
   

 

University of Nevada, Reno 

 

 

 

Early Adolescents’ Understandings of College and Career Readiness Conceptually 

and in Relation to Their Own Lives 

 

 

 

A dissertation submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy in Education 

 

 

 

By 

Kathleen A. Hill 

 

Dr. Janet Usinger/Dissertation Advisor 

 

May, 2016



   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© by Kathleen A. Hill 2016 

All Rights Reserved 

 



 

 

 
 

 

We recommend that the dissertation 

prepared under our supervision by 

 

KATHLEEN HILL 

 

Entitled 

 

Early Adolescents' Understandings Of College And Career Readiness Conceptually 

And In Relation To Their Own Lives 

 

be accepted in partial fulfillment of the  

requirements for the degree of 

 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

 

 

 

Janet Usinger, Ph. D., Advisor 

 

 

Rita Laden, Ed. D., Committee Member 

 

 

Jafeth Sanchez, Ph. D., Committee Member 

 

 

William Evans, Ph. D., Committee Member 

 

 

Melanie Minarik, Ph. D., Graduate School Representative 

 

 

David W. Zeh, Ph. D., Dean, Graduate School 

 

   May, 2016 

 

THE GRADUATE SCHOOL 



i 

 

Abstract 

A major focus in the K-12 education system today is preparing students to not only 

graduate high school, but to enter and succeed in a postsecondary education. As part of 

this movement, many researchers have attempted to understand the factors that indicate 

whether a student is prepared for postsecondary education; this is also known as college 

and career readiness (CCR). Yet, what is lacking in the literature is a focus on the student 

perspective regarding CCR. This research attempted to fill that gap by investigating how 

students understand CCR conceptually, and in relation to their own lives. In order to 

answer this question, a qualitative, longitudinal study was conducted using a 

constructivist grounded theory approach to data collection and analysis. Forty-four 

students were recruited and interviewed five times over the course of two and half years 

in order to gauge their understandings of CCR. Findings indicate that 17 students were 

able to align their academic performance and aspirations in a way that indicated CCR, 

while 27 were not yet articulating an alignment of academic and performance and 

aspirations. Within the first group, 8 students felt the need to be the best, while 9 knew 

that school was important, but it was not the most important aspect of their lives. Of those 

in the second group, 11 were still exploring their future, 11 were not ready to explore the 

future, and 5 felt that they were misunderstood and engaged in constant conflict. The 

discussion and implications for practice focus on self-determination theory, building 

purpose, creating student empowerment, and the timing of career counseling.  
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CHAPTER I: Introduction 

The education of youth in the United States has been of concern and debate for 

many years. Most recently, the concern has been due to globalization and the changes in 

the economic system, specifically the change from an industrial to a services economy 

(Carnevale, Smith, & Strohl, 2010). Increasingly, a high school education is no longer 

sufficient to maintain a middle class lifestyle; the requirement of some sort of 

postsecondary education or training has grown and continues to grow in the U.S. 

(Carnevale et al., 2010). Postsecondary education includes obtaining trade and technical 

degrees, 2-year degrees, 4-year degrees, advanced degrees, and employer-provided 

training. As a result, it is imperative that students in the K-12 school system are prepared 

for postsecondary education opportunities. A common descriptor of being prepared for 

postsecondary education is college and career readiness (CCR). 

Conley (2008) has provided a succinct definition of college readiness: “the level 

of preparation a student needs in order to enroll and succeed, without remediation, in a 

credit-bearing general education course at a postsecondary institution that offers a 

baccalaureate degree or transfer to a baccalaureate program” (p. 4). College and career 

readiness indicators that have been researched generally include factors in the following 

areas: academic preparation, academic and social behaviors, and college knowledge 

(Adelman, 2006; Annenberg Institute, Gardner Center, & UCCSR [AISR et al.], 2014; 

Balfanz, 2009; Conley, 2007; Nagaoka et al., 2013). In general, academic preparation is 

student readiness in subject-specific areas (e.g., ability to perform college-level math, 

English, science, etc.). Academic and social behaviors are the actions of students at 

school inside and outside of the classroom (e.g., study skills, attendance). Measuring 
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these noncognitive skills and behaviors has added complexity to the CCR field due to the 

difficulty of measuring these behaviors. College knowledge is the understanding a 

student has of the process of applying for and enrolling in a postsecondary institution.  

While a wide range of measures exist to determine CCR, most of the measures 

(e.g., ACT scores, college applications) are related to students who are in late high 

school. This is particularly troubling because research indicates that academic 

achievement before the eighth grade is more indicative of CCR than achievement that 

takes place during high school (ACT, 2008). In one city, half of all high school dropouts 

could be predicted by the eighth grade, and by the end of the ninth grade, 80% could be 

predicted (Nield & Balfanz, 2007). Increasingly, there is recognition that middle school 

and early high school are important in CCR, but are often overlooked. 

Statement of the Problem 

 Despite an agreement about the definition of CCR and an abundance of literature 

on various CCR indicators, there is still a concern about the number of students going on 

to achieve a postsecondary education. Carnevale et al. (2010) predicted that by 2018, the 

job market will have more positions available that will require a postsecondary education, 

but there will not be enough people to fill those positions due to lack of education. While 

the economy is shifting, postsecondary achievement is not keeping pace. In general, the 

literature provides guidance about what should be done to increase CCR among students, 

and yet achievement after high school is not adequate to maintain the pace required for 

the shifting economy. 

 Milestones have been made in the literature regarding CCR (e.g., AISR et al., 

2014; Conley, 2007, 2008; John W. Gardner Center for Youth and their Communities 
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[Gardner Center], 2014; Nagaoka et al., 2013), but those milestones may not be enough 

to effectively advance as many students as possible toward readiness. Policy makers at 

the federal and state government levels, along with educational leaders, make decisions 

based on the CCR literature, and yet researchers primarily focus on objective measures of 

performance. What is missing in the literature are the voices of students. Indeed, Mertens, 

Holmes, and Harris (2009) argued that people in positions of power, including 

researchers, decide the definitions of problems and therefore have a greater say in 

research compared to others who are often excluded. Students are often excluded from 

conversations regarding CCR and the impact that initiatives will have in their lives. 

Instead of focusing on what to do to students in middle and high school, it is 

recommended to understand what students think of CCR, particularly during adolescence.  

Early adolescence is a time when young people undergo great changes in many 

areas of their lives (Byrnes, 1988; Wigfield et al., 2006). Cognitive changes, motivational 

changes, biological changes, and changes in relationships are just some of the major ways 

that adolescents transition during this critical period (Wigfield, Byrnes, & Eccles, 2006). 

Of particular importance during this period, complex cognitive skills are developed 

(Byrnes, 1988). This study attempts to fill the gap by adding the understandings that early 

adolescents’ (students between the seventh and ninth grades) have about CCR 

conceptually and in relation to their own lives.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of the study was to understand how early adolescents conceptually 

understand CCR, and how they understand CCR in relation to their own lives and 

through their voices. Academic self-concept was used as the theoretical lens through 
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which to explore this topic. Academic self-concept is the perception students have of 

themselves in relation to their abilities in academics (Shavelson, Hubner, & Stanton, 

1976; Marsh & Shavelson, 1985). This lens illuminated how students think about CCR in 

relation to themselves.  

Research Design 

The research design was qualitative and longitudinal in nature, and followed the 

tradition of constructionist grounded theory (Charmaz, 2000, 2014; Thornberg & 

Charmaz, 2012). The research question was: how do early adolescents understand CCR 

conceptually and in relation to their own lives?  

Forty-four participants attended eight low-income, ethnically varied schools. Six 

schools were located in rural communities: two were located on American Indian 

Reservations; two had predominately Hispanic/Latino populations; and two had 

predominately Caucasian populations. The two urban schools were racially/ethnically 

diverse. After obtaining parent permission and student assent, the adolescents engaged in 

five in-depth interviews, one in the spring of their seventh grade year, and two each in the 

eighth and ninth grades.  

A set of questions was created for each interview that revolved around student 

perceptions of school and relationships. A running story (i.e., follow-up on previous 

interviews) was discussed during each interview, as well as questions that revolved 

around a different theme for each interview (e.g., perception of authority figures). 

Additionally, in alignment with constructivist grounded theory, emerging themes of 

interest were explored during interviews. Some themes emerged across participants, and 

sometimes informed future interview questions. Data analysis occurred using 



5 

 

constructivist grounded theory (Charmaz, 2000, 2014; Thornberg & Charmaz, 2012). 

Additionally, because of the large dataset (196 total interviews), the software program, 

NVivo, was used to manage the data during analysis.  

Background of the Study 

This study was funded by the U.S. Department of Education (ED), Office of 

Postsecondary Education, through the Gaining Early Awareness and Readiness for 

Undergraduate Programs (GEAR UP) grant program (award number P334S120028). The 

GEAR UP program is a discretionary grant program that targets low-income students in 

order to raise expectations of students and to help them prepare to enter and succeed in 

postsecondary education (U.S. Department of Education [ED], 2015). The grantees 

provide services to a cohort of students from the seventh grade through the first year of 

postsecondary, and can provide college scholarships (ED, 2015). In order to evaluate 

GEAR UP grants, ED uses three performance measures: academic performance and 

preparation for postsecondary education; the rate of high school graduation and 

postsecondary enrollment; and student and family knowledge of postsecondary education 

options, preparation, and financing. 

The study presented is part of a larger, six-year longitudinal study that explores 

the role that relationships play in the development of an academic self-identity among 

adolescents (seventh grade through twelfth grade). The current study reflects the first 

three years (academic years 2012-13 through 2014-15) of data collection, and 

investigates academic self-identity, specifically, how early adolescents’ understand CCR, 

conceptually and in relation to themselves. 
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Significance of Study 

This study will add insight into how early adolescents understand the CCR 

conceptually and in relation to their academic selves. This investigation of student 

understanding is lacking in the CCR literature. Adolescent perception of school and their 

own academic self will be understood more thoroughly through this study. The results 

may influence the way that practitioners conduct interventions related to CCR, because a 

deeper understanding of student perceptions will be gained.  

In addition to interventions, it is anticipated that these findings could be used to 

inform government and education officials’ decision-making. Currently, policy makers in 

the federal and state governments and leaders in the P-16 educational system are trying to 

improve the college-going rate in this country. Understanding how adolescents perceive 

readiness is a critical piece of building effective policies and programs that could 

positively influence students. This study will attempt to build an understanding of student 

perception, which could in turn help decision-making at various levels of authority. 

Limitations of the Study 

 This study sought a diverse representation of students and GEAR UP schools in a 

Western state. By definition, GEAR UP programs serve high poverty middle and high 

schools (ED, 2015). Because of this, only students from low-income communities were 

represented, leaving out students who are from middle- or high-income communities.  

Despite this limitation, the students at GEAR UP schools will be analyzed and become a 

starting point in gauging how early adolescents understand CCR. In addition to income-

level limitations, the study was conducted by two researchers; one researcher interviewed 

39 of the students and the other researcher interviewed 13. Despite different interviewers, 
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both used a similar interview style and had discussions after interviews to ensure they 

were following the same emerging themes during interviews. The final limitation is that 

these results are not intended to be generalizable because of the relatively small sample 

size of the study. 

Definition of Terms 

 The following terms are defined for the purposes of this study. 

College and career readiness indicators – student performance and behaviors that 

indicate whether a student will graduate high school on time and have the knowledge and 

skills necessary to enter and succeed in a postsecondary institution or the workforce. 

Academic self-concept – an individual’s self-perception of abilities in relation to school. 

Early adolescent development – the changes that occur cognitively, psychosocially, 

biologically, and in relationships around the time that a person transitions from childhood 

to adolescence. 

Constructivist grounded theory – the qualitative research method that investigates how 

people make meaning of their lives and understand their world based on experiences. 

Summary of Chapter One 

 This chapter provided the details of this study, along with the rationale. This study 

investigated early adolescents’ understanding of CCR conceptually and in relation to 

their own lives. The study was a qualitative, longitudinal study that used the lens of 

constructivist grounded theory. Data collection included five in-depth, semi-structured 

interviews with forty-four students from their seventh to ninth grade years (one interview 

each fall and one each spring starting the spring semester of their seventh grade year) 

who attended eight diverse GEAR UP schools in a Western state. Data analysis followed 
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constructivist grounded theory practice (Charmaz, 2014; Thornberg & Charmaz, 2012) 

and the software program NVivo was used to manage the data.  

 This study attempts to fill the gap in the literature around student perception of 

CCR. While understanding what the indicators are is important, and determining 

thresholds to build interventions around is important, the literature lacks insight into 

how students understand the indicators. Moreover, how students perceive school as a 

whole and in relation to themselves has not been addressed in great depth. This study is 

built on a foundation of understanding what the indicators of CCR are, the importance of 

academic self-concept, and adolescent development in general. By understanding these 

areas of research, data analysis was conducted and emergent themes were identified. 
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CHAPTER II: Review of the Literature 

 Globalization and changes from an industrial to a services economy in the U.S. 

have resulted in the need for young people to have some sort of postsecondary education. 

The term used for preparation that a student needs to be successful in postsecondary 

education and training is college and career readiness (CCR). Much of the CCR research 

has focused on the factors that predict student readiness for college and the workforce. 

This study adds the voices of early adolescents in regard CCR. This chapter is divided 

into three sections. The first section highlights the specific indicators that have been 

researched and found to predict CCR. The second section explores academic self-

concept. Self-concept is a person’s perception of him- or herself based on interactions 

with the environment (Shavelson et al., 1976). The third section provides an overview of 

early adolescent development through the work of Erickson (1963) and Piaget (Elkind, 

1970). 

College and Career Readiness 

 In recent years, a number of research projects have focused on CCR. Conley 

(2008) has provided a succinct definition of college readiness: “the level of preparation a 

student needs in order to enroll and succeed, without remediation, in a credit-bearing 

general education course at a postsecondary institution that offers a baccalaureate degree 

or transfer to a baccalaureate program” (p. 4). College and career readiness begins at an 

early age, and research has emphasized the importance of reading by the third grade 

(Hernandez, 2011). Nevertheless, much of the CCR research has focused on teenagers, 

particularly when students are in high school. For the purposes of this research, CCR 

findings described below relate to adolescents in middle and high school. 
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Various models have been built to help educators improve CCR among students 

(see, e.g., AISR et al., 2014; Conley, 2007). Many of these models focus on student 

success by measuring student outcomes, behavior, and knowledge. In general, the models 

tend to focus on academic preparation, academic and social behavior, and college 

knowledge. Each of these broad areas is defined below, along with relevant indicators 

that can be used to measure CCR.  

Academic Preparation 

Many quantitative studies have focused on what happens in the classroom to 

determine CCR. Specific indicators include grades, course completion, test scores, core 

course selection and completion, advanced coursework, and participation in focused 

programs. Of these, some have tended to be more predictive of college entrance and 

success, although each has some relevance in the broad scope of CCR. Described below 

are measures of academic preparation and outcomes that help predict or correlate to CCR 

among adolescents. 

The first well studied indicators are grades and grade point average (GPA). 

Grades and GPA during middle school have been found to correlate and often predict 

high school graduation (Balfanz, 2009; Burke, 2015; Rumberger & Larson, 1998). As 

Cabrera and La Nasa (2000a, 2001) noted, high school graduation is a critical step in the 

CCR pathway. Students with lower than average grades in the sixth grade were less likely 

to graduate high school (Balfanz, 2009; Rumberger & Larson, 1998). The same was 

found in the eighth grade; students with a GPA lower than a 2.0 were less likely to 

graduate high school (Burke, 2015).  
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In addition to maintaining good grades in middle school, high school grades are 

also important. Burke (2015) discovered that ninth grade students with a GPA lower than 

a 2.0 were less likely to graduate. Strategic Data Project (2014a, 2014c) also highlighted 

the importance of a good GPA in high school, and found that a 3.0 GPA or higher was an 

indicator of whether a student was on track to be college ready. Others (e.g., AISR et al., 

2014; Gardner Center, 2014) agreed that GPA is indicative of academic preparedness for 

college. Indeed, various researchers have found GPA to be the best predictor of high 

school graduation (Allensworth & Easton, 2007) and college enrollment and completion 

(Roderick, Nagaoka, & Coca, 2009). 

 In addition to the importance of grades and GPA, course completion can be an 

important measure of CCR. Middle and high school levels have been investigated to 

determine what types of course completion matter. Findings by Kurlaender, Reardon, and 

Jackson (2008) indicated that middle school students who failed (i.e., received an F 

grade) in any middle school class were less likely to complete high school. Other 

researchers have found that course completion in specific subject areas mattered. In the 

sixth grade, students who failed (i.e., had an F or 60% or lower) reading, English, or math 

were less likely to graduate high school (Balfanz, 2009; Balfanz, Herzog, & Mac Iver, 

2007). Balfanz (2009) measured that a C or a D grade was a good warning of the 

likelihood to fail, suggesting that educators use that warning for intervention purposes. In 

addition to sixth grade course completion, Neild and Balfanz (2007) found that eighth 

grade students who failed math, English, or both were less likely to graduate. Silver, 

Saunders, and Zarate (2008) reported findings that went a step further; the authors stated, 
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“Each successive failure at the middle school level has a greater negative impact on high 

school graduation rates than course failure at the high school level” (p. 22). 

 In terms of high school course completion, researchers (e.g., Allensworth & 

Easton, 2007; Neild & Balfanz, 2007; Roderick, Kelley-Kemple, Johnson, & Beechum, 

2014; Strategic Data Project, 2014a) have highlighted the importance of ninth grade. 

Completing freshman courses in order to stay on track to graduate (as defined by local 

policies) was found to predict 80% of high school failure rates (Allensworth & Easton, 

2007). Students who completed sufficient credits in the ninth grade were more likely to 

graduate (Strategic Data Project, 2014a). Further, Neild and Balfanz (2007) indicated that 

students who earned less than two credits in the ninth grade were more likely to drop out 

of high school. In order to stay on track to graduate high school, one study reported that 

ninth graders who earned at least five full-year course credits, and who received no more 

than one F in core classes (English, math, science, or social science) were on track to 

graduate (Roderick et al., 2014). 

Credits accumulated and courses completed throughout high school are indicative 

of academic preparedness and college readiness (AISR et al., 2014; Gardner Center, 

2014). Gardner Center (2014) argued that students who do not fail any core subjects are 

more prepared to be successful in college. Studies have investigated which specific 

courses students need to take in high school in order to be college ready. Roderick et al. 

(2009) found that students who completed four years of English, three years of social 

science, math, and science, and one year of foreign language were more college ready 

than students who took fewer core academic courses.  
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Course taking patterns have also been found to predict college completion. 

Adelman (2006) reported that students who completed the following coursework in high 

school were more likely to earn a college degree: 3.75+ credits of English; 3.75+ credits 

of math (highest math in either calculus, pre-calculus, or trigonometry); 2.5+ credits of 

science or 2.0+ credits of core lab science (biology, chemistry, and physics); 2+ credits of 

foreign languages; 2+ credits of history and social studies; 1+ credit of computer science; 

1+ AP course; and no remedial English or math. Of those who earned everything in that 

list or more, 95% finished a bachelor’s degree, and 41% went on to earn a master’s, 

professional, or doctoral degree (Adelman, 2006). 

While overall course completion and credits accumulated are integral to college 

readiness, some researchers have investigated specific courses tied to CCR; much of the 

focus has centered on math. Students who passed Algebra I in the eighth grade were more 

likely to graduate high school, while those who failed were more likely to drop out 

(Kurlaender et al., 2008; Silver et al., 2008). In addition to the importance of Algebra I in 

middle school, others have pointed to the importance of higher level math classes that 

prepare students to further their education beyond high school. Klepfer and Hull (2012) 

indicated that high school students who took math through pre-calculus and calculus were 

10-20% more likely to persist into their second year of college. This impact was more 

noticeable among low socioeconomic status (low-SES) students who were low achievers 

in early high school. Similarly, Cumpton, Schexnayder, and King (2012) reported that 

students who took at least one math class beyond Algebra II in high school and who also 

enrolled in one Advanced Placement (AP) or International Baccalaureate (IB) class were 

more likely to enroll in and graduate from a four-year higher education institution.  
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Cumpton et al. (2012) were not the only researchers to point to the importance of 

AP and IB courses. Many researchers (e.g., Fredricks & Eccles, 2006; Gardner Center, 

2014; Klepfer & Hull, 2012; Strategic Data Project, 2014b) agreed that enrolling in AP 

and IB courses can help measure academic preparedness for college entrance and 

success. More specifically, Fredricks and Eccles (2006) found that students who took AP 

and/or IB courses had higher test scores and a higher rate of college entrance and 

completion, although the researchers acknowledged that the effect size was small. 

Klepfer and Hull (2012) reported that students who took AP and/or IB courses in high 

school were more likely to persist from the first to second year of college; the effect was 

found even if the student did not pass the end-of-course test associated with AP or IB 

coursework. Additionally, Klepfer and Hull found that the more AP and/or IB courses 

that students took, the more likely they were to persist in college; that impact was greater 

among low-SES students who began high school as low achievers. 

Likewise, dual credit courses (i.e., courses for college and high school credit 

taken during the high school years) have been found to be indicative of CCR. Taking dual 

credit courses was associated with measuring the knowledge and skills needed to succeed 

in college (Gardner Center, 2014), and consequently higher college enrollment and 

persistence rates (Strategic Data Project, 2014b). More specifically, students who 

completed dual credit courses were 4.3 times more likely than their peers to graduate 

from high school, 7.7 times more likely to enroll in college, and more likely to have a 

higher college GPA and persist into the second semester and second year of college than 

students who did not complete dual credit courses (Karp, Calcagno, Hughes, Jeong, & 

Bailey, 2007).  
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Along with AP, IB, and dual credit courses, various high school technical 

coursework and programs can play a role in college readiness. Bragg and Ruud (2007) 

found that students who were enrolled in information technology (IT) or career and 

technical education (CTE) programs were just as prepared for college as their peers. 

Additionally, students enrolled in IT or CTE programs felt very prepared for their 

careers. 

Increasingly, nationally standardized test scores have been used to determine 

CCR. In middle school, the general conclusion has been that students who score in the 

lower percentiles are less likely to finish high school, while those who score in the higher 

percentiles are more likely complete high school and transition to college (Balfanz, 2009; 

Cumpton et al., 2012; Lee, 2012; Mac Iver, Durham, Plank, Farley-Ripple, & Balfanz, 

2008; Strategic Data Project, 2014a, 2014b, 2014c). Balfanz (2009) reported that sixth 

grade students who scored in the lowest 15% on nationally standardized tests were less 

likely to graduate; these students typically had lower end-of-course grades as well. 

Similarly, Mac Iver et al. (2008) indicated that students who scored in the 11th percentile 

on the fifth grade state standardized tests were less likely to graduate high school; 

furthermore, a low score was associated with poor test scores in math and English during 

fifth and sixth grades. On the opposite end of the spectrum, Cumpton et al. (2012) found 

that students who took the ACT and/or SAT were more likely to graduate high school 

and persist into a four-year postsecondary institution. Lee (2012) indicated that 

proficiency on state standardized tests could predict two-year degree completion, while 

international tests were better at predicting four-year college degree completion. Strategic 

Data Project (2014a, 2014b, 2014c) reported in three states that eighth grade students 
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with higher math test scores on state standardized tests were more likely to graduate on 

time. In one particular study, Strategic Data Project (2014a) found that 84% of students in 

the top quartile on the eighth grade state standardized math test transitioned into college 

after completing high school. 

Researchers (AISR et al., 2014; Easton, Ponisciak, & Luppescu, 2008; Gardner 

Center, 2014) have reported similar results related to standardized test scores of high 

school students, agreeing that test scores, particularly benchmark tests and college 

readiness tests (i.e., ACT and SAT) were good measures of college readiness. Easton et 

al. (2008) mentioned that in Chicago, a score of 20 on the ACT was a good indicator of 

college readiness; this score served as the benchmark for entering most institutions of 

higher education in Illinois. Roderick et al. (2009) agreed that the ACT was a good 

measure of college readiness, but using this test as a measure of college readiness was 

more appropriate in states that have adopted the ACT test (i.e., administer the test to all 

eleventh graders), whereas other states should use their own state-level examinations if 

they are aligned with college entrance requirements. 

It should be noted that Cabrera et al. (2006) found that sixth, seventh, and eighth 

grade test scores on the standardized California Stanford-9 test were higher among 

students who were part of a comprehensive intervention programs as compared to 

students in a control group; the program under study was the Gaining Early Awareness 

and Readiness for Undergraduate Programs (GEAR UP) program. The importance of 

these findings is that while test scores are indicative of success in high school and 

beyond, they are not static. Test scores can be used to initially assess college readiness, 

but effective interventions can be created to help students become college ready (Tierney, 
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Bailey, Constantine, Finkelstein, & Hurd, 2009). Cabrera and La Nasa (2000a, 2000b) 

argued that parents, community members, and school personnel can affect student test 

scores. When school staff, families, and community members work together with 

students, test scores, and thus college readiness, can be changed and improved. 

Two final areas that are measurable and critical to academic progress and 

readiness are grade promotion (Neild & Balfanz, 2007) and on-time graduation (Cabrera 

& La Nasa, 2000a, 2001; Strategic Data Project, 2014b). Neild and Balfanz (2007) 

reported that ninth grade students who were not promoted to the tenth grade on time were 

more likely to drop out of high school. Cabrera and La Nasa (2000a, 2001) emphasized 

the role of educators, parents, and community members in helping students graduate on 

time. Cabrera and La Nasa (2001) found that students must graduate high school on time 

to increase their likelihood of attending a four-year college or university. Similarly, 

Strategic Data Project (2014b) discovered that graduating on time was a better indicator 

of college enrollment and persistence than AP or dual enrollment coursework.  

In summary, grades, GPA, course completion, credits accumulated, core course 

selection and completion, math courses, advanced courses (AP/IB), dual credit courses, 

IT/CTE programs, test scores, and grade promotion are all academic indicators as to 

whether a student is on the path to becoming prepared to enter and succeed in 

postsecondary education or the workforce. Beyond these academic indicators, a number 

of other factors matter, as well. 

Academic and Social Behavior 

In addition to the importance of academic preparation, behavior can play an 

important role in determining CCR among adolescent students. Academic and social 
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behaviors have been researched in relation to CCR. Academic behaviors are the skills a 

student exhibits in relation to any school subject (e.g., study skills, self-monitoring) 

(Conley, 2007, 2008; Wiley, Wyatt, & Camara, 2010). Social behavior is also exhibited 

within the context of school, but it is broader than actions associated with coursework 

and includes such behaviors as attendance and social connectedness (ACT, Inc., 2008; 

Kaufman & Bradbury, 1992; Rumberger, 1995). Because the two are similar (i.e., they 

both directly relate to school) they are combined for the purpose of this review. 

A major indicator that has been supported repeatedly in the literature is that of 

school attendance (Allensworth & Easton, 2007; AISR et al., 2014; Balfanz, 2009; 

Balfanz et al., 2007; Burke, 2015; Gardner Center, 2014; Mac Iver et al., 2008; Nield & 

Balfanz, 2007; Rumberger & Larson, 1998; Silver et al., 2008). In terms of an important 

threshold, most researchers have found that students who attend school less than 80% of 

the time are less likely to graduate high school (Balfanz, 2009; Balfanz et al., 2007; 

Burke, 2015; Mac Iver et al., 2008; Nield & Balfanz, 2007; Rumberger & Larson, 1998). 

Similarly, Neild and Balfanz (2007) reported that ninth grade students who attended 

school less than 70% of the time were more likely to drop out of high school. Silver et al. 

(2008) found that students who missed more than 10 school days per year were less likely 

to graduate high school.  

Allensworth and Easton (2007) conducted a study that measured the predictability 

of attendance in determining high school graduation. The authors reported that freshman 

attendance was 77% predictive of high school failure rates; students who missed less than 

one week of school per year graduated at an 87% rate, while students who missed 5-9 

days graduated at a 61% rate. In Allensworth and Easton’s study, attendance was 
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calculated using skipping class as a fraction of the day. For example, if there are seven 

classes in a day and a student skipped one, they were counted absent 1/7 of a day 

(Allensworth & Easton, 2007). 

In addition to attendance, behavior grades and suspensions (i.e., disciplinary 

action that prohibits a student from attending classes and in some cases school) have been 

negatively linked to high school completion. Students who had an unsatisfactory behavior 

grade in one of their core classes in the sixth grade were less likely to graduate high 

school (Balfanz, 2009; Balfanz et al., 2007). Balfanz et al. (2007) also indicated that 

suspensions, particularly suspensions that prohibited students from attending school, 

were a warning flag that a student was at risk of dropping out of high school. Rumberger 

and Larson (1998) also found that misbehavior and low engagement was predictive of 

high school dropout rates. In general, a high rate of misbehavior has been linked to lower 

CCR (AISR et al., 2014) and academic tenacity (Gardner Center, 2014).  

While behavior grades can indicate high school success, not all schools collect 

behavior grades; however, schools are required to collect disciplinary records, which can 

also be indicative of CCR. Gardner Center (2014) and AISR et al. (2014) agreed that 

students with no disciplinary infractions or a low number of infractions were more likely 

to be college ready, because infractions were inversely indicative of academic tenacity 

(i.e., lower disciplinary infractions indicated greater academic tenacity).  

Negative behaviors, such as poor behavior grades and disciplinary infractions, are 

not the only behaviors that can be indicative of CCR. Good behaviors, such as effort and 

study skills, can also be related to CCR. Balfanz (2009) investigated sustained effort, 

which was defined as the behavior of trying hard to learn, as measured by behavior and 
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academic grades. He found that students who exhibited sustained effort were more likely 

to close the achievement gap in middle school. In other words, they were able to catch up 

to grade-level coursework. Self-discipline and mastery goal orientation were other skill 

sets associated with academic tenacity and CCR (AISR et al., 2014). Independent study 

skills, such as note taking and effective time management, are also indicative of CCR 

(Gardner Center, 2014). One study reported that high levels of self-reported study skills, 

combined with attendance, could predict 61% of failure rates of freshman students 

(Allensworth & Easton, 2007). 

Beyond skills related to perseverance in the classroom, a sense of school bonding 

is another indicator that has been associated with college readiness and success. Catalano, 

Haggerty, Oesterle, Fleming, and Hawkins (2004) defined school bonding as two-fold: 

“1) attachment, characterized by close affective relationships with those at school; and 2) 

commitment, characterized by an investment in school and doing well in school” (p. 

252). Fleming et al. (2005) surveyed seventh graders, their parents, and their teachers to 

understand whether students who had an increased bond to school and better social, 

emotional, and decision-making skills were more successful academically. Indeed, 

Fleming et al. found that students who were more connected to school and had greater 

skill sets earned higher grades and higher test scores on fourth grade, seventh grade, and 

tenth grade state standardized tests. On the opposite end, Fleming et al. reported that 

students who had attention problems, were around peers with negative behaviors, and 

were disruptive and aggressive had lower grades and lower test scores. 

While school bonding related to CCR is a broad category, a more narrow focus on 

the role of extracurricular activities has been researched. Fredricks and Eccles (2006) 
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found that students who were involved in more extracurricular activities were better 

academically adjusted in the eleventh grade. Thus, it appears from the research that 

maintaining school connections and trying hard to do well are indicative of CCR.  

In addition to day-to-day behaviors, major transition point behaviors are also 

important. Transitions can be from one school to another or from one school level to 

another. Students who transitioned from elementary to middle school and immediately 

showed signs of being off track to graduate on time (e.g., poor grades, poor test scores, 

insufficient credits accumulated) were less likely to complete high school (Balfanz, 

2009). This critical transition year is one that should not be ignored in terms of 

intervention strategies, particularly because middle school has proven to be an important 

juncture in the CCR process (see, e.g., Silver et al., 2008).  

Another critical transition is into the ninth grade (Neild, 2009; Neild & Balfanz, 

2007; Roderick & Camburn, 1999; Roderick et al., 2014; Strategic Data Project, 2014a). 

Roderick and Camburn (1999) observed that 40% of Chicago Public School (CPS) 

students failed at least one course during the first semester of high school; the researchers 

found that students often did not recover, and continued a downward spiral in course 

failures as they progressed through high school. Roderick et al. (2014) described how 

CPS, in conjunction with the University of Chicago Consortium on Chicago School 

Research (UChicago CCSR), addressed this problem by monitoring attendance and 

course completion during the freshman year and conducting appropriate interventions 

when indicated. 

Likewise, Neild and Balfanz (2007) reported that students who were on track to 

graduate in the eighth grade, but had a challenging transition to ninth grade (e.g., failing 
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grades, low attendance) were more likely to drop out of high school. The transition into 

high school was not smooth for some students, and signs of dropping out began to 

emerge immediately in the ninth grade for many students who subsequently dropped out. 

The Strategic Data Project (2014a) found that students who did not accumulate sufficient 

credits to be on track to graduate high school were much less likely to graduate or enroll 

in college. Overall, the transition from middle to high school can be a critical indicator of 

CCR among students. 

While the major transitions from one school level to another are critical for CCR, 

other transitions can be equally important. Non-promotional school moves (e.g., moving 

from one high school to another) are associated with lower graduation rates (Mac Iver et 

al., 2008; Rumberger & Larson, 1998; Silver et al., 2008). Rumberger and Larson (1998) 

found that students who made even one non-promotional school move between the eighth 

and twelfth grade were less likely to graduate high school. Mac Iver et al. (2008) also 

found this to be the case, but from the sixth through twelfth grades. Mac Iver et al. noted 

that most students who moved were low-income; it was not clear whether income level or 

mobility was the cause of unsuccessful graduation. Silver et al. (2008) also reported that 

the more students moved schools, the more likely they were to drop out; only 35% and 

32% of students who changed schools around eighth grade or in high school, 

respectively, graduated on time. 

In essence, a student’s academic and social behavior can be important to their 

success in high school as well as their preparedness for college and the workforce. 

Attendance, behavior grades, discipline, study skills, sustained effort, school bonding, 

extracurricular involvement, and critical transitions are all important factors in college 
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readiness. Beyond these behavioral characteristics that students exhibit day-to-day and at 

specific transition points, one final area of CCR is important to student success. Below, 

the area of college knowledge is explored.   

College Knowledge 

The category of college knowledge is a relatively new concept in the CCR 

literature (Roderick et al., 2009). Many researchers agree that college knowledge, or what 

Conley (2007, 2008) called contextual awareness, is the set of skills and understanding a 

student should acquire in order to successfully navigate the college access process (AISR 

et al., 2014; Barnett et al., 2012; Gardner Center, 2014; Roderick et al., 2009). This 

category is particularly important for many low-income students from underrepresented 

races and ethnicities who are the first in their families to attend college. These students 

might not understand the college process without appropriate assistance from others 

(Roderick et al., 2009).  

Not only should college knowledge be emphasized with low-income and 

underrepresented populations, but it should also be emphasized early. Wimberly and 

Noeth (2005) argued that as early as sixth grade, students should start building college 

knowledge and learning important skills to navigate the college process. Knowledge and 

skills include the ability to select an appropriate type of institution, plan courses for 

college entrance, understand the financial aid process, and have a grasp of the actual cost 

of college (Wimberly & Noeth, 2005). Each of these skills is elaborated below. 

Conley (2008) argued that students should understand how to gather information 

about colleges, and subsequently select a college. Students who understand how to 

research colleges and receive help from adults are more likely to attend a college that is 
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an appropriate match with their qualifications (Roderick et al., 2009; Roderick et al., 

2008). Attending an institution that is a match is particularly important for 

underrepresented students. Alon and Tienda (2005) indicated that African American and 

Latino students completed college at higher rates as the selectivity of the institution 

increased. In essence, while selecting a college may at first glance seem like a small step 

in the college process, it is a critical one and can affect student completion. 

Not only is finding a college match or fit important, but also understanding the 

cost of college is essential (Roderick et al., 2008; Gardner Center, 2014). Student 

knowledge of the actual cost of college, rather than the sticker price, is a good indicator 

of college cost knowledge (Roderick et al., 2008). Part of understanding the actual cost is 

a concrete grasp of financial aid. As early as the seventh grade, a student who perceives 

college as open (i.e., more affordable and financial aid is available) is more likely to plan 

to get good grades, study more (Destin & Oyersman, 2009), graduate high school, and 

matriculate into college (Allensworth & Easton, 2007; Balfanz, 2009; Burke, 2015; 

Gardner Center, 2014; Rumberger & Larson, 1998). Various aspects of financial aid 

knowledge have been investigated to determine what is important in the CCR process. 

Part of financial aid knowledge is an understanding of how to access financial aid 

(Conley, 2008; Cumpton et al., 2012; Nagaoka et al., 2009; Roderick et al., 2009; 

Roderick et al., 2008; Tierney et al., 2009). Not accessing financial aid can be one of the 

main barriers for students on the path to college (Roderick et al., 2009; Roderick et al., 

2008). Students who make it through the application process and are subsequently 

accepted into college are 50% more likely to actually enroll in college if they apply for 

federal financial aid (Roderick et al., 2009; Roderick et al., 2008). Applying for financial 
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aid can be particularly critical for economically disadvantaged students. Of students 

enrolled in high schools with low-college going rates, 69% said something might stop 

them from going to college; of that 69%, 54% said paying for college would be a barrier 

(Strategic Data Project, 2014a).  

While students can begin to learn about college matches, college cost, and 

financial aid from an early age, as Wimberly and Noeth (2005) recommended, there are 

other critical steps a student should complete in high school to gain access to college. 

Completing the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) is one of those 

critical steps. Students who completed the FAFSA during the spring semester of their 

senior year in high school were 50% more likely to enroll in college (Nagaoka et al., 

2009). Other steps include completing college applications (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000a, 

2001) and visiting colleges (AISR et al., 2014; Cumpton et al., 2012). The importance of 

the final steps in high school cannot be overemphasized. A student can gain knowledge 

for many years, but must put their knowledge to use in late high school in order to gain 

access to college. 

In order to increase the likelihood of attending a four-year college or university, a 

student has to first apply, which generally requires help from parents, school staff, 

someone from the community, and dedication on the part of the student (Cabrera & La 

Nasa, 2000a, 2001). Although some students aspire to obtain a four-year degree, many 

students enroll in a two-year or vocational school or delay enrollment; likewise, many 

students do not apply to college by the spring of their senior year (Roderick et al., 2009; 

Roderick et al., 2008). Roderick et al. (2009) and Roderick et al. (2008) found that only 
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41% of students who aspired to a four-year degree actually applied and enrolled in a four-

year institution. 

In addition to completing college applications and filling out the FAFSA, actually 

visiting college campuses and meeting with a college advisor is indicative of college 

knowledge (AISR et al., 2014; Cumpton et al, 2012; Gardner Center, 2014). Visiting a 

college campus can help a student determine further whether the college is an appropriate 

match. Roderick et al. (2008) supplemented achievement data with qualitative research 

and found that social and emotional college matches were important, albeit more difficult 

to measure. Regardless, Roderick et al.’s findings warrant further investigation into 

finding a college fit beyond admission criteria. 

Overall, the concept of CCR and the indicators that measure CCR are extensive. 

Those listed above are only indicators found in middle and high school, and only 

indicators that are measured at the student-level. These criteria are important, as the 

current study focuses on middle and early high school and the student understanding of 

the overall concept of CCR. A set of indicators will be explored in the analysis of the 

current study. Before identifying how the indicators will be used, it is pertinent to 

understand academic self-concept and adolescent development. These two areas of 

research were important to understand in order to analyze the data effectively. 

Academic Self-Concept 

 Self-concept is an area of research that garnered much attention during the 20th 

century in the United States and abroad. In a basic sense, self-concept is the perception a 

person has of him- or herself (Shavelson et al., 1976). Shavelson et al. were the first to 

bring together existing non-cognitive research about self-concept, which up until that 
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point did not have a strong definition. In addition to bringing together existing research to 

form a definition of self-concept, Shavelson et al. also made the case that self-concept 

could be categorized as academic and non-academic. Academic self-concept can be 

characterized as the perception of self in relation to academics (Shavelson et al., 1976). 

While Shavelson et al. conducted groundbreaking work in the area of self-concept, during 

the following decades a more extensive understanding about self-concept, and academic 

self-concept in particular was developed.  

A little over a decade after Shavelson et al.’s (1976) work, Hattie (1992) provided 

an overview of self-concept and the advances up to that point. Hattie wrote extensively 

about the urge of researchers to discover aspects of the self, and made the case that self-

concept could be described as cognitive appraisals. Hattie reviewed various instruments 

that measured self-concept; he even proposed his own instrument as one that might be 

used to measure self-concept. Despite proposing his own instrument, Hattie mentioned 

that Marsh (1988) was developing instruments that looked promising and could 

potentially be reliable and valid instruments for the study of self-concept. Hattie (1992) 

contended, however, that the instruments Marsh (1988) created aligned self-concept too 

closely with self-esteem. Hattie (1992) differentiated the two by stating self-concept is a 

belief in abilities and self-esteem is a belief in self only relative to what is important to 

one’s self. Despite protestations, Marsh (1987) continued his work and found that 

academic self-concept was related to future academic performance, but global self-

esteem was not. Additionally, Marsh found that academic ability and grade point average 

(GPA) had effects on academic self-concept, but smaller effects on global esteem. These 
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findings argue for the importance of differentiating between academic self-concept and 

self-esteem. 

Soon after Hattie’s (1992) considerations of self-concept, Strein (1993) argued 

that academic self-concept is descriptive and evaluative; it relates to self-perceptions of 

scholastic competence. Byrne (1996) later explored the relationship between self-concept 

and self-esteem. Byrne made the case that despite Shavelson et al.’s (1976) call for 

rigorous research with a strong definition of academic self-concept, many researchers 

continued to use self-concept and self-esteem interchangeably. Twenty years after the 

groundbreaking work of Shavelson et al., researchers in the area of self-concept, 

particularly academic self-concept, still struggled to agree on a specific definition and 

way to measure self-concept. 

Nearly another decade passed when Bong and Skaalvik (2003) drew conclusions 

from another review of the literature of self-concept and self-efficacy. Bong and Skaalvik 

argued for a differentiation between the two concepts; self-concept consists of a person’s 

self-perception of skills and abilities, while self-efficacy does not. Both concepts attempt 

to understand thoughts, emotions, and actions; skills and abilities are the factors that set 

self-concept apart (Bong & Skaalvik, 2003). In addition, Bong and Skaalvik argued that 

academic self-concept refers to school subjects, while academic self-efficacy refers to 

specific tasks.  

Ferla, Valcke, and Yonghong (2009) investigated the claim that academic self-

efficacy and academic self-concept are different by researching math self-concept and 

math self-efficacy; their conclusions supported Bong and Skaalvik’s (2003) claim. 

Specifically, Ferla et al. (2009) found that academic self-concept was a better predictor 
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and mediator for affective-motivational variables, while academic self-efficacy was a 

better predictor of academic achievement; thus findings highlighted that the two concepts 

were different and could be distinguished. Furthermore, Ferla et al. found that academic 

self-concept actually influenced academic self-efficacy. This was consistent with Pietsch, 

Walker, and Chapman’s (2003) finding that math self-efficacy was more predictive of 

math achievement than was math self-concept. Marsh, Dowson, Pietsch, and Walker 

(2004) reviewed Pietsch et al.’s (2003) research, however, and found an error in the 

statistical results. Overall, the research supported academic self-concept and academic 

self-efficacy as two different measures, but was not conclusive as to which was a better 

predictor of academic achievement.  

After decades of debate and a number of studies, researchers have concluded that 

self-concept does, indeed, have a strong definition (Shavelson et al., 1976) and that, 

despite some protestations, academic self-concept and academic self-efficacy are 

different constructs (Bong & Skaalvik, 2003; Ferla et al., 2009). Researchers also have 

explored the nature of academic self-concept and posited that it is multidimensional and 

hierarchical (Shavelson & Bolus, 1982; Shavelson et al., 1976; Marsh, 1986b, 1990b; 

Marsh & Parker, 1984). 

Multidimensional and Hierarchical Characteristics of Academic Self-Concept 

Much of the research associated with self-concept, particularly academic self-

concept, has been based on the premise that Shavelson and colleagues (Shavelson & 

Bolus, 1982; Shavelson et al., 1976) presented: self-concept is multidimensional and 

hierarchical in nature (see, e.g., Marsh, 1986b, 1990b; Marsh & Parker, 1984). Shavelson 

et al. (1976) described self-concept as multidimensional (or multifaceted) by saying: “the 
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particular facets reflect the category system adopted by a particular individual and/or by 

shared groups” (p. 412). Additionally, Shavelson et al. defined the hierarchical nature of 

self-concept by describing that “facets of self-concept may form a hierarchy from 

individual experiences in particular situations at the base of the hierarchy to general self-

concept at the apex” (p. 412). In essence, various facets of self-concept exist, with 

general self-concept at the apex (see Appendix A).  

Byrne (1984) conducted a synthesis of the literature and acknowledged that a 

legitimate hierarchical model was being constructed. Byrne noted the differences 

between general self-concept, academic self-concept, and academic achievement, and 

that each should be measured differently. After Shavelson et al.’s (1976) claim that self-

concept was multidimensional and hierarchical, Marsh and Shavelson (1985) conducted 

another extensive review of the literature and agreed that self-concept is 

multidimensional and hierarchical. Marsh and Shavelson used the existing model that 

Shavelson et al. (1976) built, but expanded it. Marsh and Shavelson (1985) concluded the 

following about self-concept: 

1. It is multifaceted in that people categorize the vast amount of information they 

have about themselves and relate these categories to one another. The specific 

facets reflect the category system adopted by a particular individual and/or shared 

by a group.  

2. It is hierarchically organized, with perceptions of behavior at the base moving 

to inferences about self in subareas (e.g., academic – English, science, history, 

mathematics), then to inferences about self in general.  
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3. General self-concept is stable, but as one descends in the hierarchy, self-

concept becomes increasingly situation specific and as a consequence less stable.  

4. Self-concept becomes increasingly multi-faceted as the individual moves from 

infancy to adulthood.  

5. It has both a descriptive and an evaluative dimension in which individuals may 

describe themselves (“I am happy”) and evaluate themselves (“I do well in 

mathematics”).  

6. It can be differentiated from other constructs such as academic achievement. 

(pp. 107-108). 

 In a further exploration of the Marsh/Shavelson model, Marsh, Byrne, and 

Shavelson (1988) found that at least two higher-order academic facets could be added to 

the hierarchy of self-concept; verbal and math self-concepts were unique and 

uncorrelated in terms of self-concept. Marsh et al. reported that verbal achievement 

positively affected verbal self-concept, but led to lower math self-concept, and the 

reverse was true (that math achievement positively affected math self-concept, but led to 

lower verbal self-concept). Marsh et al. concluded these results to be consistent across 

three instruments. This study supported the hierarchical nature of self-concept in that 

verbal and math self-concept came below academic self-concept, and also the 

multidimensionality, that there are multiple facets of self-concept, including verbal and 

math. 

In addition to studying the nuances within self-concept, researchers were building 

instruments to measure self-concept. The Self-Description Questionnaire (SDQ) was 

developed for different age groups to gauge self-concept (Marsh, 1988; Marsh, Smith, & 
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Barnes, 1983). Marsh and colleagues used the SDQ in multiple studies, in multiple 

languages, and in multiple countries in order to understand more about self-concept (see, 

e.g., Marsh, 2015; Marsh, Hau, & Craven, 2004; Marsh, Trautwein, Lüdtke, & Köller, 

2008; Nagengast & Marsh, 2012; Seaton, Marsh, & Craven, 2009).  

 In one of the first of many of his studies using the SDQ, Marsh (1990b) 

investigated school subjects beyond verbal and math, and found that academic self-

concept is subject-specific beyond math and verbal. Core subjects (e.g., science, history) 

in particular correlated with academic self-concept, while other subjects (e.g., art, 

physical education) needed additional higher order factors to tie them to academic self-

concept. Regardless of the nuances between core subjects and other subjects, however, 

Marsh concluded that academic self-concept was subject-specific, thus supporting the 

multidimensional nature of self-concept. 

Simpson, Licht, Wagner, and Stader (1996) extended the academic self-concept 

model to include self-perceptions. Specifically, Simpson et al. indicated that self-concept 

included perceived ability, expectancies for the near future, expectancies for the distant 

future, and causal attributions to ability. Additionally, self-concept could be found within 

three academic domains: math, reading, and general school (Simpson et al., 1996). 

Similarly, findings of a study of French early adolescents using the SDQ supported the 

multidimensional self-concept of students (Marsh, Parada, & Ayotte, 2004).  

Lent, Brown, and Gore (1997) investigated math self-efficacy and academic self-

concept and reported that even within this slightly different construct, a multidimensional 

perspective was more useful in predicting outcomes than is a unidimensional perspective. 

Additionally, Lent et al. concluded that math-specific self-efficacy and overall academic 
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self-concept were predictive of achievement. Not only is the multidimensional and 

hierarchical nature of self-concept important to understand, but so are the results that 

began to deepen understanding about how academic self-concept and academic 

achievement are related.  

Academic Self-Concept and Academic Achievement 

One major area of interest in self-concept is how self-concept is related to 

academic achievement. Byrne (1996) investigated existing literature to understand if 

there was a causal relationship between academic self-concept and academic 

achievement. Byrne found that studies claimed both, and thus were inconclusive up to 

that point. Byrne contended, however, that Marsh’s (1990a) study, which found academic 

self-concept to have a causal effect on academic achievement, showed the most promise 

in terms of valid, reliable results. Later studies had slightly different results, however. 

Marsh and Yeung (1997a) reported that academic self-concept and academic 

achievement influenced each other, but academic self-concept was more influential on 

academic achievement than academic achievement was on academic self-concept. Marsh 

and Yeung also concluded that the subject area mattered in the relationship between 

academic self-concept and academic achievement; this is consistent with the 

multidimensional nature of academic self-concept. Indeed, Marsh and Yeung (1997b) 

found that when students selected courses, grades were important, but academic self-

concept was the more important factor. High academic self-concept in a particular subject 

increased the likelihood that a student would select classes aligned with that subject, and 

even more so when academic self-concept was lower in the subject areas not selected. 
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Marsh and Yeung also indicated that general academic self-concept was not predictive of 

course selection; rather it was subject specific. 

Despite Marsh and Yeung’s (1997a, 1997b) findings, not all researchers had 

similar results. Wigfield et al. (2006) argued that the literature was still mixed, but stated 

that the emerging literature around a reciprocal relationship of academic self-concept and 

academic achievement looked promising. Marsh, Trautwein, Lüdtke, Köller, and 

Baumert (2005) made the case for the reciprocal-effects model (REM) to explain the 

relationship between academic self-concept and academic achievement. Marsh et al. 

reported that academic self-concept in math affected math interest, school grades, and test 

scores. Additionally, Marsh et al. demonstrated positive effects of academic self-concept 

on a variety of academic outcomes. This important finding helped lead others to 

investigate the REM of academic self-concept and academic achievement.  

Marsh and Craven (2006) reported that higher grades or test scores in a subject 

area could lead to higher academic self-concept in that subject area. Marsh and Craven 

agreed that this circular process of self-concept and achievement could be described 

using the REM. Marsh and Köller (2004) also found the REM to hold when investigating 

the similarities of academic self-concept in East and West German students. Likewise, 

Guay, Marsh, and Boivin (2003) found a reciprocal relationship between academic self-

concept and academic achievement.  

In a later study, Marsh and Martin (2011) demonstrated that academic self-

concept had a positive effect on academic achievement, and expressed support for the 

REM model. Seaton, Marsh, Parker, Craven, and Yeung (2015) investigated REM in 
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comprehensive schools and schools for the academically gifted. They found that there 

was no difference between groups in either the size or direction of REM paths. 

In addition to the breakthrough of the REM in explaining the relationship between 

academic self-concept and academic achievement, other researchers have attempted to 

understand intermediary factors that may be important in understanding achievement. 

Guay, Ratelle, Roy, and Litalien (2010) explored how academic self-concept and 

autonomous academic motivation influenced academic achievement; they found that 

academic self-concept can positively affect academic achievement, and that academic 

motivation can mediate the influence between academic self-concept and achievement. 

Green et al. (2012) found that positive self-concept and academic motivation positively 

predicted attitudes toward school; specifically class participation and homework 

completion positively predicted test performance. They also reported a negative 

relationship between positive self-concept and academic motivation in relation to 

absenteeism. Findings indicate that positive academic self-concept can be an important 

factor in student performance.  

Parker, Marsh, Ciarrochi, Marshall, and Abduljabbar (2013) examined the 

differences between math self-concept and math self-efficacy on achievement. Parker et 

al. concluded the following: both were related to achievement in math at age 15; both 

were predictors of tertiary entrance ranks at the end of high school; math self-efficacy 

was predictor of university entrance; and math self-concept was predictor of undertaking 

postsecondary studies in science, technology, engineering, or math. 

Much of the literature explored above highlights the importance of the role of 

academic self-concept in achievement. While causal ordering is still not conclusive, it 
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appears that the two are related, most likely in a reciprocal manner. Understanding the 

relationship between academic self-concept and academic achievement is important, but 

so is understanding how academic self-concept is formed. The following sections 

highlight factors that influence the development of an academic self-concept. 

Internal/External Frame of Reference   

In addition to work on the multidimensionality of self-concept and the REM 

model to explain academic self-concept and achievement, Marsh (1986b) investigated 

what he termed the “internal/external frame of reference model” (p. 129). Marsh created 

the model while investigating how verbal and math self-concepts are formed. 

Specifically, Marsh found that if a student had a high academic self-concept in a specific 

content area, that student’s self-concept could result in higher grades or test scores in that 

specific content area. Marsh and Craven (2006) reported that students who performed 

well and had high academic self-concept in one subject suffered in other subjects, 

particularly if the other subject was considered the opposite of the first (e.g., math is 

opposite of verbal). In other words, students were comparing their ability in one subject 

to their ability in another. 

Upon further investigation of the internal/external frame of reference model, 

Möller and Marsh (2013) investigated what they termed Dimensional Comparison 

Theory, which consists of the internal comparisons that people make when evaluating 

self-concept in various domains. When people compare their abilities in one domain to 

another (e.g., compare math to verbal), they experience a higher self-concept in the 

subject in which they perform better, and a lower self-concept in the comparison subject. 
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These results were similar to what Marsh (1986b, 1988) and Marsh and Craven (2006) 

reported, but with specific focus on only internal comparisons. 

Marsh, Kuyper, Seaton et al. (2014) further investigated Dimensional Comparison 

Theory in a study with 15,356 Dutch students and found that similar class subjects (e.g., 

verbal and social studies) correlated positively to academic self-concept. Opposite class 

subjects (e.g., math and verbal) were negatively correlated. Although comparing internal 

ability across subjects had a negative correlation, the authors found that external 

comparison (i.e., comparison with classmates) reduced that negative correlation. Marsh et 

al. (2015) had similar results that suggested academic self-concept in similar subjects was 

positively correlated, while academic self-concept in opposite subjects was negatively 

correlated. Likewise, Parker, Marsh, Morin, Seaton, and Van Zanden (2015) concluded 

that when students scored above the class norm in either math or English, their academic 

self-concept in another subject tended to decline; if achievement was not above the class 

norm, there was no difference between academic self-concept in two subjects. 

In essence, the internal/external frame of reference model posits that students 

compare their own performance in one subject to their performance in other subjects, 

which can influence their academic self-concept in specific subject areas (Marsh, 1986b, 

1988). Dimensional Comparison Theory further supports the notion that internal frames 

of reference can influence academic self-concept (Möller & Marsh, 2013). While this 

internal comparison of achievement and its influence on academic self-concept has been 

studied over the years, another frame of reference has also been integral in understanding 

how students form an academic self-concept. This frame of reference has been coined the 
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big-fish-little-pond-effect by Marsh and Parker (1984), and focuses on external, rather 

than internal variables that can affect academic self-concept.   

Big-Fish-Little-Pond-Effect  

The big-fish-little-pond-effect (BFLPE) was first proposed by Marsh and Parker 

(1984), who found differences in students who had the same achievement levels (i.e., 

grades, test scores) but attended schools with different achievement levels. Specifically, 

Marsh and Parker reported that students who attended schools with higher overall 

achievement ratings at the school-level had lower academic self-concepts. Numerous 

researchers have been interested in this concept, and the research has continued over the 

past 30 years in multiple countries and in multiple languages to explain this phenomenon. 

Byrne (1996) highlighted the literature related to academic self-concept based on 

school setting, and pointed out that many students who were at a lower academic level 

than their peers tended to have a lower academic self-concepts when they compared 

themselves to higher achieving peers; this was particularly found in students with 

learning disabilities. Further studies focused specifically on BFLPE to investigate if it is a 

valid and reliable conclusion, and if there is more to be learned from it. 

In an attempt to further understand the role of social comparison in the BFLPE, 

Marsh et al. (2008) conducted a study with over 100,000 students in 26 countries, and 

found that when students compared themselves to their peers in school, their academic 

self-concept was lowered, but the assessment was not revealed in other areas of self-

belief. This suggests that academic self-concept is a construct partially determined by the 

social comparison process, and supports the BFLPE. Other studies have also found 

evidence that supports BFLPE (Seaton et al., 2008; Seaton et al., 2009; Seaton, Marsh, & 
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Craven, 2010). Seaton et al. (2009) investigated BFLPE in 41 diverse countries and found 

BFLPE to be significant in 38 of the countries represented in the study. Further, Seaton et 

al. (2010) found that BFLPE was consistent across academic self-regulation and 

socioeconomic status. 

In a study conducted in Singapore, Liem, Marsh, Martin, McInerney, and Yeung 

(2013) had results that were consistent with BFLPE. Specifically, Liem et al. found that 

students on intensive academic tracks had lower English and math self-concepts, while 

students in lower-ability streams had higher English and math self-concepts. Liem et al. 

argued that these findings support the local dominance effect, or the effect that local 

comparison groups (e.g., classmates) overshadow the effect of general comparison 

groups (e.g., entire school) when students underwent self-evaluation. 

Upon further investigation of BFLPE, Huguet et al. (2009) agreed that BFLPE 

was eliminated after controlling for a student comparing him or herself to the class. 

Rather than the school being high achieving as a whole, the class level of achievement 

was equally important. Additionally, Huguet et al. concluded that it is important to 

understand how students compared themselves to classmates, rather than to whom they 

compared themselves. Students typically compared themselves to someone of a similar 

ability who they perceived might seem slightly better at something (Huguet et al., 2009).  

In terms of class placement, Trautwein, Lüdtke, Marsh, and Nagy (2009) found 

that students rated themselves lower in academic self-concepts when placed in higher 

ability classes, although high-achieving students were not typically as affected as lower 

achieving peers. In another study that examined mediating variables, Nagengast and 

Marsh (2012) reported that in 34 countries, high academic self-concept (which was 
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influenced by individual academic achievement) mediated the effects of contextual 

factors (i.e., BFLPE) on career aspirations. In other words, students with high academic 

achievement that led to high academic self-concept were not as affected by BFLPE in 

their career aspirations.  

Marsh, Kuyper, Morin, Parker, and Seaton (2014) found results that agreed with 

BFLPE, local dominance effect, and achievement comparison. In a further study, Marsh 

(2015) found that students who were promoted in school (i.e., skipped one or more 

grades) had lower academic self-concept, while students who were retained (i.e., held 

back in one or more grades) had higher academic self-concept. This study was conducted 

in 41 countries, across varying cultures and economies. Results were similar for the 

students who were at the top and bottom of the class (Marsh, 2015). The findings point to 

the importance of social comparison and the effects it can have on students.  

While the BFLPE may initially seem to be a straightforward concept (i.e., 

students have lower academic self-concept when enrolled in high achieving schools), 

many subsequent findings have extended upon Marsh and Parker’s (1984) initial 

research. For example, students appear to be more influenced by classmates than the 

school (Huguet et al., 2009; Liem et al., 2013). Additionally, mediating factors like 

academic achievement can influence academic self-concept (Nagengast & Marsh, 2012). 

Finally, Marsh (2015) concluded that grade promotion or retention can influence 

academic self-concept. Understanding how academic self-concept is formed can be 

critical for practitioners who want to increase academic self-concept, and thus academic 

achievement. Thus far, academic self-concept has been defined, its model outlined, its 

importance in relation to achievement detailed, and variables that can influence it have 
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been explained. The next section highlights more general findings about academic self-

concept and concludes the review of academic self-concept. 

Other Factors Associated with Academic Self-Concept 

In addition to findings about achievement, internal comparison, external 

comparison, and the multidimensional and hierarchical nature of academic self-concept, 

other findings associated with academic self-concept have been explored. Issues such as 

self-serving effect, gender differences, interventions, and transitional issues are 

presented.  

In an early study, Marsh (1986a) examined the relationship between self-concept 

and self-serving effect, or the belief that good things happen due to hard work and bad 

things happen due to external factors. Marsh found that students who were more capable 

in academics had a higher self-serving effect, while students who were less academically 

capable did not have as high of a self-serving effect. Interestingly, Marsh found that the 

effect was content-specific; if students were academically capable in one subject, their 

self-serving effect was higher in that subject, but not necessarily other subjects. March 

further found that the positive correlation between self-serving effect was higher for 

academic self-concept than for general self-concept. 

Marsh (1989) also investigated gender differences and found that boys had a 

higher academic self-concept in math, while girls had a higher academic self-concept in 

verbal and school categories. In later research, Marsh (1993) found that gender-

stereotypic models (i.e., boys have higher self-concept in math and girls have higher self-

concept in verbal) did not hold up using a different statistical model. Marsh argued that 

various statistical models should continually be developed to understand whether 
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differences in gender actually exist. Marsh et al. (2005) also reported that gender was not 

a factor when they tested the REM model.  

In contrast, Jacobs, Lanza, Osgood, Eccles, and Wigfield (2002) did report gender 

gaps. Jacobs et al. found that initially, the gender gap existed where boys had higher self-

concept in math, but the gap decreased in math during later years; by the end of high 

school, girls valued math more than boys. The gender gap increased self-perceptions of 

competence during school; girls’ self-perception increased at a higher rate compared to 

boys. Cokley (2002) investigated gender and ethnicity and found that the relationship 

between academic self-concept and GPA decreased among African American male 

students, while the relationship between academic self-concept, self-esteem, and GPA 

increased for European American female students during their first year of college. In 

general, findings about gender differences and academic self-concept remain 

inconclusive. 

Another important finding centers on school transitions. Eccles et al. (1989) found 

that student self-concepts of ability and value of math and English declined as students 

transitioned from elementary into middle school. Similarly, Jacobs et al. (2002) 

discovered a sharp decline in self-perception of competence and subjective task value as 

students entered junior high school. Marsh (1989) also reported that self-concept 

decreased in middle school and increased again during middle to late high school. The 

evidence around transition suggests that middle school is a critical transition point where 

academic self-identity can drop.  

Because the transition from elementary to middle school appears to be such a 

critical period, questions arise about whether interventions have worked in helping to 
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form academic self-identity. O’Mara, Marsh, Craven, and Debus (2006) examined the 

relationship between interventions and academic self-identity. The authors found that 

most interventions worked to enhance overall academic self-concept, rather than subject-

specific self-concepts. Typically, all interventions were effective, but subject-specific 

interventions were more effective than interventions that targeted overall academic self-

concept. 

The next section explores adolescent development, with particular emphasis on 

identity formation. As Jackson and Bosma (1990) pointed out, self-concept and identity 

formation during adolescence are different processes, but can be closely linked because 

so much change is taking place in individuals’ lives. Additionally, Jacobs et al. (2002) 

pointed to the transition to middle school not only as important in academic self-concept 

formation, but also in identity formation. Because the current study attempts to gauge 

how early adolescents understand CCR, academic self-concept and adolescent 

development are important to use as lenses for data analysis.  

Early Adolescent Development 

During the period of early adolescence, a great amount of change takes place. 

Cognitive changes, motivational changes, biological changes, and changes in 

relationships are just some of the major ways that adolescents transition during this 

critical period (Wigfield et al., 2006). This section focuses on what changes take place 

during early adolescence and how those changes can affect an adolescent. The first part 

of this section focuses on cognitive theories based on Piaget’s work; the second part 

focuses on psychosocial development based on Erickson’s work; the final section focuses 

on other important changes that take place during adolescence. Understanding the depth 
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and breadth of changes that take place during adolescence will help to interpret how 

students understand CCR. 

Cognitive Development  

For many years, Jean Piaget explored how people developed in terms of thought 

processes (as cited in Elkind, 1970). Elkind outlined many of the essays that Piaget 

wrote, but did not appear in the U.S. until later in Piaget’s career. Piaget’s theory 

attempts to explain cognitive changes during the span of a lifetime, including early 

adolescence. In general, Piaget contended that the growth between childhood and 

adulthood is filled with a maturation of cognitive processes and important developments 

in how adolescents understand the world around them (as cited in Elkind, 1970). 

 Piaget theorized that the mind grows along two paths of development: substitution 

and integration (as cited in Elkind, 1970). Substitution is when one idea is replaced by 

another idea, while integration is when multiple ideas come together to form complex 

ideas. In addition to these paths, Piaget argued that the direction of mental growth moves 

cognition from an egocentric perspective of the world to sociocentric perspective as 

people develop greater objectivity, reciprocity, and relativity. Specific to early adolescent 

egocentrism, Piaget stipulated that adolescents move through a conquest of thought 

during which they can better understand the perspective of others, although it is typically 

on topics the adolescent views important. Adolescents attempt to gauge reactions of 

others in relation to themselves and are concerned about their appearance. Adolescents 

also tend to over differentiate their own feelings, and believe they are unique in their 

experience; Piaget called this the personal fable. In essence, while adolescents understand 
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more about the perspective of others, they are still egocentric in that they relate 

everything back to themselves (as cited in Elkind, 1970). 

 In addition to egocentricity, Piaget discussed the cognitive structures and how 

adolescents process information (as cited in Elkind, 1970). Piaget argued that adolescents 

can better understand combination logic with multiple factors, second symbol systems 

(e.g., algebra), and can construct ideals and contrary-to-fact situations. Adolescents 

experience growth in decision-making, introspection, secretiveness, and ideals. Piaget 

contended that adolescents undergo a growth in their ability to assimilate knowledge that 

is more complex and begin to build ideals (as cited in Elkind, 1970). Piaget’s work was 

important for laying a foundation into the study of cognitive development. He was among 

the first to investigate cognitive development among children and adolescents; his work 

has guided the work of many researchers.  

In later work on adolescent cognitive development, Byrnes (1988) explored how 

different cognitive functions can be related or separate. Byrnes argued that the 

organization of knowledge and ability to solve tasks are two separate concepts, and 

should be analyzed as separate constructs. With this in mind, Byrnes and colleagues 

further investigated the specific cognitive process related to the ability to solve tasks 

(Byrnes & McClenny, 1994; Byrnes, Miller, & Reynolds, 1999). Byrnes and McClenny 

(1994) studied the differences between eighth graders and college students in their ability 

to make risky decisions while completing a set of tasks. Byrnes and McClenny concluded 

that adults did better on complex tasks where more strategies and options were available. 

Adults tended to weigh options better, had beliefs that were more positive and were more 

optimistic about their ability to complete tasks successfully; adolescents tended to 
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overestimate their performance compared to adults (Byrnes & McClenny, 1994). 

According to these results, adolescents had not yet developed decision-making skills to 

the same capacity that adults had. This aligns with Piaget’s model in that adolescents 

have not yet developed the ability to complete complex cognitive tasks as well as adults 

are able. 

 In another study, Byrnes et al. (1999) examined how adults and adolescents 

processed feedback. Byrnes et al. found that neither group benefited from verbal 

feedback, but adults benefited from outcomes feedback more than adolescents did. These 

results suggest that the adolescents had not yet developed cognitive skills to the same 

capacity that the adults had.  

 Ward and Overton (1990) were also interested in reasoning, and reported that the 

competence to reason deductively gradually increased during adolescence; whereas only 

16% of sixth graders were considered formal reasoners, 56% of ninth graders and 80% of 

twelfth graders were considered formal reasoners. These results indicate that deductive 

reasoning was not fully developed during early adolescence, and only gradually increased 

thereafter (Ward & Overton, 1990). These results support Piaget’s contention that 

cognitive development has not been fully developed during early adolescence. 

 In addition to the functional aspect of cognition, other changes take place during 

adolescence. Wigfield et al. (2006) argued that critical structural aspects of cognition 

change during adolescence, where adolescents begin to understand conceptual 

knowledge, which moves beyond simply stating facts or remembering the ordering of 

events. The summary that Wigfield et al. described aligns with Piaget’s work; early 

adolescents are beginning to understand more complex concepts. The theory of cognitive 
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development that Piaget introduced has continued to be relevant in describing early 

adolescent development. The focus on the increasing ability to understand more complex 

concepts and reason more effectively are important developments to consider in the 

present study. The next section goes beyond cognitive development in an attempt to 

understand psychosocial development among early adolescents. 

Psychosocial Development 

Around the same time that Piaget explored cognitive development, Erik Erickson 

was exploring psychosocial development (Maier, 1965). The two strains of development 

are different, but complement each other (Maier, 1965). While Piaget wanted to know 

how students think and learn, Erickson explored how a person’s ego develops over time, 

and the role that society and the environment has in the development of the self and 

identity (Roeser, Peck, & Nasir, 2006). Erickson (1963) developed eight stages of human 

development; the fifth addresses early adolescent development.  

The fifth stage of Erickson’s (1963) model is named “Identity versus Role 

Confusion” (p. 261) and is during the time when adolescents are entering into puberty 

and beginning to develop their ego. Adolescents search and undergo tasks to find a place 

to fit into groups with which they identify. They develop beliefs about the world based on 

expanding knowledge, experience, rituals, and other milestones. Erickson argued that this 

phase of life is critical in identity development; if people are not able to develop that 

identity, they might become confused with their role in the larger world and lack skills 

and beliefs that would help them find a place to belong. After Erickson’s (1963) work on 

building a framework that outlined the stages of psychosocial development, or the “Eight 
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Stages of Man” (p. 247) as he called it, various theorists and researchers have attempted 

to further understand psychosocial development. 

Bradshaw, Goldweber, and Garbarino (2013) found that social rejection, which 

led to negative views of self and others, along with exposure to community violence, 

increased adolescents’ risk of exhibiting aggression. Although most studies have been 

conducted with urban youth, Bradshaw et al. concluded that even among suburban youth, 

relatively mild levels of social and environmental risk could lead to aggression. These 

findings point to the importance of the social environment in creating a space where 

adolescents feel safe and do not turn to aggression as a way to deal with their 

environment. 

While aggression is one important indicator of psychosocial development, another 

set of indicators includes social anxiety, loneliness, depression, and social self-efficacy. 

The importance of understanding and addressing these issues early cannot be overstated. 

Fergusson and Woodward (2002) reported that depression during adolescence increased 

the likelihood that later in life, a person would develop major depression, anxiety 

disorders, nicotine dependence, alcohol abuse or dependence, attempt suicide, as well as 

experience educational underachievement, unemployment, and early parenthood.  

In order to identify potential causes of early depression, Cicchetti and Toth (1998) 

explored early signs and signals of depression. The authors argued that in order to 

understand early depression, multiple factors, including biological, psychological, and 

social systems, must be considered. Multiple factors in each area can influence early 

adolescent development and susceptibility to depression. Cicchetti and Toth’s work 
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points to the importance of understanding early signs and signals of depression in order to 

help students develop in a healthy way. 

In terms of loneliness and social anxiety, Van den Eijnden, Vermulst, van Rooij, 

Scholte, and van de Mheen (2014) found that loneliness and social anxiety predicted an 

increase in online victimization, and that loneliness predicted an increase in real-life 

victimization, which in turn predicted an increase in subsequent social anxiety. Likewise, 

loneliness and social anxiety were found to have a positive relationship with online and 

in-person bullying. In an encouraging study, Erath, Flanagan, Bierman, and Tu (2010) 

indicated that close friendships helped to decrease social anxiety, loneliness, and self-

reported victimization, while secondary friendships helped to decrease social anxiety.  

In a study that focused specifically on females, Tremblay and Frigon (2005) 

found that increases in stress, conflicts, and sleep disturbances among pre-pubescent girls 

predicted the early onset of puberty. In studies conducted by Van den Eijnden et al. 

(2014), Erath et al. (2010), and Tremblay and Frigon (2005), each described elements 

that can indicate early psychosocial problems, as well as take into consideration some of 

the factors that Cicchetti and Toth (1998) described as being important for understanding 

depression. Biological, social, emotional, and other factors can help researchers and 

practitioners understand psychosocial development in early adolescence. The next section 

further discusses biological developments during adolescence and other issues that may 

be important in understanding how early adolescents develop. 

Other Important Developments during Early Adolescence  

One critical development during early adolescence is puberty. Erickson (1963) 

and Piaget (as cited in Elkind, 1970) spoke of the importance of puberty in development. 
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Wigfield et al. (2006) also discussed puberty, because it is such a critical development 

during adolescence. While Wigfield et al. did not delve into all of the biological 

developments during adolescence, they did mention that hormone change, growth spurts, 

and changes in sex characteristics can all influence the way girls and boys interact with 

each other and with others around them.  

In addition to mentioning the importance of biological developments, Wigfield et 

al. (2006) discussed the development of friendships and peer groups, family relations, 

and school dynamics as important areas of change during adolescent development. Peers 

begin to play an increasingly important role in adolescents’ lives, as more distance and 

autonomy takes place within family relationships, particularly during the transition to 

high school (Wigfield et al., 2006). Taking into account changing relationships and 

transitions can be important when considering adolescent development. 

 Overall, a number of factors contribute to early adolescent development. 

Cognitive development, including the stages that Piaget (as cited in Elkind, 1970) 

described, along with more recent research (Byrnes, 1988; Byrnes & McClenny, 1994; 

Byrnes et al., 1999; Byrnes & Overton, 1986; Ward & Overton, 1990; Wigfield et al., 

2006) all point to early adolescence as a time when more complex cognitive skills are 

developing, but are not yet fully developed. Psychosocial development as described by 

Erickson (1963) in terms of identity development, as well as concern over depression, 

social anxiety, and other critical elements of growth (Bradshaw et al., 2013; Erath et al., 

2010; Fergusson & Woodward, 2002; Tremblay & Frigon, 2005; Van den Eijnden et al., 

2014) are also important developmental areas to understand. Finally, biological 
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development, peer and family relationships, and school transitions are factors to consider 

in early adolescent development (Wigfield et al., 2006). 

 Each of these major areas were considered in the current study in order to 

understand the students holistically during data analysis. The way that students 

understand CCR could be influenced not only by their academic self-concept, but also by 

all of the development and changes that students are going through during this time. 

While adolescent development may not be as much of a period of storm and stress as has 

been believed (Wigfield et al., 2006), it cannot be denied that it is a period where 

adolescents undergo much change as they work to understand their role in society.  
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CHAPTER III: Methodology 

 The purpose of this study was to understand how early adolescents conceptually 

understand college and career readiness (CCR), and how they understand CCR in relation 

to their own lives. This study used data from the first three years of a six-year 

longitudinal study, and included five in-depth interviews that were conducted with forty-

four students from eight schools that were part of a Gaining Early Awareness and 

Readiness for Undergraduate Programs (GEAR UP) grant in a western state. This study 

focused on academic self-identity during early adolescence from seventh to ninth grade. 

The study was conducted using a constructivist grounded theory approach, which focuses 

building theory in order to understand how participants make meaning in their lives 

(Charmaz, 2000, 2014; Thornberg & Charmaz, 2012). This approach was used to gain an 

in-depth perspective of how early adolescents understand CCR.  

 This chapter is divided into six sections. The first section is about the research 

design. The second section describes the participants. The third section outlines data 

source and collection. The fourth section covers the data management and analysis. The 

fifth section is about the limitations of this study. Finally, the sixth section is about 

researcher background. 

Research Design 

The research design used in this study was constructivist grounded theory 

(Charmaz, 2000, 2014; Thornberg & Charmaz, 2012). Constructivist grounded theory 

was selected as the qualitative method because the purpose of the study was to explore 

how students understand CCR conceptually and how they make personal meaning of 

CCR. Schwandt (2007) described social constructivism as how people interpret their 
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world based on experience. This study was designed to describe how early adolescents 

understand CCR based on their experiences in school from a constructivist perspective of 

meaning making and interpretation of the world. Using an iterative discourse during 

multiple semi-structured interviews to understand how students made meaning of CCR 

was the foundation of the study.  

The interview method employed in this study aligns with that of constructivist 

grounded theory (Charmaz & Belgrave, 2012). Because the goal was to understand how 

students made meaning of school, when interesting ideas emerged, probing questions 

were asked. Indeed, some interviews led to future interview questions around emerging 

themes, as is consistent with qualitative analysis, particularly constructivist grounded 

theory analysis (Charmaz, 2014; Charmaz & Belgrave, 2012; Thornberg & Charmaz, 

2012). The constant reflection on emerging themes and follow up questions over the 

course of three years led to a robust dataset that was used to investigate CCR. Two 

specific questions guided the research: (1) how do early adolescents understand the 

concept of CCR; and (2) how do early adolescents understand their own CCR? 

Constructivist grounded theory was used throughout the analytic process. 

Participants 

 Forty-four students were selected to participate in the longitudinal study. All 

students attended schools that were located in economically disadvantaged communities. 

To ensure diversity, eight schools that were part of the GEAR UP program were selected 

for recruitment: two urban schools, two rural schools with significant Hispanic/Latino 

populations, two rural schools located on American Indian Reservations, and two rural 

schools with predominantly Caucasian students. In addition to the racial/ethnic diversity, 
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the goal was also to recruit students who represented different personality and school 

behaviors. Three groups were sought: students who were succeeding in school; students 

who were struggling socially and/or academically; and under-the-radar students (i.e., 

students who did not stand out or take center stage for one reason or another).  

In all, a representative sample of students was recruited from the eight schools 

that participated. Of the 44 students, 26 were male and 18 were female. Additionally, 33 

attended rural schools, and 11 attended urban schools. Finally, the race/ethnicity diversity 

of the 44 students was: 15 Hispanic/Latino; 15 White/Caucasian; 9 American Indian; 3 

Black/African American; 2 Pacific Islander. The students experienced a variety of life 

circumstances during the course of data collection. Typical of low income communities, 

many of the circumstances were more negative than positive.  

Data Source and Collection 

Data collection for the six-year longitudinal study began in the spring of 2013 

under the auspices of the university Institutional Review Board (see Appendix B). In 

order to recruit students who met the study criteria, school principals were initially 

contacted to obtain permission to conduct the study at the school. Contact with principals 

was done in person during a conference, which all of the principals attended. Once 

permission from the principal was obtained, school counselors were contacted and asked 

to identify several students from each of the three student groups (i.e., succeeding, 

struggling, and under-the-radar) to participate in the study. Once students were 

identified, the researchers visited the school to conduct the actual student recruitment, but 

were not informed about how students were identified. The researchers explained the 

longitudinal nature of the study and asked the students if they wanted to participate. If 
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students signed the assent form, the researchers then met with their parents in order to 

obtain parent consent.  

Once the assent and consent documents were completed, the researchers 

commenced interviewing. Because of the number of students and the distance travelled to 

collect data (i.e., up to 500 miles to some schools), two researchers conducted interviews. 

The primary researcher conducted interviews with 31 students who attended six of the 

schools: one urban school, both rural schools located on American Indian reservations, 

both rural schools that were predominately Caucasian, and one rural school that was 

predominately Hispanic/Latino. The other researcher interviewed 13 students from one 

urban school and one rural school that was predominately Hispanic/Latino. After each 

interview, the researchers shared emerging themes and discussed what students were 

saying in order to ensure consistency in probing questions across interviews. In addition 

to interviewing students, the researchers interviewed most of the parents. Parent 

interviews served two purposes: to gain an understanding of family circumstances and to 

gain parent trust by showing them what the interview process was like. While the parent 

interviews were important for those two reasons, they were not analyzed for the purposes 

of this study. 

Each interview consisted of the same questions about how the students were 

doing in school, classes they liked and did not like, extracurricular activity involvement, 

and other similar topics. In addition, specific themes were asked to explore specific issues 

related to academic self-identity and/or relationships (see Appendix C for full list of 

interview questions). The themes typically focused on relationships, which often related 

back to the student’s own identity. Additionally, because constructivist grounded theory 
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(Charmaz 2000, 2014; Thornberg & Charmaz, 2012) was the method used, some themes 

were built from previous interviews based on what emerged. All interviews were 

conducted face-to-face or via Skype. Each interview was audio recorded and transcribed 

verbatim by student workers. 

 During the first year (spring, 2013), one interview was conducted while the 

students were in the seventh grade; the purpose was to begin to build a relationship by 

exploring student interests. Most questions were about school and family, including 

favorite and least favorite classes, career aspirations, extracurricular interests, family 

dynamics, and other important relationships typically connected to school.  

 The second year, two interviews were conducted: one in the fall of 2013 and 

another in the spring of 2014. Each interview consisted of questions that helped to build a 

running story of each student; running stories included information about school and 

family. The purpose was to gauge how students changed from one semester to the next. 

During the interview in the fall, the theme was about who the students admired. The 

interview in the spring had a theme that related to how students made friends. While each 

of these two themes was primarily about relationships, external frames of references in 

the school setting were revealed. 

 During the third year, two interviews were conducted; one in the fall of 2014, and 

another in the spring of 2015. Each interview once again covered the student’s running 

story of school and relationships. In addition, the interview in the fall focused on the 

students’ experience as a high school freshman. There were in-depth discussions about 

the transition from middle to high school, and how students were adjusting. The 
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interview in the spring discussed the freshman year again, but also had a theme of 

questions related to authority figures. 

Five interviews were scheduled with each of the 44 students, but there were 

occasions when students were not available for the scheduled interview.  

 During one visit to a rural school located on an American Indian reservation, 

all students were absent; interviews were conducted using video call 

technology later that semester. The use of technology did not appear to make a 

difference in the responses of the students.  

 Three students left their hometowns between middle and high school; as a 

result, ninth grade interviews were not conducted with them. Because they 

had already participated in three of the five interviews, their data was still 

used in analysis.  

 Sometimes students were simply absent and distance made it unrealistic to 

return to many of the schools during the same semester. To ensure that all 

students addressed the specific themes of the interviews, these questions were 

asked during the next scheduled interview (e.g., questions from spring 2013 

were asked in fall 2013).  

 No interviews were conducted at three schools during spring 2015 due to 

researcher restraints.  

Overall, 26 participants were interviewed 5 times, 12 participants were interviewed 4 

times, and 6 participants were interviewed 3 times. In total, 196 interviews were 

conducted.  
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The length of the interviews increased with time. The first introductory interviews 

lasted between five and twenty minutes. Later interviews lasted between ten and sixty 

minutes. Interviews ranged from five to sixty minutes, with most ranging between ten to 

twenty-five minutes. The first and second interviews were typically shorter, and as 

rapport was developed with students, latter interviews usually lasted longer. Conducting 

five in-depth interviews over a three-year timeframe provided triangulation (Lichtman, 

2013). 

Interviews were conducted one at a time during the school day when students 

were in a non-academic class (e.g., art, physical education, music, study skills). 

Interviews were conducted one-on-one with the student in a private or semi-private 

location that the staff and/or principal provided (e.g., principal’s office, vacant 

conference room, or other office). The first interview was typically conducted the day of 

or the day after assent and parental permission were obtained; the remaining interviews 

were conducted when the researcher visited the school on a day coordinated with the 

principal and counselors.  

Data Management and Analysis 

 A total of 196 interviews were analyzed for this study. Because of the size and 

complexity of the dataset, NVivo software was used as a management tool (see Bazeley 

& Jackson, 2013, for description). Student workers transcribed the interviews verbatim. 

After transcriptions were reviewed with the audiotape to assure that the transcriptions 

were accurate, each interview was imported into the NVivo software. Transcripts were 

identified with a five digit participant code. The first number represented the school 

district. The second and third numbers represented the school they attended in seventh 
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grade. The fourth number represents that they were a student (as opposed to a parent). 

The fourth number was a number unique to the student in relation to their participating 

classmates. The combination of numbers provided a unique identifier for each student. To 

more readily sort through the large dataset, transcripts were filed in NVivo by interview 

year and by student identification number. 

Data analysis was based on constructivist grounded theory (Charmaz, 2000, 2014; 

Thornberg & Charmaz, 2012). Constructivist grounded theory was selected as the 

qualitative method because of the desire to understand how students understood CCR 

indicators in their own words. Careful consideration was given to specific words that 

students used, as well as the holistic picture of what students believed CCR is 

conceptually and in relation to themselves. 

Data analysis took place using six stages: (1) review of transcripts for accuracy 

and a holistic understanding of the data; (2) initial line-by-line coding; (3) creation of 

initial categories based on codes as well as a holistic understanding of the data; (4) 

categories were condensed into themes; (5) a constant comparative method was used to 

ensure themes were accurate, and; (6) themes were finalized. These stages are based on 

constructivist grounded theory (Charmaz, 2000, 2014; Thornberg & Charmaz, 2012) and 

qualitative analysis in general (Kvale, 2007; Richards, 2005). During the spring 2016 

interviews with students, member checking with about half of the students occurred to 

ensure accuracy of categories and themes (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

Review Sample of Transcripts for Accuracy 

 All of the interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim by student workers. 

In some interviews, student workers did not hear all of the discussion due to quiet talking, 
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mumbling, or technical issues, and so the student workers highlighted words or phrases 

they were not sure were correct. It was therefore important to review the transcripts for 

accuracy to ensure interviews were transcribed correctly, and to subsequently change 

words and phrases that student workers could not capture. This step was important to 

ensure that the rest of the analysis was based upon complete and accurate data. 

Initial Coding  

The initial phase of data analysis took place by reading all of the 196 interview 

transcripts. A line-by-line analysis was employed, and statements pertinent to CCR 

indicators were coded, as well as any other statements that stood in relation to how the 

students understood readiness in school. Specifically, statements were placed in the 

following nodes, or code areas: academic performance, aspirations, attendance, classes, 

feasibility of going to college, getting in trouble, studying and homework, transition to 

high school, and comments of interest. As the data were initially coded, categories were 

developed. This phase of the analysis took a great deal of time due to the line-by-line 

nature of the reading. It was critical that this phase was given appropriate time and effort 

to code student statements and represent student ideas in an accurate way. In addition, it 

was important to keep an open mind while coding the data (Seidman, 2013).  

Create Initial Categories 

Based on the codes that were found during the line-by-line analysis, categories 

were created. Statements from each of the nodes were read in order to ensure statements 

fit with the node, and to determine categories within and across nodes. A number of 

categories were initially found, particularly concerning common statements among 
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students within each node. Identifying these categories was critical to the next step: 

determining where categories overlap to find themes. 

Condense Categories into Themes 

After initial categories were developed, the categories were condensed into 

themes. Overlap was taken into consideration, and encompassing themes were created. 

There were two main themes found: aligned and misaligned. These two broad themes 

represented how students understood the connection between their current academic 

progress and their future aspirations. There were two sub-themes within the aligned 

theme, and three sub-themes within the misaligned theme.  

Constant/Comparative Approach  

The constant/comparative approach during analysis was critical. This was the step 

in which individual students were associated with the overarching themes. Themes were 

mutually exclusive. After students were initially placed into a theme, a comparison was 

done between student statements and the themes. The comparison was to ensure accuracy 

and consistency in order to make sure that students were placed into the correct themes, 

and that the themes themselves were representative of the students (Glaser & Strauss, 

1999). While this is highlighted as a separate step, it was something that took place 

continually throughout the data analysis, particularly during steps two and three. Special 

emphasis was placed on the importance of reviewing the data in order to ensure accurate 

representation of students. 

Finalize Themes 

Once students were placed into themes and the themes were reviewed with 

student data, the definition of each theme and student placement in themes was solidified. 
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Triangulation with another researcher who is familiar with the data ensured that students 

were appropriately represented and that the themes were accurate. 

Limitations 

 Although participants represented a cross-section of students within the eight 

GEAR UP schools and schools were varied in their racial/ethnic make-up and urban or 

rural status, a variety of socio-economic communities were not represented. All of the 

schools that students attended had a 50% Free and Reduced Lunch Rate or higher, so 

students were all from economically disadvantaged communities. In addition to income-

level limitations, the study was conducted by two researchers; one researcher interviewed 

39 of the students and the other researcher interviewed 13. Despite different interviewers, 

both used a similar interview style and had discussions after interviews to ensure they 

were following the same emerging themes during interviews. Finally, the results of this 

study are not intended to be generalizable due to the small sample size. 

Researcher Background 

 I was part of the GEAR UP program from the seventh grade until high school 

graduation, benefited from a GEAR UP scholarship during my undergraduate studies, 

and became a graduate research assistant for the program in January, 2011. Additionally, 

I was part of the GEAR UP Alumni Leadership Academy (GUALA) in 2013-2014, a 

year during which I participated in advocacy and community engagement efforts with my 

state GEAR UP grant. Finally, I completed a graduate fellowship in government relations 

with the National Council for Community and Education Partnerships (NCCEP), which is 

the national non-profit that provides training and technical assistance to the national 

GEAR UP community. Because I have been involved with GEAR UP for a number of 
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years and in various ways, I have background knowledge of many of the GEAR UP 

schools and have met some of the participants in other contexts (e.g., college-going 

events and college recruitment). With such high involvement with the project and 

communities, I am familiar with the context of many of the students’ community 

backgrounds. Additionally, my own perspective after being in the GEAR UP grant 

potentially influenced the lens through which I analyzed data. 
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CHAPTER IV: Results 

 During the course of the study and then during initial data analysis, very clear 

themes emerged. Specifically, students either seemed to like or dislike school. Upon 

further investigation, however, the different ways in which students viewed school were 

more nuanced than simply liking or disliking school. What emerged were patterns in the 

way students understood their own academic performance in relation to how they thought 

about their future selves. In general, students were either able to align their academic 

performance with their aspirations (Aligned; n = 17) or they had not yet aligned academic 

performance and aspirations (Misaligned; n = 27).  

The alignment between academic performance and aspirations appeared to be a 

key component of college and career readiness (CCR); thus, these two areas were given 

the most focus during data analysis. The statements related to academic performance 

revealed how students currently understood the importance of coursework and of school 

in general. The statements about aspirations revealed whether the student understood 

what was personally realistic and how to achieve their goals. Statements that were used to 

shape these themes were found in responses to questions about academic performance 

and future aspirations; however, statements in response to questions, including 

attendance, classes, feasibility of going to college, getting into trouble, studying and 

homework, transition to high school, and general comments of interest, also supported 

the development of the themes.  

Findings indicated that students in the Aligned group were able to understand 

CCR conceptually and were able to apply CCR concepts in their own lives. Within the 

Aligned group, two subgroups were found: I Need to be the Best (n = 8) and School is 
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Important, But… (n = 9). In contrast, those students in the Misaligned group were not 

able to align their conceptual knowledge of CCR to the application of CCR in their own 

lives. Within the Misaligned group, three subgroups were found: I am Still Exploring 

(Exploring) (n = 11), I am Not Ready to Figure it Out (Not Ready) (n = 11), and People 

Misunderstand Me (Misunderstood) (n = 5).  

Aligned 

 The main signifier of students in the Aligned group was that they clearly 

articulated that their current actions in school would influence the possibilities their 

futures held. While all of the students in this group understood CCR conceptually and in 

relation to their life, there were two differing perspectives: the first focused more on 

being the best, whereas the second focused more on achieving their goals with minimal 

effort. 

Because each subgroup understood the concepts of CCR, the difference was 

manifested in their application of CCR in their own lives. Need to be Best subgroup 

believed that in order to be successful, they must do the absolute best that they could in 

every area of school, particularly in regard to grades and the level of coursework 

completed, but also included extracurricular activities. The Important, But… subgroup 

knew the importance of school for their future, but did not share the same drive to be the 

best; essentially, they did what they needed to do to achieve their future goals, but 

without the apparent desire to go above and beyond expectations, as found in the Need to 

be Best subgroup. 



66 

 

I Need to be the Best (Need to be Best) 

 Within this subgroup, there were eight students with the following demographic 

characteristics: six rural, two urban; five female, three male; five Caucasian, two Latino, 

and one American Indian. There was one student from each school in this subgroup with 

two exceptions: one school had two students in this subgroup and another did not have 

any students in this subgroup.  

This subgroup was most clearly identified by their need to be the absolute best 

they could be academically in order to have a successful future; in essence, they were in 

the pursuit of excellence. Students in this subgroup clearly understood that aspirations 

were important, and that their current performance in school was directly related to their 

future successes. To them, in order to be successful in the future, they must do their 

absolute best in the present. This alignment between current readiness and future goals 

made it clear that this subgroup was aligned in their conceptual knowledge of CCR and 

CCR in their own lives; their drive to be the best distinguished them from other students. 

Academic performance. In terms of academic performance, students in the Need 

to be Best subgroup wanted to do the best that they could, particularly in their course 

grades. A rural, Latina student stated this very clearly: “I want to get straight A’s.” All of 

the students in this subgroup shared the goal to earn straight A’s, and all talked about 

working hard to achieve this goal. They also had a sense of pride about their 

performance; school was identified as a place where these students could shine and stand 

out. Positive performance in all areas of school was important for these students. The first 

interview with a rural, American Indian male went as follows:  

 Interviewer: So, how’s school going for you? 



67 

 

 Student: Pretty good. 

 Interviewer: Yeah? 

 Student: 4.0. 

The student immediately referenced his GPA as a descriptor of how school was “going.” 

In another interview, he said he had straight A’s the previous semester and hopefully had 

the same in the current semester. Then, he added that he had the highest grade in Algebra 

I in the ninth grade. Likewise, an urban, Caucasian male made similar sentiments: “I got 

all A’s this quarter, which made me happy.” 

There were other students equally focused on grades, but sometimes talked about 

the struggle to achieve those grades, and the sense of pride when they received an A. In 

an interview with a rural, Caucasian female, she said, “My grades last semester were 

straight A’s. I was really happy.” Immediately after that, she said, “But this time in 

science, I have an 88 right now. And I’m really, really, really mad, I guess.” She went on 

to discuss how she planned to change that grade. Similarly, a rural, Latina student said 

that she was retaking a test, because she had 100% in math, and the test brought her grade 

down to a B. She wanted to retake the test to get an A because she wanted straight A’s. 

For these students, grades appeared to be connected to self-worth. 

For a rural, Caucasian female, not achieving an A in math affected how she 

perceived her own worth in relation to her peers. There were not many instances when 

students in this group did not receive an A grade, but this student had a 3.5 grade point 

average (GPA) because of her math grade during the semester before an interview. Here 

is how she described the experience: 

 Student: I feel so average. It was really sucky. 
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 Interviewer: How come you feel average? 

Student: Like, uh, I don’t know. I can’t go—call myself a straight A student 

anymore. 

During that conversation, she also mentioned her drive to do better in order to avoid 

feeling “average” again. 

Interaction with others. Most of the students in this subgroup were motivated by 

their own self-interest in becoming successful in the future. Their perception of other 

people varied, but it was clear that they achieved goals for themselves. One student, an 

urban, Caucasian male, took time to describe how he dealt the expectations others had for 

him: 

Student: There is a lot of expectations from my parents, and friends, and etcetera, 

and umm, I tried to meet them. If I can’t, I can’t do anything about it. You know, 

I just try to do as best as I can, which ends up with me being hard working. … 

You know, when my parents—I come home with a B or something, they get 

surprised and I say, ‘Well, I’m not perfect.’ … I get frustrated sometimes even 

know it, you know, with my friends. … But I’ve, you know, ah—I’m—I’m happy 

that I have that drive for competition. … I’ve become a lot more independent, 

because of [not doing well on things]. … I’ve found it a lot harder to explain 

things to other people, because I really just want to get done, um, with the things 

I’m doing. … The issue with all this kind of stuff is it seems good, but I’ve 

actually become more selfish, and that’s an issue. … I used to say that, you know, 

being selfish is a smart things, but it is—it can be a terrible thing, too. 
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While he acknowledged that his self-interest could be an issue, he ultimately admitted 

that he did well for himself and not necessarily for others. This sentiment was shared by 

others in this subgroup, although they did not say as clearly.  

Often, students’ motivation was revealed through statements, or lack of 

statements, about peers. When a student in this subgroup talked about peers in the context 

of the classroom, references typically related to the student’s own performance in class. 

For some, peers and teachers were all considered friends, and they got along with 

everyone. For other students, a handful of close peers was their support group, and they 

were getting through school together. A couple of students viewed peers who were 

unwilling to exert their same level of effort as “holding me back.” For those last few 

students, peers were rarely mentioned as important in their academic progress.  

Two students in this subgroup had positive relationships with teachers and peers, 

and considered everyone to be a friend. When they talked about peers in relation to 

classes, they tended to focus on friendship and happiness. One student said about her 

English class: “It’s good. I thought—I’m doing really good. …I even corrected him 

[teacher] once, and he was like, ‘Smart.’ And then I was like, ‘Yay!’” These two students 

wanted to be the best and were proud of their accomplishments, yet also enjoyed getting 

along with others as they went through courses. 

 There were two students who were not as inclusive, but rather, focused on the 

camaraderie they had with a select group of friends and the accomplishments they 

achieved together. Here is a portion of an interview with a rural, Caucasian female: 

 Interviewer: What’s your grade like in math? 

 Student: It’s like a 94, I think. 
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 Interviewer: Okay, so you’re still getting an A. 

 Student: Yeah. 

 Interviewer: Basically. 

 Student: Except my other friends, I think [friend’s name] has a C. 

 Interviewer: Oh, no. 

 Student: She was like, uh, she’s struggling really bad. 

The progress of this student’s friends was important to her not only during this interview, 

but during other interviews. Going through school with her friends was important to her. 

The same student also said of her Spanish 2 class that, “Everyone hates it.” The class 

structure changed, and she did not like it, and was sure to make the point that she was not 

the only student who hated the changes that were made. She also cared about what other 

people thought of her. For example, in the eighth grade she said, “I have had other people 

who say you’d be really good at this or you should try in this, cause they see different 

things in me.” She also expressed that she wanted to be well liked by others, but not 

“popular” because that word has a bad connotation.  

 On the other end of the spectrum, two of the students in this subgroup felt that 

peers held them back. These two students enjoyed taking courses in which they could 

learn at their own pace because they wanted to accelerate. They were academically ahead 

of the rest of their class, and felt that peers might hold them back. It was not that they 

looked down on their peers or disliked them, it was simply that they wanted the ability to 

move ahead at their own pace. The only time that they made statements about being 

frustrated with peers was when they perceived that peers did not work hard to learn; they 

clearly stated they had nothing against students who “struggled,” but were impatient with 
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“lazy” peers. Likewise, they became frustrated with teachers who did not teach the 

subject material or stay on task in the classroom. 

The final two students in this subgroup tended to focus mostly on themselves and 

made little reference to peers. During interviews, the students talked about friends and 

who they got along with, but both students tended to focus more of the conversation 

around their academic progress. When they talked about academic progress, they 

explored themselves deeply, but not in relation to peers.  

 In summary, peers were important to many students in the Need to be Best 

subgroup in relation to the students’ own achievement. Students focused on peers in 

different ways, but the commonality was that they focused the conversation on their own 

achievement even when talking about peers. This statement essentially sums up the 

sentiment of this subgroup: 

Student: I stopped because I don’t even want a boyfriend anymore, because I just 

want to—I’ll get a boyfriend, like—after college is when I am planning to, 

because if I get one, they’re just going to distract me, and then I’ll fail my grades. 

So, I just want to do good grades, go to a good college, and then be what I want to 

be, a nurse. 

She was clearly determined to do what she needed to before committing herself to 

another person. 

It should be noted that while students in this subgroup preferred to surround 

themselves with like-minded people, including peers and teachers, tragedy could strike. 

One student’s father had a degenerative disease; the student struggled as he got worse 

over the course of the study. At one point, the student’s father experienced an extreme 
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decline in health, while at the same time one of her best friends betrayed her trust. 

Between these two events, the student indicated that she had become depressed and 

attempted to commit suicide. After the failed attempt, she decided that she wanted 

nothing to do with her peers and would graduate early and go to college in order to get 

away from her small community and small group of peers. Rather than giving up on 

school, this experience drove her to accelerate her movement toward her future. 

Aspirations. The underlying aspiration of all the students in this subgroup was to 

be “successful” in their future. In order to achieve that success, they had to be the best at 

whatever they were doing now in order to positively affect their own futures. For all of 

these students, an important part of the future was security. While success and security 

were important to students in this subgroup, aspirations varied among students. All of the 

students knew college was an important part of their future, and all knew they wanted a 

stable career that provided a livable income. Students aspired to have a stable career, a 

stable home, and most importantly, stable finances. They wanted to be able to take care 

of themselves in the future, and believed that achievement in school was the best path 

towards success in their adult lives. 

Of the eight students in this subgroup, five had strong career goals that remained 

consistent during the three year timeframe of this study. The other three students had 

varying career interests, and adjusted their goals based on what they considered 

interesting, exciting, and attainable. This alignment between present interests and 

attainable future careers within this subgroup was an important attribute. Students 

understood what classes they needed to take and what schools they should attend in order 
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to achieve their career goals. If goals changed, they adjusted and maintained extremely 

high standards in all classes in case they changed their aspirations. 

Of the five students who had consistent career aspirations, two wanted to be 

nurses. One was a rural, Latina student and said that she wanted to become a nurse 

because, “They pay a lot. And I’m not, like, scared with that gross stuff.” In a later 

interview, she also said that helping people is a great part of nursing. A rural, Caucasian 

female said she wanted to be a nurse because, “I look at the nurse and how they help 

everyone.” Both saw nursing as an achievable career. 

During his first interview, a rural, American Indian male said of his future, “My 

big goal is hopefully University of Cambridge in the U.K. … Either be a doctor or a 

lawyer.” By the end of the eighth grade, he had adjusted his college choice, because he 

said that travel to the U.K. would be too expensive. He began actively researching other 

colleges, including Columbia University in New York and the U.S. Naval Academy. He 

had been in contact with people at each institution and had gathered information about 

acceptance requirements and financial aid. 

A rural, Caucasian male wanted to be a marine biologist and study sharks. During 

the first interview, he took quite a bit of time to describe sharks in depth; he had already 

researched them extensively. He maintained his aspiration throughout the course of the 

study, although during his second interview, he said he could also be a biochemist. He 

stated his reason for interest in these careers: “I want to get one of those top jobs. … 

Well, because it seems like the, like, even though, like, scientists and stuff don’t get much 

fame, I just really like science and life.” He found his passion, found careers associated 

with that passion, and continuously moved toward those goals. 
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 An urban, Latina student consistently wanted to be a veterinarian because she 

loved animals and believed that animals need a “voice” when they are abused. She said to 

get there, “I guess just really work hard. I guess that’s, like, the overall end. Like, really 

be committed. Like, I guess to a point when you’re willing to sacrifice things.” She also 

said that in English, they were writing about the American dream and she thought that the 

three most important things were “hard work, commitment, and sacrifice.” During the 

second interview in the eighth grade, she gave a detailed overview of her high school 

plans at the magnet program to which she was accepted, and her plans to go to either 

[University of California] Davis or Colorado [State University] for veterinary school.  

 The three students whose aspirations changed during the course of the interview 

had varying interests. During her first interview, a rural, Caucasian female said she 

wanted to be a lawyer, photographer, or marine biologist, but added that people had told 

her the latter two were more hobbies than concrete jobs. In the next interview, she was 

still interested in law, because, there are a lot of “loop holes” and you really have to 

“think” and “manipulate.” In the eighth grade, she began exploring the potential of 

psychology, because her grandpa had told her a lot about it and she was interested in why 

people did what they did. This appeared to have resonated with her because of her mom’s 

ex-boyfriend and her peers. During the second semester of her eighth grade year, the 

following conversation took place: 

 Student: I want to go into psychology. 

 Interviewer: Yeah? How come? 

Student: Like, I—um, like again with, like, girls—like that’s always—just always 

something—like, I don’t understand how people think like that.  
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Interviewer: Mhmm. 

Student: And like, I love to, like, understand that. What—the brain really interests 

me. Like, I’ll sit on, like, Sci-Fi and watch these crazy things. 

Interviewer: Mhmm. 

Student: I don’t know. It’s just what’s been interesting and I love, like—my 

grandpa went into psychology and, like, the way he is and, like, thinks and stuff, 

I’d love to be able to be like him. 

She was referencing drama that happened among her and her peers at school. Later she 

said, “People are fascinating.” 

 For some students in this group, a sense of urgency was present in their 

statements. An urban, Caucasian male described his aspiration to be a surgeon: “Well, at 

first I wanted to become a scientist, but, uh, because I liked science a lot. … And I 

discovered that, you know, surgeons are also making a lot of money and they’re saving 

lives. So, you know, so I decided that, you know, if you can get both those things, you 

know, I would go with surgeon.” In the next interview, however, the student said he was 

at “the crossroads of my life.” He was debating if he wanted to pursue business and 

finance rather than medicine. In the next interview, he combined these interests to say he 

wanted to become a doctor and open his own clinic; because he was still interested in 

medicine, and wanted to go to Stanford; also, he talked about getting his Certified 

Nursing Assistant (CNA) degree in high school. During the ninth grade at the magnet 

school, however, he thought about transferring from the medical program to hospitality 

and marketing in order to gain experience to go into business. He said, “I want to be able 

to go out there and go into the business world.” In his final interview, he said, “It’s been 
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driving me insane [trying to choose what business he will open], because I want to figure 

it out.” 

 The final student in this subgroup was a rural, Caucasian female who said in her 

first interview that she wanted, “to be a chef /mom.” For college, she wanted to stay near 

her family, but because of her remote location, she looked at colleges that were not too 

far away. Specifically, she considered Brigham Young University (BYU) in Idaho and in 

Utah, because of location and her religion. In her last interview, she mentioned that 

because of her religion, she could get a discount at either university. She discussed a 

number of potential careers in later interviews, including becoming an actress, animal 

trainer, nurse, or athlete. Despite her varying career interests, she was sure she would go 

to college in order to become successful in the future. She also felt a sense of urgency to 

determine where she would go to college, and said the following in the ninth grade: “I’m 

not sure, actually. I still haven’t made a decision, and it’s probably like, ‘You need to 

make a decision.’” She, in addition to the urban, Caucasian male who changed career 

interests, both felt this sense of urgency to figure out their future quickly. They did not 

want to waste any time moving toward their futures. 

Statements made by students in this subgroup consistently suggested that they 

were bold, driven, and willing to make sacrifices in order to achieve their goals. Hard 

work was an important trait to this subgroup, both their own hard work and that of others. 

Ultimately, how they described themselves and their lives was inextricably tied to school 

and to their future aspirations. 
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School is Important, But… (But…) 

 This subgroup included nine students: six rural, three urban; six male, three 

female; five Caucasian, two Pacific Islander, one Latino, and one American Indian. 

Similar to the Need to be Best subgroup, these students saw school as a tool that would 

help them move toward a better future. These students, however, attached a different 

meaning to the word “success,” and academic performance was only one part of the 

process to reach their aspirations. To adolescents in this subgroup, being the best was not 

critical in order to be successful. They knew school was important, and worked hard to 

pass classes, but other parts of their life were equal or more important than their 

performance in school.  

Although no attempt was made to specifically categorize students, most of the 

students in this subgroup could be considered under-the-radar, or students who do not 

stand out in any particular way. Students in this subgroup typically gave short answers 

and did not express that they got into trouble in any way. Seven of the students in 

particular gave short answers during interviews, did not open up much about any topic, 

and achieved average grades. If these students were quiet in the classroom, as well, and 

did not stand out in any way, it would be easy to categorize these students as under-the-

radar. 

 Two of the students in this subgroup were slightly more forthcoming in their 

responses to questions, and talked in a little more depth about achievements and 

aspirations. For the most part, however, students in this subgroup answered questions 

directly, did not elaborate, and kept answers short. The following type of conversation 

was typical among these students: 
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Interviewer: No. You just kind of—hanging out. Do you do tutoring or mentoring 

or anything like that here? 

 Student: Tutoring.  

 Interviewer: Tutoring. Okay. Who leads the tutoring?  

 Student: The teacher.  

The interview continued in this fashion, with many one-word answers. Students in this 

subgroup usually answered questions directly and did not deeply explore their answers 

unless probing questions were asked. Even when probing questions were asked, however, 

they typically garnered little commentary from the student. 

Academic performance. Throughout the study, all of the students in this 

subgroup maintained A’s and B’s, with an occasional C. One student said school was 

good and, “I’m getting good grades.” This student received B’s and C’s the previous 

semester, and that was his usual response when asked about grades (B’s, C’s, and some 

A’s). An urban, Pacific Islander student agreed that he was a solid B student. This was 

typical of students in this subgroup, and they all felt they were doing well in school when 

they achieved these grades. 

Students in this subgroup tended to do what was necessary in school, but some 

students briefly discussed a subject about which they struggled and how they overcame 

the struggle. A rural, Caucasian male said school was tough at the end of eighth grade 

because, “The—just the grades. I’ve been keeping A’s and B’s, but it’s—there has been a 

couple close ones.” In a later interview, the same student was struggling in a class in 

which he did not have the opportunity to turn in a number of assignments, and the teacher 

graded things late. He was somewhat frustrated because his grade dropped to a C, but he 
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said that the challenge, “gets me better for the future.” He planned to talk to the teacher to 

figure out how to raise his grade.  

A rural, Caucasian female said her grades were “up” higher and “Most of them 

are A’s, B’s, and C’s, and I have one D, but it’s a high D.” The teacher had not graded a 

lot of their classwork, so she was confident that the grade would go up once the teacher 

finished grading. When in middle school, the student also said that when thinking about 

high school, she is looking forward to, “Getting my grades up a lot more. Even more, 

like, A’s and B’s.” Once she was in high school, she did say that her grades were better 

and she understood more things. She enjoyed changing classes and learning “one thing at 

a time in a certain class.”  

While the students in this subgroup did not go above and beyond requirements for 

classes, they understood what it took to be ready for college or career and were ready and 

willing to take steps toward their future. They did just enough in school to pass as an 

average student. Students in this subgroup typically did not elaborate on academic 

performance beyond saying what grades they received. Their performance in school was 

important, but it was not the most important part of their lives. 

Aspirations. In terms of aspirations, students in this subgroup had aspirations that 

were not clearly developed, although students understood that what they did now 

mattered in order to reach their goals. Although they did not say much during interviews, 

the statements they made strongly suggested that they understood the connection between 

what they did in school now to their future selves. Goals were often and directly related 

to experiences the students had or what they found interesting. Seven of the students in 

this subgroup had consistent aspirations over time, while the other two students varied 
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over time. Those who had not solidified aspirations understood the need to do well in 

school to attain whatever career they may eventually choose. 

 Two students in this subgroup consistently wanted to be veterinarians, and 

another wanted to be a zoologist. While one student, a rural, Caucasian male, also 

discussed becoming a helicopter pilot in the military, he said it was to “get money” in 

order to become a veterinarian in his hometown. This aspiration remained consistent 

throughout the timeframe of the study; during the ninth grade, he articulated that he 

understood he would have to go out of state to attend veterinary school. He also 

mentioned that because his hometown was small, he might have to open up a veterinary 

practice in a nearby town. He clearly had researched and had begun to understand what it 

takes to become a successful veterinarian.  

 One rural, Caucasian female consistently wanted to be a “cop,” although what that 

meant varied over time. She knew many police officers because they had helped her and 

her mom when her uncle was involved in criminal activities. She also knew that school 

mattered now and in her future. In the last year of data collection, she said this: 

 Interviewer: Are you still thinking about going to college? 

 Student: Yeah. 

 Interviewer: Definitely? 

 Student: Never going to stop thinking about that. 

School was clearly important to her, and her aspiration was consistent. There was also an 

urban, Pacific Islander male who wanted to work in some aspect of the legal field to help 

people. His career goals were consistent throughout the course of the study, and he 
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mentioned wanting to attend Stanford University. He also enrolled in an International 

Baccalaureate (IB) program in high school to prepare for his future. 

 Throughout the course of the study, one rural, Caucasian male consistently 

wanted to study diesel mechanics. In his first interview, he said he liked “all the 

mechanic stuff, like building stuff.” During summer months, he worked on his family’s 

ranch, and increasingly associated diesel mechanics and agriculture mechanics with his 

future as a rancher. Another rural, Caucasian male consistently wanted to combine his 

passion for sports and physical therapy by exploring options related to each. He had 

physical therapy sessions once or twice for football, and thought it was interesting. Both 

of these students thought of realistic, interesting careers that related to their experiences 

and passions.  

The other two students had also explored various aspirations. The first was a 

rural, American Indian female who had not settled on a career, but thought about design, 

chef, art director, or architect. She wanted to go out of state after finishing high school, 

and therefore wanted to attend a high school that offered a rigorous curriculum. The other 

student, an urban, Pacific Islander male said he was interested in politics, particularly 

becoming a lawyer or representative. He was interested because, “I found out, like, how 

much money they made, and I thought it would be easy. And then, I really enjoy, like, the 

economy changes, and like, the politics and how, like, it’s debating.” Before he became 

more interested in politics, he also expressed an interested in technology. He was not 

quite sure which area interested him more, and had not yet made a decision by the final 

interview. He did say, however, that he wanted to choose a high school that would help 
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him get to college faster so he could help his parents. He knew school was a tool he could 

use to prepare himself to help his family. 

While all of the students in this subgroup were fairly directed in their aspirations 

and understood how school could help them, school was part of rather than the most 

important aspect of their lives. One urban, Caucasian female aspired to be a veterinarian, 

but had qualifiers when she talked about her plans after high school: 

Student: But I know what I’m gonna do after high school, cause I told my sisters 

this—[sister’s name]. And I told her, like, right when I’m done with high school, 

I’m gonna go and move with [best friend]. I would get a job. I would still go to 

college. I don’t know if she’s gonna go to college with me. But I think, yeah, 

she’s gonna go to college with me. And then we’re gonna have jobs and once we 

actually get, like, a lot of money, we are gonna, like, go and have an apartment of 

ourselves. 

She was very clear about her aspirations to be a veterinarian, but she also thought that her 

friends and being independent were of equal importance. She chose to go to a regular 

high school to have the “high school experience” rather than a high school within the 

local community college. She was extremely torn with this decision, however, and took a 

great deal of time to determine whether the “high school experience” was more important 

than earning her associates degree by the end of high school. 

 Overall, this subgroup clearly knew that their education was an important part of 

their future. They figured out how their current education could lead to future education 

that would then lead to a future career. School was an important means to an end in terms 

of their future self, but school was not an end in and of itself. This subgroup consisted of 
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students who simply did what they had to do for their future. Their achievement did not 

define them, but they knew the importance of their achievement in order to reach their 

goals. 

Misaligned 

 Within the Misaligned group, the students did not appear to associate their current 

school performance with their future in three major ways. The first subgroup had 

inconsistent ideas about their future, and did not associate their current school 

performance with future possibilities. Students in the second subgroup did not appear to 

consider what the future could be and there was no evidence to suggest that they were 

ready to figure it out; statements suggested they preferred to worry about today. The final 

subgroup was too focused on how people, predominately teachers, thought of them in 

negative ways, and could not focus on the future because their present situation absorbed 

their attention. For very different reasons, students within this large group did not think of 

CCR conceptually nor in relation to themselves and their future selves. 

Within the Misaligned group, three subgroups were found: I am Still Exploring 

(Exploring) (n = 11); I am Not Ready to Figure it Out (Not Ready) (n = 11); and People 

Misunderstand Me (Misunderstood) (n = 5). Students in the Exploring subgroup were 

trying to figure out what their future would be, and had not yet articulated that their 

current school performance would influence their future. Students in the Not Ready 

subgroup were simply not thinking about their futures nor how the present may be 

connected to the future. Students in the last subgroup, Misunderstood, varied in how they 

understood CCR, but the commonality among them was that others’ perceptions of them 

overshadowed their own understanding of themselves and their futures. 
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I am Still Exploring (Exploring) 

 Within this subgroup, all eleven students were from rural areas: six female, five 

male; five American Indian, four Latino, and two Caucasian. All of the students in this 

subgroup understood the important role of college and careers to a person’s future in a 

conceptual way. What was lacking in their statements was the understanding of the 

connection between their current academic preparedness and their personal aspirations. 

While each student explored various college and career aspirations, none articulated how 

to achieve those aspirations, and most appeared to be swayed or influenced by others 

when considering the future. Students also did not appear to connect their current actions 

to their possible future selves. Additionally, all of the students explored different 

aspirations during the interviews; none were consistent in their aspirations. Despite this 

disconnect between present academic performance and the future, these students tended 

to do well in school. 

Academic performance. Two of the students in this subgroup were close to the 

top of their class based on their place on the honor roll and other achievements. The other 

students all achieved A’s, B’s, or occasionally C’s. With the exception of one student, 

there was strong evidence that these students did well in school, but did not focus on their 

academic performance and its connection with the future. The following conversation 

happened with a rural, American Indian female: 

Interviewer: So, how is school going? I saw that you were on Honor Roll— 

Student: It’s kinda—I am? 

Interviewer: Last year. 

Student: Oh yeah— 
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Interviewer: Mhmm. 

Student: It’s—I don’t know… It’s fine… It’s school. 

Although this student performed well in school, her performance did not appear to be 

important to her. Throughout the course of the study, she wavered between liking school 

and not liking school, although she continued to perform well.  

Another rural, Latino student was one of only two students in his class enrolled in 

advanced math courses; this was the conversation with him during the first interview: 

Interviewer: Do you like math? (Student shakes head) No? 

Student: Not really. 

Interviewer: Not really. 

Student: Kind of. 

Interviewer: You’re just good at it? 

Student: Yeah. 

Although this student excelled in math, it did not seem to play a role in his aspirations, 

nor his identity. He was simply good at math. In contrast, he preferred to talk about 

sports, particularly basketball, rather than his academic performance. The rest of the 

students in this subgroup also discussed their academic performance only briefly, and it 

was not the focus of the responses during the interviews, despite specific questions.  

Not all of the students remained in the same subgroup during the three years of 

data collection, including a rural, American Indian male. He started in the Not Ready 

subgroup (see later description) when he was in the seventh and eighth grades; he 

described his grades as bad, and did not care about performance. In one of his early 

interviews, he said he had “F’s and D’s” and did not want to go to high school. In the 
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eighth grade, he wanted to go to a police academy, and said, “I don’t want to go to school 

again.” His perspective dramatically changed in the ninth grade when he said he had 

more responsibilities, including getting his grades up for sports. He had A’s, B’s, and C’s 

in the ninth grade and reported that school was going well.  

 Similarly, a rural, Latino student said that he got his grades up by doing the 

following: “I did my work. I paid attention. I listened to my mom to stop fooling around 

with my friends too much and just concentrate on the—what the teacher says.” Both of 

these students saw the importance of doing well in school, and changed in order to 

perform better in school. The students in this subgroup were beginning to mature and see 

education as increasingly important, although they had not yet connected the present with 

the possibilities of the future. 

  Focus on change. One of the defining characteristics of this subgroup was that 

they understood that they wanted to transition from their current situation into a different 

future. They indicated that they wanted to go somewhere or get away from where they 

were, but had not solidified how that future might look. A rural, American Indian female 

expressed interest in leaving home for college when she said, “No, I don’t really want to 

go anywhere close to home.” Similarly, two other students wanted to go far away for 

college. Another rural, American Indian female said she wanted to go to University of 

Minnesota, even though she had never been to that area; it just seemed interesting to her. 

A rural, Caucasian female said the following:  

Student: I would love to go to the University of Maine.  

Interviewer: Oh okay. Why the University of Maine?  

Student: I’ve always wanted to go to Maine and plus it’s just— 
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Interviewer: Oh okay— 

Student: It’s a university and it’s just—I don’t know. Ha.  

Interviewer: Yeah? 

Student: It just sounds appealing to me. 

She also said, “I wanna walk the Great Wall of China.” She clearly wanted to go almost 

anywhere and saw change as a part of her future.  

 Two other students, both rural, Latino students, wanted to enlist in the military 

and go to college immediately after high school. Another rural, American Indian male did 

not know what his future career would be, but knew that he wanted to go away to college 

after high school. A rural, Latina student also wanted to attend college or beauty school, 

although she constantly changed aspirations. Two students, a rural, American Indian male 

and a rural, Caucasian male, did not particularly like school, and in early interviews 

stated that they had no aspiration to go to college. In later interviews, however, each 

expressed an interest in college, because they knew it would be important for their new 

aspirations (business, computer technology). Each of these students was unsure about 

what the future could be, but each knew without a doubt that they wanted to move toward 

what they considered a better future.  

 A rural, Latina student had a specific idea of where she wanted to go. She said 

that her aunt, one of her biggest supporters, was helping her: “Umm, she supports me in 

drawing. She's going to—she said that she knows some art schools in Chicago that she 

can enroll me into. Umm, she’s gonna help me—I want to move to Chicago after I 

graduate so I can be in those art schools and she’s gonna help me with the apartment and 
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stuff if I do.” While she was still exploring possibilities, she knew that she wanted to 

transition after high school.  

 Each student in this subgroup wanted to transition in some way. Some wanted to 

transition away from something, some toward something, and some simply wanted to 

transition in general. Regardless of how the transition would take place, all students knew 

they wanted to experience change in their future. They were still exploring the future, and 

had not yet connected the present with the future, but were progressing toward what they 

considered would be a good future. 

Aspirations. The dominant characteristic of aspirations within this subgroup was 

the fluid nature of aspirations. Additionally, students did not articulate how to 

realistically attain goals and aspirations, as evidenced by statements made by students 

described above. Even when aspirations were somewhat consistent, the process to 

achieve aspirations was not typically consistent. 

A rural, American Indian female had a consistent aspiration over time; she wanted 

to work with animals either as a zoologist or a veterinarian. Her struggle was not in 

choosing a career path; rather, it was internalizing this career choice and relating her 

current academic performance with her aspirations. During early interviews, she wanted 

to attend the University of Minnesota. Then, during the first interview of the ninth grade, 

she said she did not want to go to college because it seemed “hard” and “scary.” The very 

next interview, she said she wanted to go to Stanford, and that her high school was not 

preparing her adequately. She expressed vastly different positions over time about the 

way she viewed her academic preparation and her aspiration to work with animals.  
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Three students in this subgroup did not have the same clear aspirations that the 

previous student did, but rather explored a number of career options throughout the 

course of the study. The first, a rural, Latina student initially wanted to be a police officer 

so she would be able to “take bad people out of the way,” or a cosmetologist because her 

cousin was one. In the next few interviews, she moved away from police officer because 

her mom told her it was “risky,” continued to consider cosmetology, and thought about 

the following careers: nurse in the Army; regular nurse, or dental assistant. Her uncle told 

her that being a nurse in the Army was also “risky,” so she began to move away from 

that, too. By the end of the ninth grade, cosmetology was at the top of her list, but 

throughout the course of the study she talked about various careers and rationalized why 

each might be a good option for her future. Ultimately, though, graduating high school to 

fulfill her mom’s dream was most important, and she wanted to go where her older sister 

went. She said if it is possible to go to college, she would, but she would need 

scholarships.  

Similar to this rural, Latina student, two other students explored a number of 

career possibilities, although without the same extensive rationale. One rural, American 

Indian female explored careers connected to the environment, photography, and medicine 

throughout the course of the study. Another rural, Caucasian student thought about being 

a teacher, “But I want something with more excitement in it. So I’m kind of thinking 

about being a motivational speaker. But I’m probably going to totally change that around, 

too.” In another interview, she again wanted to be a motivational speaker, or be in a band, 

“cause I just want to help people that are depressed and stuff.” This statement was made 

after she struggled with her self-described depression. Despite her apparent interest in 
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these careers, during a following interview, she said her aspirations were, “just stupid 

teenage stuff.” By the ninth grade, she did not know what she wanted to be, but had 

thought about going to Maine for school. 

Each of the students above went through a process of exploration and elimination 

in regards to their aspirations. They had not yet connected their current academic 

performance with their futures, but appeared to be genuinely exploring options. In 

contrast to the students above, two students did not talk about specific aspirations until 

the end of eighth grade and beginning of ninth grade. In the eighth grade, a rural, Latina 

student connected her love for art with careers as an architect or drawing buildings. She 

also briefly considered becoming a therapist, but continued to show interest in 

architecture; during her last interview, she said her aunt was going to help her move to 

Chicago after high school to attend an art school. In a similar way, a rural, American 

Indian male decided in the ninth grade that he was interested in attending a local college 

to study business so that he could open a store or restaurant in his hometown. Up until 

that point, he did not like school, but in the ninth grade just decided that school was 

important. He said, “I just want a job that pays you a lot,” and saw education as a vehicle 

to move him toward whatever job that might be.   

The final two students had not explored career options in the same depth, and 

were still undecided about their future, but nevertheless realized the future was important. 

During her first interview, a rural, American Indian female mentioned her interest to go 

into the Air Force, but then also talked about going to college right after high school 

because her grandma said her tribe may pay for her education. In later interviews, she did 

not expand upon aspirations or build new ones, but it was clear that she knew the future 
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was important. Another student, a rural, American Indian male, was not sure what he 

wanted to do after high school; during the first interview in the eighth grade, he wanted to 

be a “pizza delivery guy.” In the very next interview, however, he said, “Oh, yeah. I’m 

going to college.” He maintained the aspiration of going to college, dropped the 

aspiration of delivering pizzas, but did not explore other career options. 

Each of the students in this subgroup understood the importance of aspirations, 

but had not solidified those aspirations or the path to attain those aspirations. There was 

variation in how they explored and developed aspirations, but they were all exploring on 

some level. Additionally, students had not yet connected the present to the future. When 

aspirations did exist, they did not always relate to student interests or achievement. The 

aspirations the students in this subgroup were building related to their interests, but often 

they did not understand how to realistically achieve those aspirations. Despite the 

struggle in creating realistic aspirations, these students knew that they wanted to 

transition to a better future.  

I am Not Ready to Figure it Out (Not Ready) 

 There were eleven students in this subgroup: six rural, five urban; eight male, 

three female; seven Latino, three African American, and one American Indian. This 

subgroup and the Exploring subgroup were the two largest subgroups in this study. On a 

surface level, this subgroup was similar to the Exploring subgroup; neither subgroup 

appeared to understand the importance of the present in connection to their futures. This 

group, however, was differentiated through the lack of consistency and commitment with 

which they proclaimed their goals, and the lack of focus on actually transitioning to a 

better future.  
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While the Exploring subgroup was genuinely exploring and trying to figure out 

what the future might look like, this subgroup did not explore in a concrete way. They 

stated goals and aspirations, but lacked conviction and had no plan on how to achieve 

goals; they did not express a deep interest in their stated aspirations. They tended to have 

ideas about the future when responding to a question, but usually brought the 

conversation back to the present and issues that they found to be more relevant. 

Alternatively, in some cases, they did not say much of anything and simply remained 

noncommittal in their thoughts and actions. 

 Academic performance. Students in this subgroup ranged in achievement levels. 

One student had an Individualized Education Program (IEP); one was retained in the 

eighth grade; four others struggled in classes or said they did not know what their grades 

were and did not care; two students had mostly A’s and B’s, with an occasional C; and 

the final two received mostly A’s. In general, all of the students in this subgroup were not 

interested in grades, and did not expand upon grades unless asked to do so.  

Typically, probing questions were asked only when the student struggled and the 

interviewer wanted to understand what the struggle meant to the student. For example, 

the student who was held back in the eighth grade, a rural, Latino student, shared his 

thoughts about being held back: “Um, I tried to put math up, cause I owed a lot of 

assignments. I turned them in, but I don’t know what happened.” When he knew he was 

going to be held back, he said he was doing bad in school and explained, “Well, this year, 

not that bad, but last year, I—I flunked a grade and, like, they didn’t—they passed me 

and I don’t know why, but I was supposed to flunk last year.” He followed up by saying 
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he would not go to high school the following year because of his performance in seventh 

and eighth grade. He was upset and disappointed, and had the following conversation: 

Interviewer: Sooo, you’re gonna be back here next year? So how is that gonna 

feel?  

 Student: Weird.  

 Interviewer: Weird. Why? 

 Student: I don’t wanna come here.  

 Interviewer: You don’t? 

 Student: Unh unh. I don’t like this school. 

He was ready to move forward, but was not able to. 

The students who struggled often attributed their low grades to disinterest, 

laziness, or the inability to concentrate for long periods of time. The retained student 

described above said he did not try his hardest the year before. “I got kind of—I got—

actually, really lazy, and I ju—I knew I was going to flunk, so I just, you know.” He also 

said the following: 

Student: Cause I’m too—I’m too, how do you say it? Hyper? Is that how you say 

it? Like— 

 Interviewer: Hyper.  

Student: No, you say it like—like—ah—I—I don’t know. I have too much energy 

or something.  

He struggled to pay attention in class, and attributed this excess energy as contributing to 

his inability to concentrate in classes and subsequent failure in the eighth grade. Another 

student, a rural, Latino student, when asked how his grades were, said “I don’t know,” 
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during every single interview. He was usually “pretty sure” that he was passing. An 

urban, African American male said in the first interview, when asked to describe himself, 

said, “I have bad grades in P.E. and science.” Later, he explained, “In science, I usually 

don’t have a pencil, and I ask her [the teacher], and she doesn’t have one…so the only, 

the other thing to do is just sit there, read a book.” At the end of eighth grade, the same 

student said he had one bad grade and explained: “No, it’s not the teacher. It’s—well, it 

kind of is the teacher, cause she assigns a lot of stuff at one time.” 

An urban, Latino student may have said it best in his long answer about his 

grades. In one interview, he said his grade was low, “Cause I didn’t do my work.” He 

admitted that he knew it was his responsibility, and he did not follow through. Shortly 

thereafter, he admitted that in one of his classes, he and his classmates just “mess 

around.” He received a B grade on a test. When asked why he received the B, he said, “I 

don’t know. Cause she gave me that grade.” He also described himself in this way: 

“Well, frankly, this year, I was being lazy.” He applied for a magnet program and said 

that he was probably not accepted due to his grades. His GEAR UP staff member 

supported him in achieving straight A’s, but after he had those high grades, he thought he 

could “stop doing his work” and just get B’s; instead, his grades dropped to F’s. Later in 

the interview, he said that part of his motivation to get good grades was a friendly rivalry 

with his brother, who said he could not do something; the student had to prove his brother 

wrong. Despite assistance from his GEAR UP staff member and motivation from his 

brother, his grades dropped and he was not accepted to a magnet program. 

 While the students described above did not typically do well in school, some of 

the students did. The commonality among students who did well and students who did 
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not was that grades were not very important to this subgroup of students. For example, a 

rural, Latino student said, “Yeah, my grades are doing better. I’m starting to understand 

everything more.” In a later interview, he said, “I think I had like one A and the rest were 

B’s.” Another student, a rural, Latina student, said she liked math “cause it’s not easy at 

first, but once I get it, I’m, like, good at it.” She said it was “fun” to be good at math. 

These brief comments were typical of students in this subgroup; they did not expand a 

great deal on academic performance in most interviews. 

 Regardless of the achievement level, students did not relate their current 

achievement to the future. The emphasis was placed on various aspects of today, or not 

much emphasis on anything at all. In essence, this subgroup of students was just moving 

through the system without an end goal in mind. Some did well, some did not, but the 

overall commonality was that current academic performance did not seem important in 

the totality of their lives. 

Focus on present. The focus on the present was consistent across all of the 

students in this subgroup. Six of the students in particular were excited to talk about 

recent events. They were excited about sharing their hobbies, interests, and recent events. 

The issues about which the students were concerned came through clearly, because they 

tended to bring the conversation back to these issues, even when the topic did not relate 

to the question posed. They wanted to talk about what they cared about, and shared in 

great detail what they found relevant and important. When students did address the 

question that was posed during an interview, they tended to expand on their feelings 

about what happened. 
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For an urban, Latina student, her classes, particularly the leadership class in which 

she was enrolled during middle school, was of great importance. She had a deep 

discussion about her class; indeed, these types of deep discussions were common among 

students in this subgroup. They shared dreams and aspirations in a general sense, but the 

longest parts of the interview revolved around their feelings about current events. She 

said about her leadership class: 

Student: Like, you can be yourself, like I’m—lets’ say in other classes I’m like 

quiet or something, or maybe if I’m like with a friend, I can be like talking a little 

bit when I have the chance.  

 Interviewer: Mhmm. 

Student:  But here I’m like really outgoing. I’m like jumping and everything and I 

like…I’m not that close to everyone, but I’m—I’m myself in that class. I’m like 

jumping, screaming and doing whatever it is we need to do. And working and 

when it’s time to work I like—try to get it done and when someone’s like trying, 

like kind of playing around I will say, “okay come on, we got to do this.”  

She also enjoyed her other classes, and described her feelings about them in detail. She 

said about English: 

Student: It’s like challenging but I like the way we do it and—I like the teacher—

she’s—I like how she puts us in that challenging—she—she has—she’s like on 

our backs in a good way and … I—I can tell that she wants us to succeed. 

She also said the following about math, a class she did not particularly like: 

Student: Like starting this year and kind of last year, it started getting like 

really…difficult for me, but like I try to keep up. Like let’s say this year, most—
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most—for the most part, I—I got it, but then things started getting like rougher 

and rougher and I try to keep up and try to get help even from her, and at times, 

like at the beginning of the year I felt like she was like—I don’t wanna say 

“rude,” but like she—  

 Interviewer: Discounting you?  

 Student: Yeah. 

 Another student, an urban, Latino student, was also prepared to discuss school in 

detail, although he was more focused on peer interaction. He was also willing to talk 

about getting in trouble: 

Student: So now supposedly [GEAR UP Staff] is gonna be, like, my probation 

officer, because, um, I ain’t in class no more. 

 Interviewer: Oh, you don’t go to class? 

Student: Well I do go to class, and I just, like, go to the restroom and then come 

back, and go, “Hi [GEAR UP Staff].” And then I just go. 

 Interviewer: Oh, no. (Laughter). 

Student: Yesterday was so funny, cause when I came and, when it was passing 

time— 

 Interviewer: Mhmm— 

Student: And she goes, "[Name], you better not be late.” So I just walked out and 

hide here, and then when she walks out, I scared her, but the bell already ring— 

 Interviewer: Ohh— 

 Student: So as she walked by, and I just scared her and it was funny. 
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Whether positive or not, students who focused on the present simply wanted to talk about 

their daily lives.  

 Another rural, Latino student, perhaps exhibited an interest in the present the best. 

He did not particularly care for school, but was not shy about expressing his interest in 

hobbies: 

 Student: Since I don’t have my bike anymore. Remember I told you I had a bike. 

 Interviewer: Yeah. What happened to it? 

 Student: I did a big ramp. I tried to do an ollie, like trick. 

 Interviewer: Oh, yeah. 

 Student: And then pop, like BOOF! 

 Interviewer: Ohh noooo! 

 Student: I landed on the cement too hard. 

 Interviewer: Oh, no. 

Student: Yeah. All I heard was psssssst. And, like, the next day it was all fla—

flat. 

 Interviewer: Oh, no. 

 Student: And my rim, like, bent. 

 Interviewer: Oh, so you not only flattened the tire, but the rim got bent. 

 Student: Yeah, bent. 

 Interviewer: Uh oh. 

 Student: Yeah. 

 Interviewer: Well, now, what did you learn from that? 

 Student: I need a bigger, like, I need a—cause the one I have? 
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 Interviewer: Unh huh. 

 Student: It’s a BMX, but it’s—it’s racing. 

 Interviewer: Unh huh. 

 Student: I need those fat tires. 

This student, like others in the subgroup, was focused on the present. They were excited 

to share stories and relate their lives to the interviewer.  

 In contrast, other students in the subgroup did not focus on sharing recent events. 

Rather, they simply answered questions and did not expand upon or get overly excited 

about any particular topic. Because all five students answered questions in almost the 

exact same manner, only one quote is necessary to provide evidence of how this 

subgroup reacted to questions. A rural, American Indian male said the following during 

the first interview of the ninth grade: 

 Interviewer: And now, you’re back in school.  

 Student: Uh hmm.  

 Interviewer: And you’re in high school.  

 Student: Yep.  

 Interviewer: So tell me about it. What’s high school like? 

 Student: Uh, it’s fun.  

The remainder of the interview consisted of these type of one word responses. These five 

students were similar to many of the students in the Important, But… subgroup. The 

difference was that the students in the Important, But… subgroup did little talking, but 

actually said a great deal in their few words. These five students, however, did not 
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articulate what they wanted to do nor the importance of their current academic 

performance. They appeared to be living without direction. 

 In essence, the Not Ready subgroup had two types of students: six who were 

excited about the present; and, five who did not seem excited about anything. While they 

viewed the present differently, the underlying characteristic between all of the students 

was their lack of reflection about the future. The students in this subgroup simply did not 

seem ready to focus on what their futures might be, either because they were immersed in 

the present or they simply did not talk about the future. 

 Advice of others. Another defining characteristic of this subgroup was that they 

often relied upon the advice of others. This was in contrast to the Exploring subgroup 

who appeared to be merely influenced by others. Seven students in the subgroup talked 

about the opinions of others more than the other four students. Usually, they discussed 

how a friend or family member gave them advice in regards to school or their future. An 

urban, African American male student went to a charter school during the ninth grade 

because his cousin said he should. The student had no other reason for attending, and 

immediately disliked the charter school. He also thought about going into the army 

because he knew some people that enlisted and it helped them control their emotions.  

In regards to aspirations, a number of students in this subgroup built aspirations 

based on others. For example, a rural, Latino student said he wanted to study business at 

Westminster with his brother, who was also his best friend. Yet another rural, American 

Indian male said he did not want to go to college and did not like school, then said, 

“Well, I kinda want to go to college. Well, my dad wants me to, so yeah, I’m going.” 

Similarly, an urban, Latina student who considered cosmetology only considered it 
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because her sister studied it. An urban, Latino student aspired to be a civil engineer 

because he had a friend who had just graduated with a degree in civil engineering. Some 

other students did not necessarily attribute thoughts and decisions to others, but it was 

clear that most students in this subgroup followed the lead of others and did not appear to 

embrace their own futures.  

Aspirations. Only one student in this subgroup had consistent aspirations, an 

urban, African American male. He wanted to be an architect, but his motivation did not 

appear to be internal, as evidenced in the response to a question about how he might get 

there: “My mom says science and math.” He often referenced his mom when he talked 

about wanting to be an architect, but did not give his own concrete reasons to become 

one. Others did not settle on one career aspiration, as this student did, but similarly did 

not reflect internalizing their career choices or connecting the role that their current and 

future education would play in potential careers.  

Some students had aspirations that could be considered fantasy, such as assassin 

or to be in the Bicycle Motocross (BMX) League. The student who wanted to be an 

assassin, an urban, African American male, said in his first interview, “I want to be either 

a football player, a scientist, or, or a police officer. And I really want to be an assassin. 

But my aunt wouldn’t let me.” The one who talked about BMX, a rural, Latino student, 

said that he “kind of” wanted to be an architect when he grew up, so his mom told him he 

needed math and drawing. Yet, he continued, “I know how to draw, but math, I’m not 

that good.” He also said, “Oh my god, I love science things blowing up. Ah. Ha.” Both of 

these students aspired to an array of unrelated careers, with very little thought as to the 

attainability of the career and little to no relation to their current education. 
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One student in this subgroup chose what seemed to be, at first glance, careers that 

were more realistic. Yet, when probed, she could not articulate anything about the career 

choice and just seemed to choose career aspirations arbitrarily. For example, during one 

interview, this rural, Latina student said she wanted to be a teacher, nurse, or an 

orthodontist. She wanted to be an orthodontist because “it looks fun. Like the workers, 

they have fun. It looks like they enjoy doing it.” About being a teacher, “I want to work 

with kids, I guess.” During her next interview, she wanted to be a lawyer or registered 

nurse. There was a lack of logical progression through her career choices, nor was there 

serious contemplation of what a career might entail.  

 Two students expressed interest in their hobbies; one was passionate about soccer 

and the other enjoyed dancing and singing. When asked about the future, the students did 

not think of their hobbies as a part of their potential future; they simply enjoyed them. In 

fact, these two students, along with one other student in this subgroup, did not have any 

clearly identifiable aspirations at all. The student who liked soccer, a rural, Latino 

student, said during his first interview he did not know what he wanted to be when he 

grew up because, “I don’t know very much stuff that I could be.” He became interested in 

business during the ninth grade, and wanted to combine his passion with soccer with 

business, but did not give any detail beyond saying he might go to college in Utah. The 

urban, African American female who liked singing and dancing was also illusive 

regarding what she wanted to do when she grew up beyond being on a stage to sing and 

dance.  

One rural, Latino student briefly mentioned the National Basketball Association 

(NBA) during his first interview, but did not discuss aspirations after that interview, 
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except to sleep. In fact, he preferred to not go to school and only went to school because 

his parents made him. He said about his future, “I haven’t really thought about it.” 

Similarly, another rural, Latino student only talked about career aspirations once during 

the course of the study. In the eighth grade, he discussed interest in computer 

engineering, because he knew that there would be a need for them and the career pays a 

lot of money. Both of these students thought very little about their future, and did not 

think critically when they were considering it. 

 Three students had consistent aspirations, but there was no evidence that they had 

internalized those aspirations. One urban, Latina student showed an interest in 

cosmetology and culinary arts, but only considered cosmetology during one interview, 

and did not express what type of culinary arts she wanted to pursue. She thought about 

pursuing culinary arts through high school, “I want to try to go to ECTA. … Cause I want 

to learn culinary.” East Career Technical Academic (ECTA) is a magnet school that 

offers a culinary track for high school students. She ultimately was not accepted to 

ECTA. She attended a regular high school, and during the ninth grade said, “Umm, I’m 

not sure, to be honest,” when asked where she envisioned herself in the future. In her last 

interview, she reiterated she was not sure what she wanted to do. She said, “My mom has 

been, like suggesting, like, the—I forgot what it’s called. Like, like a fashion—not a 

fashion design, but like—furniture design, like to design homes. … I don’t know. I was 

like, ‘I don’t feel like I’m that creative, but I don’t know.’” 

A rural, American Indian male consistently talked about being a rancher, being in 

the Professional Bull Riding (PBR) Association, or another cowboy related field. He also 
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mentioned a few other career ideas (e.g., correction officer, work at the mines), but he did 

not express what that might actually look like in the future.  

The final student in this subgroup, an urban, Latino student, consistently talked 

about being a civil engineer, but began to change his mind when he achieved consistently 

poor grades and was not accepted into a magnet program to study engineering. He 

indicated that he had not focused on preparing himself for the magnet program, and his 

grades reflected his lack of dedication. He was a unique research participant, however, 

because he was part of an intensive mentoring, college preparatory program that 

encouraged him to make plans to go to college. He seemed to choose a career out of 

habit, but was not truly committed to working toward that career. He said during the 

second interview in the eighth grade, “Well, like, I’m thinking like I could do, like, both, 

like, civil engineer and … well, I’m saying, like, I haven’t told this to my brother, but, 

like, I was thinking, like, check out, like, civil engineer. And if I don’t like—if it’s too 

hard or something, just go to, like, um, to be a mechanic, but going to [local university].” 

During the ninth grade, he was not sure about becoming a civil engineer anymore, and 

mentioned becoming a pre-k teacher or science teacher. He said, “I don’t know what to 

do.” 

 Essentially, aspirations did exist among this subgroup, but aspirations did not 

appear to have been internalized. Some students did not think about the future in depth, 

and others seemed to aspire to random careers without critical thought or planning. 

Students in this subgroup focused on current events and were quick to name a career; 

however, there was little reflection in their declarations. Of the misaligned subgroups, 

this was the major contrast between this subgroup and the Exploring and Misunderstood 
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subgroups. Students in the other subgroups often talked about what the future could be, or 

what they looked forward to, even if they had not yet realized the connection to their 

current situation. This subgroup did not relate the present to their future because they did 

not appear ready to decide on the future. One student said it best: “I don’t want to grow, I 

want to ha—I want to stay like this, keep having fun. Not worry about nothing. Bills and 

all that. Yeah.” 

People Misunderstand Me (Misunderstood) 

 The Misunderstood subgroup is the final subgroup of the Misaligned students, and 

is a small, unique subgroup. It is the smallest subgroup in the study, with only five 

students: four rural, one urban; four male, one female; two Caucasian, two Latino, and 

one American Indian. This subgroup is unique in that these students thought about the 

connection between their current academic performance and aspirations in ways that 

align with some of the different subgroups described above. The difference is that these 

students were too preoccupied with the obstacles they saw in front of them to deeply 

consider academic performance and aspirations. They were not preoccupied in the sense 

that they were focused on their current classes or happenings in school; rather, they were 

preoccupied with the way that they perceived how other people negatively viewed them. 

It is important to understand the context of this subgroup. When students were 

recruited for the study, one or two students were recruited from each school who were 

perceived to struggle either socially or academically. Although the Misunderstood 

subgroup includes students who were initially identified as struggling, other struggling 

students are represented in other subgroups. An important factor of the Misunderstood 

subgroup of students was that they often attributed their struggle to others, and tended to 
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focus on the way that others perceived them. Indeed, this subgroup focused on people 

who they believed misunderstood them, did not believe in them, or judged them in some 

way. Furthermore, the other students who were initially identified as struggling but did 

not fall into this subgroup attributed their failures to themselves (e.g., laziness, 

disinterest, inability to sit still for long periods of time). This subgroup of students 

attributed failures and struggles to other people, focusing on negativity. They focused on 

negative perceptions so much that their perceptions were viewed as interfering with their 

current performance and future aspirations. 

 Academic Performance. In terms of academic performance, all of the students in 

this subgroup struggled with grades. All of them received D’s and F’s in most of their 

classes. In the beginning of the study, a rural, Caucasian male confessed that he knew he 

was smart and capable, but that he was also lazy. While he did attribute lower grades to 

his own failings, he increasingly struggled with peers as time progressed. In the spring 

semester of eighth grade, the student said, “So far this year, I calculated as B average. 

Which is better than last year, which was a, like, a D average or something.” During the 

ninth grade, he had to change from one class to another in the middle of the fall semester 

because of conflict with peers (he felt threatened by peers after a conflict in his romantic 

relationships), and described his academic progress in relation to that: 

Student: So I ended up having to leave band like right at the quarter, so I probably 

won’t get credit for all that, and then there is also the fact that for woodshop, I 

have to do all these projects and test now, because the grade is so low right now 

that if I don’t do them by semester’s and in December, I’m screwed academically, 
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most things are okay. Umm, but the biggest problem is because I ended up 

switching classes and everything kind of got scrambled. 

This student described conflict with peers in more depth, focusing on his belief that it 

affected his academic progress, particularly in the ninth grade. 

Another student had a different reason for failing classes. He was a rural, Latino 

student, and gave the following explanation, “Well, it’s hard, cause sometimes I don’t 

really get help and then I—when I ask for help I think people are going to think I’m not 

educated. So they think I’m dumb or something. … So I don’t ask for help that much.” 

He said he had a couple of D’s because of his concern about looking “dumb.” In another 

interview, he said his grades last semester, “were okay, but not okay at the same time.” 

He had an F in pre-algebra. He struggled with grades because he did not want to be 

judged for not understanding something right away. When he transitioned to high school, 

however, things improved a bit: 

 Interviewer: You’re a freshman now. Is it different? Is it— 

 Student: Hmm. It’s good.  

 Interviewer: Yeah? It’s good? 

 Student: I like it better.  

 Interviewer: You like it better? How come you like it better? 

 Student: Well, last year, it was kinda hard to do my work.  

 Interviewer: Oh— 

 Student: And like, this year is kind of calmer. I get work done easier.  

 Interviewer: Okay. Why do you think that is? 
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Student: Umm, I don’t know. I guess, like teachers take it more seriously and 

stuff.  

He felt more comfortable in a setting that was calm. He attributed this environment to the 

teachers, and this change positively affected his view of school and learning. 

The other three students in this subgroup typically said they did not get good 

grades because they had some type of conflict with the teacher. For example, a rural, 

Caucasian female student said she sometimes forgets her homework in her locker, and, 

“so I ask her [teacher] if I can go get something and she—she just yells at me! I’m like, 

‘Dude, what the heck?’” The student said this about her science teacher: “She hates me. 

I’m scared to turn anything in to her. Especially when she yells at me, so I don’t turn 

anything in to her. And when she’s not there, I just turn it in.” She described her math 

teacher as nice, and so she turned assignments into that teacher, but she repeated that her 

science teacher hated her, and so she did not want to interact with the teacher. In another 

interview, she said that her mother pulled her out of school when her mom was depressed 

because the student’s father was away for work for long periods of time; this is how the 

student thought of the situation: “I’m like, ‘Really? You make me come home for you?’ 

So I would go home, and deal with her. … And then my brother would come home and I 

would have to deal with him.” She battled not only with her science teacher, but also with 

her family responsibilities.  

Another student did not describe conflict in the same way, but was pessimistic 

about his grades. This rural, American Indian male described his academic performance: 

“But, I’ll have, still then I’ll probably be failing all my classes. As usual. Ha.” The next 

year, in the ninth grade, however, he said that high school classes were a little bit easier, 
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“because I pretty much already know what I’m doing. I just need to figure out how to do 

it.” This conflicting statement may reveal why he continued to struggle with his 

schoolwork. 

An urban, Latino student said he was doing well in school in the ninth grade and 

had a B for the first semester, but thought he did poorly the semester before because of 

the minimum F rule in schools. He said that some teachers did not like the minimum F 

rule because any student could pass. He only passed algebra because of the rule, 

admitting: “I did pretty bad, cause I was—I was ditching, you know? I was doing dumb 

stuff—and I just don’t—I don’t want to like, you know, do that no more.” At the end of 

the ninth grade, he was passing all of his classes except for Algebra, “Of course.” He 

said, “Algebra is just hard… I don’t know if it’s hard or is it just the teacher, cause I 

don’t get along with the teacher.” He also did not understand the teacher’s reasoning 

when he was failing his cross fit class. He consistently struggled in academics, and took 

part of the blame, but also placed blame on the teacher. 

Aspirations. Despite the continual struggles in school and bad grades, these 

students all had aspirations. Aspirations varied in consistency, clarity, and follow 

through, but aspirations existed for all of these students. One student had consistent 

aspirations over time, although they were not connected to current preparedness. Three 

students initially had what might be considered “fantasy” aspirations that changed over 

the course of the study based on their experiences. The final student had a variety of 

aspirations that he viewed as increasingly out of reach. 

A rural, Caucasian female consistently aspired to be a doctor over the course of 

the study. She knew that she had to get her grades up in order to be a doctor, but said, 
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“My math grade and science grade are bad, cause I hate math and science.” She 

consistently admitted to hating math and science, but also consistently wanted to be a 

doctor, arguing that to accomplish her goal she had to get her grades up. 

Two students had aspirations to be professional athletes; a rural, Latino student 

wanted to be in the National Finals Rodeo (NFR) and a rural, American Indian male 

student wanted to be in the National Basketball Association (NBA). They each changed 

their mind over time and wanted to be a mechanical engineer and a pre-kindergarten 

counselor or doctor, respectively. The rural, American Indian student said in his first 

interview, when asked what he wanted to do when he grew up: “I’d rather go to college 

and get out of here [hometown].” He said that he would like to play sports in college, and 

maintained this aspiration during the seventh and eighth grades. In the ninth grade, he 

talked about being interested in learning more about early childhood: “I just like little 

kids. They’re, like, fun to play with and fun to have fun with and all the other stuff.” He 

still wanted to play college basketball at this point, but articulated an interested in the 

subject he wanted to study in college, rather than focusing only on sports. In his last 

interview, he said, “Well, you can’t play basketball your whole life. I mean, some can. 

Me, I’d rather just become a doctor or something. … I’d have to keep my grades up in 

college, and plus I’d have to be looked at and, and I don’t know how long that can take.” 

When he was in the ninth grade, the rural, Latino student who wanted to be in the 

NFR said that if he did not go to the NFR, he would play college baseball and maybe go 

to the Yankees. He also wanted to go to a college that had the best college rodeo. In later 

interviews, he was still interested in rodeo and also in being a rough stock rodeo 

producer. During the ninth grade, he also talked about mechanical engineering, because 
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he liked building stuff. Both of these students realized over time that they should expand 

their aspirations, yet neither made the connection between their current academic 

performance and the future.  

Similar to the two students above, an urban, Latino student expressed interest in 

becoming a rapper in the seventh grade, a street car racer in the eighth grade, and in the 

ninth grade decided he wanted to help young men who, like him, grew up without a 

father figure prominent in their lives. In addition to these aspirations, he briefly 

mentioned other aspirations, although he did not give as much thought to these. For 

example, he talked about joining the Air Force to live his sister’s dream, have regular 

pay, and make his parents proud of him for wearing a respectable uniform. Yet, in the 

first semester of eighth grade, he also said about where he sees himself in the future, “I 

don’t know. Last year, I saw myself selling dope.”  

Ultimately, however, this student’s most consistent aspiration was that he wanted 

to help young people get off the street because of his own experience there. He said the 

following in the first interview of the ninth grade: 

Student: Sometimes, I have weird feelings. Like, sometimes, I want to go to, 

umm, I’m going to graduate for sure. I’m going to—I’m going to graduate. And, 

uh, I’m, uh, I’m going to have to go to college, cause you need to go to college. 

And then, uh, I’m going to just do that— 

Interviewer: Do you know what you want to study? 

Student: I think I want to—I—I want to help kids, cause— 

Interviewer: Oh, really? 
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Student: Yeah, because, I mean, it’s only me, my mom, and my sister. And I 

haven’t been with my dad since I was like, you know, five. I don’t remember my 

dad. … Like, the kids that are out here, like, with only moms, and, like, they’re 

like, in the streets, you know? Wanting to gang bang and stuff. Like, I want to 

help those kids, cause not that I was heading towards that route, but I knew so 

many friends and I was, like, in the community, you know? Like, and where I’m 

living right now, it’s like, it’s around that community. Just gang bangers, you 

know? People selling stuff, and it’s just all—so I want to help kids, like, not do 

that. 

In the second semester of ninth grade, he talked again about helping kids, and said, “but 

I’m not sure if I’m going to follow through with it.” He said that twice, and then said, “I 

might, though.” When asked why he would not follow through, he said, “Cause, I mean, I 

probably don’t have good grades or the knowledge, but I do have the experience.”  

The final student in this subgroup, a rural, Caucasian male, had many ideas, 

including lawyer and engineer. Ultimately, however, his most consistent aspiration was to 

have a loving wife and a family. During the second interview, he described a 

conversation he was having in his head: 

Student: If I were to have my hopes and dreams, I would be the richest person in 

the world and I would have a loving wife and maybe a—a child or two. But 

because my hopes and beliefs have always been dashed by the common sense in 

my brain, it, uh, my brain, is like, ‘Alright, have some common sense, buddy. 

This ain’t gonna happen.’ My personality is like, ‘But why not?’ It’s like, 
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‘Because. Think about it.’ So anyways, you know, if I were to have my way, I 

would have all that and a really good job that I would really want to do. 

This student, similar to the urban, Latino student, simply did not see his aspirations as 

possible based on his current situation, although his challenges were based on 

relationships rather than grades. He went on to say that he wanted to live inside a video 

game, but knew that was not realistic. He said, “The best I’ve been able to come up with 

is like, ‘Be an engineer.’ Like, build stuff and invent stuff and all that.” He said that if he 

was not able to do that, “Because I may or may not get into college or some stupid reason 

that may pop out of nowhere because somebody’s common sense was acting up, umm, a 

musician.” 

 In his next interview, he was still interested in becoming an engineer, and did not 

want a job that was hard on his body. His dad did manual labor, and he saw the effects 

after many years, and did not want to follow that path. He also mentioned that college is 

expensive, and was not sure if he would be able to pay for it. He also said: 

Student: Being able to get up to their [Bill Gates and Steve Jobs] level and being, 

like, the richest people in the world, you don’t have to worry about gas prices. 

You don’t have to worry about the groceries. You don’t have to worry about, you 

know, is my car going to work? It’s like, ‘Oh, my car broke down. I’m gonna go 

buy a new one.’ Or, ‘I’m gonna buy a new motor for this that is ten times better 

than what I have now.’ You know? And—and you can just use your money 

what—the way you need to. You might even be able to throw it away sometimes 

if you—if you wanted to. Why you’d do that, I don’t know, but some people do 
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that. So being the richest person in the world, you know, it’s convenient. It’s very 

convenient. 

He talked again about wanting a loving wife and a maximum or four kids. He said, “the 

wife to look towards for entertainment,” and kids to “bother you all the time.” He said, 

“At this point, I don’t like being alone.” Early in the ninth grade, he said: 

Student: I’d say future wise, the past few years have made me not even want to 

think about it anymore. It’s gotten to the point where I don’t—I can’t—I can’t 

conceive myself being in a situation where I could put myself in a positive 

position for the future. … I think the past few years have rotted me. I—yeah, have 

degraded me to the point where I don’t feel like I can think about positive things 

much, but I don’t want to think about negative things. It’s sort of like, I’ve put 

myself in a position where I’m arguing with myself every single day. You know, 

I’ve ended up, you know, creating a second personality in my head just so I can 

keep things organized. Sort of. You know, one side of me wants, you know, 

everything to be good. You know, to have to good future and then the other side 

just doesn’t feel like he could have that, so he puts himself into situation that 

reflects what he feels he deserves. 

He aspired to go on a “deep quest” through the “deserts of emptiness and nothingness 

where you go and you try and figure everything out by yourself.” He felt that counselors 

did not help. He said he knew he should face his problems but said, “I suppose it’s I’m 

afraid of facing my problems.” He clearly struggled with the present so deeply that it 

affected his future outlook.  
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 Each of the five students in this subgroup aspired to different things in different 

ways. Most of the students in this subgroup were not able to connect their current 

academic performance to their future in a meaningful way, particularly the first three 

mentioned in this section. The latter two students were able to connect the present with 

the future, but did not see their aspirations as possible because of the barriers that they 

faced in the present. While they were the only two to articulate that barriers could keep 

them from attaining their goals, the other three students also had barriers that affected 

them as well. The focus on barriers was the common connection between the students in 

this subgroup.  

Barriers. Although many other students in this study faced barriers, each of the 

students in this subgroup were almost fixated on their perceived barriers. Some faced 

barriers that they acknowledged and battled consciously, while others described barriers 

in less detail. Two students in particular shared their thoughts and views they had based 

on their own deep reflection. They had explored relationships and articulated their 

thoughts about how those relationships affected their lives. The other three students 

discussed barriers, but did not deeply reflect on how those barriers manifested themselves 

in their lives. It was more a description of barriers and conflict edged with frustration.  

The barriers that students faced varied, but typically fell into one of two 

categories: conflict with teachers and conflict with peers. Conflict with others manifested 

itself as a barrier, because students were affected by what they believed other people 

thought about them. Each of the students in this subgroup consistently mentioned conflict 

with others. While they sometimes claimed that they did not care about other people, 
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their statements repeatedly returned to personal conflicts during interviews. It was clear 

that the conflicts were important to the thoughts and actions of the students. 

Although one student did not mention teachers in any depth, and seemed to get 

along quite well with teachers, four of the five students in this subgroup talked 

extensively about conflict with teachers. For example, the rural, Caucasian female who 

consistently mentioned that one of her teachers hated her returned to focus on this teacher 

when talking about any class.  

Another student, an urban, Latino, said the following after getting expelled from a 

middle school: “the teacher told me I choked her [classmate]. So, and I didn’t choke her. 

Cause I hugged her from the back. … And he said I choked her, and then I got, uh, he got 

me mad. So I kind of, like, you know, cussed him out.” This student clearly felt conflict 

with this teacher, and many other teachers over the course of the study. In the three years 

of data collection, he attended four schools, including a “behavioral” school for about six 

months. Conflicts with teachers and administrators dominated each interview with him. 

 Similarly, a rural, American Indian male had conflict with teachers and was often 

in trouble. He described getting in trouble in class in the following way: “I don’t know. I 

was drinking pop and I was trying to finish it before third period and then I—uh, she got 

mad and said I wasn’t supposed to have it in there.” He was not as detailed in his 

discussion of teachers, but it was very evident that conflict played a prominent role in his 

educational experience. 

 A rural, Latino student described that his least favorite teacher thought he 

repeated what she said during class, but he claimed that he did not, and that, “She’s kind 

of mean to me.” Later in the interview, he concluded by saying, “But …. I guess I got her 
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as a teacher.” He did not describe conflict in great depth, but his negative perception of 

classes and some teachers was consistent. He is the same student who failed classes 

because he did not want to ask for help and seem “uneducated” or “dumb.” 

Only one of the students in this subgroup did not experience conflict with peers, 

but the rest described negative peer relationships. Three of the students in this subgroup 

struggled with teachers and peers. A rural, American Indian student who struggled with 

teachers and peers said the following about how he decides if someone can become his 

friend: “See if they’ll stab you in the back.” He described being betrayed before, and that 

experience left him feeling like he wanted to be alone. Here is one example of his view of 

interacting with peers: 

Interviewer: Do you ever want to be a leader or do you want to be part of the 

crowd? 

 Student: I just want to just lay back. 

 Interviewer: Okay.  

Student: That’s what I was doing throughout the whole basketball season, mainly 

just like back—letting them do what they wanted to do.  

Interviewer: Okay. How come you don’t want to be a leader? How come you just 

want to lay back?  

Student: I don’t know. Cause if I lay back, then everybody won’t be looking up to 

me to guide them.  

He appeared to want to remove himself from the spotlight when he was around peers. His 

experience with betrayal and his lack of trust with others seemed to affect the way he saw 

himself in relation to others, particularly in social situations. 
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 Of the students in this subgroup, one in particular explained in depth his 

interaction with peers. This rural, Caucasian male did not experience conflict with 

teachers, but peer conflict affected him. In the eighth grade, he made the following 

observation about peers: 

Student: Well, I observe people a lot. I like pay attention to what other people 

do—that—what they say, what they do, what they—uh they try to get in their 

mind set and think, “what are they thinking?”  

 Interviewer: Uh hmm. 

Student: And so—or I—at least at a specific time. So, I’ll—like around here, it’s 

like—they’ll be like dating and by dating, I’m talking like a quick little 

handshake—maybe a kiss once in a while—this, that, this, that.  

 Interviewer: Mhmm. 

Student: Or they’ll get into these cheap relationships. It’ll get worse through high 

school cause I know—you know, the aforementioned things about the illegal stuff 

that—yeah. Umm, but it’s like why do they do it? I mean, if they’re not gonna 

stay in a relationship—if they’re not gonna actually want it, why do they do it? 

And then I re—th—or—remember or think or whatever, well, they try to get 

attention. So it’s like, why do they want attention? That question hasn’t been 

answered by a psychologist, me or anybody else so…I’m kinda stuck there. It’s 

like, why do they want the attention they get from all this random stuff? Why do 

they go and date somebody if all they’re gonna do is break up with them five days 

later like the Kardashians.  
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In many ways, this student viewed his peers as important and wanted to understand them. 

Yet, this is how he described himself: 

Student: So, with that it’s like, okay, you know, my brain is designed—has 

designated itself to feel more adult like because of this. Because it feels like, 

‘Well you’re this big. You should have these responsibilities because you’re 

already this big even though you’re not that.’ 

He found his peers interesting, but did not consider himself like his peers until later in the 

study. In the ninth grade, this student began to have negative experiences with peers. He 

dated a girl, had a conflict that ended in physical violence, and said, “I’m taking 

counseling down at the umm, mental clinic here. … Because of what happened and … 

the anger management and all that.” When he finally tried to experience belonging with 

peers, he said he was rejected in a way that affected him and led to anger management 

counseling. This also affected the way he saw himself and his future. He said the 

following at the end of ninth grade in reference to his negative experiences with peers: 

Student: You know how when you erase a paper? Yeah, you erase a mistake, but 

you—there is still a faint little pencil outline or something like that. I feel like it’d 

be better just to throw that paper away and start anew, regardless of how much 

was written on that paper, because then you have a fresh sheet that’s clean. You 

don’t have to worry about past mistakes showing. 

He was extremely affected by negative interactions with peers. He is the same student 

who wanted to go on a “quest” through the desert in order to figure out who he really was 

and his place in the world.  
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 This case is an extreme example of the effects of conflictive relationships as 

barriers. Yet, to a lesser degree, other students experienced similar barriers with their 

teachers and with their peers. Some tried to be strong, and move past conflictive 

relationships. A rural, American Indian male said the following: 

 Interviewer: What do you do to have fun? 

 Student: Be me. (Both laugh) 

 Interviewer: And what does that mean when you be you? 

 Student: I don’t really care what anybody says.  

He expressed that others were not important, yet he continually referenced them as part 

of the reason that he was doing poorly in school and withdrawing from social 

interactions. His grades were low, and his aspirations did not always seem attainable. He 

wanted to get away from where he was, yet when he tried to do better, conflicting 

relationships held him back. One example was getting in-house suspension for having a 

drink in class. 

 These negative relationships also manifested themselves in deeper ways. An 

urban, Latino student was reflective in his analysis of relationships with others: 

Interviewer: Who, other than your Biology teacher, who believes in you?  

 Student: I don’t know.  

 Interviewer: Does anyone? 

Student: I mean, they tell me to go to school and graduate like every other person 

does but that’s just me. Yeah.  

 Interviewer: Okay— 
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Student: I don’t—I don’t think nobody—I mean, my mom wants me to have a 

bright future and my sister does too and her boyfriend, uh, talks to me a lot. Like, 

he tries to help me but other than that, I mean, those are the things I don’t—

nobody has uh—really engaged— 

 Interviewer: No one believes in you.  

 Student: Yeah.  

 Interviewer: What about [girlfriend]? 

Student: She does. I mean, well she—we don’t really talk about that. So I’ve 

built—uh—I don’t really have no one to like— 

 Interviewer: Okay— 

Student: Yeah, and nobody believes in me graduating and nobody believes—it’s 

just on—I’m just on my own. Like, if I graduate, that’s gonna be because of me. 

If I do something, it’s because of me. Not because of nobody.  

Interviewer: Okay, okay. How does that feel to kinda be all on your own? Is that 

okay or is that— 

Student: I mean I—I’m kinda used to it. I think that mostly my whole life, I don’t 

talk to no one. I depend on myself. I don’t depend on other people. It’s just—but I 

mean, it sucks. Yeah, it really does cause when you want to talk to someone, you 

don’t have no one to talk to.  

 Interviewer: Yeah. Yeah— 

Student: And you just have to keep it in. So it’s just—I mean, but, I just deal with 

it.  

 Interviewer: Do you ever get, just mad inside? I mean… 
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Student: Yeah, I get mad, cause I don’t have nobody to uh… How do you say it? 

Like uh… I don’t have nobody to help me out. Like, be there when I need help— 

 Interviewer: To be—to be your—to be your— 

Student: My mentor. To just push me. You know, I don’t have—I mean, my sister 

tells me, “Go to school. Go to school.” But that’s not so much, you know? 

 Interviewer: Yeah— 

Student: Like, I need, I need people to really like—I just don’t have nobody to 

have confidence in me. And it does suck, you know cause you want to—you want 

to do something for someone, but I’m basically just gonna graduate for me. I’m 

not graduating for my mom. They don’t—I mean they care but I— 

 Interviewer: It’s not the same.  

Student: It’s not. It’s not like—I don’t think they really care like, if I did graduate. 

Like, she would be mad but she would just— 

 Interviewer: So it’s more lip service than it is— 

 Student: It’s just me. Yeah. I want to graduate, then I’m gonna do it but— 

 Interviewer: So, so, do you want to graduate? 

 Student: Yeah. I want to go to college.  

This student was clearly affected by what he viewed as a lack of support in his education. 

While other students did not articulate this as well as he did, it was apparent that negative 

perceptions affected performance and aspirations. Specifically, students described 

isolating themselves and withdrawing when relationships became negative. 

Each of the students in this subgroup had aspirations, and some of the aspirations 

were consistent over time. A couple of the students even had plans to achieve those 
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aspirations, and understood that school performance mattered. The misalignment 

occurred when these students actually attempted to do well in school. They often 

struggled with disciplinary issues, failed classes where they struggled with the teacher, or 

had emotional and behavioral issues associated with peers. The common thread is that the 

students became overwhelmed with their perception of others opinions and internalized 

negative perceptions to the point that they could not stop getting in trouble, and began to 

adopt a defeatist attitude. 

Summary 

 This chapter described the way the 44 urban and rural students of different 

races/ethnicities and different genders understood CCR conceptually and in relation to 

their own lives by examining statements related predominately to academic performance 

and aspirations. Seventeen students were effectively able to connect their current 

academic performance to their future selves: eight wanted to be the best they could be in 

all areas of school; nine wanted to realize their aspirations, but school was not always the 

most important aspect of their lives. The other 27 students had not yet effectively 

connected their current academic performance with their future selves. Of these students, 

11 were still exploring aspirations but understood the importance of the future, 11 were 

not ready to explore the future, and the other 5 were so entrenched in conflict that it 

affected their ability to realize the present and the future.  
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CHAPTER V: Discussion, Implications for Practice, and Conclusions 

The purpose of this study was to determine how early adolescents understand 

college and career readiness (CCR) conceptually and in relation to their own lives. Using 

a constructivist grounded theory approach, findings revealed that two primary groups 

existed: Aligned and Misaligned. The students in the Aligned group were able to connect 

their current academic performance to their aspirations, while the students in the 

Misaligned group did not articulate that they were able to connect current academic 

performance to aspirations. Within the Aligned groups, two subgroups were found: Need 

to be the Best; and School is Important, But… Within the Misaligned group, three 

subgroups existed: I am Still Exploring; I am Not Ready; and People Misunderstand Me. 

This chapter consists of four sections: a discussion of the findings, implications for 

practice, implications for future research, and conclusions. 

Discussion 

Adolescence is a time of great change. Adolescents undergo cognitive 

development (Elkind, 1970), psychosocial development (Erickson, 1963; Maier, 1965; 

Roeser et al., 2006), biological development, and experience changing relationships 

(Wigfield et al., 2006). In essence, early adolescents are maturing in many different ways, 

resulting in great changes between the seventh and ninth grades. In addition to cognitive, 

psychosocial, and biological changes, students also mature in their aspirations (Bernes, 

Bardick, Magnusson, & Witko, 2006). Bernes et al. (2006) found that as students aged 

from the seventh through the ninth grades, career aspirations expanded, as well as the 

reasons for choosing various careers. Students increasingly learned about various careers 

and actively incorporated knowledge as they matured (Bernes et al., 2006).  
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The subgroups of students in this study reflected a continuum relative to the level 

of alignment between academic progress and aspirations. Within the Aligned groups, 

students were actively pursuing goals. Within the Misaligned groups, students were not 

actively pursuing goals for various reasons. See Figure 5.1 for a model of the continuum 

of understandings of CCR. Findings from this study revealed that over the course of the 

study, one student matured in his aspirations and moved from one group (I am Not 

Ready) to another (I am Still Exploring) on the continuum. Other students, particularly 

those in the Aligned group, continually discussed goals in relation to what they were 

learning throughout the course of the study, which aligns well with Bernes et al.’s (2006) 

Figure 5.1.  Understandings of College and Career Readiness Among Early 

Adolescents. A model of how students understood CCR based on alignment of 

academic progress and aspirations. Those who aligned academic progress and 

aspirations either excelled to be the best in every school endeavor, or believed that 

school was important, but was not the most important part of their lives. Those in the 

misaligned group were still exploring options for the future, were not ready to make a 

decision about the future, or were so immersed in their perceptions of others that they 

did not see their future goals and aspirations as achievable.  
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findings. What is striking, however, is that 43 of the 44 students did not change between 

the seventh and ninth grades.  

 The importance of the maturation of aspirations is evidenced in a study by Beal 

and Crockett (2010) who found that students’ future-oriented cognitions determined how 

well students performed in their education and eventually in their career. Students who 

aspired to do more, indeed, did more when they transitioned into adulthood. Based on the 

findings from Bernes et al. (2006) and Beal and Crockett (2010), ensuring adolescents are 

informed about careers and are building goals is important for them to become successful 

later in life. 

Building purpose can be critical for students (Hill, Burrow, & Sumner, 2013). Hill 

et al. discussed the long-term benefits of purpose, including increased agency, drive, 

happiness, identity development, and reduced risks associated with adolescence. In this 

study, the students in the Aligned group had begun to create purpose in their lives, and 

were well on the path of creating identity. Those in the Misaligned group were at various 

stages of creating purpose. Those in the Exploring subgroup understood the importance 

of finding purpose and expressed a sense of urgency in creating goals, but had not yet 

finalized goals. They knew that the future was important, but were still trying to 

formulate aspirations. There was lack of evidence that the students in the Not Ready 

subgroup had created purpose beyond the present; they did not seem ready to focus on 

the future yet. Finally, those in the Misunderstood subgroup seemed too preoccupied to 

create a strong purpose that they believed was achievable.  

Academic self-concept was revealed quite differently in the various subgroups. 

All had perceptions of themselves in relation to school. The way that they thought about 
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their own performance was indicative of their academic self-concept, or the perception a 

student has about himself or herself in relation to school (Shavelson et al., 1976). 

Students in all subgroups actively thought about their current performance in school, but 

differed in how they thought about their current academic performance in relation to their 

future. This differentiation could be related to the way in which students are motivated. 

Motivation is connected to well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2000; Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 

2013), which could then affect academic performance and aspirations. 

According to self-determination theory (SDT) (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000; Deci, 

Vallerand, Pelletier, & Ryan, 1991), motivation is determined by the level of 

competence, relatedness, and autonomy that a person feels he or she has. Competency 

can be felt when a person is able to engage in challenging work and experience mastery, 

physically and socially; relatedness is the ability to seek attachments and feel a sense of 

belonging, security, and intimacy with others; and autonomy is the ability to be in control 

of self-organization and regulation in one’s own behavior, including working toward 

goals (Deci & Ryan, 2000).  The more that a person feels that he or she possesses each of 

these three attributes, the more likely the person is to be internally driven in motivation. 

People with these three attributes show curiosity and interest in what they enjoy.  

In contrast, the less a person experiences each of these, the more likely he or she 

is to be extrinsically motivated (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Extrinsic motivation consists taking 

action for a separable outcome, rather than for self-motivated, intrinsic purposes (Ryan & 

Deci, 2000). Ryan and Deci described extrinsic motivation as internalization and 

integration of behaviors; people make decisions based on outside forces. Ryan and Deci 
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described four levels of extrinsic motivation, including external regulation, introjected 

regulation, identified regulation, and integrated regulation.  

Ryan and Deci (2000) created a scale (see Appendix D) that showed the 

continuum of motivation, from nonself-determined (amotivation) to self-determined 

(intrinsic motivation). Amotivation is impersonal, nonintentional, nonvaluing, and shows 

incompetence and lack of control. External regulation is what a person may experience if 

compliance and external rewards and punishments are the main motivators of action. 

Introjected regulation is a somewhat external locus of control, with some self-control, 

ego-involvement, and internal reward and punishments. Identified regulation is somewhat 

internal and shows personal importance and confidence valuing. Integrated regulation has 

an internal locus of control with congruence, awareness, and synthesis with self. Finally, 

intrinsic motivation has an internal locus of control that displays interest, enjoyment, and 

inherit satisfaction (Ryan & Deci, 2000).  

The students in the Aligned group most closely reflected intrinsic motivation and 

integrated regulation; their motivations appeared to be internalized. They made decisions 

for their future in a way that displayed competence in regards to the college-going 

process, relatedness in their discussion of feeling supported, and autonomy in how they 

made the decision for themselves. They, too, had some issues with teachers, peers, and 

others, but overall discussed feeling supported in making their decisions regarding their 

aspirations. They were actively preparing for their future during the course of the study. 

These students focused on what interested them, and showed curiosity and engagement in 

their learning and in their futures. 
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In contrast, those in the Misaligned group did not seem to feel the same amount of 

competence, relatedness, or autonomy. The three subgroups varied in how they were 

building their goals and completing tasks that would prepare them for their future. 

Students in the Exploring subgroup seemed motivated and understood personal 

importance, but had not yet built awareness and synthesis with self. This suggests that 

they may have been extrinsically motivated and demonstrating identified regulation. 

Their motivation to focus on transition seemed to be what differentiated them from other 

students in the Misaligned group. Students in the Exploring group knew the transition 

after high school was important, but had not solidified exactly what they wanted yet.  

In contrast, students in the other two groups did not focus on transition. Students 

in the Not Ready subgroup seemed to not worry about the future; these students 

experienced education consistent with Ryan and Deci’s (2000) description of external 

regulation. These students simply did what they had to do to enjoy school without really 

thinking about what school meant in connection to their futures. Some students may have 

even been amotivated, or simply not motivated at all when thinking about the future. 

Nevertheless, students in this subgroup had answers to questions about aspirations, but 

were not able to clearly articulate how they would achieve those aspirations, or how 

aspiration aligned with current interests. Furthermore, after answering questions during 

interviews, they often changed the subject to something they viewed as more important. 

In essence, students in the Not Ready subgroup did not appear motivated to think about 

the future in a meaningful way; they seemed to lack motivation when thinking about the 

future. 
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Lastly, students in the Misaligned subgroup seemed to feel a lack of control over 

their schooling and their future. On the motivation scale (Ryan & Deci, 2000), these 

students could have been experiencing external regulation, whereby they felt little control 

and only did things based on a reward/punishment criteria. Certainly, they felt externally 

regulated in relationships and disciplinary issues in school, and seemed to feel a lack of 

control over their futures. This lack of control can be considered need thwarting, as 

described by motivation researchers (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2000; 

Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013) as the active oppression of competency, relatedness, and 

autonomy that leads to a feeling of being out of control of one’s own being. The students 

in the Misunderstood subgroup could be considered to have had their needs thwarted, and 

are acting out accordingly by engaging in conflict.  

Motivation and locus of control are critical for students, particularly concerning 

the actions associated with thwarting needs. Indeed, Deci and Ryan (2008) found that 

while some teachers believe it is their job to control students within the classroom setting, 

this type of teaching does not lead to intrinsic motivation. Deci, Schwartz, Sheinman, and 

Ryan (1981) found this to be true in classrooms historically; teachers who had a 

controlling approach in the classroom had more extrinsically motivated students, while 

teachers with an autonomy approach had more intrinsically motivated students. Not 

allowing the student to be competent, related, and autonomous may thwart motivation 

and well-being. Adolescents who feel out of control may experience a lack of well-being 

and behaviors can include a loss of self-control, rigid behavioral patterns, and 

oppositional defiance (Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). Creating an environment that 



131 

 

fosters autonomy, competence, and relatedness can help promote intrinsic motivation 

among students, which can lead to well-being.  

The next section provides an overview of the implications for practice based on 

the findings of this study combined with theories in the discussion. In particular, 

increasing motivation and awareness concerning CCR will be discussed, focusing on the 

role of educators and policy-makers. Practices to increase well-being will be presented in 

an effort to provide ideas on how to foster motivation and awareness.  

Implications for Practice 

Student empowerment, earlier career counseling, and including student voice in 

policy are all important implications gleaned from this study. One of the main concerns 

about the implications for practice with regard to the findings of this study is the number 

of students in each group. Of the 44 students who participated in the study, only 17 were 

able to articulate a clear understanding of CCR and align it to their educational progress 

and their future. The other 27 students did not display a deep understanding of CCR, and 

had not described how it was connected to their current academic progress or their future. 

The implications are important for educators who work directly with students, and for 

leaders and policy makers who can create structural change. 

Student empowerment is an emerging method in the literature that posits students 

who feel empowered will perform better and become more prepared for a democratic 

society (Horn, 2015; Kirk et al., 2015; McQuillan, 2005). Indeed, Gutman (1987) argued 

that student involvement in decision making is a critical element of a democratic 

education. McQuillan (2005) argued that student empowerment encompasses academic, 

political, and social empowerment among students. Schools in which student 
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empowerment is successfully implemented may experience friction in power and some 

disequilibrium, but empowered teachers can empower students and create synergy in 

student power (McQuillan, 2005).  

While McQuillan (2005) described student empowerment in general and outlined 

implementation effects, Kirk et al. (2015) was the first to create a student empowerment 

model (see Appendix E). The model includes elements by which student empowerment 

can occur, including, “individual characteristics (e.g., personality, learning abilities, etc.), 

ecological contexts (e.g., family, neighborhood), and the characteristics of empowering 

classrooms and schools” (Kirk et al., 2015, p. 7). These elements can lead to 

intrapersonal, interaction, and behavioral empowerment among students. Kirk et al. based 

this model on a case study conducted with a school that was considered to have high 

student empowerment levels (e.g., graduation rates nearly doubled over 8 years despite 

high Free and Reduced Lunch rates). Student interviews revealed that students felt 

increased competence, motivation, and self-determination when they were empowered 

(Kirk et al., 2015).  

Based on Kirk et al.’s (2015) findings, school leaders can implement practices 

that lead to increased intrinsic motivation by empowering students. The school that Kirk 

et al. investigated had a principal who was cited to have optimism, a clear vision, and 

transformed the way staff thought about students. These beliefs and practices remained, 

even after the principal left. The new principal and school staff continued to believe that 

all students could succeed, set high expectations for students, built a sense of community 

among students, had classroom practices that increased student engagement, had 

equitable teacher-student roles, and shared decision making in class (Kirk et al., 2015).  
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Empowerment has the potential to lead to an increased sense of competence and 

autonomy, two critical elements of intrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2000). This could 

be important for students who have not built a strong understanding of CCR or have not 

begun preparing for the future. Students who might be in the Misaligned group in 

particular could benefit from a student empowerment model.  

For students who are in the Exploring subgroup, the ability to explore in a way 

that creates a feeling of competency and autonomy could be helpful. The students in this 

study expressed a sense of urgency to decide on a future, and feeling empowered could 

help students actually make a decision based on intrinsic motivation. For those students 

in the Not Ready subgroup, empowerment may help them become determinates of their 

own destiny, the definition of autonomy. They may feel empowered to take charge of 

their academic performance and their future, and become increasingly motivated to create 

and achieve goals. Empowerment could be particularly important for those in the 

Misunderstood subgroup who felt disconnected and experienced a great deal of conflict. 

These students often felt isolated in their school experience, and could benefit from the 

connections that empowerment could build.  

 In addition to fostering student empowerment, providing career services earlier 

might help students create aspirations. Bardick, Bernes, Magnusson, and Witko (2006) 

found that students begin to build career aspirations as early as 11 years old, indicating 

that career counseling should be implemented in junior high school. By implementing 

career counseling early, students could build aspirations earlier with increased knowledge 

and awareness. If students are able to create aspirations earlier, they can plan earlier, 
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rather than waiting until the end of high school. Providing career services could increase 

student competency in relation to CCR. 

This study has important implications for the policy making process. In particular, 

this study supports the need to include student voice in policy decisions. Corbett and 

Wilson (1995) made the case that education reform should be made with students, rather 

than for students, and student involvement is critical. Cook-Sather (2002) agreed, arguing 

that too often, student voices are not captured when making policy decisions. Cook-

Sather added that research is one way to capture student voice in order to affect policy. 

This research garnered student perspective in order to understand how students view 

CCR, and found that adolescents can vary greatly in how they understand CCR and the 

role of school within their lives. A one-size-fits-all approach would be inadequate to help 

the students in this study; policy should avoid one dimensional solutions. Policies that are 

guiding rather than restricting may be an appropriate way to reach all students, rather 

than only those who have already become focused on their futures.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

 The findings presented represented the first three years of a six year study. Further 

data collection is planned and may reveal how and when students might change from one 

subgroup to another. Further data collection and analysis will help illuminate the role that 

relationships play in the development of an academic self-identity. 

This study is the first known to investigate early adolescents’ understandings of 

college and career readiness (CCR). While the findings are important, the sample was 

small and the methodology was qualitative, so the results are not generalizable to another 

population. Future research can continue to probe early adolescents’ understandings of 
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CCR in an effort to create a more extensive knowledge of CCR from a student 

perspective. Furthermore, because this study included students enrolled in Title I schools, 

it is recommended that a similar study be conducted with students who attend schools in 

more affluent communities. 

Conclusion 

When comparing the Aligned and Misaligned groups, one conclusion is evident: 

the students who were able to align the concepts of CCR and their own educational 

progress appeared to be on track to enter postsecondary education or the workforce, 

according to CCR standards. Specifically, the students in the Aligned group were 

excelling in the areas in which students need to prepare themselves for postsecondary 

education and the workforce. Most importantly, they connected their current academic 

actions with their future aspirations. 

The students in the Misaligned group, on the other hand, did not appear to be on 

track according to standards established by CCR experts. In this study, about two-thirds 

of students were in the Misaligned group. The students in this group did not connect their 

current academic actions with their future aspirations. This is alarming, considering 

students should be thinking about and preparing for postsecondary education or the 

workforce by the end of the ninth grade, the grade students in this study were enrolled in 

at the conclusion of the study. 

 Pertinent to the work of educators and policy makers, the students in the Aligned 

group seemed to be benefiting from what is already happening in their schools. Even 

more pertinent was that students in the Misaligned group were not becoming prepared, 

primarily because they had not yet aligned their current actions with their possible 
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futures, or they did not describe a possible future. Creating student empowerment in 

schools and beginning career counseling earlier are two ways to help enhance student 

motivation to prepare for the future. Additionally, policy makers should provide 

guidelines to enhance school capability to assist students in CCR, but also provide 

enough flexibility so that schools can cater to student population needs. Finally, policy 

makers should consider student voices in decision-making, as students’ perspectives are 

informing and powerful. 
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Appendix A 

Figure 1 

Shavelson, Hubner, & Stanton (1976); One possible representation of the hierarchic 

organization of self-concept (p. 413) 
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Appendix C 

Interview Questions 

Interview 1 

Introduction: Thank you for taking the time to meet with me today. As you know, this is 

our first of many interviews that we will have as you progress through middle and high 

school. My primary purpose today is to get to know a little about you, so I will be asking 

some very general questions about your interests. I just want to make sure that you are 

okay with having the interview tape-recorded. I also want to make sure it is okay that I 

take notes on this computer. 

1. Tell me a little about yourself… 

a. What kinds of things do you like to do?  After school?  Weekends?  

Sports?  What are your favorite TV shows? … 

2. Do you have a best friend? 

a. Tell me about him/her. What kinds of things do you like to do together?  

How did you get to know each other? … 

3.  Tell me a little about your family… 

a. Do you have brothers or sisters/step brothers and sisters?  Who lives in 

your home?  What kinds of things do you like to do as a family? … 

4. How is school going for you? 

a. What is your favorite subject?  What is it about … that you like?  What is 

it like in your homeroom class?  Do you have much homework?  Is it easy 

or hard? 
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5. Have you had any tutoring/mentoring (whatever special activity the school is 

doing for the GEAR UP program) recently? 

a. Can you tell me about (the activity)?  Who did you meet?  Tell me about 

that person. (This line of questioning will be dependent upon the activity.) 

6. Is there anything in particular you want to do when you grow up? 

a. What is it about … that appeals to you?  Do you know anyone who is a 

…? 

This has been a great talk. Thank you so much. I will see you in a couple of months. 
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Interview 2 

Introduction: Thank you for meeting with me again this fall!  As you know, this is our 

second of many interviews that we will have as you progress through middle and high 

school. Today, I want to follow up on how your spring and summer were, and see how 

the fall is going. I also want to talk a little bit about who you admire. I just want to make 

sure that you are okay with having the interview tape-recorded. 

1. Tell me how the end of your seventh grade was… 

a. Did you get good grades?  Were you glad it was over?  Sad? … 

2. How was your summer? 

a. Did you go anywhere exciting?  Did you go to summer school? … 

3. Do you still have the same best friend? 

a. Tell me about him/her. What kinds of things do you like to do together?  

Did you hang out over the summer? … 

4.  How is your family doing? 

a. Did you spend a lot of time with immediate and/or extended family over 

the summer? 

5. How is school going for you? 

a. What is your favorite subject?  What is it about … that you like?  What is 

it like in your homeroom class?  Do you have much homework?  Is it easy 

or hard?  Do you think of yourself as a good student?   

6. Okay, now tell me about someone you admire. 

a. Why do you look up to this person? 

7. Do you want to be like this person, or do you just admire them? 
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a. If you want to be like them, why?  What about them do you want to be 

like? 

b. If you just admire them, why?  Why don’t you want to be like them? 

8. Is there anyone you don’t really like? 

a. Don’t tell me who they are, just tell me what it is about them that you 

don’t like? 

9. Have you had any tutoring/mentoring (whatever special activity the school is 

doing for the GEAR UP program) recently? 

a. Can you tell me about (the activity)?  Who did you meet?  Tell me about 

that person. (This line of questioning will be dependent upon the activity.) 

10. I’m going to switch gears on you. Last time we talked you were interested in … 

when you grow up. Are you still interested in that or have you changed your 

thinking? 

a. What is it about … that appeals to you?  Do you know anyone who is a 

…? 

This has been a great talk. Thank you so much.  
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Interview 3 

Introduction: Thank you for meeting with me again this spring!  It’s great to see you. As 

you know, this is our third of many interviews that we will have as you progress through 

middle and high school. Today, I want to follow up on how your winter break was, and 

see how the spring is going. I also want to talk a bit about how you make friends. I just 

want to make sure that you are okay with having the interview tape-recorded.  

1. How was your break? 

a. Did you go anywhere exciting? 

2. How is school going for you? 

a. What is your favorite subject?  What is it about … that you like?  What is 

it like in your homeroom class?  Do you have much homework?  Is it easy 

or hard?  Do you think of yourself as a good student? 

3. How is your family doing? 

a. Did you spend a lot of time with immediate and/or extended family over 

the break? 

4. Do you still have the same best friend? 

a. Tell me about him/her. What kinds of things do you like to do together?  

Did you hang out over the break? … 

5. Do you have a lot of friends? 

a. If you do, what about them makes them a friend?  Do you just get along 

with everyone, and they are your friends because you get along?  Let’s say 

you play sports. Is everyone on the team a friend? 
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b. If not, what is it about the friends that you have that makes them different 

from others?  Do you talk to them more?  Do you hang out with them 

more?   

6. How do you decide who will be your friend?  If there is a new kid in school, do 

you approach them?  Or do you hang back? 

a. Is it easy for you to make friends? 

7. So let’s say we’re on Google Plus, going through the people you know. How do 

you decide what “circle” someone will be in? 

a. What’s the difference between a friend and acquaintance?  Would your 

family members be considered friends?  Would friends be considered 

family members? 

b. Similarly, how do you decide who you would add to your friends list on 

Facebook? 

8. Have you had any tutoring/mentoring (whatever special activity the school is 

doing for the GEAR UP program) recently? 

a. Can you tell me about (the activity)?  Who did you meet?  Tell me about 

that person. (This line of questioning will be dependent upon the activity.) 

9. Is there anything in particular you want to do when you grow up? 

a. What is it about … that appeals to you?  Do you know anyone who is a 

…? 

10. So, you’re going to be in high school next year!  Are you nervous?  Excited?   

a. How do you think high school will be different from middle school/junior 

high?  Harder school work?  Different friends? 
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This has been a great talk. Thank you so much. I will see you in a couple of months. 
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Interview 4 

Introduction: Thank you for meeting with me again this fall! It’s great to see you. As you 

know, this is our fourth of many interviews that will continue as you go through high 

school. Today, I want to follow up on how your summer break was, and see how the new 

school year is going – especially now that you’re in high school! I just want to make sure 

that you are okay with having the interview tape-recorded.  

1. How was your break? 

a. Did you go anywhere exciting? 

2. So, you’re in high school now. How is that going? 

a. Is it the same as middle school? Different? In what ways? 

b. Is it how you pictured it would be? How is it the same or different than 

what you pictured? 

c. Are the classes easier? Harder? 

d. Have you been able to make new friends? Meet new teachers? 

e. What is your favorite subject? What is it about … that you like?   

f. Do you have much homework? Is it easy or hard?   

g. Do you think of yourself as a good student? 

3. Do you still have the same best friend? 

a. Tell me about him/her. What kinds of things do you like to do together? 

Did you hang out over the break? … 

4. How is your family doing? 

a. Did you spend a lot of time with immediate and/or extended family over 

the break? 
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5. Have you had any tutoring/mentoring (whatever special activity the school is 

doing for the GEAR UP program) recently? 

a. Can you tell me about (the activity)? Who did you meet? Tell me about 

that person. (This line of questioning will be dependent upon the activity.) 

6. Is there anything in particular you want to do when you grow up? 

a. What is it about … that appeals to you? Do you know anyone who is a …? 

This has been a great talk. Thank you so much. I will see you in a couple of months. 
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Interview 5 

Introduction: Thank you for meeting with me again this spring! It’s great to see you. As 

you know, this is our fifth of many interviews that will continue as you go through high 

school. Today, I want to follow up on how your winter and/or spring break was, and see 

how school has been since the last time we talked! I just want to make sure that you are 

okay with having the interview tape-recorded.  

1. How was your break? 

a. Did you go anywhere exciting? 

2. So, you’re almost to the end of your freshmen year of high school. How has 

school been going? 

a. What is your favorite subject? What is it about … that you like? Do you 

have much homework? Is it easy or hard? Do you think of yourself as a 

good student? 

3. Do you still have the same best friend? 

a. Tell me about him/her. What kinds of things do you like to do together? 

Did you hang out over the break? … 

4. How is your family doing? 

a. Did you spend a lot of time with immediate and/or extended family over 

the break? 

5. Is there anything in particular you want to do when you grow up? 

a. What is it about … that appeals to you? Do you know anyone who is a …? 

6. You are at an age when it is common to challenge or defy authority. Parents, who 

you still love, can make you crazy with their rules and expectations. Teachers and 
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others at school want to rule your life by telling you what to do and what not to 

do. I want to understand how you think about the people who set rules and 

expectations that may not align with your growing sense of independence. 

a. Right now, who is making you the most crazy?  Please explain. 

i. How does this make you feel? 

b. Is there anyone who is trying to support you? 

i. How? 

ii.  How does this make you feel? 

c. (if not addressed above) What about your family? How do you think they 

influence you? 

i. Supportive and helpful? Demanding? Strict? 

d. How do you think your friends influence you? 

i. Do you go along with the crowd? Are you a leader? Do you try to 

stand out or try to blend in? 

7. Have you had any tutoring/mentoring (whatever special activity the school is 

doing for the GEAR UP program) recently? 

a. Can you tell me about (the activity)? Who did you meet? Tell me about 

that person. (This line of questioning will be dependent upon the activity.) 

This has been a great talk. Thank you so much. I will see you in a couple of months. 

  

  



171 

 

Appendix D 

Figure 2 

Ryan & Deci (2000); The self-determination continuum, showing types of motivation with 

their regulatory styles, loci of causality, and corresponding process (p. 72) 
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Appendix D 

Figure 3  

Kirk, Lewis, Brown, Karibo, Scott, & Park (2015); Student empowerment model (p. 8). 
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