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ABSTRACT 

 
The purpose of this study is an examination of the experience of schooling and how these 

experiences inform post-secondary opportunities from the perspectives of eight Black, male, 

high school graduates in the state of Alabama.   Using a qualitative approach, I conducted semi-

structured interviews using phenomenological questioning and then utilized narrative analysis to 

code and analyze the data.   

Findings reveal the declining value of the high school credential with post-secondary 

opportunities limited by a student’s store of valued cultural capital.  The themes that emerged 

from the participant narratives included the isolating mechanism of cultural capital, the weight of 

the myth of meritocracy, and the impact both combined have on the experience of schooling and 

post-secondary opportunities in low-SES, majority-minority schools.
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CHAPTER ONE – INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

 

You know, for me, life was hard during school, it was just hard.  But as I got out I started 

to see the big picture, out here on our own, is so much harder, like really, really hard – 

Calvin. 

 

Calvin is one of eight individuals interviewed for this dissertation.  He believed that 

staying in school and graduating with the high school credential was the key to opportunities 

beyond the high school experience.  He is not alone in thinking this.  In the United States, the 

high school diploma signifies the culmination of the K-12 educational experience.  It holds a 

symbolic value in that its achievement signals the readiness for adulthood – college, trade 

school1, or even preparation for immediate entry into the workforce.  It is proving to be a broken 

promise.  While more than 70 percent of all high school graduates continue their education in 

either the community college system or four-year colleges and universities, at least 28% of those 

graduates are forced into remedial math and/or English courses due to a failure to score the 

necessary required score on placement tests (Achieve.org, 2004).  According to the National 

Center for Educational Statistics (NCES, 2020), the academic year 2017-2018 gave the United 

States its highest graduation rate on record – 85 percent.  Yet only 37 percent of those high 

school graduates performed at or above proficient in reading with that number dropping to 24 

percent in math (NAEP, 2020).  Even entering the workforce immediately upon graduation 

                                                 
1 often referred to as a technical school or vocational school, but for continuity will be referred to as a trade school 
within this dissertation since that is how the participants refer to it. 
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presents its challenges with over 60 percent of employers rating a high school graduate’s skill in 

English (spelling, grammar, writing) and basic math as “fair or poor” (Achieve.org, 2004, p. 3). 

Further, colleges and universities as well as prospective employers view the worth of the high 

school diploma as equivalent to a “certificate of attendance” (Shaver, 2004, p. 6).  

Little research exists documenting the challenges that such “successful” graduates 

encounter once they earn their high school diploma and help boost their state’s graduation rate.  

For the students interviewed for this dissertation, all eight had hopes of continuing their 

education after graduation from high school.  Yet, graduation alone was not enough.  Their 

inability to score the minimum required score on the ACT for admission to their four-year, state, 

public institution left them with limited options that included the two-year community college 

system, for-profit/trade schools, and admission to other private colleges, including historically 

Black colleges and universities (HBCUs).   

As their stories will show, many of these students realized only after taking the ACT test 

for the first time and receiving their score how vitally important a measure it would be in the 

opening of opportunities.  Years of working to attain high grade point averages meant little to 

nothing when weighed against the might of the ACT score.  For many of these young men, it was 

too little, too late, and they were left scrambling for the limited opportunities for post-secondary 

schooling that remained.   

 This dissertation focuses on this in-between – a no man’s land that is often overlooked in 

contemporary academic research.  An area located between the two extremes of those who go on 

to gain admittance to four-year colleges and universities and those forced upon the school-to-

prison pipeline.  These students went on to earn their high school diploma only to realize that its 

achievement no longer held the value it was sold to have.    
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Statement of Problem 

There is an abundance of existing research on what it means for a student of color, of 

poverty, or the double bind that is both, to attend high-poverty, majority-minority schools.  Yet, 

many of these studies explicate the issues that surround students who attend these institutions; 

less qualified teachers, large class sizes, an abysmal school climate, and a limited curriculum 

(Allensworth, et al., 2009; Hanushek, Kain, and Rivkin, 2004; Hemphill & Nauer, 2009), rather 

than hearing the voices of the students themselves.  Research also elucidates the contextual, 

situational, and often biological determinants that allow for the entrance of certain colored and 

poverty bound bodies on the school-to-prison pipeline (Alexander, 2010; Harper, 2017; Nance, 

2016a; Nance, 2016b; Rogers & Wetzel, 2015; Tuck, 2012; Warren, 2014); those students who 

are labeled disabled and placed on the Special Education track, and those students who are 

overly disciplined, pushed out or who choose ultimately to drop out (Baker, 2002, Ben-Moshe & 

Magana, 2014; Darling-Hammond, 2006; Erevelles, 2014, Warren, 2014).    

Much of the existing research surrounding the students described above speaks to the 

conditions of schooling that perpetuate these inequalities.   This study is, in part, an examination 

and extension of those conditions, yet with a twist.  This dissertation is an examination of the 

experience of eight male students of color who graduated with a high school credential from a 

Title I, majority-minority institution.  These are students who seemingly defied those odds 

research clearly shows is stacked against them.  This dissertation examines how these students 

understand the experience of schooling and the achievement of the high school diploma, and also 

the unexpected ways that participants view and value the earning of this credential now that it 

has been earned, and its impact on post-secondary opportunities.    
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According to the most recent reporting by the National Center for Education Statistics 

(2020), Alabama is tied for second along with the states of Texas, West Virginia, Kentucky, and 

Tennessee, with a graduation rate of 90 percent.  Two states are tied for first – Iowa and New 

Jersey at 91 percent.  For the state of Alabama, these numbers which represent the 2017-2018 

school year increased by .7 percent over the reported numbers for 2016-2017.  When I began the 

research for this dissertation, for the period 2016-2017, Alabama had reported the highest 

graduation rate in the nation and District of Columbia for the graduating of African American 

students, at 86.5 percent (NCES, 2019; Powell-Crain, 2019).  This has changed this year to 79 

percent – 11 percent under the graduation rate for white students. 

This is news that would seem to be worthy of celebration, and yet this statistic is missing 

an examination of what happens to those students who graduate but lack the requisite scores, 

skills, and grades to gain entrance into four-year universities.  This is the crux of this 

dissertation.  What was their experience of schooling and how did they understand the value of 

this earned certificate, the high school diploma?  Did the value they believed the diploma held 

before graduation match up with its worth several years after graduation?   

I think it was just always – growing up, that’s what I knew.  Going to school is what I 
was supposed to do, so I just kept going to school.  Nobody never really told me like, 
‘you need to graduate,’ it was just what we needed to do – Malik. 
 

For Malik, one of the individuals interviewed for this dissertation, and for many others, 

school is something you are expected to finish.  There is a perceived value in staying in school 

and the earning of the high school credential that is often unnamed and somewhat undefined, yet 

the expectation that school is where they are ‘supposed’ to be keeps them in school and on track 

to graduate.  This K-12 journey and the diploma that is awarded at its end holds its own symbolic 

capital.  It is a means to opportunities beyond the secondary school door.  Yet, as Chapter II will 
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clearly show, the value of the earned diploma correlates to the educational opportunities 

provided to the student while in the K-12 system, in the form of the schools they attend, the 

teachers they encounter, the opportunities for Advanced and AP classes, test preparation 

opportunities, access to counselors, and even the neighborhoods and communities these schools 

are part of.  Even more, this disparate value does not stop upon graduation, but instead continues 

to impact students beyond the acquisition of the high school diploma. The reporting of the high 

school graduation rates masks the series of obstacles placed in the paths of these eight young 

men and how these obstacles still hinder them years after the graduation ceremony is past. 

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this qualitative, interview-based study is the exploration of the 

value of the high school diploma from the perspective of eight Black male students who have 

graduated from a low-SES, majority-minority school with a diploma conferred by the state of 

Alabama but were unable to score highly enough on the ACT to gain admittance to the four-year, 

state, public university located in the city where they live. Specifically, this study opens and 

informs an area of research within the field of academia that focuses on young, Black men who 

attended majority-minority, low-SES institutions and achieved the high school diploma 

credential, but who found obstacles instead of the opportunities they were expecting.   

Research Questions 

1. How do these eight participants understand and articulate the experience of 

schooling?   

2. How do high school graduates from low-SES, majority-minority K-12 institutions 

understand and articulate the value of a high school diploma? 
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3. How do students from low-SES, majority-minority K-12 institutions who have 

successfully completed high school and earned the high school diploma understand 

their secondary success to have informed their post-secondary opportunities?   

Overview of Methodology 

Study Design 

 This study incorporated an interview-based, qualitative approach utilizing narrative 

analysis.  The interviews were conducted with eight young men who graduated from majority-

minority, low-SES schools in Alabama.        

Their stories are their own, but my presence is felt in their interpretation, in the questions 

I chose to ask, in the themes I uncovered.  Their interviews and our time together became a place 

of reconstruction, co-creation, and the recounting of their lived experience.  Beginning with 

questions grounded in phenomenological interviewing techniques (van Manen, 2016a; 2016b), 

questions became starting points that led to other areas I had not prepared for.  Their stories are 

the foundation of this research, but it became a push and pull, back and forth process that 

continually evolved.  The field notes I initially created to record my impressions of the 

interviews became reflections of my own place within this research.  This form of research is 

resonant of Clifford Geertz’s desire for research to include “thick description” (1973, p. 6) meant 

to “deepen the conversation” (1973, p. 29).     

Phenomenological questioning gave me room to create questions that spoke to how the 

research participants experienced the world of schooling and the achievement of the high school 

diploma and beyond.  As van Manen writes: “The phenomenological attitude keeps us 

reflectively attentive to the ways human beings experience and are conscious of the world before 

reflecting on it and thematizing it” (2016a, p. 58).  Van Manen writes of using the art of 
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phenomenological questioning to “dislodge and confront our unexamined assumptions” (2016b, 

p. xii).  I do not come into this project unbiased, and this has led to continual arguments with 

myself as I write, listen, analyze, code, to not allow what I think I know about these young men 

to color their narratives.  It has been the single hardest part of this entire process.   

The interview data was collected over a period of one month but involves stories that 

span their twenty years as students in K-12 school systems and beyond.  The data also includes 

text messages, Facebook messages, and recollection of phone calls that have occurred since the 

initial interviews happened.  I taught every student who was interviewed, either as a middle-

school teacher or as a high-school teacher.  The list of potential interview candidates was culled 

down from 25 names to eight.  Most of the students I reached out to, either through text or 

Facebook messages, were interested in participating.  The list was then culled for several reasons 

- location conflicts, transportation issues, paths chosen after graduation that were not included in 

this study, i.e., military service, and for three of the 25, incarceration.  It was also impacted by 

COVID-19 whose impact was felt in the halting of all research activity in the last half of the 

2020 academic year which kept me from recruiting or interviewing additional participants. All 

eight participants graduated from a low-SES, majority-minority institution.  All eight participants 

did not score highly enough on the ACT to gain admission to their four-year state university.  All 

eight participants had a perceived value of the high school diploma that differed greatly from its 

real value which they encountered only upon graduating. 

Rationale and Significance 

The achievement of the high school credential has typically been viewed as a culminating 

milestone that ends one chapter while marking the beginning of future educational and 

workforce endeavors.  Today, the value of the high school credential may lie more within the 
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holder of the credential than in its value in both the higher educational arena and the workplace.  

Graduation rates are touted as a symbol of the effectiveness of a school, a district, and a state.  

However, these rates are often given without explication.  While Alabama’s graduation rate of 90 

percent appears to be a clear indicator of student success across the state, this percentage is 

lacking in detail regarding the type of school attended, the diploma pathway, the meeting of 

College and Career Readiness Standards, ACT scores, the socioeconomic conditions of the 

student and the school, and demography.  Even more, it does not speak to the experiences of the 

students themselves.   

This study seeks to explore the understanding of the high school diploma from the 

perspective of the student; what did they initially believe graduating with this credential would 

mean, and what, if anything, has changed in their understanding since graduation.  The study 

follows the trajectory of these students from their high school graduation to their efforts to 

navigate their post-secondary decisions; from choosing to go straight into the workforce, to the 

decision to attend community colleges, for-profit/trade schools, and historically Black colleges 

and universities (HBCUs). Most importantly, the stories of the participants tell what statistics 

alone do not and has the potential to benefit teacher training, the reporting of the graduation rate, 

testing procedures, as well as to fill a gap in academic literature for students who for all intents 

and purposes are success stories, they stayed in school and have graduated with the credential.  

However, as their stories show, they graduated unprepared for the world ahead, though this 

through no fault of their own.    

Role of the Researcher and Researcher Assumptions 

 My positionality in this project is complex.  I have taught each of these students that I 

chose to interview either in middle school or high school.  I am not removed from their 
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situations, even years after being their teacher.  I am invited to birthday parties and funerals.  

One of the participant’s mother reached out to me a month ago that they would be evicted from 

the hotel they were staying in if she did not come up with next week’s rent.  This combined with 

all I have learned throughout this doctoral journey often puts me in a position where I have 

assumed I knew how these young men felt without asking.   

As a white woman, I chose to teach in schools that were low-SES because that is what I 

knew.  I was the daughter of a road paver and a hairdresser who often played a game with my 

dad where we looked through old purses and couch cushions for leftover coins in order to 

conjure enough funds to buy a box of Spatini spaghetti sauce.  I remember standing in welfare 

lines and not understanding why we were there, but also that we could not survive without it.  I 

remember the feeling I would get when the school’s clock would turn to 2:30 p.m., and I knew I 

would have to get on the bus, not certain what I would be returning home to.   

I once met with my high school counselor to try and change my schedule from an 

advanced math course to business math.  She suggested that I just drop out and save everyone the 

trouble.  I was devastated and left her office determined to prove her wrong.  I graduated high 

school on time, but with a 1.7 GPA. I returned to her office that next semester with my honor roll 

report card and she did not even remember telling me to drop out.  She apologized and blamed it 

on being busy and overwhelmed yet her words mattered then and matter now.  I knew of no 

other life outside of the one I was born into until I saw a vision of other lives through the doors 

of homes and communities outside of my own.     

I know poverty. I know what it took to make a way for myself.  I do not know what it is 

to be male, Black, and poor.  My story of growing up poor and not learning there was a life 

outside of the one I knew is not their story, but it led me to the desire to hear and know their 
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stories.  This dissertation represents their stories and my only place within their narratives is my 

role as their former teacher, researcher, and co-creator.   

Definitions of Key Terminology 

ACT:  American College Test.  A test used to determine a student’s preparedness for college. 

Adjusted Cohort Graduation Rate (ACGR):  The rate of incoming freshmen in a cohort, adjusted 
for those students who transfer in and out, who graduate within four years. 
 
Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery (ASVAB):  A multiple choice test administered by 
the United States Military Entrance Processing Command that is used to determine qualification 
for enlistment in the United States Armed Forces. 
 
College and Career Readiness Standards (CCRS): These are standards created in 2009 in a joint 
partnership between the National Governors Association Center for Best Practices and the 
Council of Chief State School Officers.  These standards represent the skills and knowledge that 
students should reasonably be expected to know upon graduation.  These standards are often 
aligned with the high school credential and standardized tests such as ACT and SAT test for this 
knowledge. 
 
College and Career Ready Diploma:  A diploma that satisfies a state’s content standards for ELA 
and Math by 12th grade, requiring a minimum four years of grade level English and three years 
of Math through Algebra II or Integrated Math III (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2017).   
 
College and Career Ready Diploma Pathway:  A defined route to a high school diploma.  
Determined by the state of residence.  Alabama offers one CCR aligned diploma pathway and 
that pathway can be opted out of.  A CCR pathway is the only pathway requiring students to 
complete four years of grade-level ELA and three years of math through Algebra II or Integrated 
math III.  It is designed to align with admissions standards of state institutions.  (Alliance for 
Excellent Education, 2017).   
 
Common Core State Standards (CCSS):  Created in 2009 by the National Governors Association 
Center for Best Practices along with the Council of Chief State School Officers.  These are 
classroom based outcomes that are based on the CCRS outcomes.   
 
Community College:  A two-year college that leads to an associate degree or certification.  Often 
used to prepare for entry into four-year institutions.   
 
Cultural Capital:  the accumulated knowledge, experience, and/or connections one has over the 
course of their lifetime that gives them an edge over others. 
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Diploma Pathway:  A defined route to the achievement of the high school diploma.  Many states 
offer multiple pathways with Alabama offering five distinct pathways to the high school diploma 
even though only one is CCR aligned.   
 
Disability:  The ADA or Americans with Disabilities Act (1990) expanded the definition to its 
current status – A physical or mental impairment that substantially limits one or more major life 
activities of such individual; a record of such an impairment.   
 
Disparate Impact:  A legal term.  Refers to practices in employment, housing, and education, as 
well as other areas that impact one group of people of a protected class more than others, usually 
in a negative fashion. 
 
Field:  the social world in which the players who hold or do not hold cultural and social capital 
exist. 
 
For-Profit School/Trade School:  Designed to assist students in earning certification for a career; 
programs are usually short, encompassing one to two-year programs. 
 
Habitus: “an individual’s disposition that stems from her standing in the game” (Gaddis, 2013). 
 
Historically Black College or University (HBCUs):  Originally created to give access to Black 
students, these colleges and universities often, but not always, are majority-minority institutions.  
In recent years, many have closed, and many more are facing problems with funding, 
accreditation, and graduation and retention rates. 
 
Majority-Minority Institution:  For the purpose of this study, this term is used to denote a school 
where a group with minority status represents the majority of students. 
 
SAT:  Scholastic Aptitude Test. A test used to determine a student’s preparedness for college. 
 
School Culture:  The beliefs, perceptions, attitudes, and both written and unwritten rules that 
shape and influence every aspect of a school and its functioning (Edglossary.org, 2013).  
 
School-to-Prison Pipeline:  Refers to disciplinary and punitive practices that disparately impact 
students of color within our nation’s schools.  Often refers to students of minority groups being 
placed in Special Education, students overly disciplined for small infractions, or pushed out of 
school due to harsher practices and policies that disadvantage one group over another. 
 
Social Capital: capital acquired through group membership, relationships, and personal 
networks.    
 
Socio-Economic Status (SES):  The social standing or class of an individual or group. 
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Title I:  The largest federally funded educational program.  The program funds school systems to 
provide support to those schools with the highest concentrations of poverty to aid in the 
achievement of education goals. 
 
WorkKeys Certification:  An assessment offered by the same company that designs and 
implements ACT testing.  Measures proficiency for career readiness from several variables.  
Also offers a National Career Readiness Certificate if proficiency met in three variables – 
applied math, workplace documents and graphic literacy. 
 

 

Organization of the Study 

 

 This dissertation consists of five chapters.  Chapter I provides background information on 

the research topic that is the focus of the dissertation, a statement of the problem, purpose of the 

study, the research questions, an overview of the methodologies used, study design, rationale and 

significance, the role of the researcher and researcher assumptions, definitions of key 

terminology, and a summary.  Chapter II provides a review of relevant literature related to the 

research questions including the high school diploma, social and cultural capital including  

habitus and field, cultural capital and Annette Lareau, the myth of meritocracy, credentialing 

theory, and post-secondary opportunities for research participants including detailed information 

on community colleges, for-profit/trade schools, and Historically Black Colleges and 

Universities (HBCUs).  Chapter III fully explains the research methodology behind the study, 

including research design, setting and participant selection, data collection, data analysis, and 

validity.  Chapter IV presents an analysis of the data provided by the eight participants, with 

Chapter V presenting the final conclusions from the data, theoretical implications, and 

recommendations for future research. 

Summary 

 The primary purpose of this study is an examination of the experiences of eight Black 

male students who graduated with their high school diploma from majority-minority, Title I 
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institutions.  Academic research often details the systemic inequities these students face that 

impede graduation.  Students who, through their location (both physically and often, 

contextually), are zoned for attendance at schools with inadequate funding, inadequate resources, 

less qualified teachers, fewer opportunities for access to advanced placement, and a dismal 

school culture. These were the conditions present at the schools of every single research 

participant in this study.  What is less examined is how these students articulate their schooling 

experience within these institutions.  This dissertation seeks to explore how these successful 

graduates articulate the value of their schooling experience, the achievement of the high school 

diploma, and the role this achievement has played in their post-secondary opportunities.  In their 

telling and re-telling greater questions are posed, namely, how a student at an underfunded 

institution is asked to meet the same requirements for a high school diploma as a student in a 

highly funded institution, even though not presented with the same opportunities.   

These same students are required to undergo ACT testing for state testing evaluation, but 

also for post-secondary enrollment requirements.  The results of that one test are used to measure 

achievement of the college and career readiness benchmarks through the state of Alabama as a 

precursor to graduation.  That same test is also deemed sufficient for determining a student’s 

fitness for higher education; this without regard for any inequities and inequalities present in the 

institution where they received this education.   

The students you will meet in the following dissertation believe they graduated high 

school unprepared for adulthood, the workforce, or higher education.  At the same time, the state 

of Alabama was publicizing their highest graduation rate on record.  This achievement appears 

laudable, but only if it is accepted at face-value.  Questioning what that rate means and if the 

achievement of the high school diploma means the same thing for all students is what this 
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dissertation seeks to accomplish.  The voices you will hear in this dissertation represent those 

who did what is considered the right thing, stayed in school, graduated against odds that state 

they cannot or will not, and who now find themselves without a place nor a direction that does 

not further marginalize and victimize.  These voices are silent in the current literature, and to 

know it occurs, and to not allow these voices to be heard, is to be complicit in that silence.
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CHAPTER TWO – REVIEW OF THE RELATED LITERATURE 

 Little research is available that explicitly examines students who graduate with a high 

school diploma from a low-SES, majority-minority institution who did not score highly enough 

on their standardized exams to gain admittance to their four-year state university.   Further, little 

research is available regarding how these students understand and articulate the value of staying 

in school and earning the high school diploma credential, and the options offered and made 

available to them both before and after graduation.   This study contributes to the gap in the 

existing literature regarding students’ understandings surrounding the high school diploma and 

the navigation of options after receiving the credential.  This study is driven by three overarching 

research questions.  The first question this study seeks to investigate is “how do these eight 

participants understand and articulate the experience of schooling?”  The second question is 

“how do high school graduates from low-SES, majority-minority K-12 institutions understand 

and articulate the value of a high school diploma?”  The third and final research question seeks 

to understand “how do students from low-SES, majority-minority K-12 institutions who have 

successfully completed high school and earned the high school diploma, understand their 

secondary success to have informed their post-secondary opportunities?” 

This review of related literature begins broadly with an examination of the historical 

context of the high school diploma and a discussion of the graduation rate then narrows to 

include the adoption of Common Core State Standards (CCSS) and the differing paths and 

distinctions available for high school graduates, with particular emphasis on the state of 
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Alabama, the site of this study.  This is followed by sections on the theoretical lenses chosen to 

frame the research questions and data analysis, namely, social and cultural capital, the myth of 

meritocracy, and credentialing theory.  Opportunities for graduates offered beyond the 

achievement of the high school credential are then discussed including a review of the literature 

targeting the community college, for-profit/trade schools, and historically Black colleges and 

universities (HBCUs). In conclusion, a summary of the existing literature as well as the gaps in 

the existing literature and its bearing on this dissertation are discussed. 

The High School Diploma 

Historical Context 

  The current statistics on the high school diploma herald a marked diversion from the 

early twentieth century and the inception of the American high school.  Horace Mann is 

considered the founding father of the Common School Movement of the 1840s and 1850s, and 

declared, “Education, beyond all other devices of human origin, is a great equalizer of the 

conditions of men, - the balance wheel of the social machinery” (Mann, 1848).   This idea of 

schooling as a great equalizer was the primary focus of educational attainment both then and 

now.  Schooling provided the opportunity for enrolled individuals to leave the schooling 

experience both better citizens and better prepared for life beyond school than when they began. 

While Mann championed the revolutionary idea of universal elementary education for all, 

it would be the high school movement that would move the United States to the front of the pack 

in educational enrollment throughout the world (Goldin & Katz, 2009).   Between 1910 and 

1940, demand for a more educated workforce and changing economic conditions led to a second 

movement in the field of education, collectively known as the high school movement.  This 

period was not the beginning of secondary schooling in the United States, but instead “marks an 
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enormous expansion in the number and geographic reach of high schools, the spread of a more 

uniform curriculum, and a replacement of many private high schools with public ones” (Goldin 

& Katz, 2009, p. 5).   

The high school movement also reflected a shift in the goals of schooling.  Whereas an 

elementary education was used to aid in the production of a literate, democratic citizenry, the 

high school movement extended those goals to “training for life” (Goldin & Katz, 1998, p. 5).  In 

1910, at the start of this “second great transformation” (Goldin & Katz, 1998, p. 2) 

approximately 49 percent of high school graduates went on to some form of higher education.  

By 1933, only 25 percent were moving on to higher education.  Goldin and Katz argue that it 

was not that the thirst for higher education had declined, but instead that so many students were 

now entering high school with “About 70 percent of the increase in years of education of adults 

from 1900 to 1970…due solely to the increase in secondary school attendance and graduation” 

(Goldin & Katz, 1998, p. 3).   

Part of the push for the high school movement came from the communities in which 

these schools were to be built.  The expansion of the common school and the high school 

movement was not a cheap undertaking, costing about the same amount for four years of high 

school education as it did for the entire first eight years of elementary schooling (Goldin & Katz, 

1998).  The South initially lagged behind the rest of the nation in high school graduates with 

states from the west, mid-west, and New England leading the nation in graduation rates.  It is 

interesting to note that the high schools in smaller, more rural areas were the greatest producers 

of the initial round of high school enrollees and graduates with states like Iowa, Kansas, and 

Nebraska leading in the number of new high schools and high school graduates (Goldin & Katz, 

2009).  The South lagged primarily due to the large number of young adults employed in 



 

18 
 

manufacturing and agriculture concerns.  Only after the passage of the National Industry 

Recovery Act (1933 to 1935) making the employment of minors in manufacturing industries 

illegal was the South able to begin to catch up to other states in the nation (Goldin & Katz, 

2009).  The following Table’s One and Two show the historical trajectory of the earning of the 

high school credential since the inception of the high school movement.    

Table 1:  Public and Private High School Graduation Rate – 1910 to 1970 – North and West 

 
Goldin, C. & Katz, L. (2009).  Retrieved from: 
https://scholar.harvard.edu/files/lkatz/files/why_the_united_states_led_in_education_lessons_fro
m_secondary_school_expansion_1910_to_1940_1.pdf  
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Table 2:  Public and Private High School Graduation Rate – 1910 to 1970 – Two Regions of the 

South and East North Central 

Goldin, C. & Katz, L. (2009).  Retrieved from: 
https://scholar.harvard.edu/files/lkatz/files/why_the_united_states_led_in_education_lessons_fro
m_secondary_school_expansion_1910_to_1940_1.pdf 
 

It was the power of community and collective capital that allowed for the rise and 

development of these secondary institutions, particularly in states with a large rural population.  

The desire to build secondary schools was two-fold.  One argument was that the building of 

these secondary institutions would prevent the migration of community members to other 

communities with adequate educational opportunities.  The second argument concerned the 

intergenerational gains that could occur through the building of high schools (Goldin & Katz, 

1998).  The elders within a community were willing to use their physical and social capital to 

create human capital with the understanding that there would be a marked return in their 

investments in the forms of both social and physical capital, but also human capital, with human 
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capital being defined as “the stock of skills that the labor force possesses” (Goldin, 2015, p. 55).  

Communities saw education as both a private and a public good benefitting all members of the 

community, and thus, is the responsibility and requires the accountability of all the members who 

benefit.       

The Value of the High School Credential Today 

According to the NCES (2019), the school year 2016-2017 recorded the highest 

graduation rate since measurements began at 85 percent nationally (Gewertz, 2018; NCES, 

2020).  This percentage remained the same for 2017-2018 as well.  This statistic should reaffirm 

the meritocratic notion of the nation’s high school graduation rate as a “barometer of the health 

of American society and the skill level of its workforce” (McKee, Todd, & Caldarella, 2016, p. 

515), and it does appear laudable on the surface.   

It is less so when examined alongside data from the National Assessment of Educational 

Progress (NAEP), an organization that measures academic preparedness, who explicated that 

from that graduation rate of 85 percent, “only 37 percent of twelfth graders performed at or 

above the proficient level in reading and only 25 percent performed at or above the proficient 

level in math” (NCES, 2019).  Even more alarming, in the most recent NAEP report card, scores 

were lower in all subjects across the board with the exception of grade 4 mathematics yet results 

clearly showed that by the time students were tested again by grade 8, those gains are lost 

(NAEP, 2019).  The numbers leave lingering questions about the authenticity of the reporting 

process with experts even suggesting that this increased rate could be the result of “dubious 

tactics – such as creating diploma mills with quick, online catch-up courses - in order to look 

good when annual accountability reports come out” (Gewertz, 2018).  Thus, the value of the high 

school diploma remains in question even after the adoption of College and Career Readiness 
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Standards (CCRS) and the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) (discussed below) and is 

further complicated by the myriad diploma options offered in each state, and each state’s 

individual graduation requirements. 

 As the population of those earning the distinction has risen, the worth of the credential 

has fallen, though it is not meaningless. An individual with a high school diploma should expect 

to experience more employment opportunities than those without one.  A high school diploma 

should also equate to higher earnings, a potential gain of “$10,000 repeated every working year” 

(Sweeten, Bushway & Paternoster, 2009, p. 49).  These gains depend in large part on who has 

earned the credential.  Michelle Fine argues in her seminal text, Framing Dropouts (1991) that a 

“high school degree is economically more valuable to those who are already privileged in class, 

race/ethnicity, gender, and geography” and further argues that the achievement of the high 

school diploma “yields, for whites, men, and upper-middle-class students, consistently more per 

additional year of education than it does for African-Americans and Latinos, women, working-

class or low-income students, respectively” (p. 23).    

This remains true decades after it was written.  The achievement of a high school diploma 

is not the great equalizer.  While its achievement does provide the potential for higher earnings, 

it remains among racial lines with high school graduates of color having no more success on the 

job market after high school than a white high school dropout (McDaniel & Kuehn, 2013, p. 

395).    

Common Core State Standards and College and Career Readiness Standards 

Decades of educational reforms that ran the gamut from teacher training to standardized 

testing initiatives to school choice paved the road for the most recent initiative created to level 

the rather unequal educational terrain, the Common Core State Standards (CCSS).   
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In 2009, the National Governors Association Center for Best Practices (NGA Center) 

along with the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) began the process of developing 

what would become known as the College and Career Readiness Standards (CCRS) to determine 

what knowledge students should reasonably be expected to know by high school graduation. The 

Common Core State Standards (CCSS) are K-12 standards that were created based on the 

outcomes deemed necessary in the CCRS.  In 2011, drafts of the CCRS and CCSS were given to 

the states and territories for revision and adoption.  The Common Core State Standards Initiative 

states that these standards are “designed to ensure that students graduating from high school are 

prepared to take credit bearing introductory courses in two- or four-year college programs or 

enter the workforce” (Common Core State Initiative, 2019).   

Thus, the CCSS were designed on the outcomes created with the development of the 

CCRS.  While initially designed to help align high school curriculum and content with the 

content measured on standardized tests such as the ACT, there were several other overarching 

concerns that guided the creation of CCRS and hence, CCSS.  These concerns included the 

number of high school graduates needing to take remedial math and English courses upon 

college entrance, the retention rate of high school graduates entering college, and future 

employers’ belief that most students who graduate with a high school diploma lack basic skills 

for the workplace (Achieve.org, 2004; Cass, 2017).    

To date, the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) have been adopted by 41 states plus 

the District of Columbia, four territories, and the Department of Defense Education Activity with 

the remaining states either in the process of rewriting the standards or in the process of replacing 

them (Common Core State Initiative, 2019).  As further sections of the literature review reveal, 
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the adoption of CCSS has not guaranteed college and career readiness (CCRS) as initially 

intended.   

Diploma Pathways in the State of Alabama 

Alabama has currently adopted seven CCRS indicators.  These include earning a 

benchmark score in any subject area on the ACT college entrance exam, earning a qualifying 

score of 3 or higher on an Advanced Placement (AP) exam, earning a qualifying score of 4 or 

higher on an International Baccalaureate (IB) exam, earning college credit while in high school, 

earning a silver or gold level on the ACT WorkKeys exam, earning a career technical industry 

credential, or being accepted into the military (ALSDE, 2018).  It is important to note that in the 

state of Alabama meeting any one of the seven CCRS indicators is evidence of meeting CCRS 

standards.   

CCSS standards currently require high school students to successfully complete four 

years of grade level English-Language Arts (ELA) and math content through Algebra II or 

Integrated Math III.  A state is considered to have a CCRS diploma pathway if the CCRS 

standard(s) are met and lead to the earning of the state high school diploma.  At the present time, 

over ninety-eight diploma pathways are offered across all fifty states and the District of 

Columbia.  Of the ninety-eight available pathways, nearly half were deemed CCRS diploma 

pathways, and the rate that students graduate with a CCRS diploma is “substantially lower than 

the adjusted cohort graduation rate (ACGR) in most states” (Alliance for Excellent Education, 

2017, p. 5).   

As of 2021, Alabama offers five diploma pathways.  For context, only seven states and 

the District of Columbia offer a single CCRS diploma option (Achieve.org, 2015).  Twenty-nine 

states offer a special credential for those who exceed the requirements of the standard credential.  
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Alabama is one of only fourteen states offering multiple diploma options and only one CCRS 

option.  For the CCRS endorsed diploma, students are required to complete the necessary CCSS 

as well as successfully accomplish the meeting of at least one of the indicators indicating college 

and career readiness per the state of Alabama.  The meeting of just one indicator is evidence of 

college and career readiness with the indicators being a benchmark score on the ACT, a 

qualifying score on an AP or IB exam, completion of approved, passing coursework in a post-

secondary setting, meeting the benchmark on the WorkKeys exam, acceptance into the military, 

and finally, an approved industry credential, i.e, carpentry, auto mechanics, cosmetology.     

Of the five diploma pathways offered by the state of Alabama, only one option is 

officially sanctioned as CCRS aligned, the Alabama High School Diploma with Advanced 

Academic Endorsement.  This is considered a default diploma meaning that all students are 

initially enrolled in this diploma option, with the option of opting out of this diploma pathway to 

pursue less demanding coursework after completion of the math and English components. The 

second credential offered in the state of Alabama is the Alabama High School Diploma with 

Advanced Career/Technical Endorsement.  This diploma is considered a CCRS opt-in, with a 

course sequence that has been designated for post-secondary admission requirements, but the 

student must choose to opt into these course sequences.  The final three credentials offered 

through the state of Alabama are the Alabama High School Diploma (AHSD), the Alabama High 

School Diploma with Career/Technical Endorsement, and the Alabama High School Diploma 

with Credit Based Endorsement.  All three remaining options do not align with CCRS standards.  

Alabama does not distinguish those students who earned a diploma from a CCRS aligned 

pathway, nor does Alabama report student subgroup data (Achieve.org, 2015). 
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Using this system of credentialing, Alabama reports a state-wide graduation rate of 90 

percent, the state’s highest graduation rate to date, all without reporting from which diploma 

pathway the diploma was earned.  Alabama currently ties with several states for the second 

highest graduation rate in the entire nation at 90 percent.  This is up .07 percent from 2016-2017.   

When I began the research for this dissertation, for the period 2016-2017, Alabama had also 

claimed the highest graduation rate for African American students at 86.5 percent (NCES, 2019; 

Powell-Crain, 2019).  This rate has dropped this year to 79 percent which puts it 11 percent 

under the prevailing graduation rate for white students.  Without required, mandatory reporting 

of the student subgroup data in conjunction with who is graduating with which distinction, the 

complex question of why some students are graduating prepared to tackle the rigor of higher 

education, while others remain unprepared to do so remains unanswered.   

While the graduation rate of African American students has increased, the actual 

percentage of Black students who earned one of the state’s CCRS credentials is only 55.6 

percent, a gap of 17.7 percentage points (ACT, 2019).  The gap for white students is only 10.6 

percent.  This data is valuable, but also flawed in how it is acquired.  These statistics are 

garnered through the self-reporting of demographic and personal information by students who 

take the ACT.  If a student is unsure of the diploma they are seeking or the courses they have 

completed, there is no measure currently available for cross-analysis.   

In 2019, Alabama graduated 57,276 graduates of which 100 percent took the ACT as part 

of the state’s mandatory testing.  The average score was 18.9.  Nationally, an estimated 52 

percent of all high school graduates took the ACT.  The national average composite score was 

20.7.  Of the graduating number in Alabama, 30,778 were white, and their average score was 

20.5 with this number being slightly lower than other years recorded.  Of the graduating number 
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in Alabama, 15.761 were Black.  Their average composite score was 16.1, a number that is also 

slightly down from other years.  The percentage of Alabama students who met CCRS standards 

per subject was across the board lower than 50 percent. This in a state that touts one of the 

highest graduation rates in the nation.  The table on the following page (Table 3) is a comparison 

of college and career readiness attainment, participation, and opportunity between Alabama and 

the rest of the nation. 
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Table 3: College and Career Readiness Attainment, Participation and Opportunity

  

ACT.org. (2020).  “The condition of college and career readiness – Alabama.” Retrieved from:  
https://www.act.org/content/dam/act/unsecured/documents/cccr-2019/Alabama-CCCR-2019.pdf 
 

There is also significant concern that history may be repeating itself in Alabama’s 

reporting of the graduation rate.  In December 2016, the ALSDE issued a press release after an 

audit by the United States Department of Education (USDE).  The audit found Alabama had 
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inflated its graduation rates through two methods.  The first was how the Alabama Occupational 

Diploma (AOD) was counted.  This diploma pathway was not anchored to CCRS standards and 

its receivers could not be included in the calculation of the state graduation rate.  Insufficient 

oversight of reporting school systems was also mentioned including diplomas issued that were 

not honestly achieved (ALSDE, 2016).   

Alabama is touting a graduation rate at the top tier of the nation while leaving much to 

interpretation.  We do not know who is graduating with which credential, we do not have 

information on the inflation of graduation rates through alternative pathways and credit recovery, 

but what the discrepancy in numbers clearly shows is that we are graduating more students who 

are also less qualified for higher education.  

All of these measurements are calculated using the Adjusted Cohort Graduation Rate 

(ACGR).  The ACGR is the percentage of public high school freshmen who graduate with a 

regular diploma within 4 years of beginning 9th grade.  Table 4 highlights the ACGR for all 

states within the United States for the 2017-2018 academic year, with the state of Alabama near 

the top in the nation in its reported graduation rate.  Table 5 further delineates the data from 

Table 1 into subgroups for race and ethnicity.  The ACGR was first used by the National Center 

for Education Statistics (NCES) in the 2010-2011 academic year.  This rate looks at a cohort of 

first-time entering 9th-graders in a given academic year.  The cohort number is then adjusted by 

adding students who transfer in and subtracting those students who transfer out.  The ACGR 

represents the number of students who remain in the cohort and go on to graduate within four 

years with a regular high school diploma (NCES, 2019).  
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Table 4:  Adjusted Cohort Graduation Rate for Public High Schools – By State – 2017-2018 

 

NCES, 2020.  Retrieved from: https://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=805 
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Table 5:  Adjusted Cohort Graduation Rate by Race/Ethnicity – 2017-2018 

 

NCES, 2020.  Retrieved from: https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator_coi.asp. 

ACT Testing as Measure of Academic Preparedness 

Entrance to two- and four-year colleges and universities require not just proof of earning 

the high school diploma, but an acceptable passing score on a standardized entrance exam, 

typically the ACT (American College Testing) or SAT (Scholastic Assessment Test).  The ACT 

data is dependent upon student entry of demographic and core class information, which may or 

may not be accurate, but the data shows a clear discrepancy between those who are taking the 

CCRS recommended core course load and those who are not, and this differential grows when 

disaggregated by race and ethnicity.  This differential also grows when examined against the 
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national scale.  Table 6 highlights the average ACT score for the state of Alabama by race and 

core curriculum status.   

Table 6:  Average ACT Score for Alabama – Race and Core Curriculum Status 

 

ACT.ORG., 2020.  Retrieved from:  
http://www.act.org/content/dam/act/secured/documents/cccr2018/P_01_019999_S_S_N00_ACT
-GCPR_Alabama.pdf 

 

Table 7 shows an indication of the discrepancy in the self-reporting of the data by the 

student test-taker and the lack of data reported by the state of Alabama.  This table highlights the 

percentage of those students in Alabama who have met 3 to 4 of the CCRS benchmarks, further 

delineated by race/ethnicity.  This means a student has successfully met the benchmark score on 

the ACT in English, Math, Reading, and/or Science which is an indicator of college and career 

preparedness. 
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 It is important to note that the core curriculum status information for the state of 

Alabama is not reported or aggregated by the state.  This information is acquired through the 

student test-taker filling out demographic and academic history information as part of registering 

for the ACT exam. 

Table 7:  Percentage of Students in Alabama Meeting 3 to 4 CCCR Benchmarks by 

Race/Ethnicity 

 

 

ACT.ORG., 2020.  Retrieved from 
http://www.act.org/content/dam/act/secured/documents/cccr2018/P_01_019999_S_S_N00_ACT
-GCPR_Alabama.pdf 
 

This idea that those who graduate with a high school credential all leave with the same 

access to post-secondary opportunities is false.  It is held in place by the reporting of the 

graduation rate without assessing what that number represents or how it is measured in the first 

place.  All high schools are not created equally and the experiences of those who attend different 

high schools have drastically different educational opportunities upon graduation, opportunities 

that tend to replicate and often compound the inequalities present in the K-12 schooling 

experience.     



 

33 
 

Theoretical Rationale 

Cultural Capital 

 Cultural capital is a sociological concept that was first used by Pierre Bourdieu in his 

Cultural Reproduction and Social Reproduction (1973).  Cultural capital encompasses the 

knowledge, dispositions, experiences, and the connections we are both born with and that we 

acquire throughout our lives.  A lack of cultural capital is equated with difficulty moving forward 

or upward in society and has a particular relevance with the conditions of schooling and the 

available options after high school (Gaddis, 2013; Swartz, 1997; Weininger & Lareau, 2003).   

Bourdieu proposed three distinct forms of capital – economic, social, and cultural or symbolic 

capital.  Economic capital refers to our financial assets usually in the form of things that money 

can buy.  Social capital are the relationships, group memberships, and influence we wield.  

Cultural or symbolic capital is what we develop through our knowledge, education, and skills.  

The second two forms of capital – social and cultural are often byproducts of economic capital, 

but not always (Dumais, 2006; Gaddis, 2013).  

According to Bourdieu, the three distinct forms of cultural capital are embodied, 

objectified, and institutionalized.  Embodied capital are goods that one can only acquire through 

understanding and includes the way we speak and our mannerisms.  These goods are typically 

acquired throughout our home lives and are most often inherited from our parents or caregivers.  

For example, students are expected to know the alphabet upon starting kindergarten.  This 

transmission typically occurs through interactions with parents, siblings, and preschool 

providers.  As they move through the school system, students are expected to speak and write 

using grammatically correct Standard American English.  It is at this stage that schools take on a 

more prominent role in the acquiring of embodied capital, namely through the conventions of the 

school they attend and their individual teachers (Gaddis, 2013; Swartz, 1997).  Considering the 
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racial and ethnic diversity present in the American classroom, it is a deficit for students to not 

speak using the conventions of the dominant group, thus, the transmission of this form of capital 

has less to do with distinct abilities and more to do with the abilities of those who transfer this 

form of capital.   

The objectified form of cultural capital is represented through objects and includes access 

to books, art museums, theatre, dance, and even computers and scientific instruments (Bourdieu, 

1986; Swartz, 1997).  Bourdieu describes capital in the embodied and objectified forms as capital 

that:  

takes time to accumulate and which, has a potential capacity to produce profits  
and to reproduce itself in identical or expanded form, contains a tendency to persist in its 
being, is a force inscribed in the objectivity of things so that everything is not equally 
possible or impossible.  And the structure of the distribution of the different types and 
subtypes of capital at a given moment in time represents the immanent structure of the 
social world, i.e., the set of constraints, inscribed in the very reality of that world, which 
govern its functioning in a durable way, determining the chances of success for practice 
(Bourdieu, 1986, p. 241).     
 

 The third and final form of cultural capital is the institutionalized form.  The 

institutionalized form often is equated with academic credentials and is seen in the competition 

for student and parent dollars at the university, college, community college, for-profit and trade 

school, and even the HBCU level with “expanded higher education…create[ing] massive 

credential markets that are today decisive in reproducing the social class structure” (Swartz, 

1997, p. 76).  

To summarize, economic capital can provide or buy the other two forms of capital – 

social and cultural or symbolic, just as the other two can be used to achieve economic capital.  A 

conversion rate exists between all three aspects of capital as it is defined by Bourdieu with a 

credential, like the high school diploma, converting from a good from a cultural capital 

standpoint into an economic good.  The strength of this conversion is relative to those who also 
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hold the credential.  In the case of the high school diploma, while it is often received as an entry-

point into post-secondary education, its worth as an entry-point depends on the strength of those 

who are also entering the same field.  A diploma that is accompanied by a strong ACT or SAT 

score, and the completion of other admissions criteria, e.g., the college essay and 

recommendations, is worth more than a diploma accompanied by a less than average ACT or 

SAT score and an admissions essay and recommendations submitted without the help and 

backing of those with knowledge of how to navigate through the college admissions process.  In 

this instance, the conversion is as Bourdieu anticipates with “the investments made (in time and 

effort) turn[ing] out to be less profitable than was anticipated when they were made” (Gaddis, 

2013, p. 51). 

Habitus and Field 

 From the beginning of their life, a child begins to notice their place within the context of 

a larger world with “this understanding based on the social class into which one is born and has a 

life-long effect on one’s attitudes, decisions, and actions” (Dumais, 2006, p. 85).  Habitus is built 

upon where we live, what we eat, what we do with our free time, our family structure, and the 

educational level of our parents.  Essentially, habitus creates the impetus for our actions and 

gives them meaning, and these meanings are typically shared by the individuals, families, and 

groups with whom we are raised.  Paraphrasing Wittgenstein, Anthony King writes “even if God 

were to look inside a person’s brain, he would not be able to see a meaning” (King, 2005, p. 

217).  The understandings and meanings we live by and that shape our habitus are often the 

result of the habitual processes that encompass our daily lives.  They are processes we do not 

have to think about until they are called into question. 
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Harker (1984) took Bourdieu’s idea of habitus and pushed it even further, arguing that for 

someone with little to no valued cultural capital to acquire said capital, inevitable changes in 

habitus occur.  Harker calls these changes embourgeoisement and it entails five levels: 

Level I – Students with little to no cultural capital have a low success rate on institutional 

tests and exams.  As a result, teachers, students, other group members, and the student 

himself adjust their expectations and this adjustment becomes a part of their habitus. 

Level II – These same students and their families make choices that lead to “occupational 

and educational dead ends” (Harker, 1984, p. 118). 

 Level III – This is the level of “learned ignorance” (Harker, 1984, p. 118-119), with 

teachers and institutions rewarding those students who assimilate into the school and 

academic culture of success. 

Level IV – At this level, teachers reward those with the appropriate dispositions and 

backgrounds just as tests are aligned for mastery of skills and dispositions of those with 

cultural capital.  Indeed, Harker argues that this level cannot be mastered without the 

appropriate cultural capital. 

Level V – Credential inflation.  As more individuals obtain credentials such as the high 

school diploma or advanced degrees; credentials that give the impression of greater 

opportunity, employers rely on other criteria for measurement of candidates, including 

“style, presentation, language and so on” (Harker, 1984, p. 119). 

In the final level, the inflation matters only as much as the cultural capital that props it in 

place.  For a student from a high-SES school that offers multiple opportunities for CCRS 

pathway compliance, who resides in a home filled with books, reads for leisure, has access to 

extracurricular activities and tutoring, and has the advantage of parents or a mentor who knows 
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how to navigate the world of cultural capital; the distinction of the credential holds more value. It 

can be exchanged for other opportunities including four-year college admissions entrance, ACT 

scores, and scholarships.  An equally, even exceedingly brilliant student of color and low-SES 

will be at a disadvantage in that same high-SES school without the tools of cultural capital to 

navigate the various fields in which they find themselves.  This is compounded for those students 

who have no valued cultural capital and also attend a low-SES, majority-minority institution with 

fewer course options, less qualified teachers, less extracurricular opportunities, and less 

resources in the form of knowledgeable and caring mentors and counselors. 

The field, as it is used by Bourdieu and Swartz, is a “structured social context” whereas 

action is generated through one’s habitus (Swartz, 2002, p. 64).  Bourdieu saw society as a 

“complex arrangement of many fields, such as the economic field, the artistic field, the religious 

field, the legal field, and the political field” (Swartz, 2002, p. 64).  The field is not only macro-

level, however.  A classroom environment, within a school, within a neighborhood, within a 

community are all examples of micro-level fields in action with “the driving force of habitus 

mediated by fields, and the constraints and the opportunities imposed by fields are mediated 

through the dispositions of habitus” (Swartz, 2002, p. 64).   

The interaction between cultural capital, habitus, and field can be equated to a game of 

cards (Lareau and McNamara Horvat, 1999, p. 39).  Every player who enters the game is given a 

different set of cards.  These cards represent a player’s valued cultural capital.  Every player at 

the table comes to the table with a set of dispositions, knowledge, and skills that they will use to 

play the cards they are given.  This is their habitus.  What they do with their cards determines 

whether they activate the capital they are given or not.  Their game is also dependent on the other 

players at the table.  In this way, cultural capital, habitus, and field are dependent on each other 
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for activation.  The problem is not that students do not enter the educational field without 

cultural capital and the habitus that accompanies it. We all have access to cultural capital.  The 

problem occurs when the particular cultural capital of a student is not valued or considered 

valuable.  In these instances, unless these students are fortunate enough to find a caring teacher, 

counselor, or mentor to expand the field that is their worldview, who gives their store of cultural 

capital legitimacy, it is unlikely that a student’s cultural capital will be activated because the 

student does not have enough information to do so.   

It is often difficult to activate cultural capital even when caring teachers, counselors, and 

mentors are found for, as in the card game analogy, the cards remain stacked against those 

students of color and low-SES who attend low-SES, majority-minority institutions.  Those 

students who, without valued cultural capital, choose to stay in school have been made to believe 

that schooling and the earning of the high school credential are a measure of success in and of 

itself, but also provides an entry point into other destinations.  The reality they find upon 

graduating with the credential is that their desire to do more and be more is not enough to 

overcome the disadvantage that accompanies a lack of valued cultural capital within the field that 

is education.   

Cultural Capital and Annette Lareau 

 Paul DiMaggio (1982) was one of the first individuals to delve into the connection 

between Bourdieu’s theory of cultural capital and its influence on academic success, finding that 

the influence of cultural capital played out in the role of teachers who “communicate more easily 

with students who participate in elite status cultures, give them more attention and special 

assistance, and perceive them as more intelligent or gifted than students who lack the required 

traits, tastes, and styles” (Weininger & Lareau, 2003, p. 574).  In this way, students without 
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valued cultural capital are handicapped by those in positions of power at the same time that they 

are determining their place within a system that privileges certain dispositions, skills, 

backgrounds, and knowledge.  For those who graduate with a high school diploma, this 

introduces another thread of inequality.  For students with valued cultural capital, institutional 

capital is transmitted through teachers and administrators through grades, recommendations, and 

test scores, and when combined with parental capital and the ability to navigate college 

admissions, students enter the post-secondary realm with a decided edge on life after the high 

school diploma.  A student without this access often does not even recognize what is missing for 

he has never been made aware of the intricacies involved beyond the achievement of the high 

school diploma.   

This connection between capital acquired in the home and capital acquired at school was 

the subject of research conducted by Lareau and Benson (1984).  They compared a school 

primarily attended by children of the working class, the Colton School, and a school primarily 

attended by the more affluent, the Prescott School.  At Colton, family life was distinctly separate 

from school life.  At Prescott, parents were very involved.  Prescott parents knew what was 

going on at school, knew the dynamics of their children’s classrooms, and were involved in 

numerous extracurricular activities that benefitted their children’s educational experience.  At 

Colton, not only were parents left out of this information, but the parents had different beliefs 

about the role of the parents within the educational system.  In this way, the habitus of the 

parents became the impetus for the creation of the habitus of the students (Lareau & Benson, 

1984).  Habitus is the capital we carry with us that allows us to blend in seamlessly or to stand 

out.  I remember a high school boyfriend’s mother saying that my voice on the phone sounded 

“streetwise.”  In certain situations, being ‘streetwise’ actually connotates being savvy and willing 
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to adapt.  In the mouth of a parent you are hoping to impress, ‘streetwise’ is not the habitus you 

want to precede you.  

This initial research was extended by Lareau as she expanded Bourdieu’s ideas, tailoring 

them to the context of the United States, in particular how Bourdieu’s philosophy of cultural 

capital depended on the assumption of the educational journey as “a history with no pre-history” 

(Weininger & Lareau, 2003, p. 399).  To assume this is to deny the connections Lareau was 

finding in her research between family life and schooling.  In this way, “the formal equality 

practiced by educational institutions systematically privileges those from certain class 

backgrounds and disadvantages those from others” (2003, p. 399).    

This same systemic privilege is in play with regard to the high school diploma.  Students 

from high-SES schools are afforded smaller class sizes, more resources, better teachers, and a 

school climate that celebrates achievement and success.  The achievement of the high school 

diploma is not seen as an end or a destination, but as a jumping-off point for a postsecondary 

career.  For students who are relegated to low-SES, majority-minority schools by virtue of the 

location of their neighborhood or place of residence, these students are subject to less resources 

and larger class sizes, less opportunities, a revolving door of teachers and administrators, and a 

greater likelihood of a school resource officer instead of a school counselor.  In this regard, 

students who attend these low-SES institutions are systematically denied privileges afforded 

other students at high-SES schools, often within miles of each other.  In this, it is not only 

location that provides uneven access and exposure to cultural capital, but it also comes in the 

absence of exposure to a more diverse student body of differing races, ethnicities, and classes.   

Race was soon added to class as the focus of Lareau’s research shifted.   However, the 

distinctions between race and class were never fully explicated in Lareau’s distinctions of 
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“concerted cultivation” and “the accomplishment of natural growth” (Lareau, 2003, p. 748-749).  

“Concerted cultivation” is defined by Lareau as the hallmark of a middle or upper-class 

upbringing.  Parents hold discussions and dialogue with their children.  Children are given 

myriad extracurricular opportunities.  Their time is highly structured and their access to these 

opportunities encourages a sense of entitlement that effectively changes how they navigate and 

move through the world.  The “accomplishment of natural growth” argues for the exact opposite.  

This is typically the domain of the lower-SES family.  Parents in this category do not dialogue 

but instead issue directives.  A child’s day is filled by their own devices.  There are not 

scheduled activities that fill a day, but instead, a child is expected to fill their time with other 

children.  Lareau argues that middle-class parents of both races raise their children with a design 

on what affords them cultural capital for their futures.  These families engaged their children in a 

plethora of organized extracurricular activities, as well as encouraging the use of language and 

reasoning abilities.  The children benefit from these efforts by being more confident in their 

abilities and they develop the ability to comfortably navigate the adult world.  The values of 

middle-class families are in line with the values of those who work and run middle-class schools 

and their values are in line with those who work in positions of authority to develop and 

administer curriculum and testing.   

Children from poor or working-class families participate in few organized extracurricular 

activities, defer to the authority of their parents, and are raised by parents who believe parenting 

is about providing love, discipline, safety, and food, rather than opportunity, thus the tag line 

“accomplishment of natural growth” (2003, p. 749).  In this way, “child rearing strategies are 

influenced by more than parents’ education.  It is the interweaving of life experience and 

resources, including parents’ economic resources, occupational conditions, and educational 
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backgrounds, that appears to be most important in leading middle-class parents to engage in 

concerted cultivation and working-class and poor parents to engage in the accomplishment of 

natural growth” (2003, p. 771-772).  Similarly, a family’s class positioning plays a dominant role 

in the acquisition of and building upon of cultural capital.  Lareau found that in working-class 

communities, “parents turned over the responsibility for education to the teacher.  Just as they 

depended on doctors to heal their children, they depended on teachers to educate them.  In the 

middle-class community, however, parents saw education as a shared enterprise and scrutinized, 

monitored, and supplemented the school experiences of their children” (Lareau, 1987, p. 81).  

Schutz (2006) argued the opposite stating that “low income and minority parents generally have 

‘reverence for education and high hopes for their offsprings’ school success,’ even though they 

may not interact with schools in the same manner as middle-class white parents” (2006, p. 700).   

What cannot be ignored in Lareau’s research is her dismissal of race and her assertion 

that “the role of race in children’s daily lives was less powerful than I had anticipated” (Lareau, 

2003, p. 773).  Considering that race is often a powerful indicator of where schools are zoned 

and the communities in which they live, it is difficult if not impossible, to ignore the way race 

shapes not only the ability to acquire cultural capital, but also the way such capital is viewed 

(Rothstein, 2017, p. 187).  Terms like ‘inner-city,’ and ‘urban’ are all coded ways of saying 

‘Black’ or ‘African-American.’  Lareau (2000) also argues that “separation” (p. 115) is the 

quality that separates the relationship between working-class (low-SES) families and the schools 

their children attend while “interconnectedness” (p. 115) drives the relationship between upper-

middle class families and the schools.   

There is room to argue that Lareau’s interpretation of these conditions of child-rearing 

and schooling come from the same deficit thinking mindset she seeks to elucidate.  Schutz 
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(2006) writes of the “tendency for many school personnel to view the actions of low-income 

minority parents from a deficit perspective, an increasingly broad group of scholars understands 

the disconnect between schools and families (and often, implicitly, communities) to derive from 

‘difference’ and/or ‘power’ perspectives (2006, p. 701).  

These themes of separation and interconnectedness are not color-blind, but instead speak 

loudly of the very differences and power differentials Schutz mentions.  Quinn, Barrett-Cox and 

Steinbugler (2020) reaffirm Schutz in their own research arguing, “the comparatively smooth 

engagement of educators and administrators by middle-class white parents and some middle-

class Black parents and other middle-class parents of color obscures the difficulties that working-

class and poor parents of color, may experience due to educators’ expectations of lack of care or 

dysfunction” (2020, p. 52).  Even Lareau’s writings on the homes in a community speaks to this 

need, often unrecognized, of seeing students of color, their families, and the communities in 

which they live from a deficit perspective, “Here and there are well-maintained houses and 

yards, but on many streets the yards and bushes are overgrown and weeds have gained the upper 

hand.  Old cars – some missing wheels and windows – are parked in front of several homes” 

(Lareau, 2000, p. 16).   

For families of low-SES status, school was something that occurred while on the school 

grounds.  It was separate from family life.  For middle- and upper-class families, the exact 

opposite was true.  Education was something that was occurring at all times through traditional 

school experiences, dialogue between family members in the home, and in the extracurricular 

activities chosen to fill the time away from school, yet even in the descriptions of these events, 

the impact of race is felt even if not fully explicated.  While this may indeed be so, it is also clear 

that separation occurs within the school as it relates to how teachers interact with students and 
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parents of low-SES and/or color, or both, as well as the separation inherent in majority-minority 

schools that are separated from their whiter counterparts in regard to race and resources (Rosiek 

& Kinslow, 2016).    

Thus, race cannot be separated from the conditions of schooling and it certainly should 

play a role in the consideration of parenting styles, and its erasure or diminishment is 

problematic.  Even more, Lareau acknowledged in her earlier work that within the field of 

educational interaction(s) “the rules of the game are built on race-specific interactions” (Lareau 

& McNamara Horvat, 1999, p. 42).  One’s habitus is informed from our very first moments in 

large part due to the home we are born into, and for many students in low-SES, majority-

minority institutions, race remains at the foundation of that segregation, far more than the class-

distinction, though they often work in tandem.  Lareau seems to acknowledge this in her 

demonstration “that the level of parental involvement is linked to the class position of the parents 

and to the social and cultural resources that social class yields in American society (1987, p. 81).  

Race also cannot be separated from those who graduate with the high school diploma and “not 

all cultural displays are equally valued” (Lareau & McNamara Horvat, 1999, p. 42).  The 

intersection of gender, race, and class are powerful social determinants that impart value to the 

credential, but also impart opportunity and value to the opportunities presented after the 

credential is earned. 

The Myth of Meritocracy 

Cultural capital manages to disassemble the oft-cited notion of meritocracy and the idea 

of education as a democratic process.  Bourdieu found that “school success . . . is better 

explained by the amount and type of cultural capital inherited from the family milieu than by 

measures of individual talent or achievement” (Swartz, 1997, p. 75-76).   Davies and Rizk 

reinforce this mythical aspect of schooling as meritocratic as “schools claimed to be neutral 
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institutions, innocently rewarding sheer effort and cognitive skill in open competitions, while in 

reality their valuations were arbitrary and class-based” (2018, p. 337).   

Whiteness is often associated with the American Dream and it has been argued that 

“whiteness infests the so-called American dream and renders it inaccessible to anyone who 

doesn’t meet the preselected criteria” (Savali, 2017, p. 1).  In this regard, cultural capital and the 

issue of meritocracy is not color-blind, for it directly enhances opportunities for those of 

generational privilege, often as the result of whiteness.  Thus, cultural capital can be translated 

into material gains but typically only for those who are members of the dominant culture, or 

whose cultural practices align with that of the dominant culture.  This condition of meritocracy is 

not often shared with students in low-SES, majority-minority institutions.  If one is the holder of 

cultural capital, especially if white, the idea that any dream can be achieved with a little grit, 

determination, and hard work is not a falsehood.  One can believe that they made it based on 

one’s own merit alone and have little to no reason to question the systemic structures that hold 

one’s privilege in place.   

There is an insidious nature to this myth of the American Dream and the myth of 

meritocracy.  We live in a culture that glorifies those who rise and it has become a dominant 

theme not only in schooling but in the realm of politics.  Ronald Reagan was one of the first to 

speak on this “rhetoric of rising” (Sandel, 2020, p. 65) when he stated in a speech that “All 

Americans have not just a right but a solemn responsibility to rise as far as their God-Given 

talents and determination can take them” (p. 65).  Clinton, though from a different political party, 

spoke this same language, “The American dream that we were all raised on is a simple but 

powerful one.  If you work hard and play by the rules, you should be given a chance to go as far 

as your God-given ability will take you” (p. 67). 
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Barack Obama was also a skilled arbiter of the American dream and particularly this 

dream in combination with education.  Speaking to a group of educators, he stated,  

Now, as a nation, we don’t promise equal outcomes, but we were founded on the idea 
that everybody should have an equal opportunity to succeed. No matter who you are, 
what you look like, where you come from, you can make it.  That’s an essential promise 
of America,  Where you start should not determine where you end up.  And I’m so glad 
that everybody wants to go to college” (p. 68). 
 

And we, as Americans, have bought into this ideal.  That opportunity is simply a matter of 

perseverance and hard work.  We even venerate this in our athletic contests.  Game day 

broadcasts are inundated with player biographies that speak to the triumph over adversity be it 

physical, emotional, or financial.  Yet, this idea of creating our own success is markedly different 

than that of other developed countries.  According to Sandel, who examined global public 

opinion surveys, 77 percent of Americans believe success is as simple as hard work.  Only half 

of Germans surveyed believed this to be true with the majority of respondents in France and 

Japan believing that hard work is no guarantee of anything (2020, p. 74). 

This myth of meritocracy is a form of “system justification – a social, psychology theory 

that believes humans tend to defend, bolster, or rationalize the status quo and see overarching 

social, economic, and political systems as good, fair, and legitimate” (Savali, 2017, p. 2).   An 

example of this are white students who believe the scholarships they rightfully deserve are being 

awarded to students of color with lesser qualifications due to Affirmative Action.  This creates 

the storyline that they have to work harder to get ahead or they have to work for everything they 

have as if other members of other races and ethnicities sit back and receive handouts.  This 

system justification does not consider the history of oppression of people of color in this country 

nor the systems in place that continue to oppress. 
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This myth plays out for those with valued capital in a different way than for those who 

come into schooling with stores of cultural capital not valued by the dominant culture.  The 

recent admissions scandal is one example, but another example is this generation of “helicopter 

parenting.” Sandel in his book, The Tyranny of Merit (2020), calls this form of parenting, 

an anxious but understandable response to rising inequality and the desire of affluent 
parents to spare their progeny the precarity of middle-class life.  A degree from a name-
brand university has come to be seen as the primary vehicle of upward mobility for those 
hoping to remain ensconced in the comfortable classes.  This is the mentality that led 
panicky, privileged parents to sign up for the college admissions scam (p. 13). 
 

Sandel mentions how this sense of anxiety has produced a system of college acceptance and 

entrance based on “front door” policies versus “back door” policies.  The “front door” mode of 

acceptance is utilized by those who can get in on their own merits.  These include a solid 

admissions essay, a better than average score on the ACT or SAT, and the necessary 

recommendation letters, extracurricular activities, and GPA.  The “back door” is the one used by 

the parents in the college admissions scandal.  This is where money buys valued capital in the 

form of a higher ACT or SAT score or in purchasing their way onto an athletic team. 

It is interesting that purchasing your way through these “back door” channels is 

considered scandalous even though wealthy parents, through alumni status, or endowments also 

buy a way in for their children who could not get in through a “front door” method of 

admittance.  According to Sandel (2020) “At elite colleges, alumni children are as much as six 

times more likely than other applicants to win admission.  Overall, Harvard admits only one 

applicant in twenty; of legacy applicants, it accepts one out of three” (p. 170).  For children 

without built-in valued capital and privilege, such as those students of low-SES, they remain 

“about as unlikely to attend the Big Three [Harvard, Yale, and Princeton] today, as they were in 

1954” (p. 167).  Membership clearly has its privileges and those privileges are compounded upon 
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entrance with prestigious colleges and universities able to spend more on the educational 

experience of each student.  As Sandel writes, “American higher education is like an elevator in 

a building that most people enter on the top floor” (p. 169). 

On the other hand, if one is a student of color, of poverty, or both, the idea that the 

system is fair for all can be demoralizing and self-defeating.  The work of Godfrey, Burson, and 

Santos (2019) provide evidence of the detrimental impact of this belief system on self-esteem 

and behavior.  Examining 257 adolescents at a low-SES, diverse middle school, the researchers 

found that “system-justification was associated with higher self-esteem, less delinquent behavior, 

and better classroom behavior in sixth grade but worse trajectories of these outcomes from sixth 

to eighth grade” (2019, p. 180).  Their findings revealed that this idea of meritocracy, that 

achievement is the result of hard work and achievable by anyone if they work hard enough, is 

detrimental to the “well-being of marginalized youth and that early adolescence is a critical 

developmental period for this process” (2019, p. 180).  Considering the interviews with my 

research participants, they believed they were impacted negatively by this system of beliefs, 

including how they were viewed by other schools within the City and County systems.  Nearly 

every interviewee felt that no matter how much effort they put in – they were always falling far 

short, either by the standards of the school, the school system, their teachers and administrators 

or even surrounding schools.  Schutz spoke of the detrimental impact of system-justification 

years earlier stating, “the evidence indicates that graduation from high school – ‘playing by the 

rules’ in school – does not ensure poor students of color in inner city areas access to middle class 

jobs” (Schutz, 2006, p. 692).   

Credentialing Theory 

If we hear from all sides demands for the introduction of regulated curricula culminating 
in special examinations, the reason for this is, of course, not a suddenly awakened “thirst 
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for education”, but rather the desire to limit the supply of candidates for these positions 
and to monopolize them for the holders of educational patents.  For such monopolization, 
the “examination” is today the universal instrument – hence its irresistible advance.  As 
the curriculum required for the acquisition of the patent of education requires 
considerable expense and a long period of gestation, this striving implies a repression of 
talent (of the “charisma”) in favor of property, for the intellectual costs of the educational 
patent are always low and decrease, rather than increase, with increasing volume (Weber, 
1968, p. 1000). 
 
This section introduces a new dimension to the existing problems surrounding the high 

school diploma.  Specifically, as the number of graduates with a credential, beginning with the 

high school diploma, increases, the credential’s very worth decreases.  Credentialing theory is 

often used to analyze post-secondary educational endeavors, namely, that “there is a strong 

connection between postsecondary schooling and employee perceptions of the education 

requirements for their jobs” (Walters, 2004, p. 116). As more people enter post-secondary 

institutions, the value of the credential declines, and often leads to even more education (Collins, 

2019, p. 11).   

Credentialing theory becomes complex when applied to the achievement of the high 

school diploma, and increasingly so when research indicates a steadily increasing graduation rate 

against research that speaks to the unpreparedness of those graduating with the distinction of the 

high school diploma.  A high school credential is required for many blue-collar positions and it is 

also a requirement for most post-secondary educational opportunities.  A high school diploma 

provides access to these opportunities, but the access is unequal based on the holder, essentially 

leading to the appearance of greater access, while “maintaining and accelerating inequality in 

outcomes” (Collins, 2019, p. 17).  Students are encouraged to remain in school and that 

graduation will provide more opportunity than through push-out or drop-out, and a diploma does 

typically correspond to both steadier employment and higher earnings.  Yet, McDaniel and 

Kuehn (2013) found that Black high school graduates actually work the same number of weeks 
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as white high school dropouts, and less weeks than a white high school graduate (p. 395).  They 

found the same correlation in earnings potential with Black workers with a high school diploma 

earning a median income of $26,000.00 while white workers with a high school diploma earned 

$34,200.00 (p. 374).  Collins (2019) argues that the inflation of these credentials is built on a 

shaky foundation with the outcome of staying in school being “more equality of opportunity, 

more high-tech economic performance, and more good jobs” (p. 12), and for many students who 

stay in school and go on to graduate, particularly those who graduate from low-SES, majority-

minority institutions, this is simply not their reality.  Instead, it is as Collin’s argued first in 1979 

and again in 2019, that the “rise of a competitive system for producing abstract cultural currency 

in the form of educational credentials has been the major new force shaping stratification in 

twentieth-century America” (1979, p. 94). 

A preparation gap exists for many of today’s high school graduates.  A high school 

diploma is typically an entrance requirement for most public colleges and universities, but it is 

usually accompanied by the required scores from a standardized test, typically the ACT or SAT. 

This score is another form of credentialing that directly impacts a high school graduate’s 

opportunity for post-secondary education.  Admission criteria includes the achievement of the 

high school diploma but does not explore the structural inequalities underlying that achievement.  

A graduating high school student who attended a low-SES, often majority-minority institution 

that offers few to no Advanced Placement (AP) opportunities, has more school resource officers 

than school counselors, and is among the one in ten high schools not offering access to Algebra I 

or the two in ten not offering Algebra II (Gewertz, 2018, p. 9), will not be as prepared for the 

rigor of the standardized exam as a student who had access to all of the above opportunities and 
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more, nor have the increased grade point average bump normally acquired through the AP 

coursework.   

Educational credentialing began during the 1890s with the normal school.  Normal 

schools included teaching training institutes, Catholic universities, women’s colleges, and junior 

colleges.  These schools wanted to pull from the stream of students matriculating to colleges and 

universities so began by making an undergraduate degree the standard for admission.  The influx 

of new high school graduates produced during the high school movement offered an opportunity 

for colleges and universities to capture part of the educational marketplace by accrediting high 

school curriculums to align it with college and university admission.  Now, a newly credentialed 

high school graduate could easily make the transition to post-secondary studies, offering colleges 

a steady stream of new students from which to cull.  As normal schools competed with colleges 

and universities and both competed with professional schools – those specialized programs for 

engineering, law, nursing, and medicine, the systems again adapted.  Normal schools became 

state colleges and upon establishing departments for graduate study, evolved into universities.  A 

system of credentialing had been achieved with a built-in hierarchy of credentialing.  Now a high 

school diploma was necessary for admission to state colleges, and an undergraduate degree for 

graduate or professional school (Collins, 2019, pp. 163-164).   

This system of credentialing was meant to build cache and to represent an elite status for 

those who graduated from the system.  Instead, as more individuals attend and graduate from 

these programs, the number of graduates exceeds the number of available positions.  The 

inequities present for students who graduate from a low-SES, majority-minority high school in 

secondary education continue into the post-secondary level with “Black, Hispanic, and low-

income students attend(ing) colleges with significantly worse outcomes than white, Asian-



 

52 
 

American, and foreign students” (Rothwell, 2015, p.3).  Just as with the earning of the high 

school diploma credential, the cache that accompanies the accomplishment of the credential 

within post-secondary education is highly dependent on the quality of the institution attended as 

the section on post-secondary opportunities will show.   In 2015, the average Black 

undergraduate was enrolled in a post-secondary institution with a graduation rate in the 40th 

percentile for all colleges, accompanied with a default rate that is 50 percent higher (Rothwell, 

2015, p. 3).  

Research shows that “across a variety of specifications, the estimated diploma’s signaling 

values are close to zero and statistically insignificant” (Clark & Martorell, 2014, p. 204), and 

often valued by employers and higher education institutions as “little more than a certificate of 

attendance” (Achieve.org, 2004, p. 6).  This, even though we encourage students to stay in 

school to earn the high school diploma nearly from the first day of kindergarten.  There remains 

value in the achievement of the high school diploma or employers and higher education 

institutions would not require evidence of its completion.  Referring back to Bourdieu and the 

interplay of habitus, field, and cultural capital would suggest that the high school diploma’s 

signaling value is dependent upon the habitus of the earner and the field in which it was earned.  

Credentialing theory – a theory initially introduced by Weber (1968) and later expanded upon by 

Collins (1979) reinforces Bourdieu’s ideas.  Systems are created where credentials are awarded.  

A credential could be a passing score on the AP exam, a top tier ACT score, a high school 

diploma, or a diploma from a college or university.  What the research clearly fails to account for 

is whether or not these credentials help students overcome inequalities in their achievement or 

continues to perpetuate them.     



 

53 
 

Collins (2019) argues that the system of credentialing itself is part of the problem.  As 

more students began earning high school diplomas, the credential reached a saturation point.  

Once considered a distinction of elite status, the credential holders began to exceed the number 

of positions available, and this led to further stratification in the workforce.  Jobs that once 

required no credential now required a high school diploma which soon turned to those jobs that 

once only required a high school diploma now requiring a college degree as, 

educational requirements have become a major basis of separating work into distinct 
positions and career lines, and hence in keeping labor markets fragmented.  The gap 
between blue-collar and white-collar jobs constitutes a barrier to direct promotion in 
almost all organizations and is upheld by the disparity in educational requirements for 
each (Collins, 2019, p. 244).  
  

Thus, a system had evolved that was dependent on each rung of the educational ladder.  Colleges 

and universities began to delve into the accreditation of high school programs in order for 

students to gain admission.  They also turned from professional schools to graduate schools that 

now required a college degree credential in order to obtain admission.  This new system of 

educational hierarchy presented limitless opportunities, but with the same stratification inherent 

within.   

 A credential still provides an opening to opportunity.  A high school diploma is 

necessary for most educational opportunities and many workforce opportunities, but the same 

structural inequalities that exist in the elementary and secondary levels continues to perpetuate 

on the post-secondary and workforce levels.  No measure yet exists to take into account the 

structural inequalities that have become a seemingly permanent part of the credentialing system 

even though a few colleges and universities have moved to democratize the admissions process 

by deemphasizing the importance of test scores (Wildhagen, 2014, p. 18).  For now, it remains a 

system of “access without success” (Korn, 2019) with “first generation, Black, and Hispanic 
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students…getting a lower-quality education than their more socially advantaged peers.  Gaps in 

college quality reflect disparities in education in the preceding years, of course” (Rothwell, 2015, 

p. 7).  The credentialing system is one that perpetuates the structural inequalities already present 

within our educational system, providing “differential access to, experience of, (and) returns to 

credentialing” (Collins, 2019, p. 17).   

Post-Secondary Opportunities 

Students who graduate with the high school credential often have a clear idea of where 

they are headed after graduation.  For many new graduates, the preparation has paid off and after 

completing a CCSS aligned curriculum, meeting CCRS benchmarks, achieving the necessary 

ACT or SAT test scores, and participating in the necessary extracurricular activities (athletics, 

leadership positions, clubs, arts) they find themselves sufficiently prepared for this next step into 

postsecondary academic life.  For many students, usually those of low-SES or students of color, 

the lack of valued cultural capital that impacted their secondary schooling in the amount of 

parental participation, the school attended, opportunities presented at the school, persist beyond 

graduation (Newton & Sandoval, 2015; McDaniel & Keuhn, 2013; Benner, Boyle, & Sadler, 

2016).  In addition, research shows that those who do not enroll in postsecondary educational 

opportunities immediately after graduation are more likely to choose not to attend college at all 

(Newton & Sandoval, 2015, p. 137).   

While indeed more students of color are enrolled in post-secondary opportunities than in 

the past, subsequent sections of this literature review exploring specific post-secondary 

opportunities will delve into how we have marketed certain certificates, programs, and 

opportunities to exploit the inequalities for students of color or low-SES while at the same time 

reducing the availability of need-based aid at state colleges and universities.  The NCES High 
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School Longitudinal Study of 2009 has followed a representative sample of students from high 

school through post-secondary studies.  They found that the percentage of 2009 ninth graders 

enrolled in post-secondary education in 2016 was 50 percentage points larger for those students 

of high SES (78 percent) compared to those students of low SES (28 percent) (NCES, 2019, p. 

iii).  The study also found that of the cohort of low SES students – 42 percent were enrolled in 

certificate or two-year degree programs while only 32 percent chose to pursue a bachelor’s 

degree (NCES, 2019, p. iii).  The inequalities present in the secondary system are perpetuated in 

the postsecondary landscape.  Taking into consideration the graduation rate, earnings after 

graduation, and the default rate for student loans, for every variable measured, students of color, 

low-SES, or both attended colleges with worse outcomes than white, Asian, and foreign students 

(Rothwell, 2015, p. 3).  The perpetuation of inequality due to race, class, or both continues with 

“43 percent of Black students and 46 percent of first-generation students attend[ing] colleges in 

the bottom percentile on default rates (Rothwell, 2015, p. 5).   

Retention rates also reflect racial and socioeconomic disparities.  According to the 

National Center for Education Statistics, for the fall, 2016 entering class of first time, full time 

degree seeking undergraduate students, the most selective institutions had the highest retention 

rates at 81 percent.  The retention rates for those colleges and universities with the least selective 

admissions criteria was only 62 percent, with for-profit, technical colleges retaining only 54 

percent of their students.  The retention rate for public 2-year institutions was even more abysmal 

at 25 percent (NCES, 2019).   

SES even impacts the choices one makes regarding the institution that is attended.  This 

may be in part due to the counseling or direction received while in high school, lack of 

opportunity to discuss options with those with legitimate cultural capital, the ability to enter a 
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more select four-year college or university, and cost.  The NCES uses the Carnegie classification 

to designate selectivity and it is based on the test scores of incoming students.  The percentage of 

those students who upon completing high school enrolled in a highly selective or moderately 

selective college or university is 37 and 32 percent for high SES students.  That number drops to 

7 and 15 percent for low SES students.  On the opposite end of the scale, the percentage of 

students who enrolled in two-year programs with open admissions was 61 percent for low SES 

students compared to 19 percent for high SES students (NCES, 2019, p. 7).  This essentially 

becomes one more roadblock for students of low SES or those of color or both for the very 

institutions with higher retention rates are often the ones for which these students are unable to 

meet admissions criteria.  In addition, students who receive Pell Grant funding have lower 

completion rates than those who are not recipients of Pell Grant funding (NCES, 2019, p. 14).  

Table 8 on the following page highlights the percentage of undergraduate enrollment in degree 

granting institutions, disaggregated by race and ethnicity as well as type of degree granting 

institution: 
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Table 8:  Percentage of Undergraduate Enrollment in Degree Granting, Post-Secondary 

Education by Race/Ethnicity 
 

 
 
NCES, 2019.  Retrieved from https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator_csb.asp. 
 

Even when a student graduates from a low-SES, majority-minority institution, access to 

postsecondary education is often blocked, if not by test scores, then by cost.  An analysis of 584 

four-year public colleges and universities discovered that 52 percent of the state-supported 

institutions expected incoming freshmen from families earning $30,000 or less annually to 

contribute over $10,000 to their college education (Burd, 2018, p. 6).  As these colleges and 

universities continue to recruit out of state students, they are essentially squeezing out those 

students who once looked to their state universities as the affordable option.  The same is true for 
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the University of Alabama, with a net price tag of $18,686 annually, yet only 19 percent receive 

money from the Pell Grant program.  This makes the University of Alabama “one of the five 

most expensive public flagship campuses in the nation for low-income students” (Burd, 2018, p. 

31), while nation-wide, high-SES students outnumber the low-SES students by 14 to 1 (The 

Century Foundation, 2013, p. 5).  While there is a push to increase the number of low-SES 

students within elite universities, it is not without risk for the institution and the student.  Just as 

secondary education and the American high school is judged by its graduation rate, the 

graduation rate or retention rate is also the measure of success for a four-year college or 

university.  Indicators that show poor outcomes for students who receive Pell Grant assistance 

makes the inclusion of more low-SES students inherently risky because of the risk to the 

graduation and retention rate.  This focus on graduation and retention rates hides the greater 

structural inequalities that are present, namely, the role of race and SES in the creation and 

maintenance of these low retention rates for certain segments of the population, reaffirming that 

“access without success is a pretty hollow promise” (Korn, 2019, p. 1). 

Community Colleges 

 While high-SES students are clearly outnumbering low-SES students at four-year 

colleges and universities, the exact opposite is true of our nation’s community colleges with low-

SES students outnumbering high-SES students by 2 to 1 (The Century Foundation, 2013, p. 5).  

As of fall, 2017, an estimated 16.7 million students enrolled in some form of post-secondary 

education.  While the largest percentage of this enrollment represents students attending four-

year institutions – a total of 10.8 million students or 65 percent – the remaining 35 percent or 5.9 

million students were enrolled in the community college system (NCES, 2019, p. 158).  The 

number of students enrolled in the community college system actually declined from 2010 to 
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2017 by 23 percent (from 7.7 million to the current 5.9 million).  At the same time, the four-year 

college enrollment for the same time period increased by four percent.  Part of the fluctuation in 

numbers is attributed to the re-designation of several two-year programs to offer four-year 

programs (NCES, 2019, p. 158).   

While the drop-out rate is often associated solely with K-12 education and matriculation, 

the American community college has replaced the high school as the modern-day dropout 

factory with 81.4 percent of students who enter the community college system stating they hope 

to transfer and earn a bachelor’s degree and only 11.6 percent of them achieving this goal within 

six years (The Century Foundation, 2013, p. 34).  The retention rate numbers are just as dismal 

with the retention rate for two-year public institutions steady at 62 percent.  Indeed, the retention 

rate at the nation’s public community colleges is lower than the retention rates at private 

nonprofit and private for-profit two-year institutions (NCES, 2019, p. 196).  This rate measures 

the percentage of first-time undergraduate students who begin at an institution at the beginning 

of the academic calendar year and who are still registered at that same institution the following 

academic year (NCES, 2019, p. 196).  These numbers are particularly alarming when one 

considers that community colleges service such a tremendous number of students annually, 35 

percent of the U.S. college population, with over 65 percent of this population not earning a 

degree or certificate from the starting institution (The Century Foundation, 2013, pp. 11 – 12; 

NCES, 2019, p. 196).   

 The community college was created to bridge the gap between high school and those 

unable to attend four-year colleges or universities.  It was designed to broaden access, create 

vocational opportunities, while also offering an affordable option for those wishing to partake in 

postsecondary scholarship (McMillan Cottom, 2017).  They were also created to be more 
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flexible for those who were returning to school from the workforce.  They were designed to offer 

the low-SES student opportunity, but what has instead occurred is a continuation of the 

inequities of the secondary realm.  The community college is now the primary home of one of 

the fastest growing student populations in our country – the first-generation college student.  Of 

the 44 percent community college population, approximately 36 percent are first-generation 

college students (NCES, 2019). These typically rural two-year colleges are tasked with servicing 

those students with the greatest needs while operating with less resources than state colleges and 

universities.  They also do not operate under a standardized curriculum, yet these institutions 

must attempt to fill the preparation gap left from the K-12 system.  Community colleges instead 

recreate the same racial and economic stratification found in the K-12 school system.  It is a 

continuation of the K-12 system, but with a higher personal price tag. 

For students who enter community college with little valued cultural capital outside of 

the institutionalized capital associated with the high school diploma credential, the continuation 

of classes with lower standards can lead to the perpetuation of unpreparedness that already 

existed after high school (The Century Foundation, 2013, p. 14).  Indeed, stratification by race, 

ethnicity, and income has grown rather than diminished.  In 1982, students in the highest SES 

quartile made up 24 percent of the student body in the community college system.  By 2016, that 

number had shrunk to 16 percent, whereas the exact opposite occurred for those in the bottom 

SES quartile.  In that instance, the number grew from 21 percent to 28 percent (The Century 

Foundation, 2013, pp. 19-20).  

 Often community college is touted as an opportunity available for those students who 

graduate from low-SES, majority-minority institutions.  Like the high school diploma, the value 

of the associate’s degree, if indeed completed at all, is in question.  Considering its value 
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institutionally, it is a credential that at the very least offers symbolic capital to those who do not 

plan on attending a four-year college or university.  Indeed, the role of the community college 

has in recent years shifted to keep up with the for-profit/technical school segment (The Century 

Foundation, 2013, p. 29-30; McMillan Cottom, 2017; Deluca, Clampet-Lundquist, & Edin, 

2016).   

This represents what McMillan Cottom has coined “Lower Ed” (2017, p.11) and its 

existence is necessitated simply through the existence of higher education.  Lower Ed 

encompasses those institutions “organized to commodify social inequalities and make no social 

contributions beyond the assumed indirect effect of greater individual human capital” (2017, p. 

12).  While the community college is touted as the opportunity to continue one’s education 

beyond the secondary level, its very design perpetuates the inequalities that were already present 

from high school.  Students often come to the community college because it is what they are 

presented from counselors or during career fairs during their senior year of high school and often 

suffer from a “poverty of information” (Deluca, Clampet-Lundquist, & Edin, 2016).  For 

students of low-SES, the choice to attend a community college is a numbers game.  These 

schools are marketed as an affordable option to acquire a certificate or degree program.  They are 

not informed or do not understand the costs of attendance versus the benefits of the pathway 

chosen – namely, the earnings potential of the certificate and the job outlook versus the debt 

undertaken.  These issues combined with the low retention rate makes for an even more dismal 

outlook (Deluca, Clampet-Lundquist, & Edin, 2016; McMillan Cottom. 2017).    
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For-Profit/Trade Schools 

The more insecure people feel, the more they are willing to spend money for an insurance 
policy against low wages, unemployment, and downward mobility.  Those least likely to 
have an insurance policy that our labor market values are people for whom higher 
education has always been a long shot: poor people, single parents, the socially isolated, 
African Americans, the working class (McMillan Cottom, 2017, p. 37). 

 

For-profit colleges are “profit-seeking entities that produce credentials for the express 

purpose of generating profit for the colleges’ owners” (McMillan Cottom, 2017, p. 31).  They 

also come in various guises – trade schools, technical schools, and recently larger institutions 

like the University of Phoenix or Walden University that offer extended degree programs, many 

online, and open admissions with rolling enrollment.  Between Fall 2000 and Fall 2017, 

undergraduate enrollment increased at a greater rate at private for-profit institutions (109 percent 

change) than at private nonprofit institutions (27 percent change) and at public institutions (24 

percent change) combined (NCES, 2019).  Many of the students who enroll in these institutions 

are not aware they are even attending a for-profit college (McMillan Cottom, 2017, p. 59).   

The for-profit sector seems relatively new in the educational marketplace, yet they have 

been around in different guises for decades.  In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, a 

demand grew for certain occupational skills like typing, stenography, and accounting.  Schools 

that exclusively taught these skills formed, but then fell away with the advent of the high school 

movement and a move towards vocational training as part of the high school experience 

(Deming, Goldin, & Katz, 2012).  Correspondence schools were the first segue into distance 

education and the for-profit sector continued into this realm.     

Most for-profit completions are certificate programs.  These programs offer certification 

in fast growing areas such as the healthcare and technology sector.  Many of the programs have 

television and online ads that showcase future earnings potential and occupational promises of a 
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job after completion.  In the fine print of these ads is hidden the information on how the earnings 

showcased will not be the earnings for all graduates and that the job promised is actually not a 

position but instead direction from career services (McMillan Cottom, 2017).  These institutions 

primarily serve students of color, ethnicity, low SES, and the non-traditional student, specifically 

older women (Deming, Goldin, & Katz, 2012; McMillan Cottom, 2017).  They offer what many 

public and private four-year institutions cannot – easy access (open enrollment and rolling 

admissions) with very little upfront cost.  Most of the student demography relies heavily on 

federal financial aid and the default rate on student loans “vastly exceed those of other 

institutions of higher education” (Deming, Goldin, & Katz, 2012, p. 143).   

The targeting of individuals of low-SES and of color has become a standard practice of 

the for-profit sector (McMillan Cottom, 2017).  This predatory behavior on the part of these 

institutions became the focus of Stefanie DeLuca’s research even though it was not intended as 

such.  DeLuca, from Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore, Maryland, began a ten-year 

longitudinal, ethnographic study in 2003.  It was meant to answer research questions regarding 

the insolvability of intergenerational poverty.  Instead, it became the story of youth on the cusp 

of adulthood being targeted by for-profit colleges and trade schools.  The students in DeLuca’s 

study “were nearly all Black, nearly all from segregated communities that had poverty rates that 

exceeded fifty percent and were often as high as eighty percent” (Anderson, 2016, p. 2).  DeLuca 

found that the for-profit college and trade school filled a niche for those searching for 

postsecondary opportunities while at the same time, not fully understanding the intricacies of the 

for-profit college and trade school.  This lack of understanding follows along with the acquisition 

of valued, dominant cultural capital, in particular, for those of low-SES and of color.  Without a 

mentor, teacher, counselor, or friend with some experience navigating the world of 
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postsecondary education, students, especially students who are both poor and of color, become 

prey for these institutions as they seek only to expand their own outcomes (Deluca, Clampet-

Lundquist, & Edin, 2016).   

 The draw to these programs is numerous. They offer the promises of careers and solid 

entry into the middle class for a short duration of time, typically two years.  This drive to achieve 

has led low-income and minority students to enroll in for-profit and trade schools at three and a 

half times the rate than higher-SES students.  The crippling problem is that the promise of a 

quick certificate and a career come at a cost that is often four times as expensive as attending a 

local community college.  Even more, the student loan default rate is even higher for students 

who attend for-profit, trade schools, often two to three times higher (Elejalde-Ruiz, 2016; 

Holland & DeLuca, 2016; McMillan Cottom, 2017).   The students of low-SES are drawn to 

these schools and while the completion rate at the for-profit and trade school is actually higher 

than that at a community college, students who earn certification typically leave with higher 

student loan debt, higher unemployment rates, and even lower overall earnings (Holland & 

DeLuca, 2016, p. 264).  For-profit schools have become the symbol of Lower Ed, an 

“educational option that, by design, cannot increase students’ odds of beating the circumstances 

of their birth” (McMillan Cottom, 2017, p. 67). Legislation has been proposed that would make 

for-profit institutions ineligible to receive federal funds.  Introduced by Pramila Jayapal – D – 

Washington and Sherrod Brown, D – Ohio and entitled the “Students Not Profits Act of 2019” 

the bill seeks to remove the funding for these for-profit institutions that serve primarily to 

increase student debt over actual educational opportunity.  To date this bill remains unpassed. 

(Nova, 2019). 
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Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) 

 Historically Black colleges and universities have traditionally been seen as environments 

that offer young high school graduates of all races and income levels the opportunity to 

matriculate in a nurturing, family-like environment.  Originally created to provide access to post-

secondary educational opportunities often denied to Blacks, the existence of the HBCU is a 

byproduct of a national history wrought with segregation and unequal opportunity.  After the 

Civil War, though technically free, African Americans were barred entry into the world of white 

higher education.  A need for a system to educate Black students grew from yet another barrier 

raised against them.  There were a few HBCUs in existence before the end of slavery – Lincoln 

University in Pennsylvania was founded in 1854 and Cheyney University, also in Pennsylvania 

was founded in 1837.  The majority of HBCUs came after the Civil War and the end of slavery 

with the help of the Freedmen’s Bureau, abolitionist whites, and the African American Methodist 

Church (Gasman, 2013; Albritton, 2012).   

Up until the Civil Rights Movement, HBCUs were the primary vehicle of higher 

education for Black students who wished to pursue post-secondary education and helped to bring 

about a shift in the Black middle class (Gasman, 2013).  After the Civil Rights Movement, 

enrollment began to decline at these HBCUs.  Today, there are 105 HBCUs remaining with 

closures happening yearly.  While these remaining schools represent less than 3 percent of post-

secondary institutions, they enroll 11 percent of the Black student population (Gasman, 2013, p. 

5). Students who have been historically marginalized by race (often accompanied by low-SES), 

and who are traditionally viewed as holding limited, valued cultural capital are suddenly thrust 

into an environment rich with a shared social capital in the form of relationships and a supportive 

environment (Palmer, Wood, and Arroyo, 2016; Gasman & Palmer, 2008).  While HBCUs are 
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most likely to have a student body that is predominantly Black, there are exceptions including 

two HBCUs, Bluefield State College (86% white) and Kentucky State University (50% white) 

(Grove, 2017).    

These environments are not without their share of problems.  Since 1986, five private 

HBCUs have lost their accreditation through the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools 

Commission on Colleges (SACS).  Since 2017, another eight HBCUs have been put on warning 

or probation (Schexnider, 2017).  Even more troubling is their nationwide graduation rate.  In 

2011, HBCUs had a 35 percent graduation rate (NCES, 2019).  Arguments that defend these low 

rates look to race and low-SES as a factor, going so far as to say, “Students with these 

characteristics are less likely to graduate no matter where they attend college” (Gasman, 2013).  

In a reverse of the situation with public four-year universities who are reluctant to increase 

admittance of Pell Grant recipients due to the impact on the graduation rate, HBCUs are 

confirming the connection between cultural capital and outcomes.  Financial aid difficulties in 

the form of processing delays as well as students being told they need to take out private loans to 

cover their tuition and expenses after several weeks on campus have also plagued HBCUs (Yawn 

& Brown, 2018).  While there are several successful HBCU models including Howard 

University and Spelman College, the low retention and graduation rates combined with 

leadership difficulties, financial mismanagement, and the loss of accreditation may well be 

indicative of the HBCUs impending demise for both the smaller and the rural HBCU (Branigin, 

2018; Gasman, 2013).   

The paradox is that while HBCUs were initially created to give opportunity to the 

marginalized, they have also been marginalized within the institutions of higher education.  

Deficit narratives abound in the mainstream media – “The Student-Debt Crisis Hits Hardest at 
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Historically Black Colleges” (Mitchell & Fuller, 2019), “’Your Heritage is Taken Away’: The 

Closing of Three Historically Black Colleges” (Mhute, 2019), and “Report Finds Some HBCUs 

Graduating Less Than One of Five Freshmen Within Six Years” (Branigin, 2018).  This narrative 

does not address the historical problems associated with the HBCU such as “low levels of alumni 

giving, a need for improved overall graduation rates, and accreditation renewal uncertainties” but 

instead “illustrate deficit-laden depictions of HBCUs that influence public perception” 

(Williams, Burt, Clay, & Bridges, 2019, p. 559).  These headlines and often the numbers that 

accompany them, such as the graduation and retention rates, do not reflect the myriad variables 

that impact those numbers.  HBCUs typically enroll students with lower ACT and SAT scores.  

They accept students who are graduates of low-SES, majority-minority schools who come into 

post-secondary education without a diploma aligned with CCRS.  Many of their students are also 

first-generation college students, Pell Grant recipients, and of low SES (Gasman, 2013).  All 

factors that matter and that rely on underlying structural inequalities that exist long before a 

student reaches an HBCU.   

Summary 

 The existing body of literature is substantial regarding those issues that surround students 

who are both Black and of low-SES, especially in regard to issues concerning drop out and/or 

push out, the school to prison pipeline, the labeling of historically marginalized bodies as 

disabled, and the achievement gap.  Further, there is significant literature surrounding each of the 

areas outlined in this paper, high school graduation and students in low-SES, majority-minority 

schools, cultural capital, habitus, field, meritocracy, as well as literature on post-secondary 

opportunities for students unable to gain admittance to their four-year state institution.  
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 A gap exists for how these issues and themes work together for students in high poverty, 

majority-minority institutions.  These students do not fit in the abundance of literature for they 

exist in the margins; but not in the way they have historically been represented.  These are the 

students who graduated from high school with the high school diploma credential and who wish 

to continue their education in the post-secondary realm, but whose lack of valued cultural capital, 

that capital that is legitimized by those in power and within structures, continues to exacerbate 

the inequities and inequalities that were already present.  Community college admission, for-

profit/trade schools, and HBCUs are options for those without the appropriate standardized test 

score for admission to their four-year, state university and each option appears to come with 

more costs than actual value.  The substantial body of literature in this literature review has 

contextualized the importance of a study that seeks to determine how high school graduates from 

low-SES, majority-minority institutions understand and articulate the value of a high school 

diploma, and what happens after these students graduate with their high school diploma yet are 

unable to score high enough on the ACT to gain admittance to their four-year state university.   
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CHAPTER THREE - METHODOLOGY  

Introduction 

Narrative inquiry is an interactional event (Clandinin, 2013); one that considers the 

storyteller, the story being told, and the person to whom the story is being told.  The process of 

narrative inquiry – the back and forth – becomes a process of coproduction as events are re-

created between the storyteller and the listener.  Just arriving at this dissertation topic involves a 

story, a collaboration.  Two years ago, I was scrolling through Facebook when I happened upon 

a former student.  His post showed his senior picture and the caption simply read, “Can’t Wait 

To Say Momma I Did It.”  A few seconds later, another former student, another graduation 

picture with a similar caption, “Can’t wait to say momma we made it.”  I had already been 

searching for a dissertation topic but the topic found me.  How does the earning of the high 

school diploma factor in with this idea of making it?  What does making it even mean?  And 

even more interesting, would these amazing former students of mine feel the same way about 

this experience after earning the high school credential?  

  I knew after my second class in qualitative research that my dissertation would use a 

qualitative, story-driven approach.  Even knowing this, it was not an easy decision to decide 

which of the methods available within the qualitative arsenal best suited my research questions, 

my participants, and myself, as researcher.  My role as the former teacher of these participants 

could not be separated from this new role as researcher.  The years I spent with these participants 

allowed for this project to even happen.  Years spent teaching and learning beside them but years 
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also spent building a solid foundation built on trust, respect, and even love.  I have helped 

these young men through the loss of  homes, friends, and family members.  I celebrated beside 

them as they achieved their goals, including having a front row seat at their graduation 

ceremonies.  The questions I asked and the conversations we had could never have occurred as a 

researcher who just walked in off the street interested in this topic.  These interviews, these 

vulnerable conversations happened only because “we” happened.  Our shared history opened a 

space for them to share their own personal history as well as where they are going. 

The grand or master narrative that has become an embodied part of our national essence 

speaks of the land of opportunity where anyone can achieve the American Dream with a little 

grit, perseverance, and hard work.  And on the surface, the interview participants in this study 

did everything societal norms suggest, they remained in school and graduated with their high 

school diploma ready for the opportunities that awaited them.  Their stories reveal a much 

different outcome than the one they believed in.  These stories within their stories speak to the 

existence of systemic inequalities within their K-12 schooling experience that continue long after 

the diploma was earned, but these stories also speak of innocence and goodness and absolute 

beauty in the ordinary.  While much research concerns itself with pathology and lack, the stories 

of the eight participants speak of abundant good even in the most trying of circumstances.   

 In this chapter, I begin by exploring the research design for this study and a detailed 

description of narrative inquiry, the methodology used in this study. I then explain the data 

collection process including a detailed description of how participants were chosen, the decision 

to utilize phenomenological questioning, and the setting of the interviews.  Finally, I end the 

chapter with a description of how I analyzed the data as well as confronted issues of ethics, 

confidentiality, and positionality. 
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Research Design 

 This study incorporates an interview-based, qualitative approach that utilizes 

phenomenological questioning and narrative analysis. I wanted my participants to have their 

voices heard because the voices of young, Black men, while over-represented in research on the 

school to prison pipeline, school discipline, and school dropouts, are under-represented in 

research about the achievement gap, school inequalities, and educational outcomes. I seek to 

better understand the following research questions:  

1. How do these eight participants understand and articulate the experience of schooling? 

2. How do graduates from low-SES, majority-minority K-12 institutions understand and 

articulate the value of a high school diploma? 

3.  How do students who have earned the high school diploma understand and articulate its 

usefulness after graduation, particularly in regard to how the earned diploma informs/ed 

their post-secondary choices. 

I chose to use a semi-structured format for the participant interviews utilizing  

phenomenological questioning.  I found field notes and memos to be an invaluable part of this 

process.  These were created before the interviews and again, after the official interview and any 

other subsequent encounter with the participants.  This process allowed me to refresh my own 

memory of our shared history with each participant before the interview but also helped me to 

reflect on our conversations and encounters after the interview was finished.  It was also used as 

a space for me to jot down lingering questions or answers I hoped to follow up on that I did not 

catch during the official interview.  The field memo became a place to return to after 

transcription and analyzing the data as well so that I could record any subsequent questions or 
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observations and also to compare these impressions with my initial impressions and 

observations.   

I initially intended to include 25 participations in this study; however, because of the 

logistical challenges of conducting research during the COVID pandemic, I was only able to 

include eight participants. All eight were former students of mine. This interview data was 

collected over a period of one month, but as I have noted, our history as teacher and student far 

precedes that length of time.  I initially had several former students in mind, including the two 

who made the original Facebook posts (mentioned throughout the dissertation and shared in the 

appendix) that the idea for this dissertation came from.  Only one of the two who posted on 

Facebook actually took part in the study.  The other participant did graduate high school and 

went on to attempt the earning of his welding certificate through a Job Corps program in 

Kentucky.  That is where he was when I tried to interview him but they were on a strict schedule.  

He came home before he graduated the program.  The only program that any of the participants 

or prospective participants mentioned that was entirely free. Of the eight participants, one chose 

to begin work immediately after high school graduation, two went to a HBCU, three went to 

community college and two went to a trade school, also commonly referred to as a technical 

school.      

In the end, I wanted to better understand how these eight participants made sense of their 

schooling experience, their understanding of the value and meaning behind the high school 

diploma, and to understand their post-secondary journey.  I wanted to investigate the value they 

perceived this diploma would have before they entered the world as graduates and the real value 

it held upon entering that world.  They gave me that and so much more, often right in the middle 

of very challenging life circumstances, as Chapter IV will more fully explicate.  
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Narrative Inquiry 

“Stories are lived before they are told” (MacIntyre, 1981, p. 197.) 
 

Narrative Inquiry, often referred to as Narrative Analysis, involves not only the telling or 

recounting of stories but our attempt, as human beings, as researchers, to make sense of these 

stories (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Guyotte, 2015; Mishler, 1986; Riessman, 1990).  While 

there is often a storyteller and someone listening to or recording and interpreting the story, it is 

never solitary.  It involves an interactional and active relationship between the researcher and the 

participant(s).  Often, the veracity of the story being told is not even the primary goal in narrative 

analysis (Riessman, 1993) but it is instead the reconstruction of the narrative, through the words 

of the teller and in the interpretation of the seeker that defines this as a methodology.  Clandinin  

speaks of this as being in the “midst,” 

As participants’ and researchers’ lives meet in the midst of each of our unfolding 
complex and multiple experiences, we begin to shape time, places, and spaces where we 
come together and negotiate ways of being together and ways of giving accounts of our 
work together (2013, p. 44). 

 
Ellis writes of how a shift in the way qualitative research was conducted moving from “an 

emphasis on participant observation to the ‘observation of participation’ where researchers 

observe the interaction they have with participants and to an emphasis on the process of writing” 

(2004, p. 50).  This is in line with Clandinin and Connelly who argue, “people by nature lived 

storied lives and tell stories of those lives, whereas narrative researchers describe such lives, 

collect and tells stories of them, and write narratives of experience (1990, p. 2).   

Clandinin and Connelly also write about how the process of narrative research is often 

autobiographical, stating, “Narrative inquiries are always strongly autobiographical.  Our 

research interests come out of our own narratives of experience and shape our narrative inquiry 
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plotlines” (2000, p. 121).  This follows along with Connelly and Clandinin’s (1990) 

recommendations for this method of analysis:   

it is important that the researcher listen first to the practioner story, and that it is the 
practioner who first tells his or her story.  This does not mean that the research is silenced 
in the process of narrative inquiry.  It does mean that the practioner, who has long been 
silenced in the research relationship, is given the time and space to tell her or his story so 
that it too gains the authority and validity that the research story has long had (p. 4).   

 

Asking the right kinds of questions was a key part of my journey within narrative inquiry 

and required a certain form of crafting that allowed for the participants to tell their stories in their 

own words while also allowing me to lead them in directions beneficial to the purpose of the 

study. Oftentimes, the questions themselves were framed in a way that the stories led to other 

stories and answered other questions I had not even gotten to yet.  Active listening was key and it 

was vital to remain in that moment, those moments, as they were being shaped and encountered 

rather than relying on knowing this was being recorded. In listening to the answers, to the stories, 

as well as to the pauses and the silences – narratives began to take shape and words spoken and 

unspoken became so much more.    

Stories help us to make sense of ourselves and the world around us.  Clandinin and 

Connelly (2006) first coined the term narrative inquiry in 1990 (Clandinin, 2013, p. 11), and 

since becoming a formidable weapon within the qualitative arsenal, it has been described as both 

“phenomenon and method,” and as a methodology in and of itself. (Clandinin, 2013, p. 11).    It 

has been all of these things throughout this process.  We understand the stories of others through 

the frameworks of our own experiences within the world.  It became about more than their 

shared stories, more than the answers to interview questions and instead became about “how 

humans make meaning by endlessly telling and retelling stories about themselves that both 

refigure the past and create purpose in the future” (Clandinin and Connelly, 1986, p. 385).   
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This making of meaning is particularly insightful as it relates to schooling and their 

interpretation of that experience.  Often, issues within the realm of education are flatly reduced 

to themes, i.e., the school to prison pipeline, majority-minority schools, graduation rates.  

Narrative inquiry was about looking for the themes embedded within their stories, their lived 

experience.  Often times a story would only find meaning after I had listened to it several times 

and a theme would be uncovered that I never thought to look for.  In this way, narrative inquiry 

moves beyond the technical and arbitrary by allowing the storyteller, the listener, and the reader 

to create understandings and meaning where before there was none: 

Framed within this view of experience, the focus of narrative inquiry is not only on 
individuals’ experience but also on the social, cultural, and institutional narratives within 
which individuals’ experiences are constituted, shaped, expressed, and enacted.  
Narrative inquirers study the individual’s experience in the world, an experience that is 
storied both in the living and telling and that can be studied by listening, observing, living 
alongside another, and writing, and interpreting texts (Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007, p. 42-
43). 
 

Narrative inquiry as a methodological approach involves not the simple recounting or recording 

of the stories of others but is at its heart a process of becoming and the meaning we make of this 

collaboration.  Another constant in narrative inquiry is the role our stories play within the wider 

spaces of our lives, our families, schools, communities, and the world and the meaning we make 

of these stories within these other spaces (Bruner, 1987).  

Narrative inquiry is a constant push-pull, back-forth, remember-disremembering that 

continues to evolve even after the words have been uttered.  After the telling, after the re-telling, 

narrative inquiry continues within the “midst” as new readers infer meaning from words once 

uttered, but even more, in the telling and the re-telling are more than the original voices, there 

remain the echoes of fathers, mothers, grandmothers, and teachers.  It is a layered approach to 
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storytelling and story hearing and meaning making, changing shape and texture with every 

reading – it is qualitative research reduced to its purest form. 

Our stories – those we tell, re-tell, relive, and remember, both shape and define who we 

are and how we see the world.  Our stories are the recounting of our experience as human beings, 

and narrative inquiry allowed me the opportunity to look beyond the words spoken to the 

experience within.  Each of the participants had their own unique experience within the K-12 

system.  Each of them had a story to tell about their time in school and their time since 

graduation that is uniquely their own, yet there are themes embedded across the narratives.    

Where they attended school, the communities they live(d) in, the homes they grew up in, the 

teachers they had, all played a role in the re-telling.   In this way, narrative inquiry allows for the 

piecing together of narratives to form a picture of sorts, one with both contradicting and 

complementary colors, tints, and shades, but all included because in the similarities and 

discrepancies one can truly define and begin to understand the experience.    

The stories of the participants cannot be fully understood without an idea of where they 

came from and where they are going.  The answers to my questions, our dialogue with each 

other, their past, my past, our pasts intertwined, every little piece mattered in this process and 

narrative inquiry allows for that. These narrative portraits created as a co-production between 

researched, researcher, and the contextual underpinnings of their experience “have a capacity to 

convey the emotions, depth of feelings and intellectual reasoning that young people express 

about their schooling” (Smyth & McInerney, 2013, p. 6).  

Data Collection 

Setting and Participant Selection 
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 The setting for the interviews was in the state of Alabama.  I chose the participants based 

on my having taught them at some point during my K-12 teaching career.  Every participant 

graduated from a Title I high school.  Each participant did not meet the minimum ACT score for 

enrollment at their local four-year, state university. I chose to focus on male, Black students of 

low-SES who graduated from majority-minority, low-SES high schools.  Research often 

indicates the significant social and academic risk factors that too often lead to dropping out 

before high school completion.  These risk factors include socioeconomic status, race, gender, 

and location and these factors directly correlate to the school a student is zoned to attend.  For 

Black male students who attend a majority-minority, low-SES high school, the risks for drop out 

or push out are compounded with higher dropout rates and decreased academic performance 

(Croninger & Lee, 2001; Lee & Burkam, 2003; McKee & Caldarella, 2016; Neild & Balfanz, 

2006).  

The participants chosen for this research did not drop out.  These students graduated with 

a high school diploma, all with grade point averages above a 2.5.  Their stories reflect a different 

educational journey, one of achievement and success when success is measured as the 

acquisition of the high school diploma.  I interviewed three students at the food court of our local 

mall.  I interviewed three in different local restaurants.  I also interviewed two using Zoom.  

These were two former students who were studying at community colleges and universities out 

of town.  

As I have mentioned, the idea for this study initially began on the day I viewed two 

Facebook posts of two former students.  They happened minutes apart as I was scrolling through 

social media. Even though the idea did not come to me right then, I kept thinking about the posts 

and it provided the catalyst for this dissertation.  I extended invitations to those two individuals 
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as well as 25 former students who attended either Jefferson Middle School when I was a middle-

school teacher or Lincoln High School when I was a high-school teacher.  I heard back from 

every student except for one.  All were willing to participate in the study. I then found myself 

scrambling because the IRB only allowed for ten participants, so I amended the IRB.    As I 

began conducting interviews with the participants, I found it necessary to cull the number of 

participants included.  Many potential participants had personal circumstances arise that did not 

permit them to participant.  COVID-19 also created logistical issues during the research phase of 

this dissertation so that narrowed the field of potential participants.  It was finally decided to 

stick with the interviews that had already been conducted, pre-COVID-19.  Three are/were 

students at community colleges, two are/were students at HBCUs, two went on to a for-profit 

trade school, and one chose to go straight into the workforce.   

I initially reached out to these former students through Facebook messenger.  When they 

responded, we set up a time to conduct the interview.  The protocol was read to each of them 

either in person or on Zoom, and they then signed the consent form and either sent it back to me 

signed electronically or signed as we were together.  I gave each a copy of the protocol for their 

records.  All participants are over the age of 18. All participants were advised they can choose to 

leave the study at any time, for any reason.    

Semi Structured Phenomenological Interviews 

Phenomenology and phenomenological questioning deals with our own experiences,  

with the world, with others, with systems and problems, and with ourselves.  What makes 

phenomenological questioning so interesting as a tool is the dependence on language and 

interpretation.  As a researcher, I was attempting to answer several research questions that 

involved the experience of others.  Their experiences are meaningful in that they represent the 

lived experiences of the eight participants, but it is equally important that these experiences are 
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accessible to others.  Phenomenological questioning invited the participants to put their own 

experiences into words which all eight participants did.  Open-ended questioning as suggested by 

Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) allowed the participants to expand on the original question asked 

or allowed us to go in the direction that the answers took us.  This often led to places I had not 

anticipated or imagined going even though the same interview protocol was followed in every 

single interview.  Each interviewee put their own experiences into words using language that was 

uniquely their own – but also surprising was how often the divergences we took on certain 

questions mirrored the other participant interviews.   

 Max van Manen describes research as “a caring act; we want to know that which is most 

essential to being” (2016b, p. 22).  I understand what graduation means through the lens of my 

own experience.  Hearing their stories allowed me to create a full, rounded narrative that allows a 

glimpse into their own educational experience through their own eyes.  Many of us have 

graduated from high school.  For those of us who have, it is a shared, almost universal 

experience.  Yet even though the experience is shared, it is a journey that is unique to each of us.  

The eight participant narratives speak of the high school experience but through the lens of a 

low-SES, majority-minority school.  Viewed through this lens, the schooling experience offers a 

different perspective than that which we may know personally.   

While the experience of schooling itself was important for me to understand, the research 

questions are crafted to only have meaning upon graduation and completion of the requirements 

for the high school certificate.  I asked the participants to reflect back on certain details of their 

K-12 schooling experience, moments that have become memories, both good and bad, but found 

these moments mattered more only as time has passed.  van Manen writes, “A person cannot 

reflect on lived experience while living through the experience…Thus, phenomenological 
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reflection is not introspective but retrospective.  Reflection on lived experience is always 

recollective; it is reflection on experience that is already passed or lived through” (2016b, p. 26). 

In crafting interview questions, I relied on Finlay’s description of phenomenological 

research as being both “rich in description of either the lifeworld or lived experience, and where 

the researcher has adopted a special, open phenomenological attitude which, at least initially, 

refrains from importing external frameworks and sets aside judgements about the realness of the 

phenomenon” (2012, p. 19).  To gain these insights, I relied on Shelton (2014) who calls on 

qualitative researchers to “ask participants open-ended questions, use the interviewee’s own 

language when posing questions or probes, and minimizing interruptions” (p. 7).  The research 

questions were designed to measure the experience of schooling and a reflection on that 

experience upon having achieved graduation, and additionally how the achievement mattered to 

their post-secondary choices.  It was extremely important to this research that I design interview 

questions (provided in the appendix) that allowed the participants to explore these experiences 

without inserting my own experience or what I believed would be their experience.  At every 

stage in this process, it was both necessary and extremely difficult to not insert myself but 

instead, to remain open.  Gadamer talks about this when he writes, 

This openness always includes our situating the other meaning in relation to the whole of 

our own meanings or ourselves in relation to it…The important thing is to be aware of 

one’s own bias, so that the text can present itself in all its otherness and thus assert its 

own truth against one’s own fore-meanings” (Gadamer, 1975, pp. 268-269).   

Thus, we are of the past yet not in the past – both as researcher and researched.  The goal of the 

interviews and the questions used within them is to use this data to paint a portrait of real human 

beings doing real things.  However, in acknowledging our different experiences from the start – 
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my own as a high school student and that of my own children versus the experiences I had as a 

teacher of these students and the experiences of the students themselves – it is a constant back 

and forth.  van Manen describes how vital and paradoxical this back and forth – I and them – 

now and then truly is in phenomenology as research and phenomenological interviewing as a 

tool of this form of research: 

For example, when I say: “I write these words” or “I feel this pain,” then I am already 
objectifying the moment and the subject “I” who writes these words and feels this pain.  
Before we reflect on experience, the I and the now are not separated.  The “I” and the 
“now” seem to be the same or coincide.  I am the now when I am in the now.  And yet, 
the present moment of the now is always already absent when we try to capture or reflect 
on it.  So the important realization is that while phenomenology always somehow is 
preoccupied with the instant of the now (however broadly this is conceived), the now is 
always absent” (2016a, p. 59). 
 

As a researcher, I write of a shared past that is present even today in these relationships and that 

is uniquely different than it was because I am no longer their teacher.  They speak of a past that 

feels different upon reflection.  Things that seemed ordinary only become extraordinary after 

living beyond the achievement of the certificate.  In their interviews, through answering the 

open-ended questions that asked them to relive their experiences while heavily immersed in a 

present that is often difficult – the line between then and now gets blurred.  The experience of 

schooling may have felt differently, been more hopeful, had I asked these questions before they 

graduated high school and entered the world with their high school diploma. Asking for 

reflection and knowing what they now know from the short time they have been graduated, and 

as you will read, the past takes on a different hue than it may have when the achievement of the 

diploma was the thing, and the world seemed wide open to experience.  

Narrative Interviews  

 Our narratives, our stories, are “acts of witnessing, empathy, and connection that extend 

beyond the self of the author” (Sparkes, 2002, p. 222).  Denzin and Lincoln (2008) believe that it 
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is through the writing of our narratives, the sharing of our stories, that we are better able to fully 

comprehend who we are, and to gain some understanding of where we’ve been and where we are 

going (2008, pp. 1-44).      

Data collection involved eight interviews, varying in length.  Each participant was 

interviewed one time and each interview lasted from 30 minutes to two hours.  I asked the same 

questions (see appendix) created using a semi-structured, phenomenological interviewing based 

format in each interview even though depending on the answer given, the conversation often 

branched into different and unexpected topics.  Sometimes this would lead to the participant 

answering questions that were included in the protocol but I had yet to get to.  It also led to new 

avenues of exploration.  The time of each interview had more to do with how much each 

individual participant had to say and how descriptive they were in their answers. One of my 

former students who spoke with precision within the classroom had not changed and his 

interview only lasted 30 minutes.  The others ran at least an hour, often far beyond.  The 

interviews were always conversational in tone and the semi-structured format allowed for this 

give and take.   

Field texts as described by Clandinin and Connelly (2000) was also utilized.  I wrote field 

notes before the interviews.  I would begin with the first memory that popped into my head from 

our time together as teacher and student and then would include information on our shared 

experience, our experiences since, as well as anything I felt was meaningful leading up to the 

interview.  I also created these memos when an event would occur as is mentioned in Chapter IV 

just so that I could record and remember what happened as it occurred.  I also created a field note 

after the interview was complete but before transcription or data analysis.  I took notes during the 

interview usually just jottings in the margins of the interview protocol as I felt was necessary.  
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Most jottings were just reminders for follow up questions I wanted to ask based on responses 

they were giving at the time.     

All of the interviews were recorded as they were occurring and in one instance, we had to 

end the interview and pick up where we left off on a different day at a different venue.   The 

recordings were initially sent off to be transcribed.  Several of the interviews were over an hour 

in length and the turnaround time for the transcription service kept being extended so a decision 

was made to do the transcription on my own.  I chose to use a program available that was free 

that gave me a very rough transcription and used this as a guide to help keep track of the timing 

of the interviews.  After I had the rough transcription in place, I set out to fully transcribe each 

interview as well as making note of pauses, changes in intonations, and sometimes even laughter 

as they occurred.   

Nearly all the participants have reached out since the interviews, typically through 

Facebook messenger.  Many were just updating what was going on with their own schooling – 

closures, the shift to online classes, and in one case, being called up to the battlefield of COVID-

19 as a student nurse.  There were other messages as well – moments that became a part of their 

narrative and are included in Chapter IV.   

Data Analysis 

As mentioned in the previous section, the recordings of the interviews were run through a 

program that offered a rough transcription.  The rough draft offered time stamps for the 

interviews, so it made it much easier to begin transcribing the data and then to pick up where I 

left off.  I analyzed none of the transcripts until every single interview was complete and 

transcribed.  After all were transcribed, I initially went through each transcript, highlighting in 

tallow those statements, questions, areas that I found interesting or compelling. I did this across 

all eight interviews. 
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I then returned to the transcripts again after all eight were done.  Looking for themes or 

ways that the highlighted sections complemented each other or even moved away in a different 

direction.  I made notes in the margins as I did this while also going through the transcript again 

to see if there was anything I missed.  As I listened and read, I made notes on items I felt I 

needed to return to and also began highlighting across the transcriptions for themes that were 

appearing throughout the transcripts seeing patterns and similarities as well as marked 

differences between the different participants.  I then color-coded the data according to the 

themes and also returned one final time to see how the themes that presented themselves fit with 

the research questions.  Field notes and messages were also analyzed for themes and then again 

analyzed through the lens of the research questions.    

All the transcribed and coded interviews were then cross-coded for themes.  This cross-

coding also extended into the field notes and other messages that were included in the data 

corpus.  While all the data and themes were fresh in my mind, I began creating the portrait of 

each participant that begins Chapter IV.  I relied heavily on the influence of Lawrence-Lightfoot 

(1983) as I worked to weave the narratives together with the themes I had discovered.  It was so 

important to maintain the integrity of each individual interview, to ensure that nothing was lost 

within their individual narratives while I attempted to fit the narratives into collective themes.  

Lawrence-Lightfoot (1997) speaks of this process as portraiture with the portraitist’s role, 

…to record and interpret the perspectives and experiences of the people they are 
studying, documenting their voices and their visions – their authority, knowledge, and 
wisdom.  The drawing of the portrait is placed in social and cultural context and shaped 
through dialogue between the portraitist and the subject, each one negotiating the 
discourse and shaping the evolving image (p. 51). 
 

Hackmann (2002) iterates how portraiture stands apart from other narrative methods because 

portraiture “makes the researcher’s biases and experiences explicit, in essence becoming a lens 
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through which the researcher processes and analyzes data collected throughout the study” (p. 

52).   

It is this interweaving of the narratives, separate and whole, that made portraiture a 

necessary lens with which to use narrative analysis.  Lawrence-Lightfoot’s describes portraiture 

as a device that “gives voice to those who rarely get the chance to enter into public conversation 

about schools” (1986, p. 26) allowing for research that is “truly empowering” rather than focused 

on “an arrogant pursuit of pathology” (1986, p. 26).  The narratives are their own but these are 

students who often shared neighborhoods, classrooms, football fields and basketball courts.  

They shared another common thread – me as their teacher.  For my part, I come to this project 

not remotely understanding what it is to be a young Black male who attends a low-SES, 

majority-minority middle or high school.  But I do know what it is to come to school hungry.  I 

know what it is to act out in order to be seen.  Thus, I am not a simple interpreter of their stories 

but am instead, the voice that “enables the reader to experience a deeper level of understanding 

and empathy that would be exceedingly difficult to achieve if one were writing as a 

dispassionate, detached observer” (Hackmann, 2002, p. 53).   

The interview data is the primary source of data within this dissertation, yet, the elements 

he mentions of observation, documentation, pictures, and for this project, messages, and 

Facebook posts, also applied as supporting and alternative forms of data.    Restorying occurred 

as I sifted through the participants narratives, but also as I navigated the space created through 

the data collection process that included traditional interview data as well as alternate forms of 

data. Thus, began the process of weaving these individual narratives in a way that highlighted the 

themes while never diminishing their individual voices.  Channeling Lawrence-Lightfoot (1997) 

I sought to do as she did, to… 
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capture the richness, complexity, and dimensionality of human experience in social and 
cultural context, conveying the perspectives of the people who are negotiating these 
experiences…and shaped through dialogue with the portraitist and the subject, each one 
participating in the drawing of the image” (p.3). 
 

It was Guyotte (2015) whose work I returned to as I kept working and reworking the data 

thinking there was an end in sight – there needed to be a neatly wrapped conclusion.  That is not 

possible because even as their narratives are told and re-told, their story remains fluid, as 

Guyotte (2015) writes, 

By assuming the role of inquirers in the midst, we can remain wide-awake to the stories 
that we construct alongside our participants.  We have the ability to open the blinds and 
expose readers to an emerging relational and processual landscape. The landscape is fluid 
just like our narratives; and also, like our narratives, it resists a resolute ending.  What we 
come to know is ever in-between and beautifully incomplete in its becoming… (2015, p. 
84). 

 

The data from my participants gave me a blank canvas upon which to work.  Knotting, tying, 

weaving and coloring their narratives into one comprehensive piece of work that fully 

encompasses who these young men are while painting a vivid portrait of their experiences has 

been painstakingly slow, often difficult to navigate, painful to hear, but always, always a 

privilege. 

Ethics of Care 

 Issues of trustworthiness are always in the background of qualitative research.  

Qualitative research is defined as “a particular tradition in social science that fundamentally 

depends on watching people in their own territory and interacting with them in their own 

language, on their own terms” (Kirk & Miller, 1986, p. 9).  For this reason, many academics 

doubt the trustworthiness of qualitative research because it does not represent the gold standard 

in research; it often cannot be proven or replicated.   
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Qualitative research does not often allow us to examine issues from a distance.  It is that 

immersion, the in-betweenness, the intra-actions, and the messiness and muddiness that makes 

qualitative research so important and necessary.  While quantitative data also has its place in 

academic research, the numbers, graphs, and charts often hide the very voices those numbers 

represent.  

Lincoln and Guba (1986) instead look to trustworthiness in qualitative research.  They 

took the four elements to test rigor in traditional quantitative research – “truth value of the 

inquiry or evaluation (internal validity, its applicability (external validity or generalizability), its 

consistency (reliability or replicability), and its neutrality (objectivity)” (p. 74) and created what 

they deem “parallel criteria of trustworthiness” (p. 76).  They also give examples on how to test 

that the criteria were met so I chose to rely on their recommendations as well.  Member checking 

was one suggestion for how to check for credibility in qualitative research.  This was the one 

area that stayed with me throughout my qualitative research courses, but also after reading 

Annette Lareau’s Unequal Childhoods (2011).  Lareau was a guest speaker at the Laible Lecture 

at The University of Alabama and mentioned how she was no longer in contact with many of the 

participants from that research.  The addendum in her book gives an idea as to why.  Many of the 

families were unhappy with how they were portrayed and did not feel her portrayal was how 

accurate.  It was not how they saw themselves.  It also recalled Borland’s (1998) “That’s Not 

What I Said” where Borland’s interpretation of events was markedly different than the 

interpretation of those she wrote about and Ellis (2007) as she recounts her first ethnographic 

study and how it was not well received by those she wrote about.   

These instances and my own ambivalence regarding published writings I have created on 

my mother who passed away on Christmas Day, 2017 and my father who has Alzheimer’s 
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disease heightened my desire to ensure validity as a qualitative researcher.  It is not that anything 

that was written was false – all of it was true and much of it based on text messages and emails.  

I just never got the opportunity to allow them to read it and I wish they had had that opportunity.  

Member checking has allowed me peace in this instance that was not automatically granted with 

the other writing I have done.  For this dissertation, I chose to share the narrative portraits I had 

created for each participant with each participant.  I chose to only share the narrative portraits 

created for each individual with each individual because I knew that for many, their background 

information would make their identity obvious.  All were satisfied with their portrayals and the 

themes I uncovered from the data.   

Lincoln and Guba (1986) also mention the importance of transferability so that research 

can be not so much replicated as potentially reproduced in a different setting under different 

conditions.  They recommend thick description for this and it is difficult to write and analyze any 

form of narrative without the inclusion of thick description.  Their suggestion for dependability 

and confirmability is an external audit.  One external audit deal with the process and leads to a 

dependability judgment while the other deals with the product.  All documents, recordings, 

transcripts, field notes, and other communications are available for perusal.  IRB approval was 

also received, and the conditions of the IRB were followed stringently.    

Positionality Statement 

I have known since I entered the doctoral program that my dissertation would somehow 

speak of my experience with my former students, I just had no idea how many times it would 

change and evolve from the beginning until now.  I enter this not lightly.  There is fear in 

choosing participants with whom you have forged a relationship.  Students you have spent long 

hours with, built a relationship with often forged in the aftermath of discipline referrals and 
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moments of crisis.  The fear comes from a responsibility to them and for them.  These former 

students were willing to open their hearts and minds to me because we share a past.  I have 

managed to, over time, allow them to trust me.  Sometimes that was forged through experiences 

that I helped them with both within and outside of the classroom.  Sometimes it was built 

through the sharing of our grief, pain, and even our joy.  The relationships I had already built 

with these eight participants mattered significantly because it gave them a safe space to speak 

and I am ever mindful of that as both a privilege and a great responsibility. 

It was not until I became a teacher in the kind of schools I write about that I even knew 

such schools existed.  It was not until I was told that I could not fail a student that I realized how 

much harder that actually made my job for if they failed, there was the opportunity to do it right 

the second time.  In not being able to fail them - to not give it all I had the first time was to be 

complicit in that failure.  The data collection and analysis portion of this dissertation has no 

chance of not containing my subjectivities and reflexivities because they are a part of who I am 

and intimately a part of this process from the choosing of a topic to the writing of the last 

sentence.   

While I will never understand what it is to walk through the world as a person of color, I 

do know what it is to walk as a person of low-SES.  I had no idea that we were poor until I 

returned to school after having had a friend spend the night the weekend before.  She had told 

people in the locker room about the condition of my home.  I knew we did not live as others did 

but never recognized it mattered until that moment.  That moment shifted how I walked in the 

world.  I no longer had sleep-over company.  I would have the parents of friends drop me off 

blocks from my home.  I had never before felt deficient or inadequate and those two things 

became who I was.  I wanted to graduate high school because to not do was too embarrassing.  I 
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graduated with a 1.7 GPA.  I went on to community college, never graduated, and did not enter 

school again until I was a wife and mother in my 30s.  Even then I chose online learning as my 

pathway going into significant debt to achieve a BA in English and my Master of Arts in 

Teaching – Secondary English – all online.   

Those earlier experiences shaped who I became as a mother and as a teacher.  I entered 

the classroom as a teacher in my 40s and created spaces for kids in the margins because I was 

one.  Awareness of this and acknowledging the role my own biases and assumptions play within 

the space we will create together will be necessary, even required, if this work is to be 

acknowledged as both honest and reliable  

 There will always be limitations on the generalizability of qualitative research.  However, 

that again is the beauty of this form of research and narrative analysis.  While this research will 

add to the existing gap in the literature, the results will not necessarily provide an easy fix or 

formula for how to eradicate the systemic inequities that undergird these processes we see.  

Thus, while there is currently no gold standard in qualitative research, research that is honest to 

both participant and researcher, ethical, and enlightening is just as worthy and necessary.   

 These stories need to be told.  There is this idea that a high school diploma is the 

culmination of one journey and the beginning of another.  Teachers, including me, sell this 

accomplishment as necessary for the achievement of the American dream, and it is a falsehood 

that is not remotely hidden.  Data overwhelmingly shows that we have far to go before there is 

equity in education.  Data also overwhelmingly shows where the gaps are and often offers 

implications and recommendations to remedy the ills of this system.  Yet, each year another 

round of research is released that reports on the same fundamental problems.  Quantitative data 

tells one story, and my hope is that this qualitative dissertation tells another. The stories they tell 
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may not remotely resemble the stories I imagine hearing, and that too will be worthy of 

consideration and re-telling.  What matters most is the opportunity to include their stories within 

the realm of research and to hope that somehow those voices are heard.   
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CHAPTER FOUR – NARRATIVE AND THEMATIC ANALYSIS 

 Eight young men were interviewed for this dissertation.  All eight graduated from 

majority-minority, low-SES high schools in a university town in the South.  All eight saw the 

earning of the high school diploma credential as the ticket to increased opportunity – whether for 

entry into the workforce or entrance into the world of post-secondary education.  All eight have 

stories that are often similar (e.g., many mentioned barriers put in place by the same teachers or 

administrators), and extremely different.  If there was one word that kept resonating with me as I 

interviewed these young, Black, male graduates it was isolated or even lonely.  Even in crowded 

schools, in crowded families, there is a sense that they felt that they were on their own, often 

without any idea of the resources available to them. 

I seek to understand their individual and collective experiences in regard to schooling and 

graduation.  It is not an easy thing to fully explicate.  School is something we are mandated by 

law to do – to attend.  It becomes an automatic process and something that is expected.  It is an 

experience that sometimes leads to questions of why we have to do it, but to define that 

experience, to explain it in our own terms and from our own experience is less expected, and 

harder to capture. 

 The same is true of the experience of K-12 schooling when looked upon post-graduation.  

Many of the expectations these young men had for life after earning the high school diploma 

have fallen far short of what they imagined.  One of the questions that needed to be asked of each 

was how they came upon these expectations of life after the high school diploma.  When did
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post-secondary opportunities begin to matter?  What would you have done differently?  What 

should we, the teachers, counselors, and administrators from the schools you attended, do 

differently?  The first part of the chapter begins with short, biographical descriptions of each 

participant.  This is followed by contextual information about the two school systems that the 

participants attended. The final part of the chapter moves into the presentation of the themes and 

data analysis.  The themes are a result of a cross-analysis of their interviews, my field notes, any 

texts or messages received by the participant and our experiences together.  When quoting the 

participants – I chose to keep the vernacular used during the interview.  For instance, if a 

participant used “hadda” for “had to” – I chose to keep it as it was spoken rather than correcting 

it for the purpose of making it more in line with grammatical conventions. 

Meet the Participants 

Emmitt – Lincoln High School and Washington High School  

I taught Emmitt at Lincoln High School.  He came a few months into the school year, yet 

everyone already knew him, even if he was new to me.  Here is this 6’5” kid who takes up the 

space in the room from his size alone – yet tries to make himself small.  We did not have enough 

desks, though I never stopped requesting one, so he shared my desk.  I would sit on one side and 

he would sit on the other.  He was a brilliant student.  Always the first one to do his work, but 

preferred sharing observations with me rather than with the entire class.  On my last day there, he 

brought me a card.  I decided not to open it until I got home.  He had given me a $50.00 iTunes 

gift card.  I still have both.   

I am waiting at a table at Jim n’ Nicks, a restaurant in Tuscaloosa.  When I last saw 

Emmitt, his hair was shaved close to his head.  He wore glasses that were missing the side arm 

so he came at you crooked with those glasses slanted across his face.  Walking in ten minutes 
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late, he was still huge.  He still had glasses, though a different pair that fit his face.  His hair was 

now grown out in dreadlocks.  I am not sure I would have recognized him at first glance had I 

not been actively looking for him, until he smiled.  That had not changed a bit. 

Emmitt is one of eleven children.  He grew up surrounded by his five brothers and sisters 

in a home headed by both parents and he ends this statement by telling me, “my parents were 

very active.”  He is the only child still living at home with his mom and dad.  His parents both 

graduated from high school.  Every sibling also graduated from high school though two chose to 

get their General Equivalency Diploma (GED). Emmitt first began attending high school at 

Lincoln High, located in the county school system. In his junior year, he moved to Washington 

High School, located in the city school system.  

 Calvin – Lincoln High School 

I taught Calvin my first year at Lincoln High School.  Advanced Freshman English.  It 

was not until he was no longer in my classroom that he gave me my greatest teachable moment.  

It was the week before Thanksgiving break and he had instant messaged me on Facebook that he 

needed to speak with me.  I told him to stop by my classroom.  He did as I asked and I kept 

putting him off.  Every teacher knows intimately the insanity that occurs the week before any 

downtime in a school year.  He kept coming and I was too busy.  I kept pushing him off.  Until 

my last class of the day, on the last day of school when he popped his head in and again, I told 

him I would get with him after school, and he started crying.  Right there in front of the entire 

class.  They had been evicted.  They were living under an overpass – him, his mom, and his five 

siblings.  He did not know what to do.  He did not know where to go.  I put him off thinking my 

load was so heavy, my schedule so busy.  I had no idea the weight that child was carrying all on 
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his own.  I told one of my students in my classroom to watch the class. I had put him off long 

enough and I took him to our principal.    

Calvin was one of the students who posted the initial Facebook post that got me thinking 

about what graduation from high school means to students, particularly those from low-SES, 

majority-minority high schools.  We had remained in touch even after I left Lincoln, so I knew 

that he had thought about attending a trade school, but he finally chose to attend an HBCU 

several hours from his home. He stayed there less than one month.   

 Calvin and I decide to go to the mall food court for our official interview.  He was still 

upset over an event that had occurred a week earlier and was torn between anger and sadness 

over how they made his mom feel and also feeling manipulated and violated by the unannounced 

visit.  There are nine people living in one hotel room.  Nine.  There are two double beds and the 

rest of them sleep on the floor.  There is a tiny kitchenette with a microwave and mini 

refrigerator for them to make meals.  His dad is a veteran of the Army and he is in the process of 

applying for housing assistance.  I ask Calvin more about his dad because I had no idea he was 

around; he had never talked about him.  He has been in their lives all of their lives, sometimes 

coming and going, but mostly there.   

Darius – Lincoln High School 

Darius is the only student of all the participants in this study who I taught as a junior in 

high school.  He was actually the student I asked to watch the class when Calvin came to speak 

with me about being evicted.  It was the last class of the day and there were a lot of strong 

personalities in the room – both male and female.  He chose to stay away from the mess and 

would pull one desk close to my own desk each period, and that is where he would remain.  He 

was quiet and soft-spoken then.  He is quiet and soft-spoken now.  I had kept in touch with 
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Darius after he graduated.  Darius grew up in a town further south  and moved with his mom and 

sister to his present location during his elementary school years.  He lives in a home with his 

mom, sister, grandmother, aunt, and her two small children.   

Darius and I met at a local restaurant for our interview.  He once worked at this restaurant 

but left due to the work conditions and how he was being treated.  As we sat and ate, several of 

his old co-workers come by to find out how he is doing and catch him up on the latest gossip.  

Darius wants to be a writer.  He never stops writing.  One early morning I awake to a series of 

chimes sounding on my phone, one after the other, after the other.  I go to look, and it is Darius, 

sending me page after page of a screenplay he has written.  Some 40 pages in all.  He has written 

an episode of Grey’s Anatomy for a screenwriting competition.   

Malik – Washington High School and Hamilton High School 

Malik is the only participant who I taught my first year as a teacher when I taught middle 

school.  We had stayed in touch after he moved on to high school.  I often saw him around town 

and he had sent me a graduation invitation when he graduated from high school. Malik lives in a 

single parent household.  His mom is a teacher. He has one brother who is five years older than 

he is.   

Malik is adamant that he would not have even graduated high school had he remained at 

Washington High – “No, ma’am.  I say that all the time to my friends.  If I would have stayed at 

Washington, I don’t think I would have graduated.  I stayed stayin’ in trouble.”  He finally 

changed schools his junior year, moving to a different high school in a different school system. 

He was able to do this because his mother is a teacher, so he is allowed to attend any school 

within the system while she is an employee of that system.  The change in school made all the 

difference. 
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Kelvin – Lincoln High School 

 Kelvin is a scholar, an athlete, a gentleman, and since our first interview, he has also 

become the father of twins.  I met Kelvin in my first year as a teacher at Lincoln. I was his 

freshman English teacher.  He was one of a few young men in a class dominated by females, 

most with strong personalities.  He was easygoing, always finished his work, and slow to anger.   

His mother teaches at a community college and had stayed on top of Kelvin’s educational 

pursuits when I taught him.  Before the interview, I imagined he was finishing his two-year stint 

at a community college  and on his way to playing basketball or football for a four-year college 

or university.  We met for our interview, pre-pandemic, at the local mall.  He was still the same 

tall, smiling, young man I remembered from Lincoln.  We sat down for several hours, moving 

several times due to the noise associated with busloads of school children arriving on field trips. 

Isaiah and Jayden – Lincoln High School 

 Isaiah and Jayden grew up together, live together, went away to trade school together, 

returned together and wished to be interviewed together.  I taught both Jayden and Isaiah in the 

same class my first year at Lincoln High.  It was the class I dreaded most each day.  Not because 

of who was in it.  It was because it was 40 kids strong and we did not have enough desks.  I 

always wondered what a stranger would think if they walked into my classroom fourth period 

and saw seven students either doubled up in a single chair with another student or at my desk on 

a crate, stool, or whatever we had available.  At first these two were too cool for class.  They 

were athletes.  They were members of a group that had been together since elementary school 

and they were what could be easily designated as the “cool kids.”  They came around.  By the 

end of the semester, they were performing skits in character and creating rap videos based on 

Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood (1965).   
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 During their senior year of high school, these young men lost a friend, who went out to 

protect his sister who was being attacked by her boyfriend.  The boyfriend turned on the brother 

and shot him.  They were teammates, friends, and they were on their way to the basketball 

championships in their area hoping to head to the State Championships in their division for the 

first time in a long time.  The loss of this young man shook them to their core and his name is 

peppered throughout nearly all of the interviews regarding the impact of this loss on their senior 

year, but more so in Isaiah and Jayden’s interview.  I mention this because every participant 

mentioned him and what his loss felt like at what they believed should be one of the happiest 

times of their lives.  I also mention it because every single participant except for one, Malik, who 

went to a different high school, also mentioned the loss in conjunction with a particular teacher 

they had. 

 Zion – Lincoln High School 

I remember it was my first day as a teacher at Lincoln.  The students are already a month 

into the semester.  I am taking the place of the football coach – an English teacher who 

apparently created plays and organized practices during class instead of an actual curriculum.  

Fourth period.  There are not enough seats.  Kids are piled on top of each other.  Girls on boys 

laps.  Two and three trying to squeeze into one old rickety chair that already wobbles without the 

added help.  I am trying to take it all in and just breathe and ask everyone to introduce 

themselves – what would they like to learn – what is their favorite subject – and Zion.  He says it 

is not his job to tell me about himself – it  is my job to tell them about who I am.   

 He was bold when surrounded.  Usually with a gaggle of girls who already majored in 

sassy comebacks.  And he was so much more than that beneath the appearance.  He wanted to 

learn.  He did every assignment and did them well.  He asked questions after class.  He was still 

the king of the smack back, but I learned he never meant it, but he had a reputation to uphold.   
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We meet on Zoom.  Here is this young man in his nursing scrubs.  He is still funny  

and quick witted and he has gotten out, gotten away.  He will soon be a nurse, and even now, he 

is risking his life as a student nurse during a pandemic the likes of which we have not seen as a 

modern country, a modern world.  He has it all together and blames no one but his own self 

when he does not. 

Contextual Information on Participant Schools  

Each of the eight participants attended school within the same city in the state of 

Alabama.  The school district that encompasses this city is divided into two competing school 

systems, City and County.  Jefferson Middle, Washington High, and Hamilton High School are 

all zoned for the city school system.  Lincoln High School is zoned for the county school system.  

Many of the communities that Jefferson Middle, Washington High and Lincoln High School 

serve are located on the border of the two school systems.  In this case, the student chooses 

which school to attend, and in that choice is also the choice of school system.  The participants 

often talk about their respective schools so background information on each school is necessary, 

especially as several of the participants switched schools during their high school years.  Emmitt 

moved from Lincoln High in the county system to Washington High in the city system.  Malik 

moved from Washington High in the city system to another school within the city system, 

Hamilton High.  It is also important to understand the demography of each school that the 

participants are often directly mentioning.   

City Schools – Washington High and Hamilton High 

The City school system serves approximately 11,000 students, serves 23 schools, and has 

an overall graduation rate of 90.8 percent.  The student body is 24.58 percent white and 68.7 

percent Black with the remaining students split among Asian, American Indian/Alaska Native, 
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Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, Hispanic/Latino and those students of two or more races.  For 

the 2018-2019 school year, this system was rated a B or 83 percent by the Alabama State 

Department of Education (ALSDE).  A 90.8 percent graduation rate but as mentioned earlier, 

this number is deceiving for a large percentage of that number of graduates leaves unprepared for 

post-secondary work with the average proficiency rate never reaching even 50 percent, Reading 

(41.13 percent), Math (42.94 percent), Science (31.31 percent). 

Breaking that down further by the two high schools within the City school system that the 

participants attended, Hamilton High scores a solid B or 89 per the ALSDE.  It is home to 1,041 

students and the student body is 58 percent Black and 36 percent white with the remaining 6 

percent split amongst other racial/ethnic groups.  Hamilton has a graduation rate of 93.8 percent 

yet in the meeting of the CCRS the average is 70.54 percent, 94.26 percent of white students 

meet the standards while only 44.07 percent of the Black student population at Hamilton 

graduate having met these standards.  Their test scores also provide a mixed message as the 

following table shows with white students scoring higher than Black students in every category: 

Table 9:  Hamilton High School – CCRS Standards 

Hamilton 
High 

School 

School-
Wide 

Proficiency 
Percentage 

White 
(Percentage 
Proficient) 

Black 
(Percentage 
Proficient) 

Reading 56.79 77.78 20 

Math 64.61 86.81 24.71 

Science 57.02 76.22 24.71 

 

Retrieved from ProPublica (2020) and ALSDE (2020).  Exact links not provided to ensure 

anonymity. 
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It is not just the disparity in test scores that are disconcerting considering the high 

graduation rate.  At Hamilton High, white students are 6.7 times as likely to be enrolled in at 

least one AP course as Black students while Black students are over 20 times more likely to be 

suspended as white students.  The yearly expenditure per student at Hamilton from all sources, 

federal, state, and local is $10,070.00 per student. 

Washington High, the other school within the City school system has an overall score of 

C or 75 as given by the ALSDE.  It serves 1069 students with a student body that is 82 percent 

Black, 12 percent white and 4 percent Hispanic/Latino.  Washington High has a graduation rate 

of 90.71 percent.  The CCRS rate overall is 58.51 percent with 81.82 percent CCRS readiness of 

white students and 55.11 percent of Black students.  The following chart reflects the subject 

proficiency along subject and racial lines: 

Table 10:  Washington High School – CCRS Standards 

Washington 
High 

School 

School-
Wide 
Proficiency 
Percentage 

White Black 

Reading 21.84 42.86 20.59 

Math 18.39 28.57 17.65 

Science 18.01 21.43 18.07 

 

Retrieved from ProPublica (2020) and ALSDE (2020).  Exact links not provided to ensure 

anonymity. 
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A white student at Washington High is 1.9 times more likely to be enrolled in at least one AP 

course and a Black student is 3.3 times more likely to be suspended as a white student. The 

yearly expenditure per student from all sources, federal, state, and local at Washington High is 

$8,579.00 per student.   

County Schools – Lincoln High 

The County school system encompasses 18,300 students, serves 34 schools and boasts a 

graduation rate of 86.61 percent overall.  Of that 18,300 students, 62 percent are white, 28 

percent are Black, with the remaining 9 percent split amongst other races and ethnic groups.  The 

score awarded to the County system per the ALSDE is a B or 83.  The number of students 

meeting CCRS standards upon graduation is 70.88 percent with 79.76 percent of these students 

being white and 55.15 percent being Black.   

Lincoln High is the only school discussed within this dissertation that is a part of the 

County system.  The school enrolls 383 students and is 55 percent Black, 42 percent white with 

the remaining 3 percent belonging to other races.  It is the most racially integrated school of all 

the schools the participants attended.  It also has the smallest student body. The score given to 

Lincoln by the ALSDE is a D or a 68.  Lincoln’s graduation rate is 76.79 percent with the 

percentage of students meeting CCRS standards is at 51.79 percent.  Of that number, 68.89 

percent are white students and 39.29 percent are Black. 
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Table 11:  Lincoln High School – CCRS Standards 

Lincoln 
High 

School 

School-
Wide 
Proficiency 
Percentage 

White Black 

Reading 18.67 38.1 11.63 

Math 21.33 28.57 16.28 

Science 22.67 42.66 16.28 

 

Retrieved from ProPublica (2020) and ALSDE (2020).  Exact links not provided to ensure 

anonymity. 

At Lincoln, students of two or more races are 7 times as likely to be enrolled in at least 

one AP class as white students with Black students being 1.8 times as likely to be suspended as 

white students. The yearly expenditure per student at Lincoln High from all sources, federal, 

state, and local is $14,028.00.  This is more in spending per student than either of the other two 

schools.  It is interesting to note that more money does not necessarily equal better outcomes.  

Even though Lincoln has the most money per student to work with, they have the lowest average 

proficiency, lowest meeting of the CCRS standards, and a lower graduation rate. 
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Theme One: The Isolating Mechanism of Cultural Capital  

We would end up at the bottom of everything and everybody else, at least they had a nice 
school and it was clean and big and they had more programs and you’d watch the news 
and they are on tv and they got good things going on – Zion. 
 
The first identified theme dealt with the participants’ navigation of cultural capital and its 

transmission within their homes as well as their schools.  While none of the participants ever 

refer to the term ‘cultural capital,” it is embedded within their narratives even while not 

explicitly said.  Individuals gain access to cultural capital through two avenues, our family and/or 

our schooling.  It is much easier to be born into a family that already holds the three types of 

cultural capital; embodied, objectified, and institutionalized than it is to acquire it through 

schooling alone.  While the differences in cultural capital are often dissected at the intersections 

of race and class, the participant interviews interrogate the acquisition and value of cultural 

capital at the intersection of race, class, and the school one is zoned to attend which is most often 

a byproduct of the first two indicators.  Cultural capital is not just an acquisition of the values 

and perceptions of the dominant class.  It is context-specific.  The participants have relationships 

with their peers, their communities where they hold a form of cultural capital that allows them to 

fit in within a school and an academic system where they do not. In other words, context 

determines whether their store of cultural capital is seen as legitimate and valued.  Within their 

communities, workplaces, athletic fields, homes, these young men hold currency.  Within their 

respective schools, as their narratives show, this currency in the form of cultural capital lacks 

legibility and legitimacy.  These young men hold cultural capital.  That is not remotely in 

question.  Whether their respective store of cultural capital is valued within systems that elevate 

dominant forms of cultural capital over all others remains an issue that is mentioned throughout 

their narratives.   
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In order to make gains in our bank of valued cultural capital, one needs to be exposed to 

it, but that is often not the case, as McNamee (2018) writes: 

According to the American Dream, there is a strong correlation between educational 
attainment and occupational success; doing well in school is seen as the ticket to a good 
job.  But educational discrimination against minorities reduces their chances for academic 
achievement, and occupational discrimination reduces their chances for occupational 
success.  Even if minorities manage to transcend educational discrimination and become 
academically successful, research consistently shows that minorities receive much lower 
income and occupational returns on equivalent amounts of educational attainment than 
whites (p. 177). 

 

The participants in this study are relegated to live in communities that are affordable.  

These communities are often low-SES and thus the schools they are zoned for have a 

demographic that reflects that, but these schools are also often racially segregated, and research 

shows that these schools do not offer students the same opportunities as students who attend 

more racially balanced, higher SES schools (McNamee, 2018).   

This is particularly troubling for when we speak, write, research, and hear of Black men it 

is often from a deficit perspective and the schools these young, Black men attended were filled 

with teachers and administrators who hold these same “deficit-oriented views” (Schutz, 2006, p. 

700).  These eight participants live in communities and attended schools that were as Glaude 

(2016) describes, “opportunity deserts,” essentially bound to schools that “lack the resources and 

public institutions that give those who live there a chance to reach beyond their current lives” (p. 

23). 

Cultural Capital within the Home 

Cultural capital assumes several built in conditions that have nothing to do with merit but 

determine worth and value from our beginnings.  We first inherit cultural capital from our 

families.  Their educational backgrounds, their professions, aspirations, experiences and 
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upbringing all predetermine where an individual starts.  Nearly all of the participants had parents 

who had achieved the high school credential.  Four of the participant’s mothers in this study 

were involved in some form of post-secondary educational opportunity.  Three of those four 

mothers graduated, one with a master’s degree.  None of the participant’s fathers had attended 

any form of post-secondary educational opportunity though one did enter the military.  One of 

the participants, Zion, has a grandmother who was a nurse and who was instrumental in his 

decision to pursue nursing as a career,  

So, she is the one.  She wanted me to go. Especially after my grandfather had passed and 
she told me – my grandfather passed in 2018 – she said when I’m in a hospital bed – I 
want someone who can sit there and not let them do just anything.  You know, in 
medical, like, they skip a lot of stuff or they don’t really care but when he was in the 
hospital – my granddaddy and her a nurse – she didn’t tell anyone that she was an RN but 
she was really paying attention to them and basically telling them what to do because she 
had more experience and she was like, you know, oh man, when I’m in bed, whose gonna 
do it for me, so I was like, you know, I just took it upon myself.  It made sense – I like to 
help people and I don’t play sports and I didn’t want to go to the military, so it seemed 
right. I wanted out.  
 
Only one other participant spoke of a family member as being instrumental in their 

choice of post-secondary opportunities.  Jayden wishes to be a welder because his uncle is one 

and Jayden has witnessed first-hand his uncle’s success in that trade.  It seemed a natural fit 

when the Parkside Welding School came to visit Lincoln High School and that exposure sealed 

the deal for Jayden.  The cultural capital inherited from their family members led to their 

respective choices of future careers.  The exact opposite occurred for Kelvin.  His mom works at 

a local community college in an administrative capacity and is also the holder of a master’s 

degree.  Kelvin aspired to attend a four year college on a football or basketball scholarship but 

instead found himself at a local community college.  Two semesters in, after losing his financial 

grant, he chose to leave college for the workforce, but staying in school and earning the high 

school credential was important to him.    
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The other participants did not speak directly of any one parental or familial influence 

regarding their post-secondary opportunities, but the influence is felt within their narratives.    

The first time I tried to meet Calvin for the interview, we decided to meet at a local seafood 

restaurant.  As he was getting out of the car, I saw his mom through the windshield.  She was 

going to wait in the car while we went in to talk and have lunch, but I invited her to come with 

us.  They had been evicted three more times since I had last seen them.  They were now living in 

a hotel.   It is too noisy, too messy, to do any kind of an interview during this lunch.  We do sit 

down and talk.  I go over the paperwork with both Calvin and his mom.  She speaks a bit about 

her own educational journey.  She went to community college and had hoped to get her 

certificate.  She got pregnant and had plans to return to school, but when she tried to re-enroll, 

she was unable to because she had defaulted on her federal student loans.  She does not even 

remember taking the loans.  The financial aid office just offered her funds and they exceeded 

what school would cost so she took them.  It felt like free money.  We finish lunch and on our 

way out, she asks Calvin to take our picture.  She later posts it and tags me on Facebook calling 

me “the real MVP.”  I have not done a thing. 

Since that interview, I received instant messages from both Calvin and his mom that she 

had finally received a voucher for Section 8 housing, but now it is a waiting game for there to be 

a vacancy.  It was also a waiting game to get the voucher; she had been on the waiting list since 

August 2017.   

Darius spent most of his childhood in between homes and relatives.  His dad lives out of 

town so that is where they spent most of their childhood, but their situation was often rocky, so 

they returned frequently to their grandmother’s home.  Darius recounted how “a few times, my 

mom lost her job or something, we would go back to my grandmom’s house.  At one point it was 
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seven of us living in a two-bedroom apartment and like trying to keep it a secret was scary.”  

Zion was heavily influenced by his grandmother but the community he lived in played a huge 

role in where he decided to apply to school.  He knew if he wanted to achieve his post-secondary 

dreams, it meant leaving the only home he knew.  Describing Cramer East, also known as The 

Camp, the place where he grew up, Zion recounts: 

Um, it’s very bad.  It wasn’t always like that.  Like you know, you used to be able to play 
outside.  But the older my classmates got, the worst, everybody started getting on the 
wrong path.  Like, you know, I was close to a lot of them until we got to high school and 
you know, that’s when everybody started doing drugs and all that stuff.  So, it’s just a 
really bad place to be – it’s just bad out there.  Really bad. 
 
As for the high school diploma itself, most of the participants do not remember ever 

being told to stay in school or why it was necessary, it just was something they were expected to 

do.  Emmitt went to school because “to be honest, I heard about it growing up and it was just 

always just one of those things that you gotta get.  Nobody really tells you why.”  Kelvin told a 

story about how he came to know the importance of staying in school and what that meant, 

especially as a young Black male.  It was after an uncle and his entire family were slain in 

Birmingham and he told me: 

My mom said, I just don’t want you to be another statistic.  You already got two X’s on 
your back.  We were like okay – so what do I need to do?  And she’s like the scariest 
thing in the world right now is a smart Black man.  And we’re all like what? 
 

Kelvin mentions this again when talking about an experience he had at a local coffee shop as he 

was hanging out and waiting for someone.  He found a book, ordered a coffee, and sat down to 

pass the time.  While he is trying to mind his own business, four or five different people took the 

time to stop at his table and inquire about what he was reading.  He went home and told his mom 

about it:  

And I got home and I was like Ma – I was just sitting there reading a book and everyone 
kept coming up to me – all these peach people – peach people, Momma – asking me what 
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I was reading – and she told me to get used to it.  Think about it – when you turn on the 
tv – what do you see?  Predominately – about a Black man?  I said, uh, I see them 
dribbling the ball, running the football, or he’s rapping.  She said – what about when you 
see a movie?  I said, uhm, the same.  She said – so what do you think they see when you 
reading that book?  Heck, I was just reading a book.  I wasn’t thinking about any of that 
at the time.  I mean, that is something scary.  And she was like – that is why I keep 
instilling in y’all to get your education – while you can.  And I was like okay.  So when I 
got my high school diploma, I could see just from generations down how impressed they 
were of me and my brother. 
 

 Malik is the only son to aspire to attend college, but was never told he had to, it was just 

something he knew, “I think it was just always…growing up, that’s what I knew.  Going to 

school is what I was supposed to do so I just kept going to school.  Nobody never really told me 

like, “you need to graduate.”  I remember back when I taught him at Jefferson Middle School.  I 

had just assigned my first official project.  A physical representation of what the students wanted 

to be when they grow up.  Malik who was all of 4’ tall at the time aspired to be the next Dwayne 

Wade.  It actually was a room full of dreams much like Malik’s.  NBA, NFL, Singers, Actresses.   

 The impact of cultural capital or a lack of cultural capital within the family was also 

evident in the narratives participants told about interactions that occurred between their mothers 

and the schools they attended.  Jayden didn’t walk.  That walk across the stage that is the rite of 

passage that is most associated with the end of the K-12 experience and the achievement of the 

high school diploma. Jayden was not allowed to participate in the commencement activities that 

included being the final graduating class to graduate from the old Lincoln High School before 

they moved into their new location.   

He was told two days before the actual graduation ceremony that he had failed Pre-

Calculus and was not eligible to graduate.  He had plans.  After high school graduation, he and 

Isaiah were both moving to Florida to attend a welding school.  However, this news would 

change the plans for both of them.  He passed every other class and not by just getting by, but he 
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left with a 90 in English and a 93 in History.  He did not pass Ms. Morrill and he recounts how 

“Ms. Morrill make you not wanna come to school.  Like she stresses you out for real.”  His mom 

went to the school district’s main office to see what could be done; to understand how this could 

even happen to no avail.  His mom came to the school and tried to speak with the principal and 

assistant principal and “they wouldn’t even come talk to her.  They wouldn’t even give her the 

time of day.  Like every time she came up to the school – they would tell her that they weren’t 

there.”  No one would talk to her.  Invisible people during a very visible moment. 

I had two separate interviews with Calvin.  One was when his mom was present and one 

where we were on our own.  One week after the first interview, Calvin’s mom reached out to me 

through Facebook Messenger.  They were about to be evicted from the hotel.  They needed 

$255.00 for that week’s rent.  The dad was living in the hotel with them and had been out of 

work due to the holiday shutdown.  He worked in food services at a local university.  I picked 

Calvin up from the hotel a few days later.  I  was waiting in the parking lot and after ten minutes, 

I texted him.  No answer.  Right when I was about to leave, I saw him coming.  He had quite a 

story to tell.   

Calvin’s five siblings had not been going to school because they no longer had a car to 

get them there.  That and they had no money for the laundry facilities nearby so no clean clothes.  

His younger brother, who is now a senior at Lincoln High School, said that the other kids made 

fun of him for wearing dirty clothes.  On the day I picked him up, there was a knock on the hotel 

door and his baby sister opened it.  In walked the principal of Lincoln High School, the school’s 

counselor, and a social worker for the county system.  Calvin was upset and began to cry in the 

front seat.  He talked about how they made his mother feel like dirt.  He talked about how the 
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guidance counselor took him aside and was trying to get him to say things about his mother and 

her care.  Before, it was only their clothes that were unclean.  Now, they all felt dirty. 

 In Jayden’s instance, the administrators at the school and system level both felt her 

concerns were not worth their time.  Her son was not graduating and they were just finding out 

two days ahead of the actual formal date of commencement.  She felt unseen and unheard.  She 

kept being turned away from the school when she could clearly see both administrator’s cars 

were there.  This happened repeatedly.  While Jayden’s mother could not even get an audience, 

Calvin’s mother had representatives from the school show up at their hotel room unannounced 

and uninvited.   

Schutz (2006) writes of how low-income, minority parents generally hold the same hopes 

for their children as middle and upper class parents do.  They wish for their children educational 

opportunities “even though they may not interact with schools in the same manner as middle-

class white parents” (2006, p. 700).  Both Jayden’s and Calvin’s parents tried to interact with the 

schools their children attended, and they were shut down.  The literature speaks of low-income, 

minority parents as firmly believing in a separation of their work as parents and the work that 

occurs within the school.  While not representative, these two examples are the exact opposite of 

that.  They craved interaction with the system and the system found no room for interaction with 

them.   

Lareau speaks of the two different schools of child-rearing, “concerted cultivation” and 

the “accomplishment of natural growth.”  According to Lareau (2011), concerted cultivation is 

the hallmark of middle to upper class families and involves parents who are extremely involved 

in the scheduling and planning of their children’s activities, but that is not the only factor.  

Parents who engaged in this form of parenting also converse with their children and teach them 
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the skills necessary to navigate an adult world where these children feel free to question 

authority and see them as equals.  Essentially, these parents are consistently adding to a child’s 

store of valued cultural capital.  For lower income families, Lareau created the “accomplishment 

of natural growth,” where children are left to be children.  Rather than planned activities, these 

children are used to “long stretches of leisure time, child-initiated play, clear boundaries between 

adults and children, and daily interactions with kin” (2011, p. 3). What distinguishes these two 

categories more than any other variable is choice.   

Middle to upper class families have the cultural capital in the form of financial and social 

resources to understand the skills and abilities their children need to excel.  While lower income 

families do not have the same access or choices, it makes them no less hopeful or determined for 

their children to exceed their station in life.  It is just harder.  So much harder.  While certainly 

there is a generational influence in the raising of children, much of what I experienced with the 

participants of this study was sheer survival.  They were not worried about extracurricular 

activities or the lessons their child was missing because there were always bigger issues, rent 

being due, lack of transportation, and dirty laundry to name a few.  The cultural capital they were 

awarded through their birthright was how to survive conditions and systems they could see but 

had no official names for.  It is not deficit-oriented except as we make it so where “the blame for 

inequality is placed on the shoulders of those who our democratic promise has failed” (Khan, 

2010, p. 192).  

The Building of Cultural Capital within the School 

While the participant sample for this study is fairly exclusive in its size, the cultural 

capital bestowed on the participants through their families was compounded by what they 

experienced in their K-12 educational journeys and beyond.  Each participant spoke of all they 
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did not know and when they finally knew it, it was too late.  Giroux (1983) writes about how our 

institutions and our society elevate certain forms of cultural capital over others and this elevation 

of certain values continues into the schooling experience with “students whose families have a 

tenuous connection to forms of cultural capital highly valued by dominant society…at a decided 

disadvantage” (1983, p. 88).  In other words, our institutions value the cultural capital of the 

dominant class or what is often considered the values of the middle and upper classes of society.  

These dominant middle and upper class values are also often accompanied by whiteness.  Gaddis 

(2013) believes that a lack of cultural capital negatively impacts the way a student looks at 

school and their achievement within school explaining that “cultural capital changes a student’s 

view of their own ability to succeed academically and the value of school in their lives” (p.9).   

This is in line with the experiences of schooling as related by the participants except for 

one glaring difference.  The students interviewed for this dissertation never felt at a disadvantage 

even as they recount detailed inequities present within their schools and their individual and 

collective experiences.  While every single participant spoke of teachers, administrators, 

coaches, opportunities that they wish they had, the absence of these variables never took away 

from their experience of schooling.  It simply was what it was.  Indeed, it was all they knew until 

friends, family members, or visits to other schools for sporting events showed them otherwise.   

MacLeod (2009) writes that,  

The structure of schooling, with its high regard for the cultural capital of the upper 
classes, promotes a belief among working-class students that they are unlikely to achieve 
academic success.  Thus, there is  a correlation between objective probabilities and 
subjective aspirations, between institutional structures and cultural practices (p. 15). 
 

Thinking with MacLeod (2009) and Giroux (1983) and Gaddis (2013), a child born into a lower 

class family enters life and schooling, not on the level playing field the myth of meritocracy 

presents but hampered by conditions they cannot control and that for the most part, are not even 
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aware of.  This has also proven correct per the participant narratives, but unlike Apple’s (1982) 

assertion that students without access to the requisite cultural capital will enter school believing 

that “schooling will not enable them to go much further than they already are” (Apple, 1982, p. 

99), the students in this study always believed they could and that they would, they just were 

never given experiences and opportunities to connect the dots between where they were and what 

they believed possible.   

What their narratives painstakingly detail is that no matter how much encouragement 

they received from family members, the impact is negligible without a social network available 

to produce and encourage access to these opportunities.  Schutz (2006) writes of how “a critical 

limitation of efforts to reform schools, however, is our tendency to focus only on individuals 

when the evidence indicates that, in our most oppressed areas, with few exceptions, individual 

success can come only in conjunction with more empowered communities” (p. 703).  These 

participants needed opportunities to see, question, live, reach, and experience that moved beyond 

the realm of their current lives, schools, communities.  They needed schools that prepare students 

to graduate equipped with the knowledge, skills, and experiences necessary to find a job, apply 

for financial aid, apply for post-secondary opportunities, life skills like budgeting, taxes, and 

resume writing.  School was a thing they were supposed to do, but what school did not do in 

return was to equip them with the skills and knowledge that were necessary for life after the 

earning of the high school credential.  The function of schooling for these eight young men was 

primarily custodial.   

This is where the experience of schooling and the transmission of cultural capital comes 

into play, but again, it is only in looking back that they recognize why certain things mattered as 

they did.  Hindsight affords them vision that they did not have when they were knee-deep in 
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schoolwork and the goal of graduating.  When the students recount their experiences, it is 

through the lens of other schools, their friends, the experiences they have had since graduating as 

well as their own experience within the K-12 system.  Cultural capital in the form of habitus and 

field, though not using that terminology, was constantly in play as they evaluated their 

experiences and as they reflected upon these experiences.  What was not expected, as a 

researcher, was how aware they were of the inequities present in their own respective schools in 

comparison to other surrounding schools, nor their awareness of how they were perceived based 

on which school they attended.  Even then, the narratives they present are conflicting because  

while speaking on teachers, testing, buildings, administrators, community support, these 

participants still believe the credential they earned holds the same value as any other school 

within the state of Alabama.  These issues that dominate their narratives are just a part of their 

schooling existence and they do not know of any other way.  It was their only way.   

Emmitt, who attended Lincoln High and then transferred to Washington High School 

spoke about how the local schools are segregated, “I wouldn’t necessarily say segregation by 

color as much as class because they’re not targeting a specific race as much as your social class.  

Like, lower income neighborhoods, they’re sending to one school and higher income 

neighborhoods, they’re sending to another school.”  I asked him if he could describe the impact 

that kind of segregation had on the student and he told me, quite simply, “I don’t think your 

education would be as high as some of the schools where they send their higher income students 

because of who they attract as far as teachers.”  This reflected his own experience as a student 

who transferred to another high school in the middle of his junior year of high school.  Emmitt is 

one of the students mentioned above whose home is located on a boundary line that allows him 

to choose whether to attend Lincoln in the county system or Washington in the city.  For Emmitt, 
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the difference is that the school with higher income students are more diverse and better funded 

and attract teachers, counselors, and administrators who are there for the students and who care 

and that makes all the difference in his opinion. 

Darius’s responses echoed Emmitt’s.  When I asked him about his experiences as a 

student he began with how the ideal school would have “a lot of different kinds of students from 

a lot of different types of backgrounds.  Most of the students at Lincoln come from the same type 

of background and you need teachers who are not just there to get paid.”  Zion, who is one of 

only two participants who went directly from high school to college and remains in school, 

detailed how different his educational experience at the community college he attends is 

compared to his high school experiences: 

I never felt like we learning things.  Like, I look back and I think what were we actually 
learning?  All we did was sit there and do packets and what were we learning?  I feel like 
they focused on the wrong things – like more worried about the discipline than the 
academics, and like, you know like, just not understanding all the students and like.  It 
was good once upon a time ago, but it just started to feel all about control – all control.  I 
mean, it’s a packet – we aren’t going to cheat on it – we are not gonna look through it.  I 
mean all about control – be quiet – do your packet – be quiet while you do your packet.  
See, if you was teaching – usually if someone is teaching then no one has the time for 
talking. 
 

Malik started his high school career at Washington High but then left there his junior year 

for Hamilton High, a local high school considered the “best” in the city system.  While the 

transfer from Lincoln to Washington High School shifted the entire high school schooling 

experience for Emmitt, it was the shift from Washington to Hamilton High School that saved 

Malik:   

So, at Washington, it was kind of like, I had my own weight I was carrying so learning 
really wasn’t even in my vision.  I didn’t do no kind of work at Washington.  Because the 
teachers at Washington, they didn’t really interact with us.  But when I went to Hamilton  
my 11th and 12th grade year, the teachers made sure that you get the work that was going 
on. 
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So, what worked for Emmitt at Washington did not work at all for Malik and both found 

different experiences and different trajectories only upon transfer to different schools.  It is 

interesting that Emmitt in his transfer from Lincoln left behind friendships he had cultivated 

throughout his schooling career and found a more diverse group of friends as far as both race and 

class at Washington.  Malik was zoned for Washington and did not find the same success there 

while with the friends he had grown up with.  It was only upon transferring to Hamilton, a city 

school with a significantly more diverse student demographic, especially as to class, that he 

found what he needed: 

Cause they’re like – I feel like – because they’re mainly, I don’t want to say their mainly 
Black schools, but most of the population are Black kids.  At Hamilton, we all know 
we’re not going to see a thousand Black kids when we’re at Hamilton like you will at 
Columbus (another high school in the county school system that is nearly 99 percent 
Black).  But being in the Hamilton population, it was like I was able to sit in class and 
like actually pay attention, because all the kids that I was around were all about getting 
their work.   
 

Calvin said all you had to do to see the external differences was visit another local school, county 

or city, to see the differences: 

 You walking through hallways and you’re not blind – you see they have newer things and 
 I tell you what really put us in the news is when our heat went up.   
 

Kelvin was another student/athlete who graduated from Lincoln who mentioned how his school 

was depicted negatively not only by the surrounding schools and communities but also by the 

news media, especially in regard to the day Lincoln lost heat: 

It just pissed me off.  Like I get the point – honestly now, I understood what Mrs. 
Calhoun was saying about how we already have a bad reputation, don’t feed into it, and 
seeing it, hearing about it like the day the heat wasn’t working and the news showed up 
and I was like, why y’all interrupting students?  I was like, the heat just wasn’t working,  
like some things are going to happen and you can’t control it and things.  So the news 
shows up and they’re interviewing students.  Why? 
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It was not just the heat.  Kelvin spoke about how any negative event surrounding Lincoln 

somehow made the news even though he knew of drug busts and fights at other surrounding 

schools that never received the same level of coverage: 

I think it’s because they try to give us a bad rap – a bad road – because we, at that point, 
we were a failing school and the graduation rate was very down because everybody was 
switching all of that.  And they was like – let’s just keep Lincoln negative and I am going 
to go a little outside of the loop here and say that I liked school.  Because how do you 
expect the school to grow when every time they do something well you try to take it from 
them?  And then we were to be going to the new school – and it is nothing like what was 
promised.  We were supposed to have two gyms – they spent less on our new school then 
they spend to remodel other schools.  It’s like they took the money for our two gyms – 
made one small gym – and gave it to Community High to build a new football stadium.  
It is all about money. 
 
Zion is the one student who mentioned the violence found within the hallways, 

classrooms, and school buses of Lincoln High School.  Wacquant (2002) speaks of how low-

SES, majority-minority public schools “operate in the manner of institutions of confinement 

whose primary mission is not to educate but to ensure custody and control” (p. 108).  Control is 

the same word Zion used to describe his experience with the controlling atmosphere at Lincoln 

leading him to think about dropping out his junior year: 

It was really violent.  If you would ask me, it was like very violent…a lot of bullying 
going on.  I feel like they focused on the wrong things – like more worried about the 
discipline than the academics and like, you know like, just not understanding all the 
students and like, it was good once upon a time ago but it just got to feeling more and 
more about control.  And they are hiring teachers that like you know – you can tell 
they’re like abusing authority or they just do what they want to and no none holds them 
accountable for it.  I mean your class was okay but the rest we always be doing packets or 
they are so focused on packets and be quiet, be quiet.  
 

 Every single participant believes that the quality of their educational experience had 

everything to do with the school they attended, but that is also complicated.  Each participant 

spoke of what they believed were deficiencies in their educational experience, but these 

deficiencies, while noisome, never impacted the worth of the earned credential.  An example is 
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how while nearly every participant mentioned that they would have liked to have had access to 

more supportive teachers, less learning from packets, and more access to a school counselor, 

these issues were in comparison to the experiences of friends and family members who attended 

different schools than they did.  While it was important enough to mention these items, they 

never saw them as deficiencies in their educational experience overall, nor did their absence 

impact their perceived value of the high school diploma.  Apple (1982) writes that “their 

rejection of so much of the content and form of day to day educational life bears on the almost 

unconscious realization that, as a class, schooling will not enable them to go much further than 

they already are” (1982, p. 99).  This does not reflect their experience.  What none of them ever 

expressly states is the belief that they could not move beyond where they are in spite of the 

deficiencies within the K-12 schooling experience.  None of the participants, even those who 

encountered setbacks upon graduation, see those setbacks as determining their future.  This idea 

of rejection of the dominant cultural values which is so much a part of the literature on cultural 

capital places blame on the student rather than on the systems and those who keep these systems 

in place.     

For the participants, the school they attended provided a form of capital or what they  

perceived as a lack of capital and the ability to build cultural capital.  Yet, they often speak of a 

shift between a form of dominant capital and the capital they acquire through membership in 

their peer groups or athletics.  Malik held what he perceived as significant capital at Washington 

in the form of friendships and membership in his community.  That membership and those 

friendships also kept him distracted from his schoolwork.  He had a reputation to uphold with his 

peer group that went against the acquisition of dominant capital in the form of studying, good 

grades, and good behavior.  His need to perform to meet the norms expected to stay enmeshed in 
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his peer group required putting those norms first.  It also led to his nearly getting expelled from 

Washington.  When he moved to Hamilton, he no longer felt the need to perform as part of and 

for his peer group.  He also believes the diversity of the student body helped him because when 

in classes, they were not cutting up and acting out.  They were doing their work. 

Emmitt found the same in a school transfer, finding at Washington what Malik could not, 

but what Malik did find at Hamilton.  The acquisition and transfer of cultural capital became 

‘field’ dependent.  A field can be many things, a neighborhood, a community, a school, a friend 

group, a classroom.  It is a “space where people compete for which practices are valued over 

others” (Winkle-Wagner, 2010, p. 8).   

 Another thread within this theme was the impact of those in power within their respective 

schools, be it a coach, a teacher, counselor, or administrator.  All of the participants when asked 

about their experience of schooling commented on the presence or absence of individuals they 

believed they needed for success.  And every participant interpreted the actions or lack of actions 

of these individuals through the lens of their habitus.  To return to the playing cards metaphor in 

the literature review, habitus is not the cards one is dealt but instead involves how each 

individual plays that hand.  If a student believes a teacher is against them, their habitus and the 

rules they believe govern these interactions determine their approach.  The same when they 

believe a teacher is for them.   

Habitus influences how hard they work, the quality of the work they put in, and the 

determination of who to put that work in for.  Respect is mentioned often.  When it is freely 

given, it is freely returned.  Within the context of the classroom or school walls, the response to 

respect not given is conflicting because on one hand they have been taught to respect their elders, 

on the other they are also fighting for the cultural capital and respect it necessitates amongst their 
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peers.  It often leads to clashes with teachers that knowingly go against what they believe is right 

but every participant who mentioned a struggle in this regard also mentioned how conflicting it 

was because of the rules they believed to be true.  Rules on respect given and respect returned.  

Rules on teachers, coaches, counselors, and administrators being in your corner.  And they 

mostly are, but six of the eight spoke, without prompting of the difficulty they had with one 

particular teacher, often in relation to how that teacher treated another of the participants.   

Darius is torn when he speaks of Mrs. Morrill.  On the one hand, he firmly believes that if 

she did not believe he was capable of the work, she would never have been on him in the first 

place.  On the other hand, 

Because I know like me and Mrs. Morrill would argue a couple of times because of like – 
how she talks to people. And I’m like you can’t just, like, like, call people stupid  and she 
would say stuff like that to people and I was like you can’t just talk to other people’s kids 
like that.  And then like – you expect people not to say anything back.  She’d be like – 
‘I’m gonna call your momma and tell her how your talking to adults’ and I’m like ‘Make 
sure you tell her what you said to me first. 
 

Darius was the first participant to directly mention a specific name regarding their schooling 

experience, but he was not the last.  Often it came down to a feeling of safety or support that the 

participants expected, almost needed, and certainly desired in order to perform at their best, but 

was often absent, either innocently. or in their eyes, purposefully.  Kelvin was one year ahead of 

his younger brother JeShun.  I made the mistake of comparing the two one day in class by stating 

how JeShun was nothing like his older brother.  It was not an innocent comment.  It was 

purposeful and hurtful and it was said in an attempt to regain some measure of control. I made it 

worse.  I was not alone: 

Kelvin – JeShun got bullied so much and he didn’t play about it.  He just didn’t.  The boy 
got suspended more than anybody else I can think of and he wasn’t a bad kid.  It’s not 
like he was fighting every day. 
 
Kelvin – And so, okay, y’all not gonna fix it. 
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Shelly – Did you feel like you couldn’t ask somebody to help? 
 
Kelvin – We always told the teacher.  Nothing gets done – we tell another teacher.  She’s 
not doing anything.  I tell the teacher that looks like me – she’s still not doing anything.  
Okay, I see.  Now, I see. 
 
Shelly – That’s curious – you said that telling the teacher who looks like you.  So, would 
you expect more from a teacher that looks like you? 
 
Kelvin – Actually – I would.  Because seeing where the school is placed – you already 
don’t see enough teachers with the same skin color as me.  You’d be like oh, I’m going to 
a predominantly Black school, I’m probably going to have a lot of Black teachers.  I 
walked into Grandview my third-grade year and I can count on one hand all the Black 
teachers including the principal and I was like, what’s going on here? 
 

Kelvin is the first student to bring up the race of his teachers.  He also brought up Mrs. 

Morrill, but he mentioned her in the context of how she treated others, namely, Jayden, another 

participant.  Kelvin felt it was important enough to include Jayden’s story during his own 

interview, which prepared me a little bit, but not completely for what I would hear from Jayden, 

himself.  It all came down to a test that had to be taken in order to pass the class.  An offer was 

given to both Kelvin and Isaiah to retake this particular test that they had done poorly on.  It was 

not offered to Jayden.  Kelvin recounts that day: 

Jayden’s mom come up there and spazzed and they wouldn’t let Jayden retake it.  You 
know, a lot of people failed her class and she said, ‘you know, I’ve never had to fail 
nobody until the last two years – I don’t get it.  What’s wrong with y’all?  Y’all lazy.” 
What’s wrong with us?  Jayden couldn’t graduate simply because you wouldn’t let him 
retake it when you let other students retake it.  I mean the day I retook it, I stayed after 
school and when I finished she graded it and handed it back – then as I was leaving – she 
says, hold up, grabbed my paper, and redid it and gave me a higher grade. 
 
Jayden began our interview discussing this situation.  He was still frustrated and tired.  

He says when he knew he was assigned her class, he tried to get out of it.  He had already taken 

her once and he knew her teaching style and knew it was not the best place for him to be.  The 

school denied his schedule change request which confused him because “if they give you the 
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choice to make a schedule change – why deny it?”  It may have been a self-fulfilling prophecy, it 

may have been the teacher, it may have been Jayden, but it went exactly as he expected from the 

beginning: 

And then we’d just be in class and I guess because my voice is deep – she think – she 
stay picking on me in class.  Making fun of me.  I  used to try and smile and let it slide 
but she played too much.  I’d talk back at her and she’d keep picking and try to get laughs 
off me for the class.  Like I be passing and she still making jokes about my grades for the 
whole class. 
 
It is not unusual that the bad is described so much more richly than the good.  In my own 

experience, that is also much easier to vividly remember and recount.  They still feel those hurts 

and slights and they are personal to them.  What I found with these participants is that they were 

less likely to applaud who they thought was a good teacher or a coach because that is their job.  

It is what they are supposed to do.  It was the few that stepped outside those bounds – either 

through behavior within the classroom or outside of the classroom, both negatively and 

positively that they most vividly remembered, and it was those experiences that shaped their 

decisions for post-secondary scholarship.   

Returning to that deck of cards, Lareau and McNamara Horvat (1999) mention how each 

student comes to the educational experience holding a set of cards that represent their acquired 

cultural capital and what they do with those cards is up to them and that is true and it is also 

false.  Their narratives represent students who did everything we, as a society, deem laudable.  

They stayed in school and they had aspirations for post-secondary opportunities.  Often they 

were given those opportunities and many times they failed on their own with no one else to 

blame.  There were also times as the remainder of the chapter and their narratives will speak of, 

where we failed them.  They do not blame the teachers or the system.  They just chalk it up to 

things they wish they had known, they wish had been taught, they wish had been mentioned. 
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Cultural Capital and Standardized Testing 

When I worked at Lincoln, the principal had set up an initiative to get teachers trained in 

AP but also to get students interested in AP.  She had received a grant and used the funds to buy 

iPads that were distributed to the students who signed up for AP that were theirs for the year.  

They signed a contract to take care of it and to return it in good condition.  It also encouraged the 

students to attempt the rigorous coursework when they may otherwise have opted out.  This is if 

they had even heard or known about the opportunity at all.   

Returning to the demographic and contextual information at the beginning of the chapter, 

it is also important to note if AP courses are offered within a school and who of the student body 

is enrolled in these course.  At Hamilton High School, 16 percent of the student body of 

approximately 1,041 students are taking an AP course, or approximately 167 students.  Of that 

number, 71 percent are white, 17 percent are Black with the remainder composed of students of 

other races.  At Washington High School, 19 percent of the student body of approximately 1,069 

students are taking an AP course, or approximately 203 students.  Of these students, 75 percent 

are Black, 21 percent are white, and 4 percent are Hispanic.  At Lincoln High School, 12 percent 

of the student body of approximately 388 students are enrolled in AP courses.  This amounts to 

about 46 students total of which 52 percent are white, 41 percent are Black, and 7 percent are 

two or more races.   

None of the students interviewed for this research took an AP course.  Two of the eight  

did not know what it was.  Only one student was asked if he’d be interested in taking the course 

without any explanation as to why it mattered.  Common Core State Standards has recommended 

that all state school systems provide access to AP coursework.  The question is accessibility to 

these courses over actual access.  The students need to know it is being offered.  They need the 
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opportunity presented and explained and encouraged.  This is necessary because it is one more 

instance of the systemic short-changing of students within majority-minority populations.   

It can be argued that students who are not performing well enough on state testing 

measures should not be exposed to the rigor of AP coursework.  Yet, performance on these tests 

directly reflects the opportunities these students have been exposed to.  It is the same reason 

there is such a flaw in the use of the ACT as the sole measure of a man.  In the state of Alabama, 

100 percent of public school students take the ACT.  In the most recent reporting year, 2018-

2019, the average score in the state of Alabama was 18.9.  The average composite score for 

white students was 20.5, a number that has continued to decrease by about a point per year since 

2015, even as the graduation rate has increased.  The average score for Black students was 16.1, 

a number that has continued to decrease by about a point per year since 2015.  The national 

average ACT score is 20.7.  These scores are an indicator of ability but only in so far as the 

students taking these tests have been exposed to the same opportunities such as AP coursework, 

field trips, extracurricular opportunities.  Otherwise it is a flawed instrument and it is conceivable 

that the consistently low scores across all three schools have less to do with teacher quality or 

even spending per student than they have to do with equitable exposure to the same 

opportunities. But first, you have to know the opportunity even exists.  I asked Zion about AP 

classes and he replied: 

I don’t.  I think, no, I didn’t.  I had never even heard about it.  Found out about it.  No one 
ever told me how to sign up for it or anything, but I might not have been smart enough to 
be in it.  

 

We then spoke about testing with me asking if anyone had ever told him what these tests were, 

what they meant, why they had to take it or even why they were important, and Zion replied: 

Uhm, no.  And that still haunts me to this day.  I almost did not get accepted into the 
nursing program because – well, the first time we took the ACT – I didn’t think it was 
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serious and I played over it and I made a 13.  I made a 13 and when I went to enroll they 
were like “Oh, my God, you have a 13 – you need to have at least a 17 or an 18.”  This is 
the only nursing program that allows a 17 or 18 on the ACT.  So, I had to end up retaking 
it.  I ended up taking it 3 times just to get a 17 and now, well, I really wish I had paid 
attention.  My cousin, he lives with my grandma, he did a program that helped him 
prepare for the ACT and he turned around and made a 23 on his first go so they really – 
really – need to punch it into our heads how important and explain why we do this. 
 

It was only when the finish line for his graduation was in sight that Zion started to realize all the 

things he did not know: 

Zion:  I never knew how important the ACT was until after I graduated.  I took it over the 
summer after I graduated – just all these times taking it and I was like – Oh, my God – I 
wish I had knew. 
 
Shelly: Can you tell me about when you realized all of this?  What did you think when 
you realized it meant so much? 
 
Zion:  Well, for real.  The college?  No one ever tells you about the GPA.  The GPA?  
They don’t even care about that – they throw all that away after you graduate so it’s like 
that never even mattered, but they gonna keep that ACT score so that needs to be the  
dynamic to get people into better situations- scholarships and all that. 
 

Zion spoke of little to no explanation of the importance of the ACT or even why it was necessary 

to take it, but he also speaks to how little preparation was given before these tests that he 

discovered too late play such an important role in one’s future and the opportunities available.  

He said even offering a class they offer all year long, not just one practice test right before the 

test matters: 

What they need is like an ACT class – it would really matter at the end of the day.  Even 
if you want to go to community college, go to this trade school, you know, a good score 
can help…The ACT – it can really like – that’s the future right there.  Had I made like a 
perfect score – and realize – I didn’t even realize how smart I actually was until I got out 
of high school – I’m like, man, I really wish I would’ve took that way more serious.  I 
would have everything paid for. 
 
Darius spoke of his ACT experience as well.  He mentions how he made a 16 the first 

time he took it, but never really understood why he was taking it in the first place: 
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Nobody ever really explained why it was important.  I knew that if it was low – it would 
be hard for me to get into colleges.  But uhm, no one really explained or pushed why you 
needed a high ACT score until my senior year which was when it was too late. 
 

I then asked him how he felt when he got the 16, was it explained to him what it was and what it 

meant?  What he took from the process? 

Well, uhm.  Well they had a chart where they put what my score was and it was like 
average.  And I don’t know – I felt like – I felt some type of way because I always felt 
like I was – like (looks down, voice is quieter) above average.  I made good grades and 
looking back, I know that I wasn’t really applying myself – I was like I’m making A’s 
and B’s and I am fine with that and I never really studied for anything.  I just went to 
school and took tests and passed and no one ever pushed me like “You can do better” – 
like just because I was doing good – I still wasn’t doing my best.  And nobody ever 
pushed that… 
 

Darius feels it was not just the ACT information that slipped by him.  It was also how no one 

even brought up scholarships and opportunities for life after high school until the spring of his 

senior year. This was a common complaint amongst all eight participants.   

Uhm, I remember like March – April – towards the end of my senior year they started 
talking to us about all these scholarships.  And I was like – they were – I was reading the 
requirements – what qualified you for these scholarships and uhm, my GPA had dropped 
because like, I was failing the requirements, like Ms. Morrill – or I wasn’t failing but I 
was barely passing and then I realized that I didn’t like really qualify for any scholarships 
and it was too late to try and fix that now. 

  

Kelvin found out about AP courses through the suggestion of his mom.  She wanted him 

to do AP and he did look into it but not through a teacher or counselor.  He looked at the few 

friends he had who were already enrolled in the coursework and decided it was not worth the 

added stress: 

Here’s the thing with AP.  AP causes stress.  I said, I get the point.  People are advanced.  
I know I am.  But why would I stress myself to make an A, B, or C when I can take a 
lower class and know I can still make that same A, B, or C – from the same teacher – 
cause you’re not switching teachers – from the same teacher – and then nine times out of 
ten – Walkin is AP – and she still teaching it to us.  She might have slipped a couple 
things off – but it was still taught to us so I was like – I’m fine – I don’t need to be 
switching. 
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For his part, Kelvin was not told about the benefits of the rigor of AP nor the potential to earn 

college credit through the passing of the exam.  Kelvin also talked about his experience with 

placement tests like Global Scholar and the ACT and felt his issues being a good test taker kept 

him from shining on those forms of testing.  Instead, he was encouraged to pursue other forms of 

testing, like the Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery (ASVAB).  Kelvin does believe 

they prepare students for placement tests far too late: 

…if it really matters so much – we could have started – I’m gonna say, we could’ve 
started in like the 8th grade… 
 

And upon finding out the score’s importance to his post-secondary opportunities: 

That is the part that blows my mind.  Like, if I had a 1.3 GPA and I still score a 32 on this 
darn old ACT – I could have went to a major college.  I mean, in a sense, if you score 
high enough on the ACT, the GPA just doesn’t matter. 
 

 Malik attended two different high schools, Washington High and Hamilton High.  I asked 

him about testing in both places and he left Washington so early that it was never even discussed.  

However, his experience at Hamilton was in line with what many of the participants who 

attended Lincoln relayed: 

I never really thought the ACT mattered.  I just know I had to take it in order to get into a 
certain college.  Because once I got in college, I realized the ACT, it really doesn’t matter 
to me.  You just got to take it, do good, to make it to college. 
 

I then asked him about preparation for the exam, but his answer spoke less to exam preparation 

than to preparation for college: 

Honestly, once I got to college, like a lot of work that I’ve started learning now that I was 
supposed to learn back then, I have no idea what I’m doing.  So, learning-wise, high 
school – it didn’t – it didn’t help a lot.  But I guess having friends-wise and just going to 
school, enjoying myself. That part was fun.  That’s what I miss a lot.  
 
Every participant spoke to the same concerns about AP, the ACT, and feeling prepared  
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for life after high school.  Several of the participants who are actively enrolled in post-secondary 

programs speak to the necessity of remedial classes as well as encountering work they are 

expected to know and understand, yet firmly believe they never received instruction on.  The 

scores they received on the ACT ranged from 12 to 18 with many of the participants taking the 

test repeatedly in order to get the necessary score for admission to their chosen institution.  No 

matter the path they chose, each participant expresses concern over how unprepared they were 

for life after high school. 

 Harker (1984) speaks of the five levels of habitus.  He took the ideas that originated with 

Bourdieu and expanded them focusing on those with little cultural capital.  Testing is one of 

those areas mentioned.  In Level I – students with little cultural capital have little success when it 

comes to testing.  Back in my K-12 teaching years, I remember data meetings and walls of data 

separated by level of mastery or more often, lack of mastery.  There are names on those cards 

and you begin to associate the student with their place within that wall of fame or shame, 

accordingly.  By Level IV, teachers are rewarding the students who are already achieving while 

feeding in or even creating the low expectations students begin to have about their own worth as 

a student.  And it is not just as a student for every single participant equated their worth as a 

human being with their academic success or lack thereof within our interviews.   

 According to Harker, Level IV cannot even be reached without valued, dominant cultural 

capital.  The participants in this study noted time and again how they were never even told what 

the ACT was for let alone that it would determine their post-secondary fate.  They were given no 

preparation outside of a single practice test before the test.  They were told to get plenty of sleep 

and eat a good breakfast the day of the test.  Their performance on these tests does speak to their 

ability and the cultural capital they bring into the testing room.  What it does not speak to is a 
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lifetime of teachers who have adjusted their expectations based on race or socio-economic status 

or even the school where they teach and have stopped providing the opportunities to enrich and 

expand a student’s habitus and cultural capital.   

Theme One - Summary 

It is too simple a solution to believe that a single person can take the deck of cards or 

habitus that a student begins with and enrich the deck.  This is especially unrealistic in a 

majority-minority, low-SES school where a motivated individual is often left fighting the very 

system they work in and is often attempting to provide that same level of care to all of their 

students.  Yet, a habitus is a field and a school’s culture can be one level of the field that makes 

all the difference for a student and is even more powerful when it is sustained by a community of 

teachers rather than one or two fighting for the students they serve.    

Cultural capital is first acquired in the home and its acquisition is extended within our 

schools and communities and our institutions.  Bourdieu suggests that a student’s success in 

school is often explained by our embodied capital.  If we come from a family of educated 

individuals who offer opportunities for growth through extracurricular activities, than we come 

to school with a decided advantage over the students who come from families without the 

educational credentials or financial status and ability to provide these opportunities (Dumais, 

2006; Gaddis, 2013; Lareau, 2003; Swartz, 1997).  This implies that if you come from a stable 

financial background and often, though not always, you hold the intrinsic value associated with 

whiteness, you will find success no matter where you attend school, including a predominately 

low-SES or majority-minority institution.   

The question that remains is whether that is possible because of the cultural capital that 

student carries entering the school or instead, if it is due to our perceptions on the value of race 
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or socioeconomic status by those in positions of power.  If this were to be true, than a student 

who comes from a home without the benefit of cultural capital acquired through birth and family 

is handicapped not by their own abilities, but instead, by the perceived assumptions of those in 

positions of power unable to see past these inherent biases. 

 Every participant noticed the differences in their educational experiences and noted them 

without my prompting.  The stories they told regarding what other schools had versus their own 

schools, the teachers and experiences that shifted from school to school, and two participants 

even mentioned the difference in parental involvement at their own schools versus surrounding 

schools.  Opportunities lost were also noticed as when two participants spoke about how they 

saw other schools holding pep rally’s but they were not given that same experience.  These 

schools also had students who looked exactly like them and gained these experiences through the 

benefit of their location.  Where they lived determined the school they would attend and the 

opportunities that would be afforded.   

Lareau’s writings often reflected Bourdieu and Swartz on how cultural capital is acquired 

through our familial surroundings and almost pre-determines our potential opportunities and 

eventual destinations yet, many of the students and schools the participants spoke of also came 

from similar races and socio-economic backgrounds.  The differences lay not so much on what 

the student came to school with but what opportunities were present at the school they attended, 

dependent upon their physical location, and as Malik also pointed out from his experience at 

Hamilton, it did not hurt to have a racially balanced school as far as student demographics.  

Indeed, for the participants, that was more important to teacher quality and school quality than 

any other factor they mentioned.   
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Theme Two: The Unbearable Weight of the Meritocracy Myth 

“the scars outlive the cut” (Wilkerson, 2020, p. 222) 

The achievement of the high school diploma is a symbol of all they went through to get 

it.  Its achievement carries its own form of symbolic capital but its worth lies primarily in the 

eyes of the holder when it comes to access to post-secondary opportunities.  This dissertation is 

concerned with students who for all intents and purposes achieved a small piece of the American 

Dream.  They stayed in school.  They made good grades.  They graduated.  And most are still 

left wanting, wondering, and worried for a future they cannot see. 

Meritocracy is rooted in the belief that we can do and be anything we want to be due to 

our own individual efforts.  The term was originally coined by Michael Young in 1961 in his 

dystopian trope, The Rise of the Meritocracy, 1870-2033:  An Essay on Education and Equality.   

Young, speaking many years later on how his term had come to be used, stated, “I expected that 

the poor and the disadvantaged would be done down, and in fact they have been…It is hard 

indeed, in a society that makes so much of merit to be judged as having none.  No underclasses 

have ever been left as morally naked as that” (2001).  

While it began as a British term, it soon became synonymous with the American Dream.  

In a land of opportunity, anything is achievable by anyone.  It is a feel good philosophy often 

used to dispel notions of inequality or racism.  It is also used to justify those same systems.  A 

few years ago, a college preparatory school in Louisiana made headlines due to the appearance 

of videos of young, Black students from T.M. Landry College Preparatory Academy celebrating 

acceptance into Ivy League colleges.  Student after student was recorded anxiously hitting the 

refresh button until their acceptance or rejection was revealed.  These videos became mainstream 

news.  Here, again, is proof that the American Dream is alive and well.  It was meritocracy in 
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action.  It was a myth.  The academy’s leaders forged transcripts, created academic and other 

accomplishments and accolades that did not exist, and created hard-spun tales of hardship where 

these students came from nothing and through effort, made a new way meant to entice those 

colleges and universities hungry for diversity (Green & Benner, 2018).   

Meritocracy is also highly racialized.  This idea of the American Dream is so deeply 

ingrained in our national psyche that we use it to justify inequalities and oppressions.  Schools in 

lower income communities are run down because they cannot take care of their things.  People 

who need government assistance are lazy.  Students in these schools are there for the lunch, they 

are not there to learn.  Cultural attributes down to the way you wear your hair and the way you 

wear your jeans hold automatic negative connotations.  The other side of the meritocracy coin is 

the belief that if you work hard you will succeed, and it is a lie we tell our students, we tell 

ourselves, and it is a lie we begin to recite and believe from the minute we enter the K-12 

schooling system.   

Cultural capital and the idea of meritocracy walk hand in hand.  If gifted with the valued 

cultural capital that comes from being born into a middle or upper class family, you are provided 

with access to opportunity.  There are built in connections through familial and social networks.  

There is access to college preparatory programs, extracurricular activities, cultural excursions to 

museums.  These children have a built in safety net that has at its core someone to guide, 

provide, and save (McNamee, 2018).  This matters even more upon graduating and the entry into 

either post-secondary schooling or the workforce.  Granoveter writes of the “strength of weak 

ties” and while his information is dated (1974), at that time, 56 percent of all job applicants 

found out about the opportunity from a personal contact (quoted in McNamee, 2018, p. 71).  This 

is again divided amongst racial and class lines.  Those with access to weak ties tend to be those 
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with the outreach and capability to network broadly and build those ties and relationships 

creating even greater cultural capital capacity.  Those whose ties are primarily rooted in their 

families and friends affords limited potential to build cultural capital and to get ahead and 

achieve the American Dream.  The disparities between the haves and have-nots and the 

accompanying income inequality make the achievement of the American Dream based on merit 

or effort alone even more tenuous. 

It also provides a form of built-in upward mobility for those with the built-in capital.  For 

others, like the participants within this study, it is not a level playing field and even those who 

were able to successfully navigate the post-secondary arena are still at a disadvantage.  Income 

inequality makes the myth of meritocracy even more difficult to get ahead based on merit alone.  

The students within this study all believed in the idea of the American Dream and their place 

within it.  This even though they were not and are not playing on a level playing field, with those 

who successfully navigate the post-secondary arena still at a decided disadvantage in terms of 

access and earnings potential.  For this reason, it is important to provide contextual information. 

The following tables give a glimpse of these disparities as they are related to educational 

attainment and future earnings. 
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Table 12:  Educational Attainment – Percentage of Adults Age 25 and Older – By Race/Ethnicity 

 

Retrieved from: https://nces.ed.gov/programs/raceindicators/indicator_rfa.asp. 

 The above table reveals the percentage distribution of  educational attainment of adults 

by race/ethnicity, but the data is for the year 2016.  The data for the most recent recorded year, 

2019, is not divided by race but is instead divided by sex.  The following tables are the only ones 

that show distributions along racial lines, for the achievement of the associates degree and the 

bachelor’s degree.  Both indicators show decreases in percentages for Black students. 
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Table 13:  Percentage of 25 to 29 Year Olds with an Associate’s Degree by Race/Ethnicity – 

2000 – 2019 

 

Retrieved from: https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator_caa.asp 
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The following table reflects the percentage of 25 to 29 year old’s who achieved 

bachelor’s degrees, by race and ethnicity for the years 2000 and 2019.  Again, there is a rather 

steep decline in the number of earned credentials. 

Table 14:  Percentage of 25 to 29 Year Olds with a Bachelor’s or Higher Degree, by 

Race/Ethnicity, 2000 and 2019 

 

Retrieved from: https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator_caa.asp 

 It is not just the discrepancy in the number of opportunities and degrees awarded between 

races.  It continues to matter even after a credential is earned - with income disparities present 

across all earning categories and certificate holders, along racial lines. 

 



 

138 
 

Table 15:  Median Annual Earnings of Full-Time Workers 25 to 34 Years Old/Race/Ethnicity 

 

Retrieved from: https://nces.ed.gov/programs/raceindicators/indicator_RFD.asp. 

 

 

 

 



 

139 
 

Table 16:  Median Annual Earnings of Full-Time Year-Round Workers 25 to 34 Years Old, By 

Educational Attainment and Race/Ethnicity 

 

Retrieved from: https://nces.ed.gov/programs/raceindicators/indicator_RFD.asp. 

 



 

140 
 

Table 17:  Median Annual Earnings of Full-Time Year-Round Workers 25 to 34 Years Old with a 

Bachelor’s or Higher Degree by Educational Attainment and Race/Ethnicity 

 

Retrieved from: https://nces.ed.gov/programs/raceindicators/indicator_RFD.asp. 
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Table 18:  Percentage of the Labor Force Ages 25-34 – Full-Time Year-Round Employment by 

Educational Attainment and Race/Ethnicity 

 

Retrieved from: https://nces.ed.gov/programs/raceindicators/indicator_RFD.asp. 

As the tables above show, we neither begin nor end at the same place.  Even where the 

employment rate seems steady across white and Black racial lines, there remains an 

accompanying income disparity with both whites and Asians out earning all other racial groups.   
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 Research has continued to explicate the ramifications of equity or lack thereof since the 

release of the Equity of Educational Opportunity Study in 1966 (Coleman, et al).  Coleman and 

his team of researchers found that: 

Taking all these results together, one implication stands out above all: That schools bring 
little influence to bear on a child’s achievement that is independent of his background and 
general social context; and that this very lack of an independent effect means that the 
inequalities imposed on children by their home, neighborhood, and peer environment are 
carried along to become the inequalities with which they confront adult life at the end of 
school (1966, p. 325). 
 

It has been over 50 years since this report was published and the educational landscape 

has for the most part remained unchanged, including the integration of public schools that 

necessitated the need for this research.  Today’s schools often mirror a time pre-Coleman with 

segregated communities and segregated schools.  Even within schools that are more racially-

balanced, there is segregation of the races in the form of who fills the seats in advanced classes 

versus regular classes and who is put on the special education track.  Lareau’s research on 

cultural capital within the family (2011) has much in common with the outcomes provided 

within the Coleman Report, namely, that the cultural capital provided familially has far-reaching 

consequences for schooling.   

These issues are so intertwined making it exceedingly complicated to discern which 

thread to pull to even begin to unravel the design.  Coleman’s outcomes and later Lareau’s work 

link student outcomes with family resources.  Both offer rather dark predictions for students of 

low-SES, of color, or both in that we cannot overcome the inheritance provided by our birth.  

The schools we attend do not impact our outcomes and there is something to this assertion.  If we 

consider the amount of additional Title I funding provided to low-SES, majority-minority 

schools to level the playing field, and how these additional funds do not appear to significantly 
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improve student outcomes as measured through testing, then Coleman and Lareau are correct in 

their conclusions.   

Coleman had no idea of the influence his report would have within educational policy 

and he even cautioned at the time that had he had longitudinal data, he would have assessed the 

impact of school characteristics differently.  Bryk and Raudenbush (1988) followed up on 

Coleman’s work studying achievement status and achievement rates both within and between 

schools.  Bryk and Raudenbush found that: 

the results for learning rates, particularly in mathematics, are startling indeed.  Over 80% 
of the variance in mathematics learning is between schools!  These results constitute 
powerful evidence of school effects that have gone undetected in past research” (1988, p. 
96). 

 

Their results contradicted Coleman’s, showing that schools do have an impact on student 

achievement (though as above, Coleman believed he may have different outcomes if he had been 

privy to more longitudinal data).  Atteberry and McEachin (2020) picked up where Bryk and 

Raudenbush left off using a more extensive data set than previously used and found that: 

Although it is true that students enter kindergarten with a wide range of school readiness, 
students’ school age outcomes might not be as fixed as is widely believed.  Our estimates 
suggest that students appear to vary more from school to school in terms of how fast they 
grow.  Although schools may not have much control over who enrolls, they may have an 
impact on how fast students’ achievement improves” (2020, p. 682). 

 
While further research still needs to be done, the research of Bryk and Raudenbush 

(1988) and Atteberry and McEachin (2020) implicate schools as a partner in increasing 

measurable student outcomes over time.  This is vitally important to recognize for it places the 

onus of student achievement within the walls of our nation’s schools.  Rather than birthright 

being a determinant of one’s future, it is, not unlike the myth of meritocracy, placed within the 

hands of the individual, but also with cooperation from the one institution that will influence a 



 

144 
 

student both positively and negatively for 12 years of their schooling career and the variations in 

achievement within and between schools needs to be acknowledged.   

Cultural capital never ceases to matter and where you attend school and where the high 

school credential is earned matters even more in the building of that capital.  James Coleman 

(1966, 1988) once refuted this notion arguing that the quality of the school does not necessarily 

influence student outcomes.  In other words, some students came to school with valued cultural 

capital and it was the knowledge predisposed by the acquisition of this capital, not through merit, 

but through birthright, that determined student outcomes. 

Like cultural capital and the deck of cards, the myth of meritocracy resembles a track 

meet at the local high school.  Students who begin with valued cultural capital are already 

starting several feet ahead of the other runners from surrounding schools.  Factor in attending a 

Title I,  low-SES, majority-minority school and you are actually pushed behind the traditional 

starting line.  It is nearly impossible for those students to catch up.  As with the participants in 

this study, most did not even recognize the ACT had a value until their senior year of high 

school.  They did not attend college preparatory programs, nor were they offered.  The AP 

offerings were meager at best, but they were also not encouraged to enroll in these courses.   It is 

a lifelong race continuing beyond graduation.   

The Measure of a Man – You Don’t Know What You Don’t Know, Until It’s Too Late 

Testing is one area where this difference between schools continues to play out its 

detrimental effects, but even more when it is the measure most often relied upon to gain entrance 

to post-secondary opportunities.  While research has continued to show that the scores on 

standardized tests have a direct correlation to a family’s income, they are still used as a measure 

for admittance to colleges and universities (McNamee, 2018).  This, even though,  
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High school grades have five times more predictive power than test scores on college 
completion.  For highly selective colleges and universities, test scores are better 
predictors of college completion, but still have only half the predictive power of high 
school grades.  Moreover, the predictive power of high school grades is increased once 
controls are added for the quality of the high school attended (McNamee, 2018, p. 100). 

 

Singular reliance on testing as the measure of a man goes against this idea of the 

American Dream.  You can do and be anything you want to be, but if you do not score highly 

enough on the ACT, consider yourself weighed and measured, regardless of the school attended.  

The lack of knowledge about the ACT and lack of preparation programs for the ACT as well as 

lack of college preparation information put these eight students at a decided disadvantage at the 

end of their senior year of high school.  Liu (2011) conducted research on the myth of 

meritocracy within the context of higher education and found that, 

Adequate college counseling in the secondary sector, particularly at low-socioeconomic 
status public schools, is often lacking due to inordinately high student-to-counselor ratios, 
the multitude of counseling priorities, and fiscal restraints.  These types of structural 
limitations preclude the chance of equal opportunity for college preparation when 
compared to private high schools that employ dedicated college admissions counselors 
who can provide on-on-one guidance to students.  The availability of more rigorous 
college preparatory curriculum at better-resourced schools is another example of 
differential opportunities that diminish the likelihood there can ever be parity of prospects 
in college attendance (p. 390). 

 

Liu’s work reflects a point that continues to come up in this analysis of the data, namely that they 

did not know what they did not know but they were still held accountable for that knowing.  It 

left some students with no desire to return to school, others conflicted, and a few still attempting 

to navigate post-secondary worlds without a guide.  The participants were already vocal about 

the experience of schooling, but they are even more disgruntled now that the earning of the 

diploma is past and they have had to navigate adulthood unprepared. 
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Emmitt chose work after graduation from high school.  He began work at a supplier for a 

large automotive manufacturing facility immediately after high school. He now works at another 

local manufacturing facility.  I asked him if his employer asked for proof of graduation.  He 

stated that no one had asked him that, but they did ask him if he had his ACT WorkKeys 

certification.  This is an assessment offered by many schools and often accepted as proof of 

competency by employers.  In the state of Alabama, the WorkKeys assessment is offered to all 

12th grade students.  This is a practice they began in 2015 (ALSDE, 2021).  The assessment 

measures proficiency in applied math, graphic literacy, workplace documents, applied 

technology, business writing, workplace observation, fit, and talent.  In order for a student to 

earn the National Career Readiness Certificate, a student needs a passing score in the areas of 

applied math, graphic literacy, and workplace documents (ACT, 2021).  Based on the score, a 

student can earn a Bronze, Silver, Gold or Platinum certification. This is the certificate that 

Emmitt earned, the platinum distinction.  It is also one of the CCRS benchmarks that indicates 

college and career readiness in the state of Alabama.   

Emmitt could not explain to me what it was or why it mattered, he just knew that during 

high school he had taken the test and earned the platinum certification – receiving two 7’s and a 

6.  He went on to say, “And [large automotive manufacturing plant] and a lot of big companies, 

that’s how they use their testing, for like when they hire people on through their company.  It’s 

the same exact test as the WorkKeys.”  He then got quiet.  I asked him what he was thinking, and 

he mentioned that “they don’t tell you just how hard life gets once you graduate.”     

Emmitt is an incredibly bright young man and was one of the stars within our classroom 

when I was his teacher.  He had always spoken about attending college, so I was surprised that 

he had chosen a different route, though the more we spoke, the more I realized he felt he did not 
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really have any other choice stating, “Sometimes it’s the only option you have.”  If anything, 

Emmitt feels jaded.  He stayed in school and did all the right things and when it came time to fly, 

his wings were clipped.  He actually wishes someone had told him the GED was an option: 

See, they tell you that but they don’t give you the whole breakdown of it.  Cause 
everything I would have to go through after high school to get into college, paying for 
college when I could get my GED, go to a trade school and be all right in life in just a 
couple years.  Instead of having to deal with a lifetime of debt just to get a degree.  
 
We then got to talking about the American Dream.  Emmitt believes the American Dream 

is about individual success.  This was interesting to me because when I had previously asked him 

to look back at his schooling experience and describe what, if anything, he would do differently, 

he told me, “If I had to be honest, if I had to go back and repeat high school, I wouldn’t.”  He 

had several friends who had chosen to drop out of school and earn their GED and who are “doing 

perfectly good in life.”  The only difference in Emmitt and the friends who chose the GED route 

is that he didn’t fully understand how it worked or saw it as an option, stating, “If I hadda known 

it (the GED) was an option at the time, I probably would have taken it also.” 

Calvin felt much the same about his experiences at Lincoln.  He is left scrambling for 

opportunities and only upon reflection does he realize what he missed, unsure if staying in school 

and earning the high school diploma credential did anything for him at all: 

You know 12 years of schooling.  I could’ve been training for something.  To be 
something.  You see what I’m saying?  12 years, God damn training to become a doctor 
or something instead of making me go through course after course.  12 years to land me 
outside.  You see what I’m saying?  And that’s the hardest, that’s the hardest thing to 
look back on.  It’s just, I don’t want to say I wasted time, but I feel like I wasted time. 
 
When asked about the experience of staying in school and achieving the high school 

diploma, he talks more about all that happens after that diploma, “No one ever said you need to 

do all these things.  You get all these good grades in order to go to college.  Like no one talks 

about what you do beyond that degree. I still don’t know.”  I get an instant message from Calvin 
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stating he really needs to find a job to help himself and his family.  They are back renting a hotel 

room again after having moved to another rental home.  My daughter happens to be working at a 

recruiting firm for a local business. I send him to her, and she sets up five separate interviews.  

He does not make it to any of them.   

For Calvin, every opportunity seems to lead to disappointment and he feels jaded about 

the opportunities provided during high school.  He spoke about the differences between the 

schools in his community, differences he believes still matter and continue to impact him to this 

day: 

Shelly – So, you feel like that’s what those other schools offer more than anything else is 
opportunities for you to see other ways of life and for you to have other opportunities? 
 
Calvin – They know like, it’s things like they, they try to make opportunities for 
everybody.  If you don’t want to go to college – if you can’t go to college – we’ll find a 
way, we’ll make a way.  We didn’t have that. 
 

I went on to ask about how this mattered in regard to where they are zoned for school and their 

educational experience.  Calvin said his school (Lincoln) did not have an outreach program that 

helped them to figure out where they wanted to go after high school like other schools and that 

this directly impacted their high school experience and where they went after graduation: 

Shelly – Why?  What are the key differences?  Like what do they offer that you didn’t 
get? 
 
Calvin – So, some schools make deals with colleges like, hey I have this certain amount 
of kids - they still struggling but hey, I can get their grades right and I can send them to 
college and they can get accepted, hopefully.  Lincoln didn’t do that.  They could help 
you if you wanted to be in the military or the welding type schools but otherwise no. 
 
Shelly – So, then you got a lot of those welding schools and the military branches and 
those kinds of opportunities they encouraged and who would come to school to try and 
recruit students? 
 
Calvin – I know like Washington – they actually have outreach programs for their 
students where their students can like actually get on the phone with a counselor outside 
of school and talk to them and the counselor helps them.  Like they connect you.  Even 
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the lowest of the lowest basketball player – they help find them an opportunity where 
they can go to school and play basketball. 
Again, his level of comparison is what he has heard from friends and family members 

from within his community.  His experience at Lincoln is measured by what he has heard about 

other schools and while you could chalk it up to the disenfranchised rumblings of a young man, 

the tables at the beginning of this chapter that reflect the different schools bear his experience 

out.   

As for Darius, no one could ever call him lazy.  He works 40 hours plus per week at a 

retail store as an Assistant Manager.  He is also taking courses towards his dream of becoming a 

writer.  It is all coming together for him, but his journey was not without a series of roadblocks 

that led to this moment.  A writer is not the most practical of occupations according to his mother 

who is constantly encouraging him to have a backup plan in case life doesn’t go as planned.  As 

Darius states, “like you don’t want to be out here and be an aspiring writer and homeless.” 

 The one thing he wishes he had access to was someone to guide him through the various 

processes of deciding, applying to, and paying for college.  He says he received no assistance 

from school so he had to figure it out on his own as he went.  He decided to go to the local 

community college but realized he could only get grant money if he went to school full time so 

he took a full load even as he was holding down two jobs.  This is the other area he wished they 

had spoken of, financial aid, “No one tells you how to do it, what to apply for, or what happens 

once you have it.”  He stumbled a bit trying to do it all only to sign up for the next semester and 

find he no longer had a grant and without that grant, he could not return to school: 

I thought that I was going to finish my two years at the community college and then like 
go somewhere else – like go off to college – I didn’t think I would like- get stuck 
basically. 
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Malik was the only participant I taught at the middle school level.  I ask him about life 

after middle school and his fondest memory of his schooling experience.  He mentioned how his 

8th grade year, the one we spent together, was memorable because,  

In 8th grade, when you were teaching us and before you became my teacher, I never  
really had a teacher that interacted with me or interacted with the class – that’s kind of  
what makes 8th grade stand out in my memory. 
 

 He moved on to Washington High School right across the street from the middle school he 

attended and spent the next two years there, in trouble.  I remember getting a notification on 

Facebook from Malik his first year at Washington High.  Malik had sent one as well as several 

other students from his class.  They were all excited because their high school teacher had 

assigned The Cask of Amontillado (Poe, 1977) and they had already read it in middle school in 

Mrs. M’s class.   

Malik is the student who started at Washington High and who fully believes he would 

never have graduated had he remained there.  Unlike Emmitt and even Calvin (who never went 

there but had heard of their programs and mentioned them in his interview) who spoke of the 

work the counselors at Washington do to help students prepare for life after high school, Malik 

did not find that same support.  Until Hamilton. However, even there he fully believes it was less 

the teachers and administrators as it was the student body that surrounded him.  He entered 

classrooms where kids were ready to work and he fell in line and did the same. He also began 

thinking about life after the diploma for the first time: 

It was kind of my 12th grade year when they give the students a chance to sign up for 
college for free.  I was signing up for different schools.  I always wanted to go to college 
because I used to watch movies, like your college experience.  I always wanted to 
experience the college experience.  So, I kind of told myself I was going to college.  I 
wanted to be different than everybody else growing up in my neighborhood.  A lot of us 
didn’t go to college – it was like not even a thing to them. 
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I was unprepared to hear how Kelvin was about to become a father, a husband, and had 

decided that college was not for him.  He has often spoken of his dreams to go away to school 

and continue as a scholar and athlete but at the collegiate level.  Life got in the way in the form 

of an ACT score that meant far more than anyone told him it would, even with a mom who 

educates within the system:  

…placement tests, they just aren’t good.  See, you can be the best person up here all day, 
every day.  But if you’re not a good test taker, it doesn’t show.  And that’s one of my 
problems, I wasn’t a good test taker.   
 
And he never realized how much that score often supersedes the grade point average that 

you work towards throughout your high school career.  He did not sign up for AP classes though 

it was mentioned to him.  His mother told him how it would assist in applying to college and that 

he could begin college with the required introductory courses behind him with a passing score on 

the AP Exam.  He just did not believe it was worth it.  Looking back, he wishes he had just taken 

his mother’s suggestion to be home schooled because, in his opinion, none of what he put into it 

mattered.  He mentions how unfair the system is that you can have a 3.5 GPA but a low score on 

the ACT effectively eliminates all that work and doesn’t speak to who you are as a person, as a 

student, as a worker.   

He also believed his high school coaches would help him get to where he needed to be.  

A hope that remains unrealized.  His head football coach recommended making a highlight tape 

that the coach planned on sending to local schools but while the tape was made, he never heard 

anything back.  Kelvin believes this could have to do with the fact that they won one game the 

entire year and that was only because the other team had to forfeit due to an ineligible player.   
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Isaiah and Jayden have no desire to return to the classroom yet they also do not recognize 

that trade school is still a classroom, more evidence of the disconnect between the information 

that should have been provided during high school and post-high school life.   

Jayden – I want to go back to school but not like no college.  I lost my interest in the 
classroom.  I want to do like trades.  I wanna get a career in trades. 
 
Shelly – But why did you lose your interest in the classroom? 
 
Jayden – Lincoln.  Lincoln.  Lincoln.  They just wasn’t there.  They claimed they like 
supporting you but they really not – they support who they want to support – not all of us.  
Not even with sports.   
 
Isaiah – Everything was about Josh – Josh, Josh, Josh was everything. 
 
Jayden – Other kids might have had potential too – but everything was about Josh.  You 
out here by yourself.  Like you out here by yourself.  Like, I done went to school – they 
should support you in and out of school.  But when you go to Lincoln, it’s like you go to 
school – then you leave school and you never even know what support is. 
 
Jayden – And you can’t do a thing without a diploma.  You don’t get your high school 
diploma – you can’t – you can’t do nothing for real. 
 
Isaiah – Just dead in the woods. 
 
Shelly – So is it all worth it? 
 
Jayden – It’s worth it but I mean – I feel like principals and teachers should look more 
into a student’s behavior, like in a classroom, because it don’t always be the student – it 
be the teacher sometimes.  Like it don’t always be the student.  I just – I saw that – 
teachers picking on students just to pick with them like, honestly, like teachers, picking, 
just to get them out of their room. 
 
Zion feels that a lot of his classmates were sold the idea that success would come only 

from a college or university and they never did their own homework.  He believes that his choice 

to attend a nursing program will leave him without debt and work ready stating that he just 

“don’t believe in going to a four-year university just to end up working in a factory.”  His plan is 

to finish his Associate’s and after gaining experience, to return for his Bachelor’s in Nursing for 
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that gives him the opportunity to specialize.  His drive comes from within and from a lifetime of 

struggle just to survive: 

I mean, you know, all the struggle – all the time – it just really made me want to be 
something.  And I am.  I rarely post anything, you know.  I’m like, I took a break from all 
of it.  Took a break from that city life.  I’ve been down here in the woods so I’m very 
determined and I have seen firsthand and over and over again – what happens if you 
don’t get yourself some type of education or trade.  I want to move away from the 
poverty and the killing.  Get my little brother out that violence, you know, my momma 
had him when she was going through cancer and I just always promised myself that I 
would watch over him – you know, when he gets older…And I love them and I want my 
child – I don’t want my child to go through what we had to go through so it kind of made 
me – made me go and choose this career and then you know – I really love taking care of 
other people.  I really do.   
 

The key for Zion was going away.  Just like Malik believes he would never have graduated high 

school had he remained at Washington High, Zion knew he had to leave his small southern city 

behind in order to get ahead, and it has made all the difference: 

I came down here to the country where everybody’s like family, you know, people just so 
friendly down here and no killing, no drama, and even people I’ve met…I’m in 
Mississippi and people come from all over – you know, we got the best nursing program 
in the state – people come from all over Mississippi and I just really met people like I 
never thought God would put in my life and we just all have just grown…If I wouldn’t 
have got away – just think about it – I would’ve stayed down there and I would’ve been 
going out and hey – I graduated – I no longer have to go to school but I don’t have to go 
to school – I want to. 
 

The Myth of Meritocracy and Post-Secondary Opportunities 

One underlying current throughout was this idea of meritocracy or the American Dream.  

An idea that an individual is born with the world wide open and the key to achieving one’s 

dreams, whatever they may be, lay in hard work, determination, grit, and the ability to keep 

getting back up when one is knocked down.  As you will read, most students believed that this 

was absolutely true.  That all it takes is hard work and perseverance and one can achieve their 

dreams.  At the same time, their stories also reflect the impediments in the way of this dream.  

Bourdieu was also concerned with the idea of meritocracy but his consideration of the idea that 
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our opportunities are based on our merit included an examination of the way “that economics 

and schooling intersect in perpetuating unequal social conditions” (Winkle-Wagner, 2010, p. 4).   

A credential, whether it is the high school diploma or a degree from a trade school or 

college or university represents a form of cultural capital that deems the certificate holder with a 

measure of “cultural competence” (McNamee, 2018, p. 78).  The high school diploma is 

symbolic in its importance, but it is the skills, knowledge, and abilities acquired from the 

achievement of that diploma that matters.  The tension begins when the skills, knowledge, and 

abilities that are expected from the achievement of the high school diploma do not measure up to 

the knowledge, skills, and abilities these graduates are expected to hold.  This is one of the 

reasons so many students who do attempt post-secondary work find themselves in remedial 

classes.  It is even more troubling when the knowledge, skills, and abilities expected from the 

diploma also differ depending upon the institution that awarded the credential.   

Only one of the eight participants knew definitely what their future plans would be after 

receipt of their high school diploma. Malik had already applied and been accepted at a state 

HBCU, so he knew that was more than likely where he would end up.  The other seven spent the 

last few months of high school and the summer after graduation feverishly trying to come up 

with a plan for their future in a post-high school world.  Of the eight participants, two went on to 

a four-year HBCU with significantly different results.  Three went on to community college.  

Two of the three chose an in-state community college.  One went off to a community college out 

of state. Two went off to the Parkside Welding School in Florida.  One went straight into the 

workforce.  Of the participants who went off to school, only two have stayed on the path they 

started after graduation.   
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Their view of the earning of the credential is in line with the dominant group who view 

its earning as a springboard to other post-secondary opportunities.  This singular achievement 

also carried value within their families and neighborhoods, often as an end in itself.  What cannot 

be determined is whether the achievement of the diploma as an end in itself is a result of the 

families and communities we are born into, or a condition of the schooling experience and 

exposure.  A Pygmalion effect where students have accepted their abilities and potentials based 

on what was demonstrated to them through their teachers, administrators, friends, and other 

variables within their schooling communities (Washington, 2018, p. 53).   

On the other hand, that lack of exposure to other ways of life, career choices, values, 

experiences led to a reproduction of the same social systems and values.  Jayden chose a career 

path in line with what he knew from his own schooling and familial experience.  While he 

mentions, and they all mention within their interviews, the belief that they can do and be 

anything they wish to be, they are limited in scope by what they are exposed to.  For these 

students, the schools regard for cultural capital in line with the values of the dominant culture 

was found in what was left out rather than what was included or how it made them feel. 

I asked Emmitt how school fit into this idea of success, especially since he would not 

return to high school if he had the opportunity to go back and do it all again.  He talked about 

how you are told you need to stay in school, “See, they tell you all that but they don’t give you 

the whole breakdown of it.”  When I asked him to elaborate on what that meant, he spoke of not 

being aware of options.  That counselors and teachers and administrators spoke of the need to go 

to college without truly formulating a picture of why it mattered or a plan on how to get there.   
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He says this because it is his reality, yet, when I ask him where he will be in the next few years, 

he simply replies, “I hope to be back in my schooling.”  For now, he is continuing to work and 

hopes to save enough one day for his own car and to move into his own place with his girlfriend. 

Nothing seems to last in Calvin’s life.  After returning home, my husband helped him to 

find a job with one of the suppliers for the large automotive factory located nearby.  It looked 

like things were finally changing for him, to the point that he went with his parents and 

purchased his first car.  Two months later, he was out of a job due to a series of circumstances he 

swears were beyond his control.  He tells several stories.  The first was that he got a higher 

paying job at a local automotive dealer doing service work.  The second told at a different time 

was that his dad had to use the vehicle and he could not get to work.  The third story related to 

workplace drama with two other female employees that he got messed up in.   

Calvin is unemployed.  He had several interviews set up for local manufacturing outfits 

here in town but he never showed up for the interviews.  He also never called to tell them why he 

could not be there.  It all comes down to transportation and he currently has none.  For now, he is 

still living with his mom and his siblings in a small home in Alabama.  The Section 8 Housing 

Voucher finally came through so they are no longer at the budget motel in town.  There is a bit 

more room for him and his family, but not much.  Like Emmitt, Calvin reflects on getting his 

diploma for so far it has held little to no value.  No employers have asked to see it.  He is trying 

to get back in the workforce and looks back at all the years he spent in school when none of that 

has mattered so far: 

Uhm, maybe down the road a bit I hope I can say it was worth it but right now it wasn’t.  
Um, because like I said, you know, I am 21 – I spent 20 of those years in school and in all 
that time – I could have been training for a job, you know what I’m saying? You know, 
12 years of schooling.  I could’ve been training for something – heck, anything – but it 
could have been focused and I could have been training for something that would have 
helped me land somewhere.  12 years to land me outside with nothing. 
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He had initially looked at the Parkside Welding School, a for-profit trade school several 

other participants also attended.   

Okay, well, they came in and talk to the whole class and divide, they singled out those of 
us who had not figured out what we wanted to do.  They singled them out.  It’s like they 
knew which ones of us didn’t have other opportunities and so I am looking at them and 
thinking – that’s an opportunity right there.  Of course, later you find out – the 
community college is right down the street and they offer a welding program.  But no one 
told us that.  I did finally figure out that why do I need to go to Florida for welding when 
the community college is right here.  I can stay at home, not leave mom so much at home 
because even if I’m away – I’m gonna need her even more.   
 

The man who came to the school met a group of them at McDonald’s and told them that the 

financial part would be taken care of and that they will help them find a job when they are 

finished the program.   

In the end, after a lot of messaging between myself, Calvin and his mother, they chose 

against the welding school.  He then decided that an HBCU in Alabama was where he wanted to 

be so he applied over the summer and gained acceptance.  He had received a $500.00 scholarship 

from Lincoln that helped him with application fees and the fee for his freshman orientation.  It 

was one he would not attend.  When he arrived at the HBCU, they had no room available for him 

even though he had been billed for room and board.  Two weeks after the start of courses, he gets 

the call that they have found a room: 

And so, uhm, when they called, it’s like run!  I’m ready to go!  I’m ready to go and so I 
packed everything back up in the car.  I get up there and they explaining to me why I 
don’t have a roommate and how I am going to have to pay for my room and a roommate 
if I don’t find one.  Yeah, and so, I don’t know this until mama gone home.  And when 
mama was sitting up here with me, they didn’t mention it, but now mama gone home, 
now it’s just me.  Now that’s when they start telling me – hey, your financial aid, they 
called me, the financial aid office called me and told me I needed to go in and talk to 
them. 
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It was at that point, the financial aid office told him he owed an additional $2000.00 and would 

need to take out a loan. 

Okay, so that’s when they, um, tell me, I would actually owe $2000 extra dollars and then 
I start seeing charges for like a parking decal and I don’t have a car and then my room 
and board is like 1400.00 by itself – if I had a roommate I would be paying 700.00 but 
since I don’t have a roommate I need to pay the 1400.00. 
 

It was one thing after another.  He was now two weeks late.  They wanted him to take out a loan 

and then when he went to sign up for courses they told them they do not have the major he 

applied under.  Calvin wanted to study Kinesiology.  They directed him to pursue Sports 

Management instead which is an undergraduate program housed in the same college of Health 

Sciences, Human Performance, and Communicative Disorders.  Kinesiology is a graduate level 

program only and the two degrees and majors have little in common with one another. 

Paid for the books.  Now some of them, and so, a lot of them they were behind because 
they hiring up there.  Teacher’s hadn’t made it; professors hadn’t made it to class yet.  So, 
actually in my math class I didn’t have any catching up to do because the teacher wasn’t 
even there. 
 

After being asked to pay the additional 2000.00 – 4000.00 per year he felt both jaded and 

confused.  He asked for work study and they denied the request stating he would be busy all 

semester playing catch up for the missing two weeks.   

To kind of get to…that’s what I felt like, like it was a money scam.  I was being 
swindled.  I don’t want to think of all colleges like that but they got me thinking, it’s a 
scam to get some money. 
 

Calvin decided to return home.  Even that was not easy.  He was told to take a paper around to 

different departments to get their sign off on his departure.  Financial aid refused to sign the 

paper and finally offered work study, but he was tired of being alone and tired of the run around. 

So, I let the lady know.  I’m like, hey, uh, I can’t do it.  And they didn’t’ sign off and 
when I took it to student services – that’s who I had to take it to and turn it in to – they 
wouldn’t accept it without financial aid signing off on it and I’m like ‘look, my mind is 
made up – you all helped make it up and once it is made up no amount of talking and 
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backtalking is going to change it” – there ain’t no talking they could have done to have 
kept me. 
 

He is now home and has since had several jobs, all in local manufacturing, and all have been lost 

due to the lack of transportation.  Many of these jobs require shift work and that makes the 

transportation issues even more difficult.   

 Calvin, much like Emmitt, seems to speak of their dreams but stay firmly rooted in the 

reality of day-to-day existence.  On one hand, he wants to return to school.  He has an idea. 

Uhm. For me, you know. It’s all about making the opportunity.  Instead of trying to take 
the opportunity – to me, it’s all about making it.  Uh, you know.  Forging my own path.  
And so, I wanna go to school and pursue business so I can create a program to where you 
won’t – after school, once you graduate, hey, I have a program, you can come and train 
yourself – in whatever you wanna do – just come and train instead of going to school, 
you come and train.  You can work, get paid, and train at the same time. 
 

But at the same time he speaks of dreams for himself and others – he also hesitates and speaks of 

the reality he is facing instead: 

Calvin: Yeah.  Not everybody is made for college.  Where you know, like, and – and for 
the ones who are made for college – who could actually go to college, but they don’t 
want to wind up in debt.  For them too.  So, you see what I’m saying? 
 
Shelly:  So, are you saying not everyone is made for college?  So what is the difference? 
 
Calvin:  Okay, Uhm. Hmm.  That’s something to think about.  Um, once again, maybe 
the opportunity.  May – maybe like, you know, are your parent’s financial stability, you 
know, or their financial standing will allow you to be made for it.  You see what I’m 
saying? 
 
Calvin:  You can go because you have the support system. 
 
Calvin:  And other people, you know, they wouldn’t have the support.  And they have to 
go and build it themselves from scratch. 
 

 When we initially met for our first interview, Darius expressed a desire to return to 

school.  He wants to be a screenwriter and one day move to Los Angeles.  For as long as he can 

remember, he has always wanted to be a writer and to work in the entertainment industry.  A few 
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months after our meeting, he instant messaged me about the LA Film School.  He had spoken 

with them and they believed he was a good candidate for admission.  He only needed to provide 

the $75.00 application fee and a 250-word essay.  He did not have the money for the fee so he 

reached out to them again and they said he would be responsible for the fee upon admission.  He 

would also be responsible for $59,000.00 – the cost of their 36-month program leading to a 

certificate in screenwriting. 

The school had even processed his financial aid.  I decided to look myself and noticed it 

was for-profit so sent him articles on that.  I also sent him links to reviews by students and 

graduates of the school detailing their experience.  I suggested we look at online programs but 

that we shift his focus to Creative Writing or English – and we shift to not-for-profit institutions 

as well.  One of the final things he said during our interview was: 

Like – every time I get to thinking that maybe I am not meant to be a writer – that I 
should just quit and do something else – I just don’t know.  I don’t know if I will be a 
writer in a year or a few years, but I feel like I’ll make it eventually. 
 
After much research, he is now enrolled in an online degree program at a regional 

university catering to online and adult learners.  It is a private, not for profit institution and offers 

Darius a degree in English with a minor in Creative Writing at the end.  They also offered 

scholarships in addition to grants to help make the tuition something he could handle.  He loves 

it.  He is handling the course load with his workload and he feels that his dream is in reach.  He 

left his community college with a 1.7 GPA and after two semesters at his new school, he is 

currently at a 3.67 GPA with a goal of a 4.0.   

Malik initially hoped to go to a regional public university after visiting their campus but 

he did not get in.  He was worried he would not find a place until his mom’s friend, Ms. 

Winston, who was a graduate of a state HBCU suggested it as an opportunity.  He applied and 
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got in.  I mentioned how I had heard both good things about the experience there and some not 

so good, and for him to expand on his version, and he had plenty to say: 

My experience was horrible.  That’s why I had to sit out last semester, though, because I 
didn’t have anywhere to stay.  I had to stay home and drop all my classes. 
 

Just like Calvin, Malik got to school and they had no room for him. It put him an entire semester 

behind, but he went back when they found space for him.  I then asked him what he was 

studying.  He told me Sports Management.  I asked if when he initially began thinking of schools 

if that was what he imagined himself doing when he graduated: 

No ma’am.  My major was actually a last-minute thing and I’m really, in this moment, 
I’m still not sure what I want to go for but I’ve been sticking with it because I haven’t 
had any other options. 
 

Again like Calvin, he was accepted wanting to do Kinesiology and they diverted him to Sports 

Management.  I asked him if he thought about switching to a business major or minor to go 

along with his Sports Management degree and he believes it is possible, he is just not certain 

what he is doing at this point.  He feels out there on his own and alone – just like he has been 

throughout this journey: 

I kind of didn’t prepare for the real world.  Then again, once I got here, I kind of had to 
grow up early, so I was kind of prepared, knowing that I had to take care of myself.  So, it 
was kind of hard when it didn’t turn out how I thought because I didn’t really have a plan 
and all that.  But it’s going fine at the moment. 

 

I mention he says that a lot – a lot of “that’s fine,” “it’s going,” and “it’s all right” but those 

replies don’t sound like that is what is really going on so what are the struggles?: 

 Malik:  Uhm, with life right now or just being in school? 
 
 Shelly:  Both. 
 

Malik:  Aaghh.  It’s just kind of hard.  With being in college and not being able to 
have…you know how you…not being in school, I was back home working.  So, money 
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was never a problem then.  But in college, I’m not able to work how I was working at 
home.  So, I would just say the money situation.  That’s the only bad thing. 
 
Kelvin is now the father of twins – a beautiful healthy baby boy and a beautiful healthy 

baby girl.  He is also unemployed.  He was working at a local manufacturing facility until he got 

the flu and subsequent pneumonia.  His illness had him missing two weeks of work and when he 

returned with his doctor’s excuse, he was told he no longer had a job.  He has been trying to find 

one since and without the help of his mom and his fiancée’s family, he is not sure what he would 

be doing.  His biggest regret looking back – he wishes someone would have prepared him for 

what he was facing after high school for it is not what he spent all those years imagining it would 

be:  

Oh my gosh.  I wish.  I wish they could install a financial class or something.  I get the 
Pythagorean theorem and everything else, but that ain’t gonna help me in life right now.  
Getting out of high school – finding a way to build your credit, get a credit score, keep 
your credit good.  Should’ve been taught. 
 

The dream was to graduate high school with a football or basketball scholarship.  Go out of state.  

Be a civil engineer.  I asked him who helped him prepare to achieve these dreams of his: 

See, Wilkins was.  Wilkins was like, okay – this is what you gotta do.  He would be like – 
they’re having tryouts in Demopolis for community college.  I remember this from after 
we left State – they are having these tryouts for community colleges in Demopolis.  So I 
drive down there – do great – look great.  So, he says they’ll be calling me and I will be 
pointing you in the right direction.  Okay, cool.  Coach Jackson?  No, he literally told me 
– in this voice of his (imitates voice) – ‘you gotta do right cause you want to go to 
college.  Uh, okay.  Thank you.  Yes.  I do want to do that and go to college but see, I 
don’t exactly have the finances…I just want a scholarship somewhere – out of state.  We 
have a losing record – for years – we have a losing record and I’m like, uhm, my senior 
year we won one game and we didn’t win it.  It was against Hooper County and they had 
an illegible player so we won by forfeit.  We were losing 50 to 0 and we won.  This is 
what I have. 
 

I ask what came of the tryouts and films he sent out and he has no idea.  He never heard a word 

from anyone.  He believes like a few other participants that had he attended Washington High 
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over Lincoln High; he would have received the publicity he needed to move forward.  Instead, 

only one student his senior year received an athletic scholarship.  One.  

Kelvin instead decided to go where his mother works, a local community college.  His 

first few semesters went fine until they didn’t.  He states he could not study because he had jury 

duty.  He says his mother says it is because he was missing classes.  Either way, he was no 

longer eligible for the grant money that was funding his education  and he needed to come up 

with a new plan.  He is still trying to figure it all out.  He has hopes for a commercial driver 

license (CDL) that will allow him to pack up his new family and move to Texas where they pay 

more than here.  Housing is also cheaper.  All he knows is that life sure is harder than he 

imagined it would be: 

It is harder.  So much harder.  Because you have so many responsibilities and you know – 
you’re coming from not having any or you had like two or three to all of a sudden having 
like a big load.  You don’t learn about this in school.  Let’s say – you make a check – 
let’s say I have a salary at Walmart – you don’t learn that you are going to need to have 
insurance taken out – they will take out Federal and State.  You don’t learn that.  You 
don’t learn to budget.  To figure out this is what you are left with and now you gotta find 
a way to live that hopefully leaves you with a little leeway.  So, you get kind of put out 
there and you think you are prepared and you just gotta learn it as you go.   
 
Today, Kelvin remains unemployed though he applies whenever he sees an opportunity.  

After losing the grant that funded community college, he believes he can live a good life without 

it. He worked a job earning $15.00 per hour.  But, as often the case in low-waged, low-skilled 

jobs, when he had to miss work because he was sick, he was then fired. Since then, he has been 

unable to find a job. I asked him what he would do differently if he could go back in time and 

change anything.  He stated that, 

if I could change something, I hate to say it, but I wish I could change the school that I 
went to.  I feel that school didn’t prepare me, at all.  My little brother goes to private 
school and just watching him come home every day and I’m like, tell me what you did at 
school and then I sit there like, they teaching you all that? 
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 Isaiah and Jayden were stuck together like glue throughout high school and nothing has 

changed since they graduated.  They still live together.  They work together.  They went away to 

Parkside Welding School together and they did not finish, together.  Isaiah graduated with his 

high school diploma and walked across the field to receive his.  Jayden was noticeably absent 

having found out a few days before that he would not be allowed to walk because of a test he 

was not allowed to retake.  It would take a summer’s worth of classes to finally finish the 

journey he started.  He is left resentful and unable to imagine ever stepping back in any kind of 

schooling environment again. 

 Like Calvin, both Jayden and Isaiah were in the meeting held at the high school for the 

Parkside Welding School. Jayden has an uncle who is a travel welder and makes good money so 

he had already thought about welding as a career opportunity.  He had also seen Parkside’s ads 

on Facebook.  Isaiah had plans to go to a local community college for Sports Medicine but this 

all changed after the meeting with the Parkside representative, Paul, “who talked a sweet game.”   

 Enter Parkside Welding School in Florida.  This is a for-profit trade school that offers a 

certificate in welding as well as certificates in refrigeration and mechanics.  His game involved 

the students needing to come to the school in pairs.  That was a condition of admittance so 

Jayden reached out to Isaiah and they planned on attending and rooming together.  Paul promised 

off-campus living that was near campus with gyms and pools, access to transportation, no 

financial worries, and a job upon graduation.  What they found when they got there was an 

apartment that was on the wrong side of town and also 6 miles from school with zero access to 

transportation.  Calvin also reached out to me about this school early on but when I researched it 

for him, I was dismayed by the number of negative reviews from former students who believed 
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they had been lured to campus and left to barely survive and then graduated without the job 

opportunities promised. 

 After a stint at summer school to earn the required Pre-Calculus credit, both young men 

headed to Jacksonville and upon arrival,  

Jayden – Like when we got down there – Paul basically just… 
 
Isaiah – Disappeared. Everything he told me wasn’t like – it wasn’t like what he was 
saying.    
 

Isaiah and Jayden were put in a neighborhood far from campus.  They had no method of 

transportation to get to campus and no way to get a job to help them earn money for 

transportation while attempting to meet all the class requirements.  In addition, they were put in a 

neighborhood that was not one of the options shown when Paul was selling the school to them.  

Isaiah describes their arrival: 

It was crazy.  I was scared.  I was scared.  Like somebody tried to break in my crib.  They 
were threatening to kill us.  I told the school – look, where you put us – they don’t want 
us there.  And I was like calling my grandma – I’m ready to come home. 
 

Jayden and Isaiah felt like they had done the right thing,  “I was brave and went out there.  I was 

trying to get this welding certificate.  I did it right,”  but they recognized only after they had 

relocated to Florida that Paul “boosted it up.  Like right?  Because it did look nice on the 

brochure.  Basketball court and weight room and stuff like that.  It wasn’t that.”  It seemed a 

natural fit for their future lives and their life-long friendship.  They honestly believed this was 

the opportunity of a lifetime and they were brave for deciding to move that far away.  They 

would return home heroes who made something of themselves.  They instead returned home 

scared, broke, hungry, and disenfranchised.  The neighborhood where they were located was 

crime infested.  And Paul had disappeared.  They were on their own and scared and after a few 

months, they returned home without a certificate but with outstanding financial aid debts for the 
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time spent there.  Isaiah talks about how it was “the top school and it wound up being one of the 

worst.”  This, but he also talks about possibly returning one day because he saw they also have 

an HVAC program at the Parkside Welding School and there will always be a need for air 

conditioner repairmen in Alabama. 

 They earned no certificates but they still attempted to get jobs in welding with the 

training they had.  Most employers wanted experience neither young man had.  They both got 

jobs in the manufacturing industries here in town.  Isaiah lost his after getting hurt on the job: 

I was working at a local automotive manufacturer but I was also working at Myers (a 
manufacturing supplier) and got laid out – passed out – and they thought I was gonna sue 
them.  I got hurt on the job.  Then a family member died.  I told them to send me home – 
they were like – if you go home, you’re fired – and I had just lost a family member so I 
didn’t go to work for like a week and the guy told me – he was like – if you go home 
you’re gonna be fired and so I came back – and they even paid my doctor bills and so I 
wound up getting fired when I went back and I still don’t feel right.  I can sue them.   I 
still can. 
 

Both want to find work here in town.  Jayden even mentions the possibility of returning to school 

– “but not like no college.  I lost my interest in the classroom.  I want to do like trades.  I wanna 

get a career in trades.”  I asked him about the career tech programs that were available at 

Lincoln.  There were classes set up that led to certificates in auto tech and carpentry: 

Auto Tech?  If you actually do your work and get your certificate you can work in an 
auto shop.  Okay, well, Auto Tech.  Me and Isaiah – well, Isaiah had it third period – and 
I had it first and second – so basically, that class was a free period.  We like – like I just 
started coming to school during that class cause he never teach us nothing.  We just sit 
there.  We got a grade just for showing up. 
 

 Both young men still live together but they have also spent time in jail since returning 

home.  They moved in with another former classmate who “was basically just bringing the 

wrong people around like letting them do stuff – whatever they wanted to do like it was they 

house – like sell drugs and stuff like that.”  One night they were awakened by the Narcotics Task 
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Force kicking down the door.  They both went to jail for possession – a misdemeanor charge that 

will not remain on their record.  Our conversation then turned to survival: 

Jayden:  Yeah.  I feel like sometimes it’s the people you surround yourself with – like 
honestly – I feel like who you hang around is who you’re gonna become. 
 

 Shelly:  So, you gotta be with people who are going to hold you accountable… 
 

Jayden: And people who want more for their selves and want better for themselves.  And 
they gonna push you to do better.  That’s how I feel but like – with J’s situation – I feel 
like, some people feel like they don’t got nowhere else to go.  So that’s when they run to 
– fast money, like. 
 
Shelly:  Because you gotta survive… 
 
Jayden:  And by the time you feel like you wanna stop – you and your family are used to 
your making the fast money so it’s just a process. 
 
Isaiah: It’s a lot.  Every day – It’s a lot. 
 
Jayden:  It’s a continuing process, for real. 
 
Acceptance at a community college in a nearby state offered Zion the opportunity to get 

away.  The nursing program in particular offered him his first opportunity to actively be involved 

in his own learning.  I asked him how he decided this was the route for him, if he received advice 

from family, friends, teachers, counselors. He said he had not. He did it entirely on his own, 

including the FAFSA which is tasking for full-fledged adult professionals.  I asked him if he 

wished he had a bit more help through the process and he felt if anything – teachers and 

counselors often tried to offer solutions without considering who they were offering them to: 

Like they might tell you to sign up for a school but then they never really help us with the 
decisions.  I mean, some people can’t afford to go off, you know, two hours away, 
because they don’t have family to support them far away in college – so they were never 
really like thinking about our situations – they were just like sign up for college, sign up 
for college.  You know, one of my friends, he had went to an HBCU, and he wanted to be 
a physical therapist.  That’s what he wanted – but they were just convinced on getting 
him into a university they never thought to say – hey, you can do that at a community 
college and so fast forward – he’s at this HBCU, in debt, a lot of money, and they don’t 
even have physical therapy. 
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I asked what program the friend was put in knowing that two of the participants I interviewed 

also went to that same HBCU with one degree in mind only to be told it was not offered upon 

acceptance.  He is now in their Sports Management program – the same as the other two. 

 Zion will graduate with an Associate’s in Nursing with plans to return to school to get a 

Bachelor’s in Nursing after getting his feet wet in the field.  At the time of this writing, Zion and 

Malik are the only two participants who left high school for some type of college opportunity, 

and who remain there with the intention of graduating. 

He barely got into community college with his ACT score, but what he did once he got 

there is pure determination.  He took every prerequisite needed for the nursing program his first 

year.  19 hours his first semester and 23 his second. He made the President’s List and he just 

found out May 2019 that he had gained acceptance into the nursing program and he is ahead in 

the program due to all he jammed into that first year.  And he is miles away from the sarcastic, 

crowd pleasing young man who was once in my English classroom and there is a lightness in 

who he is that shines across the computer screen.  He is getting it done – on his own: 

Yeah.  It took me going far away and just realizing – well, I grew up a lot.  I did.  I mean 
they still let me be myself and crack jokes and stuff but you know what – this – I feel 
mature.  I feel grown.  I feel more free.  It’s way better than high school – you know, they 
didn’t prepare me for this – this, this right here, is all me. 
 
One of the most striking realizations while analyzing the data was that cultural capital is  

not just one set of behaviors, preferences, backgrounds, or achievements.  It operates within 

communities and cultures, races and classes, and systems.  It is muddled in that it can operate 

within one of these orbits or it can encompass several of them operating simultaneously.  For the 

participants within this study, it could be argued that they came to the experience of schooling 

without the valued cultural capital provided by a position within a family of means.  It is more 



 

169 
 

than that though.  Nearly all of these students never aspired to behaviors, preferences, 

backgrounds, or achievements of individuals outside of their own communities and these were 

not always in line with the dominant group.  What kept appearing in the data was not their 

absence of cultural capital due to their birth or upbringing but instead the value those within the 

education system, teachers, coaches, counselors, and administrators placed on cultural capital for 

what these individuals valued is what they sought in their students and often if the student did 

not aspire to those same values, there was conflict, as in Jayden’s case particularly.   

The participants also continued to reflect on how unprepared they were for life after 

graduation.  They were not given information about testing.  They were not guided in the 

application process or in filling out the FAFSA.  They were not given advice on their options and 

so all of the participants had to find their own opportunities or rely on a family friend or family 

member for that guidance.  Thinking in terms of cultural capital and habitus, if those within these 

positions of power used this power to encourage, enlighten, and help students to aspire to dreams 

outside the realm of the non-dominant capital they hold, it could open a window to the 

acquisition of cultural capital that can be utilized in the creation of their future.  This does not 

imply changing anything about the students themselves, but instead suggest that in opening up 

avenues of exposure that the students have not seen, that it also opens opportunities while also 

encouraging these students.  They begin to dream of a life unseen.   

Theme Two - Summary 

Collins’ credentialing theory is typically used to explain post-secondary achievements 

and how an academic achievement like a degree conferred often loses some of its value when 

more people achieve them.  Colleges and universities attempt to limit an influx of students by 
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setting standards that must be met before admission is gained.  One of those standards is the 

ACT as well as one’s GPA, transcript, number of AP courses taken, and often a student essay. 

 Credentialing theory is not typically used in conjunction with a high school diploma for 

K-12 education is mandatory.  A student can choose to drop out and obtain a GED instead of 

completing all 12 years of schooling, but in all other cases, attendance in some form of schooling 

is mandatory so a high school diploma cannot be looked at under the same lens as a degree 

awarded after the choice to move on to a post-secondary education.  In many ways, I took 

liberties with Collin’s theory of credentialing for it is not in the number of participants who 

receive the diploma that is decreasing its value.  Its value is declining because each diploma is 

not equal.  It is dependent on where one attended school, the teachers one had, the cultural 

capital one brings to the journey, one’s habitus, the decision (or lack of a decision) on the type of 

diploma, one’s ability to successfully meet CCRS standards and one’s score on the ACT.  These 

values are so intertwined and interdependent but are valued completely independently with the 

awarding of one diploma that represents  the same though extremely varied journey. 

Thus, when employers and colleges begin to devalue the high school diploma they are 

doing so based on their experience with certain individuals, certain demographics, certain 

classes.  In the case of these participants, the high school diploma awarded did not lead to the 

same opportunities as many other high school graduates.  Its achievement offers a window of 

access to the holder, but the access is dependent on the very attributes of inequity that 

accompanied its achievement.  It is no longer an achievement gap that we need to be concerned 

with – it has become a preparation gap.  The state of Alabama may be awarding more diplomas 

than nearly any other state in the nation, but those diplomas are not all valued equally, are not 

viewed the same, and are not even remotely representative of one’s journey.  
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The diploma can open doors of access for post-secondary opportunities if accompanied 

by the other attributes typically afforded by valued cultural capital; a higher or even acceptable 

ACT score, a transcript of AP courses.  In the case of the students interviewed for this 

dissertation, these doors of access were hard to find.  The students believed that by staying in 

school and earning their diploma, the opportunities for post-secondary achievement through a 

four-year college or university, community college, an HBCU or trade school would be possible.  

Their individual experiences did not bear that out.  Even when applying for jobs, the high school 

diploma has not mattered as they imagined.  What a high school diploma does for the students in 

this study and many other low-SES, majority-minority institutions is perpetuate the inequities 

they have already lived with their entire lives.   
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CHAPTER FIVE – IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Implications 

As mentioned throughout this dissertation, the overwhelming majority of research on 

Black, male students is framed from a deficit perspective.   Countless researchers have explored 

the impact of Black students who are placed on the disability track that combines harsher 

disciplinary practices while encouraging students to drop out or to be pushed out from the system 

(Ben-Moshe, Carey, & Chapman, 2014, Darling-Hammond, 2006, Fish, 2017, Hing 2014).  

Research has also been conducted on the impact of zero tolerance policies, the role of 

suspensions as a punitive measure on student dropout rates and even the role that implicit biases 

play in those in positions of power over students, but specifically students of color: teachers, 

administrators, school resource officers, and even counselors (Alexander, 2010, Nance, 2016a, 

Nance, 2016b, Tuck, 2012).  Research carefully explicates what goes wrong in low-SES, 

majority-minority schools and often offers suggestions to aid in alleviating or even ameliorating 

these issues.  All of this research is vital and necessary, but it also continues to play into the 

cultural narrative presented in the news media, books, films, and often our own biases. 

The purpose of this study was to look at students who had achieved what many consider 

to be the first rung in the achievement of the American Dream, the high school diploma.  The 

eight students interviewed all graduated with the high school diploma from low-SES, majority-

minority schools.  They worked hard.  They achieved good grades.  And they believed that this 
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achievement was a stepping stone to other post-secondary opportunities.  Their narratives 

speak to the experience of schooling and the achievement of the high school diploma and what 

that achievement meant to them.  Those same narratives also shine light on the deficiencies of 

their experience, deficiencies they only recognize in hindsight.  They did not know what they did 

not know until it was too late and for many of the eight participants, that impact is still being 

negotiated.   

Each of the eight participants had both good and bad experiences throughout their K-12 

career.  Their narratives reflect what those experiences were and how they impacted each 

individual.  Often what worked for one participant was the exact opposite for another as it was 

when Emmitt moved to Washington High and found success and support while Malik found 

those same things only after leaving Washington High for nearby Hamilton High School.  Often, 

they experienced the same event in different ways as when Jayden was told he could not take the 

test required to pass the class and could not participate in commencement activities.  This was 

Jayden’s narrative, but it was also included in several of the narratives of other participants who 

were in the classroom with him and who walked across that stage without him.  They also 

followed similar paths after graduation.  Calvin and Malik attended the same HBCU after 

graduation.  They arrived at the same time.  Both were turned away due to lack of housing.  Both 

were told that they had to change their majors.  Both arrived back on campus when housing was 

available.  One stayed in school, and one did not.  In the end, all eight of the participants 

believed that staying in school was what they were supposed to do even if no one ever told them 

why this was necessary.  They also believed that you could not get a job, career, degree without 

the achievement of the high school diploma.   
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I began the study with rather broad research questions.  I wanted to know how these eight 

participants understood and articulated the experience of schooling.  I wanted to know how these 

eight participants understood and articulated the achievement of earning the high school 

diploma.  Finally, I sought to understand how these students believed those two experiences 

shaped and influenced their post-secondary opportunities.  I found the answers to these questions 

embedded in their narratives.  I interviewed former students.  I also interviewed storytellers.  

Their narratives were rich in description and details.  I asked questions that were 

phenomenological in nature to elicit more than a simple yes or no response.  Narrative inquiry 

placed me within these narratives as a co-constructor or collaborator of their experiences.  It also 

guided me as I painstakingly mined for themes that often seemed to be what I was looking for 

until I went back to the data again to dive deeper, just one more time, and found a new direction 

to follow, a new thread to pull. 

The storytellers speak of the experience of schooling and graduation and life beyond the 

earned certificate.  They achieved the first rung on the ladder to success and many have 

consistently encountered setback after setback since that earning.  Their stories capture the 

essence and complexity of their experience.  They are the human element of this work.  It is 

important to note how difficult framing their narratives became in light of the literature reviewed 

for this dissertation.  These narratives were not intended to be tales of deficiencies or deficit 

stories and yet, framed through the lens of much of the literature reviewed, it is exactly that, 

though never through fault of their own.  One example is the use of the ACT as a measure of 

progress within the K-12 system but also as a measure of readiness for post-secondary 

opportunities.  To know these students graduated with a diploma in a state that is amongst the 
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nation’s highest in graduation rates, yet, to see how few of these graduates meet even the lowest 

benchmarks on the ACT is disheartening.   

Their narratives also leave lingering questions about the function of the high school 

diploma and the experience of schooling.  The one overriding refrain throughout their narratives 

was all that they did not even realize they did not know until they graduated.  This information 

coupled with the reporting of Alabama’s highest graduation rate on record even though not even 

50 percent of the state’s graduating seniors are able to make benchmark scores in required 

subjects.  For the latest reporting year, 50 percent or less of Alabama’s graduating seniors made 

benchmark in English.  Only 34 percent made benchmark in reading.  24 percent in science and a 

dismal 22 percent for proficiency in math (ACT, 2019).  These scores even while handing out 

more diplomas than ever before.  There is a clear disconnect in the function of the high school 

diploma.  If we are graduating more students than ever before, but we are graduating them 

unprepared for post-secondary pursuits than the function of the high school diploma has shifted 

drastically from preparation to that of a custodial function.  

Cultural capital within the home, within the school, and as a measure of academic 

preparedness was a central theme throughout their narratives.  The participants had dreams as 

large as the individuals they were exposed to.  Zion wished to be a nurse because he wanted to 

follow in his grandmother’s footsteps.  His dream of becoming a nurse became an imperative 

when in the midst of the pandemic, he found himself in hospitals where patients of color, who 

looked like him, were often shunted aside or ignored.  Jayden chose welding because he knew an 

uncle who was successful.  Thus, our dreams and ambitions begin within our own social 

networks and are as limited as these networks are.   
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Glaude describes these landscapes as “opportunity deserts” (2016, p. 23).  A K-12 

educational landscape that is barren of opportunity, equity, and that lacks an appreciation of all 

forms of capital while at the same time failing to add to a student’s store of valued cultural 

capital.  And this is what their narratives reflected, but the lack of valued cultural capital never 

impacted the student’s desire to obtain more.  It impacted the roadmap of what they believed 

they could obtain.  As for parental support, unlike literature that shows parents of low-SES 

showing little interest in the schooling experience, every single mom was engaged in their 

respective child’s experience of schooling.  They wanted their children to achieve but again, 

were limited by what they knew and the contacts they had for those achievements.  Even more, 

they felt belittled or unwelcomed as partners in their sons’ educational experiences.  This was 

evident in Jayden’s recounting of how his mother went repeatedly to the school to discuss his 

graduation status with the principal only to be told she was not on campus.  Calvin’s mother 

experienced this belittling as abject humiliation when the principal, counselor, and system social 

worker showed up at the hotel room they were renting.  She mentioned feeling ambushed and 

that she wished they showed as much interest in his experience of schooling as they did his 

attendance.   

Within the school, the experiences of the participants also differed from the prevailing 

wisdom presented within the literature.  While the students did point out experiences with 

teachers, administrators, lessons, coaches, and opportunities that they wish had gone differently 

or that they wish they had, the absence of these variables never took away from their experience 

because it was all they knew.  This echoes what occurs with cultural capital within the home.  

The students do not know to want for what they cannot see.  It is not as Apple (1982) suggests, 

that these students enter the schooling experience believing school is not for them, but instead, 
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that they have nothing to compare their experience to outside of the domain of their own social 

circles.  Time and again throughout the interviews, the students compared their schools to what 

they had seen upon visits to other schools during athletic contests or through the experiences of 

those within their social circle.  They did not know to inquire about ACT preparation courses.  

They did not know to ask about the importance of the ACT as a measure of college preparedness.  

They did not know to ask for a timetable for when to apply to colleges and what scholarships 

may be available.  These participants are not guilty of rejecting the values of dominant cultural 

capital.  That places blame on the student who is absolutely unaware of the term even though 

intimately aware of its effects.   

The eight participants also spoke of how they were measured by tests whose importance 

to their post-secondary careers was never fully explicated.  In the final semester of their senior 

year, many learned that most schools have a minimum score on the ACT that they deem 

necessary for acceptance and that the grades they worked for all those years mattered little in 

light of that one number.  All eight also struggled as they entered life after high school 

graduation.  While three of the eight are still in some form of schooling – one as a nursing 

student at a community college, one pursuing a Bachelors in English at an online university and 

one at an HBCU, all faced obstacles to find their path and most continue to face them. 

The eight participants within this dissertation did everything they knew to do.  They 

earned good grades.  They stayed in school.  They graduated with a high school diploma only to 

enter a post-secondary world they were abjectly underprepared for.  And they had no idea they 

were unprepared until they got there.  Cultural capital and the myth of meritocracy walk hand in 

hand.  The experiences of these students is not only representative of the conditions of schooling 

within their respective schools (sometimes several schools), or even school systems, but the lack 
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of valued cultural capital they arrive with and leave with.  There are obvious disparities between 

schools of low-SES and high-SES communities, most obvious being the lack of advanced and 

AP course offerings and test preparation.   

However, the scores for each school attended (found in the beginning of Chapter IV) 

showing school-wide proficiency of the CCRS standards reflect a more glaring problem and that 

is an absence of rigor within the classes that do exist within these schools.  It should not be 

possible to record a stellar graduation rate and to have school-wide scores that show less than 

proficient in the meeting of nationwide standards.  This imbalance also demeans the grading 

scale. These students graduated with at least B averages (3.0 on a 4.0 scale).  They believed they 

were prepared for post-secondary opportunities and it was only when they were in the midst of 

these post-secondary experiences that they found themselves afloat without a life raft.  Even with 

this data, the influence of cultural capital nearly trumps what occurs within the classroom.   

The school one is zoned for and an individual’s academic ability play a role in the 

building of post-secondary opportunities or lack thereof, but it takes sufficient valued cultural 

capital to capitalize on these opportunities.  Even if a student attends a low-SES, majority-

minority school, if the student has access to a wider net of social contacts, if the student builds 

those contacts within the classroom and with teachers, counselors, coaches, it is like a hand being 

offered to lift that student up.  Granoveter (1974) looks at ties as either weak or strong.  Strong 

ties are those within our family and friend networks.  Depending on the education, occupation, 

and income level of those within that network, opportunities can be either expansive or nil. Weak 

ties build bridges to opportunities.  Weak ties are those formulated through connections with 

members outside of your own family and friend bubble and they are vitally important, especially 

for low-SES students in majority-minority institutions.  Even if the weak tie is not utilized as 
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anything more than a fount of information it is formative and without these ties, a student’s 

opportunities become even more limited, but so does their ability to navigate those post-

secondary opportunities.   

I began this dissertation after reading two Facebook posts of former students who, excited 

to graduate and with the future straight ahead and seemingly bright, could not wait to be able to 

say “Look Momma, I Made It.”  When they wrote those words, they believed that they had.  

They had done what other family members and friends had not done and managed to stay in 

school and complete the high school credential all while earning good grades.  It was only after 

they received the credential and began navigating post-secondary life that these young men 

began to believe their educational experience had been a broken promise.  The earning of the 

high school diploma as the beginning rung on the road to the American dream is a “noble lie” of 

sorts.  This is the “belief that, though untrue, sustained civic harmony by inducing citizens to 

accept certain inequalities as legitimate…In our case, it would be the myth that, in America, 

despite the sizable gap between rich and poor, even those on the bottom can make it if they try” 

(Sandel, 2020, p. 77).  Taking this one step further, it is also a “noble lie” to feed students the 

belief that the high school diploma means anything more than proof of attendance.   

The belief that anyone can achieve whatever their hearts desire with a little hard work 

and perseverance is sold from the day we are born.  It is the prevailing narrative in the earliest 

books we are read.  It is what we watch on our TV screens and now on social media; these tales 

of rags to riches, overcoming adversity, and success despite overwhelming odds, 

If by contrast, you found yourself on the bottom rung of a meritocratic society, it would 
be difficult to resist the thought that your disadvantage was at least partly your own 
doing, a reflection of your failure to display sufficient talent and ambition to get ahead.  
A society that enables people to rise and that celebrates rising, pronounces a harsh burden 
on those who failed to do so (Sandel, 2020, p. 150). 
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It is what we are told when we are sold the idea that staying in school and graduating is 

necessary for post-secondary opportunities that level the playing field or add to our existing deck 

of cards.   It is a false narrative that leaves those unable to convert the dream to reality blaming 

themselves for the inability rather than the system.  As Sandel writes, “The meritocratic ideal is 

not a remedy for inequality, it is a justification of inequality” (2020, p. 122). 

The myth of meritocracy or as it is frequently termed, the American Dream, speaks of a 

land where anyone regardless of race or class can achieve anything they wish to achieve.  It is a 

universal narrative that begins to take root from our earliest stories, those shared through picture 

books and family narratives and continues throughout the schooling experience.  It is also a false 

narrative for many.  For those students without the familial or school-acquired access to cultural 

capital, this dream often goes unrealized.  Instead of looking at structures and systems that hold 

inequities in place, these students turn inward and feel as if they are solely responsible for their 

unrealized dreams.  They internalize low ACT scores as an indicator of how they have failed or 

question their own ability.  They see the failure to get into the school of choice as a reflection on 

who they are or as their own personal failure.  This reliance on the American Dream as an 

indicator of potential, progress, and achievement oftentimes worked only to make the eight 

individuals from this study feel deficient in all they did not realize, again, until it was too late.  

There are no easy solutions to the problems that plague low-SES, majority-minority institutions, 

but the following are some implications and recommendations based on the narratives of the 

participants and data analysis. 

Recommendations 

Equity in Access and Opportunity 
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For the students within this dissertation, the work of Bryk and Raudenbush (1988) and 

Atteberry and McEachin (2020) reflects their own experience within the K-12 schooling 

experience.  For every participant, what they believed was lacking in their K-12 schooling 

experience was discovered only in comparison to other local schools.  It was a painful truth for 

they were never sure why their school did not offer the same opportunities as other local schools 

within the same system, but they knew it did not.  These reflections appeared throughout their 

narratives but particularly regarding discipline, culture, teacher quality, and knowledge of and 

access to opportunities.  Even more, their observations bear out what is recorded in the tables 

reflecting CCRS standards for each school covered within this dissertation.  While the CCRS 

scores are better at the school the students often used as the school of comparison due to zoning, 

Hamilton High, the scores still reflect a problematic and unresolved narrative, namely, the 50 

percent differential in scores between white students and Black students.  The participants 

recognize the difference in quality between schools and how those differences translate to 

different opportunities depending on the school one attends.  Research is just now catching up to 

what these students already know.    

 Graduation Requirements and CCRS  

The state of Alabama is tied for first in the nation in its graduation rate.  Yet, the state 

also boasts a collective ACT score lower than the national average by nearly two points.  For 

Black students – this number is  nearly four points.  As to the standards that are suggested under 

the College and Career Readiness Standards, Alabama had less than 50 percent meeting 

standards in every single subject.  Indeed, English is the only area where students scored at 50 

percent.  High school students in Alabama scored 34 percent in Reading, 22 percent in Math, 24 

percent in Science and only 15 percent were able to meet all four benchmarks.  All of these 
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numbers lag far behind the national averages – at 59 percent in English, 45 percent in Reading, 

39 percent in Math, 36 percent in Science and 26 percent proficient in all four.  In other words, 

we are putting out graduates at a proficient rate, yet that is the only thing we are proficient in. 

As demonstrated in this research, it actually has a detrimental impact when we graduate 

so many students and offer so many degree paths.  We are selling a version of the American 

Dream with the achievement of the high school diploma, but it is empty upon receipt.  Students 

are graduating fundamentally underprepared for post-secondary education and the participant 

interviews reflect this unpreparedness.  All who went on to post-secondary education at either a 

community college or HBCU felt like they were learning these subjects for the first time.  All 

were forced to take remedial math and English courses upon admittance.  Several also mentioned 

how it was the first time they felt they were a part of the learning process as active learners. 

The numbers that reflect preparedness for the CCRS standards reveal a problem in our 

nation, not just in the state of Alabama.  Alabama compounds these problems.  Many of the 

schools these students attended offered few to zero AP course opportunities.  There was very 

little ACT preparedness.  Most had little access to their one counselor.  Even more, the inequities 

above increase the likelihood for inequities in opportunities for post-secondary practice.  Nearly 

all of the participants except for the one who went to Paul Wallace felt unsupported by teachers, 

counselors, and administrators.  The fact that many of these students would be first-generation 

college students means they do not have easy access to people who have gone through the 

application process.  I also asked each participant if they had ever been told that Alabama offers 

multiple diploma pathways they could follow.  None of the participants were aware of that 

information, just like many were not aware of the AP opportunities.  They believed they were 

receiving the same degree as every other student in the state.  Yet, the inequalities present in the 
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scores for the CCRS and ACT – especially along racial lines – let alone state lines – are 

compounded upon graduation when opportunities are diminished.   

System and State Wide Recommendations  

The participants whose narratives were captured within this dissertation spoke plainly 

that they believed they were excelling in their K-12 schooling experience until after graduation.  

It was only upon graduation as the students tried to navigate the workforce, post-secondary 

opportunities in the forms of community colleges, HBCU’s, and trade/technical schools that they 

realized all they did not know and all the high school diploma did not prepare them for.  It is like 

they said, they did not know what they did not know until it was too  late. 

Clearly more research on a grander scale is needed to confirm the data within this one 

report.  Eight participants is far too few to adequately make recommendations for lasting and real 

change.  At the same time, these eight voices clearly had a better take on what was missing in 

their educational journey than most adults who surround them, and maybe one of the greatest 

takeaways from this is to begin with those who are most impacted by our decision making be it 

in the classroom, within schools, within systems, and within states. 

On a state level, the first item that needs revisiting is the choice of standards for 

accountability.  The standards created under CCRS were designed to bridge the gap between the 

existing Common Core State Standards (CCCS) and the content measured on standardized 

testing instruments like the ACT.  The problem is we are graduating more students within this 

state but we are graduating students who are not meeting the CCRS and are leaving high school 

unprepared for post-secondary work.  Additionally, only one diploma pathway in the state of 

Alabama is CCRS aligned and that is the Alabama High School Diploma with Advanced 

Academic Endorsement.  Of the remaining four pathways, one has an option to incorporate 
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CCRS standards while the other three, including the Alabama High School Diploma (AHSD) 

received by all eight participants has no CCRS opt-in.   

In Alabama’s reporting of a graduation rate of 90 percent, there is no distinction between 

these diplomas and there needs to be.  The current reporting gives the impression that we are, as 

a state, swimming in opportunity.  The scores on the ACT that are aligned with CCRS 

benchmarks do not bear that out.  The reporting should show how many students within the state 

graduate with the sole CCRS aligned diploma as well as the other four pathways.  As the ACT is 

used as the sole testing measure within the state of Alabama, we could then look to ACT data to 

begin an examination of where we are going wrong and find ways to alter that path for future 

graduates.  The current disconnect between the graduation rate as exemplary while we lag at the 

bottom of the nation in terms of ACT score reportage and the meeting of CCRS benchmarks is 

inexcusable. 

The curriculum between and within schools should be aligned to the benchmarks set by 

CCRS to ensure that every student has the opportunity to be adequately prepared for post-

secondary work.  The diploma pathways should also reflect this buy-in and require the meeting 

of at least one if not all of the CCRS.  It makes more sense to differentiate diploma pathways in 

this way than to have only one reflect the achievement of meeting the standards.  In order to 

align the curriculum to prepare young men and women to graduate high school prepared for 

post-secondary opportunities, all stakeholders need to be involved.   This includes those on the 

ground floor actually doing the work, administrators, counselors, teachers, and parents.  .   

The data also needs to be reported along racial, ethnic and class lines.  It is delineated 

along these lines in ACT reporting data but it is not currently delineated along these lines for 

graduation statistics.  What is discovered could also be used to inform practice within school 
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systems and within actual schools.  If it is found that an overwhelming percentage of students of 

color are graduating without the CCRS aligned diploma, are graduating without knowing that 

such a diploma exists, and are graduating unable to meet  one or more benchmarks within the 

CCRS, we then have a direction in which to focus our attention on creating equity within schools 

and systems across the state.   

Teacher Preparation Recommendations 

Several participants were acutely aware of how few teachers were present within their 

schools that looked like them.  The participants also spoke of feeling marginalized within the 

classroom forced to read books about lives they did not know, do packets of work that they could 

not find a connection to, and even mention of one history teacher who refused to acknowledge 

Black History Month in a majority-minority school.   

We need more students of color entering our educational programs, and we need to 

demand that colleges of education actively recruit these students from local high schools and 

communities.  This could be achieved by developing partnerships between preservice teachers at 

local colleges and universities and surrounding school systems, including but especially 

majority-minority, low-SES schools.  We need to be on campus recruiting students who are 

undecided in their major by attending campus events, engaging sororities and fraternities as well 

as service clubs and making them aware of education not as the field you turn to when you 

cannot do anything else, but as a field with the potential to change and shape lives and futures. 

Currently, we do not have a plethora of students of color within our local colleges of 

education, and until that happens, we need to focus on training the white preservice teachers who 

fill our classrooms to teach in diverse environments.  This means so much more than a required 

seminar or class with the understanding that we have fulfilled our diversity training so it is time 
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to move on.  This means creating a platform of instruction for preservice educators that includes 

work on social and cultural foundations throughout the required program.  Work that engages 

both heart and mind and requires service to communities outside of one’s own.   

This is equally true for counselors and administrators.  We are educating teachers, 

administrators, and counselors in different colleges and universities but often with the same 

curriculum.  There should be mandatory, required, scaffolded content that addresses work within 

diverse schools and communities and that includes all marginalized populations.  Placement at 

Title I, majority-minority, low-SES institutions, even if only short-lived, should be a requirement 

of graduation from a teacher, counselor, or administrative program.  Reading or writing about a 

particular situation can never replace the value of actually being there and finding yourself 

immersed within a school’s culture.  We need to embody what Isabel Wilkerson (2020) describes 

as a spirit of “radical empathy” that “means putting in the work to educate oneself and to listen 

with a humble heart to understand another’s experience from their perspective, not as we 

imagine we would feel. Radical empathy is not about you and what you think you would do in a 

situation you have never been in and perhaps never will.  It is the kindred connection from a 

place of deep knowing that opens your sprit to the pain of another as they perceive it” (p. 377).  

Radical empathy on any number of levels - state, district, school, or even beginning within the 

college of education.  It just has to start somewhere.   

Classroom Recommendations 

The need for the partnerships with low-SES schools and communities is two-fold.  As 

mentioned throughout this dissertation, research suggests that the cultural capital we are born 

with impacts access, opportunity, and even ability for the remainder of one’s lifetime.  More 

recent research suggests that the influence of K-12 schooling in the building of capital in 
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instrumental.  The narratives of my participants suggest both.  Many of the participants felt and 

still feel as though they were often counted out before they ever began.  Their experience of 

schooling often reflected this dissonance.  It is not that there were not opportunities for post-

secondary work, for scholarships, for higher ACT scores available.  There were then and there 

are now.  However, how do you even know to look for these opportunities if they are outside of 

your realm of experience, especially without a guide to navigate this uncharted terrain. 

There remains an achievement gap that separates students of color from white students.  

There is a gap in the quality of school depending upon the community in which the school is 

located.  There is a gap in the acquisition of cultural capital that begins the moment we are born 

and extends throughout our lifetimes.  This implies a need to include exposure to other groups, 

other communities, as well as visits from college admissions counselors and trips to visit college 

campuses.  My first year as a teacher, I taught 8th grade English at a local Title I middle school. 

The students had not been on a field trip since elementary school and even then it was to a fire 

station and the post office.  When I inquired about a field trip I was shut down and told the 

students could not afford the trip.  I asked if I could try anyway and received a grudging nod yes.  

When we could afford the trip, I was then told they would not behave.  I asked a coach if he 

would attend the trip with us just in case it got out of hand and once he acquiesced, it was on.  In 

the end, one student of 120 could not pay for the field trip.  We went to Birmingham and visited 

Kelly Ingram Park, the Civil Rights Museum, and the 13th Street Baptist Church.  We rode on 

school buses because we could not afford touring buses but we did afford boxed lunches from 

Jason’s Deli. It was also a memory for them and for me that will always be remembered. 

You don’t know what you don’t know until you are exposed to different.  Continued and 

repeated exposure to people, places, events outside of their own social networks and comfort 
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zones.  It is easy to envision the life of an NBA star because the students are exposed to the 

status, income, accoutrements, and glory such a career can bring.  It is not as easy to envision the 

life of an engineer, a banker, a professor when they do not know anyone who lives that life.   

Every single participant, but particularly those participants who attended Lincoln, were 

acutely aware of inequities present within the competing schools and school systems.  This down 

to the quality of food served in the cafeteria, the number of counselors versus the number of 

security officers in place, the quality of their teachers, even the quality of their libraries.  A lack 

of cultural capital is nothing more than a barrier to increased opportunity.  Overcoming that 

barrier requires committed leaders, teachers, counselors, coaches, and parental partnerships that 

extend a hand through those barriers.  Nowhere was this felt more than in the quality of the 

teachers who chose to work at their respective schools.  However, these are systemic inequities 

that are often, but not always, related to the tax base of the communities that surround the 

schools in question.  The inequities of the diploma itself cannot be easily ignored.   

I mentioned the need for exposure to diverse populations being two-fold.  Future 

educators need to experience the cultural wealth of low-SES, majority-minority schools in low 

income communities.  The students who attend those schools need to see people who were 

brought up in other places, experience lives they have not seen or heard, and both communities 

are richer for that partnership.   

Every single participant involved in this dissertation felt unprepared for life after high 

school.  These students were not prepared for the lack of opportunities they faced due to lower 

than necessary ACT scores.  They were not prepared for applying to colleges and other post-

secondary opportunities and they were not prepared to navigate the waters that are the extremely 

complex financial aid system.  None of the students were aware there was a difference in trade 
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schools – that some were for profit and some were not for profit and that the strength of the 

program and the credential often depended on which they were.   

All of this could be alleviated by starting to provide this information sooner than the final 

half of their senior year.  The recommendations are simple yet their value would be 

immeasurable.  Encourage the creation of career fairs with local businesses in attendance.  Have 

college students who graduated from their high school come back to speak on their own 

experience – both good and bad.  Create days where students have mock job interviews and have 

to dress up and actually be interviewed for a possible job by a teacher who is not familiar with 

them.  More significantly, teach students within the K-12 classroom about issues of diversity 

starting the moment they enter pre-K but then continue that educational experience throughout 

their journey.  Require educators to address systemic inequalities and racism and implicit bias 

within the classroom so they can recognize these structures and the behaviors that support them.   

Conclusion 

  Since I interviewed these eight participants, COVID-19 has ushered in an unprecedented 

number of deaths and an entirely new way of life.  Its presence has also shined a huge spotlight 

on the systemic inequities that continue to persist within our educational system.  College 

applications rates are down, applications for federal student aid are down, and these numbers 

indicate a drop in the number of students of color and students of low-SES who are applying 

more than any other demographic (Nadworny, 2020; Meckler & Natanson, 2020; Einhorn, 

2020).   

 COVID-19 has also directly impacted the participants within this study.  Several remain 

unable to find work.  Malik has had to adjust to online schooling which is much more complex 

when he feels he is learning things for the first time.  Zion has been pulled up and is helping on 
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the front lines against COVID-19 in one of the hardest hit areas – Mississippi.  All are doing 

what they have been doing since before the pandemic hit – surviving. 

 Since I began writing this dissertation, Alabama’s graduation rate actually improved by 

less than a percentage point tying it for second in the nation.  All participants within this 

dissertation received a high school diploma certified by the state of Alabama.  There remains a 

perceived value in staying and school and earning your high school diploma, something every 

single participant in this study did.  The promise of the diploma offered a form of symbolic 

capital for these participants, a ticket to a better life and post-secondary opportunities.   

While several of the participants remain engaged in post-secondary studies, the other five 

are still struggling to find their place after graduation.  The diploma that was perceived as the 

opening of doors previously closed has not been what they imagined or they believe is its 

promise.  It has instead continued to reflect the systemic inequities that have been present 

throughout their entire educational journey.  It will take making enough noise to encourage the 

changes necessary in teacher and administrator preparation programs, state-wide school systems, 

district-level systems, and within the actual schools.  In the end, it will begin with one.  One 

person in a classroom willing to use the radical empathy Wilkerson (2020) writes of and to apply 

that to their classroom, to the beautiful humans within that classroom, and to their school’s 

culture.   
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Informed Consent Script 

Study Title:  

The Devaluation of the High School Diploma and the Myth of Meritocracy - "Look Momma, I 

Made It."  

Investigator’s Name, Position, Faculty or Student Status:  

Shelly Melchior – PhD Student, GTA – University of Alabama 

Institution: 

The University of Alabama.  This study is called “The Devaluation of the High School Diploma 

and the Myth of Meritocracy – “Look Momma, I Made It.”  The study is being done by Shelly 

Melchior, who is a PhD student at the University of Alabama. 

Does the investigator have any conflict of interest in this study?   

There are no conflicts of interest for the investigator conducting this research. 

What is this study about?  What is the investigator trying to learn?  

The purpose of this qualitative study is to explore what a high school diploma means for a 

student who has graduated from a majority/minority, high poverty institution.  What has been the 

historical trajectory of the high school diploma and what does it mean today?  Has college 

readiness devalued the diploma – especially in regard to those attending the institutions 

mentioned.  What if any impact is there on marginalized populations who graduate from these 

institutions and where does the myth of meritocracy fit in.  The research goals are to conduct oral 

history interviews with consenting participants, to conduct ethnographic research in subjects 

homes, conduct focus groups with consenting participants and consenting families. 

Why is this study important or useful?   

Your participation in this study is important/useful because there is very little research that takes 

a look at how the value of the high school diploma today – especially as it relates to those who 

attended majority/minority, high poverty institutions.   

Why have I been asked to be in this study?   

You have been asked to be in this study because you have recently graduated from a 

majority/minority, high poverty high school and have earned your high school diploma. There 

will be no more than ten participants total in the study – and all ten will be required to participate 

in the oral history interviews.  Participation in the focus group is not mandatory to participate, 

but it is suggested. 

What will I be asked to do in this study?  

If you meet the criteria and agree to be in this study, you will be asked to do these things:  
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1) You will be asked to participate in an oral history interview(s).  Audio recording of this 

 interview is necessary to participate.  The interview will take 1 to 2 hours. 

2) You will be asked to participate in a focus group with other participants of the study.  

 Audio recording will be necessary to participate.  This will also take 1 to 2 hours. 

3) There will be no more than ten participants total in the study – and all ten will be required 

 to participate in the oral history interviews.  Participation in the focus group is not 

 mandatory to participate, but it is suggested. 

What about my privacy? 

Your privacy is of the utmost importance to me.  For the oral history component of the project – 

we will do the interview in a private location and white noise may be used to reduce the chance 

that sensitive information will be overheard.  After the interview has been transcribed, all 

identifiers will be removed, and a name chosen by the participant will be used in its place.  I will 

also share the transcripts with each participant for member checking purposes. 

The focus group will also be conducted in a private location.  These will be held in an easily 

accessible location to the participants but will be such that focus groups cannot be observed by 

non-participants.  White noise may be used to reduce the chance that sensitive information could 

be overheard.   

You have the right to refuse to answer any question(s) asked of you either in the oral history 

interview or the focus group.   

The information that you give in the study will be handled confidentially.  Your data will be 

anonymized, and all participants will be allowed to pick their own pseudonym.  If one is not 

chosen by the participant, the PI will choose for the participant.  Your given name will not be 

collected or linked to any data.  When the study is completed, and the data have been analyzed, 

all audio tapes will be destroyed.  The raw data will be stored on UA’s BOX per the UA OIT 

recommendation.   

Because of the nature of the data, it may be possible to deduce your identity; however, there will 

be no attempt to do so and your data will be reported in a way that will not identify you.   

How will my confidentiality be protected?   

All measures will be taken to protect your confidentiality.  All data collected from this study will 

be safeguarded for that reason.  All data collected from this study will be safeguarded to protect 

your confidentiality.  All participants will be described/referred to using a pseudonym. At all 

times, notes or transcripts using any assigned pseudonyms will be separated from the pseudonym 

key.  

 Additionally, other identifying information, such as the year of the study, names of other people 

or locations, will be masked in any transcripts or notes.  The investigator will use member checks 

to ensure that the information that has been gathered has had any potentially identifying has been 

appropriately masked. 
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The individual interview recordings will be gathered using a digital voice recorder that will 

always be in the possession of the investigator.  Outside of the study, the digital recorder will be 

locked in a room and a file cabinet that are only accessible to the investigator.  The computer on 

which the transcriptions and reflections will be stored is password protected and is protected by 

both anti-virus and malware software.  The transcription files will also be password protected. 

Focus Groups members will be asked to practice confidentiality in regard to group members’ 

participation.  Participants in the focus group will be encouraged to practice confidentiality in 

regard to participants and the conversations within the focus group.  I will also remind everyone 

participating within the focus group that other members of the focus group will be able to 

identify them as research participants even if the information is anonymized.  

How much time will I spend being this study?  

Each individual interview will take about 1 to 2 hours.  The focus group will also take about 1 to 

2 hours.  . 

Will being in this study cost me anything?  

Participating in this study will not cost you anything.  The only cost to you from this study is 

your time. 

Will I be compensated for being in this study?   

You will not be compensated for being in this study. 

Can the investigator take me out of this study?   

The investigator may take you out of the study if she feels that, for some reason, the study is 

upsetting you, or if something happens that means you no longer meet the study requirements. 

What are the risks (dangers or harms) to me if I am in this study?  

There is little to no risks foreseen in this study. All measures will be taken to protect your 

confidentiality.  All data collected from this study will be safeguarded for that reason.  All data 

collected from this study will be safeguarded to protect your confidentiality.  All participants will 

be described/referred to using a pseudonym. At all times, notes or transcripts using any assigned 

pseudonyms will be separated from the pseudonym key.  

 Additionally, other identifying information, such as the year of the study, names of other people 

or locations, will be masked in any transcripts or notes.  The investigator will use member checks 

to ensure that the information that has been gathered has had any potentially identifying has been 

appropriately masked. 

The individual interview recordings will be gathered using a digital voice recorder that will 

always be in the possession of the investigator.  Outside of the study, the digital recorder will be 

locked in a room and a file cabinet that are only accessible to the investigator.  The computer on 

which the transcriptions and reflections will be stored is password protected and is protected by 

both anti-virus and malware software.  The transcription files will also be password protected. 
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Focus Groups members will be asked to practice confidentiality in regard to group members’ 

participation.  Participants in the focus group will be encouraged to practice confidentiality in 

regard to participants and the conversations within the focus group.  I will also remind everyone 

participating within the focus group that other members of the focus group will be able to 

identify them as research participants even if the information is anonymized.  

What are the benefits (good things) that may happen if I am in this study?  

Participation in this study will allow the subjects to recount their experiences achieving the high 

school diploma and to be able to speak of their preparation for life outside of the diploma.  The 

participants will also be assisting in adding to a limited body of scholarship that needs more 

focus and exploration. 

What are the benefits to science or society?   

This study will assist in measuring the myth of meritocracy as it is presented in our schools and 

to examine how that myth relates to the devaluation of the high school diploma and what this 

means for those students who have graduated majority/minority, high poverty institutions.   

What are the alternatives to being in this study?  Do I have other choices?   

The alternative to being in this study is not to participate. 

What are my rights as a participant in this study? 

Taking part in this study is voluntary.  It is your free choice. You can refuse to be in it at all. If 

you start the study, you can stop at any time.   

The University of Alabama Institutional Review Board (“the IRB”) is the committee that 

protects the rights of people in research studies. The IRB may review study records from time to 

time to be sure that people in research studies are being treated fairly and that the study is being 

carried out as planned.  

Who do I call if I have questions or problems?  

If you have questions, concerns, or complaints about the study right now, please ask them. If you 

have questions, concerns, or complaints about the study later on, please call Shelly Melchior at 

(205)534-9235.  

If you have questions about your rights as a person in a research study, call Ms. Tanta Myles, the 

Research Compliance Officer of the University, at 205-348-8461 or toll-free at 1-877-820-3066. 

You may also ask questions, make suggestions, or file complaints and concerns through the IRB 

Outreach website at http://ovpred.ua.edu/research-compliance/prco/ or 

rscompliance@research.ua.edu.    

After you participate, you are encouraged to complete the survey for research participants that is 

online at the outreach website or you may ask the investigator for a copy of it and mail it to the 

University Office for Research Compliance, Box 870127,  358 Rose Administration Building, 

Tuscaloosa, AL 35487-0127.   
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I have read this consent form. I have had a chance to ask questions. I agree to take part in it.  

I will receive a copy of this consent form to keep. 

 

______________________________________________________________________________   

Signature of Research Participant      Date 

 

______________________________________________________________________________   

Signature of Investigator       Date 

 

I agree to have all oral history interviews and to have my participation in the focus group(s) 

audio-recorded to be transcribed later.  All audio recordings will be destroyed after the research 

project is complete.  Please mark with your initials. 

 

__________________Yes.                                                     ____________________No. 
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APPENDIX THREE – IRB ACCEPTANCE AND CONSENT - RENEWAL 
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APPENDIX FOUR – INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
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Interview Protocol 

Interview Subject – High School Graduates from Majority/Minority, High Poverty Institutions. 

Research Purpose – Mark Warren writes that “two-thirds of black young men without a high 

school degree will end up in prison at some point in their lives.  At any one time, one-third of all 

black men without a high school degree are in prison or jail” (2014, p. 4). But what happens to 

those Black young men who do graduate with a high school diploma?  From the margins, these 

young men occupy a new space; a borderland between those who go on to gain acceptance to 

four-year state universities and those who have been pushed out, have dropped out, or are have 

taken their seat on the school-to-prison pipeline (McNeal, 2016; Erevelles, 2014).  Existing 

literature does not tell us the stories of those Black, Brown, and poor bodies that stay in school 

and go on to graduate only to find there are limited options available to them.  Indeed, the 

continued exclusion and discrimination against certain bodies adds to an already impermeable 

climate of inequity within society that marginalizes those of certain colors, class, gender, and 

ability.  The popular media tells us what happens to those outliers who go on to score well on the 

ACT and move on to four-year colleges and universities.  These stories are not research, they are 

instead mainstream news by virtue of their rarity.  We know of those who are pushed out, drop 

out, and move on to the school-to-prison pipeline.  What is lacking in the current literature is an 

understanding of those of color and poverty who remain in high school despite overwhelming 

odds.  Those students, like my own former students, who go on to post Facebook statuses that 

shout to all who scroll by – “Momma, I made it!”  These students who go on to earn their high 

school diploma only to find that the diploma they defied all odds to earn has been rendered 

meaningless due to a push for college readiness that leaves certain bodies behind.  It is my hope 

that this study will illuminate these dark corners that exist within the literature and within 

society, and that through this illumination will come discussion, and potentially more research 

aimed at those students’ who research too often forgets. 

Interview Questions - 

1.  Good Morning.  My name is Shelly Melchior and I am here with (participant) for the purpose 

of our first Oral History interview.  We’ll begin by running through a few things - first, is it okay 

if I record this interview?  Is it okay if I take notes during the interview?  I also want to make 

sure that you understand that we are doing this interview and the observations for the purpose of 

my dissertation.  My dissertation will be read and reviewed by my committee, but I will also 

potentially use the information from this interview for presentation at conferences and in 

published articles.  All of the information on who you are that could identify you will be 

anonymized so that I will be telling your story but only you and I will know I am telling your 

story.  Are you okay with this?  Okay then, let’s begin.  

2.  Could you tell me a bit about your background – where did you grow up?  Your family?  

Where do you live?  What was it like growing up in your household – how did you all spend 

quality/family time?  Were there educational opportunities?   

3.  What about your parent’s educational background?   
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4.  Could you tell me your earliest memories of schooling?  

5.  What did you want to be when you grow up?  How did that change as you went through 

school?  What is your fondest school memory?  Tell me about your least favorite memory?   

6.  If you think back – can you remember when you first learned about the high school diploma 

and what that meant to you?  Was it something you learned was of value through school itself, 

your parents, or through watching others achieve it?  Why do you think it mattered if it did at all?  

7.  What kind of school did you attend?  What kind of teachers did you have – what kind of 

school was it?  Did you develop relationships with your teachers/mentors?  Were you 

encouraged to take advanced or AP classes?  What was the expectation? 

8.  What do you remember about being informed about opportunities after graduation from high 

school?  Actually two parts – why do you think staying in school and graduating was important – 

and was graduation and success after high school linked or were they separate? 

9.  Are you the first member of your family to graduate from high school?  Tell me a bit about 

what that? What about your siblings?  How would you encourage them to make the most of their 

high school experience?  What if one of them wanted to drop out or get their GED – would you 

encourage them to stay in school or not?  What would you say? 

10.  What do you believe is the value of the high school experience – in other words, what did 

attending those 12 years of school and graduating do for you?  Why did you choose to stay in 

school?  

11.  What do you remember about standardized tests or ACT scores?  Were you told of their 

importance – how do you believe they measured you?  Were you given prep for these tests?  

How did the scores you received on these tests matter to you?    

12.  How do you believe you were prepared for life after high school?  What do you miss about 

high school?  What did you believe would happen for you after high school?  Did the two match 

up?  Did you have help preparing for life after high school?     

13.  Now it is kind of a reality check – what do you believe would occur after graduation and 

what has actually occurred?  What have you been doing?  What about your friends?  Can you 

talk about whether or not what you are doing now differs than what you imagined you’d be 

doing when you set graduation as a goal? 

14.  A kind of different question – considering the different high schools in our area – how do 

you feel your school measured next to the other high schools in our area?  What were the key 

differences?  What was better?  What was worst?  

15.  Do you think the achievement of the high school diploma matters as much now as it did 

when your parents were in school, your grandparents?  What has changed?  What needs to 

change?   

16.  If you could create the perfect schooling experience – what would it look like?   
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17.  Think back – do you remember if you believed that the achievement of the high school 

diploma was the end of the educational journey or a ticket to other opportunities?  Who told you 

this?  Did you have assistance or help in achieving those opportunities after high school? 

18.  Was it worth staying in school and graduating?  If so – why?  If not, why? 

19.  There is a phrase that is often associated with getting ahead in America – it is called the 

American Dream.  Tell me what you know about this phrase – have you heard it – can you define 

it in your own words – what do these words mean to you?  How important is education in the 

achievement of that dream? 

20.  Where do you see yourself in one year?  Five years?  10 years? 

21.  Where did you see yourself one year after graduation – if you can remember? 
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APPENDIX FIVE – INITIAL FACEBOOK POSTS 
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