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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

 

“We Just Find Ways to Survive”: Identity and Asset-Based Decision-Making Processes Among 

Black Youth in an AntiBlack Reality 

 

by 

Destiny McLennan 

Doctor of Philosophy in Education 

University of California, Los Angeles, 2021 

Professor Cecilia Rios-Aguilar, Chair 

 

 
The purpose of this study was to explore the decision-making processes of Black high school 

students, regarding their post-graduation plans (e.g. going to college, entering the workforce, 

etc.).While there is seemingly more attention, research, and money spent on college outreach, 

preparation, and promise programs (Perna, 2002), recent literature has shown us that higher 

education institutions target their college access efforts toward white, higher income 

communities (Jaquette & Salazar, 2018). Thus, as research has shown, urban students possessing 

the qualifications to enroll into four-year institutions often do not apply or enroll into these 

institutions (Roderick, Coca, & Nagaoka, 2011). This undermatching of urban students leads to 

the overrepresentation of low-income, students of color in the community college sector of 

higher education, and underrepresentation in the four-year sector (Anderson et al., 2015). To 

remedy this, this study takes a deeper look into not just college access, matriculation, and choice, 

but further asks what decisions Black high school graduates are making around their futures, and 
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why. While understanding the inequity in K-12 urban schools is important and deeply affect 

Black student decision making processes, this study expands literature around how, against the 

odds, students are making informed decisions. Considering the aforementioned, and guided by 

Social Reproduction Theory (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977), Community Cultural Wealth (Yosso, 

2005), and Black Critical Theory (Dumas & ross, 2016), this study asks: 1) What are Black 

students from “South LA high school” post-graduation decisions? 1a) Does, and if so how does, 

antiBlack racism affect their decisions? 2) What other factors influence their decision-making 

processes? 3) How do Black students from “Henry Lacks High School” make their decisions 

regarding their futures following high school? 3a) Does, and if so how does, antiBlack racism 

affect their decisions? Utilizing semi-structured interviews, walking interviews, and photo 

elicitation interviews this study will provides a number of implications for research, theory, and 

practice. Most prevalent is the need for researchers and practitioners to understand the political 

economy and how that affects student behaviors. Accordingly, it is necessary to understand how 

students recognize the ways in which antiBlack racism permeates through Black communities 

and schools, and make their decisions accordingly. Additionally, there must be a development of 

programming and policies that take identity-based approaches, have discussions of race and 

racial identity, and actually engage in equity work. 
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DEFINITIONS 

Antiblackness: goes beyond simple racism against Black people, but more specific to the 

oppositional relationship between Blackness and humanity as a whole (Dumas & ross, 2016). 

See Chapter 2 for a more through definition 

Black: The “B” in Black is capitalized in my writing to address the notion that Black is not 

merely a color, but refers to all people within the African Diaspora, and carries significant 

impact when considering the history of Black people within the United States. As a people 

undergoing a long struggle for racial justice, stripped of culture, identity, languages, and 

downright devaluing of our humanity, it is crucial to recognize that Black, with a capital “B” is 

all that is left for some of us to identify with.  

Urban Schools: schools in large cities with at least one million people, where it can sometimes 

be difficult to provide sufficient resources (Milner, 2012). See Chapter 2 for a more thorough 

definition 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

“I didn’t really set goals as far as life cause I just kinda lived in the moment. I wasn’t 

thinking about my future…My mom just always told me with anything that I do, be the 

best at it. So everything that I did, whether it was classes or grades, I had to be the best. I 

didn’t wanna come home and tell her I wasn’t the best. So like, I just always tried to do 

better than my peers” -Jay, 4th year undergraduate 

 

Jay, like other Black students in her community, grew up not necessarily knowing why education 

was important, but knowing it was. At a younger age she was not sure what she wanted to do, but 

she knew she had to be the best at it, because her “mom would not accept bad grades.” 

Fortunately for Jay, her mother’s advice of being the best translated to getting good grades and 

doing well in school, which isn’t always the case for many students. It wasn’t until applying to a 

college preparatory program, on the advice of her school counselor, that she began to realize the 

importance of higher education and keep college in mind. Because Jay’s mom doesn’t articulate 

to Jay why education is important, Jay was not able to communicate with me what she saw for 

her future as a high school student, or why she even chose her current major—illuminating that 

decisions are not static and often transforming.  

Students that seek out a higher education often does so for upward mobility (Morton, 

2019; Baum, Ma, & Payea, 2013), but at a great cost. Beyond the financial costs of higher 

education, in that it is unaffordable for most, receiving a higher education comes at a few 

“ethical costs” as well (Morton, 2019). That is, students often face ethical costs in striving for 

upward mobility, including familial relationships, friendships, community, and sense of identity 

(Morton, 2019). Additionally, beyond people influencing student decision-making, context does 

as well. Considering that where and when one was born, the socioeconomic and education level 

of one’s parents, race, gender, etc. often determines one’s position within society (Morton, 
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2019), it is necessary to explore how Black students come to make their decisions and the factors 

that influence them, given these contexts. It is with this in mind that I look at the pathways of 

Black students from urban high schools as they ready to graduate high school. This study doesn’t 

just look at college choice, but at pathways and more precisely at decision-making processes 

along educational and occupational trajectories. In a sense, this study explores the identity 

journey of Black students and asks, who do you want to be; why; and how will you get there, 

while exploring both the barriers and opportunities students navigate through. The focus of this 

dissertation is to understand the decision-making processes of Black students from an urban high 

school in South Los Angeles. 

Statement of the Problem 

While there exists ample literature on college and career choice, college access, and 

urban education, many of them do not offer asset-based approaches and explanations of Black 

student decision-making, college access, and success. In fact, choosing not to attend college is 

often regarded as an “uninformed decision” and a deficit. This study seeks to problematize the 

concept of “success,” as not only choosing to go to college, but instead, as the ability to make 

informed decisions. Additionally, education, and “opportunity” more broadly, is often discussed 

in terms of a “gap.” It is true that urban schools are often under resourced, and thus cannot 

always provide all the knowledge and skills necessary for their students to make completely 

informed decisions (Thompson Dorsey & Venzant Chambers, 2014; Ladson-Billings, 2006; 

Beck & Segrest-Purkiss, 2004). The California Department of Education (CDE) 2016-2017 

report shows that LAUSD has only 8.3% Black student enrollment, yet Black students account 

for 32.5% of school suspensions and 10.2% of dropouts. These data and statistics point to the 

blatant school-to-prison pipeline culture within many public, urban schools, and demonstrate that 
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Black students are targeted, even in public education. It is also true there is a gap in Black 

student high school graduation rates (Espinosa et al., 2019; EdTrust, 2014), Black student 

college access (College Campaign, 2019; Comeaux et al., 2019), and Black unemployment (U.S. 

Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2020). Discussion of such gaps is are far and wide. Even more 

alarming, with the current COVID-19 pandemic, we can only assume that these gross inequities 

will only be exacerbated, as we have already seen that 15,000 students in LAUSD have yet to 

access their online coursework. This study, however, does not seek to illuminate these harsh 

realities—plenty of literature already does so. Instead, this study seeks to reveal how, despite 

these statistics, Black students continue to strive for success. I further argue that urban schools 

are often the ones doing the most work. Because they are underfunded and under resourced, 

these schools do more to ensure that their students get as much as they can from the school, as 

well as provide ample outside resources for students to access.  

Urban Schools 

Of the 7.9 million Black students attending public schools nationwide, 46% attend urban 

schools, and about half attend schools where the majority of students are Black (EdTrust, 2014). 

While Black students are taking the steps necessary to attend college after high school (i.e. an 

increase in taking the ACT, SAT, and AP exams), only about 5% of Black students that 

graduated in 2013 met all four college-readiness benchmarks, compared to 33% of white 

students (EdTrust, 2014). Additionally, of Black students with high potential for success in 

Advanced Placement (AP) math, only 30% actually took the course (EdTrust, 2014).  

Even further, while Black student college enrollment has increased over the years, they 

are more likely to begin college in a community college or for-profit, where degree attainment is 

lower (Espinosa et al., 2019; EdTrust, 2014). As of 2016 for example, 44% of Black 
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undergraduates were more likely to be enrolled in public 2-year institutions and about 16% were 

enrolled in for-profit institutions, while 50.5% of white students were enrolled in public/private 

non-profit four-year institutions (Espinosa et al., 2019). Moreover, for students who began 

college in 2011 at a public four-year institution, 71.1% of white students finished a credential 

within six years while only 46% of Black students finished within six years—the lowest total 

completion rate among race groups (Espinosa et al., 2019).  

Although these data represented consistently compare Black students to white students, I 

only highlight their numbers to show just how poorly urban schools are equipped to provide for 

Black student needs. This study does not seek to problematically use white students as a default 

comparison group to marginalized students or students of color, but to emphasize the alarming 

numbers of Black students that exhibit large decreases with every level of educational 

attainment. These data beg the question: what kinds of educational cultures are fostered within 

urban schools despite the barriers and lack of resources they face? And, even further, how do 

students navigate their college and career trajectories despite such barriers and actually find 

opportunity? Then, given such circumstances, how do they make decisions around their 

academic and occupational prospects?  

College Choice 

As the aforementioned data reveals, Black student enrollment in higher education 

actually isn’t disproportional. The consistent focus on the “gap” that exists in education, while 

very real and necessary to examine, often lead to deficit notions of Black student success in 

education. For example, the population of Black people in the United States (13.4%) (U.S. 

Census estimate, 2018) is proportional to the percentage (14%) of Black students in higher 

education (NCES, 2016). However, the problem is where are these students going? Data reveals 
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that Black students are disproportionately overrepresented in community colleges and for-profit 

institutions, and underrepresented in four-year non-profit institutions (College Campaign, 2019). 

In California specifically, Black people make up 6.5% of the population (U.S. Census estimate, 

2019), yet 10% of private, for-profit institutions, 7% of community colleges, 6% of private, non-

profit institutions, 4% of CSUs, and 2% of UCs (College Campaign, 2019).  

This new stratification of higher education continues to serve the educationally 

advantaged at the expense of low-income students and students of color through various policy 

pathways like remediation and developmental education programs compounded with 

standardized testing, federal funding initiatives, and philanthropic funding initiatives (Anderson 

et al., 2015). Thus, those that are represented in four-year sectors (white, wealthy) are benefited 

by the disadvantage of those in the community college sector (low-income, students of color). 

Given such, it’s important to recognize the problematic nature of institutions (like the UC 

system) that boast diversity, yet literally benefit from the reproduction of white supremacy 

within education.  

Career Choice 

While college access increases for all students, those who do not choose to attend college 

become increasingly disadvantaged in the labor market (DeLuca et al., 2016). The dominant 

college-going culture in many high schools does little to prepare students for direct entry into the 

labor market, occupational community college programs, or trade schools (DeLuca et al., 2016). 

However, low-income students of color are increasingly accessing for-profit trade schools, with 

the hope changing their socioeconomic status and, instead, wind up in large amounts of debt with 

very little positive college or career outcomes (DeLuca et al., 2016). In fact, the unemployment 

rate for those holding only a high school diploma sits at 3.8%, the unemployment rate for those 
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with some college or an Associate’s degree is 2.8%, and the unemployment rate for those 

holding a Bachelor’s degree or higher is 2.0% (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2020). 

Considering urban schools are under resourced in providing Black students with the tools 

necessary to access college, as well as the high unemployment rate for those with only a high 

school diploma, we must explore the information students are presented with and how they then 

make decisions based on the information they are given.  

A Brief Note on AntiBlackness 

 It is impossible to discuss Black student decision-making without discussing the barriers 

these students face—mainly racism. However, beyond racism, Black people face a specific type 

of racism known as antiblackness, which is central to all social, economic, historical, and cultural 

dimensions of human life (Dumas & ross, 2016). Antiblackness stems out of Afro-pessimism 

which posits that the world is structured by antiblack solidarity (Wilderson, 2010). Thus, the 

“imaginations that allow for the social recognition of humanness of others excludes this 

possibility for Black people” (Wilderson, 2010). Given this foundational understanding of 

Blackness within society, antiblackness, and Afro-pessimism, is uninterested in finding solutions 

to racism and equity, but instead is determined to explore Blackness as “a structural position in 

society” (Wilderson, 2010). Similarly, this study seeks to explore how, despite a possible 

awareness of the position of Blackness within society, how are Black high schoolers faced with 

choices around their futures.  

Purpose & Research Questions 

Given the aforementioned high school and college contexts, we must explore how Black 

students make sense of such circumstances, and particularly how they make decisions around 

their futures. We must begin to look deeper into not just college access and matriculation, but 
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identity and asset-based decision-making processes. While there exists ample literature on 

college choice, and an increase in scholars developing college choice models more geared 

toward underrepresented students, it is important to go beyond college choice and ask what 

decisions Black high school graduates are making around their futures, and why.  

We must also further the conversation problematizing the concept of “choice” which 

assumes students are always presented with multiple options regarding college (Iloh, 2018). 

There is less research focusing on Black students specifically, but pondering between Perna’s 

(2006) conceptual model of studying access and choice, Iloh’s (2018) choice model for post-

traditional students, and Yosso’s (2005) community cultural wealth model will help determine 

the “choices” Black students are presented when deciding on college. Specifically, Iloh’s (2018) 

model will help us understand the complexities of “choice” and how one’s identity and life 

experiences deeply impact their various degrees of opportunity. Finally, this project examines 

how the impact of social justice, culture, diversity, counseling, and family support within the 

high school impacts student decision-making and access as well as their personal self-

development. It’s imperative to understand the identities, wealths, and capitals students are 

leveraging in making their post-high school decisions a reality, as well as the barriers they face, 

and how they navigate such barriers to reach their goals. While understanding high school 

inequity is important and deeply affect Black student decision making processes, this study 

emphasizes an expansion on literature around how, against the odds, these “under-resourced” 

schools still strive for student success, push their students toward college, and support other 

career pathways should students choose to deviate. Additionally, we must further explore how 

Black students are navigating such environments, particularly in the presence of antiBlack 

racism. Thus, this study still negotiates the cultures in K-12 urban schools that both push 
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students toward success (whether success means college or not) or push students away from the 

school, because both can, and do, exist.  

This study asks:  

1) What are Black students from “South LA high school” post-graduation decisions?  

o 1a) Does, and if so how does, antiBlack racism affect their decisions?  

2) What other factors (i.e. identity, family, community, aspirations, etc.) influence their 

decision-making processes?  

3) How do Black students from “Henry Lacks High School” make their decisions 

regarding their futures following high school? 

o 3a) Does, and if so how does, antiBlack racism affect their decisions? 

Answering these research questions will be deeply informed by three theoretical 

frameworks: Social Reproduction Theory (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977); Community Cultural 

Wealth (Yosso, 2005); and Black Critical Theory (Dumas & ross, 2016). Social Reproduction 

Theory (SRT) argues that instead of schools providing equal opportunity for upward mobility, 

they simply reproduce and perpetuate the dominant culture of social inequalities and the myth of 

meritocracy (Collins, 2009; MacLeod, 2009; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). Thus, students are 

pushed to believe that they succeed or fail in school based on their own merit. Because this study 

seeks to understand how Black students make decisions given their contexts, it is important to 

recognize their schooling context as one that reproduces racist and white supremist ideologies. 

Yosso’s (2005) anti-deficit Community Cultural Wealth (CCW) model allows us to understand 

how students inform their own decisions around their futures. Expanding on Critical Race 

Theory’s challenge to the deficit notions of Communities of Color, Yosso (2005) developed a 

model to more meticulously describe the various forms of capital Communities of Color possess. 
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This study will focus on how Black students utilize these forms of capital to inform their 

decision-making and how they remain resistant to structural inequality (Yosso, 2005). CCW has 

not been sufficiently used to study Black students, yet Black students also carry these forms of 

wealth. Thus, this study will fill gaps and highlight the various capital Black students activate in 

their daily lives and in accessing higher education. Additionally, because I center Black students, 

their experiences, and their voices, utilizing a framework theorizing race, and specifically 

Blackness, is crucial for this study. Thus, Black Critical Theory (BlackCrit) provides the 

necessary lens to analyze conditions uniquely experienced by Black people, and specifically how 

this group experiences antiBlackness. BlackCrit allows us to interrogate how antiBlack racism 

affects the educational experiences of Black students and, therefore, their decision-making 

processes. Additionally, BlackCrit allows us to interrogate how notions of meritocracy and 

multiculturalism affect student perceptions of their futures.  

Furthermore, this study utilizes a phenomenological methodological approach. 

Phenomenology focuses on the lived experiences of individuals, and how said experiences are 

transformed into consciousness (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Through semi-structured interviews, 

walking interviews, and photo elicitation, this study explores student experiences, contextualizes 

said experiences, and allows for reflection of those experiences. Thus, students will be able to 

contextualize and reflect on the decisions made after high school. 

Implications for Future Research and Practice 

 As aforementioned, previous research has done well in documenting issues in educational 

equity as well as provide new theories, models, and programs geared toward alleviating equity 

issues, and providing more opportunity for all students. Unfortunately, much of the literature, 

models, and programs are based in market-driven, cost-benefit, and economic perspectives that 
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rarely leverage student identities and assets. Even further, sociological and ecological models 

still don’t do enough to tie in student racial identities. People are questioning their identities, 

especially given the current political economy of the country, so it is crucial for models and 

programs to be based in student identities. Without conversations around racial identity, new 

policy initiatives mean nothing. Thus, it is imperative for future research to center student 

identities. 

 Additionally, certain program and policy initiatives also lack identity-based approaches. 

For example, dual enrollment programs are excellent in helping students of color and low-

income students gain college experience. Guided pathways works to (1) clarify paths to students’ 

end goals; (2) help students choose and enter a pathway; (3) help students stay on path; (4) and 

ensure students are learning (Jenkins, Lahr, Fink, & Ganga, 2018). Policies focusing on 

streamlining student major choices work to bring awareness to all majors, to improve student 

decision-making. However, a discussion of race and racial identity is almost always absent. 

Students of color need information that is not solely academic, but also tied to their identities. 

Thus, programs and policies engaging in equity work are actually doing a disservice to students 

if not centering their identities. 

Significance 

Numerous studies have explored the “achievement gap” Black students face in education, 

and the overrepresentation of Black people in the unemployment sector. This study purposely 

avoids highlighting disparities in Black achievement because there is an abundance of literature 

already doing so. Instead, this study highlights how, despite numerous barriers, Black students 

still make difficult decisions about their futures. A focus on how these students are making these 

decisions is desperately needed. Various pathway models (both college and career) usually focus 
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on “traditional students” and even those that focus on non-traditional students often neglect the 

needs and voices of Black students. While these models can be used as a guide in understanding 

student decision-making, they should not be used to blatantly predict student behavior—

particularly those from marginalized backgrounds. As Jay from the earlier vignette demonstrates, 

as well as other Black students from her high school, Black students are often battling internal 

and external barriers. Upon first looking over Jay’s interview transcripts, I thought how could 

someone who is so aware of oppressive systems and institutions in place that work to impede 

Black student success, leave high school without clear direction of where they are going. After 

multiple reviews of the transcripts however, I found that understanding oppressive systems and 

then being pushed, or forced, to work and learn in these systems can create confusion in making 

decisions as a high school upperclassman. There lies the importance of understanding the ways 

in which antiBlackness is embedded within the structure of our society, and the importance in 

recognizing the effect of such on Black students’ decision-making processes. 

Overview of Chapters 

 This dissertation is comprised of five chapters. Chapter 1 discusses a brief summary of 

dissertation goals, questions, framework, literature, and significance. Chapter 2 includes a review 

of relevant literature and the theoretical frameworks utilized in the study. Literature revolves 

around urban schooling, college access and choice, career choice, race and racism in schooling, 

and presents gaps in the literature in which this study addresses. I then explain in detail the 

frameworks utilized including Social Reproduction Theory, Community Cultural Wealth, and 

Black Critical Theory, linking them together to create my broader conceptual framework. 

Chapter 3 then introduces the methodology utilized. In detail I discuss my research site, 

participant selection, data collection methods, and data analyses. I provide a rationale for 
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utilizing phenomenology, narrative inquiry, walking interviews, photo elicitation interviews, and 

both inductive and deductive analyses. Chapter 3 concludes with my personal narrative / 

researcher positionality. In Chapter 4 I present participant profiles including a few images shared 

by them. I then outline my analysis of my thematic findings and how they connect with my 

theoretical frameworks. Lastly, Chapter 5 presents a summary of the findings as well as in depth 

implications for research, theory, and practice. I conclude with the significance and importance 

of this research, and why there is a need for more like it. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS 
 

This research project focuses on the decision-making processes of Black high school 

students regarding their post-graduations plans (e.g. going to college, the workforce, etc.). 

Particularly, I am interested in student experiences in and out of the high school, and how such 

experiences affect their decisions. Because I focus on decision-making, understanding the 

contexts in which students are making these decisions is imperative. I argue that simply because 

a student decides against going to college, does not necessarily mean their decision is 

“uninformed.” Additionally, because I focus on Black students, an understudied group in the 

decision-making literature, I use much of the existing literature as a guide to understand how 

Black students make their decisions within their given contexts. Lastly, this study centers race 

and racism, specifically antiblackness, because it is impossible to live within the U.S., in a Black 

body, without having ever experienced antiblackness (Bell, 2018; Dumas, 2014). 

The series of topics I’m reviewing cover a large range of areas including urban education, 

higher education, and career choice literature. For the purposes of this study, and given the 

aforementioned contexts, this chapter reviews literature on urban schools, where about half of all 

Black students attend (EdTrust, 2014), college access, including college preparation and college 

choice, as well as career choice. 

This chapter concludes with a discussion of the theories informing my conceptual 

framework. Before reviewing the literature however, we must first discuss race, it’s meaning, 

and how it affects the decision-making of Black students in urban schools. 

Urban Schools 

While the term “urban” has a range of definitions used throughout both K-12 and higher 

education literature, this study uses Milner’s (2012) conceptualization of schools that are “urban 
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intensive.” These are schools in large cities with at least one million people, where it can 

sometimes be difficult to provide sufficient resources (Milner, 2012). Additionally, factors 

external to the school (i.e. housing, poverty, and transportation) are connected directly to what 

happens inside of the school (Milner, 2012). While challenges in urban schools are caused by a 

myriad of factors including inadequate teaching practices, inadequate funding, poor 

administrative decisions, student home living conditions, family income, etc. (Milner, 2013), this 

section focuses on how inequitable funding and criminalization affect student decision-making 

practices. First, however, we must discuss the social construction of race and how it shapes 

student decisions. 

Race and Racism in Urban Schools 

Today, race is largely accepted as a social construct. It is considered a concept socially 

created that is largely determined by phenotype and facial features. Though socially constructed, 

race matters because of the hierarchical social value placed on one’s skin color and facial 

composition (Howard, 2019). Omi and Winant (2015) assert that we must negotiate how race is 

defined, the meanings attached to it, and how it is used to create, reproduce, and challenge racist 

structured. This process of race making is what they refer to as racial formation—“the 

sociohistorical process by which racial identities are created, lived out, transformed, and 

destroyed” (p.109). They break this theory down into several steps: racialization, racial projects, 

racism, and racial politics (Omi & Winant, 2015). For the purpose of this study, we will be 

focusing on racialization and racial projects. The authors define racialization as “the extension of 

racial meaning to a previously racially unclassified relationship, social practice, or group” (p. 

111). Furthermore, racialization also relies on various interpretations and associations to a race 

which then places one into a racial category (Omi & Winant, 2015). Thus, racialization happens 
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on both macro- and micro- levels, evidenced by larger, worldly incidents like the creation and 

sustenance of chattel slavery, and smaller, more interpersonal incidents like racial profiling (Omi 

& Winant, 2015). Additionally, a racial project is “simultaneously an interpretation, 

representation, or explanation of racial identities and meanings, and an effort to organize and 

distribute resources (economic, political, cultural) along particular racial lines” (Omi & Winant, 

2015, p. 125). Again, such racial projects can be seen on both a macro and micro level within 

society. I argue that such racialization and racial projects operate in K-12 schooling and in 

decision-making. Racialization shows up in deficit teaching practices and the criminalization of 

Black youth. Racial projects show up in K-12 schooling through various policies like zero 

tolerance that contribute to the school to prison pipeline, as well as inequitable funding to urban 

schools. Such practices can affect students’ decision-making around not only choosing which 

college to attend, but also choosing to even attend college.  

While understanding how race and racism affect Black students in urban schools is 

necessary in exploring how these students make decisions around their futures is necessary, we 

cannot take a truly political economy, identity-based, and asset based approach without 

considering other aspects of a student’s identity. Thus, for this study, it is essential to explore 

student’s intersecting identities, mainly their race and class. Coined by the Black feminist 

lawyer, Professor Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw in 1989, intersectionality was created to 

illustrate the experiences of racism and sexism of Black women in the US. It has since become 

an analytical tool to examine how different power structures intersect, function, and impact 

people’s experiences. In the context of this study, how race and socioeconomic class intersect 

and affect students’ experiences. Patricia Hill Collins (2016) calls for readers to reconceptualize 

race, class, and gender as categories of analysis by recognizing the institutional, symbolic, and 
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individual dimensions of oppression. That is, recognizing that racism, sexism, and elitism all 

have concrete institutional locations that are often obscured with ideologies claiming equality of 

opportunity, which places certain groups in certain institutional niches with varying degrees of 

penalty and privilege (Hill Collins, 2016). Symbolically, images applied to different race, class, 

and gender groups “interact in maintaining systems of domination and subordination” (Hill 

Collins, 2016, p. 39). Lastly, we must recognize the ways in which race, class, and gender, as 

categories of analysis, affect us individually (Hill Collins, 2016). Thus, this study recognizes 

how intersecting identities and categories of analysis, mainly race and class, maintain systems of 

domination and subordination within society and within schooling. 

Inequitable Funding 

Urban has also come to describe places where families are left behind due to the 

changing economy, and poverty and segregation are centralized (Darling-Hammond, 2013). The 

United States spends more money on the education of affluent children than that of poor 

students, with while wealthy suburbs spending two to three times as more than what other areas 

and communities can afford (Darling-Hammond, 2013). Consequently, due to this inequitable 

funding of public schools and public school segregation, Black and Latinx students are left in 

segregated urban schools that lack basic resources (e.g. qualified teachers, up-to-date textbooks, 

computers, etc.) (Darling-Hammond, 2013).  

While gains were made in the 1970s to close educational gaps among underrepresented 

students, these gains were reversed under the Reagan administration through various reforms and 

budget cuts (Darling-Hammond, 2013). The Reagan era introduced high-stakes testing which 

drove most policy initiatives, leading to decreases in funding that worked toward closing 

educational gaps, while student needs grew (e.g. experiences with immigration, homelessness, 
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poverty, etc.) (Darling-Hammond, 2013). An education debt (Ladson-Billings, 2006) persists 

which prevents schools that are predominantly Black to be equitable to schools that are more 

integrated or predominantly white. This education debt, defined as the abandoned school 

resources that should be invested in schools primarily consisting of low-income students 

(Ladson-Billings, 2006), impedes Black student success and access to higher education. Such 

working class schools lead students to jobs that are mechanical and routine, instead of tapping 

into students creativity and planning skills (Anyon, 2005). It is within this realm that this study 

operates. Because urban schools aren’t always equipped to provide their students with the skills 

and knowledges necessary to support their needs, it is important to delve deeper into what is 

going on in these schools, and how they’re creating strong pathways for their students, despite 

their lack of resources and funding. 

Criminalization 

The school-to-prison pipeline in the United States has worked to push students out of 

schools and into the prison industrial complex, through unfair policies, ideologies, and practices 

(Meiners, 2011). These practices and policies are exemplified through zero-tolerance policies--

those that punish students severely, no matter how minor the infraction may be (Skiba & 

Peterson, 1999)--and excessive police force on campus (Meiners, 2011). These policies 

contribute to Black student dropout rates, suspension and expulsion rates (Contractor & Staats, 

2014), and low matriculation into four year institutes of higher education (Browne, 2003; 

Meiners, 2011). 

Poor resources and funding can often lead to exacerbated zero tolerance policies. 

Proponents of zero tolerance believe that the policy succeeds at treating all offenders equally for 

rule-breaking (Fries and Mitchell, 2007). However, these arguments ignore that students of color 
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are treated unfairly, and zero tolerance policies in fact further criminalize students (Insley, 2001). 

Students begin to internalize this criminalization (Rios, 2009), and zero tolerance policies then 

begin to exacerbate misbehavior (Insley, 2001). The punitive culture of public education expands 

to mass incarceration of Black youth (Simmons, 2009). Suggesting that these policies go beyond 

behavioral infractions and reflect a specific targeting of Black students, making them antiblack.  

Given the generally high incarceration rates within our country compared to others, 

compounded with the disproportionate amount of people in color that compose prisons and jails, 

it is no wonder that our schooling institutions can, and do, funnel students into jails and prisons. 

In fact, “the strong relationship between undereducation, unemployment, and incarceration has 

created a vicious cycle, as lack of adequate investment in education increasingly funds prisons 

that now compete with the funding available for education” (Darling-Hammond, 2013, p. xii). 

Thus, it is no surprise that in California specifically, more money is spent on corrections than on 

public colleges and universities, while slots in the state’s higher education systems decrease 

(Darling-Hammond, 2013). The United States has a history of capitalizing and surviving off low-

wage work, similar to slavery (Meiners, 2011). Due to inequitable access to state resources, K-12 

public education funnels youth of color from schools to non-living wage work, street 

participation or war economy participation, and/or prisons (Meiners, 2011). The rapid expansion 

of prisons in the United States within the past thirty years has reinforced policy, practice, and 

ideological linkages between schools and prisons (Meiners, 2011). This is exemplified even in 

the way some schools are built: large, prison-like fences, metal detectors, excessive police force, 

random drug searches, etc. Moreover, Black males are more likely to be thought of as inferior 

due to their race and gender, and therefore more likely to be punitively disciplined at a gross 

disproportionate level, revealing that Black males are more criminalized in K-12 public 
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education than they are educated (Allen & White-Smith, 2014). The criminalization of Black 

males in particular, shortens their educational advancement and funnels them into a life of 

incarceration (Simmons, 2009). Additionally, Brunson and Miller (2006) found that though 

women are policed for more minor crimes like breaking curfew, they are still harassed verbally 

and sometimes sexually during police altercations. Thus, gender, race, and locale each work in 

how youth are policed. Understanding the gross criminalization of young Black girls and boys in 

school is necessary when examining how these students make decisions around their futures, 

especially in realizing how antiblackness manifests in such criminalization. 

While the inequitable funding of urban schools exacerbate gaps in educational outcomes, 

urban schools are taking steps to reverse the effects of harsh and discriminatory policies, as well 

as increase access to college. More schools are moving toward a more culturally responsive 

teaching approach. Culturally responsive teaching is an approach to teaching that makes 

connects students culture with the curriculum, with students’ culture possibly even informing 

and shaping curriculum. Culturally responsive teaching uses the cultural heritages, orientations, 

and backgrounds experiences of students of color to improve academic achievement (Gay, 

2013). Additionally The Los Angeles Unified School District passed a School Climate Bill of 

Rights containing many provisions regarding school disciplinary action, specifically reversing 

the reliance on zero-tolerance policies (Contractor & Staats, 2014). Because of the 

disproportional effects of zero tolerance policies on students of color, specifically Black students, 

school policymakers have begun to reconsider zero tolerance (Contractor & Staats, 2014). More 

school districts are continuing to eliminate zero-tolerance from their school policies because of 

the rise of overly punitive school climates, lost instruction time, and the indiscriminate and 

inconsistent utilization of zero tolerance (Contractor & Staats, 2014). Districts want to reduce the 
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growing number of student push out (Contractor & Staats, 2014), which pushes them into a 

criminal justice system (Meiners, 2011). Thus, an influx of college outreach and preparation 

programs came to close educational outcome gaps, and increase college access for historically 

underrepresented youth. 

College Access and Choice 

College Preparatory Programs 

Perna (2002) examined precollege outreach programs and found that most programs 

targeting low-income, historically underrepresented minorities, and potential first-generation 

college students made a commitment to increasing college attendance, college awareness, and 

providing exposure to college. The study shows that, unfortunately, these types of programs 

should happen by the eighth grade for success, which rarely happens (Perna, 2002). Programs 

like this, while small-scaled, are necessary and beneficial in fostering student’s academic and 

self-development. Larger scaled programs can and should follow this model, and specifically 

keep students’ racial and cultural identities at the center of their programming. Nonetheless, as 

Perna (2015) states, while college access and success programs make necessary contributions to 

increasing access to higher education for underrepresented students, they are insufficient in 

creating large scaled change. However, whether large scale changes occur or not, these programs 

would continue to be important for underrepresented students in which the current system fails to 

serve (Perna, 2015). Despite college preparatory programs not operating at a middle school level, 

high school outreach can still be beneficial to students from urban schools. In the What Works 

Clearinghouse practice guide for high schools to help students navigate to college, Tierney et al. 

(2009) acknowledges how difficult it is for low-income and first-generation students to access 

college. The authors developed recommendations for high schools and school districts based on 
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research done on varying college access programs, including: beginning college preparation in 

the ninth grade, connecting students with college-educated mentors, and helping students 

actually complete tasks to enroll into college (Tierney et al., 2009).  

Unfortunately, there is a lack of consideration of how students interpret and perceive 

these programs in the college preparatory literature. Additionally, sometimes programs engaging 

in culturally relevant teaching, they can actually push students away from college because of the 

emphasis on racism within these institutions. Thus, it is important to consider student voices, 

experiences with, and opinions on college preparatory programs. 

Accessing an institution is not enough as transitioning into college presents another 

barrier for students. Studies have shown that a gap exists between those getting accepted into 

college and those actually enrolling (Castleman & Page, 2016). Engle and Tinto (2008) found 

that easing the transition into college promotes student success for low-income, first generation 

students. Advising, tutoring, and mentoring from faculty and peers can provide a smooth 

transition into college (Engle & Tinto, 2008). Additionally, summer bridge programs can also 

provide effective and smooth transitioning into college (Engle & Tinto, 2008). These types of 

programs can offer students an opportunity to acclimate to the college environment and begin 

their coursework early.  

To improve college access programs, schools must be purposeful in providing courses 

and in-service workshops for teachers that challenge hegemonic notions of the origins and nature 

of race (Chikkatur, 2012). Waddell (2014) argues that students of color persist at higher rates in 

programs that hold diversity at the core of their work. Furthermore, teachers participating in 

these programs are much better prepared to teach in urban schools (Waddell, 2014). Upon 

identifying and evaluating college access programs, Gandara (2001) found that effective college 
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preparatory programs include: providing mentors; providing high quality instruction; making 

long-term investments into students (as opposed to short term interventions); consideration of 

students’ cultural backgrounds; peer support; and financial assistance. Program limitations 

include, but are not limited to: small number of students affected; participant selection; long-term 

outcomes; and types of postsecondary institutions chosen (Gandara, 2001). Additionally, and 

very alarming, few programs evaluate themselves, and are created and operated based on 

assumptions of what they think effective (Gandara, 2001).  

College Choice 
 

In the past few years, we have seen a rise in college outreach, preparation, and promise 

programs geared toward increasing access to college for underrepresented students (i.e. students 

of color, low-income students, first-generation students) (Perna, 2015). In California, the effects 

of Proposition 209 on Black student enrollment, most notably within the UC system (Contreras, 

et al., 2018), created a need for programs geared to increasing access for students of color 

specifically. With the increase in programming came a surge in literature around how these 

programs are organized, “what works” and “what doesn’t work” in these programs, and how we 

can improve these programs to continue making access to college more equitable (Gandara, 

2001; Perna, 2002; Ishitani & Snider, 2004; Harvill, Maynard, Nguyen, Robertson-Kraft, & 

Tognatta, 2012). While there is seemingly more attention, and money, spent on these programs 

and their effects, recent literature has shown us that higher education institutions target their 

college access efforts toward white, higher income communities (Jaquette & Salazar, 2018). In 

addition to disparities in who colleges are targeting, there exists a disconnect when discussing 

financial aid between college counselors and low-income students, which stems from differing 

understandings of affordability (McDonough & Calderone, 2006). Moreover, students from low 
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minority, low-income populated high schools have lower rates of immediate college enrollment 

(55%) than students from low minority, high-income populated high schools (71%) 

(clearinghouse, 2018). Low-income students continue to perceive college as unaffordable, and 

college counselors push students toward community college as their only affordable option 

(McDonough & Calderone, 2006). Habitus, as described by McDonough and Calderone (2006) 

are the attitudes, beliefs, and perceptions shaping one’s actions, strategies, and expectations. 

While habitus may appear natural, they are socially constructed (McDonough & Calderone, 

2006). Thus, it is important to deconstruct dominant ideologies of valuable knowledge and 

cultural capital. Understanding the contextual nature of money, the family’s material position, 

and the habitus from which these families make decisions (e.g. leveraging students’ various 

identities and cultures) would help increase access for low-income students (McDonough & 

Calderone, 2006). But, because this rarely happens, college access continues to operate in a non-

meritocratic way, by privileging those that carry the dominant habitus and have “proper” college 

knowledge (i.e. those that are wealthy). Additionally, those who grow up in communities that 

may be deemed disadvantaged often must look elsewhere for opportunities for upward mobility 

(Morton, 2019). Unfortunately, striving for upward mobility for these communities often come at 

great ethical costs (e.g. familial responsibilities, community ties, etc.) (Morton, 2019). Thus, 

when choosing what to do after high school, low-income / disadvantaged communities must 

negotiate costs that are not just monetary, and must consider how their choices will benefit 

themselves, their families, and their communities in the long run. 

 As such, considering students’ context (e.g. community, family, SES, habitus, race), is 

necessary when conceptualizing student choice. In a direct challenge to the lack of examination 

of how such contexts shape student experiences, Iloh (2018) reconceptualizes “choice” arguing 
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that exploring the “concept of opportunity,” which considers both the perceived and real 

opportunities students have in their college pursuit will allow us to explore why some students 

attend certain colleges. Iloh (2018) argues that people have varying degrees of opportunity 

impacted by their identity, life experience, and other contexts, which can influence the way they 

view the necessity of college. Furthermore, Iloh (2018) suggests that “choice” is a problematic 

way of understanding how students make decisions around college because the term 

“choice…presumes that there are multiple options for college hopefuls at one given time” (p. 

239). Similarly, this study seeks to disrupt the utilization of traditional “choice” models. While 

these models have helped us understand barriers in college access a little more, they rarely 

account for student identities as well as the wealth and knowledges they already possess. 

Additionally, similar to Iloh (2018), this study argues that traditional choice models that often 

utilize the economic perspectives of decision-making and engages in cost-benefit analysis do not 

work when trying to account for the actual lived experiences and realities of students of color. 

Additionally, these same arguments can be made when trying to understand how students make 

decisions around their careers. 

College Access 

Even further, a reliance on standardized testing creates a barrier for students, as 

these tests have been proven to be culturally and racially biased (Au, 2015; Knoester & Au, 

2015), and is a weak predictor in college persistence for all students at both CSUs1 and 

UCs2 (Kurlaender & Cohen, 2019). In fact, standardized tests predict a small amount of 

college outcomes—even less when controlling for high school GPA and individual and 

institutional characteristics (Kurlaender & Cohen, 2019). High school GPA has been 

 
1 California State University system 
2 University of California system 
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proven to consistently be the best predictor of not only first-year grades, but four-year 

outcomes as well (Geiser & Santelices, 2017). Unfortunately, this topic is still very much 

contested as the College Board maintains their tests are non-discriminatory, and has 

evolved into a test focused on skills and concepts necessary for college work (Hartocollis, 

2019). Thus, politicians and administrators struggle with completely banning the test, and 

have taken on more test-optional approaches.  

Furthermore, stereotype threat, defined as the risk of confirming one’s negative 

stereotypes based on race, ethnicity, gender, and or cultural group (Steele, 1999), shows up 

within standardized testing. Multiple studies have signaled to the negative effects 

stereotype threat can have on test performance, even for high-achieving students (Steele & 

Aronson, 1998; Arbuthnot, 2009), as well as on broader educational outcomes (Chang, 

Eagan, Lin, & Hurtado, 2011). Though standardized testing was created in theory to be 

used as a meritocratic selection process (Park & Liu, 2014; Furuta, 2017), research has 

shown how it is unfair, culturally biased, and furthers racial inequality in education (Park & 

Liu, 2014; Au, 2015). Students from minoritized backgrounds may experience stereotype 

threat while testing, and not perform well. On the other hand, students with the means to 

pay for adequate preparation for their SATs/ACTs are the ones who will perform well and 

gain access to higher education. In fact, in a recent suit against the University of California, 

a coalition of students argue that the use of standardized tests has led to a “test-prep 

industry” which privileges families that can afford to pay for their children’s tutoring, 

sometimes as early as the eighth grade (Hartocollis, 2019). Thus, standardized testing 

doesn’t actually measure student abilities. While schools are continuing to move toward 

test-optional approaches in their college admission practices (Furuta, 2017), colleges are 
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still over reliant on standardized testing in their admissions practices (Park & Liu, 2014). 

This reliance on standardized testing for college admissions overshadows other ways 

students demonstrate achievement, aptitude, and potential (Park & Liu, 2014).  

Research has shown that urban students that possess the qualifications to enroll into 

four-year institutions often do not apply or enroll into these institutions (Roderick, Coca, & 

Nagaoka, 2011). Furthermore, urban students often enroll into institutions with selectivity 

levels they are overqualified for (Roderick et al., 2011). The undermatching of urban 

students leads to the aforementioned overrepresentation of low-income, students of color in 

the community college sector of higher education, and underrepresentation in the four-year 

sector (Anderson et al., 2015). However, even with research showing under-matching, 

there exists gross inequities in high school, specifically when broken down by demographic 

type. For example, when examining California high schools, Martin, Karabel, and Jaquez 

(2005) found that schools that are predominantly Black have lower admissions into 

colleges because fewer applicants are admitted. Thus, many Black high school graduates 

go on to enter the workforce immediately following high school. 

The greatest increase in college access into four-year institutions, however, has 

been through the doors of community colleges (Deil-Amen, 2015). These students, labeled 

as non-traditional since they typically do not enroll into a four-year right out of high 

school, make up the population of just as many undergraduates in four-year institutions 

(Deil-Amen, 2015). In fact, community colleges and for-profit institutions make up about 

three-fourths of the nation’s students (Deil-Amen, 2015). Therefore, as Deil-Amen (2015) 

argues, focusing on traditional students and traditional four-year institutions proves 

dismissive of the true majority of students and institutions serving them. Additionally, 
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more nontraditional characteristics are more prevalent than traditional ones (Deil-Amen, 

2015), making certain student models, like Tinto’s (1993) Student Integration Model less 

relevant than in previous years. This model is still important to gain foundational 

understandings of a student’s integration to academia, but it is important to create new 

models as our institutional demographics are shifting, and diversity grows. Additionally, 

it’s time for us to not only view choice as college choice, but as career choice as well. 

Career Choice 
 

While the literature is plentiful in college access and choice, there is less out there about 

those that choose paths that do not lead to college after high school. In fact, much of the career 

capital, career decision-making, and career identity literature focuses on four-year college 

student populations, with some attention given to community colleges and for-profits, and even 

less given to high school populations. Upon examining the utilization of student services in 

community colleges, Shumaker and Wood (2016) found that non-traditional students (e.g. first-

generation college students, students of color, and low-income students) tend to utilize these 

services the least, even though they have the highest need for them. Considering that most 

students enter their postsecondary career through community colleges (Deil-Amen, 2015), 

reflecting on their needs can be beneficial when trying to understand high school student 

decision-making processes. 

When examining career identity development and career decision-making self-efficacy 

among community college students, Stringer and Kerpelman (2014) found that parental support 

for career affects career identity and self-efficacy. In fact, models seeking to create more 

streamlined processes to narrow student pathways, like the Guided Pathways model (Bailey et 

al., 2015), often seek collaboration between faculty, high-level administrators, and business 
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industries to select programs of study that can promise high-demand careers in selected 

industries. Such collaborative efforts makes sense considering previous research has concluded 

that college students often rely on faculty, in addition to their peers and family members, as 

information sources regarding careers (González Canché, D’Amico, Rios-Aguilar, & Salas, 

2014). Thus, the goal of the Guided pathways model is to improve student decision-making, by 

creating a structured curriculum designed for each field of study with the hope that students are 

able to quickly identify a specific program within that field (Bailey et al., 2015). Unfortunately, 

the Guided pathways model, and models like it, rarely examine or leverage student identities, 

privileges, and oppressions that shape their experiences and opportunities. We know that 

students have intersecting identities and characteristics that play a role in their academic and 

career explorations. Thus, we must remain critical of such models which are based in 

perspectives of psychology, marketing, and economics (Bailey et al., 2015).  

Moreover, more and more students are entering for-profit schools after high school. Upon 

examining Baltimore youth, DeLuca (2016) found that for-profit schools were the modal option 

for students after high school. These institutions aggressively market to low-income, 

marginalized students (DeLuca, 2016). This profit motive marketing drives students to take out 

exorbitant amounts in loans which must be repaid even upon program incompletion (DeLuca, 

2016). It is important that if a students’ primary motive is to get a well-paying job efficiently, 

that student is completely informed of the pros and cons of entering this type of institution. 

This study recognizes that college is not the only pathway after high school, and that 

many students are choosing this path. Boundaryless careers suggests that people do not follow 

firm-centered, vertical pathways into careers, but instead gather career competencies related to 

knowing why, knowing how, and knowing whom (DeFillippi & Arthur, 1994; D’Amico et al., 
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2012). Knowing why relates to career motivation, personal meaning, and identification; knowing 

how reflects the specific skills and knowledges associated with careers and how people 

contribute to a specific career; and knowing whom focuses on the networks and relationships 

relevant to a career (DeFillippi & Arthur, 1994). Considering this concept of boundaryless 

careers, students must possess some form of social capital in order to make informed decisions 

about their futures.  

Addressing the Gaps in Literature: A Call for Multidisciplinary Research on Student 

Decision-Making from a Political Economy, Identity, and Asset-Based Approach 

 While there is ample information in literature on urban schools, college and career 

choice, it has been increasingly clear how necessary it is for us approach decision-making 

research from a political economy, identity-based, and asset-based approach. 

First, it is crucial to break demographics down by subgroup. Higher education literature 

tells us that more students of color as accessing higher education than ever before, but when 

focusing on certain groups, educational outcome gaps become clear. Furthermore, the literature 

that does demographic break downs often provide deficit explanation to poor educational 

outcomes on the students or the urban schools they attend. However, as Milner and Lomotey 

(2013) and Howard (2019) point out, there is a wealth of literature on what some urban schools 

are doing right, as well as ways schools, and teachers from these schools, can continue to enrich 

curriculum and pathways for their students. This study takes an asset-based approach in 

exploring the cultural wealth Black students have as well as how their school fosters such wealth. 

Additionally, a gap persists in higher education literature around success in access and 

completion for students of color and most specifically, Black students. Much of the literature 

reviewed focuses on “underrepresented minorities,” “low-income,” and/or “potential first-
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generation college students,” yet offer models to generalize and/or predict how students make 

choices. These models are often based on economical, cost-benefit analytical assumptions that 

don’t account for the whole identity of the student. Furthermore, seeking to understand racial 

inequality as a consequence of economic relationships “fail to account for the role of race as a 

cause of oxisting economic relationship” (Omi & Winant, 2015, p. 11). Even further, the 

literature that does specifically talk about Black students is often outdated, misleading, and 

deficit. For this reason, I stress the importance of doing more research on Black students and 

their success in education. 

In urban education literature, Milner and Lomotey (2013) has done well in putting 

together a handbook in addressing definitional, historical, methodological, theoretical, and policy 

gaps, gaps. In college choice literature, Perna (2006) and Iloh (2018) reminds us of the need to 

be ecological. And, in career literature, we’re reminded of why some students look to 

establishing careers right after high school (DeLuca, 2016). The gap here lies in the lack of 

multidisciplinary approaches to address the same questions around student identities, cultures, 

choice, pathways, and decision-making. A focus on high schools is needed in both higher 

education and career literature as this is the time students begin to consider their future goals and 

how to reach them. While higher education literature does take a more macro-, political economy 

approach to urban education, it rarely accounts for the identities and experiences of students, 

from students, in the research. Additionally, a look at college and career choice is needed in K-

12 literature and urban education literature in order to inform ways K-12 schools can better 

facilitate pathways. 

 While college choice literature has made great strides in representing more students 

within models, Iloh (2018) helps us understand how identity and life experiences impact 
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students’ varying degrees of opportunity. The concept of “choice” still suggests students are 

always presented with multiple pathway options regarding college (Iloh, 2018). However, 

models still must go beyond identity and life experiences, and explore student decisions from a 

more macro- / organizational level. That is, researchers must take a political economy approach 

when not only examining student behaviors, but also when examining structures like urban 

schools, and especially in creating reform (Anyon, 2006). In her book recounting ethnographic 

work done at a low-income school, Anyon (2006) writes, “attempting to fix inner city schools 

without fixing the city in which they are embedded is like trying to clean the air on one side of a 

screen door” (p. 168). Thus, when examining such schools, it is also necessary to consider the 

political economy in which they exist. Both approaches are needed in research and if both are 

used simultaneously, which this study seeks to do, it would provide a more well-rounded account 

of everything shaping student decisions. Political economy approaches explore how certain 

structures shape student experiences including, but not limited to, institutional racism, public 

policy, housing, redlining, public health, etc. Exploring student decision making from a political 

economy, identity-based, and asset-based approach would propel multidisciplinary research 

(Figure 1). 

FIGURE 1. Approach Used in Answering Research Questions 

Research Question Approach 

What are Black students from “South LA High 
School” post-graduation decisions?  

Identity-based 
Political economy 
Asset-based 

Does, and if so how does, antiBlack racism 
affect their decisions? 

Political economy 
Identity-based 
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What other factors (i.e. identity, family, 
community, aspirations, etc.) influence their 
decision-making processes?  

Political economy 
Identity-based 
Asset-based 

How do Black students from “Henry Lacks High 
School” make their decisions regarding their 
futures following high school? 

Political economy 
Identity-based 

Does, and if so how does, antiBlack racism 
affect this decision? 
 

Political economy 
Identity-based 

 

A Note on Racial Realism  

I think the most pressing gap in literature is the lack of acknowledgement of racial 

realism. Omi and Winant (2015) state, “despite all the upheaval we have experienced in recent 

years, the outcome of contemporary racial conflict remains uncertain and unresolved” (p. 10). 

Bell (2005) discusses that often times, the “victories” we see are later used against us as a new 

weapon to acknowledge the “progress” we have made. For example, while Brown v. Board 

seemed monumental in desegregation, schools are still very much segregated. These 

temporary “peaks of progress,” as Bell (2005) describes, still maintain white supremacy, and 

only allow for a select few Black people to succeed. Furthermore, cases such as Brown v. Board 

occurred due to interest convergence, as the interests of Blacks and whites converged to lead to 

desegregation (Bell, 1980). It is difficult to accept racial realism as truth, and then continue in 

life knowing racial equality is an unachievable goal. Bell (2005) discusses these hardships of 

understanding the almost opposing realities in which racism is an essential “functioning 

component” of our society, yet we must continue to address and fight issues of discrimination. 

Given such, we see scholars such as Ta-Nehisi Coates and Cornel West disagree on how Black 

people must move forward within society. That is, as West believes in continued social 
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movements, fighting, and resistence to win, Coates is more pessimistic in acknowledging the 

structures of oppression, focused more on Black person survival (Kelley, 2017). is where this 

study enters. Uninterested in fighting to end racism, this study inserts itself into how and why 

students make their decisions given the reality of racism being here (whether or not it’s to stay). 

How do students make sense of their futures while maturing into adulthood and making sense of 

their racial identity and, especially, what their Blackness means in society? What kind of futures 

do these students imagine for themselves despite such realities; and what pathways do they take 

to attain said futures? To address these realities, this study looks to Social Reproduction Theory, 

Community Cultural Wealth, and Black Critical Theory. Social Reproduction Theory allows us 

to explore the political economy in which my selected school site is situated in; Community 

Cultural Wealth allows us to take an asset-based approach and explore the wealths students have 

and utilize in their everyday lives; and Black Critical Theory allows us to keep student 

experiences grounded in their identities, particularly their racial identities. 

Theoretical Framework 

This research project focuses on the decision-making processes of Black high school 

students regarding their post-graduations plans (e.g. going to college, the workforce, etc.). 

Particularly, this study is interested in student experiences in and out of the high school, and how 

such experiences affect their decisions. Before discussing their experiences however, we must 

understand the context of the schools they come from. Social Reproduction Theory, which posits 

that educational systems only perpetuate social inequities (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977), allows 

us to examine how inequities within schooling as well as antiblackness has been legitimized and 

reproduced in K-12 urban schools. Simultaneously, Yosso’s (2005) Community Cultural Wealth 

model, designed to describe the various capitals communities of color possess, will highlight 
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how Black students utilize these forms of capital to inform their decision-making. Further, 

community cultural wealth allows us to examine how students remain resistant to structural 

inequality (Yosso, 2005).  Centering Black students is instrumental in this study as literature 

often points out the structural placement of Black people within society, without challenging the 

systems and structures in place that causes such placements. Thus, Black Critical Theory 

provides a lens to examine issues uniquely relevant to, and experiences by, Black people, most 

specifically how this group experiences antiblackness. BlackCrit allows for an interrogation of 

the educational experiences of Black students, how antiblack racism affects said experiences, and 

how Black students make decisions given these experiences. Furthermore, BlackCrit allows for 

an interrogation of how meritocracy and multiculturalism/diversity affect student perceptions of 

their futures.  

As previously mentioned, much of the literature proves deficit and compares Black 

students to white students, making white students the norm or standard. It is important to use 

anti-deficit approaches when discussing communities of color in order to not only teach 

institutions what works but also provide positive narratives of Black students and Black student 

success. Harper (2010) suggests looking to cultural capital theories to inform research: 

Instead of exploring how those who attended low-resource K–12 schools lack prior 

exposure to high-level science instruction…an anti-deficit inquiry focuses on 

understanding how achievers from these backgrounds manage to overcome such 

disadvantage. (Harper, 2010, pp. 68-69) 

Using the anti-deficit, asset-based approach rooted in Yosso’s (2005) community cultural 

wealth model, along with acknowledging the centricity of antiBlackness in all forms of life in 

BlackCrit, allows us to explore how Black students resist and navigate school and choice despite 

various barriers like antiblackness. This study will be able to further highlight how Black 
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students at an urban school navigate processes of accessing college and making decisions around 

their futures. This section begins by discussing social reproduction theory. I then briefly discuss 

CRT and its expansion into various “racecrits,” including BlackCrit. I then discuss the framing 

ideas of BlackCrit and Community Cultural Wealth to provide a conceptual framework guiding 

my methodology and analyses to understand Black high school students’ decision making 

processes.  

Social Reproduction Theory 

 In the previous discussion of urban schools, we notice that many of the issues prevalent 

today were still prevalent decades ago. In understanding how students are making their 

decisions, being aware of the context of education is necessary in providing asset-based 

solutions. In other words, we’re past “blaming” students of color for their positionality within 

society. It’s is time to attack the systems in place that are continually legitimized and reproduced. 

We have noted that college access and outreach programs are insufficient in ever creating large 

scaled change (Perna, 2015), so how do we account for the increases in both literature and 

practice to decrease inequity in schooling, yet still see such large gaps? Social Reproduction 

Theorists would argue that capital is passed on through generations, thus keeping people in the 

same social class (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). Thus, despite the literature overwhelmingly 

telling us that schools are meant to be great equalizers and provide social mobility (Birnbaum, 

1983, Dowd, 2003; Gumport, 2001), schools simply reproduce and perpetuate social inequality 

(Collins, 2009). This section discusses the origins of social reproduction theory and how it shows 

up in education and schools today. While Social Reproduction has been extensively used in 

many fields and disciplines, this study specifically focuses on social reproduction in education, 

and how inequities in college access as well as unemployment are reproduced in K-12 schooling. 
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Originally conceptualized by Karl Marx, more scholars and studies of social reproduction 

began to emerge on the heels of World War II (Collins, 2009). At its core, the reproductionist 

argument asserted that schools did not promote equality of opportunity, but instead reinforced 

already existing inequalities within society (Collins, 2009). Bourdieu (1977) argued that this 

reproduction largely occurred through cultural capital, which he defined as “linguistic and 

cultural competence and that relationship of familiarity with culture which can only be produced 

by family upbringing when it transmits the dominant culture” (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977, p. 

80). Furthermore, the educational system operates on the basis of the culture of the dominant 

class, which all students are expected to be knowledgeable of, leaving working class, 

marginalized (and students of color) at a disadvantage (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). Thus 

explaining lower persistent rates in school among these groups, reinforcing societal stratification 

(Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). Because complete reproduction doesn’t happen, this allows people 

to discredit reproductionist arguments, and believe meritocratic assumptions regarding 

schooling, because a few students are able to persist in school and climb the social mobility 

ladder (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; Collins, 2009).  

However, the illusion of meritocracy in higher education is just that; an illusion. We 

know that racial stratification permeates two- and four-year colleges and universities (Anderson 

et al., 2015; Carnevale & Strohl, 2013). If students of color, low-income, and underrepresented 

students don’t possess the “dominant” cultural capital as white, high-income students in K-12, 

how could they possible have the same “merit” to access college? Thus, meritocracy is 

embedded in white supremacist, racist ideology. Upon conducting a longitudinal, ethnographic 

study exploring aspiration and attainment among a group of Black and white youth in a low-

income neighborhood, MacLeod (1987) found that, despite aspirations, it was rare for 
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participants to “escape the constraints of social class,” and that schools do indeed legitimize and 

reproduce class positions. Further, Carnevale and Strohl (2013) argue that higher education 

institutions are complicit in the reproduction of white privilege, as higher completion rates 

among white parents increases, fueling the reproduction of privilege by providing these 

individuals with the means to pass their educational advantages to their offspring, resetting the 

cycle. Similarly, this study highlights where and how such reproduction occurs in K-12 urban 

schools, even if the school is predominantly Black and Latinx. 

Community Cultural Wealth (CCW) 

 From a social reproductionist approach, in discussing inequities in schooling and 

learning, one can deduce that low-income and marginalized people have been viewed to lack the 

social and cultural capital necessary for upward mobility. Because school is seen as the “great 

equalizer,” and a mode of upward mobility, how then, do we still see such large disparities in 

social outcomes among people of color and low-income people? Why do we still see social 

outcomes of People of Color significantly lower than their white counterparts? The types of 

social and cultural capital deemed valuable by society—an antiblack society—fosters school 

dynamics that operate from the deficit notion that students of color and low-income students are 

“lacking” certain skills, abilities, and knowledge. In order to challenge these deficit notions of 

communities of color, Yosso (2005) developed a model to describe the various forms of capital 

Communities of Color do possess and utilize in their everyday lives. This section will discuss the 

origins of CCW, its utilization in education, as well as the six main forms of capital—

aspirational, navigational, social, linguistic, familial, and resistant capital.  

 After feeling limited by legal work that separated conversations around race and racism 

from critical theory, legal scholars created a space in which both race and critical themes were 
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central (Yosso, 2005). Though initially used primarily for legal studies (Ladson-Billings and 

Tate, 1995), Critical Race Theory now engages and expands on literature based in history, 

sociology, law, women’s studies, ethnic studies and education (Solórzano, Ceja, and Yosso, 

2000). For education in particular, Daniel Solózano (1997, p. 6-7) identified five tenets of CRT 

to inform pedagogy, research, theory, policy, and curriculum: the intercentricity of race and 

racism; the challenge to dominant ideology; the commitment to social justice; the centrality of 

experiential knowledge; and the utilization of interdisciplinary approaches. The CRT framework 

for education simultaneously attempts to place race and racism at the core of research, as well as 

challenge traditional discourse on race, gender, and class by showing the intersection of these 

social constructs and their impact on communities of color (Yosso, 2005). To challenge 

traditional, deficit discourse on communities of color, Yosso (2005) came to CCW by critiquing 

the utilization of Bourdieu’s cultural capital theory. Bourdieu & Passeron (1977) suggest that 

cultural capital refers to the accumulation of various knowledges, skills, and abilities “possessed 

and inherited by privileged groups in society” (Yosso, 2005, p. 76), and that these capital can be 

acquired through one’s family and/or through formal schooling. Thus, Bourdieu (1977) provides 

a critique of social and cultural reproduction, arguing that dominant groups within society 

maintain their power because access to these capital, and knowledge of how to utilize these 

capital, for social mobility is limited (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; Yosso, 2005). 

Unfortunately, Bourdieu’s cultural capital theory in education has been used to suggest 

that some communities are culturally wealthy, and some culturally poor (Yosso, 2005). This 

places white, middle class culture as the norm, and therefore as this groups’ knowledges, skills, 

and abilities as valuable (Yosso, 2005). Essentially, the cultural knowledge of communities of 

color are deemed invaluable in the schooling context (Yosso, 2005), and can thus have deep 
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implications on how students make their post-high school decisions. Accordingly, Yosso (2005) 

provides a community cultural wealth model as “an array of knowledge, skills, abilities and 

contacts possessed and utilized by Communities of Color to survive and resist macro and micro-

forms of oppression” (p. 77) (see Figure 2).  

FIGURE 2. Community Cultural Wealth Model. Adapted from Yosso, 2005. 

 

 

FIGURE 3. Description of Six forms of Capital within Community Cultural Wealth. Adapted 

from Yosso, 2005. 

Aspirational Capital one’s ability to maintain their hopes and 
dreams for the future, despite potential 
barriers. Regardless of present circumstances, 
parents and their children allow themselves to 
dream of possibilities beyond. 

Linguistic Capital skills attained through communication in 
more than one language and/or style. This 
asserts that students of color arrive at the 
school with many language and 
communication styles, including storytelling. 
Additionally, this capital refers to 
communicating through visual art, music, or 
poetry. 
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Familial Capital cultural knowledges nurtured among family 
and community, expanding the concept of 
family to more broad understandings of 
kinship. 

Social Capital community resources and networks of people 
that can provide support in navigating various 
institutions. 

Navigational Capital skills and knowledges used in maneuvering 
through various institutions, mainly those 
created without communities of color in mind. 

Resistant Capital skills and knowledges used in challenging 
inequality through oppositional behavior. 

These six forms of capital, defined in Figure 2, work to challenge dominant, deficit notions of 

communities of color, and instead recognize the ways in which these communities have 

continuously utilized resources passed on from generations to thrive and resist racist, white 

supremist, and I argue antiblack, institutions and social structures (Yosso, 2005, Pérez-Huber, 

2009). 

In education, CCW has been used to decenter whiteness, and recenter our analytical lens 

on communities of color, in order to understand the accumulated resources, skills, knowledges, 

and assets these communities utilize (Yosso & García, 2007). Successful access and transition 

into college for exemplary scholars of color has been connected to “academic preparation, 

internal motivation, and access to key sources of support (parents, friends, school personnel, 

scholarship programs)” (Allen, Bonous-Hammarth, & Suh, 2004). However, not all high schools 

possess the resources necessary to connect with scholarship programs, school personnel, or even 

provide sufficient academic preparation. Additionally, schools that do possess these resources 

“rarely leverages community cultural wealth and transformative resistance to address oppressive 

schooling conditions and to facilitate college pathways for Black youth” (Jayakumar, Vue, & 

Allen, 2013). Upon examining Young Black Scholars (YBS) a Black, community-initiated 

college preparatory program in Los Angeles, Jayakumar et al. (2013) found that students felt the 
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program supplemented high-school college-going cultures, making college-going more culturally 

relevant, engaging in students’ community cultural wealth. The program strengthened students’ 

college aspirations while unpacking racist systems and structural barriers students may face 

(Jayakumar et al., 2013). Thus, students were more equipped with navigational and resistant 

capital in their college going trajectories (Jayakumar et al., 2013). Similarly, this study seeks to 

understand how urban schools can, and do, equip students with various forms of capital to help 

them in the decision-making process. 

Black Critical Theory (BlackCrit) 

For many Black students, the pressure of racism is an oppressive presence that can 

restrict their perception of what’s possible for them. To get at this oppressive presence that can 

inform decision making, I turn to Dumas and ross (2016). As Dumas and ross (2016) point out, 

because CRT is offered as a tool to analyze and respond to racism as experienced by Black 

people, it is often viewed as an inherently antiBlack theoretical tool, and thus Black Critical 

Theory. However, CRT is primarily a theorization of race, not that of Blackness (Dumas & ross, 

2016). Accordingly, as various “race” crits began to emerge (i.e. LatCrit, AsianCrit, etc.) in 

criticism of the “Black-White binary” of CRT, scholars began to interrogate the limited ability of 

CRT to address “the specificity of the Black” (Dumas & ross, 2016; Wynter, 1989). Thus, 

BlackCrit narrows CRT to address this specificity, while also drawing from other critical Black 

theories like Afro-Pessimism and Black Optimist Thought. Because this study focuses on the 

decision-making practices of Black students, and how instances of race and racism shape their 

experiences and decisions, utilizing a Black critical theory that acknowledges the oppositional 

relationship between Blackness and humanity, while also offering a space for liberatory 

imagination is necessary.  
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Because the word “tenet” implies rigidity, or fixedness, Dumas and ross (2016) instead 

offer “framing ideas” which allows us to continue to conceptualize BlackCrit. BlackCrit 1) 

acknowledges that antiBlackness is central to social, economic, historical, and cultural 

dimensions of human life 2) posits that Blackness exists in tension with multiculturalism and 3) 

offers space for Black liberatory fantasy (Dumas & ross, 2016). This section expands on these 

three framing ideas of BlackCrit and discusses its utilization in Education. 

AntiBlackness 

CRT acknowledges that racism is a permanent part of U.S. society (Solórzano, 1997). 

Omi and Winant (2015) argue that patterns of marginalization, differences, and inequality within 

U.S. history has been informed by race. Omi and Winant (2015) further this argument that no 

other social conflict (i.e. class, sex / gender, colonialism, imperialism) can be understood without 

considering race. From the inception of the United States to today, race has been “a profound 

determinant of one’s political rights, one’s location in the labor market, and indeed one’s sense 

of identity. The hallmark of this history has been racism” (Omi & Winant, 2015, p. 8). 

Accordingly, the foundational framing idea of BlackCrit acknowledges that antiblackness 

specifically is central to all social, economic, historical, and cultural dimensions of human life 

(Dumas & ross, 2016). Antiblackness stems out of Afro-pessimism which posits that the world is 

structured by antiblack solidarity (Wilderson, 2010). Thus, the “imaginations that allow for the 

social recognition of humanness of others excludes this possibility for Black people” (Wilderson, 

2010). The inability to recognize the humanness of Black people was formed, and is continued to 

be informed, by the dehumanizing nature of chattel slavery (Bledsoe & Wright, 2018). 

Antiblackness goes beyond simple racism against Black people, but more specific to the 

oppositional relationship between Blackness and humanity as a whole (Dumas & ross, 2016). 
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Even if the social construction of race is consistently changing and taking on new meanings, and 

even if race is not always seen or understood in the same ways consistently across time and 

place, it is always operating (Omi & Winant, 2015). That is, while the meaning of race may 

change for other racial groups, Black people in the United States have been, currently is, and will 

always be informed by chattel slavery. Antiblackness posits that Black existence is enacted upon 

and imagined through slavery (Bledsoe & Wright, 2018; Wilderson, 2010). Therefore, society is 

“antagonistic to all manifestations of Black social life,” yet relies on Blackness for its political 

and economic gains (Bledsoe & Wright, 2018). Given this foundational understanding of 

Blackness within society, antiblackness, and Afro-pessimism, is uninterested in finding solutions 

to racism and equity, but instead is determined to explore Blackness as “a structural position in 

society” (Wilderson, 2010). In fact, Bledsoe and Wright (2018) state that antiblackness is the 

“negation of Black life” and “Black non-being” (pg. 4). Thus, in exploring global capital, 

Bledsoe and Wright (2018) argue that capitalism is dependent upon antiblackness to “realize 

itself,” and that antiblackness must exist for capitalism to exist.  It makes sense then, that 

institutions predominantly serving white students are benefitted by the disadvantage of 

institutions predominantly serving low-income students and/or students of color (Anderson et al., 

2015). 

Antiblackness has been used in exploring both K-12 and higher education in a variety of 

ways. For example, scholars have examined the apology efforts of a particular institution to its 

history in slavery, arguing that institutional apologies and revised histories do nothing to critique 

and disrupt the antiblackness that continues to construct (and thrive in) higher education (Stein, 

2016). Additionally, Dumas (2016) uses antiblackness to explore education policy and discourse, 

specifically in relation to school desegregation and resegregation. Dumas (2016) argues that 
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antiblackness allows us to “capture the depths of suffering of Black kids and educators in 

predominantly white schools” (pg. 16). Examples of antiblackness in school desegregation and 

resegregation include: schools having low numbers of Black students yet boasting diversity; and 

Asian American students being pit against and above Black students in regard to academic 

difficulties (Dumas, 2016). 

In college access and choice particularly, race and racism are still only barely beginning 

to be explored and understood as a factor in student’s decision-making processes. Upon 

conducting my own research exploring Black student experiences in accessing college, every 

participant discussed their racial identity and how it shaped their experiences, which I found to 

be fairly consistent in the literature (Jayakumar, Vue, & Allen, 2013). While some college choice 

models are beginning to account for race, rarely do they account for racism, and never 

antiBlackness specifically. Additionally, literature and models on career decision-making 

practices also do not account for racism and antiBlackness, yet we know that students’ racial 

identity deeply affects their experiences in navigating society, and thus, shapes their decisions. 

Accordingly, this study fills this gap by accounting for antiBlackness specifically, and its role in 

shaping student decisions. 

Neoliberal-multiculturalism 

 The second framing idea of BlackCrit argues that instead of taking an active role in 

addressing racism, the United States “entrusted the market with advancing diversity and 

opportunity for all” (Dumas & ross, 2016). While the U.S. began establishing itself as antiracist 

by dismantling overtly racist laws, it simultaneously established numerous antidiscrimination 

laws and programs geared to reverse the effects of generations of racist policies and practices 

(Dumas & ross, 2016). Thus, the U.S. retreated from taking an active role in addressing racism, 
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to, instead, taking an active role in advancing diversity and multiculturalism. Omi and Winant 

(2015) further this sentiment, acknowledging ‘colorblindness’ as an enabler of such neoliberal 

movements. For example, the racial reform policies of the civil rights acts and court decisions in 

the 1960s made particular “changes” to disable movements while maintaining the underlying 

structural racism (Omi & Winant, 2015)—a marker of the aforementioned interest convergence. 

The opening of various markets to a wider range of racially diverse consumers presumed that 

racism would no longer be a barrier to marginalized individuals (Dumas & ross, 2016). 

Therefore, groups that don’t experience upward mobility are presumed to have failed on their 

own because of their inability to assimilate into the competitive, neoliberal marketplace that is 

society (Dumas & ross, 2016). Because there are other groups of color that have been able to 

thrive in such a society, Black people are viewed as standing in the way of multicultural 

progress, and responsible for their inability to experience “upward mobility and greater civic 

power” (Dumas & ross, 2016, pg. 430). Thus, Dumas and ross (2016) argue, multiculturalism (or 

diversity) “explains away the material conditions of Black people as a problem created by Black 

people who are unwilling or unable to embrace the nation’s “officially anti-racist” multicultural 

future" (Dumas & ross, 2016, pg. 430). 

The notion that Blackness exists in tension with that of neoliberal multiculturalism is 

present within higher education as well. For example, in higher education, there has been a rise 

in requiring students to take a “diversity” class, as well as institutions continuing to boast 

diversity among its students. Often however, the diversity requirement is so broad that a variety 

of classes that may not have anything to do with critiquing systems of oppression and/or white 

supremacy can fill this requirement. Additionally, policies like affirmative action, which stems 

from the United States’ push to be viewed as antiracist, currently pit not only white students 
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against students of color, but also students of color against one another. The current affirmative 

action case at Harvard, in which an anti-race conscious admissions organization alleges that 

Asian-American students are being discriminated against (Hartocollis, 2019), provides a prime 

example of how multiculturalism doesn’t equate to antiracism.   

In discussing his concept of racial realism, Bell (2005) cites an excerpt from Toni 

Morrison describing the divide among Black and white people. She argues that Black people 

have been used as a buffer between powers to prevent conflict and class war. Immigrants were 

able to come together on the commonality of their hate for Black people, which was to become 

American. This relates to Bonilla-Silva’s (2004) concept of “tri-racial stratification” which 

argues that there is a shift from the white vs non-white binary to a loosely organized tri-racial 

stratification: white, honorary white, and the collective black (and in this hierarchical order). 

Bonilla-Silva (2004) goes on to suggest that race will be buffered by “honorary whites,” and 

Americans will claim that they are beyond race. Similar to Bell’s argument, those Black people 

that do succeed are then turned and used as pawns for whites (and some Blacks) to say, “if they 

can make it, why can’t all Black people?” While we see Bonilla-Silva’s (2004) concept of tri-

racial stratification coming to fruition in a “post-racial, multicultural, colorblind America,” it will 

become more difficult to describe the realities of a society that will never be equal. Furthermore, 

this “tri-racial stratification” will only make equality even less than an already impossible reality 

for Black people as we currently see happening through the various affirmative action cases 

around the country.  

Furthermore, acknowledging the retreat from addressing racism to advancing diversity 

has implications for college access. Black students that seamlessly access and matriculate to 

college are boasted, and this boasting contributes to the myth of meritocracy. If students of color, 
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low-income, and underrepresented students aren’t afforded the same opportunities as white, 

high-income students in K-12, how could they possible have the same “merit” to access college? 

Thus, meritocracy is embedded in white supremacist, racist ideology. Additionally, “merit” is not 

a static term. That is, the way it is viewed, tested, and perceived varies across institutions and 

even across admissions committees within institutions (Park & Liu, 2014). While some 

institutions rely heavily on testing, others take more holistic approaches when defining merit. 

However, higher education has shifted from that of a social institution, to that of an industry 

(Gumport, 2001).  That is, higher education has become more of a private good for those who 

hold the wealth and power, instead of a public good for all to have equal access to. Higher 

education has positioned itself as a sector of the economy, meant to produce and sell goods and 

services in a competitive marketplace (Gumport, 2001)—which is the exact tension of neoliberal 

multiculturalism in general. Thus, the difficulty in effecting change lies in reshaping higher 

education into a social institution, into a truly open access system, void of stratification among 

the varying, diverse sectors. This study, however, positions itself more broadly within the 

decision-making process of Black high school students, and how such notions of meritocracy and 

multiculturalism affect students’ perceptions of their futures. 

Black Liberatory Fantasy 

 Lastly, BlackCrit creates space for Black liberatory fantasy. That is, in understanding that 

racism is here to stay (Bell, 1980), and that Blackness exists in tension with humanity 

(Wilderson, 2010), Black people must be provided with the opportunity to resist histories that 

downplay, or even ignore, the brutality of white supremacy and that push for neoliberal 

multiculturalism (Dumas & ross, 2016). Accordingly, BlackCrit provides Black people with the 

space to imagine and create their own freedoms (Dumas & ross, 2016). While Black liberatory 



48 
 

fantasy validates current forms of resistance, it pushes us to imagine, and act upon, resistance 

that may be deemed as chaotic, as this would provide a leveled response to the globally 

sanctioned violence of Black people. Thus, in education, Black liberatory fantasy allows us to 

imagine educational reform in favor of Black liberation, without a want, or need, for white 

commitment to racial equity.  

Moreover, this framing idea allows for exploration of Black students’ fantasy, 

imagination, and dreams of their futures, as well as what freedom means to them. While Black 

liberatory fantasy focuses on freedom and liberation, I argue that it can be used to explore how 

students imagine their futures, make decisions to reach these futures, and the steps they take to 

make them. Black liberatory fantasy calls on us to acknowledge the very real, and forever 

remaining, antiblack context in which we live, and then seek to continue living and thriving 

despite such context. With the rise in social media, Black students are becoming more aware of 

the systemic and institutional racism within our society. Accordingly, at the high school level, 

whether Black students have first-hand experience with racism or not, it is more than likely they 

have been exposed to the global violence toward Black communities (e.g. through viral videos of 

police shootings). Thus, the question becomes, how do these students imagine their futures given 

our current, and relatively consistent, political economy. 

Rationale for Utilizing SRT, CCW, and BlackCrit 

 Because this study emphasizes the acknowledgement and understanding of situating 

research of Black students into the political economy, their assets, and their identity, I found it 

necessary to utilize all three theories together. First, Social Reproduction Theory recognizes the 

ways in which inequality is reproduced and permeates through society, and specifically, in 

education. Utilizing this theory allows the study to acknowledge just how much the political 
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economy shapes not only schools, but student experiences both in and out of school. That is, the 

political economy in which we live is, as Wilderson (2010) argues, structured by antiBlack 

solidarity. Thus, various institutions like schools are structured by such. Students being 

confronted with racism and antiBlackness within and outside of the classroom is something that 

deeply affects their decision-making. Second, Community Cultural Wealth allows us to 

recognize student assets utilized in their daily lives and thus their decision-making processes. 

Third, BlackCrit allows us to focus on student identities. It is a theory that is rooted in Blackness, 

antiBlackness, racial realism, and antiBlackness. A theory for understanding Black people 

specifically and solely is necessary when engaging in Black student research.  

As such, I argue, students are making their decisions according to their identity, the assets 

they have and use, and the state of the political economy. Figure 4. shows how these theories can 

be visualized—with some examples—to work together in understanding Black student decision-

making processes. 

FIGURE 4. Connection of Theories. 
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Critiques of Social Reproduction Theory, Community Cultural Wealth, and BlackCrit 

Social reproduction theory has been studied extensively in education, mostly to 

understand how to combat inequities in schooling. However, as previously mentioned, many 

believe that we live in a meritocratic society in which everyone has equal access and opportunity. 

For example, higher education as a social institution ensures it stays a public good that does not 

exclude those who cannot pay (Gumport, 2001). As many students utilize higher education to 

improve their social mobility (Birnbaum, 1983, Dowd, 2003), state and federal governments 

have helped fulfil this goal by making it financially attainable to those who cannot pay, making it 

accessible to the “masses” and not just the elite (Birnbaum, 1983). Unfortunately, this argument 

does not hold when acknowledging how students and parents who may not be eligible for certain 

grants may also not have the financial means to fully pay for college. For example, though the 

Higher Education Act of 1965 established Pell Grants for students in need, it also established the 

Stafford Loan for students with more financial resources (Mumper et al., 2016). These students 

are often left to take out large amounts of loans and left with large amounts of college debt, 

leaving them in their same social class.  

Additionally, in its conceptualization, issues of race and gender were not discussed with 

social reproduction theory. Social reproduction theory was more aligned with class and 

economic differences within society, and how one’s class is often unchanging from generation to 

generation. However, this study bridges that gap by exploring how white supremist attitudes, 

racism, and antiblackness is reproduced through schooling, and then how the reproduction of 

these ideas and attitudes affect student decision-making skills. 

The biggest critique to social reproduction theory, however, is a larger critique on 

Bourdieu’s theory of “cultural capital.” While the definition in and of itself isn’t necessarily 
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flawed, the way it has been utilized and appropriated has led to deficit notions and 

understandings of students of color. This criticism is further outlined in the aforementioned 

Community Cultural Wealth section.  

While community cultural wealth offers a model that allows for both researchers and 

practitioners to understand and utilize the wealth of knowledges, skills, and assets students bring 

to the classroom, it has its limitations. Some may argue that labelling these assets as “capital” 

does more harm than good. Because these “capital” are not the dominant capital, and quite 

literally not money, they will be never held valuable. Most importantly however, community 

cultural wealth has not been sufficiently utilized among Black students. Black students also carry 

these wealth, and exploring just how they utilize them in their day-to-day lives, as well as their 

decision-making processes, is important. In fact, the lack of literature on the wealth of “capital” 

Black students posses points to a larger issue of the invisibility of Black students. 

A difficulty in utilizing BlackCrit comes with its novelty. As a fairly new framework, 

implementing methodological utilizations of the theory can provide difficulty. Additionally, 

while the first two framing ideas of BlackCrit are more practical and evidenced-based, the third 

framing idea offers a more imaginary space that wanes toward radicalism. I think further 

explication, and recommendations on what “liberatory fantasy” can look like practically (in 

classrooms, in decision-making, etc.) and empirically, would provide a stronger framework. 
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Utilization of the Three Frameworks within the Current Study 

FIGURE 5. Brief Summary of Theories. 

Theory Brief Definition Tenants / 
framing Ideas / 
Concepts 

Approach 

Social 
Reproduction 
Theory 

The 
reproduction of 
social inequity in 
schooling 

Cultural capital Political-
economy based 

Community 
Cultural Wealth 

an array of 
knowledge, 
skills, abilities 
and contacts 
possessed and 
utilized by 
Communities of 
Color to survive 
and resist macro 
and micro-forms 
of oppression 

Aspirational 
capital, linguistic 
capital, familial 
capital, resistant 
capital, 
navigational 
capital, social 
capital 

Identity-based 
Asset-based 

Black Critical 
Theory 

A tool or 
framework to 
address the 
specificity of 
Black, while 
also drawing 
from other 
critical Black 
theories like 
Afro-Pessimism 
and Black 
Optimist 
Thought 

Antiblackness; 
Neoliberal 
multiculturalism; 
Black Liberatory 
Fantast 

Identity based 
Political 
Economy based 
Asset based 

 

BlackCrit and Community Cultural Wealth can be used to expose and challenge the 

social reproduction of inequities in schooling (including but not limited to funding disparities, 

resegregation, antiblackness, etc.), as well as inform Black student decision-making processes. 

Community Cultural Wealth exposes social reproduction theory by providing the knowledges, 

skills, and resources (i.e. capital) communities of color possess, that are too reproduced 
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generationally, but not valued in society. BlackCrit challenges social reproduction theory by 

acknowledging that it’s not just “capital” that’s generationally reproduced that keeps inequity 

consistent, it’s also racism, antiblackness, and white supremacy. Using CCW and BlackCrit to 

expose and challenge the social reproduction of inequities allows us to make quicker progress 

toward equity, as well as highlight the wealth Black students possess and utilize despite various 

barriers. Additionally, using CCW and BlackCrit can help inform Black student decision-making 

processes as we are able to get a deeper look at their everyday lives in and out of school, and 

how such contexts impact their identity, decisions, and future pathways. Figure 6 shows just how 

these frameworks work together to achieve such outcomes. 

FIGURE 6. A Model for Understanding Black Student Decision-Making Processes 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

To illuminate the decision-making processes of Black students from urban schools, this 

study utilized a phenomenological approach, as it is most appropriate in providing explanations 

for student behaviors. 

This study was guided by the following research questions:  

1) What are Black students from “Henry Lacks High School” post-graduation decisions?  

o 1a) Does, and if so how does, antiBlack racism affect their decisions?  

2) What other factors (i.e. identity, family, community, aspirations, etc.) influence their 

decision-making processes?  

3) How do Black students from “Henry Lacks High School” make their decisions 

regarding their futures following high school? 

o 3a) Does, and if so how does, antiBlack racism affect their decisions? 

To answer these research questions, I collected qualitative data from alumni students from a 

public high school in South Los Angeles, including virtual walking interviews, semi-structured 

interviews, and photo elicitation. I paid close attention to experiences that shape their post-grad 

decisions, to make broader implications for how to best support Black students attending urban 

schools. Furthermore, my data analysis plan allowed for continual reflection and utilization of 

Community Cultural Wealth, BlackCrit, and Social Reproduction. This chapter provides a 

rationale for utilizing phenomenological narrative inquiry, a data collection plan, and data 

analysis plan. I then reflect on my researcher positionality, study limitations, as well as provide a 

timeline for the current study. 

Orientation 
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 Constructivism, which this study is situated within, concerns itself with the creation of 

our social reality (Guba and Lincoln, 2008; Seale, 1999). As such, humans, and human 

interaction, create and make their own reality, their own truths, their on ‘facts’ (Seale, 1999). 

Essentially, a constructivist, or postmodernist, posits that our reality is subjective. Thus, in 

conducting this study, it was highly important to pay particular attention to how participants gave 

meaning to their own lives, livelihood, experiences, and realities. Unlike a positivist, 

constructivists give meaning to participants feelings, and hold them as truths and evidence 

(Seale, 1999). Thus, this study concerns itself with not why students choose their various routes 

post-high school, but how they come to those decisions based on their lived experiences and 

contexts. Furthermore, constructivism allows for the researcher and the participants to co-create 

knowledge and present a shared conceptualization of reality (Guba & Lincoln, 2008). 

Interviewer and participant trust and relationship building was necessary to produce fruitful 

conversations on students as decision-makers. 

Phenomenology  

While phenomenology is often associated with qualitative research, the philosophy of 

phenomenology focuses on the lived experiences and how such experiences are transformed into 

consciousness (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). That is, phenomenology is uninterested in 

categorizing, simplifying, or, I argue, generalizing phenomena (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

Phenomenology can be used to access pre-reflective experiences, which are ordinary experiences 

we live in our day-to-day lives (Van Manen, 2014). Because phenomenology suspends prior 

beliefs about a phenomena (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016), this method allows for variations in 

interpretation of contexts and behaviors, strengthening our ability to theorize and understand 

certain groups. Some argue that a defining characteristic of phenomenology is based on the 
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assumption that “there is an essence or essences to be a shared experience” (Patton, 2015, p. 

116). Accordingly, this study explores the essence of decision-making among Black high school 

students, by having alumni share their experiences and then reflect on said experiences. Further, 

phenomenological research attempts to answer two questions: what are your experiences in terms 

of the phenomenon; what has influenced said experiences of the phenomenon (i.e. contexts and / 

or situations) (Creswell, 2013). As such, this study explores Black student experiences in 

decision-making, and the contexts that influence their decision-making processes. 

Furthermore, goals of phenomenological research differ than other quantitative, and even 

qualitative, methods. For example, in phenomenological research, “generalizability is not the 

goal” (Randles, 2012, p. 12). That is, this type of research is interested in creating dialogue with 

and among readers about the phenomenon, instead of reporting facts to generalize about 

particulat subjects (Van Manen, 1990). As previously mentioned, Black students are not a 

monolith. They get even more specific and individualized when you locate them at a particular 

school, in a specific locale, in a specific age-range. Then, various accounts must be considered 

like family history, sex and gender, sexuality, spirituality, etc. This study is uninterested in 

providing general facts about Black students at urban schools. Instead, this study seeks to create 

that dialogue among Black students, and those that work with and study Black students, in how 

to better understand various decision-making processes. It is important for me to underline that 

all Black students will not make decisions in the way participants have within this study. 

Narrative Inquiry 

 To primarily tackle research question number three, it is important to first understand that 

student decisions around their futures do not simply happen at the high school level. Decisions 

occur after an individual’s socialization into this world, and then what these individuals create 
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their social reality to be. Thus, stories are how individuals understand the world, make sense of 

their experiences, and communicate it to others (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Thus, narratives 

allows for participants to share their lives and experiences which will illuminate both to 

themselves and the researcher how and why they’ve made decisions. Narrative inquiry allows for 

recognition of both the researcher and the researched to be in relationship with one another, and 

that “both parties will learn and change the encounter” (Pinnegar & Daynes, 2012). In narrative 

research, researchers acknowledge  

“that their subjects are not bound, static, atemporal, and decontextualized…they 
recognize that humans and human interactions are seldom, if ever, static… Thus, in this 
turn toward narrative inquiry, the researcher not only understands that there is a 
relationship between the humans involved in the inquiry but also who the researcher is 
and what is researched emerge in the interaction. In this view, the researched and the 
researcher are seen to exist in time and in a particular context. They bring with them a 
history and worldview. They are not static but dynamic, and growth and learning are part 
of the research process. Both researcher and researched will learn.” (Pinnegar & Daynes, 
2012).  

 
This approach allows for deeper understandings of human interactions. It allows for multiple 

truths and will show the diversity of participants, even when coming from the same school and 

choosing the same routes. Narrative inquiry allows participants to have and tell their own stories, 

and recognize the power in such. Other research methods often positions the researcher and 

researched as separate, while also simply quantifying or deeply simplifying participants words 

into codes to explain a phenomena. Narrative inquiry recognizes that the proposed study will 

always be a phenomena without one, objective truth, allowing for multiple truths and 

interpretations. Thus, this study allows for the “tentative and variable nature of knowledge 

(Pinnegar & Daynes, 2012), recognizing that contexts are always changing, whether structurally, 

politically, economically, etc. This study concerns itself with how students make their decisions 
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given their lived-experiences, truths, ideals, and values, recognizing that multiple answers, and 

experiences, to this phenomenon exist. 

Data Collection 

Participant Pool Site 

 The participant pool was recruited from alumni of Henry Lacks High School 

(pseudonym), a predominantly Black and Latinx urban school in South Los Angeles, California. 

This site was chosen because of its high percentage of Black students, as well as its high 

educational performance and outcomes. Because this study strays away from deficit notions and 

discussions of Black students, their communities, and their schools, examining a high performing 

school better helps us understand how schools can foster positive decision-making cultures. The 

school is situated walking distance from a hospital and medical school. In the 2000s, Hillary 

Clinton gave a speech at the school discussing the school accolades, honoring them for having 

high Black student matriculation rates into UCLA. The school was ranked as a silver medal 

winner in the U.S. news and World Report rankings of America’s best high schools. The school 

has also been named a California Gold Ribbon School. In consideration of the aforementioned, 

the school has a phenomenal reputation of academic rigor and excellence. The school serves 

about 1,573 students in grades 9-12, with about a 57% Hispanic population and a 43% Black 

population3 (Public School Review, 2018). Based off combined Math and Reading proficiency 

testing data, Henry Lacks High is ranked in the top 30% of all 9,584 schools in California 

(Public School Review, 2018). In fact, 40% of students received at least proficient in their math 

standardized tests and 79% of students received at least proficient in their reading/language arts 

tests, compared to 38% of students in math and 48% in reading/language arts at the state level 

 
3 Data on other racial demographics were not noted in Public School Review or the California … 
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(Public School Review, 2018). Additionally, 90% of Henry Lacks High students are eligible for 

free or reduced lunch, compared to 60% of students within the state (Public School Review, 

2018). This intersection of Blackness and low-income (as shown by the free/reduced lunch 

percentage) fits directly within the study as some students may have to make decisions around 

their futures that require them to bring in money to their families.  

Recruitment and Participants  

Participants for this study include alumni students of Henry Lacks High School. I have 

worked with college preparatory programs and mentors that have connections to this high school. 

Thus, accessing alumni databases happened through connections I already had in place.  

From students, I first wanted to explore their experiences in the school, in their 

community, and in their household. I then sought to understand how such experiences affected 

their decisions around their futures. Thus, student participants consisted of alumni ages 20 to 26. 

These participants consisted of four students who entered a four-year university immediately 

after high school, and four who did not. These students were chosen from purposeful snowball 

sampling to get a range of participants that would be able to best address my study (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2017). This sample allowed for variation as I explored perspectives and experiences 

from Black students on different tracks, and because being Black is not a monolith, this provided 

me with in-depth information about their experiences with antiBlackness, college access, and 

career choice.  
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FIGURE 7. Study Participants. 

Name Gender Year 
Graduated 
from Henry 
Lacks 

Post-high 
school 
decision 

Current job Goals 

Thomas Man 2012 4-year PWI Ph.D. 
candidate in 
Urban 
Education 

Become a 
professor at 
an R1 
institution 

Malcolm Man 2012 4-year HBCU Finishing his 
B.A. at a 
different 
institution 
(went to 3) 

Continue to 
help people 
through 
non-profit 
type of work 

Jay Woman 2017 4-year PWI Finishing 
senior year at 
same 
institution  

Pursue a 
masters’ in 
urban 
planning 

Amber Woman 2012 4-year PWI Seventh 
grade English 
teacher 

 

Michael Man 2017 Community 
college 

Rapper; 
Spent only 
one semester 
at community 
college 

Rapper 

Brielle Woman 2012 Community 
college 

Finishing up 
at the same 
community 
college, has 
about a year 
left 

Open a day 
care / pre 
school 

Nathan Man 2012 Community 
college 

Unemployed 
due to 
pandemic; 
Spent only 
one semester 
at community 
college 

Become an 
MRI 
technician 

Tiffany Woman 2017 Community 
college 

Transferred 
to another 
community 
college and 
has about a 
year left 

Wants to get 
into 
cosmetology 
and become 
an 
aesthetician 
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Data Collection 

Phenomenology is useful in understanding and narrating student experiences. 

Phenomenology focuses on the lived and shared experiences of individuals and how it 

transforms their consciousness and therefore behavior in said experiences (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016). Through phenomenologically based interviewing, I utilized Seidman’s (2013) three-part 

interview sequence to fully explore the student interviewees experience, contextualize it, then 

reflect on its meaning. This study uses semi-structured interviews, semi-structured walking 

interviews, and reflective photo elicitation. Semi-structured interviews allowed me to freely 

respond to situations that may come up and probe for deeper explanations (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016). All interviews were conducted virtually via zoom. All but one participant had their video 

on. 

The first semi-structured interviews consisted of one, one to two-hour conversation 

revolving around students’ ability to create college going cultures, foster career pathways, and 

the obstacles they face in reaching such goals. This semi-structured format allowed interviews to 

run more like conversations between myself and the participant. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) 

discusses unstructured/informal interviews which contains flexible and conversational questions. 

This conversation technique is how interviews with participants were structured, with an 

interview protocol to guide the conversation, pointing more toward a semi-structured approach. 

Hesse-Biber and Leavy (2011) state that more knowledge is gained from conversations with 

respondents when strong rapport is established, so I continued to share my positionality with my 

participants, and strive to attain trust. Furthermore, as aforementioned, it is necessary for the 
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researcher and the researched to have a relationship, both to create trust and rapport, but also to 

show multiple world views and learn and build from one another (Pinnegar & Daynes, 2012).  

The second interview with students were virtual, semi-structured walking interviews 

(Kusenbach, 2003). These interviews were used to provide context to the interviewees 

experience, while allowing them to contextualize their personal stories. Walking interviews with 

students were one-on-one, semi-structured, and about one to one and a half hour. Paritipants 

utilized either google maps or google earth. I first shared my screen and gave detailed 

instructions on how to utilize google maps. After the participant understood, I gave them access 

to share their screen. Walking interviews explored student perceptions of the structures, actors, 

and processes that shape their environment (Kusenbach, 2003). Moreover, walking interviews 

will allowed for deeper exploration of experiences within the space, as well as the social, 

organizational, and institutional factors shaping these experiences (Kusenbach, 2003). 

Furthermore, the walking interview mitigates the limitations of the traditional sit-down 

interview. This study utilized the docent method (Chang, 2017). That is, students led the walk as 

an expert guide, escorting me (the researcher) to areas important to them (Chang, 2017). 

Walking around their community further explored how their community directly, or indirectly, 

shaped their skills and assets, as well as their attitudes and decisions around their futures. 

The third and final interview was a reflective photo elicitation interview. Photo elicitation 

means using photos in an interview to generate and facilitate discussion (Thomas, 2009; Glaw et 

al., 2017).  This method could often trigger deep emotions, ideas, and/or memories (Glaw et al., 

2017). In fact, visual methods evoke deeper parts of human consciousness than words do, so 

photo elicitation enhances data richness by capturing more detail, therefore revealing deeper 

layers of meaning and knowledge (Glaw et al., 2017). This study used photo elicitation in order 
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to explore student experiences more in depth, and get at deeper meanings of how such 

experiences impacted their decisions. Participants were asked to bring in at least five photos 

from their time in high school that was significant to them, and may have had an impact on their 

trajectory post-high school. Similar to the walking-interview, participants led these interviews as 

I asked a few guiding and follow-up questions. They either showed their print photos through 

their webcam, or shared their screen and showed digital photos. The use of both images and 

words provided multiple dimensions to the participant’s perspective. These photo diaries were 

used to learn about student experiences as a Henry Lacks student, their behaviors, social 

life/school balance, as well as shed light on what they deemed worthy of capturing a memory of 

during this time. These photos provided insight into student perspectives and opinions, 

particularly on college, careers, and racism.  

Interview questions with students revolved around their background, life experiences, 

schooling experiences, and attitudes toward college. At the consent of my participants, I recorded 

all interviews. I utilized an online transcription service, consistently looked over these 

transcriptions, as well as re-listened to interviews, to ensure I remained close to the data. I wrote 

field notes after each interview since I did not take notes during interviews. Students received a 

total of one-hundred dollars for participating in the study. They received thirty dollars after 

interview one, thirty dollars after interview two, and the remaining forty dollars after interview 

three to ensure they were properly compensated for their time. 

Data Analysis 

This study utilized both an inductive and deductive analytical approach for data analysis, 

in order to look at previously researched phenomena from a different perspective. An inductive 

analysis “refers to approaches that primarily use detailed readings of raw data to derive concepts, 
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themes, or a model through interpretations made from the raw data by an evaluator or 

researcher” (Thomas, 2006, p. 238). This inductive analytical approach allows for research 

findings to emerge from consistent, dominant, and / or significant themes found in the raw data 

(Thomas, 2006). A deductive analysis “refers to data analyses that set out to test whether data are 

consistent with prior assumptions, theories, or hypotheses identified or constructed by an 

investigator” (Thomas, 2006, p. 238). This deductive analytical approach allows for the 

utilization of themes within my conceptual framework during the coding process. That is, this 

study recognizes that student decision-making is not a new research phenomena, but has not 

been explored through the lenses of BlackCrit, Community Cultural Wealth, and Social 

Reproduction Theory. I exclusively coded, analyzed, and interpreted all data. Interview 

transcripts were read, and reread, several times in order to identify codes and themes. To compile 

and organize all of my collected data together, I created a password-protected catalog to be able 

to more easily access and merge my data. This database included major themes and codes, as 

well as markers of where to find them in the original transcripts and field notes.  

Interviews were analyzed through a constant comparative analysis. Upon initial reading 

of the interview transcripts, I indexed notes along the margins and highlighted quotes and 

phrases I found important and relevant. This line-by-line, open coding method (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016) allowed me to view smaller ideas and concepts explored by multiple participants, 

without necessarily narrowing them down to larger labels. If a new code was developed, every 

transcript was read again according to the new codes. Figure 8 provides an example of a code 

tree developed from open coding utilizing academic pressure. Thereafter, following steps shared 

by Merriam and Tisdell (2016), upon reading over interview transcripts, I constantly considered 

my research questions and the theoretical frameworks. That is, after open coding, I conducted 
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more focused coding for themes brought forth within my theoretical framework including: 

antiblackness, aspirational capital, cultural capital, etc. (Figure 9). I then sorted these larger 

labels into smaller codes, then again looked to the transcripts to find themes relating to these 

codes. Figure 10 provides an example of a code tree developed from focused coding, utilizing 

familial capital. I did this process multiple times to ensure I captured everything. After 

identifying themes, I compared it to other transcripts.  

FIGURE 8. Open Coding: Code Tree for Academic Pressure. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Academic 
Pressure 

Competitive 
“It’s super competitive. I mean 
like 90% of the students go 
straight to college afterwards.” 

High 
expectations 

“…because of the reputation that the 
school has like there's high expectations. 
And I mean that just in a sense of my AP 
class load or you know what kind of 
grades that I brought home…” 

School 
reputation 

“…she was the first person who…let me know 
that like I love you, but this is tough love and 
like you've lived your whole life thinking that 
you were the shit but i'ma let you know, like 
there's gonna be people in the world that are 
going to knock you down 

Tough love 

“…we do put a lot of pressure on 
ourselves, we are black kids in urban areas, 
and we are at that prestigious school, so we 
got to kind of get these grades. To keep up 
you know, keep the funding going…” 
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FIGURE 9. A Priori Codes for Student Interviews. 

Code Definition 
Antiblackness the oppositional relationship between 

Blackness and humanity as a whole (Dumas 
& ross, 2016) 

Aspirational Capital one’s ability to maintain their hopes and 
dreams for the future, despite potential 
barriers. Regardless of present circumstances, 
parents and their children allow themselves to 
dream of possibilities beyond (Yosso, 2005) 

Cultural Capital the accumulation of various knowledges, 
skills, and abilities “possessed and inherited 
by privileged groups in society” (Yosso, 
2005; Bourdieu, 1977) 

Familial Capital cultural knowledges nurtured among family 
and community, expanding the concept of 
family to more broad understandings of 
kinship. (Yosso, 2005) 

Navigational Capital skills and knowledges used in maneuvering 
through various institutions, mainly those 
created without communities of color in mind 
(Yosso, 2005) 

Reproduction the idea that that capital (and thus inequity) is 
passed on through generations, thus keeping 
people in the same social class (Bourdieu, 
1977) 

Resistant Capital skills and knowledges used in challenging 
inequality through oppositional behavior. 
(Yosso, 2005) 

Social Capital community resources and networks of people 
that can provide support in navigating various 
institutions. (Yosso, 2005) 
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FIGURE 10. Focused Coding: Code Tree for Familial Capital. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Seidman (2013) suggests, interpreting your analysis in the context of your study is 

necessary to fully engage your research questions. In an effort to make participants feel as 

Familial 
Capital 

Familial 
understanding 

of school 
structures 

“…So my cousin lives in Compton Unified and he wasn't 
exactly like a super high performing student and so he 
wasn't going to be someone at that [easily got into Henry 
Lacks]. So he had to get my address, and that kind of 
made it a little bit more easier for him to attend the high 
school.” 

Extended  
family 

“this is my neighbor's house and was 
basically like my gateway spot. He was my 
barber and my therapist, but not on like paper 
therapist. [He has influenced] the way that I 
think about life. Outside of those I’m related 
to, he is the most influential person in my 
life…” 

Family 
Networks 

Family support 
/ lack of 

“…I was lucky enough to be able to sub at 
the school that my mom worked at, like all of 
those teachers had [saw me brought up]. And 
they were like oh my God our baby's 
growing up, and now she's a teacher and I 
was like okay. I'm here…” 

“my dad mostly [is why I became a rapper]. he 
was an artist and just seeing him always riding 
and listening to music and stuff coming up 
that's just like means—still means something 
to me….He’s my toughest critic.” 

FAMILIAL  SUPPORT & FAMILIAL CAPITAL 
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comfortable as possible, I did not take notes during the interview. However, right after 

conducting the interview I wrote research/analytic memos to keep track of subtle nuances I 

noticed during the interview that could not be picked up from a recorder (e.g. body language). I 

also kept these memos to keep track of my thoughts regarding the themes I found. For example, 

while I may have a theme on culture shock, this means nothing without contextualizing it both 

within student experiences, and within my research methods and theoretical framework. I was 

sure to discuss what culture shock meant in reference to the student’s experiences with 

antiblackness and community cultural wealth. I also assessed what this meant in terms of 

institutional support, and how the school supports students in relieving them of the stress culture 

shock can create. 

 As aforementioned, I conducted three separate interviews with students, typically within 

a month span with each participant. Interviews started September 2020 and concluded in March 

2021. During Winter 2021, I began coding and analyzing interview transcripts I already had. 

Because I met with each participants three times, I was able to conduct member checks by asking 

for clarity, understanding, or further explanation on anything said in previous interviews. After 

concluding all three interviews with a participant, I wrote up a concise one-to-two page narrative 

profile, and emailed it to participants for them to review. These member checks helped to ensure 

internal validity as it limited the possibility of misinterpreting the meaning of what participants 

said, as well as allowed me to check my own biases and misconceptions (Maxwell, 2013). While 

not all participants got back to me for these member checks, more than half did with edits and / 

or confirmation of the material. This process helped to enhance the credibility of my findings by 

allowing my participants to assess my study and research findings, as their narrative profiles are 

considered findings. 
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Limitations 

 A large component of this study is to argue that existing models of choice don’t do 

enough to account for Black students. However, in reality there will never be a model able to 

account for the experiences of Black students because of the diversity within the racial identity, 

within the cultural norms and values, and within political affiliations. The difficulty in 

researching any community is the generalizability of the findings. While this study can have 

implications for how we come to study Black students, how we think about “success,” and how 

we understand student decision-making processes, this study is specific to Black students at an 

urban high school in South Los Angeles. Experiences, and therefore decision-making processes, 

may be different for Black students at an urban high school in the Midwest, East, or South. 

 Another limitation could be the small sample size. While eight participants may seem 

small, it still provided a breadth of data on decision-making, as I conducted three interviews with 

each participant. To account for the small sample size, I ensured students had multiple interviews 

to capture nuances or memories they may have forgotten. As aforementioned, the walking and 

photo elicitation interviews provided a lot of information that was not brought forth in the initial 

interview. Mostly, students’ experiences with racism, antiBlackness, community involvement, 

household dynamic, etc. were all brought forth during the walking and photo elicitation 

interviews. Therefore, while the study sample is small, the multiple modes of data collection will 

still provide ample information on student decision-making practices. 

 Lastly, snowball sampling proved to be a limitation of this study. Because I got my 

participants from my participants, there was little variation in the years the students graduated 

from Henry lacks High School. That is, five participants graduated in 2012 and three graduated 

in 2017. However, this was able to show that decisions are continuously changing, and we 
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cannot expect the decisions students make in high school to be the path they stay on forever. This 

study revealed that the students that graduated in 2017 are still trying to “figure it out” while 

those that graduated in 2012 are a bit more sure of their pathway. It would prove useful for future 

research studies to recognize decision-making as ever-changing. 

Personal Narrative/Trustworthiness 

         My positionality has come up multiple times within this project, from conceptualization 

to analysis. A feature of phenomenological based interviewing is that prior to interviewing, the 

researcher explores their own experiences to examine dimensions of such experiences, and, in 

my opinion most importantly, to become aware of personal biases, prejudices, viewpoints, and 

assumptions (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). A feature of narrative inquiry is the development of a 

relationship between the researcher and the researched (Pinnegar & Daynes, 2012). Thus, a 

discussion, and then continual reflection, on my positionality is necessary in conducting this 

study, especially when considering this group to be a vulnerable population. 

To refrain from taking up too much space during interviews, I usually only shared if the 

participant was reluctant or if they asked I share as well. I did let them know in the beginning 

that I was willing to share my experiences if that would make them more comfortable. In order to 

build trust and rapport with the students, I often shared my experiences regarding particular 

interview questions either before or after a participant shared theirs. For example, if I found that 

participants were more shy or reluctant to share, I would share my experiences. This proved 

difficult as some of my experiences were a bit traumatic, as was my participants, so sometimes 

the interview session felt particularly heavy. Additionally, while I intended to begin my 

interviews light with asking about childhood, even that could get a little heavy. To combat this, I 

always ended the interview light, asking about participants current hobbies and/or interests. 
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Because I found myself deeply intertwined with the study, I found it important to unclude my 

own narrative profile. 

I’m a 26 year-old Black woman from Inglewood, California. My mom, who was born 

and immigrated from Belize, is a teacher at a nursing vocational schools, in which she teaches 

students on the path of receiving their nursing license. My dad, who was born and immigrated 

from Jamaica, hasn’t been in the picture since I was around eight years old. I have one little 

brother, we’re nine years apart, who is about to graduate high school and embark on his own 

journey into higher education. As a child, I moved around quite a lot. I remember living in an 

apartment in Hawthorne, in a small room at my grandmother’s house in West Adams, in the 

living room of my grandfather’s house in South Central, in the garage of a distant cousin in 

South Central, in a large house in Chino Hills, in an apartment in South Central, in an apartment 

in Inglewood, then finally a house in South Central. Typically, I say I’m from Inglewood 

because that’s where much of my puberty happened and when I felt I started to really grow up 

and become aware of everything I was experiencing. I went to a predominantly Black private 

Christian School from kindergarten to second grade, and then abruptly switched to a public 

school in south central LA. This was a very traumatic change for me and I remember crying 

multiple mornings when I first started at that public school. The kids were just different than 

what I was used to; “bad” I used to call them. Eventually I acclimated and was soon after tested 

for “highly gifted” and placed on a high track. I went to a middle school in the Leimert Park area 

that had a race or gang riot every year; it was scary. Nevertheless I succeeded here in my honors 

courses and began to dance. Dancing was what led me to wanting to attend Hamilton High 

School, a performing arts focused school. So, my high school was definitely my decision and I 

thank my mom for supporting that decision. I do remember that at the time I was living in 
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Inglewood, and had to use my auntie’s address to be able to go to a school in LAUSD. All of my 

school-related mail was sent to my aunts.  

 I came to understand educational disparities in high school when I was bussed thirty 

minutes from my neighborhood in Inglewood, California, to a more affluent high school in West 

Los Angeles, where the number of resources outnumbered those of my peers in Inglewood. As a 

Black woman who is a second generation American and a first generation college student, I 

learned early to develop a “triple consciousness” around my race, class, and gender and forge 

success despite the threats that target my positionality. I entered high school during President 

Obama’s first election year, and remember the deep divide within the school, based on race, for 

who people were voting for (even though the majority of the school were not even old enough to 

vote). I came to educational equity work as a high-achieving, Black girl in high school. Before 

high school, all of my schools were predominantly Black and Latinx, so I had never really 

interacted with other demographics prior, especially white people. Upon entering high school, I 

recognized how I was usually one of two Black students in my AP and honors courses that were 

predominantly white. Still, I did not know what to make of this. It wasn’t until participating in a 

college access programs, geared toward high achieving Black students, that I was exposed to the 

gross inequities in K-12 and higher education. While I always knew I was going to college, this 

program made it more practical and real for me. The program was not only geared toward 

preparing us to be competitively eligible college applicants, it was also centered around social 

justice and equity. Thus, my passion for college access developed. 

 I became an academic mentor at an urban high school and witnessed first-hand how 

certain students were tracked into higher education, while others were pushed out or forgotten. 

Working in the high school stimulated my interests to explore avenues of both student access and 
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push out from urban high schools within the Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD). 

That position has led me to do research on college access and preparatory programs, how they 

operate, and the educational outcomes of the students. I found Black students 

attending four-year universities were multiply-selected. First, their teachers and administrators 

often selected them as students of promise so in turn provided them with motivation and 

guidance around the college choice process. Second, local college outreach programs often 

selected these same students for additional support and resources. Students that did not attend 

college often felt neglected and ignored by teachers and had little support in learning about the 

college application process. Moreover, literature and research kept telling me that while these 

programs are beneficial, they rarely lead to large scale change. Additionally, I learned how 

programs can successfully promote a college going culture within communities as well as aid 

students in choosing to attend college, while some programs can perpetuate access inequities 

through undermatching students of color as well as not provide them with adaptive coping 

mechanisms or success strategies once on campus. Thus, I took a step back and began to focus 

on college choice. That is, how students make decisions around college. Again, this left me 

weary. While college choice models have become effective in understanding student behavior, 

they’re insufficient when it comes to marginalized communities, and specifically Black 

communities. I also noticed that in my research on college choice, many of my high-achieving 

student interviewees noted that college was not a “choice” per se, but simply the next thing to do 

after high school, which made me wonder about those who aren’t necessarily high achieving. 

What do their decisions look like? Hence the inception of this study.  

I, a Black woman, attended urban schools growing up and witnessed how urban schools 

can, and have, fostered a college-going environment. I have also worked at urban high schools in 
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Los Angeles an academic mentor for a college access program in the past. These insider 

positionalities will further help me establish trust with the school and my participants. To prevent 

biases that may occur because of this insider / outsider position, my triangulation of data (i.e. 

seated interviews, walking interviews, and photo elicitation interviews) will allow for more in-

depth, credible data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Additionally, I sent participants’ narrative 

profiles to them for them to review and elaborate on anything they wished too. These member 

checks helped ensure internal validity, meaning how participants construct their reality and 

understand the world (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 

 In this chapter, I present my findings through eight narrative profiles and a thematic 

analysis of such profiles. The five themes found and discussed are (1) academic pressure, (2) 

familial support / capital, (3) predetermined pathways from school faculty, (4) tragedy, and (5) 

pride, resilience, and aspirations. To reiterate, the purpose of this study is to understand how 

Black students from urban high schools make their decisions around their futures directly after 

high school. To understand Black student decision-making practices, I conducted three, in-depth, 

virtual interviews with eight participants: four of which entered a four-year university right after 

high school, and four who took a different route. Each of the participants attended Henry Lacks 

High School and graduated between the years of 2012 and 2017. The first interview revolved 

around participants childhood, experiences in high school, experiences right after high school, 

and their racial experiences. The second interview, the virtual walking interview, was largely 

guided by the participant. Participants simple showed their route to and from school via google 

maps / earth, as well as places they deemed significant to them. The third and final interview, the 

photo elicitation, was, again, largely guided by the participant. Participants were asked to bring 

in photos from their time in high school that related to significant experiences, decisions they 

made, and/or their racial identity. The walking and photo elicitation interviews were meant to 

pull more out of the participant, as well as give them the space to share their story.  

Truthfully, while this study started as purely phenomenology, as I continued to interview 

my participants and have meaningful conversations of their realities and how it informed their 

decisions, it was necessary relay their experiences in-depth in the form of brief narrative profiles 

to truly capture their realities. Students’ post high school decisions didn’t start while in high 

school. These decisions were fostered from as early as elementary school. As this study is rooted 
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in constructivism, it is important to highlight that this study cannot be used as a catalyst to relay 

all Black students from urban high schools’ experiences and decision-making processes. If this 

study shows nothing else, it highlights that being Black is not a monolith and each student has 

their own realities and imaginations for their futures.  

A note on AntiBlackness 

AntiBlackness proved to be the most difficult to theme. In most of the coding, 

antiBlackness rarely stood as its own code or theme. AntiBlackness was spread throughout 

interviews, even when not specifically asked. Thus, in the following narrative profiles and 

themes, discussion of antiBlackness is interwoven throughout. For example, we’ll hear from 

Michael about the normalizing of yellow police tape around his neighborhood which can bring 

about further theorization of policing in predominantly Black neighborhoods, pointing to 

antiBlackness. This is violence happening within Black communities from the systemic 

oppression of the communities. Additionally, Nathan expresses much pride in his neighborhood 

but is able to recognize the fact that it is a food dessert and he doesn’t have immediate access to 

healthy foods and produce. This is antiBlackness. Examples like these are further discussed 

within the contexts of their themes. 

Narrative Profiles 

Thomas Profile 

During the time of our initial interview, Thomas is a 26-year-old Black man born and 

raised in Watts, California. His mom works with children in special education and his dad is a 

truck driver; neither of his parents went to college. While in elementary school, he was tested as 

gifted, so Thomas went outside of his neighborhood to a middle school in Carson, California. 

While the school was predominantly Black, Thomas still felt like a foreigner and felt academic 
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pressure because if he messed up, it would sabotage all the work his mom did. For example, he 

noted that this was the first time he really seen Black homeowners. He performed well but thinks 

that performance functionality doesn’t always mean a student is okay, noting that, again, he felt 

like an outsider at the school. As a child, Thomas wanted to be a chef but expressed that by being 

a Black male, that was looked down upon. He then decided he wanted to be a doctor because the 

only professions he was exposed to as a “smart young kid” was a doctor or lawyer. He discussed 

that this trajectory changed when he got to college. While he did fine in his math courses, he 

found it to be super stressful. Thus, he changed his career objective to law and became a pre-law 

political science major. However, his experiences have actually made him passionate about 

urban education and the success of Black males. Thus, he is currently a fifth year Ph.D. 

candidate in an urban education program, studying Black male student success. 

Adolescence 

 Thomas attending Henry Lacks was not his decision, as he actually wanted to attend 

another high school in which many of his friends from middle school went to. However, because 

of his stellar academics, his mom was able to choose between two of the highest performing 

urban high schools in Los Angeles, and that’s how he ended up at Henry lacks, as it was closest 

to him geographically. He was happy with this as he recognized Henry lacks as a great school 

that got a lot of Black students into colleges like UCLA and USC. His mom typically took him to 

school, but he’d sometimes take the bus to and from school. He enjoyed his high school 

experience and noted having really good teachers. While the school was predominantly Black 

and Latinx, he still found that Black male representation in his AP classes was low. When 

describing his least favorite teacher, he discusses the only teacher that ever gave him a C. He felt 

like she thought he was navigating the school a little too well and felt the need to humble him. 
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He’s still visibly upset about this C. His favorite teacher, however, was “actually a Jewish 

teacher who provided culturally relevant curriculum like African American literature.” He was 

happy to be exposed to this, especially at a predominantly Black school. During our virtual 

walking interview, when Thomas showed me Henry Lacks High, he noted that it has very few 

windows and though he didn’t want to describe it as a prison, he understood how people may 

look at it and agree with that sentiment. While Thomas doesn’t mention it specifically, this 

allusion to the school-to-prison pipeline, recognizing that the structure of the school can make 

students feel like they are in a prison, can have a deep effect on the way students internalize 

various experiences at the school like disciplinary policies and punishment. As we’ll see in 

further profiles, many students have similar takes on the school looking like a prison or feeling 

trapped by the school’s physical structure. Considering the humanness of Black people continues 

to be informed by chattel slavery, and the prisons are filled with predominantly Black people 

(Wilson, 2020) it is not without reason to suggest that the way schools in predominantly urban 

areas are structured is, in and of itself, antiBlack. 

 Nonetheless, Thomas was involved numerous clubs and organizations, eventually 

becoming President his senior year. He was also a college peer counselor, and participated in a 

social justice oriented college preparatory program that helped him navigate applying and 

matriculating into college. This program also alleviated his stress in how he was going to fund 

college, by illuminating numerous scholarships he could apply for. Thomas went on to apply and 

receive the Bill and Melinda Gates Millennium Scholarship, which he still uses in funding his 

graduate education. When asked of the skills and assets he utilized in reaching his goals, Thomas 

says that because he was always a good student, he felt he didn’t get much attention school wise 

from his parents or teachers and such, so he had to use a lot of his own aspirational capital to stay 
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motivated. Additionally, he utilized navigational capital as a first-generation student trying to 

understand the hidden curriculum. Immediately following high school Thomas went on to a four-

year predominantly white institution.  

 
Photo 1. During our photo elicitation interview, Thomas shared images of his scholastic 
achievements. 
 
Racial Experiences 

When asked how he defines himself racially, Thomas stated, “Black. African American 

Black but, I don’t know where my ancestors are from.” He loves being Black and wouldn’t want 

to be anything else, but definitely believes his race has impacted him. For example, Thomas 

discussed that he feels like some of his Latinx peers were antiBlack. Furthermore, even while at 

Henry Lacks, a predominantly Black and Latinx high school, Thomas discussed an experience 

where he feels he was profiled because of where he’s from. Someone tagged something gang 

related in the boys bathroom that relates to Watts, California, so him, and the only other boy 

from his neighborhood were pulled out of class by security and interrogated for it. This 

experience made him angry because he was at the top of his class and still being profiled for 

what felt like his racial identity, gender, and geographical location. The term ‘intersectionality’, 

coined by the Black feminist lawyer, Professor Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw in 1989, was 
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created to illustrate the experiences of racism and sexism of Black women in the US. Crenshaw 

defines intersectionality as the combination – as opposed to the addition – of race and gender that 

creates a specific form of oppression (Carbado, Crenshaw, Mays, & Tomlinson, 2014). In the 

pieces of legislation that she analyzes, racism is equated to the experience of Black men and 

sexism to the experience of white women (Carbado et al., 2014). Intersectionality has since 

become an analytical tool for looking at how different power structures interlink, function and 

impact on peoples’ experiences in feminism and other liberation movements (Carbado et al., 

2014). Recognizing geographic locale as a power structure, especially after considering various 

antiBlack legislation like redlining, is necessary in recognizing Thomas being profiled through 

the interlinking of various power structures, even if it was at a small, predominantly Black and 

Latinx school. As previously stated, Thomas’s is a Ph.D. candidate in Urban Education studying 

Black male student success. He utilizes antiBlackness in his own work so our conversation on 

antiBlackness brought up a lot on his experiences and how they’ve shaped who he is, and what 

he does, today. So, “of course” he believes racism, and further, antiBlackness exists having 

engaged with it personally, historically, and empirically. When asked about racism and 

antiBlackness specifically, he states. 

“Black people are predisposed to positions on a collective level and are 
disproportionately harmed in a myriad of ways because of a deep prejudice against Black 
people. Antiblackness refers to the ways that Blackness is in opposition to whiteness and 
that position renders Black people unable to achieve a true authentic humanity because 
blackness is positioned against humanity in a way.” 
 

Because Thomas studies Black students himself, it was not surprising that he was so engaged in 

the conversations about race and the specificity of antiBlackness. Much of our conversation had 

to deal with the intersections of his Blackness and his maleness. He states, “Because I’m able to 

perform in the white academic arena that somehow makes me more valuable than the folks who 
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look like me and weren’t able to,” which makes him frustrated. Furthermore, Thomas feels like 

he can’t connect, or there’s this opposition between him and other men from his neighborhood 

because of his education. Thus not only does the intersection of racism and sexism affect him 

from those within power and isolated him within predominantly white male spaces, he 

sometimes feels isolated within his own community, from those who look like him. 

Malcolm’s Profile 

Malcolm is a twenty-seven-year-old Black man born and raised in Los Angeles, 

California. While his mother is also from Los Angeles, he has Southern roots as his dad is from 

Louisiana. In 2005, Malcolm’s mother passed away and he was then after primarily raised by his 

grandmother, but emphasized that he spent a lot of time with his father as well. He described 

losing his mother as tough for both him and his grandmother, making it difficult being raised by 

her in the beginning, as “she didn’t really understand how to raise a Black kid in LA.” He also 

says he didn’t quite understand much about the way she was trying to raise him, but as he got 

older, they got closer. Malcolm’s uncle was also in the household and they were very close, but 

his uncle he had a military background and this also conflicted with the way Malcolm 

understood how he was raising him. Malcolm wasn’t able to go to certain parties or places so, 

while he was young, he felt they were too strict, but as he got older, he appreciated that 

strictness. Ultimately, he felt his home provided him with balance. He actually lived right across 

the street from his barber, who he also describes as his therapist. He spends a lot of time there 

and describes this barber/therapist as “probably the most influential person” in his life to this 

day.  

Childhood 
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In elementary school, Malcolm went to an all-Black Christian school which he describes 

as not even having Latino folks. For middle school, he went to another Christian school in 

Harbor City in which he describes as a culture shock. It was predominantly Latino with only a 

couple of Black kids. He was considered a troublemaker just because he was Black and said he 

was in the principal’s office every day for nonsense. Luckily, three of his Black best friends went 

there as well so that really helped. As a child, Malcolm wanted to be an actor. 

Adolescence 

 Before his mother passed, she and his dad always wanted him to attend LACES, but the 

waitlist was too long. LACES, while also considered an urban high school, is situated in West 

Los Angeles, and has a more diverse student body comprised of white, Black, Latinx, and Asian 

students. Accordingly, this high school has a reputation of being a “good school” with “good 

resources” to get students into college. Malcolm’s homeschool was Crenshaw High School and 

neither his grandmother nor father wanted him going there because “it’s rare that young Black 

men don’t get sucked into the environment.” He emphasized that they didn’t want him getting 

caught up in gang culture, as Crenshaw has a “reputation” of having gang affiliated youth attend 

the school. So, Henry Lacks High School was suggested to him, “and then suddenly, I was 

enrolled” he states. During our virtual walking interview, Malcolm described the school “like a 

penitentiary” as everything was indoors, and the only outdoors area was the basketball court on 

the roof. Nonetheless, Henry Lack’s made sense because of their reputation of offering a good 

education. To get to school every day, Malcolm took the bus, and during our virtual walking 

interview, shared that the bus stop he gets on was the first place he saw someone get shot. After 

school, he typically always went to his friend’s house that became a second family for him. This 

friend was Latino so this coupled with his experiences at Henry Lacks showed him not to be 
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judgmental, since he came from a predominantly Latinx middle school where he did not have 

positive experiences with Latinx folks. Additionally, his family and his friends family really 

liked that he was always there because it was safe, as opposed to just being outside on the streets.  

 
Photo 2. Malcolm always discussed his friends as his family, still close with many of them today. 
 

As opposed to other participants who also went to a four-year university right after high 

school, Malcolm didn’t think Henry Lacks was competitive at all. He felt like the school had a 

mixture of all types of students, and just seemed like a “regular high school with more structure.” 

For example, he was surprised that there wasn’t any racial tension within the school because a lot 

of inner-city schools in Los Angeles had race riots, particularly between Black and Latinx 

students. He also described the school as very strict, having no problem or hesitancy in kicking 

people out, and students were aware of this. Malcolm did feel like the school was out of his 

comfort zone because being a doctor or anything in the sciences was far from what he wanted to 

do, but believes it is the perfect school for students that would want to take that route. He 

specifically describes his English teachers as some of the best instructors he’s ever had. 

However, not all faculty were as warm and accommodating.  
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He described counselors as having favorites, picking the kids that they really wanted to 

push through. In fact, he describes a really bad experience with a counselor in which he let the 

counselor know that he wanted to go to the University of Texas, but this counselor told him, and 

his grandmother, that he didn’t have a chance and that his only viable options were a JC or the 

army. Though the race of this counselor was not disclosed, we must question why, as a ninth 

grader, Malcolm’s dreams of going to the University of Texas was stunted by his counselor. 

Because we know that college counselors tend to push low-income students into community 

colleges (McDonough & Calderone, 2006), it is not without reason to suggest that the 

intersections of Malcom’s racial identity, gender, and local (i.e. socioeconomic status) affected 

this counselor’s poor judgement. It points to the way antiBlackness is legitimized and reproduced 

within school settings. This made college an afterthought for him, especially coupled with his 

tenth-grade experience in which he described as his worst year because his mom’s death really 

started to affect him deeply. Still, he did fine academically, he “just wasn’t going above and 

beyond.” However, when senior year came, college was everyone’s topic of conversation, so he 

felt bad for not giving it his all in the years prior. In this same year, Malcolm founded the 

Brotherhood Club: a mentorship club for Black young men that he wished he has as an 

underclassman, to help them navigate their high school experiences and post-graduation 

decisions. Malcom’s always had this passion for wanting to help people and since leaving high 

school he has put on multiple events for the community including block parties to raise money 

and books for kids, and fundraisers to provide scholarships to college for Black men. He feels 

this drive to help people is something his father instilled in him. 

Despite his counselors negative efforts, Malcolm applied and enrolled at Virginia State 

University, without ever visiting.  He describes this as the best irrational decision, but felt like 
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being across the country on his own made him mature into a young man. However, after a year 

and a half, he says he couldn’t take it anymore; that is, the racism and the homesickness. Thus, 

he returned to Los Angeles, then went to the University of Houston. Unfortunately, during a 

school break, his grandmother passed away, and he decided not to go back as he described that 

experience as losing his mom all over again. After a couple years off, he enrolled in Grambling 

State University and has just completed his Bachelor’s degree. Malcolm intends to work in 

public relations for a record label or streaming service, as well as continue non-profit work to 

help his community. 

Racial Experiences 

 Malcolm identifies himself as African American, but wished he knew where in Africa, so 

he also identifies as Black. He believes there are certain elements of racism that are way more 

impactful that needs to be tackled. For example, those that display small forms of everyday 

racism (microagressions), he describes those people as clowns. He says we really need to tackle 

racist issues that stop people from eating. He states, “They’ don’t even give you the opportunity 

to fail, they just deny you the resources. That’s what we should be tackling.” He says he 

experienced racism blatantly in Virginia, and was even spat at, which was a part of his decision 

to leave. He does feel there’s academic pressure tied to racial identity, and feels he has been 

denied things because of his race. At times he feels like he has to play the game, almost like 

conforming, but he doesn’t like doing this. He doesn’t like having to put on a “white professional 

voice” to be taken serious, but recognizes that he may not be taken serious otherwise. Again, this 

points to the antagonistic relationship between society and Blackness, thus, antiBlackness. Still, 

he feels it is the larger systemic issues of racism that we need to be most concerned about. 

Jay’s Profile 
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 Jay, a Black woman from Watts, California, is a current fourth-year senior at UCLA who 

graduated from Henry Lacks High School in 2017. She is currently finishing up her Bachelor’s 

degree in Philosophy, with a minor in Urban and Regional Studies, hoping to continue with 

Urban Planning in a Master’s Program.  

Childhood 

 Growing up, Jay had a very rocky relationship with her mom, and enjoyed that school got 

her away from home for that reason. Jay describes their relationship as toxic, and says there was 

always a divide and battle of her mom saying Jay was too smart. Jay said her mom would 

express that it’s good to be smart, ‘but don’t think you’re too smart.’ Jay says she felt weird 

because she felt like she couldn’t do well in school, noting that once she left for college, their 

relationship improved. Jay’s father was incarcerated from when she was seven to seventeen years 

old, so he was not around. When he did come back, there was tension because his transition was 

bad and he came back really trying to parent her, when she felt she didn’t need it as she’d already 

received it from her mom. Additionally, she wasn’t used to having a male dominate her life. She 

describes her life as horrible after her dad came back and it was her, her mom, and him in the 

house. Much of Jay’s extended family are gang members or gang affiliated, and her mom felt 

that was a mistake she made in her own life so she ensured Jay didn’t do that by being super 

tough on her. For elementary school, Jay attended a local school, but went further outside of the 

community for middle school, for a better education. As a kid, Jay wanted to be an astronaut but 

stopped thinking about it after a while. She spent her summers working at the pool and describes 

this as the biggest aspect of her childhood. She feels this experience grounded her as she felt like 

she was struggling, but realized everyone was lacking in some way, yet seemed to all find 

happiness at that pool. 
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Adolescence 

Attending Henry Lacks was her mom’s decision, but Jay acknowledges that it was the 

best school in the area. She lived close, so she typically took the bus to school. She said the 

cafeteria had roaches so she wouldn’t eat the school food and would instead buy or pack enough 

snacks to last her through the day. She describes herself as very competitive in high school, 

noting that she had the mindset of needing to win or be the best. Thus, she was very involved in 

various clubs and organizations, like being a part of student council and eventually becoming 

president, as well as being a college peer counselor. She said that during her senior year she felt 

like she was doing everything but didn’t feel overwhelmed because it was all built into her day. 

In leadership, she would help put on culturally relevant skits and performances (e.g. Black 

History Month, Latino Heritage Month). All of her friends were in leadership, so that was a 

positive group for her, and she’s still friends with a couple of them.  

 
Photo 3. Jay appreciated that her school always recognized various cultures, and that she got to 
be a part of planning activities, performances, and events for certain cultural months and / or 
days. 
 
Jay also participated in the hospital program which she really enjoyed. She was interested in 

anesthesiology and was in a hospital with an all-Black staff that was very welcoming. However, 
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when she got to college, she realized anesthesiology wasn’t for her. Jay’s favorite teacher was a 

white teacher who she describes as bringing a lot of Black culture into the school and 

curriculum. Her least favorite teacher was one who gave her her first C, even though she had a 

79%. She started taking AP classes in 10th grade. Even though she wanted to start in 9th grade, 

the teacher wouldn’t allow it. She describes both experiences as moments where, similar to her 

mom, teachers wouldn’t allow her to be “too smart” or would try to “humble” her. Nonetheless, 

she feels that Henry Lacks provided her with structure. Yet, during our walking interview, when 

she thinks about the architecture of the building, she feels trapped, noting that the hallways 

didn’t really have windows and it was dark. For P.E., they simply utilized the four-story 

staircase, and students didn’t have access to lockers. 

Interestingly, Jay didn’t even think about college until she was told about a competitive 

college preparatory program, which is what exposed her to actually going to college. However, 

no one around her was talking about college, and nobody in her family went. Because of her 

GPA, Jay was pulled out of class and told about the program from a college mentor of the 

program. Jay describes herself as feeling happy and special, so she applied and got in. This 

program also exposed her to racial inequities because it was social justice oriented. In reaching 

her post high school goals, Jay feels like she utilized resiliency and being goal oriented. 

Racial Experiences 

 Jay feels that racism defines too much of her experiences and hates it. She has 

experienced it quite a lot in both her philosophy and urban planning courses. She almost takes an 

afro-pessimist view in saying “that’s just how America works at this point,” and though it’s 

frustrating, she believes everything is always going to be antiblack. She feels that racism will 

continue to just manifest in new ways as soon as we make progress because “we’re always in a 
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cycle of oppression.” Jay also shares that she has definitely felt academic pressure tied to being 

Black, and feels she had to be perfect to get to where she is now. She states, “one mistake, hang 

out with one wrong person, and your future could be on the line.” She says she’s always thinking 

about her race in situations like job interviews and doesn’t think it’s healthy to do so. 

Nonetheless, she discusses needing to be intentional about how she is perceived, especially with 

being Black and a woman. She doesn’t want to project the angry Black woman stereotype, so she 

tries not to get too passionate about things or raise her voice, underscoring the notion of 

antiBlackness as not allowing Black people to truly just be. 

Amber’s Profile 

 Amber, a 27 year-old Black woman from Gardena, California, currently teaches seventh-

grade English. She is a member of a Black sorority, which her mom is also a part of. She 

graduated from Henry Lacks High School and pursued her Bachelor’s at UCLA immediately 

after. Amber’s mom works in “…” Unified School District and is also a registered nurse who 

teaches other nurses looking to get their license. Amber’s dad also worked in “…” Unified, but 

has retired and currently owns two businesses in photography and remodeling. Amber also has a 

stepfather who is a retired bus driver and current longshore man. She has a great relationship 

with all three parents. 

Childhood 

Until third grade, Amber’s school was a privately owned private Black school that was very 

family oriented. This school had a lot of cultural events like celebrating Kwanzaa, harvest 

festivals, etc. She then switched to Rolling Hills (a predominantly white school) which she 

describes was a culture shock as the school only had thirteen Black students. She expressed that 

she experienced microagressions (knows how to label it from her education at UCLA), but 
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learned how to code switch here and was exposed to knew things like horseback riding, astro 

camp, water polo, etc. As a child, Amber wanted to be a forensic scientist. She became an 

English teacher even though she fought being an educator. However, everything fell into place 

and the networks and connections that both she and her mom had made it pretty seamless.  

Adolescence 

 Amber’s parents weren’t excited about her going to a public school but decided if she 

was going to go to one, it would be Henry Lacks which had the medical magnet. This made 

sense to Amber since she wanted to be a forensic scientist. Additionally, her mom felt at peace 

with this decision since she worked around the corner at another high school. Thus, Amber’s 

mom took her to school every day until she got a car her senior year of high school. Amber’s 

brother, however, went to a different school in Torrance because her and her brother’s needs 

were very different. Her parents didn’t want their Black son being profiled in the neighborhood 

of the school, which was situated between Watts and Compton (two over-policed predominantly 

Black communities). She noted that the school, the nearby hospital, and university were all very 

clean, but the surrounding areas had a lot of trash, poverty and homelessness. She describes 

going to Henry Lacks when it was predominantly Black, and the second highest demographic 

was “Hispanic.” The school surpassed her expectations as academics were “very very very 

important.” She describes the school’s expectations of its students as high as well. She expressed 

feeling that the community of Henry Lacks reminds her of Black Excellence that pushes for 

college from day one. She describes the school as a diamond in the rough with a great network of 

people, teachers, and counselors, some of which she’s still close to.  

In high school, Amber was very involved. She joined leadership in the tenth grade, was a 

cheerleader and eventually became captain, she was a college peer counselor, and she 
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participated in the hospital program. The hospital program was a clinic that helped people who 

didn’t have medical insurance that were suffering from STDs. Amber got to experience 

shadowing a nurse and performing nurse activities like taking vitals. She describes this 

experience as very humbling, as she worked with patients who were homeless and sex workers, 

even having a patient that eventually passed away while in her care. She describes her staff as 

very supportive but feels like she was exposed to a lot at seventeen. Amber also performed very 

well academically, “mostly As and Bs,” as she describes. Amber expressed that she felt like she 

was at Henry Lacks for a purpose, and that purpose was to prepare for college. All of her closest 

friends also all went to college and her favorite teacher was an English teacher who exposed her 

to a lot of African American literature and displayed tough love. Her least favorite teacher was 

one that didn’t really teach, just did a lot of lecturing (no discussion, no creativity in the lesson 

planning). She also described an experience in which an Asian counselor told her mom that she 

wasn’t going to worry about her because she know her mom was a teacher and she (counselor) 

had other students that she needed to work with and help more. When she got into UCLA that 

same counselor basically asked “how did you do it?” Amber also noted that there was always a 

question of could she handle these AP classes or why does she want to. So, she states, “it’s like 

the school pressured students to be the best but questioned them when wanting to take more 

rigorous coursework.” 
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Photo 4. Amber shared this photo from the college center where she did receive most of her 
college counseling after that negative experience with her general counselor. She also served as 
a peer-college mentor for this office. 
 

Amber stated that she never gave college a thought or choice, as it was always kind of 

known from day one that she would attend. Both her mom and uncle went to UCLA, while her 

older brother went to Howard. She, too, wanted to go to Howard University, but stayed in Los 

Angeles to support her family after the passing of her grandmother, as well as the better financial 

aid package (UCLA gave her a full ride). She decided not to pursue medicine / the sciences while 

at UCLA after taking a few STEM classes. However, she believes she would have continued on 

this pathway had she gone to an HBCU where she feels she would have been more supported to 

go into that field because “they take care of their own.” Historically, colleges catering 

specifically to students of color--specifically Black and Native Americans--were inequitably 

funded and undervalued (Gasman, Nguyen, & Conrad, 2014). Because HBCUs received less 

funding than other white land-grant institutions, they had limited curricula and inferior facilities 

(Gasman et al., 2014). Other minority serving institutions also still operate with fewer resources 

than majority institutions, therefore often considered “on the margins” of higher education 

(Gasman et al., 2014). Given such, Black students wanting to attend HBCUs often do not do so 

because they are not awarded enough aid. Nonetheless, Amber doesn’t regret her decisions or 

experiences. 

Racial Experiences 
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 Amber identifies as a Black woman and feels as though as a society, racism isn’t talked 

about enough. She states, “while it’s gotten better, we as a society don’t focus on the history of 

the effects of racism.” Amber believes it’s important to teach children about race very early on 

and goes on to describe how she felt that when she entered UCLA it was a shock. Amber felt like 

she’d been living in a bubble and was not aware, showing how important it is to discuss these 

issues in schools, even if they are predominantly Black. She definitely believes she has 

experienced racism in micro and macro forms and specifies instances Black girls/women 

experience when it comes to their hair, again highlighting that one’s Blackness is always 

intersecting with other identities. She also described experiences of going into stores and being 

ignored or hypervisible. Nonetheless, Amber believes that being a Black woman has impacted 

her experiences positively, and when she does experience racism, her motto is to kill them with 

kindness, noting that she tries to choose the higher road and control only what she knows she has 

control over. For example, Amber feels she doesn’t have the mental capacity to try to break 

down systems, but can control what her students learn, so she works within the power she does 

have. Interestingly, Amber disagrees with antiBlackness noting that she doesn’t believe racism 

goes as extreme as still recognizing Black people in the form of chattel slavery. She believes that 

race may have impacted some of her life decisions, but it’s not something she actively thinks 

about in that moment. However, she says it depends, because for UCLA she wanted the HBCU 

experience, so she actively sought out communities like “four north” (afro diaspora floor) etc. 

Additionally, her race has impacted her post high school decisions, like the types of schools she 

works in and types of students she works with.  

Brielle’s Profile 
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 Brielle is a Black woman born and raised in South Central, Los Angeles, California. She 

is currently working to finish with her A.A. and has about two semesters left in completing it, on 

her way to becoming a pre-school teacher and day care owner. Her mom was a preschool teacher 

and she describes her dad as never really having a career, more so just jobs.  

Childhood 

 Brielle mostly grew up with her mom and grandparents, but her mom passed away when 

she was in the eleventh grade. Growing up, Brielle was very church oriented. She describes 

knowing what was going on in her community (like gang violence and police brutality) but 

didn’t typically physically see things with her own eyes. She drifted away from the church as she 

got older but went to a Christian elementary school. For middle school, her mom didn’t want her 

to go to a public school but had to scramble to find somewhere for the seventh and eighth grades, 

so she ended up going to a public school in Gardena. This is when she feels like she was exposed 

to more things and describes middle school as a very new experience. For example, she didn’t 

know that you didn’t stay in one class all day until a friend saw her sitting in the same class for 

two whole periods. Brielle believes this middle school opened her up to newer things, even 

academically with science projects and such, which were not a thing at her elementary school. 

As a child, Brielle wanted to be a pediatrician, but as she got older it changed to the teaching 

field for preschool day care. 

Adolescence 

 She wanted to go to Gardena High School which is where all of her friends from middle 

school attended, but her mom decided it was best to put her into a magnet program, thus she was 

placed on the waitlist for Henry Lacks High School. She was taken off the waitlist right before 

Fall semester began, so she was not able to participate in the summer bridge program that many 
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students entering their ninth-grade year at that school did. Thus, she found it a little difficult to 

socialize and make friends because students already had their friend groups from the summer 

bridge program. Nonetheless, when she did make friends, she had a close group in which she’s 

still friends with today, and was voted “Best Personality” for senior superlatives. To get to 

school, she typically took the bus and the train. During our walking interview, Brielle shared that 

she once had her chain snatched (stolen off her neck) while walking to school from the train stop. 

She was deeply saddened by this because that was her mother’s chain. After that experience, she 

stopped walking to and from the train station alone.  

Brielle mostly enjoyed school for the simple fact that she got to see her friends every day 

but didn’t like projects and such. She describes herself as performing well academically, “not 

excellent or outstanding, but average,” noting that she ranged in the B and C grades. Similar to 

other participants, her favorite teachers were those that showed her tough love, and one, 

particularly, that she saw as a mom figure.  

 
Photo 5. Brielle and her favorite teacher. This is the first, and only teacher, she told of her 
mother’s passing. This teacher failed her for a class once, but Brielle knew it was tough love. 
She described her as a motherly figure. 
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Brielle states that she never had the drive to go to a four year because she felt she didn’t have 

that motivation in her family, stating, “they were nonchalant about it.” Even if she did push 

herself, she feels like she would’ve just been on her own as the first generation to go to college in 

her family. However, Brielle does believe that, if her mom didn’t pass away, she would’ve been 

very on top of her about her grades. But because she lived with uncles and aunts, they had other 

kids to worry about and such. They were never really invested in her schooling. Thus, she 

enrolled in a community college after high school, choosing this route because she didn’t just 

want to be at home and didn’t want to just get a job. She really wanted to do something so she 

could be away from home for the whole day, and believed she would eventually transfer to a four 

year. However, though Brielle started her community college journey is 2012, she is still 

working to complete this degree, as she did take three years off. She blatantly states that “JC’s 

will handicap you.” She notes that because the funding is so different, there is no real pressure to 

pass or even go to class. While she is no longer heavily involved in the church, when asked how 

she got to where she is now (in trying to finish up her degree), she states, “God and prayer.” She 

acknowledges that Henry Lacks is a great school that will “really be pushy about education and 

academics and getting you to college.” She noted that she didn’t realize this importance until her 

senior year. If she were to do high school all over again, she says she would be more focused on 

her studies and would push herself more, utilize the college office more, and seek out more 

guidance from counselors. Additionally, during high school, she wishes she was more prepared 

for the racism she’d one day experience noting that because it was a predominantly Black and 

Latinx school, she didn’t feel prepared for the stuff she’s currently experiencing in coming into 

contact with people of different backgrounds.  

Racial Experiences 
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 Brielle believes racism has always been a part of this world, noting that when you 

become an adult and you read and watch more, you really start to see the issues. She has had 

multiple experiences with racism, particularly in her various jobs, and says “we’re humans just 

like you” about racists, adding that “they treat us like we’re nothing.” She is currently “way 

more” interested in Black literature and history because of an instructor she had at a JC last year, 

and wants JCs to push more African American studies because just ethnic studies is not enough.  

Michael’s Profile 

 Michael is a 21 (?) year old Black man that graduated Henry Lacks in 2017. Michael was 

raised in Compton, California, and so were his parents. As a child, Michael wanted to be a 

rapper. His dad is a musician, so he feels this is where that passion comes from. He currently is a 

rapper and feels successful and proud of this pathway. Though he was raised in Compton, he 

initially lived in Bellflower until around seventh grade. He describes the schools as more diverse, 

noting that more racism came in those areas. So, though the area was diverse, or multicultural, it 

was still detrimental to some of the experiences of Black people, alluding to the idea that 

diversity does not recognize the conditions of Black people (Dumas & ross, 2016).  In 

Bellflower, he felt the teachers had it out for him and was trying to put him in Special Ed classes 

when he didn’t need to be. He describes feeling very misunderstood during that time. When he 

moved to Compton, he felt much more comfortable. He spent most of his time at the park near 

his home and, as a child, in church (though that later died down). During his walks to school he 

says he’d walk by gang members but nothing significant ever happened, also noting that his 

parents often told him to not just be out on the streets because anything could happen. He has a 

deep pride in Compton, noting that it has a negative stigma but crazy stuff doesn’t happen often. 

He states, “you may see something every now and then but for the most part its chill. Sometimes 
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you may see yellow tape but you’re not gonna remember it cause its normal.” He says Compton 

has shown him how thick skin Black people are, and this has definitely impacted him and helped 

him keep his head on straight stating, “If God gives you another day to wake up and make a 

move, make the best out of every situation…”  

Adolescence 

 Attending Henry Lacks High School was Michael’s parents’ decision, and he lived close 

enough that he could walk to and from school. He describes ninth grade as his best year 

academically but socially, he didn’t have many friends and was sometimes bullied, especially 

because he was the shortest one. He didn’t get too involved in high school, playing basketball for 

a little bit, and joining the step team his senior year only to be close to girls. Michael states he 

wasn’t really into school and is okay with the choices he’s made in life. He states that if he could 

go back, he’d tell his younger self to just focus more and take school more seriously, but, again, 

he doesn’t regret anything. However, he does wish he had someone that really instilled that into 

him. Nonetheless, he describes his parents as really supportive because they knew Henry Lacks 

wasn’t an easy school. Michael notes that a part of him did want to go to college but his grades 

weren’t up to par. He also noticed how people had to “hustle” for money and didn’t want to put 

his family through that stress. Thus, he enrolled in a local community college right after high 

school, and went for about a year, but then describes feeling burnt out. Additionally, he started 

taking music and his rap career more seriously and describes his dad as being very supportive of 

that decision, as well as his toughest critic. When discussing the skills and assets that got him to 

where he is now, he discusses his resiliency, communication skills, determination, good 

relationships with people, and having faith / his relationship with God. 
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Photo 6. Michael backstage with his cousin and close friend after his first performance rapping 
at a Henry Lack’s talent show. 
 
Racial Experiences 

 Michael states that racism is bad and shouldn’t be a thing anymore. He discusses how 

he’s experienced racism, but wouldn’t really get into the specifics, noting that it was “petty stuff 

on Twitter.” He does state that he has had “run-ins” with the police and combats negative racial 

experiences with God and by just dusting it off the shoulder. Michael believes that because he is 

a Black male, he does things different, “a way a Black man has to,” furthering, “something with 

a Black male really puts fear in a white man.” At the end of our last conversation together, 

Michael shared that being Black gives him dignity, integrity, and has molded him into who he 

wants to be.” 

Nathan’s Profile 

 Nathan is a 27 (?) year old Black man from Compton, California. During our time 

together, Nathan really wanted to get across his pride for Compton. He really elaborated on how 

Compton is not a bad place to live, and he wouldn’t mind living there himself once he settles 
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down. Out of all eight of my participants, Nathan was the only one from Compton, and who 

really showed the city in depth. During our walking interview, he showed a lot of the parks, food 

establishments, places he would hang out, and a barbershop that he has been going to since he 

was four years old. He discussed a lot of changes in the community, and how more Latinx people 

have been moving in. This saddens him only because he feels that Black people generally don’t 

hold on to their houses, and often move out, instead of building in the neighborhood. He even 

plans to keep his parents’ home forever. He believes Compton helped carve him into the man he 

is today.  

Before the COVID-19 pandemic was underway, Nathan worked as a bank teller at JP 

Morgan Chase. Due to the pandemic, Nathan is currently unemployed, looking for work and to 

start schooling in radiology, with the goal of becoming an MRI technician. 

Childhood 

 Nathan has Southern roots in Texas, but both of his parents, and a lot of family members, 

are from and currently reside in Compton, California. His household included him, his older 

brother, his mom and dad. Nathan’s parents have been married for 32 years and both work. He 

describes himself as very family oriented and is quite close to his family. Nathan’s family had a 

large impact on the decisions he made growing up.  

Adolescence 

 Attending Henry Lacks was largely Nathan’s parents’ decision, as he wanted to play 

football and Henry Lacks doesn’t even have a football team. Nevertheless, he enjoyed attending 

the school, particularly his junior and senior years, and because the school is so small, he 

describes it as a small community and “family oriented.”  
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Photo 7. Nathan’s school family. 
 
He was involved in sports his entire time there, particularly baseball, and have bonds with some 

of the team members to this day. Many of the fond memories he shared were during lunch and/or 

nutrition, out on the quad with his friends. His favorite teachers were one’s that showed him 

“tough love” or seemed passionate about what they were teaching. Nathan says he performed 

well academically but could’ve done a little better. While at Henry lacks, Nathan, as he puts it, 

was afforded the opportunity to participate in a job shadowing internship program at the Staples 

Center. He deeply valued this experience and that set him directly on his path after high school. 

 Immediately following high school, Nathan went to work. He tried enrolling at a 

community college with a stellar baseball team, but he did not make it onto the team. He 

described the coach as being discriminatory to people from more urban areas. Thus, Nathan 

enrolled and took some classes at a local community college, but the process was not seamless. 

Nathan described the difficulty in getting ahold of counselors and being placed into the right 

courses. He was in a math class that he, and his instructor, knew he was far too advanced for, but 

couldn’t really do anything about it. Thus, after a semester, he stopped attending that college. 

Nevertheless, the job shadow internship program that he participated in in high school gave him 

networks he utilized in securing a job right after high school at the Staples Center. 
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Nathan still wants to go to college but really wishes Henry Lacks pushed trade schools 

more. He feels like schools talk down on trade schools but believes it is a great route for those 

who may know what they want to do and would love to get started right away. He states, “those 

jobs like electrical engineering are good jobs that make a lot of money …” Nathan says hese jobs 

are ultimately essential, and feels that high schools should not down talk these programs, but 

instead shed light on them and present them as viable pathways for students who may know they 

don’t want to go the four-year route. This is why he’s actively trying to start the radiology 

program in which, at the time of this interview, he was waiting to hear back on a start date. 

Additionally, Nathan has been getting more into trading and investing, and wants to create 

generational wealth for his family. 

Family and friends deeply impacted his decision-making. Nathan describes his family as 

very supportive of his decisions, and let him carve out his own path. He also states that his 

friends are who got him looking at trade schools a little more, and recognizing the costs and 

benefits of trades, the amount of schooling / training they had to receive, and the amount of 

money they are making now. He discussed a couple of friends that went to trades and are 

currently making six-figure salaries. Nathan describes his skills and assets as being adaptable, 

being coachable, and really leaning on his family for support. 

Racial Experiences 

 When asked what he identifies as racially, Nathan says, “I’m a proud Black man.” He has 

a lot of pride in his racial identity as well as the city he grew up in. He believes racism exists and 

affects the livelihood of Black people, in all aspects. Nathan gives examples of racist hiring 

practices and questions the idea of race even being a question on job applications. He discusses 

environmental racism noting there are rarely health grocery stores in predominantly Black areas, 
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as well as potholes being a big thing in these areas. Nathan has experienced racism from cops 

and clients at work, but he “takes it to the chest.” To combat these racist experiences, he stays 

calm and states he, “just know how to deal with it as this point in my life,” but some experiences 

still catch him off-guard. Even in these off-guard experiences, he says he still knows he can’t 

really react and just has to walk it off. Though he believes that race hasn’t really affected the 

decisions he’s made in life, he believes Black people put a lot of pressure on themselves, on top 

of the already societal pressure, “so it can feel like a lot.” Additionally, while Nathan states that 

he feels his race doesn’t impact his decisions, his thoughts and ideologies state otherwise. He’s 

deeply into investing because he feels like Black people need to do more in creating generational 

wealth. Additionally, he wants to stay in Compton and keep the community Black. 

 During our last interview together, he reiterated the need for Black people needing to 

invest more, highlighted the deep support of his parents and family, as well as the importance of 

keeping Black families together. He states that Black families often break up, or are broken up, 

and should work more to stay together.  

Tiffany’s Profile 

 Tiffany is a Black woman born and raised in South Los Angeles, California, who 

graduated from Henry lacks in 2017. She is current trying to finish up her A.A. at Southwest 

Community College. During her childhood, Tiffany shared that she has witnessed very gruesome 

stuff, but didn’t elaborate further. She lived in what she describes as a really bad neighborhood, 

and finally moving out in 2015 made her very happy. She describes the previous apartment as 

“hell” with a lot of gang activity and “stupid stuff” going on. As a child, Tiffany wanted to be a 

microbiologist, so one of her science teachers in middle school told her about Henry Lacks High 

School. Thus, attending Henry Lacks was her choice.  
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 She describes Henry Lacks as very diverse with Black, Latino, and Asian students. She 

felt the school had a lot of expectations of their students and put a lot of pressure onto them. She 

wasn’t involved in many clubs or organizations, so she typically just went to class, hung out with 

her friends during the breaks, and went home. She describes an experience in which a teacher 

was trying to hold her back from graduating. The situation was so severe that her mom had to 

have a meeting with the school board to get the school to cooperate. Her mom went to the school 

board because the school staff weren’t answering her calls. Other than that, Tiffany expressed 

performing well academically during her eleventh and twelfth grade years, but struggled 

matriculating into the school in ninth and tenth grade. She did want to go to college and filled out 

a couple of applications for four-year schools but didn’t get into any. Nonetheless, she still wants 

to one day go to a four-year.  

 While in high school, she participated in the hospital program which led her to an 

internship at Kaiser. She really enjoyed this position, but after high school, stopped practicing 

the sciences. She enrolled into a local community college and later transferred to her current 

institution. She says she is close to being done, and should be done with her A.A. in psychology 

by next year, noting that she does not want to go into the medical field anymore, and instead, 

plans to become an aesthetician, noting that she is still trying to figure it out. If she could redo 

high school, she said she’d try harder, especially those years she was failing.  

Racial Experiences 

 Tiffany states that racism sucks, but it is real and white supremacy is real. She describes 

racist experiences in which she’d been called the ‘N’ word, but always walks away from those 

situations. She states that she would physically defend herself if necessary, but typically just 

walks away. Tiffany states during these racist encounters, internally, she definitely gets angry 



105 
 

and wants to cry and scream at the person but doesn’t. She also says that it is not only white 

people, there’s hate from the Asian community as well, eventually placing it all on the 

Republican Party as a whole. She also notes that she has felt academic pressure tied to her race 

and had an Asian teacher at Henry Lacks that talked down on her and wouldn’t help her 

understand. 

A photo elicitation interview was never done with Tiffany because she could not find any pictures 

from her time in high school. 

Images Shared from Walking and Photo Elicitation Interviews 

 As previously mentioned, the first semi-structured interview was a major source of 

information on student experiences and decision-making practices. However, walking interviews 

and photo elicitation interviews provided a lot of information that participants forgot in their 

initial information, that provided a fuller story of their lived experiences. Below are some of the 

screenshots from walking interviews that students shared.  
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Using google earth, Nathan provided some aerial shots of Henry Lacks High School that really 

shows the lack of green space within the school: 

      
Photo 8. Aerial view of school Photo 9. Aerial view of quad students would 

hang at lunch and nutrition. Most 
participants discussed the lack of green 
space 

 

 
Photo 10. Aerial view of rooftop basketball court 
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Photo 11. Some participants discussed the school to feel and resemble a prison, feeling 
“trapped.” 
 

 

Thematic Findings 

To organize my findings, I’ve separated my research questions into two buckets. The first 

research question asks “What are Black students from “Henry Lacks High School” post-

graduation decisions? And does, and if so how does, antiBlack racism affect their decision. This 

question will be answered pretty straightforward. Below is a table showing participants post-

graduation trajectories as well as what they were doing at the time of our interviews. I then 

provide a brief discussion of how they ended up on that trajectory as well as how antiBlackness 

affected that route according to what they said as well as according to what they inferred. The 

second and third research questions asks what other factors (i.e. identity, family, community, 

aspirations, etc.) influence their decision-making processes? How do Black students from 

“Henry Lacks High School” make their decisions regarding their futures following high school? 

And does, and if so how does, antiBlack racism affect their decisions? To answer these 

questions, I’ve found five main themes arise: academic pressure; familial capital / support; 

predetermined pathways from school faculty; tragedy; and pride, resilience, and aspirations. As 

aforementioned, antiBlackness was initially its own theme, but I found it difficult to separate 
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racial experiences from the aforementioned five themes as they are deeply intertwined. Thus, 

pinpointing antiBlackness occurs throughout the discussion of the five main themes. 

1) What are Black students from “Henry Lacks High” post-graduation decisions?  

1a) Does, and if so how does, antiBlack racism affect their decisions?  

Black students from Henry Lacks High School typically always did at least some college. 

All of my participants spent at least a semester in school following high school graduation. All 

but one of my participants who haven’t completed college still has goals of doing so. As 

previously stated, the school has a high track record of promoting college and sending their 

students to college, whether it be a four-year university or community college. Even the students 

who stated that they weren’t the most academically successful students in the school always had 

plans of going to college. That was just “the culture of the school.”  

FIGURE 11. Students’ Post-High School Decisions 

Participant Year graduated Post-high school decisions 

Thomas 2012 4-year PWI, current Ph.D. 

Candidate 

Malcolm 2012 4-year HBUC, just graduated 

from PWI w/a Bachelor’s 9 

years after starting college 

Jay 2017 4-year PWI, graduating from 

same PWI, seeking urban 

planning Master’s 

Amber 2012 4-year PWI, current seventh 

grade English teacher 
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Brielle 2012 Community college, trying to 

finish up at her community 

college and open a 

preschool/day care 

Michael 2017 Community college (1 

semester), rapper 

Nathan 2012 Community college (1 

semester), seeking trade 

program in radiology for MRI 

technician’s license 

Tiffany 2017 Community college, trying to 

finish up at a different 

community college and become 

an aesthetician 

 

Participants decision-making processes start very early on in their childhood. All but one 

of my participants (Tiffany) actually had input on even going to Henry Lacks for high school, as 

it was mostly their parents’ decisions. So when considering the decisions they made after high 

school, we have to understand that for many of them, this was their first time making a large life 

decision. While Thomas, Malcolm, Jay, and Amber each decided to attend four-year universities, 

Thomas, Jay, and Amber’s transition was seamless due to their high performance in the school. 

For them, the decision was not if they went to college, it was where to. Malcolm, however, had a 

different trajectory. A bad encounter with a high school college counselor limited his desire for 
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college, but when college application season came around, he still applied and decided to go to 

college. Brielle, Nathan, Michael, and Tiffany each enrolled in a community college after high 

school because that seemed like the normal next thing to do. It wasn’t necessarily a decision, but 

a default. While Brielle, Nathan, and Tiffany still have plans to complete a college degree, 

Michael has since decided that college isn’t for him. Further, recognizing where each of the 

participants are in life highlights their current decisions and trajectories. As previously 

mentioned, a limitation of the snowball sampling method was that all of my participants either 

graduated from Henry Lacks in 2012 or 2017. Those that graduated in 2012 are around twenty-

six and twenty-seven, while those that graduated in 2017 are around twenty and twenty-one. 

Thus, those that graduated in 2017 have been out of high school for four-years while those in 

2012 have been out of high school for nine years. This is a large difference and showed in their 

responses. Those that graduated in 2012 had a better idea of the decisions they made in high 

school, what they would have done differently, and what they are doing going forward. They 

were much more decisive. Those that graduated in 2017 are generally still trying to figure it out. 

While Jay is graduating college and going forward with Master’s programs, she is still waiting to 

hear back and her major concern now is not moving completely back to her mom’s house. 

Michael is very set on his rapping career, but when discussing his accomplishments in that 

industry, it’s much more overseas. When asked how he will continue to make a name for himself 

in the U.S. industry, he said he’s still “figuring it out.” Lastly, Tiffany is very confused about 

what she will do. Tiffany said she wants to enter a four-year, but when she finished her A.A. 

wants to become an aesthetician, and go to school for that; two very different pathways. This 

shows that decisions are not linear and with time continue to change. If anything, researchers 
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must put less weight on the decisions seventeen and eighteen-year old students are making out of 

high school and expecting that to be the life pathway of that student. 

When considering how antiBlackness plays a role in these particular students’ decisions, 

it is important to examine their lived experiences. Jay, Travis, and Amber were able to imagine 

their own futures freely as they were given multiple college choices and pathways. Jay and 

Thomas were afforded the opportunity to participate in a social justice-oriented college 

preparatory program, that taught them a lot about racial inequities and injustice. After being 

exposed to this new literature, they were able to imagine and create their own futures despite of, 

or because of, Black people’s structural position within society. Both Jay and Thomas recognize 

antiBlackness and very real and present in society, and Jay furthers this idea with her afro-

pessimist views, and still both strive to do work that helps Black communities. While Amber 

doesn’t necessarily agree fully with antiBlackness, because she comes from a family of educators 

and folks who went to college, she was pushed to that pathway, noting that it was never really a 

decision to go to college, it was the expectation.  

Every participant has experienced racism and / or antiBlackness on a personal level, but it 

is not the experiences in and of themselves that affected their post high school decisions. Instead, 

it was the larger role antiBlackness plays in society. That is, their communities are filled with a 

lot of gang violence, their communities are over policed, they’ve witnessed shootings, been 

assaulted, been robbed; all of which are all products of white supremacy and the structural 

placement of Black bodies. Their schools and neighborhoods are not cared about or taken care 

of, and they are forgotten. Thus, some of my participants, like Tiffany, Michael, and Brielle, 

were only exposed to few options, as they weren’t high-performing and didn’t have people in 

their families that went to college.  
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2) What other factors (i.e. identity, family, community, aspirations, etc.) influence their decision-

making processes?  

3) How do Black students from “Henry Lacks High School” make their decisions regarding their 

futures following high school? 

3a) Does, and if so how does, antiBlack racism affect their decisions? 

Academic Pressure 

Naming the Theme. As I read and reread, coded and recoded the transcripts, it was 

apparent students had a lot of pressure placed onto them from the school, their parents, and even 

themselves. The school provided many students with a lot of cultural and social capital, as 

discussed in the community cultural wealth framework. That is, students accumulated various 

skills, abilities, and knowledges “possessed and inherited by privileged groups in society” (i.e. 

faculty members) (Yosso, 2005; Bourdieu, 1977), as well as networks of people who were able 

to provide support them in navigating institutions (Yosso, 2005). Students were exposed to 

internships, different cultures other than their own, accessible college counseling, mentorship, 

hospital programs, etc. Similarly, participant’s, and their parent’s, aspirational capital—their 

ability to maintain their hopes and dreams for their future (Yosso, 2005)—caused participants to 

feel the need to perform well. Thus, and as participants discussed, this sometimes caused 

students to feel pressured by the school to perform well. Students described their high school 

experiences as competitive, prestigious, tough, and high expectations. 

Student Voices. All of my participants discussed that going to Henry Lacks High School 

was not easy academically. Many students described the academic pressure of the school as 

overwhelming, exhausting, and competitive. For example, Thomas discussed the competitive 

nature of the school many times:  
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“It’s super competitive. I mean like 90% of the students go straight to college afterwards.  
And then, once I realized that colleges compare you to the context of your school and to 
other students in your school, I really feel like the competitive factor went even higher.”  
 

Thomas continued to discuss his multiple commitments, but how they were each related to his 

desire to go to a good university. He even described an experience in which he had the flu but 

still came to school despite the fact that he felt horrible, stating, “I didn’t want to fall behind.”  

Thus, it wasn’t surprising that so many participants discussed the high expectations and of the 

school. When asked if she ever felt academic pressure tied to her racial identity, Amber stated,  

“Yes, but I wouldn't say that it was racial. I just think because of the reputation that the 
school has like there's high expectations. And I mean that just in a sense of my AP class 
load or you know what kind of grades that I brought home, what type of activities that I 
was expected to participate in. The balance of still upholding some level of a social life, 
but academics always coming first…like I remember I didn't really like go to parties or 
anything like that, until I was already a senior and I was done with like my college 
application process.”  
 

In fact, throughout her interview, Amber discussed the high expectations placed on her, stating, 

“It was more than I expected. Academics were very very very important, so I mean homework 

everyday. The caliber of the expectation was high.” However, while Amber didn’t view this 

pressure or expectation as racial, other participants felt otherwise. For example, Nathan believed 

that by just being at the school one had academic pressure tied to their racial identity. He stated, 

I really do feel like…we do put a lot of pressure on ourselves, we are black kids in urban 
areas, and we are at that prestigious school, so we got to kind of get these grades. To keep 
up you know, keep the funding going. And stuff like that we got make the school look 
good…So I will say, not to us, but a little bit it kind of matters a lot to. To show that not 
all these kids are you know, like Fuck ups or something like that.” 
 

It’s interesting that Nathan considered the academic pressure as tied to needing to uphold the 

reputation and prestige of the school as Black kids in urban areas. It should be questioned that 

the schools funding is tied to the performance of the students at the school, and that, in and of 

itself, is antiBlack. This unnecessary pressure on Black kids to perform exceedingly well to 
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uphold the prestige of a school only exacerbates Black suffering. Unfortunately, this pressure for 

Black students to do well to ensure the school maintains its reputation and keep its funding going 

alludes to the antiBlackness that can exist even within Black communities, as Black students are 

forced to labor and overperform (i.e. Black people are still seen through the lens of chattel 

slavery. Jay furthered the sentiment of feeling academic pressure tied to her race, stating,  

“I feel like I have to work twice as hard all the time. Even just applying for college, it 
was like I have to be the best. And it wasn’t just out of my entire school, I have to be the 
best out of my district. Like I need to be the best student I can be instead of just trying to 
exemplify myself and hoping that they like me. To me it was like not just have to be 
better than everybody, I have to be top tier. I felt like there was always no room for 
error…And that always messes with me now because I just have this thing of like trying 
to be perfect or trying to not make mistakes. That is like my whole life I've always had to 
do the right thing to make it to the right space or talk appropriately and always like make 
sure I did everything right because I didn't want to be denied access to anything just 
because I didn't want being wrong. 
 

Throughout our conversations Jay continuously discussed her identity as a Black woman, and the 

pressure she has in not upholding negative stereotypes. This notion comes through when she 

states she has to “talk appropriately” to enter certain spaces and not be denied access. This points 

to the necessity of ethnic studies and African American studies in early childhood schooling. 

Language, that is African American Vernacular English. (AAVE), should be a concept well-

understood in our mainstream society, and a Black student should not have to feel demonized in 

spaces for speaking this way. The erasure of AAVE in society is harmful for Black students from 

urban areas as they always have to live in a world of double-consciousness (DuBois, 2016). 

Additionally, Jay discussed her many commitments and her competitive nature while in 

high school, that has since died down during her time in college. However, it seemed participants 

deeply appreciated this aspect of their high school experience. Oftentimes, when discussing their 

favorite teachers from Henry Lacks, participants often discussed the teachers that showed them 
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“tough love,” placed high expectations onto them, and was very “no-nonsense.” For example, 

when describing her favorite teacher, Amber stated,  

“Oh, my favorite teacher would have probably been my 11th grade English teacher…she 
was very about her business she didn't play she had very high expectations for us. We 
read a lot of really good literature um she exposed me to a lot of African American 
literature, which I hadn't done so before, so I appreciated that…and she was the first 
person who was basically, she let me know that like I love you, but this is tough love and 
like you've lived your whole life thinking that you were the shit but i'ma let you know, 
like there's gonna be people in the world that are going to knock you down.” 
 

Similarly, when Brielle described her favorite teacher, she stated, 

Miss Hernandez she was the Spanish teacher and she was the best spanish teacher and I 
had her because I [had her for] first, second and third year of Spanish. And towards the 
end of the year of the third semester, she kept saying you keep messing up you’re gonna 
be back in my class…because nobody really took 12th grade Spanish, you should have 
been there, like by junior year. And I kind of like was messing up like at the end of 11th 
grade, and she failed me not on purpose, but she kept.it. And when I started 12th grade 
she said, oh you back again I told you. So she kind of was like the mama like ‘I told you, 
if you don't get it together, but good to have you back in class.’ She was like the mama 
and I loved her.” 
 

While Amber always knew she would go to college, as it was typical within her family, Brielle 

knew she wanted to, but felt she didn’t have that push at home. After her mom’s passing, and 

then living with an extended family who “had their own kids to worry about,” she sought that 

push and guidance from others. To this day, Brielle keeps in contact with Miss Hernandez. This 

guidance and mentorship from teachers proved important for her, and if she had more teachers 

like this, and just more push at home in general, her pathway may have been different. She even 

stated that if her mom was still alive, poor grades “wouldn’t fly” and she would have more 

support in going to college. 

Family Support & Familial Capital 

 Naming the Theme. It was clear throughout conversations with my participants that their 

families deeply shaped their behaviors. Familial capital “refers to those cultural knowledges 
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nurtured among familia (kin) that carry a sense of community history, memory and cultural 

intuition” (Yosso, 2005). This resonated with many participants throughout our interviews in 

which they described their family dynamics. Further, family often extended outside blood 

relation. That is, many participants described close friends and their families as family; certain 

teachers as family; neighbors as family; and even the community of Henry Lacks as family-

oriented. Further, beyond families providing knowledge, they provided (or didn’t provide) 

endless support. Family support proved to be crucial in helping students navigate their schooling 

experiences as well as decide on their futures. 

Student Voices. All eight of my participants were deeply impacted by their family’s 

views, ideals, morals, decisions, and support when it came to the decisions they made in their 

own lives. For example, while Michael’s post-high school decision of becoming a rapper may 

seem random, and/or off-putting to scholars in the higher education realm, it makes complete 

sense within his family dynamic since his father is a musician and artist himself. When asked 

why he chose this route, Michael states, “my dad mostly. he was an artist and just seeing him 

always riding and listening to music and stuff coming up that's just like means—still means 

something to me….He’s my toughest critic.” Thus we see that Michael’s dad is supportive of 

Michael’s decisions and even gives advice and critiques to the music he puts out. That 

knowledge of the music industry tricked down to Michael and set him on his path. 

We further see how various parenting styles can help mature students into making their 

post-high school decisions. For example, when Malcolm discussed growing up in a strict 

household with an uncle that was in the military, he states, 

“His military upbringing and trying to grow me to a young man was something I really 
didn’t understand. You know the typical like wake up early in the morning make your 
bed don't do this don't do that…I had to realize it wasn't him just like being like super 
straight, it was just him trying to point me in the right direction. Knowing like once I step 
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on the side there are certain elements around growing up in like Los Angeles, that he 
really can't control…I felt like he did his best to like keep them on a straight narrow path. 
I wasn't allowed to go to certain parties, I was allowed to like go to certain places, you 
know being young you just think your parents or guardians are being strict but now I see 
it as like I'm glad they kind of had that invisible leash on me.” 
 

Malcolm discusses how his home taught him more about navigating LA, and staying safe and out 

of trouble as a young Black man. Additionally, Malcolm went on to say that his home provided 

him with balance. Though he went across the country for college to a place he never visited, he 

felt his upbringing was a large reason he was able to grow and mature there, instead of 

deteriorating. His upbringing is the reason he was able to make the decision to leave Virginia 

State.  

 Additionally, Malcolm’s neighbor was like family to him. During our walking interview, 

Malcolm showed me the house across the street, stating,  

“this is my neighbor's house and was basically like my gateway spot. He was my barber 
and my therapist, but not on like paper therapist. [He has influenced] the way that I think 
about life. Outside of those I’m related to, he is the most influential person in my life that 
I’m getting closer to. I don’t live over there anymore but every time I pull up I just sit in 
his garage and just talk for hours. I was just there last night. It’s a very good place…I 
wouldn’t say my mom’s side was so much family oriented, but as I got older, all the 
questions I had about life, you know, whether it be about taxes or stocks or agriculture or 
fashion, really everything involving the world. He made me realize that without Black 
people, nothing would be possible.” 
 

Yosso states, “family goes further than the traditional American nuclear household and extends 

to “our ‘extended family’, which may include immediate family (living or long passed on) as 

well as aunts, uncles, grandparents and friends.” (2005). Though Malcolm’s neighbor wasn’t of 

any blood relation to Malcolm, the bond they had while he was growing up, and still have to this 

day, is a testament to the familial support provided by his neighbor. Additionally, referring to his 

neighbor as his therapist shows that while forms of psychological counseling may not be as 

readily available and accessible in Black communities, Black people remain resilient and 
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intuitive in finding, and creating, the spaces necessary in supporting their growth and 

development. 

Malcolm also described the expectations of going to college from both his mom’s and 

dad’s side of the family. While on his mom’s side, he’s a first-generation college student, on his 

dad’s side, college was the norm. Nonetheless, he felt pressure from both sides, not wanting to 

disappoint them. He appreciated the expectation of him to go to college and personally believed 

that because he is a Black man, “college was the only way for me to be taken serious as an 

adult.” Malcolm’s nine-year college trajectory is a testament to both his resiliency and familial 

capital. He never gave up, and persevered even after experiencing racism, homesickness, and 

loss. His family, both alive and gone, are why he perseveres and remains resilient.  

 Nathan also discusses how his family and his community have shaped him and his 

decisions. Beyond the family in his household, he describes a lot of the friends he made through 

sports and Henry Lacks High School as family. In fact, he states, “Henry Lacks is so small, 

everybody’s like a family. Henry Lacks was like a little community.” As mentioned in his 

profile, Nathan is currently seeking out trade programs in radiology to become an MRI 

technician. This course has presented itself to him through his many friends and former 

teammates that went to trade schools themselves, and now have flourishing careers. He states,  

“One thing I do wish Henry Lacks did was push, I would say, trades more. Because 
everybody I know who went to universities and stuff, they’re not even working in their 
field. But I know people who went to trades, they’re already working in their field in their 
career. So that’s what I do wish they pushed more…You know we always have our close 
friends and you talk to them about stuff and see some stuff that they doing…Once I 
learned one of my homies he went to a trade. And he was working out doing his thing, 
now he’s opened up his own business. So that’s why they shaped me into that way…Like 
I always had great role models, with my parents, but he taught me stuff like credit and all 
that good stuff basic stuff that you need to survive out here.”  
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Interestingly, Nathan states that his friends that went to trades are working in their field, but later 

states only one of his friends that went to trades are actually working in their field. The rest of 

the friends mentioned actually have opened up small business. Regardless, it is clear that many 

of his decisions are influenced by his family outside of the home. Additionally, understanding 

financial wellness is something he has gained from his close friends. These friends have also 

encouraged him to get into trading stocks and investing more, which he is actively doing. 

Regardless of if one views Nathan’s decisions post-high school as right or wrong, the support of 

his family (including his extended family and friends) have deeply impacted his decisions and 

put him on a path that he believes will lead him to financial wellness and building generational 

wealth. Nathan’s drive and ambition came through fully in our conversations together, so, I 

would argue, that this pathway is not “unsuccessful,” it’s just different than what those in the 

higher education realm view as success. This must be understood and engaged more among 

scholars.  

 Amber acquired a lot of capital from her parents. As mentioned in her profile, both of 

Amber’s parents were educators, both working in “…” Unified School District. Additionally, her 

mom is a registered nurse who teaches to those seeking a nursing license, and her father owns 

two business in photography and remodeling. Thus, it’s no surprise that Amber went on to 

become a seventh grade English teacher and business owner. She states,  

“right out of UCLA I didn't know what I wanted to do, but everything that I had done in 
my college career was leading me to the education world. And I didn't want to do it for 
stubborn reasons I was like I don't want to be like my mom and dad right, knowing that it 
was in my blood and it was supposed to be, and so, when I graduated my mom was like 
look, you have a college degree we can go take this CBEST, and you could become a sub 
until you figure it out, I was like okay. So I did that I got a long term position off the 
bat…I was lucky enough to be able to sub at the school that my mom worked at, like all 
of those teachers had [saw me brought up]. And they were like oh my God our baby's 
growing up, and now she's a teacher and I was like okay. I'm here…” 
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Amber went on to describe how she moved from that substitute position to a full time teaching 

position at the school after a teacher was injured, and they looked to her to take over the class. 

From there she discusses how a fellow sorority member (other people she describes as family) 

helped her get her current position, even though she didn’t have all of her credentials yet. 

Ultimately, the connections her mom provided her with helped her in her current position. 

Interestingly, Amber says she didn’t know what she wanted to do after college but that 

everything she’d done in undergrad was around education. Without even knowing it, her mom 

had a deep impact on her post-college decisions. Even further, Ashley’s mom also went to 

UCLA and pledged the same historically Black sorority, which was a big reason Amber’s chose 

to attend UCLA and pledge. This Black sorority has provided her with even more networks 

beyond her nuclear family. She initially wanted to attend Howard, but because her grandmother 

passed away, she felt it was best to stay in the Los Angeles area, and because she came from a 

Bruin family, went to UCLA. Further, Amber’s father being a business owner impacted her 

decisions for owning her own business that she’s currently starting. Thus, her family, and the 

knowledge and skills they had in both education and entrepreneurship has deeply impacted what 

Amber does today. 

 Thomas alluded to the capital within his family many times, specifically with his mom’s 

ability to navigate his middle and high school experiences. He stated, “Henry Lacks attracts 

those students who have that navigational capital within our family to really navigate [certain] 

types of school system choices.” For example, his mom used another family member’s address 

for him to be able to attend the middle school he went to that was in a different district. 

Similarly, his cousin used his address to attend Henry Lacks high school. Thomas states,  

“I was definitely aware of, like my peers, who had to number one, lie about where they 
live, number one get picked up from places where they didn't actually live. You know it's 
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like their parents had to take them to a place that was where the bus stop was going as 
opposed to where there was actually a convenient place [to] get picked up from. But that 
was like definitely a real reality…I mean like going back to these points thing: I have a 
cousin who my mom actually lists as someone who lives with us today. He was able to go 
to Henry Lacks, he just graduated this past year.But his mom, my mom's cousin, my 
cousin wasn't really able to get him in [because] she needs to specify that she lived in the 
neighborhood. And so Henry Lacks is on the border of Watts and Compton. It shares its 
student pool [with students that] come from LAUSD and Compton Unified School 
District, which actually creates a really weird conundrum. Because when it comes to the 
students that Compton Unified quote unquote offers up to Henry Lacks as folks who they 
want to take, they take the best students. Because Compton Unified wants to like you 
know, give the best students, that they can reflect well on you know. So my cousin lives 
in Compton Unified and he wasn't exactly like a super high performing student and so he 
wasn't going to be someone at that [easily got into Henry Lacks]. So he had to get my 
address, and that kind of made it a little bit more easier for him to attend the high school. 
 

This quote speaks to the clear capital within Thomas’s family and extended family. His mom and 

aunt knew what they had to do in order to get their students into higher performing schools so 

their children could get a better education. Yosso states, “From these kinship ties, we learn the 

importance of maintaining a healthy connection to our community and its resources. This 

consciousness can be fostered within and between families, as well as through sports, school, 

religious gatherings and other social community settings” (Yosso, 2005). Thomas’s family was 

sure to share resources and knowledges with one another to ensure their children had the best 

outcomes. The capital fostered within families definitely influences students and affects the 

decisions they make. For example, Thomas expressed his need to perform well because he 

knows the work his mom has put in to help get him where he is.  

 Lack of Support. While many participants discussed the support they received from 

their family members, we must also be aware of how a lack of family support can affect students. 

As mentioned in her profile, Brielle’s mother passed away when she was in eleventh grade and 

she believes this definitely affected her trajectory. Throughout our conversations together, she 

discussed how not really having that family support allowed her to slack of and do whatever she 
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wanted. For example, she discussed how she liked school because she got to see her friends and 

be away from home for eight hours, “but I felt like I didn’t really have my family authority there 

so it’s kind of like I can do whatever kind of troublemak[ing], but it was just like a peace of mind 

to get away from home.” She later states,  

“I never had the drive to go to a four-year or like the HBCU only for the simple fact that I 
felt like I didn’t have the motivation from my family. It was just kind of like if you go, 
you go if you don’t, you don’t. I didn't have the drive to go, because I felt like I didn't 
have nobody really there to support me, even if I wanted to, even if I did push myself, 
too, though I kind of would have just been on my own. I mean, of course, they would 
have been happy and everything but with my family just wasn't there because me being 
young. Of course, I would have been the first generation to go to college, but they didn't 
have that experience, I will get that.” 
 

She later shared that she believed if her mom was still around her trajectory would have been 

different, stating, “she didn’t play that” when it came to bringing home poor grades. She went on 

to state,  

“living with our uncles and then of course they have full time jobs and they have kids to 
worry about too. Not that I was a burden or anything or they despised me, it was just like 
go to school, come home. And it was never ‘how’s school, do you need help with science 
project or do you need…’ I mean they took me to the store, of course, to get things…but 
it was never…It wasn't a one on one, it wasn't a parent…it was just you got to go home 
don't get in trouble type so yeah, if my mom was here, it would have been way way way 
different.” 

 
Oftentimes we think of family support and/or capital as a bonus, or asset, students use in addition 

to the other capitals and knowledges they have. Brielle’s testimony shows just how important it 

is to recognize that having that lack of support could be detrimental to students. This isn’t to say 

that Brielle’s trajectory is “unsuccessful.” Even without her mom around in those decision-

making years in high school, she is still following in her footsteps in becoming a pre-school 

teacher.  

 Jay shared similar sentiments to Brielle’s inclination to just be away from home. Brielle 

mentioned that she enjoyed Henry Lacks because she got to be around friends and just be out of 
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the house. She furthered this sentiment stating that a part of the reason she enrolled into 

community college right after high school was to have something to do that’s away from home. 

Jay, too, largely enjoyed Henry Lacks because it got her out of the house and, specifically, away 

from her mom. As mentioned in her profile, Jay and her mother had a very difficult relationship 

while she was growing up, so she enjoyed being away from home. She describes her mom as  

“just mean or her anger was always directed towards…I can be the perfect kid…like 
literally, honestly, I was a good kid. I wasn’t sneaky, I listen, like that’s the crazy thing, I 
listened to everything she told me. And it was like, I can’t do anything right in this 
house.”  
 

Thus, it wasn’t surprising when she explained why she joined an afterschool tutoring program to 

tutor elementary school kids, stating, “One I didn't want to go home after school. Two, I always 

liked community like work…” She further states, “She was very like I don't want to say strict, it 

was just a toxic relationship, I would say, but then once I went to college and like I was outside 

of the house, we were able to have a relationship that was like getting to know each other.” 

When asked to expand on their toxic relationship, Jay states,  

“Honestly, like with my school experience there was always this divided like ‘do you 
think you're smarter than me?’ it was a battle of it's good to be smart, but then like ‘don't 
think you're too smart because you're not going to think you're smarter than me,’ but like 
I don't know what to do now cause I don't know if I’m supposed to do good in school and 
be smart or am I gonna get in trouble for being smart.” 
 

Jay never wanting to be home, feeling like she was always going to get in trouble or be 

misunderstood, and feeling like her and her mother’s relationship is toxic points to the lack of 

familial support she has. Even further, whenever school needs came up, Jay always signed for 

her mom or filled out her section. For example, when applying to a college-preparatory program, 

there was a section of the application in which a parent/guardian was supposed to fill out, but Jay 

filled it out instead. This was typical of school activities or scholarship applications and such. 
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However, Jay became nervous when, for this particular program, they wanted to interview both 

her and her mom. She states, 

“And I have built the entire application by myself cause my mom never filled out 
anything for me, like when I say I forged some signatures on things, like everything. 
Whatever my mom had to sign, I was the person doing it. I was independent, I was 
literally like I was just grown, I matured at a young age. So, when it came to the 
interview process, they have to ask you about the application and my mom had no idea 
what the application asked or anything. I wrote her part and I knew that it needed to 
sound a certain way for me to get in the program. She didn't know nothing about it, but 
then I got into the program and I was like super excited.” 
 

While Brielle’s lack of familial support seemed to have, according to her, slowed her down, 

Jay’s lack of support made her more ambitious and pressed to go to college. Of course, 

understanding their very different circumstances must be taken into account. While Brielle lost 

her mother, Jay still had hers, just a very “toxic relationship.” This lack of support motivated her 

to continue doing well in school because more than anything, she wanted to be out of the home, 

which is what a four-year provided her with. This isn’t to place blame on her mom, or suggest 

that trauma is necessary in helping Black students enroll into college, but instead recognize the 

ways generational trauma can affect parenting methods, and the way children make decisions 

because of such traumatic parenting.  

Predetermined Pathways from School Faculty. 

Naming the Theme. While student generally liked Henry Lacks High School, many 

students had experiences with certain faculty members that deeply affected how they envisioned 

their futures and made their decisions. In realizing these very difficult experiences, I was left 

pondering the third framing idea of BlackCrit. That is, BlackCrit provides Black people with the 

space to imagine and create their own freedoms (Dumas & ross, 2016). However, in a school that 

yes, is generally high-performing and strives to get their students the tools they need to enter 

college, it didn’t always provide students the freedom to radically imagine their futures, and 



125 
 

often left them to follow their own vision of their pathway. That is, students that counselors saw 

as low-performing would be told they can only go to a community college, and even students 

that were high-performing were already placed on a pathway to a four-year college; it wasn’t a 

choice. Further, these high-performing students often felt at odds with some faculty for 

performing “too well.” Thus, there was often a disconnect among students and certain faculty 

that deeply affected how students envisioned their futures. 

Student Voices. The support of counselors and staff at Henry Lacks came up a lot 

throughout conversations with participants. While many participants discussed positive 

experiences with their favorite teachers, or the college counselor Ms. G. (who was brought up by 

six out of eight participants), they also shared negative experiences with counselors who did not 

support them. For example, Malcolm discussed an encounter with a counselor in which he 

expressed his desire to go to the University of Texas. His Asian counselor told him, and his 

grandmother, that he didn’t have a chance so there was no point in applying. Being told this in 

the 10th grade, dealing with delayed emotions of losing his mother at an early age, and feeling the 

academic pressure of his school actually caused Malcolm to stop applying himself. He stated, 

“I didn’t apply myself. If a counselor, someone who is paid to counsel students on their  
college plans, is telling me I can’t go to college, then I can’t go to college…It wasn’t 
until senior year when that is the topic of discussion for everybody that I started to be 
like, oh shit what am I going to do?” 
 

Malcolm’s counselor completely disregarding his and his grandmother’s desires for him to go to 

the University of Texas points to both the under preparedness of high school college counselors 

as well as the overloading college counselors. Malcolm went on to discuss how even though he 

would be a first-generation college student on his mom’s side and they would be proud of 

wherever he went, his Dad’s side was a different story. Many people on that side were college 

educated and it was expected for him to go to college, so, that familial pressure also affected why 
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and where he went to college. Malcolm went to an HBCU right after graduating but has had a 

tumultuous undergraduate tenure. He left the HBCU after a year due to racism in the south he 

was not used to and general homesickness. He went on to a community college back in Southern 

California, and then went back to another HBCU. As of April 2021, he has just received his 

Bachelor’s degree, nine years after starting his higher education journey. Malcolm’s story shows 

just how influential college counselors and family can be when deciding on one’s future. 

 Another incident of a lack of school support comes through in Thomas’s, Jay’s, Amber’s, 

and Tiffany’s profiles. While Thomas, Jay, and Amber—who each entered a four-year after 

college—each describe moments of staff “humbling” them, Tiffany—who went on to a 

community college—describes a staff member trying to block her from graduating. For example, 

Thomas states, 

“My least favorite teacher…was actually also the dean of students at the school and she 
taught life skills. And for whatever reason we just could not click. I end up getting a C in 
class; the only C I had on my high school transcript…thank God freshman classes don't 
count [that much] on like college applications. Like who gets a C in life skills? But she 
was very much so not messing with me and it was just super frustrating and I'm not sure 
if…Like in my mind, I felt like she thought I was just navigating the school a little too 
well, and she needed to like humble me in a way, because I'm in these relatively 
competitive classes and I'm like getting A's in like geometry and algebra and English and 
history…but I have a C in life skills.” 
 

Thomas goes on to discuss how he also wasn’t quite understanding the things taught in the 

course like filling out a check right, stating, “My parents don’t have check books, we used 

money orders and stuff.” Thomas felt he was being punished and demonized for not knowing 

these things and found it distressing as a “high-performing” student to be struggling with any 

type of school content. He further says this teacher gave him no “leeway.” Jay continues this 

sentiment, stating, “Mr. G gave me my first C and I had a 79% in his class. I asked him to give 

me the B and he’s like, ‘No, you’re going to take your C because you can’t get everything you 
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want.’” Similarly, Amber had an experience with a counselor, who she specifically noted was 

Asian, who wouldn’t help her, stating,  

“she told my mom that she wasn't going to worry about me because she knew that my 
mom was a teacher and she had other students that she needed to work and help more. 
And my mom was like ‘you got us messed up, first. And second of all, if that's how you 
feel don't ask me for nothing when you asking me that confirm something or sign 
something. Because obviously you have no sense of urgency for my child, so why should 
I have it for you.’ So from that day forward I did all my academic counseling through the 
College counselor.” 
 

This college counselor was Black and Ashley felt much more supported by her. Thomas, Jay, 

and Amber show that even as high-performing students, they found that they were sometimes 

shunned or not supported because of their high performance.  

 However, Tiffany, who wasn’t “high performing,” had a similar experience in which she 

felt unsupported by the school. She states, 

“When it was time to graduate there was one teacher holding me back. She went on a trip 
and when she came back, she gave us a quiz that everyone didn’t do so well. She was 
trippin. She was trying to give me a D or F but I had to graduate. I went to my counselor 
and told him about it and you know he asked ‘are you doing your work,’ I told this man 
yes I'm doing my work and…I did feel like he wasn't going to really do nothing but he 
really didn't. So my counselor wasn't really much of a help. I think they have their 
favorites. So my mom [got involved] and tried to call the principal and every time she'll 
call or whatever they'll be in the meeting or whatever, and I think she probably heard 
them, and [they were avoiding her.] She didn't like that, so she called school board. I 
guess the principal got mad…she told him what kind of decent grades I make and I was 
able to graduate.]” 
 

Interestingly, both Tiffany and Amber’s family had to step in to resolve and issue their child was 

having, pointing toward both the lack of support from school staff and their familial networks 

and capital. Considering this, I wonder if Malcolm’s grandmother had more knowledge and 

awareness of going to college, would his situation with his counselor have gone different? 

Tragedy 
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 Naming the Theme. An unexpected theme that arose was tragedy, and its role in 

affecting student decisions. Out of my eight participants, three have experienced a loss that has 

deeply affected them. I found it vital to include these stories as they deeply impacted student 

behaviors and student decisions. 

Student Voices. Malcolm lost his mother in the fifth grade, Brielle lost her mother in the 

eleventh grade, and Michael recently lost his cousin. In an aforementioned quote, Brielle states 

that if her mom was around her trajectory would have been “way way different” because her 

mom didn’t accept poor grades, and would have been more on her about school. Further, she 

enrolls into a community college right after high school not because its necessarily what she 

wanted to do, but because she wanted to be away from home, which she felt wasn’t really hers. 

Similarly, though Malcolm’s mom passed when he was much younger, he also feels her passing 

affected him academically. After Malcolm’s counselor told him that he would only go to a 

community college, and Malcolm put college in the back of his mind, he starting doing poorly in 

school. He states, 

“Honestly, to be 100% honest with you, my 10th grade was horrible. One of my favorite 
guys got locked up, and you know like it was my Big Brother to me, so it was that and 
then like as I got older I don't know I had this like really bad way, but just I realized like 
oh, my mom was…it really didn't hit me until tenth grade to be honest. So my grades 
transcripts were like piss poor.” 
 

Though Malcolm’s mom passed years prior, it was during his adolescence where he began to feel 

her absence the most, and that caused him to underperform. Additionally, throughout our 

interviews, Malcolm discusses other people close to him that have passed away, as well as 

witnessing someone being shot at his bus stop. When asked how he believes these experiences 

have impacted him, he states, “I think, for me, death has taught me that nothing in life is really 

guaranteed. Like for me, life is short, it's unexpected. So, it's made me appreciate life more. 
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When I have the opportunity to do something, I do it.” Experiencing so much loss in his life has 

given him a sort of resiliency that allows him to keep going and do exactly what he wants to do. 

It has made him more open to new opportunities and more decisive. 

 Similarly, Michael’s cousin’s death deeply impacted his outlook on life and his decisions 

going further. Though Michael’s cousin recently passed, and it wasn’t during his high school 

experience, it has made him more ambitious and focused on his future. He states,  

“Like the person I really kicked it with the most was my cousin Eric he just passed away 
like a month ago. It kind of really put things in a different perspective for me and you 
know, trying to figure out. How to be the best person I could be and do what God wants 
me to do, and you know and how to accomplish everything I got set out for myself, 
because you know I want to do this (rapping) in honor of him, and you know just I know 
this is my calling.” 
 

The unfortunate passing of people definitely affects how one moves going forward, and though 

we shouldn’t look to tragedy as making people better, more aware, or more decisive, it may 

prove useful if high school counselors or therapists were more attune to handling these situations 

and help students move forward accordingly. These examples aren’t to highlight tragedy as a 

necessity in Black students reaching their goals, it is simply showing the reality that many Black 

students from urban communities go through. Thus, it is necessary for college preparatory 

programs, college counselors, career centers, and career counselors to understand the 

demographics of their students, their specific needs, and potential tragedy that may occur in their 

lives as Black people are predisposed to high amounts of such. 

Pride, Aspirational Capital, and Resiliency 

 Naming the Theme. Despite adversity, difficulty, rand racism, each participant discussed 

their pride in their racial identity; their aspirations for their futures; and their resiliency. When 

defining aspirational capital, Yosso (2005) states that regardless of present circumstances, 

parents and children allow themselves to dream of possibilities beyond. Additionally, as 
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aforementioned, BlackCrit allows Black people to recognize the reality of antiBlackness, and 

still imagine their future freedoms of resistance and livelihood. Additionally, given the reality of 

the tragedy and trauma Black people in this country continue to face, there is a forever feeling of 

“Black power,” “Black pride,” and “Black love.” Black people can very easily, as history has 

shown, internalize oppression, succumb to self-hate, and quit on themselves, still at the fault of 

white supremacy and antiBlackness. Instead, my participants showed a deel love for Black 

people, wanting to show up for their community, and remaining aspirational and resilient in the 

face of antiBlack adversity. 

 Student Voices. These themes were placed together because often, when participants 

would talk about their aspirations or resilience, it was in tandem with their racial identity or 

community. Every one of my participants discussed their pride in their racial identity, city, and 

community. Nathan states,  

“I love it…it’s not as many people make it seem. I feel like you should be cautious 
anywhere, anything can happen and the racism out there, definitely be cautious. It could 
take a turn for the worse anytime especially even the police, you know. They can happen 
or anybody could do something to you. But I love I love their (Compton) growth and, I 
would definitely live and raise my family. We all look out for eachother.” 
 

Nathan’s pride in his city shows his pride in his race as well as Compton was predominantly 

Black while he was growing up. This pride has helped him realize that this is the place he wants 

to continue raising his own family and keep the community Black. It has affected his decisions 

greatly and continues to do so. He later speaks to the influx of Latinx people that have moved in, 

and the desire for Black people to hold on to their houses and property. 

Similarly, Michael describes Compton and shares his pride in his city, noting that 

sometimes you may see a bunch of yellow tape meaning someone was murdered, but you 

wouldn’t remember because “it’s normal. This is our home, we’re used to seeing stuff like that 
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but it don't be like every day or I mean it might be a little bit more than usual, but it's not like you 

know, like mind blowing you know.” When asked how this has impacted him and his decisions, 

he states,  

“the area has impacted me a lot just by like taking pride of who I am where I'm from and 
just seeing how thick skin our people are and just being able to still have my head on 
straight…You know if God gives you another day to wake up and a make a move, you 
know, make the best out of every you know every situation.” 
 

Michael’s description of seeing police caution tape “more than usual” but it being “normal” and 

still being able to love where he’s from shows both his pride in his hometown as well as his 

racial identity. Furthermore, his ability to witness such things and still be able to stay true to who 

he is, his passions, and his path shows his resiliency. However, recognizing yellow police tape in 

your neighborhood as “normal” must be considered as, this is not normal in other types of 

communities. Black communities in general are typically more over policed and more prone to 

police violence (Wilson, 2020). Recognizing this as normal may point to an internalization of 

systemic racism, or, and afro-pessimist view of “this is how it will always be.” 

While Malcolm never blatantly named resiliency as a strength, I’d argue that he has 

consistently stayed resilient, even in the face of tragedy. Malcolm has attended HBCUs, PWIs, 

and community colleges on his path to his Bachelor’s degree. Nine years after starting his 

college journey he finally graduated with his degree. It was always something he aspired to, and 

knew, as a Black man, would allow him into more spaces. Him never giving up on his college 

aspirations is a testament to his resiliency. Similarly, Brielle and Tiffany both discussed the 

difficulty in being a Black woman and dealing with racist interactions, but never letting that deter 

them.  

While some only alluded to this theme of resiliency, Jay blatantly named resiliency as 

one of her skills and / or assets, that specifically comes from being a Black woman, stating, 
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“I would say my resilience because, like regardless of everyday life, even when teachers 
are being haters or like just going through stuff at home, it was just always about pushing 
through. I obviously experienced burnout once I got to college and like that was a whole 
‘nother thing… Also being goal goal oriented, because I think I was always just focused 
on like the bigger goal, everything else that was going on didn't matter, because I was 
always thinking like five years or two years in advance, like okay well once I graduate I’, 
going to college. I need to have this GPA just even starting from like 10th grade. “'m like 
I need to have a good GPA to go to college, so it was like i'm thankful that the entire time 
I was focused on the end goal.” 
 

Because Jay had certain aspirations, or goals set for herself, she remained resilient when any 

hiccups arose, and stayed, in her words, “goal oriented.” However, Jay notes that she experiences 

burnout in college which alludes to society’s reliance on Black people for advancement, yet 

undervalues them immensely. That is, as antiBlackness posits, recognizing Black people as non-

humans within the form of chattel slavery. 
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

 The purpose of this study was to understand the decision-making processes of Black 

students from Henry Lacks High School. To understand how students make their decisions, this 

study utilizes asset-based theories and methods including Community Cultural Wealth, Black 

Critical Theory, walking-interviews, and photo-elicitation interviews. Additionally, this study 

recognizes the complexities of Social Reproduction Theory as inequities, white supremacy, and 

antiBlackness are continually reproduced in schools, as well as culturally relevant pedagogy, 

racial pride, community pride, resiliency, and aspirational capital. In the following chapter I 

discuss and summarize the findings, and provide implications for research, theory, practice, and 

policy. 

Summary and Discussion of Findings 

RQ 1a: Black Student’s Decisions 

 The first question this study sought to explore was what are Black students from Henry 

Lacks High School post-graduation decisions? Does, and if so, how does antiBlack racism affect 

their decisions? To answer this research question, I simply asked participants about what they 

have done since they graduated high school. Since all participants were already at least three 

years out of high school, this study was able to capture how decisions are consistently changing, 

even after a student has started on a particular path. 

Decision-Making as Ever-Changing. As discussed in the findings, all participants went 

to some college directly after high school. Initially, this study sought out four participants who 

went to college right after high school, and four who chose another pathway. However, 

considering Henry lacks is such a high performing high school that really pushed for their 

students to go to college, it was very difficult to find students who did not enroll into a college 
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right after. As many participants noted, it was rare for students to not go to college right after. 

Thus, this study instead sought four students who enrolled into a four year college, and four who 

enrolled into a two year college. The gap in age among participants, that is, those that graduated 

in 2017 and those that graduated in 2012 proved very telling. Participants that graduated in 2012 

had a much clearer understanding of their goals and aspirations, how they would achieve such 

goals, and things they’d change if they could go back to that time in high school. Those that 

graduated in 2017 were generally still trying to figure it out, even if they were graduating with 

their Bachelor’s degree. These students did have specific goals and aspirations, but there 

demands were much more of a “right now” issue, instead of a long term one. Additionally, their 

methods of getting where they wanted to be were a bit unclear. For example, Tiffany discussed 

wanting to be an aesthetician, getting her A.A. degree, and transferring to a four-year university. 

However, she never discussed going to cosmetology school or enrolling in an aesthetician 

program. She was mostly focused on finishing her A.A., but even with that she was unsure of 

how much more time it would take her. She is finishing up her fourth year in community college, 

and said she thinks she has about a year left. Additionally, Michael, while very set on his goals as 

a rapper, displayed no clarity on how he would continue to grow and be successful in the 

industry. His goals are to get signed and said he would do so through connects, but primarily 

stated he’ll just continue putting music out there. Lastly, while Jay has goals of receiving a 

Master’s degree in Urban Planning, she is primarily focused on finding a job to keep her from 

moving back home. These participants are around twenty and twenty-one years old, still 

contemplating their higher educations decisions and… 

 Community College as a Non-Viable Route. Malcolm proved to be an interesting 

participant when compared to his colleagues that entered a four-year immediately after high 
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school. While Jay, Amber, and Thomas each labeled themselves as “high-performing,” “gifted,” 

and “competitive,” Malcolm, noted that he did well in school but did not go “above and beyond.” 

Further, he discusses that he didn’t really think about college until his senior year when that was 

the talk of the school. In fact, many, but not all, participants explicitly stated this. Participants 

continuously argued that the school really pushed for all of their students to go to college, even if 

they themselves weren’t constantly thinking about it. Multiple participants agreed with the 

sentiment that during senior year, if you’re not talking about college or making moves to go to 

college, you feel left out. Thus, as this study shows, some students that attend community college 

after high school don’t necessarily decide to do so, it just seems the normal next step, especially 

when coming from a high-performing school. Additionally, community college proved to be a 

hindrance to many students. Brielle flat out called it a handicap as she is still trying to finish her 

A.A., Tiffany has been to two community colleges, and Nathan was placed in courses he was 

overqualified for. None of the participants who attended community college immediately after 

high school have attained a degree or certificate in any field. This points to the lack of funding 

and resources that go toward supporting students at this level on their pathway to transfer or 

enter their chosen career field. 
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RQ 2: Factors Influencing Student Decisions 

FIGURE 12. Word Cloud Illustrating the Factors that Influenced Student Decisions 

 

 Family. Ultimately, the factors that deeply influenced student decision making practices 

stem from the values, ideals, skills, assets, and knowledges they acquire from their family 

members, community, school, and every day experiences. This can be summed up as students’ 

funds of knowledge. Originally, Moll Amanti, Neff, and Gonzalez (1992), developed funds of 

knowledge to explore household and classroom practices among working-class, Mexican 

communities, primarily to find breakthroughs in teaching that stem from the skills and 

knowledge found in households. Thus, funds of knowledge emphasize “strategic knowledge and 

related activities essential in households’ functioning, development, and well-being” (Moll et al., 
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1992). Rios-Aguilar and Kiyama (2012) use this “funds of knowledge” framework to then 

explore Latina(o) students’ college preparation, college access, and development of their career 

aspirations. They further explore the role of households in college preparation and the role of 

families in college access. Though this study was not situated within this framework, this notion 

of students tapping into their family-learned skills to make their decisions was very prevalent. 

Most prevalent, however, was family support and capital. Consistent with the literature, this 

study found family support to be the biggest influence in the decision’s students made. Though 

all of my participants, except Nathan, qualified for free and reduced lunch, meaning they were 

considered low-income, none of them ever felt lacking within their household. Deficit literature 

may have readers thinking low-income Black students are consistently struggling, missing meals, 

and don’t have basic necessities for living. However, each of my participants felt sustained 

within their communities, happy, and fulfilled.  

Support in the context of this study meant support in the choices students made. Support 

from parents came through as coming to parent-teacher conferences, meeting with school 

counselors, paying for extracurricular activities (e.g. sports, cheerleading, etc.), helping with 

college applications and paying for them, and attending college seminars with their children. 

This study highlighted that both positive and negative support is influential in how students 

process their decisions, but it’s much more nuanced than that. For example, while Thomas, 

Amber, and Malcolm felt a lot of support from their families and that is what, in part, pushed 

them to pursue their college goals, Jay didn’t feel supported by her mom and this is actually what 

motivated her to continue doing well so that she could leave the house. Additionally, Brielle, 

who did not pursue a four-year after high school, felt a deep lack of support from her family 

which she explains is the reason she wasn’t more motivated in school.  
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 Familial capital proved to be just a salient as familial support. Yosso (2005) defines 

familial capital as “cultural knowledges nurtured among family and community, expanding the 

concept of family to more broad understandings of kinship.” Many participants discussed ways 

their families’ navigational capital allowed them to attend more advanced middle schools and 

even go to Henry Lacks. In fact, attending Henry Lacks was only one participant’s decision, 

while all other participants noted it was their parents’ choice as they knew the reputation of 

Henry Lacks. Most prevalent was the knowledge families had around their students choices. For 

example, Mario wanting to rap and having his father help him learn to create music …  

Academic Pressure. The theme of academic pressure was nuanced in many ways. Most 

of my participants discussed the pressure they received academically, specifically from the 

school. They described the school as overwhelming, exhausting, and difficult. The school was 

described as very competitive due to its reputable hospitable program as well as high Black 

student matriculation into college rate. For some participants, this academic pressure was too 

much and left them unmotivated and stagnant. Specifically, Brielle, Tiffany, and Michael each 

discussed how difficult it was academically at Henry Lacks, and only doing what was necessary. 

Further, the school disregarded students that weren’t high performing, barely preparing them for 

community college,. However, of these same participants, Brielle appreciated the pressure 

received from one of her teachers who actually failed her, noting it as tough love and seeing her 

as a parental figure. These theme of tough love came from higher performing students as well, 

really appreciating those teachers that would “humble” them. Further, for the high-performing 

students Thomas, Jay, and Amber, this academic pressure made them competitive, resilient, and 

highly motivated pointing toward their ‘grit’ (Duckworth, 2016). Additionally, some students 

tied this pressure from the school to being burdened with upholding the prestige of the school as 
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Black kids in urban areas. Thus, this academic pressure was interconnected with their racial 

identity. This pressure tied to their race points to antiBlackness as students sometimes felt 

overworked and undervalued as students at the school. This shows how antiBlackness can take 

form in a small community that is primarily Black and Brown. Further, this racial pressure 

intersected with students’ gender identity, as it is impossible to separate one’s various identities 

and look at one as a monolith. Students discussed needing to talk a certain way, act a certain 

way, and always do the right thing to be taken serious or not be denied access to certain spaces. 

Black students are constantly viewing themselves through the eyes of themselves, and through 

the eyes of outsiders that may place stereotypes onto them.  

Predetermined Pathways from School Faculty. Students discussed in detail negative 

experiences they have had with various staff members at Henry Lacks High School. While the 

student pool was predominantly Black and Latinx, the staff was more diverse including Black, 

Latinx, Asian, and white staff members. Often times, when students had negative experiences 

with faculty, they were pointed out as being white or Asian. Two participants discussed 

counselors not supporting them, with a counselor telling Malcolm his only option was attending 

a Junior College. Experiences like these can have dramatic effects on students, especially when 

they are at such a young and impressionable age. Malcolm went on to stop applying himself 

since he believed that this trained professional was telling him, and his grandmother, the truth. 

Further, when Tiffany had issues with a teacher, and went to her counselor for support, he was 

not supportive and accused her of lying. This brings to question the role of counselors. Yes, they 

are meant to counsel students on what is best for them academically while in high school and 

after, but who is a student to turn to when their teacher is not supporting them. Who holds the 

teacher accountable; who puts them in check? 
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Additionally, as previously mentioned, many high-performing students described 

moments in which they felt faculty and / or family were being hard on them as a means to 

“humble” them. They described navigating the school really well and being smart, and how they 

sometimes felt they were being punished or demonized because of this. From receiving sub-par 

grades, to being outright neglected by counselors, to being punished for being “too smart” at 

home, these students expressed feeling unsupported because of their high performance. 

Tragedy and Trauma. Unexpectedly, tragedy and trauma came up a lot through 

conversations with participants. Some participants experienced trauma and loss that have deeply 

affected their decisions. Two participants specifically lost their mother and discuss how that 

affected their pathway post high school, noting that their pathway would have been different had 

their mom been around. Additionally, Michael recently loss his cousin and that has made him 

more motivated toward his goals. Further, Jay, who didn’t experience loss, described her 

household as very toxic, thus many of her decisions post-high school have been to get away from 

the home. Even further, the school in which all of the participants attend is situated in a 

community that is over policed, experiences violence, gang-related activities, homelessness, and 

poverty. To witness this everyday speaks to the trauma each of the participants experience, even 

if it wasn’t as severe as losing a parent. Interestingly, this trauma has been normalized, with 

some participants noting that the happenings in their community doesn’t affect them too much 

because it’s “normal.” 

The unfortunate reality is that tragedy and trauma come with being a Black body in 

America. Witnessing the continual murder of Black bodies by police who rarely get convicted 

brings trauma. Living in a food desert without access to healthy options brings trauma. Being 

robbed while walking to school is traumatic. Witnessing murders or shootings is traumatic. Not 
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being allowed to go outside because of the gang activity is traumatic. Each of my participants 

experienced one or multiple of these tragedies growing up, yet remain steadfast in their goals. 

This isn’t to suggest that Black students must go through such adversities in order to succeed, be 

well-informed decision makers, and reach their goals. No. If anything, this points to the blatant 

global and systemic antiBlackness that still manifests in communities that are predominantly 

Black and Brown. 

Pride, Aspirational Capital, and Resilience. These three ideas were placed together 

because every time participants discussed their aspirations, it came with the notion of resiliency 

and pride in their racial identity. Yosso (2005) defines aspirational capital as “one’s ability to 

maintain their hopes and dreams for the future, despite potential barriers. Regardless of present 

circumstances, parents and their children allow themselves to dream of possibilities beyond.” 

Similarly, BlackCrit allows Black students to radically imagine their futures and their freedoms. 

Every participant was very goal-oriented. Thought their methods of reaching their goals may 

have been a little fuzzy, they were adamant that they would reach them. With these aspirations 

came a sense of resiliency, even in the face of tragedy. Participants discussed various adversities 

they’d gone through, but how they always “bounced back” because of their resiliency. 

Additionally, participants expressed pride in their racial identity because of the resiliency shown 

by Black people. Further, though participants were able to discuss the “bad” things that happen 

in their community, they expressed pride in it and sought for continual Black ownership. 

RQ 1a & 3a: AntiBlackness as “Normal” 

Asking how antiBlackness affected students’ decision-making processes proved to be 

futile. Each participant has experienced forms of antiBlackness throughout their lives personally, 

institutionally, and systematically. If we consider Brofenbrenner’s Ecological System’s Theory 
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as how children and students develop, we mustn’t forget how antiBlackness permeates through 

every system of relationships. AntiBlackness is personal, structural, systemic, political, 

environmental, etc. What became most apparent was the way the community as a whole has been 

harmed by antiBlackness. For example, Michael discusses certain traumatic events that have 

happened in his community as “normal.” Witnessing gang-related activity as well as police 

violence stems from the social positions of Black people, or rather, the social positions placed on 

Black people from the days of chattel slavery. While one of my participants, Nathan, isn’t low-

income, his community still experiences the effect of antiBlackness as a predominantly Black 

and Brown community. As aforementioned, he discusses his wish for access to healthier food 

options in his community. Accordingly, his class privilege doesn’t protect him from the violence 

Black people experience within his neighborhood, whether physically, psychologically, or 

environmentally. Thus, regardless of one’s class status, Blackness “fundamentally carries with it 

logics of oppression” (Bledsoe, 2019, p. 477). 

Black students experiencing such harsh realities but pushing forward and remaining 

resilient, aspirational, and prideful points to their grit. Grit, as discussed by Duckworth (2016), 

refers to the perseverance and motivation of students when facing academic hardships. It is the 

passion and sustained persistence toward long-term achievement, with no concern for 

recognition or rewards along the way. This points to the narrative profile of Jay who described 

herself at being competitive all of her life, always trying to be the best, but never even 

considering college as an option until it was presented to her. Students with grit, or ‘Gritty 

people,’ continue to persevere over long periods of time, despite such academic obstacles and 

hardships, as well as experiences with failure and adversity (Duckworth, 2016). Though the use 

of grit in education has come under scrutiny because, similar to many college choice models, it 
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puts student outcomes directly onto students and ignores various systemic barriers, my 

participants showed a lot of grit in face of the various experiences with racism, antiBlackness, 

loss, and trauma experiences. Each participant remains very goal-oriented and driven about their 

specific pathway. 

College or Career. Interestingly, a few participants discussed ways in which they felt 

their community college experience has been handicapped, or ways they have not been 

accommodated in their community college. This points to larger issues within the community 

college sector as very broad, open-access institutions. Deil-Amen (2015) discusses the harmful 

ways institutions position diversity, as well as the importance to discuss diversity in terms of 

who has access to which institutions and resources. Combined with this premise that 

marginalized students are tracked toward less prestigious universities, Deil-Amen (2015) argues 

that elite universities and their students often benefit from this structured inequality. Thus, 

discussing diversity in the context of marginalized students gaining access into elite institutions 

proves deficit, and diminishes the diversity of the broad access institutions where the majority of 

the minority attend (Deil-Amen, 2015). These broad access institutions are left with minimal 

resources, understaffed, and underfunded. Accordingly, it’s understandable that black student 

experiences at these institutions are described in terms like “handicapping” or “pointless.” 

Deil Amen (2015) further discusses diversity as including a variety of dimensions: 

race/ethnicity, SES, access to type of institution, attendance designation (full-time, part-time, and 

part-year), financial status (dependent, independent, or with dependents), and level of college 

preparedness (Deil-Amen, 2015). However, this multicultural and diverse student body already 

exists at many institutions, and especially in community colleges, making it the norm (Deil-

Amen, 2015). Nonetheless, I believe it necessary to take race out of the conversation when 
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discussing diversity at institutions. Using race is futile when we see specific groups of color (e.g. 

Black students) still having lower, disproportionate degree attainment rates. This can hinder 

attention to communities from specific racial backgrounds that may not be succeeding in either 

four-year or two-year institutions. Additionally, diversity allows us to ignore the real, and 

specific issues of racism that are specific to each racial demographic. Continuous strives to 

increase diversity only leads to the presumption that racism no longer exists or presents as a 

barrier on the path to equal opportunity (Dumas & ross, 2016). For this reason, scholars and 

educators view students that do not access college or attain a degree as “unsuccessful,” as well as 

at fault because of their own decisions. This logic is helpful to no one. 

Furthermore, the most telling finding of this study is that students are not choosing 

between college or a career at the high school level. In fact, the decisions they make aren’t much 

of a choice as it is a result of their circumstances. Additionally, students that did not attend a 

four-year college were not choosing their career pathway. Instead, they attended community 

college and took more time deciding on what they want to do with their futures. Often times, 

when decision-making is discussed in the literature, it’s discussed as a binary between college or 

career. However, as this research and I predict more research will show, if a student is 

uninterested in pursuing college immediately following high school, that does not mean they are 

trying to pursue a career. Yes, they may join the workforce, but the jobs they choose aren’t 

necessarily in a field they’re passionate about or interested in pursuing further. Thus, we must 

break down decision-making and recognize other pathways students take as authentic and 

successful. Regardless of what they choose, it’s up to educators, researchers, practitioners, and 

policy-makers to ensure all students are presented with multiple options to inform their 

decisions. 
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Implications 

 While research, theory, practice, and policy have come a long way in acknowledging the 

erasure of the needs of Black students, there is still much room for growth. Scholars and 

practitioners are still using college choice models based in cost-benefit, market-driven theories to 

create college preparatory and access programs, summer bridge programs, and even high school 

curricula. Additionally, various sociological and ecological models don’t do enough to recognize 

the specific racial identities of students, and if they do, they use the racial monolith as a way to 

describe the actions of all students in that race. This study shows that Black student experiences 

are not a monolith even at one school, so of course we can’t make assumptions of how all Black 

students will act. Further, the political economy of the country, and world, must be considered 

when understanding how students will behave. For example, COVID-19 deeply exacerbated 

inequity in schooling both at secondary and post-secondary levels while worldwide 

demonstrations against police violence have become increasingly transparent. Situations as such 

deeply impact student experiences and their decision-making processes. In the context of striving 

to understand Black student behaviors, scholars and practitioners must acknowledge the 

antiBlack reality of the world we live in. Below, I further highlight the implications this study 

can have on research, theory, practice, and policy. 

Implications for Research.   

 Students. Students are constantly changing, and research scholars must do more to 

acknowledge this fact. As higher education shapes society, and vice versa, scholars must 

recognize how our ever-changing society impacts the ideas of students. For example, research 

shows that students of color, and non-traditional students, are growing at rates that make them 

the majority in higher education. Thus, it’s long overdue for research to move past understanding 
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the needs to white students, utilizing theories that look past “traditional students” and more to 

students of color, adult students, parenting students, etc. If we do look primarily to students right 

out of high school, aged 18-24, we must look at them in the context of their peers, not in 

comparison to those of the past. That is, today, many students in generation z aren’t as pressed to 

go to a four-year college right after high school. With student loan debt being a major concern 

for young decision-makers, we have to recognize that four-year schools aren’t always student’s 

idea of success. We must rethink the idea of success as “college-bound” or even “labor-market” 

ready. Today, students are, rightly, taking more time to figure out their goals and passions, not 

rushing into decisions. In fact, many college graduates go back home while figuring out their 

post-grad plans, not always securing a salaried job right after to pay off their college debts. They 

are not immediately entering the work market, so conceptualizing success in this way is wrong, 

and privileges certain types of students, and institutions, over others. As this trend continues, we 

may see this happening at the high school level, so researchers must acknowledge the shifting 

nature of the value of higher education. 

 Additionally, research needs to move toward a more asset-based and student-oriented 

approach. Though it may seem as an ancient notion, the idea of academic disengagement among 

Black students remains consistent in research (Irving & Hudley, 2008). However, this study 

shows that Black students are not disengaged, and if they do become nonchalant about their 

academic performance, it is usually due to lack of support from counselors and / or family. Thus, 

instead of viewing Black students as deficient, research must do more to acknowledge the skills, 

assets, and knowledges they bring from their homes, communities, and families, and utilize in 

their everyday lives as well as their decision-making practices. Further, research must do more to 

explore the faults of counselors and how they can be better equipped to support student needs. 
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This study also points to a need for therapy in schools, specifically for vulnerable populations 

like Black students who may be exposed to a lot of tragedy and trauma in their lives. As this 

study shows, this such tragedy and trauma could cause students to underperform. So, more 

research on the benefits of therapy in these schools would prove helpful. 

 “Choice.” Historically, college access and college choice literature has remained 

separate. Many scholars view ‘access’ as a more macro-level orientation in which 

educational opportunity and structural forces of college-going are at focus (Gildersleeve, 

2010; Hughes, Kimball, & Koricich, 2019). On the contrary, college choice is viewed on a 

more micro-level in which individual decision-making, individual determinants, and 

individual behaviors are the focus (Gildersleeve, 2010; Hughes et al., 2019). This must be 

problematized as much of the choice literature highlights the strongest predictors of 

enrollment include college preparation and college choice, ignoring the role race and 

racism take in shaping student decision-making, access, enrollment, and matriculation 

(McLewis, 2021; Teranishi & Briscoe, 2006). 

This study highlighted and illuminated the ways in which students, particularly Black 

students, aren’t actually “choosing” anything after high school. They are not presented with 

various options and “choices” to choose from. Even high performing students were on a pathway 

they were prepped for since they were in elementary school. Research must continue to 

problematize and move past traditional models and theories for understanding student choice. As 

aforementioned, Iloh (2018) argues that “choice” models and research tend to utilize economic 

perspectives to understand student decision-making. She states that these economic perspectives 

employ a “rational process by which an individual estimates the economic and social benefits 

[and costs] of attending college” (Iloh, 2018, p. 229), while sociological perspectives recognize 
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the ways in which a “high school graduates’ socioeconomic characteristics and academic 

preparation predispose them to enroll at a particular type of college” (Iloh, 2018, p. 229). 

Similarly, I argue that these traditional choice models that often utilize the economic 

perspectives of decision-making and engages in cost-benefit analysis do not work when trying to 

account for the actual lived experiences and realities of students of color, and more specifically, 

Black students. Further, college choice theories have limited “analytical capability to articulate 

interlocking systems of power and oppression that can also construct college opportunities” 

(McLewis, 2021, p. 23). That is, as I argue, neither traditional nor more recent models of choice 

capture the reality of structures in place that perpetuate white supremacy and antiBlackness, that 

have direct links to how students make decisions regarding their futures.  

 In examining traditional and new models of college “choice” for Black women, McLewis 

(2021) problematizes the ways in which traditional conceptions of “choice” overlook how 

historical violence shaped opportunity and access to quality education. This historical antiBlack 

violence has shown up in chattel slavery, segregation, integration, various violent movements 

(e.g. the war on drugs, the war on poverty), disencfranchisement, etc. When examining choice 

today, it is necessary for scholars to recognize this antiBlack violence as shaping the political 

economy and having direct effects on how students view their futures. Additionally, when 

examining such histories, it is nearly impossible to not understand how this impacts student 

behaviors. Students may become either less motivated to go to college, in fear of experiences 

more macro and direct forms of antiBlackness, and / or they may become completely resistant to 

operating within that system. Scholars must take this into account. Furthermore, as previously 

stated, students aren’t presented with multiple “options” or “choices” after high school. Their 

futures are often decided for them by their parents and / or school faculty. Thus, utilizing models, 
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whether economic or sociological, aren’t helpful to truly understanding Black student decisions 

if they are not recognizing the power structures in place that reproduce inequities in schooling, 

preventing Black students from accessing, or even wanting to access, college. Instead, 

researchers must utilize theories that capture the reality of Black students daily lives (e.g. 

BlackCrit, Community Cultural Wealth).  

Implications for Theory 

 Social Reproduction Theory. Scholars or practitioners utilizing social reproduction 

theory must be able to, in AAVE, ‘call a spade a spade.’ That is, social reproduction argues that 

because the dominant cultural capital (i.e. that of the dominant class) is what’s reproduced in 

society, those within marginalized communities are left at a disadvantage. However, scholars and 

practitioners must be willing to go further and acknowledge this “dominant cultural capital” as 

white supremacy, and, as a result, antiBlackness. These continue to manifest in schools, even if 

the schools are predominantly Black and Brown. Thus, I’d expand social reproduction to 

consider ways antiBlackness has continually been reproduced and reinforced in K-12 and higher 

education. Theorists must be purposeful in naming race in social reproduction, how different 

races may receive reproduction because of their position within society as well as their 

socialization, and then work to understand how this can affect their behaviors (e.g. decision-

making practices). 

 Additionally, theorists must recognize the nuance in social reproduction theory. That is, 

though white supremacy, antiBlackness, and racism are reproduced within society and schooling, 

so are knowledges, skills, and assets. When we consider community cultural wealth, this is 

reproduced among families and within some classrooms in which teachers utilize culturally 

sustaining pedagogy, or simply teach with love. If we continue to look at social reproduction as a 
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deficit marginalize communities can’t attain, it will continue to be detrimental to these 

communities. Thus, in continued theorizing of social reproduction, we must continue to be asset-

based and acknowledge all else that is reproduced. 

 Community Cultural Wealth. Of course, theorists of community cultural wealth must 

do more to study communities other than Latinx communities. Even if named something else, 

Black students carry their own set of wealth, knowledge, skills, and assets that are utilized daily. 

Moreover, these capitals can be expanded to include more. For example, I’d push for an addition 

of resilient capital. That is, one’s ability to “withstand or recover from difficult conditions” 

(Oxford, 2021). Throughout this study participants continued to recount traumatizing or 

triggering parts of their lives that they were able to come back from even stronger. Again, I don’t 

want to push the narrative of Black people always needing to be strong, but many do carry a 

form of resiliency that deeply influences their behaviors and their decisions. Additionally, many 

participants utilized a form of spiritual capital which “can be understood as a set of resources and 

skills rooted in a spiritual connection to a reality greater than oneself” (Pérez Huber, 2009). 

Participants discussed their faith and / or relationship with God as helping them succeed and 

remain passionate. Thus, community cultural wealth can be expanded in a way that captures the 

experiences of Black students. 

 Further, scholars have problematized the notion of “capital” in describing the wealths 

students have. Theorizations of antiBlackness has explained the ways in which society 

recognizes Black people as “non-being” and holding a “structural position within society” (p. 4) 

which relies on Blackness for its political and economic gains (Bledsoe & Wright, 2018). 

Accordingly, capitalism is dependent on antiBlackness to “realize itself,” as antiblackness must 

exist for capitalism to exist (Bledsoe & Wright, 2018). Thus, utilizing the term capital can prove 
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problematic for communities of color, particularly Black students, as it reinforces this idea of a 

need for production of labor from this community. Furthermore, as Neri, Zipin, Rios-Aguilar, 

and Huerta (2021) discuss, the utilization of the word “capital” blurs the distinction between 

white, dominant cultural characteristics considered valuable in mainstream education ‘markets’ 

and the cultural characteristics held by people of color utilized daily. While Yosso (2005) strives 

to challenge applications of ‘capital’ to whiteness (Neri et al., 2021), there’s a certain power in 

naming our own “funds” or “wealths” or “assets.” Thus, I believe further theorization of 

“capital” among Black students specifically can occur, recognizing that, as BlackCrit explains, 

we have the power to imagine our own futures and realities, and that can start with naming. 

 Black Critical Theory. This study found it difficult to negotiate experiences of 

antiBlackness with participants who didn’t believe it to exist. Particularly, Amber, didn’t believe 

in antiBlackness, but I couldn’t be describde as a Black optimist. For example, her views on 

racism were very pessimistic and she works within the power she does have in the classroom to 

combat them, however, she was not hopeful for an equitable future and never discussed seeing 

that as a real reality. Moreover, she did not agree with the idea that Black people are still viewed 

in a position of chattel slavery, nor that Blackness essentially exists in tension with humanity. 

Thus, I was conflicted in how to relay her experiences within the realm of antiBlackness. 

Accordingly, BlackCrit work can operate to mitigate this tension. Further, in the higher 

education literature, scholars who move forward with utilizing and applying BlackCrit must do 

so acknowledging ways they’ve engaged in antiBlackness and / or antiBlackness work. 

BlackCrit conceptualizations of college “choice” and or access must work to decipher unjust 

practices of higher education advocates, practitioners, and policy-makers.  

Implications for Practice 
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 Implications for High Schools. As previously mentioned, poor counselors and staff 

played a huge role in how students made their decisions. From counselors to teachers, when 

student felt they weren’t being supported, they often became very nonchalant about doing well in 

school and their post-grad decisions. Counselors and staff must be better trained to support their 

students’ goals. A counselor should never tell a student that a four-year university is not. 

Additionally, this study showed that students wanted more information on trade schools. This 

must happen. Though these schools can prove predatory, and this is the reason this knowledge 

isn’t offered, this must be made transparent to students, as these schools are heavily advertising 

to them. Additionally, teachers should not try to prevent students from graduating, especially 

when considering students’ previous academic record. Not only is there a disconnect when 

discussing aid for college between counselors and low-income students (McDonough & 

Calderone, 2006), there is a disconnect when providing information on student options post high 

school. Counselors, especially, must be better equipped at answering students, and their 

families’, questions around college.  

 Additionally, staff must be more culturally competent. Many participants discussed a 

particular white teacher that they deeply appreciated because they were exposed to African 

American literature for the first time. Ladson-Billings (1995) found that when many Black 

students perform well academically, it is at the expense of their cultural competence. However, 

we must strive to support “students in maintaining their community and heritage in ways with 

language and other cultural practices in the process of gaining access to dominant ones” (Paris, 

2012; Ladson-Billings, 1995). Thus, we must push for culturally sustaining pedagogy (Paris, 

2012). This allows our pedagogies to be more sustaining than responsive or relevant, and 

requires teachers to support students in sustaining their cultural and linguistic competence while 
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also providing access to the dominant cultural competence (Paris, 2012). Deficit thinking from 

teachers occur often due to their implicit biases about a student based on their background, 

culture, race, class, and/or gender. Many teachers label students as bad or trouble-makers simply 

because they learn different from other students. Deficit thinking leads to uninteresting and 

lectured curriculum (similar to Freire’s (1972) banking concept). Students are not able to engage 

in classroom discussions or relate literature to personal experiences. However, with culturally 

sustaining pedagogy, students will be able to continue to learn from one another and become 

culturally competent. Essentially, teachers must engage within themselves, and amongst one 

another, to challenge their own implicit biases and see how this influences their students, given 

the power dynamics within the classroom. This approach can have beneficial effects to both the 

academic success and cultural competence of students in K-12. Teachers must take it a step 

further, not only by helping to provide academic success and cultural competence, but also 

recognize, understand, and critique social inequities (Ladson-Billings, 1995). This means that 

teachers must be culturally competent, recognizing social inequities, and be able to vocally 

critique them.  

 Lastly, schools that are predominantly Black and Brown must do more to prepare their 

students for the racism and antiBlackness they will face when stepping into the real world. Many 

participants discussed feeling shocked and not prepared for what they experienced in the 

workplace or in college. They discussed knowing racism to be real, but when faced with it 

directly, being shocked and not equipped with how to respond both outwardly and internally. 

Though these schools may be Black and Brown, and thus host various cultural events during 

Black History Month, Latinx Heritage Month, etc., this is not enough to equip students with the 
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tools necessary for when they step out of the bubble of Black and Brown bodies, enter the world 

in which they are the minority, and confront racism head one, because they definitely will. 

 Implications for Four-Year Universities. Institutions must do more to take 

accountability for their role in disproportionate Black student enrollment and attainment rates in 

higher education. As previously mentioned, much of four-year institutions access efforts go 

toward white, higher income communities (Jacquette & Salazar, 2018). If anything, these efforts 

should be more targeted toward low-income communities of color. Even further, these access 

efforts must be targeted to students that may not be considered high-performing. This study 

showed that only high-performing students at Henry Lacks were pulled out of class to attend 

college workshops, or be presented with college preparatory program opportunities. This is 

unacceptable. Just because a student may not be high performing does not mean they are not 

capable of actually being high performing. This study showed that student experiences deeply 

impact their performance and their decisions. Four-year colleges must remain present in these 

schools, to these students, and transparent about financial aid and scholarships. This information 

should be available and accessible to all students, regardless of academic performance. 

Implications for Community Colleges. Institutional diversity is important in American 

higher education because it increases range of choices for learners; makes higher education 

available to everyone; matches education to the needs, goals, learning styles, speed and ability of 

students; and responds to the pressures of society (Birnbaum, 1991). Diverse institutions make 

for diverse students because the wide range is meant to serve all students’ needs. Because 

students’ needs are diverse, institutions must also be diverse and value diversity. Community 

colleges are the most diverse colleges within the higher education sector as most students attend 

those schools (Deil-Amen, 2015). Furthermore, the majority of all undergraduate students of 
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color attend community college. In California specifically, of students attending community 

college, 5.9% identify at African-American, 11.56% Asian, 44.54% Hispanic, and 25.88% white 

(California Community Colleges, 2018). As previously mentioned, the greatest increase in 

college access into four-year institutions has been through the doors of community colleges 

(Deil-Amen, 2015), and there are more students enrolling into community colleges instead of 

four-year institutions (Research Center, 2015). Nonetheless, with a “diverse” higher education 

system, and while community colleges are typically open-access, admitting students regardless 

of previous academic qualifications (Bahr & Gross, 2016), Black students are still deeply 

underserved in these populations. Because community colleges are generally low cost compared 

to four year institutions (Bahr & Gross, 2016), they attract lower income students--many from 

already marginalized and minoritized backgrounds. Higher education practitioners must consider 

how deeply costs affect student decisions. As shown by this study, both students entering four-

year and two-year institutions consider costs, and college seeming unaffordable can deter 

students from even applying, as with Michael in the context of this study. 

Subsequently, community colleges often serve diverse students (Deil-Amen, 2015). 

However, as aforementioned, these institutions are often under resourced (Anderson et al., 2015), 

showing, again, how institutions serving minority students are under resourced and less valued. 

Given higher education’s championing of institutional diversity, more value and financial 

support must be given to MSIs and community colleges, to improve their conditions (facilities, 

curriculum, faculty salaries, etc). Accordingly, the community college system must be reformed. 

Community colleges are often under resourced institutions (Anderson, Barone, Sun, & Bowlby, 

2015), focused on either transferring students or leading them to a career (Bahr & Gross, 2016; 

Anderson et al., 2015), while serving both non-traditional or traditional populations (Carnegie 
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Classifications, 2015). However, Anderson et al. (2015) problematize policy solutions 

surrounding equity, arguing that community colleges shift between career/vocational goals and 

transfer goals depending on the economic and political conditions of a certain time. Furthermore, 

using private sector cost-benefit analysis quantitatively to determine success does not adequately 

address unequal educational opportunities students of color and low income students face 

(Anderson et al., 2015). By using Critical Theory, along with other equity and stratification 

frameworks, the authors find that community colleges serve the economically advantaged at the 

expense of low income students and students of color through various policies that do not 

address improving the quality of education for these students (Anderson et al., 2015). These 

policies, instead, seek to improve access and completion at four year institutions, with the 

assumption that low income students and students of color are transferring in (Anderson et al., 

2015). Because the policies aren’t directed at improving the quality of education that is needed to 

transfer in the community college sector, Anderson et al. (2015) argues that these policies only 

exacerbate the stratification of higher education by race and class. The authors argue for using a 

social justice and equity oriented lens to research and discuss education outcomes for low 

income students and students of color. 

Deil-Amen (2015) asserts that traditional theories imply that anyone who does not fit into 

the “norm” are deficient. These theories focus on traditional students, often suggesting non-

traditional students must relinquish their societal, familial, and communal responsibilities and 

relationships, and must try to integrate fully within institutions (Deil-Amen, 2015). These 

theories can prove deficit, as they can imply that non-traditional students have nothing to offer to 

the institution from their societal, familial, and communal responsibilities and relationships. 

Deil-Amen (2015) suggests to instead focus on these as strengths underrepresented racial/ethnic 
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minority students hold. Shifting the narrative from relinquishing all non-institutional 

responsibilities, practices, and relationships to using them to navigate institutions would prove 

beneficial in increasing persistence to degree attainment. Institutions must gain a deeper 

understanding of their student population to assess their needs. Trying to hold today’s students to 

the same standards and expectations of students of the past is detrimental to student success 

because institutional demographics and diversity are always shifting. 

As aforementioned, many students attend community colleges because of the lower costs. 

Additionally, the fast expansion of the for-profit sector (Van Der Woof, 2009) can be attributed 

to their self-proclaimed easy, affordable, and fast pathway to a degree, which, the for-profit 

sector argues, can alleviate certain problems in a students’ life (U.S. Senate, 2012). I connect FP 

institutions with community colleges because, as Deil-Amen (2015) argues, the majority of 

students in higher education today begin their higher education journey in community colleges 

and FP institutions. In fact, DeLuca (2016) found that for-profit schools were the modal option 

for students after high school upon examining Baltimore youth. Moreover, these institutions are 

aggressively targeting, or marketing towards, low-income communities of color (DeLuca, 2016). 

This profit motive marketing drives students to take out exorbitant amounts in loans which must 

be repaid even upon program incompletion (DeLuca, 2016). Moreover, as shown in this study, 

this marketing is working. Students are interested in these straight-to-career vocational schools 

that often use predatory practices targeted to low-income students of color. FPs are typically 

satisfying investors’ demand for revenue growth, instead of being used for instruction or student 

support services that help students succeed during school and after (U.S. Senate, 2012). Thus, FP 

institutions have higher costs and lower completion rates (U.S. Senate, 2012; Baum & Payea, 

2011). If these institutions continue to exist, they must do more to increase spending on student 
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services to help students both while enrolled and after completing, especially because they are 

expanding at high rates, serving predominantly “non-traditional students” (Horn & Carroll, 1996; 

U.S. Senate, 2012; Deil-Amen, 2015). Accordingly, we must spend more time and resources in 

understanding this population of students, as they are the present majority of students in higher 

education (Deil-Amen, 2015). Additionally, high-schools must do more to show why for-profit 

institutions are not the best route. This study shows that students want more information about 

for-profit institutions. While high schools are not providing information on these institutions is 

probably because they know of for-profit’s predatory tactics, this information must become clear 

to students making decisions around their future. Telling students for-profits are bad, without 

telling them why, is unproductive. It is important that if a students’ primary motive is to get a 

well-paying job efficiently, that student is completely informed of the pros and cons of entering 

this type of institution. 

Lastly, community colleges don’t do enough to help guide their students into exploring 

various majors and careers in meaningful ways. For example, programs like Guided Pathways 

that seek collaboration between faculty, high-level administrators, and business industries to 

select programs of study that can promise high-demand careers in selected industries, still aren’t 

enough in highlighting both student assets and student identities. While students rely on family, 

faculty, and peers as information sources (González Canché, D’Amico, Rios-Aguilar, & Salas, 

2014), programmatic curriculum and structure must do more to bring in conversations around 

racism, antiBlackness, and being Black within the college. Thus, while the goal of the Guided 

pathways model is to improve student decision-making by creating a structured curriculum 

designed for each field of study with the hope that students are able to quickly identify a specific 

program within that field (Bailey et al., 2015), these types of programs must do more to leverage 
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student identities. It is pertinent remain critical of such models which are based in psychological 

and economic perspectives (Bailey et al., 2015) similar to the aforementioned choice models. 

 Implications for Policy. As current times show us, society, and its economy, can be 

deeply impacted by worldwide adversity or tragedy like the COVID-19 pandemic. COVID-19 

deeply shifted how students think about higher education, its affordability, and its role in shaping 

lives. Students were left to attend class from their computers at home, and began questioning the 

costs of their tuition. Policy-makers must address this financial burden on students. Policy-

makers must consider the political economy when creating policy that would affect both high 

school and college students. Currently, college tuition deeply impacts how students make 

decisions regarding their post-high school goals, and student loan debt must be deeply 

considered. On average, students owe about $39,000 (Bustamante, 2020) in loans and with 

unemployment rates significantly high (BLS, 2021) coupled with the large percentage of 

defaulters, this additional pressure should not be placed on students and borrowers. At its core, 

higher education is, and should remain, a public good that does not exclude those who cannot 

pay, and as this study showed, there are students who choose not to attend four-year colleges 

because of the costs. As many students utilize higher education to improve their social mobility, 

state and federal governments have helped fulfil this goal by making it financially attainable to 

those who cannot pay, making it accessible to everyone and not just the elite. Accordingly, loans 

are already a major source of aid for students, particularly for underrepresented minority 

students. Black students take out more loans (Hanson, 2020), leave college with the highest 

dollar amount in loans and are, on average, more likely to default. Recognizing these disparities 

is necessary to inform policy. And while policymakers must work to ensure the government and 

institutions are offering their students aid outside of loans (like expanding the Pell Grant) they 
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must recognize the reality of the current economic climate, and that is that about 7 million 

borrowers are in default (Hanson, 2020).  

Conclusion and Significance 

 The goal of this study was to understand the decision-making practices of Black students. 

As the researcher, I was constantly struck with my own biases and influences on this study. For 

example, I initially wanted to interview students that did not pursue any college following high 

school. However, given that the high school is known for it’s high matriculation into college 

rates, I had to check my own deficits. Additionally, as interviews started, my relationship with 

participants became much more conversational and friendly. Thus, the utilization of narrative 

profiling as a research method. Narrative profiles allow us to recognize the wholeness of 

students, instead of simply breaking down their interviews to fit our research studies. This study 

shows how necessary it is for qualitative research to present the participant as a whole.  

 This study contributes to existing asset-based literature on Black student behaviors. 

Because BlackCrit is a fairly new theory, there is relatively little existing literature around Black 

high school students making decisions around their futures using this theory. BlackCrit proves a 

very strong and useful theory in understanding Black student decision-making processes as it 

recognizes antiBlackness, disrupts notions of diversity and multiculturalism, and, gives space for 

Black students to imagine their own futures and freedoms—a very relevant notion in understand 

how Black students decide on their futures. Ultimately, it’s the student voice that ties up this 

study nicely. As Thomas states: 

“we kind of just do what works best for us and we kind of just normalize struggle…we 

kind of just chop it to ’oh, shit just happens’ and I'm kind of understanding that there are 

things in place that really make it hard for us to make leaps in progressions forward. And 

so rather than spending the labor to combat these things, we find ways to survive. But 
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surviving isn’t the exact same as thriving, surviving isn’t the same as being healthy. But 

when you come from communities that have experienced generations of marginalizing, 

it’s like a constant struggle” -Thomas, graduate student 

 

Thomas’s Afro-pessimist outlook on simply doing what one needs to do to “survive” 

demonstrates just how important it is to both discuss the harsh realities of the society we live in, 

as well as the very real (and imaginatory4) futures Black students can, and do, create for 

themselves within (and outside of3) society. 

  

 
4 The third framing idea of BlackCrit offers space for Black Liberatory Fantasy, which posits that Black people 
radically resist oppressive histories, and, instead, rewrite ourselves and our futures in freedom. See chapter 3. 
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APPENDIX A: 
 

SEATED INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
 

I’d like to first thank you for being willing to participate in the interview. The point of my 
research is to understand the decision-making practices of Black students in urban high schools. I 
appreciate you sharing your expertise and experience with me. 
 
There are no right or wrong answers, or desirable or undesirable answers. I would like you to 
feel comfortable saying what you really think and how you really feel. You also have the option 
of skipping answers if you do not feel comfortable discussing it. 
 
If it’s okay with you, I will be recording our conversation. I will refrain from taking notes, as I 
really want this to be conversational, instead of you feeling questioned. I also want to ensure I’m 
providing you with my undivided attention. 
 
This interview should take no longer than an hour and a half. Any information that is obtained in 
connection with this study and that can identify you will remain confidential. Your personal 
identifying information will not be shared with anyone, and once I transcribe and code it, it will 
be destroyed. 
 
I will be asking questions largely around your educational experiences, but also around your 
upbringing, community, and family contexts. Again, if you are uncomfortable answering any 
questions, just let me know and we will move along. 
 
Before we begin the interview, do you have any questions? [Discuss questions] 
If questions arise at any point in this study, you can feel free to ask them at any time. I would be 
more than happy to answer your questions. After the interview is over, you will be compensated 
$20 as a token of gratitude for your participation in this study and for sharing your expertise and 
knowledge with me. 
 
Childhood 

• Where were you born? 
• Where were your parents born? What do they do? What kind of relationship do you have 

with them? 
• Do you have any siblings? What do they do? What kind of relationship do you have with 

them? 
• Where did you grow up? What was it like growing up there? 
• Where did you go to elementary and middle school? What were those schools like? Did 

you enjoy them? 
• What did you want to be as a child? 

 
Adolescence 

• Where did you live in high school?  
• How far from Henry Lacks High were you? How did you get to school everyday? How 

did you get home? 
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• Why did you go to Henry Lacks? 
• What types of students would you say attend Henry Lacks? 
• Was the school what you expected it to be? 
• What did you eat during lunch and nutrition? What did you do during lunch and 

nutrition? 
• Who did you hang out with most? Tell me about your friend group. 
• Who was your favorite teacher? Why? 
• Who was your least favorite teacher? Why? 
• Were you involved in any clubs, organizations, or sports? 
• What did you do after school? 
• Talk me through a normal day at Henry Lacks. 
• Did you generally like school? 
• How did you perform academically?  
• Did you want to go to college? Why? 
• What did you do immediately after graduating high school? Why did you choose this 

pathway? Do you feel it was a choice? How did you get to where you are now? 
• What skills and assets did you use in reaching your post-high school goals? 

 
Racial Experiences 

• How would you define yourself racially? 
• What are your thoughts on racism? 
• Have you ever experienced racism? Tell me about this experience (if yes). 
• Have you heard of the term “antiblackness?” Please explain (if yes) 
• Do you feel your race has impacted you? How? 
• How have you combatted any negative racial experiences? / How have you combatted 

racism? 
 
Racial Experiences at Henry lacks 

• Have you every felt unfairly disciplined because of your race in school? Tell me about 
this experience. 

• Have you ever felt academic pressure tied to your racial identity? (for example, have you 
ever heard the phrase “you have to work twice as hard, to be half as good” ? what do you 
make of this phrase?) 

• Do you feel like your race has impacted the decisions you have made in life? How?  
• Do you feel like your race has impacted your post-high school decisions? How? 
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APPENDIX B: 
 

WALKING INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
 
 
Walking interviews will take place in a community close to the participant (emotionally, not 
geographically). Participants virtually showed me areas, buildings, art, etc. within the 
community that impacted them as individuals. Thus, questions were largely informed by what the 
participant decides to share with me. 
 
I’d like to first thank you for being willing to participate in the walking interview. The point of 
my research is to understand the decision-making practices of Black students in urban high 
schools. I appreciate you sharing your expertise and experience with me.  
 
There are no right or wrong answers, or desirable or undesirable answers. In fact, this interview 
will be largely guided by you, as you walk me around your community, sharing places important 
to you, your identity, and that have shaped who you are today. I would like you to 
feel comfortable saying what you really think and how you really feel. You also have the option 
of skipping answers if you do not feel comfortable discussing it. 
 
If it’s okay with you, I will be recording our conversation. I will refrain from taking notes, as I 
really want this to be conversational, instead of you feeling questioned. I also want to ensure I’m 
providing you with my undivided attention. 
 
This interview should take no longer than an hour and a half. Any information that is obtained in 
connection with this study and that can identify you will remain confidential. Your personal 
identifying information will not be shared with anyone, and once I transcribe and code it, it will 
be destroyed. 
 
Before we begin the interview, do you have any questions? [Discuss questions] 
If questions arise at any point in this study, you can feel free to ask them at any time. I would be 
more than happy to answer your questions. After the interview is over, you will be compensated 
$20 as a token of gratitude for your participation in this study and for sharing your expertise and 
knowledge with me. 
 
Walking Interview 
Date: 
Location: 
Significant places: 
 
 
 
 
 

 
• Why have you decided to bring me here? 
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• What does this place represent for you? 
• How has this impacted who you are? How did this place impact the decisions you made 

after high school? 
• What has this place given to you? (metaphorically) 
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APPENDIX C: 
 

PHOTO ELICITATION INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
 

Similar to the walking interview, this protocol allows for participants to show me pictures during 
their time in high school that impacted them as individuals. Thus questions were largely 
informed by what the participant decides to share with me. 
 
I’d like to first thank you for being willing to participate in the photo elicitation interview. The 
point of my research is to understand the decision-making practices of Black students in urban 
high schools. I appreciate you sharing your expertise and experience with me. 
 
There are no right or wrong answers, or desirable or undesirable answers. In fact, this interview 
will be largely guided by you, as you walk me around your community, sharing places important 
to you, your identity, and that have shaped who you are today. I would like you to 
feel comfortable saying what you really think and how you really feel. You also have the option 
of skipping answers if you do not feel comfortable discussing it. 
 
If it’s okay with you, I will be recording our conversation. I will refrain from taking notes, as I 
really want this to be conversational, instead of you feeling questioned. I also want to ensure I’m 
providing you with my undivided attention. 
 
This interview should take no longer than an hour and a half. Any information that is obtained in 
connection with this study and that can identify you will remain confidential. Your personal 
identifying information will not be shared with anyone, and once I transcribe and code it, it will 
be destroyed. 
 
Before we begin the interview, do you have any questions? [Discuss questions] 
If questions arise at any point in this study, you can feel free to ask them at any time. I would be 
more than happy to answer your questions. After the interview is over, you will be compensated 
$20 as a token of gratitude for your participation in this study and for sharing your expertise and 
knowledge with me. 
 
Photo # 1 
Date: 
Location: 
Description of photo: 
 
Significance: 
 
 

 
• Why have you decided to share this photo? 
• Please describe the photo. 
• Why is it significant? 
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