most privileged group of students in this study, it is important to note
that only some of the participants in this group were solidly middle class in terms of both
parents’ incomes and professions. Many of the students in this subgroup had working-class
influences growing up and some were newcomers to this class standing. For example, John’s
(CG-MC, W) mom was a teacher and his dad, whom he spent more time with, was a car

16

76% of MSU students receive financial aid, while among my participants, over 90% do. Overall, my
participants are somewhat lower income and more likely to be first generation than MSU as a whole.
17
For a description of how I categorized high school quality, see Appendix C.
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salesman who “lasted only a few weeks” in college. Michelle’s (CG-MC, W) father had a
bachelor’s degree and worked as a director of IT, but her mom went to a vocational high school
and worked as a cosmetologist, which was the path Michelle had thought she would follow until
she was in high school.
The working-class influences in these student’s economic and social backgrounds had a
strong impact on their attitudes toward higher education: many expressed skepticism about the
cost and utility of college. John’s (CG-MC, W) mom pushed him to go to college but his dad was
ambivalent; John’s dad strongly discouraged John from going to his top-choice private school
and was reluctant to help pay for MSU. Veronica (CG-MC, L) described herself as from a “twojob family:” everyone worked more than one job as soon as they turned 15. Veronica’s dad, an
immigrant from central America, worked as a chef. Veronica’s step-mom, a social worker,
highly valued education but also thought it was important to gain independence through hard
work, so she pushed Veronica to commute to MSU rather than live on campus, to work nearly 30
hours a week, and she did not pay for any of Veronica’s college. This typifies the continuinggeneration participants who had connections to the working class: they were strongly supported
to go to college by at least one parent, but they also encountered either a lack of financial support
or a skepticism about the cost and value of college.
Taken as a whole, the continuing-generation, middle-class participants highlight the
advantages and tenuousness of the American middle class. These participants were the most
privileged group in this study but they were very conscious about the high cost of college and
they felt anxious about maintaining financial stability. Within the context of Middletown State,
these concerns may seem overblown: they were attending a relatively affordable college and
their economic and educational resources gave them a leg up on other students. Within the
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broader context of American society, however, their concerns are more justified. For example, if
I compare my continuing-generation, middle-class participants to the students studied by
Armstrong & Hamilton (2013) at a flagship state university, Armstrong & Hamilton would
consider them “less privileged” (p. 35). Thus, while these students are advantaged at an RCU,
they might struggle to compete for jobs with graduates from more selective schools. And, even
though they are attending a more affordable school, paying for college is often still a stress and
financial burden (Zaloom, 2019).
This subgroup also illuminates the social class differences among students who are
continuing-generation. About half of the continuing-generation students are solidly middle-class
in their finances and outlook, while others demonstrate hybrid backgrounds—they are either new
to this class standing or have one working class parent. The students with hybrid backgrounds
are more financially conscious, less inclined towards academics, and more skeptical about the
purpose and cost of college. In short, they share much in common with the next subgroup of
participants: first-generation, lower-middle-class.
First-generation, lower-middle-class
Like the less-privileged continuing-generation students above, the participants in the
first-generation, lower-middle-class subgroup had hybridized class backgrounds: their parents
did not have bachelor’s degrees but they did have some experience with college and they had
stable incomes that disqualified them from Pell grants. Over half of the participants in this group
had at least one parent who attended some college or had an associate’s degree.18 As a result,

18

While many definitions of first-generation exist, I follow MSU’s: if any parent has a bachelor’s degree,
the student is considered continuing-generation. Using this definition, 64% of my sample is firstgeneration and MSU is 52% first-generation. Others define continuing-generation as both parents having
bachelor’s degrees; with this definition, MSU is only 19% continuing-generation and my sample is 16%
continuing-generation. And, some scholars define first-generation as neither parent ever attending college.
By this definition only 17 of my participants (31%) would be considered first-generation.
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some of these students identified as being first-generation, but others told me they were not firstgeneration because their parents or their siblings had gone to college. The parents of these
students usually had secure and moderately-paying blue-collar or clerical jobs like plumbers,
electricians, law enforcement, administrative assistants, and some management jobs in business.
Like the continuing-generation students, these participants generally described stable lives
growing up, though many of them mentioned being aware of financial limitations: parents losing
jobs, living frugally, or not being able to go on yearly vacations. Overall, this group can be
characterized as the “settled” working class (Stuber, 2011, p. 125).
The lower-middle-class participants grew up in closest proximity to MSU, with only
three students coming from outside of the region. Some of these students lived in very wealthy
small towns and attended high schools that were equally good as the continuing-generation,
middle-class students. Jeff (FG-LMC, W), for example, was the son of an electrician and a
veterinary technician and he attended one of the best public high schools in the state. Other
students grew up towns that had average incomes and, consequently, had more average high
schools. For example, David’s (FG-LMC, W) father was a project manager at a construction firm
and his mom worked at a pre-school; he attended a high school near Middletown that scored
right at the average for the state. Though their high school quality varied, none of the lowermiddle-class students attended schools that scored lower than the middle quintile on state
assessment tests.
While first-generation, lower-middle-class students generally attended good schools, their
parents were generally less invested in education than continuing-generation parents. Half of
these students had parents who were ambivalent about them going to college. Jessica (FG-LMC,
W) and Jackson’s (FG-LMC, W) parents pushed the military instead of college and voiced
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concerns about the cost of college. Chloe (FG-LMC, W) and Robin’s (FG-LMC, W) parents said
college was not necessary and told them it was “up to you” if they wanted to go. The parents in
this subgroup generally expressed greater unease about the cost and payout of college than did
continuing-generation parents. Continuing-generation parents were concerned about the cost of
college, but they were usually supportive of their child going to any public, in-state college. The
first-generation, lower-middle-class parents, in contrast, were more likely to push MSU
specifically because it was the least expensive option and would make it possible for the student
to commute to lower costs even further if needed.
This participant subgroup sheds light on the changing nature of the lower-middle-class in
the credential society (Collins, 1979): as many of these participants said themselves, their parents
did not need college degrees to be financially secure, but they do. Because of this, many of these
students and their parents view college as an extra burden: substantial time and money spent to
simply maintain their class status. Nevertheless, the fact that these students have financial
stability and grew up attending good schools means they are well positioned to earn a college
degree, especially at a regional university where many other students share similar backgrounds.
Low-income students
Low-income students demonstrated the greatest diversity in their social backgrounds and
experiences in college. Because of this, I discuss them as three distinct groups: first-generation,
low-income students of color, first-generation, low-income students of color who attended top
high schools, and first-generation, low-income white students.
First-generation, low-income students of color
First-generation, low-income students of color are the most disadvantaged students in this
study. Educationally, most of these students’ parents had not completed any education beyond
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high school, though a couple had attended some college. Occupationally, most of these students’
parents worked in near-minimum-wage jobs such as housekeeping, delivery, and retail. Fred’s
(FG-LI, M) single mom had worked as a delivery driver his entire life and she was still only
earning minimum wage. Madeline (FG-LI, B) spent most of her time with her grandmother
because her mom worked the night shift as a housekeeper. A couple parents had moderately
well-paying jobs but faced other challenges, like Jayden (FG-LI, B), whose dad was a car
mechanic supporting six kids. Many of these students grew up with a single parent, or only one
parent who could work, which compounded their financial insecurity. Elizabeth (FG-LI, A), for
example, had a mom who could not work for health reasons, and a dad who could only work
sporadically. While there were varying degrees of stability among these low-income students,
most would be considered part of the “unsettled” working class (Stuber, 2011, p. 125).
Most of these students, unlike the continuing-generation and first-generation, lowermiddle-class students, grew up in highly segregated, low-income sections of East City. While
students often described an affinity to their home and communities, many also described it as a
place they wanted to escape from. Madeline (FG-LI, B) described the area negatively as “the
hood,” Fred (FG-LI, M) said he grew up in “the projects,” and other students described seeing
violence growing up. The schools these students attended before college reflected their
neighborhoods: students were low-income and almost exclusively black and Latinx. As a
consequence of being in a high-poverty area, their schools had high teacher turnover and were
low-achieving academically. Some students spoke of their schools with pride, but they generally
criticized their poor quality and safety.19 Compared to the participant groups mentioned prior,
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There was some heterogeneity in how these students described their neighborhoods. Fred described
moving from “the projects” to another part of East City that was safer. Wanda and Yves lived in an inner
suburb of East City that has become majority black and Latinx. I address this variation when possible but
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low-income students of color were more likely to say their classmates were going to community
colleges, not four-year colleges.
Despite—or potentially because of—these students being first generation, their parents
were strong advocates of going to college. Unlike like the first-generation, lower-middle-class
white students, there was little ambivalence about going to college, as these parents wanted their
children to have opportunities they themselves did not have. Because of this, many of these
students said it was “expected” that they would go to college and reported feeling pressure from
their parents to go. However, apart from this strong encouragement, low-income students of
color said their parents were not able to offer much practical help in the college search.
Lastly, because they grew up in East City, these students generally did not have any
connection to Middletown Statue University before enrolling. They ended up at MSU because
they wanted a college out of the city where they could live on campus, but their other options
proved to be too far away, too expensive, or they were not admitted. Many considered a public
university in East City that was been more racially diverse, but because it was almost entirely
commuters, it would not have given them the dorm-oriented “college experience” they were
seeking, so they went to MSU instead.
This subgroup of participants highlights the structural disadvantages faced by lowincome students of color. These students grew up in neighborhoods with violence, poverty, and
low-performing schools. Nationally, less than half of all low-income black and Latinx high
school graduates make it to a four-year college (Cahalan et al., 2019), so given their situation,
these students stand out for having made it this far. The students in this subgroup usually spoke
about college with great excitement and aspiration—college represented an opportunity for

generally describe these students as coming from the same region because their neighborhoods were so
different than the small, mainly white towns described by other participants.
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mobility, a ticket to stability and a better life. However, low-income students of color were also
less prepared academically and less informed about the practical details of college, like the
deadlines for placement testing and the fact that you needed to bring your own sheets to
orientation. By attending college in a new region, they were also at a social and racial
disadvantage: the white participants attending MSU were in an environment where most people
looked and acted like them, while black and Latinx students had to adapt to a new context that
was considerably different from the ones they grew up in. To have “the college experience,”
students of color had to physically displace themselves. In other words, to have the same type of
college experience as white participants, low-income students of color needed to make bigger
financial, familial, and personal sacrifices.
First-generation, low-income students of color – top high school
The social backgrounds of this second subgroup of low-income, first-generation students
of color are nearly identical to the first, except that they attended top high schools before going
to college. These students grew up in the same neighborhoods and attended similar lowperforming, neighborhood schools up until high school. Their parents’ educational backgrounds
and jobs were essentially the same, though a slightly greater proportion of their parents had
attended some college and their jobs were a bit more stable. Their parents were also equally
supportive of them going to college. Like the other low-income students of color from East City,
they had little connection to MSU before enrolling. Most of these students attended MSU
because their top choice college, usually a private school or an out of state public flagship, had
fallen through for financial reasons.
While these students had similar family backgrounds, their lives diverged after middle
school, when this group enrolled in much better high schools. The paths that led these students to
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top high schools were quite varied. Monique (FG-THS, B) scored high enough on a placement
test to be admitted into one of the top public exam schools in East City. This allowed Monique to
take AP classes and get involved in student government, as well as immersing her in an
environment where 98% of students were going to college. Sonya (FG-THS, L) and Natasha
(FG-THS, B) won an enrollment lottery and attended a public magnet school that was known for
close teacher-student relationships and had won awards from the state and federal department of
education. This also exposed Sonya and Natasha to dual-enrollment classes at a private college.
For some, the pivot to higher-performing high schools came from a change in their personal life:
Angelina (FG-THS, L) went to a top suburban high school because she was adopted in the 9th
grade and Mariana (FG-THS, L) moved to a top school district in high school because of a
parent’s second marriage. One exception was Thomas (FG-THS, B), who accessed better schools
from an early age: he participated in a busing program that enabled him to attend schools in one
of the most sought-after school districts just outside East City. While these low-income students’
paths to high-quality high schools were wide-ranging, the impact on their lives was consistently
positive.
This participant subgroup illustrates the power and limitations of access to great schools.
As you will see throughout this dissertation, attending top high schools meant these students
acquired middle class cultural capital and were well-prepared academically. These students had
an orientation to college that was closer to that of continuing-generation, middle-class
participants and they experienced substantial benefits in college because of that. Yet, because of
the limited educational opportunities available to all but a few low-income students of color,
these experiences were an exception and not the norm.
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First-generation, low-income white students
The final subgroup of low-income students is first-generation white students. These
participants shared fewer similarities with low-income students of color and instead had more in
common with first-generation, lower-middle-class students.20 Unlike low-income students of
color, these students were primarily from the region surrounding MSU. Some of the low-income
white students were from the same wealthy towns as other more-affluent participants, while
others grew up in mixed-income, post-industrial towns. As such, the low-income white students
attended high schools that were similar or slightly worse than other students from the region, yet
their schools were consistently better than the neighborhood schools of East City and they were
predominantly white.
The parents of low-income white students generally had slightly better jobs and higher
incomes than those of low-income students of color, even though their parents had similar
educational backgrounds. Some parents worked as carpenters, car mechanics, or were in the
military, while others worked in retail or were unable to work. The low-income white students
often faced challenges growing up: they shared stories of parents struggling with alcoholism and
drug use, not being able to afford utilities, and being in foster care. Yet despite these struggles,
they usually had greater financial security than low-income students of color. Trevor (FG-LI,
W), for example, had money for college from the state, Danielle (FG-LI, W) had money from her
grandparents, and Connor’s (FG-LI, W) dad owned his own carpentry business. Compared to
low-income students of color, low-income white students’ parents tended to view education
more negatively. Some were strongly encouraged to go to college but nearly half had parents
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This is likely due in part to the fact that the indicator that MSU and I were using to distinguish between
low-income and middle-class—Pell grant eligibility—is not a precise tool for making that distinction, as
many lower-middle-class students are Pell eligible (Goldrick-Rab, 2016).
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who expressed ambivalence about college. These parents also were highly concerned with the
cost of college and pushed MSU because of its cost and the ability to commute.
This participant group demonstrates the challenges faced by all low-income students,
while also highlighting the intersectional benefits that come from being white. All of these
students faced some substantial hardship while growing up and many were the only one among
their siblings to make it to college. Nevertheless, low-income white students still had important
advantages over low-income students of color. Nationally, white people have much greater
wealth than people of color, in part because they have faced less discrimination in buying and
owning property and therefore they have been able to accumulate more wealth over generations
(Katznelson, 2005). While these low-income white participants qualified as Pell grant eligible,
they often had greater wealth in the form of businesses, homes, and grandparents’ inheritances
than students of color. Additionally, their whiteness itself served as a resource—it helped them
access better schools and made their experience at Middletown easier because of their affinity
with the campus culture and student body.

Orientations to college
These five participant groups highlight the ways in which opportunity is unevenly
distributed in the area surrounding Middletown. Even though every participant shared a desire
for an affordable college degree, there were substantial differences in the economic and
educational resources they brought with them to college based on their class, race, and access to
good schools. In the following half of this chapter, I describe how these backgrounds shaped the
ways participants viewed college. Specifically, I outline four different orientations to college,
which I term enhancement, credentialist, mobility, and conditional. Each of these orientations
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stems from a particular set of socioeconomic influences and each implies a specific
understanding of how college works and what it is for.
The enhancement orientation views college as an opportunity for personal growth and is
expressed by those with strong middle-class influences and positive experiences in school. The
credentialist orientation conceives of college as a way to secure a good job and is held by
students with hybridized class backgrounds: stable finances and working-class roots. The
mobility orientation sees college as an opportunity to transform one’s economic and life
prospects, and stems from growing up with financial insecurity. Finally, the conditional
orientation describes feeling forced to attend college and is a result of negative impressions of
schooling. Rather than being a view of what college is for, the conditional orientation refers to an
individual’s degree of motivation and therefore always pairs with another orientation; for
example, a student who does not want to go college but feels forced to earn a degree for a
specific career has both a conditional and credentialist orientation.
These orientations matter because they shape how students relate to college: they impact
the activities students pursue, the strategies they use for navigating college, and how much they
feel college has lived up to their expectations. I describe each orientation in depth below.
Table 2.3: Orientations to college by participant group
Participant group
Enhancement Credentialist Mobility Conditional*
Low-income students of
color (10)
0%
20%
80%
20%
Low-income students of
color – top high school (7)
86%
14%
0%
14%
Low-income white
students (7)
0%
71%
29%
29%
Lower-middle-class
students (15)
27%
73%
0%
39%
Middle-class students (16)
44%
56%
0%
25%
*Rows do not add to 100 because students with conditional orientations also had another
orientation. This table includes the five participants who only did initial interviews.
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The enhancement orientation
Students who hold an enhancement orientation see college as a time to grow personally
and socially, as well as a way to secure a better job. Among the participants I interviewed, two
groups of students expressed this orientation: continuing-generation students who grew up in
middle-class families and first-generation students who attended high performing, predominantly
middle-class schools. Academically, these students had positive learning experiences at good
high schools, so they came into college prepared, eager to learn about their major, and had an
interest in continuing their learning more generally. Socially, these students had usually been
involved in high school activities and planned to continue that type of involvement through clubs
and sports in college. The enhancement orientation reflects middle-class cultural capital and thus
matches the cultural norms of higher education. As I will discuss in later chapters, this meant
these students felt included and generally thrived on campus.
Of the students who held this enhancement orientation, about half acquired it from their
middle-class families and schools. Olivia’s (CG-MC, M) parents, for example, were teachers and
they had been very involved in supporting her academically. Olivia also enjoyed her high school
experience; she had gone to a high-performing school where she enjoyed her classes, liked her
teachers, and was involved in sports. When I asked Olivia why she was going to college she said,
“Honestly, I think learning is cool. So that's why I went to college. But I'm also here for the
experience. Like I wanted to know what it would be like being on my own but in a community
where I'm surrounded by people my own age and everyone is kind of finding themselves, so
we're kind of finding ourselves together.” Olivia’s statement shows her desire to keep learning in
college, both in classes and through opportunities on campus. Along similar lines, Kristen’s (CG-
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MC, W) parents had also been involved in her education and set her up with a private guidance
counselor to find a college that would be the right fit. Kristen went to one of the better high
schools in the state, where she was very involved in sports and clubs. She told me,
Well, I'm going to college because I want to get a higher education and because I feel like
I'm not ready to be done with school yet, I guess. That's not a good way to say it. But I
also like that there are so many opportunities and there is so much to offer in college that
I wouldn't be able to do if I didn't go. And I just think that it’s the next step for me,
honestly. I also want to get involved in school, because I just really like being a part of
that sort of a thing. Like I tried getting involved a lot in my high school.
Like Olivia, Kristen wanted to continue the positive experiences she had in high school; she
describes wanting to continue learning in classes and developing her personal life through
campus activities. While students who expressed this enhancement orientation did mention going
to college in order to get a better job—Kristen, for example, spoke about wanting to get training
for her career—this was not the only goal they described and usually not the most central one.
While their academic orientations may not be as intellectual as the students Mullen (2010)
describes at Yale, these students express a desire for learning that aligns with the middle-class
ideal of college being a time for personal and intellectual growth.
The students I’ve mentioned so far are all continuing-generation and middle-class, but
being part of that subgroup did not necessarily translate to holding this view of college. In fact,
just under half of the continuing-generation participants described enhancement orientations,
because those with strong working-class influences generally expressed credentialist orientations
instead.
The second group of students who articulated an enhancement orientation to college were
first-generation students who acquired middle-class cultural capital at top high schools.
Natasha (FG-THS, B), for example, attended a magnet school where she was required to start
planning which college she hoped to attend in her sophomore year, and in her junior year she had

58

to present her college plans and an explanation of her decision-making process to her entire
class. She was very involved in high school and described how her teachers taught her that
college would be “a journey that would help you find yourself.” When I asked Natasha why she
was going to college, she said, “I just felt like it was a second step, a second and like first step to
the beginning of my adult life. I felt like it was a good opportunity to take when there are so
many things you can do in college, with like studying abroad, or the classes you can take, or the
people you can meet.” This type of personal and intellectual growth was also expressed by
lower-middle-class students who went to top high schools. Jeff (FG-LMC, W) went to high
school in one of the wealthiest school districts in the state and said he was “going to college to
better myself and better my future…. College can give me a deeper understanding of the world.
Like I have a sustainability class right now, which is pretty cool.” These students described
wanting to learn from their classes in terms that were not only connected to their careers; they
were attracted to classes that were interesting or would broaden their minds. They were also keen
to pursue opportunities that would be hard to access outside of college, like studying abroad.
These students had set their sights on a dream school and only ended up attending MSU as a
fallback option. Coming to Middletown, they were somewhat disappointed but wanted to make
the most out of their experience.
The credentialist orientation
Students who described a credentialist orientation were going to MSU to secure a good
job by obtaining a college degree. First-generation, lower-middle-class students were the most
likely to describe this credentialist orientation, but it was also articulated by many continuinggeneration students who had working class roots, and by low-income students who had more
stable finances. Since these students were relatively financially stable, their goal was security,
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not mobility. They chose Middletown State because they and their parents viewed it as the most
affordable and convenient way of earning a degree. They were generally not invested in earning
top grades or in other aspects of college beyond completing the requirements for their major.
They looked forward to social life in terms of making friends and going to parties, but they were
not looking to get deeply involved in the formal activities of college life like clubs or building
relationships with professors.
One student with a credentialist orientation was David (FG-LMC, W), who grew up in a
financially secure family where both parents had steady jobs. David had considered working in a
field he loved, agriculture, but decided “I should probably go to school so I can have more
options,” particularly because, if he were to ever get injured, he knew he would not be able to
work in manual labor. Michael (FG-LMC, W) also grew up with stable working-class parents
and said college is “an advantage but it’s also not something that is necessarily needed.” Both
David and Michael thought college would give them more security in life, but they did not feel
they needed it as a way out of difficult personal and economic circumstances.
Some students described college as a way to have career opportunities their parents did
not have. For example, Alice’s (FG-LMC, W) mom worked as a secretary, and Alice told me,
When I graduate I want to have a job that I actually like instead of something I hate to do
every day. I'd like to have something I'm passionate about. If you don't go to college—
my mom talks about this sometimes—people at her job they get paid more and they have
more opportunities than she does just because they have they a degree. So just having the
degree opens more doors for you.
Alice wanted to go to college because it would broaden her options and lead to a more enjoyable
career. Importantly, however, Alice did not feel like college was a necessity to live a good life.
Alice had seen her sister get by without a college degree, her mom described college as “a
backup plan,” and her dad had said college was not needed.
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A range of students with hybridized class backgrounds described this same sentiment.
Richard (FG-LI, W) was a low-income student but his parents had steady jobs: his mom was a
nurse’s assistant and his dad was in the military. They had told Richard it was up to him to
decide if he wanted to go to college; Richard aspired toward college because he wanted “to be
able to do some kind of work where I get to work with people.” College was associated with
getting a desired job, but it was not directly connected to a change in economic circumstances.
Lydia (CG-MC, W), a continuing generation student whose father was a plumber and mother
was a therapist, thought about skipping college but in the end decided it would help give her
legitimacy: Lydia wanted to become a professional photographer and thought a college degree
would help her be successful. As she told me, “I want to have my own business, nobody's going
to want to go to you if you don't look like you know what you're talking about. And if I have a
qualification, people are going to want to go to my company.” For these students, a college
degree offered them a sense of security that they would be able to find work they would enjoy.
College was connected to mobility in the sense of providing better job options and credibility,
but there was not a sense that this was an urgent need.
While credentialist students described securing their career prospects as their primary
motivation for college, they were usually looking forward to the social experience of college as
well, though it was not a central a part of their motivation. Most of these students had not been
too involved in high school, and they did not plan on getting involved in college apart from
making new friends. For example, I asked Alice (FG-LMC, W) if there were other reasons she
was going to college and she told me, “Oh, the experience I guess too, because you get to meet
new people.” Students looked forward to social life, but not things like joining clubs, studying
abroad, or student government.
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The mobility orientation
Students from low-income backgrounds who attended low-income schools generally
described their goals for college with an urgent desire for mobility. They saw college as a way to
improve their life, both economically and personally. Coming from backgrounds of family
hardship and financial instability, they hoped college would provide them new opportunities and
stability. They usually aspired to higher paying careers than credentialist students (doctors and
accountants compared to cops and teachers) and they wanted to have “the college experience” of
living in a dorm, away from the challenges they faced back home. As a result, they generally
expressed more desire than credentialist students to get involved in campus activities and viewed
college as a transformational opportunity. However, these students were the least informed and
prepared for college; while they hoped college would lead to better jobs, they had the least
knowledge of what they would be learning in college and they had the most limited academic
preparation, which often led to surprise, struggle, and disappointment over their first year.
For these students, college did not just represent greater security, it promised mobility—a
way out from a context of instability and struggle. For example, Fred’s (FG-LI, M) desire to go
to college came directly from growing up in a low-income household and seeing his family
struggle, something that motivated him both to want better circumstances for himself and to be
able to provide financially for his family as a way to “give back.” When I asked why he was
going to college, he said, “To try to get a good job, like, seeing my mom struggle. Or even like
my older sister herself—she had a kid at a young age and all that. Like seeing them struggle,
made me want to go to school more.… The amount of hours that people who don't go to college
put in and get so little money in these minimum wage jobs.” Fred’s repeated use of the word
“struggle” is noteworthy. While credentialist students like Alice spoke about the limitations their

62

parents faced without a college degree, they did not use such strong language. Students who
expressed a desire for mobility described more immediate and extreme challenges. Deon (FG-LI,
B), for example, grew up in foster care and said he was going to college
To have a better future. I want to be financially set, and not have to worry about
everything, when is this bill due, are the lights going to get shut off? Oh my god, when's
the car insurance due? Honestly bills are my biggest worry. I hate worrying about bills
and I hate worrying about oh my god is my card going to get declined at the gas station. I
know for a fact that Middletown will help guarantee me a better future.
Deon’s experience of growing up low-income—the emotional and financial stress that
involves—drove him towards a college degree. Madeline (FG-LI, B) put this more bluntly,
saying she was going to college “‘cause I live in the hood in East City, so my only way to get out
of the hood was via college.”
This desire for mobility has two important qualities: urgency and aspiration. Students
described their desire for mobility with a sense of urgency because they were still living with the
challenges of being low-income as they were entering college. Deon’s quote above describes
bills he needs to pay right now. Fred regularly had to go back home to take care of his family
members during the school year. One of Madeline’s friends from home was shot during her
second day on campus, making her miss some of her first week of classes to go visit him in the
hospital. Compared to wealthier students who wanted greater security after college, low-income
students wanted the relief of a steady job as soon as possible, as their financial instability was
affecting their lives during college.
The drive for mobility also connects to a strong sense of aspiration. College had a strong
symbolic value for these students: the sense that it would provide a new life. This manifested
physically in their desire to live in a dorm and have the experience of being on a peaceful college
campus, and it manifested symbolically in the sense of personal transformation they associated
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with college. Fred, for example talked about wanting to “find myself” in college and “learn who
I am outside of my family.” Deon talked about joining clubs, “making life-long friends,” and
“expanding my potential.” Madeline described how she wanted to be “really social” in college
because she was “shy and awkward” growing up, and she wanted to “get involved” by joining
clubs on campus. This is another distinction between the mobility orientation and the
credentialist orientation, as students going to college for a credential were less likely to describe
college in such aspirational, personally transformative terms. In some ways this made mobility
students more similar to those with enhancement orientations; however, because they did not
have parents who had gone to college, these students were usually less informed about the actual
opportunities that existed on campus and how to access them. They hoped to have new
experiences but they were less sure what those would be and what they would involve.
The parents of students going to college for mobility usually had a strong influence on
their orientation to college. Unlike credentialist parents, who were often ambivalent about
college, these parents emphasized the importance of having the opportunity that they themselves
did not have, and they stressed how hard they worked to give their children this chance. Thus,
while low-income students often had families who were more enthusiastic about them going to
college than lower-middle-class families, that support often came with added pressure to give
back financially or emotionally through making them proud.
The mobility orientation was mainly articulated by low-income students of color who
attended predominantly low-income schools. However, there were some other students who
expressed it, or at least certain dimensions of it. First, low-income students of color who attended
top high schools expressed elements of urgency but their views about college centered more on
the enhancement orientation: their desire for growth in college was more prominent than their
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desire for mobility. Second, two low-income white students expressed urgency for mobility.
However, because most low-income white students had some form of supplemental funds for
college and they had parents who were less supportive of college, more of them expressed a
credentialist orientation.
Conditional motivation for college
Because they are consistently told that college is necessary for living a good life—by
society, their high schools, and their parents—many students are compelled to go to college even
if they personally feel reluctant to do so. I describe this as a conditional motivation: students who
are going to college because certain conditions make them feel they need to do so. The
conditional orientation is therefore not about an individual’s goals for college but about the
degree of motivation they have for college. Because of this, in my observations, a conditional
orientation was always paired with another orientation. The most common pairing was
conditional and credentialist, as there is an element of reluctance inherent in the credentialist
orientation: if you are only going to college to secure a job, you are less likely to see it as
anything but a “requirement.” However, some students had conditional mobility orientations
(they felt college was their only “way out”) and some had conditional enhancement orientations
(they saw college as an opportunity for personal growth but they did not feel ready to continue
formal education).
Unlike the other orientations, students with conditional motivations spanned all class
backgrounds—their unifying characteristic was a negative impression of schooling. This view
either stemmed from negative experiences these students had in school or from a skepticism of
college inherited from a working-class parent. Many of those who expressed a conditional
motivation said they had “never liked school” or had always struggled with it, often because of a
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learning disability or mental health challenge. Other students had parents who questioned the
value of college or portrayed it as a scam. These students chose MSU because they could get in
and because it offered them a less-expensive way to try out college for a year. In total, about a
quarter of all participants described a conditional motivation at the time of their first interview.
In one common articulation of this orientation, students said they were only going to
college because their career goals required it. This is an example of a conditional credentialist
orientation. Connor (FG-LI, W), for example, told me, “I'm going to college just to become a
math teacher” and when I asked him if there were any other reasons, he said, “No, it's like my
sole reason.” Connor explained that if he had not wanted to be a teacher he would have followed
his father’s path and become a carpenter. Relatedly, Connor was skeptical of the idea that
everyone should go to college. He told me, “everybody is like ‘go to college, go to college,’ they
just force it on you, like everyone should go to college. But I think it depends on what you want
to do you if should go to college. It’s not like everyone should go.” John (CG-MC, W) expressed
a similar sentiment. He told me that he was going to college only because he knew that he
wanted to be a physical therapist. He explained, “If I didn't know what I wanted to major in, I
probably would have taken a gap year before even applying to schools, just so I can try and
discover more of what I want to do with my life before deciding to pay all that money for
college.” John’s reluctance to pay for college without a clear career goal was informed by his
high-school-educated father, who made good money as a salesperson and questioned the value of
college. Other students described going to college because other options fell through. Jessica
(FG-LMC, W) had wanted to go into the military, which was the path her father, a veteran, had
recommended. However, Jessica had a medical condition that prevented her from enlisting
immediately, so she decided to go to college for two years before trying the military route. As
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she said, “I had surgery, so now I need to wait a year or two. So I didn’t really have a choice, but
I might as well get my education. I got 3 scholarships, so I might as well take advantage and go.”
Jessica knew that having a college credential would help her get jobs, so she decided to pursue it
until her ideal path became possible.
Still others went to college solely because they felt they had no better options for
mobility. For example, when I asked Madeline (FG-LI, B) why she was going to college, she
said,
Madeline: Because I have like no other talent. Like, I'm only book smart.21 ‘Cause you
know how people they do hair, they do nails, or some people make music. I have like no
talent at all, whatsoever. So college is like my only option to getting rich.
Reid: So if you had another skill you wouldn't go?
Madeline: I wouldn't. I'm only book smart. It's my only way out.
Reid: So college is kind of like a second choice?
Madeline: Yeah, college was the backup option.
Madeline was not particularly excited about going to college, but she felt like it was the only
path she had to get out of poverty.
Lastly, some students had enhancement orientations and saw college as an opportunity
for personal growth, but they had always struggled in school and were therefore reluctant to
continue their formal education. Alex (CG-MC, W), for instance, had wanted to take a gap year
after high school because he felt like he “wasn’t mature enough” for college, as he had struggled
to turn in assignments on time in high school. However, his parents pressured him to go, his high
school required him to apply to colleges to graduate, and he was anxious about how low salaries
would be without a college degree. So, Alex enrolled at MSU even though his own preference
would had been to take time off. Max (CG-MC, W) described a similar sentiment. He said there
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It is worth noting that Madeline came into college with a high school GPA close to a “C” average.
While she may have been book smart, her high school grades imply she was not academically well
prepared for college. Other comments in her interview indicated she was not fully aware of this.
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were “so many things I want to learn about” in college, but he had always struggled in school
and was anxious about academics, so he waited until August to formally enroll. When he did
make his decision, it was because he told himself “If you don’t do this, you’re going to regret it
later.” In other words, his decision came more from avoidance than pursuing a goal.
Conditional students are going to college, but not because it is their ideal choice. They
are attending because their specific career goals require it, other options have fallen through, or
they feel like they have no other options. The students expressing this conditional orientation
crossed social class lines, but they shared the commonality of having negative experiences in
high school or a strong voice of skepticism about college from a working-class parent.

How backgrounds and orientations to college shape the first year
These four orientations, as well as the five student subgroups, provide a portrait of the
participants in this study before they began their first year of college. They highlight the different
educational and financial resources students grew up with, their different racial backgrounds and
degrees of connections to MSU, and their different expectations for what they would gain in
college. In the following chapters, I will discuss how these backgrounds and orientations to
college shape students’ experiences over their first year at MSU, looking specifically at three
aspects of college life: social belonging, seeking help, and the relevance of courses.
While there are nearly endless variations in students’ experiences and life stories, I
identified four main patterns in the ways students’ backgrounds, orientations to college, and firstyear experiences aligned. These patterns, which provide a guide for the findings across this
dissertation, are summarized in Table 2.4, below.
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Table 2.4: Typical backgrounds, orientations, and experiences over the first year
Orientation to Enhancement
college
Social class
Middle-class
Background(s) (via home or top
high school)
Sense of
Welcoming
belonging

Credentialist

Mobility

Conditional

Working to
middle class
hybrids
Welcoming

Financial
insecurity

Help-seeking
strategy
Academic
relevance

Interactive

As-needed

Marginalization
(for students of
color)
Independent

Negative school
experiences and
parental skepticism
Marginalization

Enhanced

Annoyed
acceptance

Pointless
obstacle

Disengaged
Pointless
obstacle

Students with middle-class cultural capital and enhancement orientations tended to excel
during their time at MSU; they were well-prepared for the academic and social expectations of
college and their enhancement orientation aligned with the ideals of the university, leading to
special attention and opportunities. Second, students with stable working-class backgrounds and
credentialist orientations were successfully included in college life; they had adequate academic
preparation and, as white students from the region, they identified with other students on
campus. While MSU did not view their credentialist orientation as the ideal path through college,
it was common-enough among the student body to be well accepted and supported by school.
Third, low-income students with mobility orientations encountered substantial challenges; they
had limited finances and academic preparation, experienced difficulties engaging with
professors, and their urgent need for mobility was not fully understood or supported by MSU.
Additionally, because most were students of color, they felt marginalized on the predominantly
white campus. Finally, students with conditional orientations to college generally became
disengaged both academically and socially if they encountered any major challenge in their first
year, and MSU was usually not able to identify or address these students’ concerns before they
withdrew.
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Throughout this dissertation, I will explore these patterns across students’ first-year in
college. In so doing, I will highlight the structural inequalities that existed before students came
to MSU and the continued inequalities they experienced while on campus.
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Chapter 3: Sense of Belonging at a Regionally Affordable University
Virtually all the students in this study came to MSU looking forward to having “the
college experience.” Along with getting a degree, participants wanted to meet new people, have
new experiences, and enjoy the freedom of being away from the rigid structure of high school.
For many students, the idea of campus life was a key reason for selecting Middletown State; it
was their most affordable option for having the “traditional” experience of going to college with
other young adults on a beautiful campus. This was made especially clear when I spoke with
participants at the end of the year: their social life and sense of belonging were usually the first
topics they brought up and the ones they spoke about with the most emotion.
For many students, however, the reality of college life failed to live up to their
expectations. While some thoroughly enjoyed campus, others felt like they did not belong at
MSU or struggled to get involved in the ways they had hoped to. Understanding the roots of
these differences is of key importance because students’ sense of belonging and involvement on
campus are correlated with their persistence in college and their academic achievement
(Shaulskiy, 2016). With that in mind, this chapter asks: how does attending a predominantly
white, working-class institution shape the sense of belonging and experience of involvement for
students from different class and ethnoracial backgrounds?
The primary finding of this chapter is that the institutional context of MSU helps
facilitate a sense of belonging for white students—regardless of their class or parental
education—but that same context makes students of color feel unwelcome. To understand the
roots of this, I argue that MSU has a campus culture of white regional affordability: the majority
of the student body is composed of white students from the region who are seeking an affordable
college degree, and the faculty and staff on campus explicitly work to support working-class,
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first-generation students from the region. This context successfully helps these students feel
normal and included on campus, which is significant because these populations are often
marginalized at other institutions. However, because MSU’s campus, staff, and region are
historically white—and because there is substantially less messaging to support and include the
growing number of students of color enrolling from outside the region—MSU is much less
successful in creating an inclusive environment for students of color; they feel a culture shock
arriving on campus and continue to feel out of place over their first year. This shows that the
degree of match between a student’s background and their college context shapes their sense of
belonging. Demonstrating this, I also find that students of color who attend racially integrated
high schools describe a stronger sense of belonging at MSU, as their prior experience in
predominantly white contexts makes the transition to MSU much easier. Finally, as an additional
finding, this chapter shows that commuters struggle to get involved on campus, even if they feel
a strong sense of belonging.

A campus culture of white regional affordability
Students’ sense of belonging at MSU is shaped by a campus culture of white regional
affordability. In this section, I define this culture in depth and describe the institutional contexts
that create it. The first dimension of this culture, regionalism, refers to MSU’s literal ties to its
surrounding region and its symbolic connection with the suburban, historically white, colonial
New England town. The second dimension of the campus culture, affordability, relates to the
idealized vision of first-generation students, commuters, and working students paying their way
through college, though the broad appeal of affordability means that wealthier students
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concerned about paying off loans after college and low-income students struggling to make their
next payment can relate to this ethos equally well.
The culture of regional affordability permeates nearly all aspects of MSU, from the
leadership and mission, to the faculty and staff, to the students who attend. This begins at the
highest level, in MSU’s official mission statement, which stresses MSU’s commitment to the
region and its people:
As the comprehensive teaching university of [the region], Middletown State University
has a responsibility to educate the residents of [the region] and the [state], and to use its
intellectual, scientific and technological resources to support and advance the economic
and cultural life of the region and the state.
The regional pledge was reiterated whenever I heard the president, provost, or board members
speak publicly at events like orientation, convocation, or graduation. A dedication to serving the
region is also included in the university’s strategic plan and admissions materials.
Because leaders view regional stewardship as part of MSU’s responsibility as a public
university, the concept of regionalism is connected to the ideals of accessibility and affordability.
Admissions pamphlets highlight first-generation students from the region who can access higher
education because of MSU. Speakers at orientation explicitly welcome first-generation students,
and the “campus news” section of the MSU homepage regularly features the achievements of
first-generation students and faculty. For example, one campus news article began,
Whenever Dr. Susan Smith greets a new class of students at Middletown State
University, she sees something very familiar in the faces filling the classroom: Herself. A
class full of MSU students typically includes young people balancing work with studies,
aiming to be first in their family to graduate college, or raising children of their own.
Smith, a high school dropout turned Ivy League graduate, relates to their challenges
because she’s lived them.
Such messaging seeks to make first-generation students feel welcome and at home on campus,
and it’s not coincidental that the article later mentions Dr. Smith grew up in the region. As is
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evident in the quote above, MSU’s messaging not only mentions first-generation students, it also
aims to highlight accessibility by calling out other populations, such as veterans, students who
work while in college, non-traditional age students, and, occasionally, immigrants. This
emphasizes accessibility and affordability in general terms, and it helps students who see
themselves reflected in these descriptors feel welcome at MSU. However, I found that this
messaging was less likely to explicitly name race and ethnicity, making it less likely that students
of color would feel seen and included.
Along these lines, the regional context of Middletown is not racially neutral. As
described in the previous chapter, the towns surrounding MSU are historically white and have
sought to maintain residential segregation (McDermott, 2006). The city of Middletown is a small
New England town that follows an architectural layout that anyone who grew up in a similar
colonial town would be instantly familiar with: a small main street centered around a town hall, a
town green, white-steeple churches, and brick-clad shops. But, for someone growing up in a
crowded and racially diverse city, such a setting may feel strange and foreign, and many students
from East City reported it being a shock seeing so many trees and so few stores and people. This
difference in familiarity also applied to how often students had visited MSU before attending.
Most students from the region had been to the campus multiple times before orientation for a
campus tour, an admitted students’ day, or for a sporting event with their friends and family. For
many of the students from outside of the region, however, orientation was the first time they had
seen the campus. This difference in navigational comfort levels, though seemingly innocuous,
took an unexpected toll on some students; three participants from East City told me how they got
lost on their way to orientation, resulting in an embarrassing first arrival on campus.
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The culture of regional affordability was also emphasized during students’ first
substantial time on campus: an overnight orientation that took place in June. The initial icebreaker, an activity where students would “step in” if they identified with a fun fact that another
student had shared, painted a picture of students’ backgrounds. Few people had traveled out of
the country or lived out of state. Most students grew up in small towns. One orientation leader
shared that he “only owned one pair of shoes,” a quirky fact intended to disarm the selfconscious students, but also a detail that revealed part of his class identity, as he later shared that
he grew up in a low-income family. Along with these implicit messages about students’
backgrounds, the student orientation leaders also performed a series monologues where they
described themselves and their challenges in college. These stories highlighted their journeys as
students who were low-income, commuters, first-generation, fostered, LGBTQ, from another
country, and from out of state. Each monologue ended with “I’m [name], I’m [challenged
background], and I’m a [school mascot].” These stories of diversity were impactful. During my
interviews, participants generally had a hard time recalling much of what they heard at
orientation, but these skits and their message that “I’m a [school mascot]” were consistently
mentioned by students as a main takeaway from orientation. These monologues featured students
of color—about a third of the speakers were non-white—but they did not address race directly.
One student of color spoke about immigrating to the United States and English being her third
language, and another spoke about his home community not accepting his LGBTQ identity, but
neither explicitly mentioned race. This was notable because the monologues did mention the
specific challenges of other identities, such as being a commuter or first-generation.
Overall, summer orientation and other new student events put an emphasis on diversity.
For example, during convocation the day before classes started, one of the student speakers said:
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“Like many of you, I was first-generation. Like many of you, I was balancing school and work. I
want you to know: whether you live on or off campus, you are not alone and we are glad to have
you.” However, as is evident in the quote above, the emphasis on diversity was more explicit
about the inclusion of first-generation, commuting, and working students than it was about
students of color. As evidence of this, when I asked students about their experiences with an
activity during orientation that was intended to promote inclusion and awareness, the white
students from the region generally spoke enthusiastically about how it made them realize how
diverse MSU was. The students of color, on the other hand, were more tepid in their responses:
they appreciated the intent but were uncertain about its delivery and sometimes felt like it made
them stand out.
Finally, the culture of white regional affordability was reinforced by staff and faculty.
Especially for staff, this was due in part to their own backgrounds. Of the seven professional
advisors that I worked with, everyone apart from myself had attended MSU as a student and
nearly all grew up in the region. Among graduate assistant advisors, five out of six had gone to
MSU as undergrads and all were from the region. During my observations while working as an
advisor, I noticed how staff shared these backgrounds with students. Often this was in simple
comments about having gone to the same high school as a student or talking about favorite
restaurants in a student’s hometown, but it also came out more directly. One advisor often told
students, “I was first-generation like you, I was working my way through college.” This was also
reflected in how the staff self-identified. Over lunch one day, for example, a colleague described
how a former staff member had moved to the West Coast but was having trouble connecting with
people because they were all wealthy tech people who wore Patagonia. She said, “people aren’t
the same out there. They’re not middle-class people like us,” implying they did not share the
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humble origins of staff at MSU. While staff related to students as sharing their first-generation,
working-class backgrounds, they did not similarly connect along racial lines. In terms of the
composition of staff, ten out of the twelve members of the advising team were white. In terms of
culture, the talk in the advising office often addressed students’ financial struggles and the
challenges of being first-generation, but staff rarely spoke about race. I did not observe overt
discrimination and staff worked tirelessly to support students, but this lack of discussion points
to a campus culture in which staff do not feel comfortable discussing race nor are they fully
aware of how it shapes students’ experiences.
MSU’s context of regional affordability is exemplified by one white professor I observed
leading a session on academics during orientation. Sharing his background, he explained that he
was a first-generation college student who grew up speaking Italian at home with his immigrant
parents. He described how he worked for pay as much as possible during college and how the
“macho culture” he grew up in made him afraid to ask for help, leading him to fail a required
math course twice. Using his own story as an example, he emphasized that “college can work for
any student from any background” but you need to ask for help along the way. He also spoke
directly about the challenges of having a job while in college. He told students, “we understand
that many of you need to work, but try to make sure it is manageable. Those extra hours at
Dunkin’ Donuts won’t be as important as finishing that assignment.” The professor was trying to
relate to students, assuming that many of them would prioritize work over school and thus they
needed to be reminded that working for pay too much has academic drawbacks. He connected
personally with students’ working-class roots and how that shaped his own orientation to college.
Other professors I spoke with talked about being “first-gen and from the area” and even
professors who weren’t first generation themselves were aware that many students at MSU were
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the first in their family to go to college and were working their way through college. As one
long-time professor told me: “Middletown is very much a bread and butter school,” explaining
that many students work 20 or more hours a week, plan to stay in the region, and that college “is
very much not central to their lives in an intellectual sense” because they are primarily focused
on graduating and getting a better job.
The context of regional affordability that I have described above creates an environment
where students from the region and students who are concerned about the cost of college feel
welcome on campus. Communications from all levels of the school reinforce that their
experience is normal and their goals are achievable. Much of the school’s structure and language
is organized around the needs of these students. However, as my findings below will show, for
students of color from East City there are fewer points of connection and the school’s messaging
is not as well designed to reflect their specific experiences. This is also evident in the racial
make-up of MSU’s staff. Only 12% of full-time campus employees are people of color,
compared to 28% of first-year students. Full-time faculty are 19% people of color, but that drops
to only nine percent if only black, Latinx, and multiracial faculty are included, which are the
identities most common among students (Factbook, 2019). MSU’s faculty and staff have not
kept up with the changing demographics of MSU’s students. However, there is much more racial
diversity than in the past: in 1993 only 3% of the faculty was black or Latinx and only 7% were
people of color.

Student evidence
The institutional context of regional affordability at MSU creates an environment that
helps a broad range of working-to-middle-class students who identify with the region feel like
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they belong on campus. In my conversations, these students described making friends quickly
and feeling like other students on campus were like them. The group that expressed the strongest
sense of belonging were first-generation, lower-middle-class white students. Most low-income
and middle-class white students also felt a sense of belonging, though this was more mixed for
commuters and students from out of state. Low-income students of color, most of whom were
from East City, had the weakest sense of belonging. For students of color who attended top high
schools, however, their previous experience of predominantly white environments eased their
transition into college, though they were still aware of being visible minorities on campus.22
Table 3.1: Participants’ sense of the campus environment by social background
Group
Low-income students
of color (10)
Low-income students
of color –Top HS (5)

Very
Mostly
Mainly
Very
welcoming welcoming unwelcoming unwelcoming
10%
10%
50%
30%
40%

40%

0%

20%

60%

20%

0%

20%

Lower-middle-class
students (14)

79%

7%

14%

0%

Middle-class students
(14)

51%

14%

14%

21%

Low-income white
students (5)

Lower-middle-class regional affordability:
The participants who generally had the easiest time feeling welcome on campus were
first-generation, lower-middle-class white students. For example, Jessica (FG-LMC, W)
described MSU as very welcoming. She chose MSU because she could commute there to save
money and because she was familiar with it. In Jessica’s words, “half my graduating class is
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These descriptions come primarily from my analysis of participants’ end of year interviews, though I
referenced earlier interviews for context.
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going to MSU” and, despite being first generation, Jessica’s “whole family” was connected to
MSU because her brother and older sister were enrolled and another relative worked there. I first
interviewed Jessica a couple weeks into the school year and she was amazed how quickly she
made friends and felt at home, even as a commuter. As she explained,
Jessica: I was actually really surprised, within my first two weeks of school I’ve made
friends in every class. I have friends all over campus and in the dorms, so if I ever want
to stay here on weekends, I can stay here with them. We walk all around campus all day,
we go to the bookstore, we eat and work. I have plenty of friends on campus. And it’s so
crazy that it happened so fast. I definitely plan to join intramurals or maybe a sorority or
something. Yeah, I love MSU, it’s great.
Reid: How did you meet people so fast?
Jessica: I know a lot of people from my school in my grade that go here, but I really
haven’t talked with them, because they’re doing their own thing, they’re in different
classes. But the people in my classes, like my best friend at school, on the first day the
professor was late and it was close to the fifteen-minute mark, we were just like sitting
there making jokes, like “he’s not going to show up,” and we instantly connected. Ever
since then, we hang out every single day. And you can tell we have that kind of bond
where it feels like we’ve been friends for years, we just know each other so well, but
we’ve only been friends for two weeks.
This sense of “instant connection” and “already knowing” people was typical for students from
the region. Jessica’s positive experience continued throughout her first year: during our final
interview she told me she had made many friends and the campus was “extremely welcoming.”
This ease on campus was facilitated by her family connections and the fact that she identified
with other students on campus. As she said: “Everyone is the same as me. We’re from different
towns but we do the same things, go to the same malls. We all go to [Beach Town] in the
summer.”
Jackson (FG-LMC, W) also lived nearby and described making a near-instant connection
with MSU. This connection began before he even enrolled. Describing how he picked MSU,
Jackson said,
Jackson: My family has never been wealthy, we’ve been an average family. So when I
saw that MSU had what I wanted and fit my price range, I was pretty much sold. And
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then a few of my friends were going there, so it really worked out. I had other schools on
my mind … but none of them appealed to me as much as MSU.
Reid: Did you look at any private schools?
Jackson: We never really looked at private schools, because personally I didn’t see
myself fitting in at private school. Not only did I grow up here so I’m familiar with it, it’s
just everything about it, down to climate, down to the people in this area, this is where I
feel comfortable.
Jackson’s sense of affinity to MSU came from his connection with “the people in this area” as
well as having an “average” income, which he felt might not fit in at a private school. Once at
MSU, Jackson said he made “extremely close” friends very quickly. He found that “everyone
seems to know each other and connect.” Jackson also got a campus job with IT, which helped
him get to know people across all the offices on campus. Before enrolling he had considered
joining the military, but now he said: “Any choice that I’ve made, I’ve confirmed through being
here. Like I don’t regret going to college, I also don’t think that I would ever drop out, because I
think this is where I’m meant to be.” Overall, Jackson’s sense of belonging and positive
experiences on campus solidified his commitment to college.
Like Jessica and Jackson, Michael (FG-LMC, W) described his connection to MSU in
terms of its regional affordability. Michael chose MSU because it was more affordable than his
top choice college, a private school, and because of his connections to MSU: his sister was a
senior and he had a cousin and two good friends attending as well. Michael went to a private
Catholic high school but never liked it socially because it was “full of stuck up kids who think
they are better because they are going to Catholic school.” By attending a local public school for
college, Michael stood out from most of his high school peers who were going out of state.
Nevertheless, Michael was very happy with his decision to go to MSU and started calling his
dorm “home” almost instantly. When I talked to Michael at the start of the year he said the
friends he was making were “wicked real,” and at the end of the year he reiterated this, saying
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that that compared to high school, MSU has “a lot more humble people, like no one thinks too
highly of themselves. Everyone is down to earth, everyone is chill, everyone is friendly.” He also
said that he liked that in college “you can’t tell what someone has” because you don’t see what
cars they drive to school and “it’s easy to buy cheap clothing that looks good.” He contrasted this
invisibility of wealth with his experience at his private high school, where “people would just
think that they are better than someone else because they had more.” Because of this, Michael
had a great time socially at MSU, probably too good of a time. He described spending a lot of
time partying and “chilling in his dorm” and not as much time studying.
The inclusion of regional affordability
The context of regional affordability made feeling included on campus easiest for the
students who fit those characteristics most closely: white students from families with modest
incomes from the immediate region around MSU who wanted an affordable school. However,
regional affordability also helped a wider range of students feel a sense of belonging on campus.
Regionally, students from further away felt comfortable if they were from a similar type of
suburban, predominantly white, New England town. Financially, the focus on affordability was
something that both middle-class and lower-income students could relate to.
In terms of region, students who were not from the area around Middletown felt out of
place on campus at first, but if they were from a similar white, suburban part of New England,
they eventually felt like they belonged. Cody (FG-LMC, W), for example, came to MSU from
another state in New England. He picked MSU because it was affordable, it had a good Division
III athletic team, and, while it was out of state, it was only a two-hour drive away and it had a
“similar feel” to his hometown. Yet, when Cody first arrived on campus, he felt out of place not
being from the area. He told me during our mid-year interview that “everyone here is from no
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more than an hour away and they played each other in sports so they knew each other.” Cody
was envious when he saw his high school friends on social media hanging out together at his
local state school, and at one point in his first semester he considered transferring back in-state.
But, by the time I interviewed Cody at the end of the year, he was happy he had stayed at
MSU—he said he had “more and better friends than I expected to at this point” and he planned
on staying at MSU until graduation. Kim (FG-LMC, W) also came to MSU from out of state and
similarly described taking a little time to get used to the new environment, but then feeling like
she fit in. She came from a similar suburban, white, New England context; as she said, “it is a
slightly different region but is pretty similar overall.”
In terms of income, the campus culture of affordability was broad enough to help both
middle-class and low-income students feel included. Most middle-class students were attracted
to MSU because it was affordable. Veronica (CG-MC, L), for example, said she liked that other
students are “average, they’re working, they’re getting help. I haven’t seen anyone that’s like in
designer [clothes], clearly not paying for anything.” Michelle (CG-MC, W) was paying for
college by herself, so she liked that MSU was at her price point and that she had friends from her
retail job who also went to MSU. Even some of the wealthiest participants connected to MSU’s
affordable identity, which makes sense given middle-class families are increasingly concerned
about and stressed by the cost of college (Zaloom, 2019). Jimmy (CG-MC, W), for example,
described himself as “upper-middle-class.” He was from another region within the state but was
attracted to Middletown because it felt similar to his hometown and he liked how affordable it
was. He had even considered commuting over an hour each way to MSU to save money. At the
end of the year, Jimmy described making a close group of friends and when I asked him if he fit
in on campus, he told me “Most people I meet I become friends with. I made a bunch of friends
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quickly. Overall it fulfilled my expectations.” Overall, I found MSU’s culture of affordability
was inclusive enough for even wealthier middle-class students to feel welcome on campus. This
is important because it contradicts what other research has found at an urban “working class
college,” where middle-class students felt out of place (Stich, 2012, p. 29).
Low-income students from the region also felt like they belonged on campus. For
example, Trevor (FG-LI, W) grew up near MSU with his financially insecure grandmother, yet,
because of the way district lines were drawn, he went to a wealthy high school. When I asked
him at the end of the year about his transition into MSU, he said he did not feel any culture shock
or any sense of not fitting in. He told me he appreciated the diversity of MSU compared to his
high school, which was “just a bunch of rich kids.” Similarly, I asked Bethany (FG-LI, L), who
was also from the region, if she ever felt like she did not feel welcome on campus and she said,
“No, not really, because MSU is so diverse. People are from so many different backgrounds, I
don’t feel left out, I don’t feel out of place.” Kristen (CG-MC, W) said she felt comfortable at
Middletown because all her friends were also “in the same situation, have money problems, want
to do things that are inexpensive.”23 She appreciated this atmosphere because she felt that if she
had gone to “a school with more money, I might feel like I need to do things to feel like I fit in.”
Speaking more bluntly, Mariana (FG-THS, L) told me she fit in financially at MSU because, like
herself, all her friends “are broke.”
Another implication of MSU’s campus culture of regional affordability is that students
did not feel like they stood out for being first-generation. Because the majority of MSU students
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Kristen’s adopted parents are first-generation and low-income but her deceased biological parents were
middle-class and continuing-generation. While Kristen’s quote describes her real sense of financial
limitation, it is important to note that she has a more stable background than other low-income students.
Indeed, one consequence of the campus culture of affordability is that it obscures important differences in
privilege because “everyone” is concerned about money.
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were first-generation, first-generation students felt normal on campus and they often downplayed
or were unaware of being first-generation. For example, when I asked Richard (FG-LI, W) if he
felt like he stood out for being first-generation, he said, “it definitely would be a little different if
my dad went to Yale or some shit, but it’s not really that much different, like I’m going to a
commuter school where the acceptance rate is like 86%.” Madeline (FG-LI, B) similarly
normalized being first-generation at MSU, calling it “a first-gen school.” Interestingly, a number
of students—usually white, stable working-class students—said they did not identity as firstgeneration because they had older siblings who went to college or because their parents had
associate’s degrees. The students who did identity as first-generation usually described being
first-generation as a source of inspiration, not stigma. In sum, while first-generation students did
lack some of the navigational capital that continuing-generation students had (Yosso, 2005), the
identity of being first-generation was not a particularly salient one, nor was it an identity that
made students feel marginalized.24
Overall, the campus context of regional affordability helped first-generation and
working-class white students feel a strong sense of belonging at MSU; they viewed themselves
as the norm. This is noteworthy because researchers have found these students often feel
marginalized on wealthier and more selective campuses (Armstrong & Hamilton, 2013;
Lehmann, 2007; Stuber, 2011). Indeed, many of these students described being attracted to MSU
because they felt a connection to it and because they worried they would not fit in on other
campuses. In this way, MSU’s institutional culture successfully includes many of the workingclass students from the region it seeks to serve.

24

In a conversation with a student leader of a first-generation-student club, the club leader mentioned that
it was difficult to mobilize membership and support around being first generation, even though students
resonated with the types of challenges the club spoke about.
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Welcome but not involved: commuter students
In my discussion above, I focused primarily on students’ self-reported sense of
belonging, touching only briefly on how that feeling of inclusion connected to their involvement
on campus. For commuters, however, their sense of belonging was often quite distinct from their
campus involvement. The 16 commuter participants in this study described their sense of
belonging in the same way as their peers from similar backgrounds, but because they were
excluded from much of campus life, they described a lack of social involvement. Therefore,
because most commuters in my sample were lower-middle class or middle class, the majority of
commuters described a positive sense of belonging but a lack of social involvement.25 This
difference is evident in Tables 3.2 and 3.3 below.
Table 3.2: Sense of belonging by residential status
Mostly
Not
Group
Very welcoming welcoming
Mixed
welcoming
Residents
44%
15%
24%
18%
Commuters
64%
7%
21%
7%
Table 3.3: Social involvement by residential status
Group
Residents
Commuters

Extensive
involvement

Moderate
involvement
50%
14%

Limited
involvement
18%
29%

32%
57%

Overall, most commuters felt welcome on campus, but spent little time there, had few
friends at MSU, and were rarely involved in campus activities. For example, Cam (CG-MC, W)
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My sample underrepresents low-income students of color who commute. If I were to have more lowincome commuters of color as participants, I expect they would experience less belonging and
involvement.
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lived just ten minutes from MSU. When I asked if Middletown was a welcoming place, he said,
“Yeah, definitely. I haven’t met anyone that seemed not welcoming.” I probed to see if there
were any ways Cam did feel out of place on campus, but he insisted there were not. He told me,
“I don’t think I really stand out from anyone honestly, I feel like a pretty ordinary guy.” Despite
feeling welcome on campus, as a commuter Cam had not gotten involved: he got up early, went
to classes, went home, and then either did school work or went to his job. He had not met many
people and the only activity he participated in was an intramural sport in his second semester.
Ames (CG-MC, W) described a similar experience. When I asked Ames if he felt Middletown
was a welcoming campus, he said, “Yeah. I would say that everyone I’ve met so far is really
friendly.” Ames said there were no ways he felt like he did not belong on campus and he
described how college students were less arrogant and self-centered than his high school peers.
Yet, Ames had not gotten too involved on campus nor made a network of friends. He was
involved in a music club where he made a couple friends, but other than that spent most of his
time working for pay, doing school work, or hanging out with friends from high school.
While Cam and Ames were fairly satisfied with their social experience at MSU, most
commuters were quite disappointed. They felt like they could connect with people and would
have had an easy time making friends if they had lived on campus, but as a commuter they felt
left out and often regretted their decision to commute. For example, when I asked Veronica (CGMC, L) if she felt like she fit in on campus, she told me, “If I spent time on campus it would be
easy, but I just don’t spend any time here. I feel welcomed, it’s just that effort [to get involved].”
Probing more, I told Veronica that some commuters do not feel a sense of belonging on campus
and I asked if she felt the same way. She declined, saying: “I don’t feel that way. A lot of people
in my classes have been commuters, my sociology class is mainly commuters. It’s not like I’m
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the only person walking into class late with car keys in their hands.” Nevertheless, Veronica had
spent little time on campus apart from going to class and she was quite disappointed with her
social experience. Because of this, she was considering moving on campus the next year, but was
reluctant to do so because it would mean taking out loans, which she had avoided so far by living
at home and working three jobs. Looking into the future, Veronica said, “I’d rather not have
loans again in the fall, but then again I’d rather not graduate college without any friends.” As a
middle-class student paying for college all on her own, Veronica felt boxed in by her options as a
commuter, as they made her choose between having loans and having the involved college
experience she had originally wanted.
Commuters often described their disappointment with social life as their own fault
because of their decision to commute or their lack of effort to spend more time on campus, but
there were also structural elements of MSU that made it difficult for them to get involved. Andre
(FG-LMC, M), for example, described how he could not access all the buildings on campus, and
he said this created a mixed sense of belonging:
I definitely feel like I belong, because I go here, I’m a student. But I don’t feel much
connection to the campus. I can’t go into any of the dorms without being signed in. I kind
of feel like an outsider without being an outsider, this sort of weird middle where you go
here but you’re not really accepted.
Commuters described other ways that campus policies made it difficult to get involved. They
spoke about how all the campus activities would happen in the evenings, which would require
them to stay late or drive back to campus from their jobs. While many of the resident students
spoke about jobs on campus, none of the commuters had campus jobs. Commuters commented
on not being interested in any of the clubs, or in the case of Greek life, it being too expensive.
Overall, commuters described feeling as welcome on campus as their peers who shared
the same background, especially at the start of the year. However, because they encountered
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obstacles to getting involved on campus, they never became as well integrated into social life as
residents were and they often became dissatisfied with campus life over time.
Regional affordability as exclusion: students of color from East City
While the campus culture of regional affordability helped some students feel included, it
made low-income students of color feel excluded. Coming from a very different context—
predominantly low-income, non-white high schools in East City—these students described
coming to MSU as a culture shock and they struggled to feel like they fit in on campus. Meeting
other students of color, usually through “multicultural” organizations,26 created friendships and
helped these students feel a greater sense of belonging, but they never felt like they were fully
welcome on the campus as a whole.
Madeline (FG-LI, B), for example, said she was “from the hood” in East City. Coming to
college, Madeline wanted to be involved on campus; she was hoping to join clubs, make new
friends, and throw parties. But by the time I first talked with her, about a week into classes, she
was lonely, uncomfortable, and had not been able to meet new people. She told me that “it’s
weird to just not have people from where I’m from. East City is different than where everyone
else [at MSU] is from.” When I followed up with Madeline at the end of the year, she was still
unhappy on campus. She wanted to transfer to another school and was spending a lot of her time
back home. Most of her time on campus she spent in her room. Madeline said it was a “huge”
culture shock coming to MSU and she never felt at home there. She told me, “even though this is
a first-gen school, the white students from the suburbs aren’t socially educated.” Madeline said
white students did not share the same experiences, did not listen to the same music, and knew
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Multicultural club was the term MSU used for a number of organizations that primarily served students
from minoritized racial and ethnic groups, such as the Black Student Association, the Haitian Club, the
Step Team, and the Hip Hop Dance Team.
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nothing about black history. She said, “They don’t know things. It makes it awkward.” Because
of this, Madeline described feeling like there were few people she could relate to or become
friends with, prompting her to head back home most weekends to hang out with friends from
high school.
Toni (FG-LI, B) started her time at MSU with less personal connection to the university
than most students from the region. She had never visited campus before orientation and when I
asked her why she picked MSU she told me, “I’m not really sure,” implying she had little
personal connection to the college. Nevertheless, Toni had high hopes for her college experience;
she wanted to become more social and be less shy, and she planned to do cheerleading like she
had in high school. However, Toni struggled socially throughout the year, often feeling lonely.
She did not join cheerleading because she felt out of her league because of how competitive the
team was and because it required paying to join a private gym. When I asked her if it had been a
culture shock coming to MSU, she said:
Toni: I went to school with a bunch of black kids, so now coming here with a lot of white
kids it’s like, wow, I’ve never seen something like this before.… What was kind of hard
was trying to connect with them, in a way. Like during class last semester our professors
would make us talk to each other to get to know each other and stuff and they don’t really
have the same experiences as me.… They went to schools with like all types of sports
like lacrosse and stuff like that. My school only had basketball and cheerleading and
track and soccer.
Reid: Coming to MSU, were you aware it was going to be different than your high
school?
Toni: I didn’t really think about it. Like I knew it was going to be predominantly white,
but I didn’t know it was going to be this much. I thought there were going to be more
people that looked like me. I mean there are, but just not a lot.
Even though Toni had expected MSU to be majority white, she was shocked by how different it
was. For someone like Toni who already felt shy, the feeling that other people could not relate to
her compounded Toni’s sense of isolation and she spent most of her first semester in her room or
back home. In Toni’s second semester, she joined an all-black hip-hop dance team and made
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friends through that, which made her social life more tolerable. However, Toni was considering
transferring because her friends from the team were about to graduate and that meant she would
need to start her social life all over again, which she was dreading. So, while Toni had made
some friends on campus by the end of the year, she did not feel they could not be maintained
long term and she was dissatisfied overall.
Unlike white students, who described campus as a place where “everyone seems to know
each other and connect,” students of color found it hard to find people they could relate to and
they said it was difficult to reach out to make friends. Yves (FG-LI, M), for example, spoke
about how it took him time “to find other people like me at MSU.” Yves said he grew up in a
high crime area where he had to be careful about who he trusted, which made him cautious about
who he associated with in college. In contrast, Yves said that students from the suburbs were
“just so head forward and strong, they were just there. Like there was a little bit of a disconnect
for me, like I wasn’t all the way there yet.” Yves was describing how it took time for him to feel
like MSU was his own home. Compared to white students from the suburbs for whom MSU felt
like a natural extension of their social life from high school, Yves was unsure how to relate to the
campus, so he took a cautious approach and made few friends apart from his roommates until
late in his first semester.
A couple low-income students of color found it easier to make connections on campus
because they got involved with multicultural clubs early in the year and became friends with
other students of color. These students had a much more enjoyable experience at MSU but they
still did not feel like they belonged on the campus as a whole. Imani (FG-LI, B), for example,
was from the same neighborhood as Toni and Madeline but she had a slightly stronger sense of
connection to MSU before attending. Imani chose MSU because it was one of the few state
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schools that offered her intended major and because she had two cousins going there. Imani’s
experience was more positive than Toni or Madeline’s, but it was still mixed. When I asked her
about her social experience at the end of the year she said, “It was good. I made a lot of friends. I
feel like I wasn’t 100% comfortable, but I was comfortable enough to talk to people and stuff.”
She got very involved in the Haitian Club and had made many friends through that. Yet she still
said it was a culture shock coming to MSU because there “weren’t as many people like me—I’d
have to go look for them, and I didn’t know that beforehand.” Along with having to search for
other people like her, Imani found it harder to connect with white students than she had expected.
She described several incidents of conflict, saying: “Well I’ve had some people that weren’t
comfortable about being around black people, but at least they were open about it. So that’s ok.
They would always ask these weird questions, but it’s not like it’s their fault, so I can’t get mad.
Cause some people just aren’t as cultured.” While Imani had a generous outlook on white
students’ cultural insensitivity, it is clear she did not feel as welcome on campus as white
students from the region. Similarly, she looked positively on the friends she had made, but she
was not able to make the kinds of interracial friendships she had imagined she would. Even the
few students like Imani who had made strong social connections often described “being
outnumbered” on campus or lamented that MSU “is not as diverse as they say it is.”
While white students from the region felt like they “were like everyone else,” black and
Latinx students were keenly aware that they were not. Most of these students described coming
to MSU knowing there would be more white students but they were still shocked by the level of
cultural difference they encountered. They perceived that the majority of their white peers felt
uncomfortable around them and did not relate to their life experiences. When lucky, these
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students found friendships with other students of color, and when they were not so lucky, they
felt extremely isolated on campus and thought about transferring from MSU.
The experiences these students described stemmed from the composition and culture of
MSU. Imani’s perception that she was “outnumbered” was numerically accurate—students of
color make up only a quarter of all students—but more than just numbers, white students had
little experience with racial diversity. Most of the white participants had gone to high schools
that were over 90% white and they told me Middletown was the most diverse school they had
attended. While most said they enjoyed the diversity of MSU, a few participants made negative
comments about affirmative action and others dismissed the importance of identity when I ask
them to do the identity worksheet. These trends are common at many predominantly white
universities (Harper & Hurtado, 2007), but they may be amplified at MSU. New England is one
of the most segregated regions of the United States (McDermott, 2006) and data from the CIRP
survey finds that Middletown students are less likely to say that promoting racial understanding
is important compared to peer institutions (40% compared to 47.5%). Given all this, it is not
surprising that students of color at MSU felt out of place and experienced microaggressions.
MSU’s institutional policies play an important part in shaping students’ experiences. For
example, at a Black Student Association club meeting that I attended, students described how
they were upset about the prohibition of dance parties that their club had hosted where friends
from off campus could attend. To them, though these dance parties were shut down under the
guise of safety, this prohibition had a direct negative impact on their social life: these parties had
been some of these students’ favorite events, and were a way for them to connect their college
friends with their friends from home. The members of the Black Student Association felt that
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their events had been targeted unfairly compared to other organizations on campus that also
hosted parties.
Students of color also said that, apart from the multicultural clubs, there were few
organizations or activities that appealed to them. One of the most common ways to get involved
on campus was through Greek life, but joining a fraternity or sorority was expensive, costing
more than $650 a year (over 5% of the total MSU tuition). While some white students also
complained about this cost, students of color were additionally put off because the Greek
organizations were predominately white. I did a rough count of the “composite” pictures that
displayed all Greek life organizations—which were displayed prominently in the campus
center—and less than 10% of members were visible minorities.27 Given this, several students
described finding their sense of community through events off campus; Toni and Imani talked
about how their dance teams took them to competitions at other campuses and they spoke
enviously of the stronger sense of community they saw there.
Bridging contexts: attending top (integrated) high schools
In contrast to those who attended predominantly non-white high schools, students of
color who attended top high schools that were integrated or predominantly white had a much
easier time adjusting to social life at MSU. They felt welcome on campus, got involved in a wide
range of activities, and developed social networks that were ethnoracially diverse and spanned
the array of activities they were involved in. This difference in experience, compared to that of
the students who felt out of place at MSU, was likely due to the racial diversity and middle-class
cultural capital of the high schools they attended. While these students’ home contexts were
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This percentage should be taken very loosely, as it is based on my own assessment of students’
appearance. Is also notable that MSU founded its first-ever historically black Greek organization towards
the end of this study, which a couple participants were pleased about.
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quite different from MSU, their high schools were more similar, which eased their transition onto
campus.
Like most students of color from East City, Thomas (FG-THS, B) didn’t have a strong
connection to MSU before enrolling. He told me that “MSU wasn’t even on my list” when he
started his applications and he only ended up at MSU because his top choice, a private
historically black university, was too expensive. Yet, of all the students of color I spoke with,
Thomas was one of the most socially prepared for MSU because, since elementary school, he
had been traveling to a wealthy, predominantly white, high-achieving suburb of East City via a
school busing program. He was actively engaged in sports and theater there, and had gotten used
to balancing his busy school and extra-curricular schedules. During our first interview, I asked if
he thought MSU would be different from his high school and he said the he expected it would be
“a lot less competitive than [my high school], but similar. Not a culture shock to me.” In his first
year, Thomas made good friends on campus and talked about them fondly throughout his final
interview. He first made friends in his dorm and then they encouraged him to join clubs and
apply to be a Resident Assistant, a highly-coveted position that he was hired for. These initial
friendships and activities broadened his social network, making him feel connected and
comfortable all around campus. At the end of the year, I asked Thomas if he had experienced any
culture shock and he confirmed his initial prediction, saying “MSU is just like my high school.
I’d say MSU it’s less snobby, rich and elitist.… The only culture shock is that this is a lot more
suburban, more green.” While students of color from East City who went to low-performing,
predominantly non-white high schools had to adjust to both the social and physical context of
MSU, Thomas only had to adjust to being in the suburbs, a comparatively easy task.

95

This was a sentiment shared by other students of color who attended top high schools.
Monique (FG-THS, B), who went to an exam school in East City, said that her biggest shock was
that there were “so many trees on campus.” Overall, she described herself as very engaged in her
two main extracurricular activities—track and her job as a campus tour guide—and she said she
had made friends outside of those activities as well. Mariana (FG-THS, L) came to New England
from Florida during high school, moving in with her dad’s new wife in a suburban, primarily
white school district. When I asked if she experienced a culture shock coming to MSU, Mariana
told me she had not because she had already experienced one when she first moved to New
England. That experience exposed her to a predominantly white school and taught her the
importance of getting involved in school clubs. This made her transition to MSU was quite
smooth; she was pleased with the wide group of friends she had made from clubs and jobs on
campus and, overall, her social experience had exceeded expectations. Overall, these students
were the most involved on campus among all my participants: they joined clubs, played sports,
and were hired for prominent jobs on campus such as orientation leaders, tour guides, and
resident assistants.
While the students who attended top high schools had a much easier transition into
college and felt like they belonged on campus, their experience was not without tension. Their
prior exposure to largely white contexts at top, integrated or predominantly white high schools
had given them the familiarity and skills to navigate an environment like MSU, but this did not
change the fact that they were visible minorities on campus. Monique described being the only
woman of color in many of her STEM classes and she was annoyed when her lab partner asked if
she wanted to be a nurse (she was planning to become an orthopedic surgeon). Both Mariana and
Angelina (FG-THS, L) described the campus as segregated and Mariana spoke about some of the
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white students being “culturally uneducated,” saying the lack of knowledge and sensitivity to
race among white students was worse than other schools she had attended. But, these students
were not deterred by these dynamics, saying they had experienced and overcome them before.
For example, Monique said, “my high school was very diverse, so I had many friends that were
breaking stereotypes.” Overall, these students described being much less affected by the racial
climate of MSU than their peers who attended neighborhood schools.
Examining counter-examples can help illuminate the factors shaping students’ sense of
belonging. Natasha (FG-THS, B) went to a top high school in East City, but unlike the others
students at top high schools, her school was over 95% black and Latinx students. Because of this,
Natasha described a bigger culture shock coming to MSU. She said,
Well for me in high school it was mainly minorities, there was one white student in my
class. Most of my teachers were white. That’s mainly what I saw on a daily basis, and
where I grew up in East City, that’s what you normally see. And coming here and sitting
in class and being one of the two that weren’t white in the class, for me it was just
different, and sometimes I didn’t know where to place myself because it kind of felt … it
was hard to find certain things in common with certain people.
Natasha’s description of her experience parallels that of Toni and Madeline, who attended their
neighborhood schools and also described difficulty finding things in common with white
students from the suburbs. While Natasha’s high school did not seem to help her fit in with the
predominantly white and suburban student body, her high school did aid her involvement on
campus in other ways. She was quite involved in high school, so she got involved at MSU,
finding a campus job, joining the Step Team, and, as you will see in the next chapter, she
developed close relationships with professors. These connections made her enjoy her time at
MSU more than students like Toni or Madeline, but she still never felt totally at home at MSU
because those connections were “just a small part of such a bigger thing.” Because of this,
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Natasha ended up transferring to another school in a bigger city that she thought would be more
racially diverse.
High schools played an important role in students’ sense of belonging at MSU. Students
who attended low-performing, predominantly black and Latinx high schools had a dramatic
change of context when coming to MSU, while students who attended top, integrated or
predominantly white high schools had a much smaller shift in context. Natasha’s example
indicates that both the class and ethnoracial contexts of high schools may be important in
shaping students’ transition to a campus like MSU.
Conclusion
This chapter examined how the degree of match between students’ backgrounds and
MSU’s campus culture of regional affordability determined which students felt like they
belonged on campus. Previous scholars have emphasized how first-generation and working-class
students feel out of place on campuses that are predominantly continuing-generation and middleclass (Armstrong & Hamilton, 2013; Hurst, 2010; Lehmann, 2007). This chapter finds this is not
the case at Middletown State University; in fact, first-generation, working-class students describe
themselves as feeling “like everyone else.” From the perspective of distinctiveness theory (Aries
& Seider, 2005; Mcguire, 1999), these findings make sense based on the composition of the
student body at MSU: the majority of students are first-generation students and have least one
working-class parent. But these findings go beyond numerical representations. MSU actively
works to include first-generation and working class students in their messaging, the advice they
give to students, and the identities of their staff and faculty. These practices provide an example
of how colleges can be more welcoming to first-generation and working-class students.
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Yet, this chapter also shows the campus culture of MSU is far from perfect. Most
importantly, MSU fails to include black and Latinx students. In addition to being outnumbered,
students of color enter a campus where most white students have little experience being around
non-white people. Moreover, the ways in which MSU excelled at including first-generation
students were not reflected for students of color. Students heard messages about the best places
to park and how to save money, but they did not hear about which train to take from East City or
how to deal with microaggressions. Because of this, MSU succeeded in making low-income
white students feel welcome on campus but it did not succeed for low-income students of color.
These findings are also due to the broader context surrounding Middletown. Nearly all
students—white and non-white—attended highly segregated high schools, so Middletown State
was their first experience of substantial racial diversity. In this regard, the experiences of lowincome students of color who attended more racially diverse high schools illustrate the
advantages of attending more integrated schools. While their experiences were far from perfect,
they had a much easier time transitioning to MSU because they were already used to navigating a
such an environment. Their experiences would likely be even more positive if more white
students had experienced diverse high schools as well.
The campus was also limited in its ability to involve commuter students in campus life.
The commuter participants, who happened to be mostly white, felt a sense of belonging on
campus but they were not able to get involved in campus life, leading to a strong sense of
dissatisfaction. This shows that efforts to make students feel welcome do not ensure that students
will be able to get involved. For students with clear goals for why they wanted to go to college,
this lack of involvement led to disappointment but persistence. For students who had more
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conditional reasons for going to college, however, this dissatisfaction often added to a list of
reasons to withdraw.
Understanding the dynamics shaping students’ involvement and sense of belonging are
important in their own right: students who felt unwelcome on campus, like Madeline and Toni,
were deeply and negatively affected by this experience. Even more, students’ sense of belonging
is important because it is related to their persistence and academic engagement (Shaulskiy, 2016;
Stephens et al., 2014). In the following chapter I investigate how students seek academic help,
and, as you will see, similar patterns emerge between who feels a sense of belonging and who
feels welcome to ask for help.
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Chapter 4: Social Class, High Schools, and Seeking Help
In their first year of college, students must navigate a complex new academic and social
world; they have to meet new people, understand complex school policies, and study
increasingly challenging academic material. Navigating these demands and uncertainties can be
difficult, and knowing how to secure help from professors and college staff can be immensely
useful in doing so successfully. Building connections with authority figures can also help
students gain access to opportunities that will benefit them inside and outside of class. However,
not all students relate to faculty and staff in the same way. Social class plays an important role in
how students conceive of help-seeking. Low-income students generally work independently
rather than asking for help, while middle-class students are more likely to engage interactively
and build relationships with campus officials (Yee, 2016). Recent scholarship has begun to
identify how the complexities of social class, including the high schools that students attend,
mediate students’ relationships to help-seeking in important ways (Jack, 2019). Much of this
scholarship, though, has focused on elite institutions and the extremes of social class difference.
Less-selective four-year colleges and students who are on and around the cusp of the lowermiddle class, have largely been overlooked. In this chapter, I examine the help-seeking strategies
these students utilize in their first year at MSU, specifically seeking to answer: how do students’
social class and educational preparation shape their engagement with college authority figures at
MSU?
This chapter has four main findings. First, most students attended high schools that
reflected their class backgrounds, which reinforced class-based approaches to engagement:
continuing-generation, middle-class students primarily attended wealthier, higher-achieving
schools and described interactive engagement with professors, while first-generation, low-
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income students of color mainly attended poorer, lower-performing schools and embodied
independent engagement. Second, some first-generation students gained access to top public
high schools where they learned ‘middle-class’ interactive forms of engagement, providing them
important benefits in college. Third, most students with hybridized class backgrounds described
their engagement in a way that blended both interaction and independence, which I term “asneeded” engagement. Finally, students who described as-needed engagement were supported in
their connections with professors by the match between their high school environments and the
institutional context of MSU.
These findings demonstrate the importance of high school preparation in mediating classbased forms of engagement, highlighting how restricted access to good high schools reinforces
middle-class privilege and disadvantages all but a few less-affluent students who can gain access
to top schools. This chapter also shows the notable but limited benefit that comes from a
hybridized class background, especially when those students attend a college that strives to
support students like them.
Table 4.1: Student engagement by participant subgroup
Interactive
As-needed
Participant group
engagement engagement

Independent
engagement

Low-income students of color (10)
Low-income students of color –
Top HS (5)

0%

10%

90%

80%

20%

0%

Low-income white students (5)

20%

80%

0%

Lower-middle-class students (14)*

29%

71%

0%

Middle-class students (14)
57%
29%
14%
*This group includes three lower-middle-class students who attended top high schools,
which raises the percentage of interactive students here.
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Interactive engagement
Paralleling previous research across various types of schools (Calarco, 2018; Jack, 2019;
Lareau, 2003; Yee, 2016), many continuing-generation, middle-class participants at MSU
described highly interactive engagement with professors and staff. These students grew up with
parents who provided access to high-quality schools and who encouraged engagement with
teachers. In college, these students continued to use interactive engagement strategies to
overcome challenges, build relationships, and secure opportunities. While these students’
experiences were not always easy, when they encountered challenges with a professor, they
quickly secured additional support from other offices at the university or their families.
Molly (CG-MC, W) is an ideal representative of middle-class interactive engagement.
Her dad is an architect and her mom is a stay-at-home mom. After Molly was bullied in middle
school, her parents paid for her to go to a private Catholic high school known for its international
student body. Molly was a good student in high school—she was on honor roll for most of it,
apart from a slump in sophomore year when she earned Cs—and she would often get help from
her teachers, staying after class for 15 minutes to clarify assignments she did not understand.
This pattern of engagement continued in college. She met regularly with her teachers during
office hours and described how this improved her performance because it helped her better
understand professors’ expectations: “I feel like if I don’t seek out [help], don’t ask the professor
‘What are you looking for? What am I missing?’ then I’m not going to get the grade that I want.”
This type of help-seeking was reinforced by her professors, who told Molly they wished all their
students would do the same. These connections afforded Molly important advantages. Molly
visited her English professor’s office hours “constantly,” where she would get feedback on her
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papers and where she opened up about her struggles with anxiety. Because of this, the professor
better understood Molly’s needs and let her hand in papers three weeks late.
Other middle class students described similar experiences of ease in asking professors for
help. Lydia (CG-MC, W), whose mom is a therapist and whose dad is a plumber, attended a
small rural high school about 30 minutes from MSU. While she was not keen on academics, she
enjoyed spending time at her high school and felt close with her teachers. Coming into college,
Lydia decided she needed to take academics more seriously and found that her professors were
there to help: “I just show up to their office hours, they are always available. They all are super
nice and if you’re willing to put the effort in, they are willing to make the time for you.” Notably,
Lydia even went to professors whose classes she struggled in. She described how she sought out
help after a math test she had failed and how she met with one professor whose accent she had
trouble understanding. Along with getting academic help, Lydia created personal connections
with her professors so that they “know who I am and what I want to do.” Her TV production
professor, for example, let her give demonstrations to the class and connected her with a campus
internship in video editing. Lydia loved both of these opportunities and saw them as good
preparation for the career she aspired to in photography.
While middle-class students generally described their professors as relatable and
accessible, some had professors who were intimidating or hard to contact. When this happened,
middle-class students drew on interactive strategies to work through these challenges. Josh (CGMC, W) is the son of two teachers with master’s degrees and he attended high school in a town
so small that most of his classes only had 10 students. Josh had mixed experiences with college
professors. His history professor was “the best teacher I’ve ever had,” whom Josh could talk with
“like friends.” However, he found some professors unfriendly and intimidating. Despite feeling
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daunted by this, Josh reached out for help from all of them and, if they could not offer the
support he needed, he found alternatives. After sending a draft essay to one strict professor who
replied that the paper was “too flawed to read,” Josh went to the Student Success Center and
requested a coach, who he met with weekly and who greatly helped with his writing. Kristen
(CG-MC, W) also described needing multiple steps to find help. She struggled in her science
class, so she tried to get a tutor, but was told none were available. Unfazed, she thought, “if I’m
not going to get a tutor I’m going to need to get close with this teacher to get help” and she asked
the professor if she could meet after class. Eventually, she was staying for one or two hours after
every lab. When I asked Kristen how she had become so persistent in asking for help, she said
that her mom “definitely drilled that into me. In high school she was like, ‘Kristen, you have to
ask for help, that’s what they’re there for.’ And that empowered me to do that.” By the end of
high school, Kristen said she could even seek help from the teachers who intimidated her.
This group of middle class participants was consistently engaged with their professors
and saw this engagement as part of their right as a student and as part of their learning process. If
they struggled to get the help they needed from a professor, they used alterative resources, like
the Student Success Center or family members. This engagement made them feel connected to
the school and gave them advantages in class and beyond.
Independent engagement
In contrast to the interactive help-seeking above, low-income students who attended lowperforming, predominantly low-income high schools took independent approaches to seeking
academic help. This independent approach to engagement is characterized by two reinforcing
elements: the view that individual effort was more valuable than asking for help and difficulty
interacting with authority figures. While some of these participants were successful working on
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their own, many struggled academically and became increasingly frustrated as their challenges
grew.
Fred (FG-LI, M) grew up in a predominantly low-income, black and Latinx
neighborhood in East City, where his mom earned minimum wage doing deliveries and where he
attended a traditional public high school. As he described it, his school was “dysfunctional.”
There was constant teacher turnover, every year a student either died or killed someone, and in
his senior year the school was taken over by the state. On a personal level, Fred’s high school
experience was bookended by distrust: in his freshman year a teacher told him that he would be
placed in an advanced math class, but he never was, even after earning the grade he needed.
After that, he found his classes were too easy and boring, so he disengaged. In senior year, he did
not trust his newly-hired guidance counselor because “the things she said made the relationship
kind of iffy.” She told Fred he should consider community college, which made him angry
because he had seen his cousins start community college and never finish. Fred said the only
people he could trust in high school were the people who were not his teachers.
Going into college, Fred expected to do most of his work on his own. This view came
from his low expectations of teachers and from the value he put on independence. Fred avoided
asking for help because he thought it would hamper his learning. In his words, “you learn more
from doing it on your own … when you ask for help, they try to become a part of your goals and
when someone becomes a part of your goals, you’re less likely to achieve them.” When Fred was
in college, the few times that he did reach out to professors, in instances that he “absolutely
needed it,” he was frustrated by how difficult it was to get in contact with them. Fred said he
could not go to the office hours of one professor because of schedule conflicts and he said the
professor never replied to his emails. Another professor was not understanding when Fred asked
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for an extension on a test that he missed. These interactions reinforced Fred’s independent
approach and negative view of professors:
Fred: I feel like a lot of professors are just always on the move or just pick certain kids
as their favorites and just stick with them.
Reid: Are you disappointed by that?
Fred: I feel like after four years of high school, I’m kind of just used to it. I didn’t have
high expectations for teachers going into college, I really didn’t. I kind of just was like,
I’m here for four years, I’m trying to get this done and learn as much as I can, so if that
means I have to teach myself, then it’s like whatever. The only thing that is annoying is
that I feel like I’m getting ripped off. MSU is a cheap school but for the amount we’re
paying I don’t feel like we’re getting our money’s worth.
Madeline (FL-LI, B) also went to a traditional high school in a low-income,
predominantly black neighborhood. Her mom worked evenings as a housekeeper. Like Fred,
Madeline had negative associations with her school; she said it was an environment that “made
you want to fight all the time” and it “brainwashed you into thinking you should go to
community college and then transfer to a four-year school.” Coming to college, Madeline was
overwhelmed by how hard it was to find resources on campus, like how to resolve an issue with
her financial aid. However, her independence stopped her from asking for help:
Madeline: I don’t know where to find anything.
Reid: Can you ask someone?
Madeline: The thing is with me I try to make it seem like I know everything. I need to
ask for help more often.
Reid: Why is that?
Madeline: I’m just independent.
Reid: Do you feel like help isn’t here?
Madeline: I just don’t want to ask. But I know I’m going to ask eventually.
Madeline’s experiences throughout the year reinforced her independence. She described how she
wrote to a professor after she missed a class about what work she needed to make up, but “it took
her four days to write back and then she just said ‘come talk to me during office hours’ but her
office hours were when I had class.” I asked Madeline if she tried to meet with the professor at
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another time and she told me “I just stopped at that point.” By the end of the year, when I asked
Madeline about getting help, her response nearly mirrored what she said in the beginning: “I hate
reaching out for help, it's a pride thing. I’m afraid of rejection.”
Unlike Fred and Madeline, some low-income students started college hoping to be more
connected with their professors, but they ultimately fell back on independent engagement
strategies. Toni (FG-LI, B) grew up with her mom, who works in retail, and attended a
traditional public high school in East City. She had some connections with her teachers in high
school, though she mainly spoke about how they were “on us all the time about doing work.”
Like many students, Toni expected that college would require more independence because
professors “won’t baby you,” but she had also been impacted by MSU’s message that students
should ask for help. Toni began her first semester intending to ask professors for help, but as she
started to struggle in classes and get low grades, she began to feel inadequate, which made her
reluctant to ask for assistance. As she put it, “I get really nervous to talk to my professors
because they know what my grades are, so they know how I’m doing. So, I feel if I ask them for
help, it’s like I know that they know that I don’t know what I’m doing.” Along with feeling like
an imposter, her reluctance to ask for help was shaped by her belief in independence. When I
asked if she wanted to learn how to ask for help, Toni said “I don’t really want to change,
because I don’t want to become dependent on people and not think for myself.” When I talked to
Toni halfway through the year, she spoke with conviction about her independence, but by the
end of the year she sounded defeated. For example, her English professor approached her after
class one day offering to give her an incomplete so she could have more time to finish the class. I
asked Toni if she had accepted the offer, and she told me, “I don’t know how that works. I don’t
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know how to do what I’d do, I don’t know who I’d talk to about that. So I just left it alone.” By
not following up about the incomplete, she ended up failing the class.
Coming into college Deon (FG-LI, B), like Toni, thought that “professors won’t baby
you, it’s sink or swim.” Nevertheless, also like Toni, Deon saw opportunity for connection in
college. He expected to have closer relationships with college professors because classes would
be smaller and more intimate. Unfortunately, Deon’s relationships with professors ended up
being quite negative. He often felt singled out by them and found at least two professors
discriminated against him because he was black. Overall, he said,
They have a superiority complex. And the fact that we don't know something, they hold
that against us. And I hate that feeling, of feeling helpless because you don’t know
something. Maybe not all of them, but some of them, if you ask them something they get
annoyed. And then they didn’t explain certain projects in full depth, and it was just very,
very difficult.
This mirrored Deon’s experiences with teachers in high school, who had told him “college isn’t
for you.” When I asked how college professors and high school teachers compared, he said,
“Anyone in a position of power is going to belittle the people they are over.” After a long
discussion with Deon about his connections with professors, I asked him if there was anyone that
he could go to for help and he replied, “Nope. I’m telling you, I don’t like people because people
can let me down. I don’t give people the chance to hurt me.” Deon used his independence as a
way of protecting himself in a context where he felt he could not trust the authority figures
around him.
The low-income participants who attended low-performing schools described
independent orientations to authority figures in high school that continued and often hardened in
college. While some students had been optimistic when entering college that their relationships
with professors might improve, their independent orientations were re-solidified as academic
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challenges and negative interactions with professors multiplied. This meant students were unsure
what professors were looking for, less likely to get help, and they missed out on advantages like
extensions on papers and other opportunities on campus. Many of these students failed classes
and ended up on academic probation in their first year.
An alternate path to interactive engagement: top high schools
In sociological research, scholars often view cultural capital as being instilled by family
members and schools, with each context mirroring the other (Anyon, 1980; Lareau, 2003). Jack’s
(2016) research on the privileged poor, however, identified an educational pathway for lowincome students where the cultural capital at home and school are quite different: private schools
with targeted diversity programs. This study illuminates two additional pathways—via public
schools—whereby first-generation students acquire middle-class cultural capital and gain some
of the benefits usually reserved for wealthier students. The first pathway is low-income students
of color who attended top public high schools outside of their neighborhood school, and the
second is lower-middle-class students who moved to wealthy, high-performing school districts.
While the number of these students in my study who attended top high schools is small, they
consistently described interactive engagement and had greater academic success, making this a
promising area for future research.
Low-income students: Of the 24 low-income students in this study, about a quarter
attended high-performing schools outside of their traditional neighborhood school. For example,
Monique (FG-THS, B) grew up in the same low-income, predominantly black and Latinx section
of East City as Fred, Madeline, and Toni. Yet for high school Monique was admitted to a
selective exam school, one of the top public schools in the state. She thrived academically, taking
mainly honors and AP classes, and she made strong connections with her teachers by utilizing
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the school’s unique office hour format. At MSU, Monique described a continuity of experience.
She found that the professors were “amazing,” “understanding,” and “really accessible.” Her
connections with professors were helpful both as “a student and as a person”—she had a
professor she could “rant” to, one she talked to about TV shows, and many she met with to
improve her academics. Her engagement merged independent study with faculty support. She
first worked on her own, then went to professors to “reinforce that I know the material … I will
go to their office and be like ‘here is how I’ve done this, is there anything you would have done
differently? Any way I could be more efficient in doing these problems?’ That’s how we’ve built
up those relationships.” Along with furthering her ability as a student, these relationships opened
opportunities for Monique: with the help of her professors, she presented at two on-campus
student research conferences and nearly won a summer research grant.
Thomas (FG-THS, B) also experienced the benefits of excellent high school preparation.
Growing up in the same neighborhood as Monique, Thomas benefitted from a local program that
placed low-income students in high-performing suburban schools. Thomas’ mom works in a
clerical role for the city and enrolled both Thomas and his older sister in the program. This
exposed Thomas to more advanced courses, better teachers, and an environment where students
discussed not whether they were going to college, but which big name college they were hoping
to attend. Along with rigorous academics, Thomas’ high school offered a specialized program
for black and Latinx students which focused on building students’ identities as scholars, and by
junior year he had already written his college essay. In college, Thomas got to know his
professors and visited their office hours regularly to get help on assignments. Thomas spoke
about the importance of being proactive in making these connections. When I asked him why
some people have a hard time connecting with professors, he said, “Well that can happen but it
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only happens if you aren’t talking to them. There are lots of students but if you walk in and say
good morning every morning they will remember you. You have to step forward.” Thomas
stepped forward in other ways too, applying to be an orientation leader and a resident assistant.
These opportunities provided him money and a chance to “build his brand” among students and
staff, which he thought would pay off by opening doors for him after college.
Natasha (FG-THS, B) was also from East City. After attending neighborhood schools
through eighth grade, for high school Natasha attended a limited-admission public magnet school
that focused on creating close relationships between students and teachers. The high school
encouraged college readiness by offering dual-enrollment classes at a local private college,
which exposed Natasha to a college-level science class and allowed her to meet law school
graduate students. Natasha had close connections with her teachers and with the school principal,
who let her give tours to prospective students. While Natasha did not feel quite as personally
connected to her professors in college, she did find them very helpful and easy to reach out to.
She told me, “Personally I feel like all my professors were really supportive and I was not afraid
to ask questions, because I had a lot of questions but they never made it seem like I had too many
questions or my questions were dumb. I feel like my teachers were really supportive of my
questions.” Even when Natasha switched to commuting in her second semester to save money,
she was still able to access her professors for help; it was harder, but with emails, office hours,
and seeing professors after class, she got the support she needed.
While students like Monique, Thomas, and Natasha attended public schools with less
prestige and affluence than the private schools described by Jack (2016), and thus they may be
less advantaged than those Jack describes as the privileged poor, the interactive engagement
strategies they utilized provided them important benefits that should not be overlooked.
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Lower-middle-class students: Gaining access to high-achieving high schools is a mobility
opportunity that is far from limited to low-income students. Indeed, it is the very strategy that
white families have used to solidify their status in the middle class since the beginning of
suburbanization in the mid-20th century (Dougherty, 2012). This process is evident in the
experience of first-generation, middle-class students who live in wealthy, high-achieving school
districts. Jeff’s (FG-LMC, W) father, for example, works as an electrician and his mom works as
an assistant at a medical clinic, yet their family lives in one of the wealthiest suburbs of East
City. Jeff attended an excellent high school; the type of school, as Jeff described it, where
students care a lot about grades and the name of the university they attend. While Jeff did not get
too involved in that academic competition, he was exposed to great teachers and abundant
opportunities: he played sports, founded clubs, and, through the help of the school’s international
engagement center, spent his entire senior year abroad in Norway. Before college, Jeff said he
expected to have close relationships with his professors. And in his first semester he was already
calling some of his professors “dude” in the hallway. He generally found classes easy and used
professors to secure new opportunities; he got his English professor to help him with writing an
essay about traveling, which he hoped to publish in a newspaper. He talked with his biology
professor about his career interests and was set up with a research apprenticeship. Jeff did not
describe any difficulty asking his professors for help, and he knew how to make professors like
him: “professors are interested in what they teach, so if you show interest, they’ll like you.”
Intriguingly, even though Jeff had some of the deepest interactions with professors among any of
the participants, he was disappointed that they were not closer. He lamented that professors were
not “like you see in the media” where they are “like your friends.” He also had expected to see
“everyone participating in class” but found that “often I’m the only person talking.” This is
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notable because many other students described the media as portraying classrooms as lecture
halls and professors as intimidating “stone walls.”
Robin’s (FG-LMC, W) parents were financially stable; their28 mom works in payroll and
their dad is a manager at a corporation, but neither attended college and both were laissez-faire
about Robin attending college. Robin’s high school, however, was very focused on college,
exposing students to AP classes and helping them build their college resumes, which Robin did
by taking Italian courses and working at a community theater. After attending orientation, Robin
commented on the message they had heard from professors: “come to us, email us, come to
office hours! [Professors] want us to succeed as much as we do.” After their first semester, Robin
had already developed close relationships with a number of their teachers, talking with them
after class about their favorite novels, and even playing video games in one’s office. Robin
emailed them when they needed help, and, through their connections with professors in their
theater major, Robin was able to get a role in a play, something that few first-year students
achieved.
Through two different pathways—access to top schools outside of their neighborhoods
and moving into high-performing school districts—these first-generation students were exposed
to cultural capital that encouraged interacting with authority and asking for help. It is important
to note this difference in engagement is not simply due to these students making more effort or
having better grades in high school than other students. Jeff, for example, described how he
could not relate to his high school peers who were focused on getting into top colleges and
Thomas said he was more focused on extracurricular activities in high school than academics.
Both averaged B-plus grades in high school. They were hard working and well-prepared, but

28

Robin uses they/them/their pronouns.

114

their relationships with professors in college stemmed from the ways they engaged, not from
being the most academically-focused students. Finally, one important distinction between the
first-generation students who attended top high schools and their continuing-generation peers is
that the help that first-generation families can provide is more limited. For example, Monique
had to miss the start of the track season because she was working to pay for her books and she
often had to leave campus to help her mom with tasks at home. Jeff and Robin’s parents had
more money, but they both said their parents were not able to help them academically or
understand what they were learning in college. While excellent high school preparation is a great
help academically, it does not change students’ family resources. This meant first-generation
students who attended top high schools gained many advantages over their first-generation peers
who attended neighborhood high schools, but they still struggled financially and had to navigate
college largely on their own, which were challenges that continuing-generation students
generally did not face.
As-needed engagement
So far, this study has corroborated previous research describing the difference between
interactive and independent engagement, and it has identified two pathways by which firstgeneration students can learn interactive engagement through their high schools. However,
nearly half of the participants in this study described approaches to engagement that are not well
characterized as either interactive or independent. Instead, many students vacillated between
both approaches, an orientation I term “as-needed engagement.” These students valued
independence and preferred working on their own, but they recognized that seeking help from
professors was important and they had the skills to do so when they deemed it necessary. Unlike
independent students, they rarely viewed help-seeking in negative terms, but unlike interactive
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students, they did not relate it as their preferred or natural mode of learning. I argue that this asneeded orientation stems from the hybridized class and educational backgrounds of many MSU
students: the students who expressed this as-needed approach to engagement were usually those
who were at the cusp of the working and middle class, and who attended suburban high schools
that were neither the highest or lowest-performing.29
The students in this category usually had parents who had some experience with college
but they were not enthusiastically involved in their children’s education: this included both firstgeneration, lower-middle-class families and continuing-generation, middle-class families with
hybridized class backgrounds. Additionally, these students usually attended high schools that
taught them the importance of creating relationships with teachers, while also instilling a fear of
college professors. Jessica (FG-LMC, W), for example, grew up a couple towns over from MSU
and was the youngest of five children in a lower-middle-class family. Her dad was in the military
and her mom worked in retail as an outlet store manager. Jessica’s parental support for college
was limited. Jessica’s dad wanted her to join the military while her mom supported college but
she said Jessica would need to pay for it by herself. Jessica thought it was better to pay for
college by herself because it “teaches you about money” and because she already “does
everything on my own.” As a first-generation student, Jessica said her parents “don’t even know
what college is like.” In high school, Jessica was happy and engaged, participating in student
government and taking honors classes. Additionally, her high school taught her the importance
of asking questions. Jessica described how she had never asked questions, but, in her senior year,
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It is important to note that Yee (2016) describes middle-class interactive engagers as using both
interactive and independent approaches. However, Yee describes middle-class students as engaging with
professors “casually and confidently, taking for granted that this was something that they were supposed
to do” (p. 841). This is a strong contrast from the as-needed engagers in this study, who found interacting
with professors required substantial effort and was something they felt only somewhat entitled to do.
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her teacher forced everyone in the class to ask questions and over time she learned “what kinds
of questions to ask” and she began to develop the habit to “just ask it and get it out of the way.”
Despite being taught the importance of asking questions, the message Jessica picked up from
high school was not entirely interactive, it was more mixed. For example, Jessica said she got the
impression from her high school that “college professors aren’t going to help you with anything,
they’re not going to teach you anything, they’ll just spit out all this information, you have to
calculate it, fix it, change it, interpret it, and then give it back to them. They’re never going to sit
there and baby you.” Thus, Jessica had learned it was important to ask questions but she also
heard that professors were not available and they wanted to students to learn on their own. This
led Jessica to have a mixed relationship to asking for help in college. On the one hand, she felt
like a nuisance asking for help. She told me, “As a student in college you feel bad when you
need help with something. You feel like a burden because you’re just like one student out of all
of their students that need help and that’s annoying.” On the other hand, when Jessica didn’t
understand something, she would force herself to ask for help. As she said, “I’ve learned it’s
better to ask questions than not, but I do feel like a burden.” Jessica recognized that getting help
was important and knew how to contact her professors, but it was not her preferred method of
engagement and she did not feel fully entitled to her professors’ time like the interactive
students. She did not want to impinge upon professors’ “personal time” with her questions. Thus,
while Jessica got much more help than a student like Fred or Toni, she would not feel
comfortable spending an hour after class each day getting personal tutoring like Kristen or Molly
did.
Similar to Jessica, David (FG-LMC, W) grew up about 20 minutes from MSU in what he
described as a “middle-class home.” While both of David’s parents had associate’s degrees and
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told David it was “not an option” to forego college, his parents had strong negative views about
MSU’s general education requirements and the cost of college. David’s parents were willing to
help pay for his education, but only if he commuted to save money and held a steady job
throughout college. David attended an average-achieving high school, where he “kind of just
floated through” classes, relying on his “good test taking ability” to avoid doing much
homework. He generally liked his teachers and participated in class, but never went to see them
outside of class. In David’s first semester at MSU, he alternated between “buckling down on his
own” and realizing he should ask for more help. As he described it, “I usually try to stick to
myself, try to tough it out, get it done that way.” However, David was aware that asking for help
would be beneficial. For example, when describing an assignment that he did not understand,
David said,
I pretty much just need to suck it up and write an email. Put away all the excuses like, “I
might sound like I’m demanding it, she’s too busy.” So, it’s more of a pride thing, I want
to do this myself, I don’t want to reach out for help. But I think after a while it’s like if
we’re paying X amount of money for this, I should get the most out of it and use the
resources that are there. And I’ve gone to the Student Success Center and just asked
quick questions about grades and FAFSA, stuff like that.
While David had pride around wanting to do things on his own, he realized that seeking help
would benefit him. It did not come naturally to him, but it was something he was able to do.
Chloe’s (FG-LMC, W) mom was ambivalent about her going to college but her dad was
more supportive. Both her parents worked in trades, and that had also been Chloe’s goal until
high school. Chloe attended a slightly-below average high school in a former industrial town, but
she was placed in one of the higher tracks within it, which allowed her to take a number of AP
classes. She said she had a lot of teachers who “just seemed to hate their jobs” and a lot of her
classes had so many students that she did not get any personal attention. But, she also had some
teachers who were excellent, including a freshman year math teacher who continued to mentor
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Chloe throughout high school. She was also part of a program for low-income students that
coordinated visits to MSU several times throughout her senior year. When I interviewed her
before college, Chloe’s views reflected these mixed influences. She told me, “I always had this
view of professors like they’re mean, they’re old, ‘take the notes and get out of my class.’ But [at
orientation] they were telling us that they have office hours and they are energetic and want to
teach us. I’m so excited!” This mixed orientation towards professors carried over into college.
During our end of year interview, Chloe said, “I don’t really reach out for help unless I’m made
to…. Unless I’m absolutely going to fail something or I know I won’t be able to figure it out, I
don’t ask for help.” Despite this, Chloe described developing strong connections with professors
and regularly reaching out for help, especially in her second semester. She went to see her
advisor to create a four-year graduation plan, met with her first-year seminar professor
occasionally after class, and regularly met with a peer tutor for math. Throughout our interviews,
Chloe’s responses alternated between interactive and independent strategies. When I asked her
what she does when she encounters an academic challenge, she said she would usually do a
“crash course on YouTube” to learn the material, but then shortly after she described going to
talk to her psychology professor about the same class.
This type of alternation was typical of as-needed engagers. They did not describe
engaging with professors with the same ease or entitlement as solidly middle-class students, but
they also had more facility in reaching out for help than low-income students. They valued
independence and it sometimes hurt their pride to ask for help, but they recognized it was a good
thing to do— unlike low-income students who thought asking for help might weaken their
independence and ability to succeed. These orientations make sense given students’
backgrounds. Students with as-needed orientations had parents with stable incomes in

119

professional trades and usually had some experience with college, but they were not especially
engaged in their children’s education. These students went to high schools where they benefited
from good relationships with some teachers, but their schools were not among the best in the
state. However, along with their backgrounds, I argue that these students’ engagement in college
was also shaped by the institutional context of MSU, which is where I turn next.
Institutional support for engagement
Building on Bourdieu’s (1986) theories, scholars have argued that one form of cultural
capital is not inherently more valuable than another but, rather, advantages are derived from an
individual’s cultural capital matching a particular context (Carter, 2003; Lareau, 2003; Rivera,
2012; Stephens et al., 2014; Yosso, 2005). Along these lines, it is noteworthy how closely the
environments that as-needed engagers grew up in parallel the campus context of MSU.
Additionally, the way these students described their connections with professors implies that the
sense of match that they felt with their professors helped facilitate their engagement. Without
comparing MSU to another institution, I cannot claim MSU better supports these students than
another context, but the cultural match that as-needed engagers describe is striking, and it is a
strong contrast to the sense of mismatch described by low-income students of color from
predominantly black and Latinx low-income schools in East City.
As discussed in the preceding chapters, MSU has a strong commitment to supporting
working-class, first-generation students from the region. These students are often profiled on the
university website and are highlighted throughout orientation. Presentations during the
registration period emphasize how students can save costs and arrange their classes to fit their
work and commuting schedules. Most professors are aware of the first-generation and workingclass backgrounds of many students and factor this into their approach to teaching. Multiple
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professors and staff reported that they see themselves in their students because they, too, were a
first-generation student from the area. One of these professors described her biggest challenge as
“knowing the struggles students have outside of school and trying to balance those with keeping
the standards I want to keep in my class.” Another described his goal as making sure “students
are not failing out.”
To support students who did not have stellar academic records and who were working to
pay their way through college, professors described turning class sessions into time for
individual meetings, offering extra credit and extensions, and outlining the specific academic
support services available for each class. This type of support was also reinforced by broader
institutional structures. As a teaching-focused university, classes at MSU are small, with no
classes larger than 40 students and many first-year courses capped at 20. Due to their small size,
many students noted that their classes felt like high school. Throughout orientation and first-year
advising, students were consistently encouraged to reach out for help and to utilize the school’s
academic support system. This message was reinforced by hosting many of the events at the
Student Success Center—a large building in the center of campus that houses academic advisors,
tutors, and coaches—giving the impression that it was an important and normal place to go.
Throughout these events, a consistent message was “you’re already paying for this as part of
your tuition, so take advantage of it.”
Students who were as-needed engagers from the region described their connections with
professors—and their professors’ efforts to reach out to them—as being critical in facilitating
their engagement. For example, Chloe’s (FG-LMC, W) interactions with professors increased
over the year as she met professors she felt like she related to. In her first semester, Chloe did not
feel a strong connection with any professor but in her second semester she ended up connecting
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deeply with her first-year seminar professor, who she felt she had much in common with. In
Chloe’s words: “I met the best professor, I just love her to pieces. And she graduated from my
high school, she’s just everything I want to be.” After Chloe felt that sense of connection, she
started going to her professor for help regularly and sending her drafts of all her papers for extra
review. When I asked Chloe why she went to some professors for help and not others, she said:
“I think it really depends on how comfortable I am with the professor.”
David (FG-LMC, W) also described making more connections over time because of how
relatable he found them and because of the way they reached out to him. David suffered from
depression and lack of motivation throughout much of his spring semester. Eventually, his public
speaking professor talked to him after class because he could “tell some stuff was up” because
David was showing up to class but not turning in any work. The professor told David “he had
gone through stuff too. He gave me reassurance.” They began talking after class occasionally
after that, connecting over their shared interest in the Olympics, NASCAR, horses, and the
professor’s service in Afghanistan. David said the experience “really lightened me up, maybe
people aren’t as bad as I was making them out to be.” By the end of the semester, David felt
close to a number of his professors, and he could ask for help when needed. Nevertheless,
despite this sense of connection with his professors, because of his as-needed orientation to helpseeking, David's interaction with school officials was inconsistent. He said he usually acted just
like he did in high school—driving to school, going to class, and driving home—not staying after
to talk with professors, to go to tutoring, or to get involved in other activities on campus.
Jessica (FG-LMC, W) described a similar dynamic of increasing connections combined
with an as-needed approach to engagement. For example, during our final interview, she told me
with surprise that, “Some professors really love their students and care about our grades. Some
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are really understanding. Obviously, you can’t expect that from a professor because they are
supposed to be a brick wall, but it’s nice when they are.” Over the year, Jessica gradually sought
more help from her professors. During her first semester, she liked her professors and would
email them for help, but in her second semester she started going to office hours for more
support. This process was aided by her professors’ outreach: she spoke about how her seminar
teacher made sure to get to know everyone personally in the class and how her math professor
connected her with a tutor she could meet with once a week.
The importance of cultural matching
While many of the students who described this type of connection with their professors
were first-generation, most of the first-generation students of color articulated a very different
experience. David, Chloe, and Jessica’s connections with professors are in strong contrast to the
experiences of independent students like Toni (FG-LI, B) and Fred (FG-LI, M), who found their
professors hard to connect with and often felt singled out by them. As-needed engagement
students often commented on a single professor who was intimidating but described professors
overall as relatable, whereas independent students like Deon (FG-LI, B) felt that professors as a
whole were unapproachable, saying, “Anyone in a position of power is going to belittle the
people they are over.”
Paralleling the findings in the previous chapter on students’ sense of belonging, this
difference in experience happens in part because working-class white students from the region
feel a cultural and racial match with their institution, while low-income first-generation students
of color from East City experience a mismatch. Many working-class, first-generation students
described feeling “just like everyone else” at MSU, saying it was like “High School 2.0.” Jessica
(FG-LMC, W), Alice (FG-LMW, C), and Camilla (FG-LMC, W) all described how easy it was
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to make friends in classes. Low-income students from East City like Toni (FG-LI, B) and
Madeline (FG-LI, B), on the other hand, said it was difficult to connect with other students
because their high school experiences were so different and they did not share the same culture.
Even worse, they sometimes found other students were culturally and racially insensitive.
These divergent experiences with peers in the classroom paralleled students’ relationships
with professors. Working-class, white first-generation students from the region found their
professors to be relatable. Jackson (FG-LMC, W) described how they “get personal in class in a
way where it feels like they are connecting with everyone in the class at once” and David talked
about connecting over NASCAR and horses, two hobbies that are more likely to be enjoyed by
someone who has grown up in a more rural area like David. Low-income students of color did
not describe such personal connections. Imani (FG-LI, B) attended a mediocre high school and
made a lot of effort to get academic help, but she said she did not feel a personal connection with
any professor: “In high school they were more likely to talk with me as an individual. My college
teachers only talk to me about my work.” Overall, students of color reported many more
instances of college professors and staff being unhelpful and hard to connect with. They often
felt professors had favorites or treated them differently, something I never heard from white
working-class and middle-class students. This meant low-income students of color were less
likely to describe their engagement being facilitated by professors, because they often
experienced professors as “rude” rather than relatable.
It is important to note that, given my participants’ backgrounds, it is difficult to determine
the precise extent that this sense of cultural mismatch is due to race, class, and high school
experiences. Race unquestionably plays a role, as students of color spoke explicitly about feeling
discriminated based on their race, which no white students described. Additionally, some of the
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low-income students of color who attended low-performing, segregated high schools described
only having one professor they could connect with, which was their one professor of color. Toni,
for example, talked about meeting with her Caribbean Studies professor in her first semester,
emphasizing that “she was my only non-white professor and that made her a lot easier to talk to.
I would just go to her to talk.” However, low-income students of color who attended top,
integrated high schools had more positive experiences with professors, so culture and
educational experiences also mediated students’ racial experiences. Finally, because of the way
that race and class intersect in the region surrounding Middletown, it is unclear how very lowincome white students who attend low-performing schools might experience their professors. All
the low-income white participants that I interviewed either had higher incomes than the lowincome participants of color, or they went to schools in wealthier communities with higher
performing schools. Therefore, among the participants I interviewed, race, region, and high
school quality appeared to be the biggest factors shaping students’ experiences of their
professors. However, it is possible that outside of my study there are very low-income white
students who attended lower-performing high schools who feel less match with their professors.
Conclusion
This chapter shows that the forms of engagement that students bring with them to college
are not equal, even at a regional comprehensive university. Corroborating other studies, students
from middle-class families are more likely to utilize more interactive forms of engagement,
while low income students take more independent approaches (Calarco, 2018; Collier & Morgan,
2008; Yee, 2016). The former are able to access help and gain opportunities through the
relationships they build with professors, while the latter encounter more academic challenges and
miscommunications, thus missing out on relationships that could benefit them after college. This
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chapter also builds on previous scholarship in three ways. First, it shows how some firstgeneration students gain access to top public high schools where they learn middle-class
interactive engagement and gain important advantages in college. Second, it finds that students
with hybridized class backgrounds engage in a way that blends both interaction and
independence. This approach, which I term “as-needed” engagement, helped these students get
help and avoid failures but it did not provide the same benefits as fully interactive engagement.
Third, even though MSU worked to support the engagement of first-generation students, the
institution appeared to support white students with hybridized class backgrounds more than lowincome students of color because of the match between their backgrounds and the campus
context of MSU. Taken as a whole, this shows that at MSU students who acquire middle-class
cultural capital are rewarded, those from white, stable working-class backgrounds are included,
and those who are low-income students of color are disadvantaged. I unpack these findings
below.
This chapter highlights the importance of access to good high schools. This is most
evident in the experiences of low-income students who gain entry to top-performing public
schools where they acquire cultural capital that helps them engage interactively in college,
providing them with substantial benefits. This confirms and extends the work of Jack (2019),
who argued that attending private schools could help low-income students learn the cultural
norms of an elite college. The evidence in this study finds that top public schools provide the
same benefit, at least for students attending an RCU. There is also evidence that high schools
matter for students with hybridized class backgrounds, as some of these students describe
learning how to ask for help at their average-or-above schools.
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This chapter also has implications for how hybridized class backgrounds shape
engagement. While Hamilton (2016), Streib (2013), and others have shed light on hybridized
approaches to parenting, this concept has not been similarly applied to students. Understanding
the link between hybrid parenting styles and student engagement is important for clarifying what
benefits are passed down to students by parents. The findings of this study show a close parallel
with previous research on parents. Students’ as-needed engagement is similar to the “paramedic”
parenting described by Hamilton (2016, p. 76). And, students’ behavior also correlates with
Streib’s (2013) findings: the participants know how to speak with authority figures but they do
not demonstrate as full an embrace of academic achievement. Thus, this chapter gives a strong
indication that hybrid parenting may cultivate an as-needed approach to engagement. Because I
did not study parents explicitly, however, I cannot make that causal claim.
Like the previous chapter on students’ sense of belonging, this chapter finds that the
institutional practices and culture of MSU play an important role in how students seek help and
relate to professors. MSU makes a concerted effort to facilitate the engagement of students: the
institution has small class sizes, professors make themselves accessible to students, and they
build supports, like tutoring and office hours, directly into classes. These efforts appear to have
an impact on supporting student engagement, but they also appear to be more effective at
supporting the engagement of white, stable working-class, first-generation students than they are
for low-income students of color. This is a consequence of the cultural and racial match (or lack
thereof) that students feel with MSU. The students who describe connecting with their
professors’ outreach efforts are primarily students with stable working-class backgrounds, the
same type of students that MSU emphasizes in its culture of regional affordability. This makes
sense given previous research, which shows that when students feel their social class values are
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accepted, they are more likely to engage (Schwartz et al., 2018; Stephens et al., 2012, 2014).
Comparatively, low-income students of color do not describe the same type of connection with
professors. While this is likely due to a combination of class, race, and high school preparation,
race appears to play a particularly important role, as some students speak directly about racial
discrimination and some mention not having any professors who look like them. This matches
other research that has found positive academic outcomes are correlated with students having
professors who share their race and ethnicity (Llamas et al., 2019).
Finally, these findings also tie in to students’ different orientations to college, as
described in chapter 2. Students with an enhancement orientation were the most likely to have
interactive approaches to engagement, since they saw connecting with professors as a way to
further their learning and personal growth. Students with a credentialist orientation were the most
likely to use as-needed engagement because their primary goal was to pass their classes, so they
only sought help when they truly needed it. Those with a mobility orientation generally took an
independent approach to engagement because they felt that working on their own would
strengthen their ability to pursue their goals, and because these students had often had negative
experiences of seeking help in the past. In this way, students’ social class backgrounds, their
orientations to college, and their help-seeking strategies all relate to another and set some
students up for greater success than others.
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Chapter 5: Was it Worth it? Academic Relevance
The previous chapters of this dissertation have focused on students’ orientations to
college, their social life on campus, and how they seek academic help. This chapter turns to what
students learn in their college courses, and if they perceive their learning as relevant to their
goals for college. Perceptions of relevance are important because all the students in this study
were making substantial investments of time, money, and energy to go to college. While students
left college for a combination of reasons—not having enough money, not fitting in, or being
academically dismissed—a major part of how they viewed their decision to leave or stay at MSU
was based on whether they felt that what they were learning was valuable and connected to their
goals. Surprisingly, while there has been substantial research on how social class influences the
topics of the first three chapters of this dissertation, there has been much less focus on how class
shapes the topic of this chapter: students’ perceptions of the academic curriculum (Mullen,
2016). Given the importance of students’ perceptions of academic relevance for their persistence
in college (Tinto, 1987, 2012), this chapter explores how class backgrounds and the institutional
policies of MSU shape students’ sense of curricular relevance. Specifically, I examine students’
views of the general education requirements (GenEds), because these courses make up the
majority of first-year students’ classes and they are the aspect of the curriculum that students
voiced the most concern about.
Findings
In this chapter I found that, matching MSU’s culture of regional affordability, virtually
all participants had a practical, career-focused orientation towards academics: they prioritized
courses in their majors and wanted to learn skills that would directly apply to their future jobs.
However, despite this practical orientation, I also found variation in how students experienced
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and viewed the academic curriculum. Students employed three different frames for relating to
their general education classes: an enhancement frame, where students saw some ways the
general education courses enriched their education even though they primarily valued courses in
their major; a pointless obstacle frame, where students viewed these courses as useless and as a
frustrating hurdle put in place to make college harder to complete; and, an annoyed acceptance
frame, where students wished they did not need to take general education courses but accepted
that they had a purpose. The frames students used tended to follow their class backgrounds, past
educational experiences, and initial orientations to college. The enhancement frame was
primarily employed by those who attended the best high schools and had enhancement
orientations to college. The pointless obstacle frame was expressed by two groups: low-income
students who described a mobility orientation to college and any student who had a conditional
orientation to college. And, the annoyed acceptance frame, which falls between the other two,
was mainly used by students with hybridized class backgrounds who had credentialist
orientations to college.
The frames with which students perceived the value of their courses generally impacted
the motivation they had in their classes and their overall satisfaction with college. Consequently,
this meant that those students with stronger educational preparation were more likely to be
stimulated by their general education courses, those with the most limited finances and weakest
academic preparation were discouraged by the courses, and those with relatively stable incomes
and average education were annoyed but less affected. MSU also played a role in these divergent
outcomes because it required GenEds but did not create its own compelling narrative about the
purpose of general education that could inform the views students brought with them to college.
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Table 5.1: Primary frame of general education courses by participant group
Annoyed
Pointless
Enhancement acceptance obstacle

Participant group
Low-income students of color (10)

0%

20%

80%

Low-income students of color –Top HS (5)

60%

40%

0%

Low-income white students (5)

20%

40%

40%

Lower-middle-class students (14)

14%

72%

14%

Middle-class students (15)

47%

27%

26%

General education at MSU
Before discussing the main findings of this chapter, it is useful to understand the key
features of the general education requirements at MSU and how they are presented to students.
The purpose of the GenEds, as described in MSU’s catalog, is to supplement a student’s major
with the “broader, liberal education that is required of responsible citizens of the 21st century.”
To achieve this, students must take approximately 40 credits across specific core skills classes
(English, Math, Public Speaking, Logic) and core distribution electives in the Arts, Humanities,
Natural Sciences, and Social Sciences. GenEds comprise about one-third of students’ entire
coursework, but because many of the courses must be taken early on, they make up about threequarters of first-year courses. However, students take different courses based on their majors and
level of academic preparation. Undecided students and students in certain popular majors like
Criminal Justice often take only GenEd classes in their first year, while STEM students may take
half their classes in their major. Students with lower placement test scores also take more
GenEds in their first year.
Most of the communication about GenEds takes place during two events: orientation and
first-semester advising. In total, the discussion of the GenEds lasts about an hour and most of the
focus is on what the requirements are. Much of the messaging about the GenEds is transactional;
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professors and advisors do mention the courses are opportunities to explore interests, but more
often they speak about “getting your core out of the way,” “knocking them out,” and making sure
students are on track to complete them. This transactionalism is due in part to the structure of the
requirements themselves. The GenEds are quite complicated and they take time to explain,
which makes advisors put more effort into conveying the specifics of the requirements than their
purpose. The GenEds are also structured in a way that allows for courses to “double dip” in
different areas, which can shrink the total GenEd credits required from 50 to 30. This creates a
culture where students—often guided by their advisors and faculty—try to find classes that
double count as much possible. Driven by a concern about fulfilling all the requirements to
graduate “on time,” this prioritizes ticking off boxes over finding the most interesting courses.
Outside of orientation and advising, students generally hear little from MSU about the
GenEds. From my conversations with faculty and observations of classes, instructors generally
did not explain the GenEds in their courses. While they explained the learning outcomes of the
classes they taught, they did not feel it was their responsibility to describe the GenEds as a
whole, nor how their course related to the GenEds. My conversations with students corroborated
this point. Students told me that their faculty did not speak about the GenEds, which means that
either their professors were not describing their courses in the context of the GenEds or their
messages were not impactful enough for students to remember them. The same was also true of
discussions about the GenEds during orientation; in my initial interviews, most students
remembered hearing little to nothing at all about them. On the whole, students heard few
explanations for why they were taking the courses that made up over half of their requirements in
the first year. This meant that the narrative of the purpose and value of general education was not
guided by MSU, but rather, was left largely up to students. Students based their judgements of
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the courses on the things they heard from each other and the perspectives they brought with them
to college from their families, their high schools, and the media.
The enhancement frame
Students who utilized the enhancement frame viewed their major classes as the most
relevant aspect of college, but they also recognized ways in which general education classes
enhanced their learning. This frame was the least common, used by only about a quarter of the
participants. The students who employed this frame usually had had positive experiences at very
good high schools, and had an enhancement orientation to college during their first interview.
Attending good high schools meant that these students did not need to take remedial courses and
many even had AP credits that allowed them to skip general education classes and take more
credits in their major. Consequently, general education classes felt to them more like a break
from their major rather than being the bulk of what they were studying. They also found their
classes to be easier and less of a burden than most other students. Many of these students came
into college with a mixture of professional and personal goals for college, so they picked general
education classes that interested them, and they appreciated what they learned in those classes.
Students who utilized the enhancement frame felt there was a reason for their general education
requirements and sometimes even endorsed them as furthering their careers.
Molly (CG-MC, W) attended a well-regarded private high school and came to college
with an enhancement orientation, looking forward to growing as a person and to learning things
in all her classes that would be relevant to her future job as a teacher. Her first-year courses met
her expectations. At the end of the year she said she found her classes quite relevant and when I
asked her about the general education requirements, she said, “It’s exactly what it needs to be.
What I’m getting out of it is exactly what I need to prepare for a job or master’s program or
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wherever I end up.” She particularly liked how she could use skills she learned in her GenEds,
like public speaking, which made her more comfortable speaking in large groups. Molly’s
positive experience was influenced by her cultural capital—few other participants ever
mentioned graduate programs—and she was influenced by her high school preparation: Molly
placed into the highest possible math and English courses, which allowed her to take classes in
her major more quickly.
Students who viewed their classes through the enhancement frame were not always as
positive about their general education classes as Molly, but they did always see some benefit. For
example, when I asked Jackson (FG-LMC, W) about his impression of the general education
classes, he told me, “The GenEds are fair enough. A lot of them make you more aware of the
world around you, which I think is a positive part of the curriculum.” Jackson also spoke about
liking how much choice he was given in his selection of GenEds. Using that autonomy, he
picked the classes he was most interested in, particularly classes focusing on “the big, scary
topics.” For example, he took an anthropology class, which he said had ended up being one of
his most useful classes because it made him “more open-minded.” Jackson’s autonomy came
from his preparation: he had gone to a good high school where he had taken some AP classes,
which gave him more flexibility in the classes he could take in his first year. Kristen (CG-MC,
W) expressed a similar sentiment toward the GenEds. She said,
They’re not bad, and overall I feel like I’m learning things. I think they’ll be more fun
than my major classes, which is kind of funny. And I hope that when I take my major
classes I’m going to like the GenEds even more because I assume my major classes will
be more difficult, so the GenEds will create some balance.
While Kristen portrayed her GenEds as less important than her major classes, she liked them and
saw how they enhanced her learning. This appreciation of general learning is something that
distinguished students who expressed the enhancement frame from those who used the other two
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frames. Fred (FG-LI, M), for example, said his English class was “interesting,” but because of
his pointless obstacle frame, he said that the class “wasn’t relevant. It was just writing the same
papers I’ve been writing the past five years.” Students who utilized the enhancement frame put
more value on interest. Jeff (FG-LMC, W) said his most useful classes were the ones with “the
best professors that make it interesting and I have a personal connection with.” Because of this,
even though Jeff was quite focused on his major, his favorite classes were outside of his major.
Along with middle-class students, most other students who expressed the enhancement
frame were first-generation students who attended top high schools. These students had the same
benefits of other students who attended top high schools: better preparation, greater likelihood of
having AP classes, and more positive views of educational institutions. While these students
were low-income, and thus had greater financial pressures, their high schools had provided at
least some financial advantages: having AP classes meant these students had shorter paths to
graduation and, because of their strong academic preparation, many received scholarships, giving
them more stability than other low-income students.
Thomas (FG-THS, B) reflected these advantages quite strongly, having attended a school
in a top suburban district outside his neighborhood since elementary school. While Thomas
prioritized the classes in his major, he also valued the general education requirements because he
thought they would have career benefits. When I asked him about the GenEds, he said:
I feel like it is important. It is a good thing to have as a background, because it introduces
you to subjects, topics, and things that you may not have [encountered otherwise] if
you’ve only focused on your major…. Let’s say you graduate with a degree in education
but you can’t find a teaching job, and you took a class like welding, woodworking, a
design class. You can’t find a job in your major but you can find a job from what you
took in the GenEds. It opens up doors for you. That’s what I look at when I see GenEds.
It’s helpful to have. Do you need to know everything? Probably not, but it’s useful.
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Making this connection between general education requirements and future careers was very
uncommon, so Thomas’ comment is significant. Moreover, it reflects a faith that there is a
rationale for the classes that MSU requires. Along these lines, when I asked Thomas if there
were any classes that he felt were not beneficial, he said, “I feel if there was a useless class the
school would have thrown it out the window. I highly doubt the school would just make you take
a class because they want your money.” As you will see in the following section, this sense of
trust in MSU is a strong contrast to students with pointless obstacle frames, who often felt
GenEds were required precisely because MSU wanted their money.
Like Thomas, Mariana (FG-THS, L) also had a positive view of her general education
classes. Mariana worked to find classes that fulfilled requirements but were also interesting to
her. When I asked her about the GenEds, she told me, “I actually really like it. I’ve taken the
GenEd classes that actually interest me. I have other friends that take them just because it double
dips or triple dips. Me, I love to double dip but I want it to be something I like.” Mariana was
one of the few students who described her classes as being valuable just for teaching her new
knowledge, not because they were connected to her major. For example, when I asked her which
classes she found beneficial, she listed courses that featured both intrinsic knowledge and
practical application: “English, [taught me] how to explain things better. Human geography was
just really fun because you’re learning about different religions, like, I didn’t know anything
about Buddhism; learning about different countries’ politics. My management class has been
helpful, has helped with situations, especially when I’m on my job.” Mariana described classes
being useful because they could help her in her real-life work environment and because they
taught her new, interesting things. What causes this appreciation of learning for its own sake?
Mariana came into college already enjoying school. This may have partly been due to some
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aspect of her personality, but it was also due to her prior educational experiences. By going to a
great high school, Mariana was exposed to good teachers and unique topics. She had also gotten
dual-enrollment credit from a local four-year college in high school, which allowed her to start
her first year at MSU a higher level. And, Mariana had financial advantages on campus. She was
low-income but some of her financial concerns were lessened because she had earned three
scholarships for her upcoming sophomore year—something that wouldn’t have been possible
without such good academic preparation.
It’s a scam: the pointless obstacle frame
In contrast to the enhancement frame, students who used the pointless obstacle frame saw
their general education classes as useless because the courses did not connect to their major and
because they did not see any justification for them, leading students to view the courses as
nothing more than an obstacle put in place to make college harder and more expensive. There are
two main groups of students who utilized the pointless obstacle frame. The first were lowincome students who had attended weaker high schools and came to MSU with mobility
orientations. These students were shocked by the academic requirements for college and were
not well-prepared to take them on. This dissatisfaction was amplified by past negative
experiences in schools, which gave them the sense that they were being kept from their urgent
need for a better job. The second group of students who used the pointless obstacle frame were
students from lower-middle-class and middle-class backgrounds who came to college for
conditional reasons. These students were usually more aware of the academic requirements
coming into college but because they had ambivalence about going to college, anything that
seemed unnecessary reinforced their initial skepticism of the value of college.
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Urgency and limited preparation lead to frustration: The participants who were the most
likely to express the pointless obstacle frame were low-income students who attended lowerperforming high schools and expressed urgency for mobility. Many of these students came into
college with limited knowledge of the what academic requirements would be like, or they had
some knowledge but it “hit them” when they arrived on campus how extensive they would be.
Elizabeth (FG-LI, A), for example, thought students in college only study their major. During
our first interview, when I started to speak with Elizabeth about academics, she asked me, “I
have a question. Before all of this I had thought in college you just took your major and didn’t
take history, English, and math and all that. So, why is college made like that?” Elizabeth had
never been told she would be taking classes outsider her major; she was genuinely surprised and
confused. Similarly, when I asked Madeline (FG-LI, B) if she had expected to take general
education classes, she said, “I didn’t know that at all. I came to college not expecting any of that,
I was lost.”
Coming into college students expected to be taking classes in their majors, so they were
disappointed to mainly be taking general education classes in their first year. For example, Fred
(FG-LI, M) was an accounting major and described how disappointed he was with all his classes
except for one accounting class: “Aside from my fall semester accounting class, I honestly don’t
feel like anything I have learned has been useful. I don’t feel like I have learned anything,
honestly.” Fred described the classes outside of his major as “a waste of time” and wished they
were more connected to “the real world.” Connor (FG-LI, W) was equally animated in his dislike
of general education courses. He told me:
Connor: I hate the GenEds, it’s stupid. It’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever seen. I
understand English 101 and 102 but then there is just bullshit. There’s like art and history
requirements. I’m majoring in math, why can’t I just do my math stuff and get it all out of
the way? Why do I have to do all this other stuff?
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Reid: Did you expect those requirements before you came to college?
Connor: I kind of knew pretty much but then when I got here it hit me: they really have
me taking all this bullshit. And I was like, this is ridiculous.
Connor was low income and he had a conditional orientation to college; he was only going
because it was required to become a math teacher. He found his pre-calculus class relevant
because “it will actually help me in life,” but everything else he viewed as pointless.
Like Fred and Connor, Wanda (FG-LI, B) was frustrated that general education classes
prevented her from taking classes in her major. The only class she said was relevant was her
Financial Literacy class—everything else she felt was just keeping her from her major. For
example, when I asked if she found her first-year classes relevant, she said,
Wanda: There’s so much stuff that you don’t need.
Reid: Like what?
Wanda: Honestly, everything.
Reid: Is that different from what you expected?
Wanda: I mean it’s school, it’s what I’ve been doing my whole life, but I was expecting
to be taking more classes that actually help me with my business major. Next year will be
different. [Pause.] Actually, next year is the same too. I'm taking Intro to African Art,
which I’m taking because it fulfills these requirements. I’m only taking one business
class, which I had wanted to take this year but didn’t have space for it because of all these
requirements.
Wanda expected college to focus on her major, so when her classes did not connect to that goal,
she interpreted college as being no more than a continuation of high school. Fred (FG-LI, B)
expressed the same sentiment, telling me that he felt like college classes were not adding
anything different from high school. He said that college taught “the same stuff you’d be
learning in high school, just harder. Honestly, I feel like all they did was take high school, took
all the basic classes, added whatever your major is, and said ‘ok this is college.’” Other students
were similarly disappointed by feeling like they were not learning anything new in college. For
example, Imani (FG-LI, B) was upset she only got to take two classes related to her major. She
told me, “I felt like I was in high school all over again, learning about things I didn’t want to
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learn about but apparently I have to learn about them!” These students with mobility orientations
expected college to be qualitatively different from high school. They thought they would take
classes in their majors and learn skills that would be directly applicable to their careers. Instead,
they found college was more like a continuation of high school, just harder.
While many students in this study were frustrated by not taking classes in their majors,
this had a particularly strong impact on low-income students who attended low-performing high
schools because they felt greater urgency for mobility and because they interpreted their
experiences through the lens of distrust they acquired in high school. In Fred’s (FG-LI, B) eyes,
there was no logical justification for required general education classes; he felt like there were
too many classes that were “absolutely unnecessary” and that he was “getting ripped off.” Fred
wished there were only major classes because then college would only last two years and would
cost a lot less money. Fred’s skepticism of college was extreme, but it was also sensible given
the unfulfilled promises of his teachers in high school and the fact that he had seen many family
members start college but never finish. Wanda’s (FG-LI, B) view of the requirements at
Middletown was also shaped by skepticism and financial constraint. She had picked MSU
because of its cost and because it would allow her to double major, but the general education
requirements were getting in the way of her doing that. Wanda faulted the university for this
situation, reflecting a general skepticism towards colleges that Wanda had expressed during our
first interview. When I had asked Wanda what she saw as the purpose of college, she told me,
“I’ll answer by what it isn’t. Some schools offer useless majors like Asian Studies, African
American Studies, things you can’t do anything with. Why is a school that costs sixty thousand
dollars offering African American Studies as a major? They’re trying to rob you!” Connor (FGLI, W) also viewed his academic requirements through a skeptical, financially attuned lens.
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Additionally, he had heard a lot from his dad about how useless the liberal arts were. As Connor
spoke about the general education requirements, he told me,
Connor: Honestly, college is freakin’ pointless and it’s so misguided.
Reid: What do you mean by that?
Connor: There are a lot of people going to college that don’t know what they’re in for.
And I’m just like “Damn, you wasted your money on that?” If someone said “I don’t
know if I’m going to college. I don’t know if I want to go to college undecided,” I’d be
like “No! Don’t go to college. Just go work in the union, go work somewhere else, it
sucks.” It’s really misguided. So misguided.
The fact that schools required classes unrelated to one’s major bolstered Connor’s belief that
college is more about getting a credential than increasing one’s knowledge. He told me, “I’m
starting to realize it’s about going through it, that’s what your college degree reflects. People in
the real world know that it’s just like the achievement of getting through college and getting that
degree alone, not the degree itself, but getting through and getting that degree.” In other words,
college is not about gaining knowledge, it is about getting through the obstacle course. While
Connor was frustrated by this, at least for the time being he was willing to keep going to get the
degree he needed to be a teacher.
Along with financial constraint and distrust of educational institutions, many low-income
students’ experiences of relevance were also shaped by their poor high school preparation
because college classes were more difficult and they often could not test into the classes they
wanted to take. Deon (FG-LI, B), for example, had tested into remedial math, which meant he
could not take any classes in his major, biology, in his first term. This experience left him
frustrated and angry at MSU. When I asked about his classes he said, “I feel like they were very
monotonous, ‘cause I feel like I should already know most of the shit they make you take. And I
feel like they make you take a bunch of other classes. I feel like school makes you pay for a
bunch of other things you don’t really need. And I hated that, I really hated that.” The feeling
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that the “school makes you pay” for things you do not need, combined with negative experiences
with professors, made Deon wish he had gone to another regional school instead of MSU. This
skepticism of MSU is a strong contrast from low-income students who attended top high schools,
like Thomas (FG-THS, B), who said, “if there was a useless class the school would have thrown
it out the window.”
Taking general education classes they perceived as irrelevant, combined with the
difficulty of classes and not being able to take courses in their majors, had significant
consequences on some students’ motivation. Richard (FG-LI, W) found his remedial classes and
GenEds to be “very dry” and “not very relevant,” which he said affected his engagement and
success. In his words, “I guess it just kind of comes down to my interest levels do affect my
attendance, and my attendance fucks my grades.” Similarly, after telling me about her dislike of
general education courses, Wanda (FG-LI, B) described how she had begun to relate to college
as something “you just have to get through.” At the start of the year, Wanda was enthusiastic
about learning, but by the end she was putting less effort into her classes, doing the minimal
amount of work, and skipping class as much as she could get away with. Wanda redirected her
energies, working more at her job and putting more time into the real estate licensing courses she
was doing on the side. Toni (FG-LI, B) told me that “boring” classes about “people I can’t relate
to” affected her motivation. She said that before she came to college she “wanted to go just to
experience it” but “now that I have [experienced college], I don’t really want to continue.” Toni
tied her loss of motivation to college feeling so much like high school. She said, “I’m just really
tired of doing work, I know that sounds lazy, but I have so much work to do and it’s a lot. I just
want to relax. I feel like my spring semester is my entire senior year all over again, and it’s really
stressful. Now I’m like, ‘I’m done.’ I’ve been learning most of my life, I need a mental break.”
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Toni’s description of burnout is a strong contrast to students who attended better high schools
and found their first-year classes easy. Easy classes that seem pointless may be annoying, but
struggling in classes that seem useless is much more taxing.
These students were going to college to get a better job and to learn about their major, so
they were surprised by all the requirements that seemed completely unrelated to those goals.
Because of their past distrust of educational systems, their weaker academic preparation, and
their urgency to obtain mobility, this seeming lack of relevance towards their goals was
particularly frustrating and felt like a pointless obstacle. While many of these students stayed in
college because they still wanted a better job, their initial excitement about college had been
substantially dampened.
Conditional attendance turns to frustration: In addition to the low-income students I just
described, I found that about a quarter of the middle- and lower-middle-class students expressed
the pointless obstacle frame during their final interview. While these students’ backgrounds
varied, they had all voiced a conditional orientation in their original decision to come to college.
The had also usually either inherited skeptical views of college from their parents or had
negative experiences during high school.
Gary (CG-MC, W) is one such example. At first glance, he is not a student you would
think would have a negative relationship to college academics: he attended a great high school
and grew up in a middle-class family where both parents had bachelor’s degrees. When I
interviewed him after summer orientation, Gary said he was going to college to get a better job
and to learn about business, but he also had a more general appreciation for knowledge. He told
me, “I think that universities and colleges should be a place to better all of your knowledge and,
then, to get knowledge in a specific thing because, obviously, you’ll need a job.” However,
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Gary’s views of general education quickly soured when classes started, spurred by social and
personal challenges. Gary struggled to meet people as a commuter, he argued with his parents,
and he struggled with depression, an issue he had dealt with since being diagnosed with ADHD
in middle school. These challenges made him more attuned to the initial reluctance he had
towards college but had only voiced in an off-hand way during our first interview. Gary’s parents
were only minimally supporting him financially and he had a lot of skepticism about the cost of
college, especially after hearing stories from his dad about people’s degrees in liberal arts majors
not paying off. While Gary went to a great high school, he said his effort was “halfhearted” and
the classes were “not that interesting.” These concerns and challenges led Gary to not enjoy any
of his classes in her first semester. At the end of the year, Gary told me that his classes were
“totally irrelevant,” though he later added that he “kind of liked” his history class but said “it
would only be useful if he became a history professor, which there is a zero percent chance I
would do.” Gary said he only wanted to study his major and described his general education
requirements as “the price you have to pay to get through college.” Overall, he said, “college
feels like high school but there is more homework and a lot more driving.” Gary did not make it
through his first semester; he dropped out before Thanksgiving break. While this was due to a
number of different factors, such as his depression and his concerns about money, the fact that he
found his classes “totally irrelevant” certainly played a part.
Jamie (CG-MC, W) followed a similar trajectory as Gary. Her dad had a master’s degree
and was in the military, and her mom had an associate’s degree and worked in insurance. While
Jamie was middle class and went to a good high school, she had had negative impressions of her
teachers, feeling like they did not give her any attention. She also originally did not want to go to
college. During our first interview, she told me her dream had been to join the military and then

144

pursue a career in the FBI, but her parents said no to the military. Instead, she was going to
college for criminal justice, which she hoped would eventually lead her to her dream career.
Because of this, Jamie related to college as an experience she wanted to get through as quickly as
possible. She ended up leaving MSU after her first semester. This was in part because, as a
Southerner, she had trouble fitting in with the campus culture, but it was also because she was
extremely frustrated that MSU would not let her take any classes in her major in her first year.
After her first semester, Jamie transferred to a nearby for-profit technical school, which she was
drawn to because it required virtually no general education classes and she could graduate there
in only three years. She explained, “you don’t have to wait and do your GenEds first. They are
all mixed in. If you have to wait [for your major like you do at MSU,] you just get bored because
you have to wait to do what you want to do for your future.” Jamie also liked that the teaching
style at the technical college was more hands-on and that a lot of her professors were retired
police officers who shared stories from their careers. She also liked that there was “more
experience in the field for major classes,” which she appreciated because she gets “bored from
reading books all the time.” Jamie’s experience is instructive because she experienced academics
at two different campuses and found her courses much more relevant and satisfying when they
were more hands on and applied to her major. Jamie’s parents had discouraged her transferring
to a technical college and she had to take out loans to go to there, but to her it was worth it.
The annoyed acceptance frame
As with the “pointless obstacle” frame, students using the “annoyed acceptance” frame
saw the primary value of college as coming from their major and they were frustrated that
general education classes prevented them from taking major classes. However, students who
used this frame acknowledged there was a rationale for their general education classes that made
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sense, even if they did not like it. Rather than seeing the classes as completely useless, they
recognized that they did have some value, although it was not what they were looking for in
college. So, while these students did not like the general education requirements, their presence
did not lead them to question the intentions of the university. This fit a credentialist orientation
towards college: these students were going to college to get a degree in their major, but they
recognized other classes were required for that credential. Reflecting the broad range of students
who described a credentialist orientation during their first interview, this frame was expressed by
students across all backgrounds, though it was most common among those with hybridized class
backgrounds, who fell in between the other two groups in terms of their wealth and academic
preparation.
Unlike the students who expressed the pointless obstacle frame, nearly all participants
who utilized the annoyed acceptance frame had heard of the general education requirements
before college and knew they would be required at any school. These students usually came into
college with mixed views of general education requirements and that stance continued
throughout their first year. Jimmy (CG-MC, W) was a typical student who expressed the
annoyed acceptance frame. At our first interview, Jimmy told me he was going to college
because unlike some of his friends who went to vocational high schools, he did not know a trade.
Therefore, Jimmy was going to college for a degree in business to learn employable skills. As he
told me, “I’m hoping to just learn more about my major so I can do that in the future. I want to
learn about one specific thing, the thing I want to do, so I can end up actually doing it.” With this
vocational view, it was not surprising that, at the end of the year, Jimmy told me that his most
useful classes had been Management 101 and Accounting 101 because those classes would “be
useful in the future.” On the other hand, Jimmy did not find his general education classes useful.
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He told me, “I don’t really like the GenEds. I just want to take what I want to take for my major
and my minor, then I could be out of here in way less than 4 years.” While Jimmy’s statement
shows some overlap with the “pointless obstacle” frame, it is also distinct. His language is less
extreme: he does not “hate” them or say they are a “waste,” he just does not “really like” them.
Jimmy also had expected GenEds to be part of college. When I asked if he was surprised by the
requirements, he said, “I expected to be taking what I was taking. I knew that GenEds would be
part of it. It’s like if I want a degree I have to do it, so might as well.” This is expressive of a
credentialist mentality; the general education classes are just part of what you have to do to get a
degree.
Lydia (CG-MC, W) described a similar sentiment as Jimmy. Overall, she was happy with
her classes because she had been able to take classes related to her major. As she told me, “I’m
getting what I came to college for, which is an education in film, video, and media.” She was a
little annoyed that the GenEds prevented her from taking more classes in her major, however.
She said: “I would definitely prefer to not have to take any GenEd classes. I can see why it is
important, but I would rather just have classes in my major. I took a history class that I don’t
think I’ll ever use, but it was useful information to have.” Like Jimmy, Lydia’s distaste for the
general education courses was much less extreme than the “pointless obstacle” frame and she
could “see why it is important.” Overall, Lydia’s experience in her first-year classes reinforced
her decision to go to college, something she had been uncertain about before enrolling. As she
told me, “I definitely know now that I made the right decision.” Both Jimmy and Lydia’s
experiences are shaped by the paths that led them to college. Neither described themselves as
being the most enthusiastic students in high school, but they both had stable finances, went to
good high schools, and had positive connections with their teachers. Neither found classes at
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MSU too overwhelming and both were able to take key introductory courses in their majors. As
a result, both Jimmy and Lydia felt like they were making progress towards their goal—an
education in their major—and while the general education classes were not their favorite, it was
not that big of a deal to accept them.
A common sentiment among those who expressed the “annoyed acceptance” frame was
that the idea of general education classes was sensible but there were too many of them, or that
specific courses were useless. For example, Angelina (FG-THS, L) said the general education
classes “make sense,” but she had a number of complaints about their composition. She told me,
“Since it’s a liberal arts school, you do have to take sort of everything, at least a class of
everything. But I'm not a history person, I'm not excited for American Government. And I also
thought I could get away with not taking biology…. Whatever, I guess. No matter where you go
you have to take a little bit of everything.” Angelina had pre-existing knowledge about liberal
arts requirements, it was just their format she took issue with. When I was asked if the
requirements were different than she expected, Angelina said, “I thought it would be one of
everything … because we did four years of everything in high school. So coming here and
looking at the general education requirements I was surprised that you have to do at least two
years of English, two years of writing. But I liked English, so I’m looking forward to that.” Like
students who utilized the pointless obstacle frame, Angelina drew comparisons to high school,
but for Angelina this comparison was not entirely negative. For her English class, it was actually
a positive continuation. Bethany (FG-LI, L) also had a mixed view of the academic
requirements. She had taken three courses in her business major and had enjoyed those classes,
but her view of the general education courses was mixed. She said, “I feel like some are
necessary and some aren’t. Philosophy is not, but others I feel like are there to give you a
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cushion of fun.” I asked if she was surprised by the requirements and she told me, “I wouldn’t
say upsetting per se, more like now I have a bigger challenge than I anticipated. I look at all
those requirements and I think how am I going to get all this done in four years? But plenty of
people do it, so I have confidence that I can.” While this is not a wholehearted endorsement of
the academic requirements, it indicates an acceptance of it: Bethany symbolically aligned herself
with all the other students who have gone through college. Many students like Bethany were
surprised by how extensive the requirements were in college. However, students like her who
employed the annoyed acceptance frame went along with what they encountered. As Bethany
said, “I didn’t have any set expectations of what I’d learn. I’m going to college, I’ll embrace it
all.”
Students’ relationships to the academic curriculum and the frames they used to describe it
were not static or simple. Angelina and Bethany were both low income but both had good
experiences in high school, both were able to take classes in their majors, and both had heard
positive messages from their families about college. Students like Gary (CG-MC, W) and Jamie
(CG-MC, W), on the other hand, had higher incomes and went to better high schools, but they
utilized the pointless obstacle frame. While income is an important factor, students’ experiences
in high school are particularly relevant to their framing of general education classes—neither
Gary or Jamie had developed positive associations towards learning or educational institutions
prior to college, and both dropped out in their first year. Being able to take (and be successful in)
at least some classes in one’s major was also critical in shaping students’ view of the curriculum.
To illustrate the complexity of these processes, I turn to Jessica (FG-LMC, W). As
described in the previous chapter, Jessica heard mixed messages from her parents about college,
but she went to a good high school and enjoyed her experience there. When, during our first
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interview, I asked why she was going to college, the first thing she said was that she was going
because she could not join the military, but the second thing she said was, “I love school, I
wouldn’t mind going forever.” This mixture of influences was evident in Jessica’s relationship to
college academics. When I asked her if she was learning what she had hoped to learn in college
she said:
That’s a tricky topic because I thought that college was just major courses.… So, I have
two more years of general education classes than I thought, which is kind of aggravating.
I can’t fight it, college has been around for this long so there has to be a reason…. they
prepare you for your major classes, so that’s nice. But, it’s still frustrating to find out I’m
spending all this money on basic classes I’m not interested in.
In Jessica’s answer, we can both see her surprise and frustration at having to take general
education classes, and some elements of antagonism towards higher education that comes from
the skeptical frames she inherited from her family. Her concern about the cost of classes is also
front of mind. Yet, this is counterbalanced by her statement that “there has to be a reason” for the
general education classes, and she acknowledges that it is nice the courses are helping prepare
her for her major. Later in the interview, Jessica went to on describe how some of her classes had
connected to her major in ways she had not expected, and overall she spoke about how happy she
was being in college. It also helped that Jessica found classes to be easier than she had expected,
she felt comfortable engaging with her professors, and she felt like she was learning in her
classes. Jessica’s example shows the mix of influences many students at MSU experience. It is
also important to remember that the frames a student uses are not static; depending on her
experience in the future, Jessica’s view of “the system” being “aggravating” could sour and turn
into the pointless obstacle frame or she could be positively impacted by a general education class
and embrace the enhancement frame. For this reason, it is critical for MSU to be aware of the
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frames that students bring with them to college as well as the messages that the institution shares
(or does not share) with students.
Conclusion
Previous research has emphasized how students attending less-selective RCUs like MSU
prioritize the practicality and applicability of their courses, but scholars have not yet examined
the social class differences among students at RCUs in depth (Mullen, 2010). This chapter
examines the variation in how students view the relevance of their courses and finds that while
all students do want classes that can be practically applied to their future careers, there are also
important differences in how students view general education requirements. Those who have the
best educational preparation are the most aware of and prepared for these courses, and they view
them as the most valuable. Those who have stable backgrounds and adequate preparation do not
find the courses particularly valuable but accept them as part of their degree. And, those with the
lowest incomes and weakest educational preparation are the most surprised by the requirements,
the least prepared for them, and the most likely to see them as a pointless obstacle to their urgent
goal of mobility. Because of this, the impact of the general education requirements is not equal.
Even though these courses are intended to provide the educational foundation “required of
responsible citizens,” they end up stifling the motivation and satisfaction of the least advantaged
students more than others. While this stems from inequality that exists before college, it is also
due in part to the institutional context of MSU: the limited and largely transactional messaging
about the purpose and value of the GenEds means that MSU is not successful at helping all
students make connections between these requirements and their goals for college and beyond.
This chapter shows that students’ sense of academic relevance is influenced in large part
by their backgrounds, specifically their high schools and social class. Students’ high school
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experiences shaped how they viewed their academic courses in three main ways: First, students
who were better prepared academically had an easier time with all their courses and had more
freedom in their choices of coursework. Second, high schools shaped students’ understanding of
college requirements. Low-income students who went to the lowest-performing schools were
shocked by the number of requirements they needed to complete and often said they did not
know there would be any classes outside of their majors. Low-income students who went to top
high schools, on the other hand, were well aware of general education classes and had heard how
they could be beneficial. Third, high schools shaped students’ trust in educational institutions.
Students who attended lower-performing schools had more skeptical views of their teachers and
the intentions of MSU. In contrast, students who attended higher-performing high schools had
more sympathetic views of MSU and generally described a greater appreciation for academic
learning. This supports prior research which posited that students’ academic preparation
influences their likelihood of integrating with colleges’ academic missions (Hurst, 2010;
Lehmann, 2012).
In addition to their high school experiences, students’ social class backgrounds also
influenced their views of college courses in three main ways. First, class mattered because it
partially determined the high schools students could attend. Second, class shaped the financial
resources students had for college. While students were all concerned about the cost of college
and wanted an education that would apply to a career, those who felt an acute urgency to escape
insecure financial situations wanted their degrees to pay off more quickly and were more
frustrated by classes that appeared unrelated to their majors. Third, students’ families shaped
their views of the purpose of their education. Those from continuing-generation backgrounds
usually had parents who explained there would be general education courses in college, making
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those students more aware and appreciative of them. Students from first-generation families did
not have that knowledge unless it came from their high schools. Importantly, many parents,
particularly those with working class roots, conveyed a sense of skepticism about the cost of
college, which was passed down to students.
The findings in this chapter also relate to the other chapters of this dissertation. As
discussed throughout this chapter, students’ orientations to college aligned with their frames of
the curriculum. There are also connections between students’ help-seeking strategies and their
experience of curricular relevance. Those who sought help more often found their courses less
frustrating and they felt like they were learning more, which made the courses feel more
valuable. Seeking help also built relationships with professors, and having these types of
personal connections with instructors makes it more likely that students will find their course
content more engaging and important (Gehlbach et al., 2016). The value of connections with
faculty also ties back to students’ sense of belonging. Psychological research, such as selfdetermination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000), finds that individuals’ sense of relatedness is
associated with their motivation and engagement. Thus, the students who feel like they belong on
campus—with their peers, professors, and course content—are more likely to feel motivated in
their courses. Psychological research can also inform these findings in other ways; research on
motivation finds that the value an individual expects to gain from a particular task shapes how
engaged they are in pursuing it (Eccles & Wigfield, 2002; National Research Council and the
Institute of Medicine, 2004). Thus, by not explaining the relevance of the GenEds in a consistent,
reinforced, and compelling way, MSU was potentially limiting the motivation that students
would have for these courses.
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Along these lines, it is important to consider the role of MSU’s institutional context in
more depth. Previous research has described RCUs as having split identities: they are caught
between the liberal arts tradition of higher education and the more recent commitment to
affordable, practically applied degrees (Mullen, 2010; Soo, 2011). RCUs require general
education courses but they do not fully embrace them, relating to them instead as part of their
obligation as a “credential dispensing institution” (Stich, 2012, p. 38). This characterization fits
my experience conducting research at MSU. MSU has a substantial general education
requirement, which it invests in in terms of the faculty resources that go towards teaching, but it
is not as equally invested in communicating the purpose and goals of those requirements.
Because of this, students relate to these courses with the orientations that they bring with them to
college, and some of those orientations resonate with the institutional context more than others.
The enhancement orientation connects with the official purpose of the general education
requirements as stated in the MSU catalog: broadening one’s education for the 21st century. Even
though this purpose was not explained to students at length, the students who had enhancement
orientations before college found that they naturally resonated with the courses. Students with
credentialist orientations did not see much intrinsic value in the requirements, but they connected
with the transactional way in which the requirements were presented. They liked that they could
“double dip” to get them done sooner and they appreciated MSU’s emphasis on getting the
classes done in time to earn a degree. There was no equivalent corresponding logic between the
GenEds and the mobility orientation, however. Consequently, these students saw little
justification for the GenEds and viewed them as an obstacle to make college harder to complete.
This analysis has largely focused on how social class shapes students’ views of general
education, but it is also important to remember that students across class lines related to these
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classes as a pointless obstacle if they held a conditional orientation to college. This more
universal skepticism of GenEds points to the broader social issues that shape students’
understanding of college: the ideology of “college for all” that tells students college is the only
path to success (Rosenbaum, 2001); the minimal career development education and
astronomically high student-to-counselors ratios in high schools that leave many students unclear
about their post-secondary goals (NACAC & ASCA, 2015); and, the national narratives that
question the value of the liberal arts (Caplan, 2018; Herzog, 2015). A single university is
unlikely to be able to counteract the combined influence of these forces. Indeed, an RCU like
MSU is arguably more at the will of these external forces because of its limited resources.
Nevertheless, by having a message about general education that is weak and often transactional,
MSU does not even provide students with a compelling alternative narrative about the value of
the courses they are required to take. This leaves many students, especially those most likely to
withdraw, feeling that much of what they learn in their first year has no connection to their future
goals.
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Chapter 6: Looking Beyond the First Year
The first year of college is the most important in determining students’ likelihood of
making it to graduation (Bowen et al., 2009). This is the year students are most likely to
withdraw from college, and it establishes foundations that are critical for later success: staying
on track with grades and credits earned, finding a major, and building social and academic
connections on campus. While a lot can change later in college, when I interviewed students at
the end of their first year, divisions in who would have the clearest paths to graduation had
already begun to emerge. In this chapter, I first discuss students’ trajectories at the end of their
first year, then I draw connections between all my findings to provide a holistic perspective on
how students’ backgrounds and the institutional context of MSU interact to shape student
success.
Of the 49 participants in this study, less than three-quarters persisted into their second
year: 36 continued at MSU, while 13 left.30 This makes the retention rate of my participants
(73%) slightly lower than the entire first-year class at MSU (77%), but it is comparable. Within
the study-wide retention rate, there were important differences between my participant groups;
retention and academic success correlated with class, race, and prior educational experience
(summarized in Table 6.1 below). Low-income students of color who attended their
neighborhood schools were the most likely to have left MSU by the end of their first year, the
most likely to have been put on academic probation for a semester (GPA below 2.0), and the
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In this chapter I focus on the 49 participants who completed the first and final interview of this study. 5
additional participants did not complete a final interview, two of whom withdrew from MSU: Andy (FGLMC, W) and Max (CG-MC, W). My sense from their initial interviews and some later contact was that
attending MSU for conditional reasons factored into their withdrawal, along with academic struggles
(both were on probation after their first semester and both came to MSU with low GPAs). The other three
additional participants, Sonya (FG-THS, L), Paulina (FG-THS, L), and Tami (FG-LI, W), all continued
into their second year and appeared on the Dean’s list at least once.
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least likely to have made the Dean’s list (GPA 3.3 or higher). They were also substantially more
likely to have departed MSU on a downward educational trajectory, which I define as no longer
being on track to earn a bachelor’s degree within four years.
Low-income students of color who attended top high schools, on the other hand, had the
most positive academic experiences of any subgroup based on these metrics: none were put on
academic probation, almost all of them made the Dean’s list at some point, and none left on a
downward trajectory. The remaining three groups—low-income white students, lower-middleclass students, and middle-class students—fell in the middle, and had relatively similar
experiences to one another along these measures. I attribute this similarity to all of these groups
having hybridized class backgrounds: even though they had somewhat different incomes and
parental education, they shared stable backgrounds and working-class roots. Interestingly, the
middle-class students were statistically the least successful of the three. This is because several
middle-class students came to MSU with conditional orientations to college and lower high
school GPAs, and they did not end up doing well in their first year. The middle-class students
who had done better in high school and had enhancement orientations—students like Molly and
Kristen—generally had quite positive experiences, as the previous chapters describe.
Table 6.1: Percentage of participants who left MSU, were on academic probation, or the
Dean’s list, by student background
Participant group
Departed Downward Ever on
Ever on
MSU
departure probation Dean's list
All participants (49)
Low-income students of color (10)
Low-income students of color –
Top HS (5)
Low-income white students (5)
Lower-middle-class students (14)
Middle-class students (15)

27%
50%

14%
40%

18%
40%

53%
20%

20%
20%
14%
27%

0%
0%
7%
13%

0%
20%
7%
20%

80%
60%
57%
53%
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Among the 13 participants who withdrew from MSU, some left on better terms than
others. Jeff (FG-LMC, W) transferred to a selective private university that had originally been
his top choice, but he had initially been waitlisted there. This appeared to be a positive trajectory,
especially because he was getting substantial financial aid at his new school. Three students
transferred to other public universities: Elizabeth (FG-LI, A) and Natasha (FG-THS, B) left
MSU because they did not feel like they belonged and because they wanted a more applied
curriculum, and Trevor (FG-LI, W) left to go to his originally intended school where he had
previously been denied admission. Jamie (CG-MC, W) transferred to a four-year, for-profit
technical college where she thought she would get more practical career training and she also
never felt welcome at MSU as a Southerner. These paths had positives and negatives. Elizabeth,
Trevor, and Natasha were moving to slightly more selective schools but they would likely face
somewhat higher costs, along with the challenges of transferring. Jamie had much higher costs
but was happy with her decision and on track to earn a degree. The remaining eight students who
departed MSU—Calvin (CG-MC, W), Camilla (FG-MC, W), Deon (FG-LI, B), Gary (CG-MC,
W), Jayden (FG-LI, B), Madeline (FG-LI, B), Veronica (CG-MC, L), and Yves (FG-LI, M)—
were on downward trajectories, at least from the perspective of earning a bachelor’s degree.
They were academically dismissed, withdrew for financial reasons, or transferred to a
community college. Some of these students, like Gary, Madeline, and Deon, were very frustrated
after their first year. Others were happy at the time of their final interview—Jayden had a job that
was paying well and Yves was enjoying his community college classes—but their educational
journeys were delayed; both hoped to get a bachelor’s degree eventually but it was not going to
happen on the timeline they originally planned. Overall, the students who appeared the least
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likely to return to a four-year college were those with mobility aspirations that were thwarted by
financial or academic struggles and those who came to MSU with conditional orientations.
Connecting the findings of this dissertation
The findings of this dissertation help us understand students’ paths through their first year
of college and their likelihood of persisting into their second. In the section that follows, I
discuss how the findings of each chapter build on each other to shape students’ holistic
experiences of college. To begin, it is helpful to see how persistence and academic success
correlated with students’ orientations to college, displayed in Table 6.2 below. This shows that
students with enhancement orientations experienced the greatest success in terms of persistence,
making the Dean’s list, and avoiding probation. Students with mobility and conditional
orientations struggled the most, and those with credentialist orientations fell in the middle.
Table 6.2: Percentage of participants who left MSU, were on academic
probation, or the Dean’s list, by orientations to college
Departed Downward Ever on
Ever on
Orientation
MSU
departure probation
Dean's list
14%
All participants (49)
27%
12%
39%
20%
Credentialist (25)
28%
12%
27%
0%
Enhancement (14)
14%
7%
71%
33%
Mobility (10)
40%
33%
22%
31
29%
Conditional (14)
43%
40%
8%
Returning to the table I shared in chapter 2 of this dissertation, displayed now as Table 6.3
below, we can now observe how students’ orientations to college were related to their social
class backgrounds, which in turn affected their sense of belonging, their help-seeking strategies,
and their sense of academic relevance. While not every student followed the pattern in Table 6.3

31

This would go up to 50% if I included Max (CG-MC, W) and Andy (FG-LMC, W), who had
conditional orientations to college during their first interview but did not do a follow-up interview.
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exactly, it shows how these findings tended to align. I explain these alignments, and the logic
behind them, below.
Table 6.3: Typical backgrounds, orientations, and experiences over the first year
Orientation to Enhancement
college
Social class
Middle-class
Background(s) (via home or top
high school)
Sense of
Welcoming
belonging

Credentialist

Mobility

Conditional

Working to
middle class
hybrids
Welcoming

Financial
insecurity

Help-seeking
strategy
Academic
relevance

Interactive

As-needed

Marginalization
(for students of
color)
Independent

Negative school
experiences and
parental skepticism
Marginalization

Enhanced

Annoyed
acceptance

Pointless
obstacle

Disengaged
Pointless
obstacle

Enhancement: Participants with middle-class cultural capital (via top high schools or
their homes) and enhancement orientations to college generally had the most positive
experiences over their first year and were the best positioned to gain the most from their college
experience. Socially, these students felt like they belonged on campus because they had attended
high schools with similar environments. They were the most interactive with campus authority
figures, readily asking for help and building personal relationships with professors, which gave
them access to opportunities like research apprenticeships and recommendation letters. Because
of their sense of belonging on campus—as well their focus on personal growth and strong
academic preparation—this interactive form of engagement came naturally to them. Participants
with enhancement orientations were also the most likely to feel the general education
requirements were relevant. Overall, because these students’ middle-class cultural capital and
enhancement orientations aligned with the traditional ideals of a college education, they
generally were the most satisfied with their courses and the most likely to gain opportunities on
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campus. These students’ experiences show how middle-class cultural capital provides students
with important advantages in college, even at an RCU focused on regional affordability.
Importantly, these benefits were enjoyed by students with enhancement orientations who
grew up middle class and by first-generation students who acquired middle-class cultural capital
at top high schools. The first-generation students did face additional challenges: concerns about
money, needing to go home to help their families, and, for students of color, navigating the
challenges of being at a predominantly white campus. While these hurdles could become greater
obstacles to success in the future, over the course of their first year, the first-generation students
who attended top high schools had equally positive experiences as continuing-generation
students.
Thinking beyond this study, it is useful to consider how these students might have fared
at other institutions. While there are strong parallels between the enhancement orientation
described in this study and the middle-class orientations documented in other research, these
participants generally do not describe the same degree of intellectualism as described by Mullen
(2010) at Yale or the hyper-focus on extra-curricular life described by Stuber (2011) and
Armstrong & Hamilton (2013) at more selective schools. Thus, while these enhancementoriented students thrived at MSU, it is possible their success was partly because they stood out
from the largely credentialist environment of MSU. Future research would be needed to know if
these students would excel or struggle to be noticed at more selective, wealthier institutions. It is
possible that coming to MSU gave these students a leg up on others, but there may also be
downsides of what they missed out on by not attending a more elite institution.
Credentialist: Students with hybridized class backgrounds and credentialist orientations
to college felt included on campus and could successfully navigate it, but their involvement and

161

sense of satisfaction with college were generally more limited. Because of the unequal economic
and racial geography surrounding Middletown, these students were predominantly white.
Socially, these students felt a strong sense of belonging because they resonated with the other
white, working-class students from the region and with the regionally affordable culture of MSU.
Academically, these students were generally able to seek help as they needed it, in part because
they felt so comfortable on campus. However, because these students were primarily going to
college just to get a credential, they usually did not build personal relationships with professors
and they obtained fewer opportunities on campus. Finally, students with credentialist orientations
were annoyed by the curricular requirements outside of their majors, but because they knew in
advance that these were a condition of acquiring their degree, they accepted them even if they
did not find them very valuable. Their stable finances, sense of belonging on campus, and their
ability to ask for help when they needed it made it easier for them to tolerate these requirements.
Overall, MSU was well-attuned to the identities and needs of these students, so they felt included
on campus and were generally making progress towards their degrees. Nevertheless, the historic
values of higher education—liberal arts requirements, supporting academic achievers, and
encouraging campus engagement—still privileged middle-class students with enhancement
orientations.
Mobility: Participants who were low-income students of color with mobility orientations
encountered the biggest challenges over their first year, and they felt the least supported by
MSU. Socially, despite looking forward to having a new experience away from home, these
students felt marginalized on the predominantly white campus. Academically, students with
mobility orientations prioritized working independently, both because they had negative past
experiences with teachers and because they felt their independence was what had helped them
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make it this far. Additionally, they were less likely to ask for help because they did not feel
comfortable with other students in their classes or with their professors. In terms of their
academic requirements, low-income students were very surprised and frustrated by the
curriculum, which felt unrelated to their major and felt like an obstacle to their urgent need for
mobility. This frustration was amplified by their difficulty getting academic help, which made
their courses more challenging and often made them feel like they were not learning. Overall,
MSU was not well-prepared to support these students; the institution struggled to make them feel
included socially, they did not have professors they related to, and MSU did not give the students
confidence that college would lead to their goal of social mobility. Thus, those who entered
college with the fewest advantages continued to face the biggest hurdles once on campus.
It is important to compare the experiences of low-income students of color and lowincome white students here. Even though they were low-income as determined by Pell grant
eligibility, white students were more likely to inherit greater wealth (a home, family business, or
money from grandparents) and attend better high schools (because of the history of segregation
in the region). This stability meant that low-income white students tended to have a credentialist
rather than a mobility orientation. But more than just this, because of its composition and
institutional culture, MSU was better equipped to help low-income white students feel welcome
on campus than it was to support low-income students of color who had not attended top,
integrated high schools. Because of this, race was not entirely determinative, but low-income
students of color faced multiple, intersecting disadvantages compared to white students at MSU.
Conditional: Students with conditional orientations came to college with reluctance,
either because of a skepticism toward higher education that they inherited from their parents or
because of negative associations they had with school. Some of these students had positive initial
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experience in college, which helped them move away from a conditional orientation to college.
For example, Jessica (FG-LMC, W) had wanted to join the military instead of going to college,
but after loving campus life, making connections with professors, and taking classes in her
major, she decided she wanted to stay in college until she earns her degree. For other students
with conditional orientations, however, a negative experience in one aspect of college life often
cascaded into disengagement from other parts of college. Gary (CG-MC, W), for example, had
never liked academics and felt forced into college; when he found his first-semester classes
irrelevant, he disengaged from his coursework and from trying to make connections on campus.
Students with conditional orientations to college were particularly frustrated by the academic
requirements they perceived as irrelevant, which reinforced their sense that college was not the
ideal path for them. From an institutional perspective, MSU was not well equipped to identify
and support these students. While faculty and staff sometimes reached out to these students, it
was easy for them to “fall through the cracks” or for college officials to take the position that
students needed to decide for themselves whether they wanted to go to college before continuing,
thereby putting the burden of academic success on them.
These students highlight the casualties of an education system that often pushes young
adults into college before they have determined their goals or readiness for that step. Many
students felt pressured to go to college even though they did not want to, and they ended up
losing time and money in the process. While RCUs may present an attractive option for students
who are uncertain if they want to go to college—both because they are less expensive and easier
to get into—the evidence in this dissertation indicates that a school like MSU is not particularly
attuned to helping students who are unsure about college discover the best path for their future. It
is also notable that many of these conditional students were continuing-generation and middle-
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class, albeit at the cusp of middle-class standing. While these students had more resources to
pivot into new opportunities after MSU, they do face a real prospect of downward mobility,
highlighting the tenuousness of the lower end of the middle class.
Conclusion
While there are many ways the findings across these chapters relate to each other, there
were several that appeared to be particularly important. Students’ racial backgrounds affected
their experience of belonging on campus, and belonging also mediated students’ engagement
with professors. Social class and high school experiences were the most formative factors in
students’ orientations to college. These orientations shaped students’ engagement with professors
and their views of the curriculum. Students’ engagement strategies also shaped their view of the
curriculum, because they affected how much students struggled in their courses and much they
felt like they were learning. While students were not defined by their backgrounds, their
backgrounds played a large role in students’ experiences over the year and their likelihood of
returning the next.
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Chapter 7: Conclusion
One of the guiding ideologies of higher education in the United States is “college for all,”
the idea that all students, regardless of background and educational preparation, should go to
college (Rosenbaum, 2001). While this philosophy has laudable aspirations, it is complicated by
the reality of inequality in American schools and society. Students do not enter college on an
equal footing, educationally or financially. Additionally, they attend a wide range of institutions
where they face drastically different chances of success: the most selective, wealthy schools
nearly guarantee graduation, while at less-selective, lower-resourced schools, only a fraction of
students earn degrees. As a result, college for all does not lead to degrees for all.
Middletown State University is at the center of this phenomenon. As one of the least
selective and least expensive options for the “traditional,” campus-based, four-year college
experience, MSU attracts students who are looking for an accessible and affordable way to go to
college. My research shows that, despite their shared rationale for choosing MSU, students
possess different backgrounds, resources, and aspirations, and MSU is better at supporting some
of these backgrounds and goals than others. While MSU has a mission to support all students and
it has success making many first-generation students feel welcome on campus, I find that the
institution fails to recognize and address important class and racial differences among its student
body, which ultimately reproduces inequality on campus. Specifically, the campus context at
MSU tends to privilege students with middle-class cultural capital, include working-class white
students, and marginalize low-income students of color. This dissertation shows how this occurs
across three dimensions of the college experience: students’ sense of belonging, their
engagement with professors, and their perceptions of the academic curriculum. These findings
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point to important questions for future research, particularly around campus contexts and student
backgrounds, and they suggest recommendations for improving practice.
Campus contexts
This research deepens our understanding of the institutional context of RCUs. Much of
the qualitative research on RCUs focuses on their position within the stratified field of higher
education, showing how students at RCUs are unlikely to gain the social and cultural capital
necessary for mobility into elite and influential professions (Mullen, 2010; Stich, 2012). While
this is an important limitation of RCUs, the research in this dissertation shows that RCUs may
have a particular strength in supporting low-income and first-generation students who would not
be as successful at other institutions. This matches the findings of Aries & Seider (2005), who
found that first-generation, working-class students at a less-selective, public liberal arts college
did not feel marginalized on campus because they identified with the other working-class
students there. While Aries & Seider (2005) emphasize the composition of the student body, I
find that institutional practices also play a key role in shaping students’ sense of inclusion. This
is important because it means that institutions can help support the belonging of first-generation,
working-class students not only by increasing the diversity of their campuses but also by
changing institutional actions, such as sharing student stories and hiring working-class faculty,
staff, and student leaders.
This dissertation also highlights how MSU is racialized as an organization (Ray, 2019).
There is a historic and persistent, yet unspoken, whiteness of MSU in who runs it, who it enrolls,
and how it views its students. Faculty and staff often felt that by working to support low-income
and first-generation students, they were helping all disadvantaged students. However, I found
that by not explicitly objectifying and working to address the whiteness of the institution, they
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were ultimately marginalizing students of color and allowing white students to perceive
themselves as the unquestioned norm (c.f. Harper, 2013). This highlights the importance of
institutions taking an intersectional approach to understanding their practices and their students
(Crenshaw, 1991; Núñez, 2014). While this phenomenon may be different at some RCUs,
especially those that primarily enroll students of color, there are likely many other RCUs with
similar racial and class dynamics as MSU.
Given their regional nature, RCUs are in a unique position to understand their histories
and student populations. This dissertation has shown the positive side of how that regional
identity can help include students who often do not feel welcome on other campuses. But, it also
shows the downside of how that same identity can exclude others. Going forward, RCUs should
leverage this regional specificity to interrogate and expand their identities, working to improve
their ability support all their students.
Student backgrounds
The tenuous benefits of hybridized class backgrounds: This study deepens our
understanding of the role of class, particularly for those who are at and around the lower cusp of
the middle class: stable working-class students and those with hybridized class backgrounds.
These students are important because they make up a large proportion of all college students
(Ishitani, 2006) and because their social class position is in greater flux than other groups (Hout,
2008). This dissertation makes two contributions to our understanding of these rarely-studied
students. First, it confirms research that characterizes these individuals as having partial benefits
of middle-class standing. Most previous research has focused on parents, showing how they only
share certain dimensions of middle-class culture with their children (Hamilton, 2016; Streib,
2013). My research confirms this from the perspective of students and shows how that translates
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into specific behaviors in college: as-needed engagement and credentialist orientations. Second,
this dissertation connects the lower-middle class to RCU’s culture of credentialism. These
students in many ways define the campus culture of MSU. They feel the strongest sense of
belonging on campus and their desire to go to college for a credential fits the often-transactional
ethos of MSU. Continuing on the theme of partial benefits, RCUs provide these students a partial
benefit of college. Because they fit in socially and academically, lower-middle-class students are
likely to graduate and secure a job, but they are less likely to gain new social and cultural capital
in college (Aries & Seider, 2005; Mullen, 2010). Thus, RCUs may be an ideal avenue for
students from the lower-middle-class to maintain their class status but not a place to change it.
The impact of high schools: The findings of this dissertation consistently highlight the
importance of the high schools students attend. This research confirms and extends the work of
Jack (2019) by showing how access to top public schools—not just top private schools—helps
low-income students acquire middle-class cultural capital and benefits them in college. This
dissertation also shows how even having access to average-or-above schools provides
advantages over attending low-performing schools. An important question, however, is whether
these benefits would translate to selective universities. Quantitative research on exam schools
and busing programs has found mixed results in terms of student success in college
(Abdulkadiroğlu et al., 2014; Dobbie & Fryer, 2014; Vaznis, 2019). However, these studies have
focused on students attending elite colleges. It is possible that top public high schools are bettersuited to help low-income students make the transition to an RCU than the transition to a
selective college. It is also possible that the metrics that quantitative studies have used, GPAs
and graduation rates, do not capture the important social and cultural benefits of attending top
public high schools that I document in this study (i.e. building relationships with professors and
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feeling welcome on campus). Future research should investigate how students who attend top
public high schools experience different types of universities.
This dissertation also matches Johnson’s (2019) findings that the degree of ethnoracial
segregation that students experience in high school influences how they experience peer groups
on campus. Taken as a whole, these findings about high schools add to the extensive research on
the unequal consequences of economic and racial segregation in schools (Frankenberg et al.,
2019; Kahlenberg, 2013). For policy makers and practitioners, it is important to think more about
the ways that high schools and colleges are connected. There is a growing movement to consider
the k-16 education system (Lapan, 2004; Loss & McGuinn, 2016), and this type of thinking may
be particularly important at RCUs because their regional focus could allow them to make
connections with their feeder high schools. These connections could help colleges understand the
experiences of the students they enroll and help high schools better prepare students for the
requirements of specific colleges.
Recommendations
Promoting belonging: In order to address the lack of belonging that low-income students
of color feel at MSU, there are a few important steps that MSU and other schools like it should
take. The first stems from what MSU already does for first-generation and working-class
students: highlighting their stories, challenges, and strengths. MSU’s success making these
students feel welcome reinforces existing research and it is an effective practice that should be
continued (Jehangir, 2010; King et al., 2017; Stephens et al., 2014). However, these efforts must
be expanded to include the experiences of students of color from East City. Institutions like MSU
should highlight the challenges of making the transition from a high poverty, predominantly
black and Latinx high school in the city to a middle-class, predominantly white suburb.
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Institutions should speak about what it is like to experience microaggressions and feel out of
place. And, it is especially important for students to hear these messages from older students who
have had these experiences themselves and used strengths from their backgrounds to overcome
them.32 This could help incoming students feel more normal when these experiences occur and it
would give them strategies to approach challenging situations. Additionally, this would help
incoming white students (and faculty and staff) better understand the experiences of their peers.
While summer orientation is an obvious place for this to begin, it is essential that this
effort continues beyond orientation as well. This could happen through additional programing,
more robust support of student organizations run by students of color (Harper & Quaye, 2007),
and through hiring faculty, staff, and student employees who share these backgrounds. Having
more racially diverse staff will help new students identify with campus authority figures, thus
supporting their belonging and engagement (Llamas et al., 2019). Greater racial diversity also
increases the likelihood that campus decision makers will consider the needs of low-income
students of color, just as current staff are attuned to the needs of white working-class students
who are “like them.” Especially for student employees like orientation leaders, it is important to
hire students who come from lower-performing, predominantly non-white high schools; nearly
all student employees of color that I met at MSU had attended top high schools. Campus leaders
should realize that changing the white institutional culture will not come easily, especially at
predominantly and historically white institutions like MSU (Harper & Hurtado, 2007).

32

The orientation sessions that I observed did have a section where students discussed race, among other
issues like gender, sexual identity, class, and religion. However, this format put the onus on incoming
students of color to share their own stories and it risked tokenization, as a couple of my participants
described. It is critical to have events where older students share their experiences of overcoming
challenge in a public setting where they are positioned as relatable campus leaders (Stephens et al., 2014).
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Facilitating engagement: As with promoting belonging, MSU offers both lessons and
room for improvement in regards to supporting students’ relationships with professors. MSU’s
focus on facilitating student engagement—through messaging, building office hours into courses,
and requiring tutoring—appears to help many students get help when they need it. However,
some students still do not connect with their professors and struggle to get help. Because this is
connected to students’ sense of belonging, the steps outlined above should play a part in
supporting engagement. But, additional steps are needed.
One option to consider is pre-college programming. At the time of this research, MSU
did not have an Educational Opportunity Program for disadvantaged students and it only had a
small Summer Bridge program for about 30 students. Given positive findings associated with
these programs at other universities (Murphy et al., 2010; Winograd et al., 2018), this type of
targeted support programming should be expanded at MSU, with messaging focused on the
unspoken expectation faculty have that students will ask for help and the value of doing so
(Schwartz et al., 2018). Additionally, this research indicates that the quality of students’ high
schools should be a key consideration in which students are targeted to participate in such
programs (currently MSU selects students for its Summer Bridge program based only on a GPA
cutoff).
Along with special programing, there should be efforts to ensure supportive practices are
used by all professors, not just some. While students’ characterizations of professors may be
biased at times, all students found some of their professors much less approachable and
accessible than others. There are challenges associated with changing professors’ practices—
from issues around academic freedom to overworked adjunct faculty—but this effort is important
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and some approaches, such as changing class sessions into individual meetings, do not require
additional resources.
Finally, along with encouraging help-seeking, it is also important to promote the less
direct benefits of connecting with campus authority figures. At MSU, there is so much focus on
getting students the help they need to pass classes that there is less attention on the ways that
having personal connections with professors leads to opportunities beyond the classroom, such
as research opportunities, job placements, and recommendations for internships and jobs. In
other words, MSU does a better job supporting as-needed engagement than it does supporting
interactive engagement. By promoting relationships with faculty beyond the immediate need to
pass a class, MSU can work to ensure it is promoting these opportunities to all students.
Curriculum: This study found that many students had little understanding of the purposes
of general education, and it found that the effects of these requirements were not equal: students
with middle-class cultural capital were more likely to find them valuable, while low-income,
mobility-oriented students were more likely to feel discouraged by them.
Based on my research, I have three recommendations for addressing this. First, schools
like MSU need to invest more substantially in communicating the purpose and value of their
general education requirements. While an institution is not going to be able to convince every
student that these courses are valuable, especially given national narratives questioning the value
of the liberal arts, it is important that an institution consistently explains the value of these
requirements and does not assume that students already know the purpose (or even the existence)
of these courses before coming to college. Second, institutions should work to ensure that the
format of the GenEds does not lend itself to credentialism. Courses should not be able to “double
dip,” as that leads to a culture of trying to shrink the GenEds as much as possible. The

173

requirements should be clear and simple, so that they are easy to explain, allowing more time for
discussing their purpose and value. And, the curriculum should be set up so that all students can
take at least one course in their major in their first semester so they feel like they are “getting
what they came for.” Third, colleges should work to provide opportunities that make students
with credentialist, mobility, and conditional orientations feel like they are moving towards their
goals early in college. This could be through internships or co-op opportunities, through campus
jobs, or through ways of recognizing the work that students are doing at off-campus jobs and at
home. While MSU offers internships, they are only utilized by a small percentage of students
and they cannot count for credit until the later years of college. By providing these types of
opportunities in the first year, students who do not have enhancement orientations to college
would feel like their goals are being valued and they are making progress towards them.
Conclusion
From the broadest perspective, this dissertation illuminates the challenges facing many
students across the nation. With rising college costs and the evaporation of stable jobs that do not
require a college degree, even middle-class students feel financially stressed about paying for
college, and many students feel forced to enroll. In this study, some students from every class
background struggled in college and dropped out, leading to a loss of time, money, and selfconfidence. This should make us question the broader social forces impacting college students:
the ideology of college for all, narratives that question the value of the liberal arts, declining
funding for higher education (especially at regional universities), and the notion that students
should carry the financial burden of higher education.
This dissertation also shows that our contemporary context burdens some students more
than others. By studying the first-year experiences of students at MSU, this dissertation identifies
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cultural and institutional processes that make thriving in college harder for students of color and
those without middle-class cultural capital. While MSU is making important efforts to include
working-class, first-generation students, this dissertation highlights the need to look more closely
at the intersectional backgrounds of all students in order to ensure that everyone has equitable
outcomes in college.
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Appendix A: Interview Guides
First-Year Participants: Initial Interview
High School
1. Tell me a little bit about your high school experience. What were you like as a student? What
did you like, and not like?
2. What did most students plan on doing after graduating from HS? (What did most of your
friends plan on doing?)
3. What messages did you hear from your school about college?
4. In what ways did your teachers and school counselors help you apply for and choose a
college?
Family
5. Can you tell me a little bit about your family? What was it like growing up?
6. Did your parents attend college? What do your parents do for work?
7. Did you grow up expecting to go to college?
8. What messages did you hear from your family about going to college?
9. In what ways did your family help you apply for and choose a college?
Coming to college
10. How did you choose MSU? Was it your first choice? Did you apply to other colleges?
11. People go to college for many reasons. Why are you going to college?
a. Are there any other reasons you’re going to college?
b. [If student needs prompt:] Some common reasons are: To gain a general education, to
help their family out, to learn more about their interests, or to get a better job.
12. Will you live on campus or commute?
13. What do you expect your social life to be like? Who do you look forward to meeting or
spending time with? Will you spend time with friends from home?
General purposes
14. Do you have a major?
a. [If yes:]
i. What is it? Why did you pick it? How did you pick it? How did you decide
one major was better than another?
b. [If no:]
i. What are you thinking about for your major?
ii. What do you think is important to consider when picking a major? How do
you decide if one major is better than another?
15. Do you think you should explore your major while in college, or is that something you
should have figured out before you arrive?
a. What have you heard about exploration so far from MSU?
16. What are your goals for your college experience?
a. Any other goals? Is there anything or anyone that got you interested in them?
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17. What are you most worried about with going to college, if anything?
Curriculum specific
18. What have you heard so far about the academic program and requirements at MSU?
19. Which classes do you think will benefit you the most at MSU? Why?
a. Are there any classes you don’t think will benefit you?
b. What are the most beneficial types of things that you’ll learn in your classes?
20. What have you heard about the core curriculum?
a. Where did you hear that?
21. What do you think you will gain from your core classes, if anything?
22. What do you think MSU hopes you will gain from your core classes?
23. [Low/experimental] How do you expect college academics to be different than high school?
a. How do you expect professors to be different? Other students?
b. What kinds of connections do you expect or hope to make with professors?
Initial Perceptions of MSU
24. What are your main takeaways from attending orientation? Anything else?
25. What do you think MSU was hoping your main takeaways from orientation would be?
26. Do you feel more excited/motivated about college after attending orientation or less? Why is
that?
27. Do you feel like you were hearing different messages from different people at orientation? If
so, what did you think about that?
28. Are there any ways you feel MSU is not offering what you want, or not providing the support
you feel you need?
29. Do you think you’ll feel at home on this campus? Do you think you’ll feel like other people
here are similar to you? [If no] How are other people different? (For example, many people
from far away feel there are not enough students that come from that background.)
Concluding:
30. What do you see as the purpose of college?
a. Any other purposes?
31. What do you think your family wants you to get out of your time in college?
a. Have you talked to them at all since orientation? What do they think of the classes
you’re taking? Your choice of major?
32. What do your friends think of you going to college? Do you feel pressure or support?
a. Do they have any thoughts about you going to college versus not going? Where
you’re going to college? What you’re doing for your major?
33. Will you work for pay outside of school? If so, how much will you work?
a. [Low] How did you decide to work that amount?
34. Overall, what are your initial impressions of MSU?
35. Do you have any questions, or is there anything else you would like to add?
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First-Year Participants: End of Year Interview
Introduction – Line Exercise
1. How’s it going? It’s been 3 months [nearly a year] since we talked last…how’s college been?
2. We’re going to start off with a little drawing exercise. Can you draw me a line that shows the
highs and lows of your time at college over the last year? I’ll have you walk me through it
when you’re done. Probe into:
a. All of the major turns in the line
b. Probe academic and social dimensions for each
3. The line you drew covers your experience at college, have there been any other major highs
or lows over the past year outside of school? Like struggles or highlights with your family or
friends back home?
Social experience
4. How do you spend your time when you’re not in class?
a. Who have you been spending time with?
5. What are your favorite places on campus, and are there any places you feel uncomfortable or
feel like you don’t totally belong? [Probe for off campus]
6. Have you gotten involved in any clubs or activities?
7. Is there anything that’s made it hard to meet people or get involved on campus?
8. What do you do on weekends? Are you usually on campus or back home?
a. Why do you usually go home on the weekends?
b. Before you started at MSU, did you expect to be going home on weekends?
9. I talk to a lot of students that mention some way they don’t totally feel like they fit in on
campus, are there any ways you feel like you don’t belong on campus?
a. Did you feel a culture shock when you first started at MSU?
b. How is the social scene at MSU different than it was in HS?
10. When you think back to what you were hoping the campus life would be like before you
started college, has campus life lived up to your expectations?
Major
11. When we talked last, you were majoring in ____. Is that still your major?
a. How are you feeling about that major now? Have you taken classes in your major
or met anyone else in your major?
b. [If changed]: Why did you decide to change your major? What was that like?
c. [For undecided students:]
i. What majors have you been thinking about?
ii. What has it been like being undecided?
iii. When do you feel like you need to pick a major?
12. In what ways do you think the major you pick will shape your life after college? What might
your life look like with different majors, if at all?
Classes intro: [Skip if did mid-year interview]
• What has been your “best” and “worst” class? [For both of these, ask:]
o What made it the best/worst?
o What is the most/least useful thing you have gained from this class?
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•

What other classes have you taken over the last year, and have they generally been more like
that best class, or the worst one?

Academic strategies & relationships:
13. What were some of the biggest academic challenges you’ve had over the past year?
a. How did you try to work through that challenge? What strategies or resources did
you use?
14. Overall, what have your experiences with your professors been like?
15. Tell me about your best connection with a professor, and worst connection?
16. Have you ever met with a professor outside of class?
a. If yes: What was that like? Tell me about that experience
b. In no: What are some reasons you might think about meeting with a professor
outside of class?
17. Have you ever asked a professor for an extension, or for help on a paper or test?
18. Do you feel like your professors care about you as a person and student?
19. What person or office on campus have you gotten to know the most, or found the most
helpful over the past year?
a. Can you tell me a little bit about that experience? Why were they helpful? Where
did you meet them?
20. Do you sense a difference in how you connected with your HS teachers compared to college
professors and other staff on campus? How about over this year?
Identity worksheet
21. Which of these are most important to you personally? Which do you identify with the most?
22. Which of these are you most aware of at MSU? Which do you think make you stand out the
most at MSU?
1st Generation college
student

Where I’m from

Race/
Ethnicity

Gender

Class (working, middle,
etc…)

Political views

Sexual orientation

Religion

Ability
(mental/physical)

Language

Age

_______________

Curriculum specific
23. Which classes do you think are benefiting you the most at MSU? Why is that?
24. Are there any classes you don’t think are benefiting you?
25. Overall, do you feel like you’re learning the things you hoped you’d be learning in college?
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a. What’s one thing that has been really useful? Not very useful?
26. What are your impressions of the core curriculum?
27. What do your professors generally say about the core curriculum?
b. What do other students say about the core?
28. How have the academic requirements been different than you expected before starting
college, if at all?
29. How satisfied have you been with your grades at MSU so far?
Purposes questions
30. The last time we spoke, we talked a bit about the reasons why you were going to college.
Why would you say you are going to college now?
a. Are there any other reasons you’re going to college?
b. Do you feel like the reasons you’re in college have changed over time?
31. In what ways do you think having a college degree will benefit you in the future? How might
your life be different if you didn’t go to college?
32. What goals do you have for the rest of your time in college? What types of things are you
hoping to accomplish or experience?
a. What types of things do you think it’s important to do while in college in order to
be successful after you graduate?
33. Do you feel like most other students at MSU have similar goals as you?
34. How about your professors? You said you’re in college for ______? Do you feel like that’s
your professors’ main goal for you as well?
Family & Identity
35. Now that you’re in college, how much are you in touch with your family?
36. What’s it like explaining what you’re doing in college to them? Is there anything they have
trouble understanding about your time in college?
37. How have they felt about you being in college so far? Are they happy with the classes you’re
taking? Your choice of major? How you’re doing in classes?
a. What kind of advice do they give you about college, if anything?
38. You had mentioned you are first-gen, is that something you think about often?
a. How do you think that shapes your experience in college?
39. What is it like being a student of color at MSU? What had you expected it to be like? How
has it been different, if at all?
40. Do you have a job on or off campus? What is it? How much do you work there?
a. Do you plan on working next year?
41. ASK welcome question if haven't covered already: I talk to a lot of students that mention
some way they don’t totally feel like they fit in on campus, are there any ways you feel like
you don’t belong on campus?
Future plans:
42. Are you planning to return to MSU next fall?
a. If yes: will you live on campus or commute?
43. Do you feel more or less excited to be in college now or when we first talked?
44. Do you have any concerns about not finishing college? Or not finishing on time?
45. Is there anything you’d like to change about MSU?
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Faculty & Staff Interview Guide
Background:
1. What brought you to MSU and how long have you been working here?
2. Can you tell me a little bit about your role at MSU? What classes do you teach? What
responsibilities do you have here outside of your classes, if any?
a. Do you teach at any other colleges?
3. What are you most satisfied with your work at MSU and what do you struggle with the most?
Curriculum: Your courses/programs
4. What do you hope students will gain from the courses you teach at MSU?
a. How do you try to achieve those goals?
b. Is there anything that makes achieving these goals difficult?
5. How do you explain the purpose of your courses/programs to students?
a. Do you say this explicitly? It is embedded in the content/structure?
b. How do you try to make your courses/programs relevant to students?
6. How do you think students relate to your courses? What do you think students would say
they gain from taking your course/programs?
7. Can you tell me a little bit about the different types of students that take your courses? Who
struggles the most? Who benefits the most?
a. Major vs non-major. Different types of majors. More/less academically prepared.
More or less privileged backgrounds. Athletes non-athletes, etc.
b. How do you deal with this?
8. Do you adapt the way you teach to fit the particular students you see at MSU? If so, how?
How do you think you would approach your job differently at another school?
Curriculum: MSU’s programs/mission
9. What do you see as the main goals of a MSU education? (Your own opinion)
a. What outcomes or changes should all MSU graduates have achieved?
b. How do you try to achieve that goal in your work with students, if at all? Do you
explain that goal to students directly?
10. [I don’t want this to sound too political, but…] Do you think MSU as a whole shares these
same goals? If not, how do you think this varies across campus?
a. Do you think most faculty and staff at MSU share these same goals?
b. Which people/groups on campus might have different goals, and what are they?
11. What do you think most students at MSU view as the goal of their college education?
12. What are your general thoughts about the core curriculum at MSU? Is there anything you
think is especially important, or anything that is problematic?
a. What is the most important element of the Core curriculum and what is the least?
b. How do you connect your courses/programs to the core curriculum, if at all?
c. Do you ever explain the core to students?
13. What do you think are students’ feelings about the core curriculum at MSU?
a. Are there particular parts of the core curriculum that they feel most strongly about?
b. What students like the core curriculum the most? Who likes it the least?
c. How does this affect your course?
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14. What are students’ biggest struggles while at MSU?
a. Which students do you think struggle the most while at MSU? Struggle the least?
b. How long does it take most students at MSU to finish their degree? How does that
compare to your department? Do you do anything to try to extend or shorten students’
time to graduation? Do you think the administration should do anything to address
this?
15. Overall, what do you see as the biggest challenge facing MSU, and do you have any thoughts
on how it should respond?
a. If you could change one thing to help you do your work better, what would it be?
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Appendix B: Coding Templates
Interview Notes & Initial Re-Listen Template
Pseudonym:
Interview date:
Group: Final Freshmen
Subgroup:
Audio quality:
Notes quality:
Topic
Trajectory
Plans
Social integration
Extra-curricular integration
Weekends
Welcoming?
Work-for-pay (amount)
Work-for-pay (role)
First-semester GPA
Second-semester GPA
Academic difficulty
Most useful classes?
Connections with professors
Perception of professors
Academic approach
Expectations of profs
Biggest challenge

Code

Notes

Extensive / Moderate / Limited
Extensive / Moderate / Limited
On campus / At home / Mixed | Work
Very / Mixed / No / Yes
Extensive / Moderate / Limited/ None
Benefits / Neutral / Detracts / N/A

Easy / Moderate / Difficult
Major| Core | Specific | Professor |
Career | Interest | Weakness | Life|
None
Extensive / Moderate / Limited
Friendly / Mixed / Intimidating
Interactive / Mixed / Independent
Extensive / Moderate / Limited

Major

Confirmed / Unchanged / Doubting /
Changed

Relationship to core

Excited / Satisfied / Selective benefits/
Must be a reason/ Frustrated [LikeHS]
Relevant / Only skills / Only content
Mainly Irrelevant / Totally Irrelevant

Overall academic relevance
Relationship with advisor
Relationship with other staff

Extensive / Moderate / Limited
Extensive / Moderate / Limited
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Reasons for college [New]

Goals for rest of year
Prep for post-college plans
Change in reasons for
college
Role of family
Overall expectations
Obstacles
Reflection on being firstgen/continuing-gen
Reflection on being lowincome/middle-class
Reflection on being student
of color
Other

Default, Mobility (Career dev,
opportunity, avoidance), Personal
development, social experience,
family obligation, academics, learn
about major
Social |Academic |Extra-curricular |
Time management |Personal |Family

Supportive | Neutral | Distracting
Exceeded | Met | Disappointed

Include Additional Notes on:
• Dress/Clothes
• Comfort level during interview (Interaction, attitude, eye contact, notable characteristics)
• Additional comments made after tape stopped rolling
Before:
After:
• Summary of any issues that may make this case notable
• Questions to ask in next interview:
Analytical Notes:
Methods notes:
Change over time categories: (completed after coding)
• Social:
• Academic engagement:
• Relevance/reasons:
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Appendix C: Participants
Table C.1: Participants who completed initial and end of year interviews
Name
Deon
Elizabeth
Fred
Imani
Jayden
Madeline
Toni
Wanda
Yolanda
Yves
Angelina
Mariana
Monique
Natasha
Thomas
Bethany
Connor
Danielle
Richard
Trevor
Alice
Amy
Andre
Camila
Chloe
Cody
David

First
gen? Participant group
Low-income,
Yes
student of color
Low-income,
Yes
student of color
Low-income,
Yes
student of color
Low-income,
Yes
student of color
Low-income,
Yes
student of color
Low-income,
Yes
student of color
Low-income,
Yes
student of color
Low-income,
Yes
student of color
Low-income,
Yes
student of color
Low-income,
No
student of color
Yes Low-income, top HS
Yes Low-income, top HS
Yes Low-income, top HS
No
Low-income, top HS
Yes Low-income, top HS
Yes Low-income, white
Yes Low-income, white
Yes Low-income, white
Yes Low-income, white
Yes Low-income, white
Yes Lower-middle class
Yes Lower-middle class
Yes Lower-middle class
Yes Lower-middle class
Yes Lower-middle class
Yes Lower-middle class
Yes Lower-middle class

Ethnicity
Black
Asian
Multiracial
Black
Black
Black
Black
Black
Black
Multiracial
Latinx
Latinx
Black
Black
Black
Latinx
White
White
White
White
White
White
Multiracial
White
White
White
White
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High school
quality
Residence
Poor
Average
Poor
Poor
Poor
Poor
Poor
Poor
Good
Poor
Great
Good
Great
Great
Great
Poor
Poor
Good
Poor
Good
Great
Good
Average
Average
Average
Poor
Average

Enrolled
2nd year?

On campus

No

On campus

No

On campus

Yes

On campus

Yes

On campus

No

On campus

No

On campus

Yes

Commuter

Yes

On campus

Yes

On campus
On campus
On campus
On campus
On campus
On campus
Commuter
On campus
On campus
On campus
On campus
On campus
On campus
Commuter
On campus
Commuter
On campus
Commuter

No
Yes
Yes
Yes
No
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
No
Yes
Yes
Yes
No
Yes
Yes
Yes

Table C.1, cont.: Participants who completed initial and end of year interviews
Name
Jackson
Jeff
Jessica
Kim
Michael
Rob
Robin
Alex
Ames
Calvin
Cam
Gary
Jamie
Jimmy
John
Josh
Kristen
Lydia
Michelle
Molly
Olivia
Veronica

First
gen?
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
No
No
No
No
No
No
No
No
No
No
No
No
No
No
No

Participant group
Lower-middle class
Lower-middle class
Lower-middle class
Lower-middle class
Lower-middle class
Lower-middle class
Lower-middle class
Middle-class
Middle-class
Middle-class
Middle-class
Middle-class
Middle-class
Middle-class
Middle-class
Middle-class
Middle-class
Middle-class
Middle-class
Middle-class
Middle-class
Middle-class

Ethnicity
White
White
White
White
White
White
White
White
White
White
White
White
White
White
White
White
White
White
White
White
Multiracial
Latinx

High school
quality
Good
Great
Good
Great
Good
Average
Great
Great
Average
Average
Good
Great
Good
Great
Average
Great
Great
Good
Great
Great
Great
Great

Residence
On campus
Commuter
Commuter
On campus
On campus
Commuter
On campus
On campus
Commuter
Commuter
Commuter
Commuter
Mixed
On campus
On campus
On campus
On campus
Commuter
Commuter
On campus
On campus
Commuter

Enrolled
2nd year?
Yes
No
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
No
Yes
No
No
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
No

Residence
On campus
On campus
Commuter
On campus
On campus

Enrolled
2nd year?
Yes
Yes
Yes
No
No

Table C.2: Participants who only completed initial interview
Name
Paulina
Sonya
Tami
Andy
Max

First
gen?
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
No

Participant group
Low-income, top HS
Low-income, top HS
Low-income, white
Lower-middle class
Middle-class

Ethnicity
Latinx
Latinx
White
White
White
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High school
quality
Great
Great
Poor
Great
Average

Categorizing high schools
In order to categorize the quality of participants’ high schools, I used a combination of
objective measures and subjective descriptions. I began by looking at high school rankings
created by US News and World Report. This served as a useful starting point because their
rankings draw across multiple objective factors, such as math and reading proficiency,
graduation rates, and participation/scores on AP and IB tests. I then compared the US News
rankings with state data on student proficiency on math and readings tests and graduation rates,
highlighting any discrepancies. The only discrepancies I noticed were for schools that had high
state proficiency data but did not offer AP or IB. For such schools, I looked to see if to see if
there was an alternative program the school offered, such as offering dual-enrollment.
After looking at these objective measures of school quality, I looked at two types of
subjective measures. First, I examined students’ own descriptions of their high schools and
compared those to the objective measures. I generally put more weight on the rankings, but in
instances where students described a particularly strong culture of student-teacher relationships
or when students described being tracked into higher level courses, I did on occasion change a
schools’ categorization based on the student’s description. Second, because private schools do
not use state tests, I looked at ratings on Niche.com, which grades schools based on parent
reviews, and I generally gave a higher rating for private schools given their greater affluence.
Once I had reviewed all this data, I sorted schools into four categories: poor, average,
good, and great. These categories roughly correlated to the US News rankings of 40th percentile
or lower for poor, 40th to 60th percentile for average, 60th to 85th percentile for good, and 85th
percentile and higher for great, though some schools were moved to an adjacent category based
on the factors described above.
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