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OBJECTIVE I: Reflect on My Thoughts of Minority Students from Inner City High 

Schools and Their Thoughts on High Education 

In this objective my main focus was to reflect my thoughts prior to any interaction with the 

population. I am hoping that after I will be more confident in my knowledge regarding the 

background of these students, this way I will be more comfortable in speaking with them in large 

groups as well as one on one when visiting them at their high schools as an admission counselor 

for the Los Angeles area. Below are my reflections prior to my research. 

My thoughts of minority students from low income families in inner-city environments as 

well as their thoughts on higher education: 

The following list of thoughts are based off of my experiences including reading personal essays 

during the application process to college and speaking with teachers of such students in the past.  

 Some are motivated to get out of the poverty and violence that surrounds them via 

college, while others don‟t even realize that college is possible for them 

 Many have responsibilities to take care of their families first, supporting them monetarily, 

babysitting their siblings etc. 

 Those that are interested in college, some parents don‟t understand why and seem to not 

even care, while others are quite supportive  

 Many of the students have decent GPAs, however, they have very low test scores 

(SAT/ACT) – this often indicates an inflation of grades 

 Those that do want to go to college often do not have the tools or guidance for the 

process due to the lack of counselors or college advisors on their campus 
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 They all have different personalities like anyone else, but I assume that many are thick-

skinned, exposed to many things a child should not have to experience 

 English may not be a primary language in the home 

 They may not have a quiet place to focus to do homework  

 If they are accepted into a higher education institution, they may have the burden of cost 

– despite loans and grants – loans may be out of the question 

 It appears that some of these students seem to try more than others who are more 

privileged  

 Some seem to value education more than others and it seems to come from within them, 

not necessarily a motivator by any outside forces 

 In a college search these students may be concerned about: diversity of the campus – are 

there people like them?, cost, if it‟s close to home, campus environment 

My thoughts on how I should communicate with this population: 

 I feel that talking to students of this population is almost the same as talking to any other 

student population; however, I need to keep in mind on where they are coming from. My main 

reason for doing this research is because as an admission counselor, my territory will be almost 

all of Los Angeles County, where many inner-city, minority students from low income families 

will be. I will indeed have one advantage, which I feel will make my visits much easier, and that 

is, most of the students will actually want to be at my information sessions on the university I am 

representing. I am not going into a random classroom and speaking on the University of La 

Verne to a bunch of juniors who could care less – I will be in a room with students who signed 

up for the session. Prior to realizing this, I was quite nervous. My thoughts were „Why are these 

students going to want to listen to some White married lady from a private institution that costs 
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$29,000 a year?‟ I was nervous that I was going to get a lot of negative feedback and disrespect 

from the students, mostly based on the fact that I appear on the outside much different than them 

and what I am representing – a private school. I do not feel comfortable by any means being in a 

room full of minority students, in fact, I feel more uncomfortable in a room full White students – 

especially those that are well off. Growing up I was always the minority, until I got to high 

school and it was the complete opposite – you‟d think I would have gotten use to it, but I didn‟t. 

I found myself attracting friends that were all minorities – since I was five, my best-friend is 

Costa Rican, in junior high she was Latina, in high school she was Vietnamese, in college they 

were Filipino and Indian. It‟s always been this way and I like it – I like the different cultures, I 

like the diversity – this is why I actually feel like I will feel quite comfortable with students of 

color. What I do not feel comfortable with, is communicating with them since we come from 

different backgrounds.  

I feel like they will not take what I say seriously because I won‟t understand where they 

are coming from. I have talked with the admission counselor who has had the Los Angeles 

territory before – and she assures me that all I need to do is connect with them. I feel that is 

easier for her, as she is a Black Puerto Rican and is fluent in Spanish – she can probably identify 

and “connect” with them a little bit easier than I can. She encouraged me to use humor to 

identify with them – I have tried this with other students and it seems to work – so using humor 

in my conversations will have to be key. I do have one thing in common with all of these 

students – I did go to high school. Although the affluent, White, public high school may be much 

different than theirs, there is always some commonality amongst all high school students. I know 

we all have teachers we may not like, I know we all have to do homework even though we don‟t 

want to, we all for the most part have friends that influence us and for the audience I am 
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speaking to – they all want to apply for college. I am hoping to use such common ground and 

humor to keep them engaged in communicating with them. 

My thoughts on why I think these high school students want to attend college: 

Students each have their own reasons for wanting to continue their education. From applications 

and essays that I have read from students coming from these backgrounds, I could probably 

narrow down their motivations to attend college to just a few.  There are some students who 

really just want to get out of the environment they are in and want a better life; in addition these 

same students either want to be successful or they want to come back to help the youth of their 

own neighborhoods. Other students feel education is their only way out and either have no 

backing from their family what so ever and have an older sibling that was successful – so this 

person is who they look up to; another is the opposite, where their older siblings were a complete 

failure, and they don‟t want to repeat their mistakes. And then there are students whose parents 

are encouraging them to go to college because they want their children to have the opportunities 

that they never had growing up – including a college education. 

I also believe that what type of school the student comes from can also have a major 

impact on their college thoughts. Students that come from inner city public schools such as 

Locke, South Gate and Los Angeles high schools. While there are traditional schools within 

LAUSD such as those just mentioned, there are also nontraditional schools within the district 

that have proven (through API scores and graduation rates) to be much more successful 

including magnet and charter schools. College could be more infused into the charter and magnet 

schools – in fact we see quite a few students apply to our university from these schools. 

OBJECTIVE II: Gain Knowledge of Minority Students from Inner City High Schools and 

Their Thoughts on High Education 
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I understand that a few journal articles and a movie are not going to cover the ins and outs of 

background of inner city high school students and their thoughts on college, but it is a start. I was 

hoping this would give me a more broad background on the inner city high school students and 

their thoughts on college to prepare me for when I speak with them one on one. I understand that 

the general concerns of the students and characteristics I read about or watch will not be the 

same for those I talk to, but at least it will give me a general overview and confirm or deny any 

of my preconceived notions I had in my reflection. 

Research: 

 I came across a couple of articles relating college choice and minority students which I 

found to be particularly helpful. One article was more focused on what the college experience is 

like for first generation, minority students, but still had some solid points on college choice. 

While not all minority students are first generation, and not all are in inner city high schools – I 

am predicting that a majority of the students I do come in contact with in inner city schools will 

be both minorities and first generation students. Dennis et al. explains that many first generation 

college students do not have the knowledge of the college experience to understand it or the 

application process as their parents are typically not of much assistance either. In addition they 

may have incorrect perceptions about college and the system itself (2005). I feel that this is 

mostly true if they do not have the proper resources at their schools such as AVID classes which 

can be a particularly reliable resource for such students as these. As I reflected in my thoughts on 

these students earlier, Dennis et al. says that minority students may have other family obligations 

that could interfere with applying to college or their college experience (2005).  

 Some of the motivators for going to college for minority, first-generation college students 

mentioned by Dennis et al. are listed in my reflections as well. These include seeing a higher 
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education as a way for a better life, to get out of their current surroundings of poverty and to 

have a better life than what their parents had. Dennis et al. states that there are two types of 

motivators for these students: those that are collective and those that are individualistic. Markus 

and Kitayama point out collectivists typically have motivators associated with meeting the expectations of 

others, including their family (1993 as cited in Dennis et al., 2005). Individualists are more so 

motivated by personal interests, such as a career-focused. Below is a diagram that shows various 

motivators and the effects they have on the students‟ college success. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In another article, Heather Smith centers in on the actual college admissions process and 

the environmental climate that minority students feel. Smith points out that for minority students 

that live and learn in a mostly „White‟ environment will lead to different choices in their 

university choice. I would assume that students that come from this environment, versus a high 

school and living environment with mostly minority students, there may be major difference in 

their college choices. For some minority students, Smith says that the college application process 

is more of “„Let me go to whichever university I can get into, and do the degree (or PGCE) 

which is the most achievable and useful so that I can get on with my life.‟”  
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I was able to find a report from the National Center for Educational Statistics on minority 

students and higher education; however, it was about 13 years old. It gave an extensive report 

with data from 1972 to 1992 regarding minorities and their involvement in higher education. It 

mentioned that over the past 20 years, SAT scores for minorities have improved. The report also 

said that Black students and Hispanic students are less likely than White students to make an 

immediate transition from high school to college. Below are a few graphs that summarize some 

of the report‟s findings.  

 

Dennis, J.M., Phinney, J.S., and Ivey Chauteco, L. (2005). The Role of Motivation, Parental  

Support, and PeerSupport in the Academic Success of Ethnic Minority First-Generation 

College Students.  Journal of College Student Development, 46 (3), pp. 223 – 236.  

 

Smith, Heather. (2007). Playing a Different Game: the Contextualized Decision-Making 

Processes of Minority Ethnic Students in Choosing a Higher Education Institution. Race, 

Ethnicity and Education, 10 (4), pp. 415 – 437.  

 

http://nces.ed.gov/pubs97/97372.pdf 

 

Documentary: 

 Unfortunately I was unable to locate a documentary on inner city students and their 

thoughts on education. I found several, but it was a far stretch in connecting them with what I am 

http://nces.ed.gov/pubs97/97372.pdf
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focusing on. Instead, it was recommended to me by several high school teachers to watch the 

movie, Stand and Deliver. The movie is a true story about a teacher, Jaime Escalante, who led 18 

students at James E. Garfield in East Los Angeles to passing the AP calculus exam in 1982. The 

school is considered an inner city high school that was about to lose its accreditation during this 

period. Escalante was able to teach these students, many with obvious distractions and obstacles 

in learning, through creative lesson plans. Eventually he gained respect by many of the students, 

even one who appeared to be mixing in with the wrong crowd, a gang to be more specific.  

 Although the movie did not necessarily pertain to college choice, it was able to show the 

common obstacles the students faced including family responsibilities, rough neighborhoods, 

financial difficulties and even discrimination. After the students passed the AP calculus test, they 

were accused of cheating by the Educational Testing Service. Escalante blamed this on the facts 

that they were mostly Latino students from a “barrio high school.” The students eventually 

retook the test and all passed, again. 

 In a follow up article I read on Escalante, a CSLA mathematics professor tracked 

Escalante‟s top students who passed with a four or five on the AP calculus exam, went to top 

schools such as MIT, USC, Harvard, Yale and Berkeley. I wonder if Escalante‟s teaching 

methods had an effect on these student that went beyond AP calculus, considering the 

institutions these students enrolled in. I think that his curriculum may have also included 

problem-solving skills that were more broad based, allowing these students to become better test 

takers, which assisted them in the SATs, ACTs and any other tests they took in their high school 

classes. 

Interview students from this population: 
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 I was able to go to Marco Firebaugh High School in Lynwood to interview several 

students. Firebaugh High School is the better of the two high schools in Lynwood Unified 

School District. The high school is noted as an international baccalaureate school and has an API 

score that in more than 100 points higher than its fellow high school in the district. It will be 

graduating its first class this year. Students had the choice to attend the high school, knowing that 

the academics would be more rigorous.  

 The students I talked to were all in AVID classes, therefore they all had a positive 

outlook on college. Each of them said that their AVID teachers have been their biggest source of 

guidance in college choice and the process of applying. They all said that without AVID they 

would be lost, and probably would not have applied for the colleges that they did – nor would 

they even be able to figure out how to apply because the application process seemed very 

complicated to them. On girl said she didn‟t feel she had the potential to apply for some of the 

UC schools or the out of state colleges. Another said she would not have known when to take the 

ACT or SATs. Many said their friends who were not in AVID struggled applying for college and 

many of them were going to community colleges. 

 All of the students are first generation students and all have their parents‟ support. One 

student said that before AVID he had the notion that he could only get into a community college, 

as his dad kept telling him that was where he was going to go.  He attributed his acceptance into 

a Cal State University to his AVID teacher. 

 Wanting to have a better life was the main reason for the four students wanting to go to 

college. “I don‟t want to be one of those people working to make minimum wage,” one boy said. 

Another girl said that she doesn‟t want to be a part of the gangs, drugs and violence that she sees 

in her neighborhood. Her cousins are gang members and they encourage her to continue her 
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education and make something of herself – avoid trouble. She also said she says how others 

around her live and she doesn‟t want to live that way. Another boy said something similar in that 

he didn‟t want to be in a gang and just wanted a better life. 

 The main people in their lives that continue to motivate and influence them were their 

AVID teachers and family.  According to one student, his mom gave him no choice but to go to 

college because she didn‟t have the chance to. All of the other students are first generation just as 

this student is. Many of them were also the oldest out of the children in the family and were 

setting the example for their younger brothers and sisters, which they voiced added additional 

pressure on them. 

 Overall, talking with these students was a wonderful experience, in fact in made me 

question why I switched out of the educational counseling and PPS credential program, but only 

for a few minutes! Perhaps these students were different than others that grow up in inner city 

Los Angeles for several reasons. Marco Firebaugh High School is an IB high school and students 

were able to choose if they wanted to attend the high school knowing that the curriculum would 

be more difficult than if they attended Lynwood High School; they need a 2.0 GPA to attend 

Firebaugh High School. One student I spoke with has a younger brother attending Lynwood 

High who could not get into Firebaugh due to his low GPA. The student said he feels that 

Firebaugh has teachers that are more concerned for them and hold them to a higher standard. In 

addition, all of the students I spoke with are in AVID, therefore they were better informed about 

the college process and all had applied and gained entrance into a four-year institution. If I spoke 

to students at a different high school and not in AVID, I would assume the conversations with 

the students may be much different.  

Interviewing counselors or teachers that work with this student population:  
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 Although I did meet with two counselors from Firebaugh High School, I interviewed a 

college counselor from another high school via e-mail. Erin Kim, college counselor at Camino 

Nuevo High School in Los Angeles has taught high school English for six years and is currently 

in her first year has a high school college counselor at Camino Nuevo. More than 90% of her 

students are English Language Learners and are on a free or reduced lunch.  They mostly live in 

densely populated areas of Los Angeles where crime is high and college admission is low.  She 

has several students whose parents are day laborers and wait outside of Home Depot to find 

work.  Her seniors that did apply for college just received their financial aid packages and most 

of their families have an EFC of 0.  

 Kim says that some of the parents want their child to work right after high school to help 

the family while other parents don't want their child to take out loans and therefore don't think 

college is worth becoming in debt.  She says that this is mostly because students don't have 

anybody before them acting as role models to pursue higher education and what that really 

means. Most of the motivation these students have comes from within – similar to those at 

Firebaugh High School. Some students want to go to college so their parents don‟t have to work 

so hard to make such little money. Others want to get out of the neighborhoods they are in and 

bridge change in their community, also similar to those at Firebaugh. 

 What appears to be different about Camino Nuevo is how close students are with teachers 

and staff. Kim says that it's not strange for teachers to talk to students on the phone at home or 

give them a ride home after school.  She talks to many of her students via texting and on her cell 

phone about every day things. Sometimes students hang out at school on the weekends where 

there are events; this past spring break, students came in and out all week. Knowing how this 

school‟s climate is, it definitely motivates me to want to visit this school and build closer ties 
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with Kim as well as other staff members who seem to be so caring. Camino Nuevo seems similar 

to Firebaugh as the school is small and the teachers and staff are very caring about their students. 

 Also similar to Firebaugh, Camino Nuevo is a newer school and have only one year more 

than Firebaugh. Since their first graduating class was last year, there are not too many students to 

follow up on. However, last year‟s class had 60% of students that were admitted into a four-year 

university, but only 40% ended up enrolling.  The majority of students went to local community 

colleges. 

OBJECTIVE III: Utilize Skills and Knowledge to Talk to Minority Students from Inner 

City High Schools About College 

Interact with students in an environment familiar to myself: 

I was able to interact with students at my place of employment, University of La Verne, both 

prior to objective one of this proposal and after. My first encounter with these students was at a 

group information session on the University that I led. The group composed of close to 100 

students, so it was a little difficult to communicate one on one with many of the students. I was 

able to talk to about three or four students for a few minutes and it was a little difficult to carry 

on a conversation, although it seemed like most of the ones I talked to were quite shy. In another 

circumstance I was neither in their environment nor mine, but at a church for an outreach 

program the University puts on for Pomona USD. The program provided SAT prep classes and 

assistance in math and English. A majority of the students seemed engaged while a noticeable 

few definitely did not want to be there! I was only able to talk to a couple of students, but they 

did not have much to say either. 

Interact with students in their own environment: 
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I did just that with the student interviews above. The campus of Marco Firebaugh High School 

was quite nice – I was very impressed with how nice the campus was – it looked better than the 

high school I went to! The surrounding area was a little less than “nice.”  Despite the 

surroundings of graffiti, dirty streets and buildings with peeling paint, I did not feel unsafe or 

uncomfortable – perhaps a little out of place though. I went to lunch with two of the counselor to 

a little whole in the wall Mexican restaurant and had a great lunch and conversation. I felt 

comfortable on campus, and enjoyed meeting staff – including the principal and the students. 

Everyone was welcoming and I felt it was easy to connect with the students I met with. Again, at 

a school that was perhaps not as new and with not as high standards at Firebaugh, I am not 

expecting the same environment or the same responses to college, although I am going to be an 

optimist and say that I will. 

 Prior to my trip I was very nervous because I did not know what to expect. I have no 

problem meeting new people, I just was unsure of the school‟s surroundings and what the 

students would be like. I was very consciousness of my appearance – I took off my engagement 

ring and only wore my wedding band and took off my watch. I didn‟t felt almost bad that had 

these expensive pieces of jewelry that could probably pay for a few years of their education. I 

didn‟t want them thinking I was not humble and that I could be more relatable. I thought that if I 

wore this jewelry it could be intimidating or they may have felt they could not connect with me. I 

also didn‟t know what part of Lynwood I would be in, and growing up with the Bloods and 

Crypts one street over from my house, I wasn‟t sure of the gangs in the area. I avoided wearing 

bright red and light blue! You could say I was being overcautious, but I did not know what to 

expect. I almost brought my stun gun, but decided that probably would not be necessary! With 

my dad‟s previous job in law enforcement, he has always taught me to be well aware of my 
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surroundings, sometimes I may go a little overboard, but I‟d rather be a little over prepared than 

under prepared. 

 After coming to the school, which was brand new and with wonderful students, I felt a bit 

silly taking some of the precautions that I did. I was happy that I researched the student 

population prior. Many of the common details that articles mentioned and the movie showed 

came up in the conversations with the students. This included their motivators for college: 

wanting a better life, not wanting to be like others in their neighborhood and taking the 

opportunity that their parents did not have. Reading also prepared me that most of the students 

would be first-generation and that their parents didn‟t know what to expect of their child‟s 

college choice process.  

Find or create a scale or survey to assess my confidence and knowledge in interacting with 

these students: 

I realize that this may have been a far reach to come by in research as when I began to 

search for one, I did not even know what keywords to use besides “competency scale.” I was 

able to find something called the California Brief Multicultural Competency Scale. This scale 

ironically has many correlations to University of La Verne professors and alumni of the 

psychology doctoral program. It measures the multicultural competency of mental health 

professionals to determine where they are at in their cultural awareness, sensitivity, knowledge 

and ethical skills. All of the multicultural competency scales and assessments I found were based 

on counselors and their clients. I would like to do further research in attempts to find a 

multicultural assessment that I could adjust to use for my proposal. 

Conclusion 
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If I were to be able to prepare for the second stage of this, I would definitely like to spend 

more time on my proposal. I would like to visit students at other inner city schools so that I can 

somewhat compare the students from various types of inner city schools since there are schools 

like the IB schools such as Firebaugh and the magnet and charter schools. I also posed the 

question to myself, “How would someone know all about me?” The only addition I could do 

would to follow the students around all day, shadowing them in a way. 

From all of my experiences I think it was a real learning experience in diversity that 

everyone should do. To know that diversity is not just race, but also varying socio economic 

status, living styles and ways of life. To be able to experience this can really put a student affairs 

professional in the students‟ shoes. Regardless of what student population someone may not be 

aware of, it is an amazing learning experience to have a self-proposal such as this and to fulfill it. 

I want to continue my research and my experiences with inner city high school students as well 

as AVID – it is a vital tool that especially first-generation students abide by to get them into 

college. I have spoken to several counselor to look into ways I can volunteer for various efforts 

and will keep my eyes open for any opportunity I can take. 

 

 

 


