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Case 7: Staying on the Path Toward College

One Boy at the Crossroads

by Catherine R. Cooper, Elizabeth Dominguez,
Margarita Azmitia, Frica Holt,
Dolores Mena, and Gabriela Chavira

Characters:
Paulo, sixth grader
Rachel, community college outreach program director
Alberto, Paulo’s father
Sarita, Paulo’s mother
Alicia, family friend
Miguel, Alicia’s son

Nancy, Paulo’s math teacher

INTRODUCING PAULO

Paulo Dominguez sat around a table with a number of his fellow sixth
graders eating potato chips and cookies. He and his classmates listened as a
woman named Rachel Marquez talked about a program that would help prepare
them for college. All sixth graders in the community were being recruited to sub-
mit applications to the program, which was designed to support them through
middle and high school in learning the study habits and decision-making skills
needed for college preparation and careers. The program, named Mds All4 (con-
noting the meaning “beyond” in English), represented a long-term partnership
between the town’s community college and the larger nearby university. Its mis-
sion is to engage girls and boys into a program that builds long-term networks for
academic success and support for pathways to college.

“Your lives consist of many worlds,” she began, “and each world contains all
the different people or groups in your life, like a family member or a friend, or
sports teams, classmates, and church groups.” Rachel began passing out colored
pencils and paper to the students and invited each sixth grader to think about the
different worlds in their lives. As Paulo began to draw pictures of his family,
school, and church he thought about his present life in California and his future
dreams of working with computers and maybe even designing video games.
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Rachel then urged the youths to think about the positive and negative influences
in each of these worlds. Paulo looked over at his two best friends making faces
and amusing gestures behind Rachel’s back. Paulo began to feel self-conscious
about following Rachel’s instructions, turned his paper over, and started drawing
video game characters instead.
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When school let out, Paulo walked home. He lives in a small trailer in an
RV lot with his parents, older brother, and two younger siblings. His parents came
to California as Mexican immigrants.

“If I tell my friends | want to join the college outreach program, they’ll think
I'm a schoolboy. But Mama always says that if | don’t go to college | won't have
a good future. My mom loved to go to school, but had to quit school to start
working when she was 12. Her mom didn't let her do her homework, even
though she really liked to do homework. Instead, she had to do chores. Mama
tells me that I need to go to college if | want to get a good job and buy a house.
Going to college helps you get a job instead of being a drug dealer or other things
that cause you to get in trouble with the cops.”

However, Paulo, who was always a good student, had been slipping. His
math teacher had recently recommended him for the remedial track, and more
and more frequently, he was not turning in homework assignments. When Paulo
reached home, his mother was in the kitchen cooking dinner while his father was
reading the newspaper at the kitchen table. He had been in the fields picking
strawberries since five in the morning. “Hola mi’jito (hello my son),” his father
said as Paulo poured himself a glass of water, “Como te fue en la escuela? (how
was school?)”

PAULO’S FAMILY

Alberto Dominguez, Paulo’s father, spent his childhood in Mexico and com-
pleted an elementary education at a primaria (elementary school) in a rural village
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where there was no middle or high school. When he moved to a nearby town in
an adjacent state to find better work, he met his future wife, Sarita.

After Sarita and Alberto were married, they decided to make the trip to
California to find work and give their children a better start in life. Sarita started
waorking in a factory on an assembly line while Alberto worked in the fields pick-
ing strawberries. Sarita took English classes at night until she became pregnant
with their first child, Raul. She attended other classes in Spanish, including
birthing and child care. Since then she has had three other children and continues
to work part time in the factory. .

SARITA, PAULO’S MOTHER

“I'm quite concerned about Paulo. His father and | want him to be safe, both
physically and emotionally, and we want him to have an equal chance to learn
and succeed. But lately, | see him being less with the family and more with his
friends. | know this is a time for him that’s difficult. He's getting older, and rela-
tionships and friendships get harder, but | want to help him make the right deci-
sions so we can guide him to college and to stay on the good path. | don’t want
him to get into drugs or a gang, or get a girl pregnant.

“But | do worry. At the same time that we want Paulo to succeed in school,
I'm afraid we're not able to help him. I don't like to go to the school much. Raul,
my oldest son, dropped out of school a few months ago, but when he first started
having trouble, | got a call from one of his teachers. They called me to go there.
I was very scared because | was unfamiliar with the system and the language. No
one spoke my language except for the principal and one other teacher who trans-
lated for Raul’s teacher. | asked them both about the problem involving my son,
and the principal and the teacher weren't very helpful. | just felt like they wanted
me to leave. Raul dropped out a few months later.

“We aren't here in the United States because we like working here or love
living here. We live better in Mexico. But | make this sacrifice because | want my
children to study, to learn English, and have a better life than me and their father.
It's not that | don’t think we have a good life; it’s just [ want Paulo to have a better
life. We provide encouragement and use our own lives as examples of how lim-
ited your options are with a poor education.

“And now | see Paulo, just like Raul was a few years ago, at this crossing in
the road. He’s on el buen camino de la vida (the good path of life) now, but some
of his friends, | think, are making it hard for him to stay on it. | know that his father
and | can’t always help with his school learning. I still don’t feel comfortable
going to the school like | probably should. Already, he has more education than
me and his father. I'm worried about him.”

ALBERTO, PAULO’S FATHER

“Any type of job is acceptable for my son, as long as it isn’t in the fields. When

| was very young, | started to pick vegetables on the rancho, and | wouldn't want
him to do that. Risht now. Panla is a verv cerinnic and oond hav | wonld like far
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Paulo to get to college, but the way things are now, who knows? We don’t have
much money to send him to school. 1 know that college is not the only definition
of success in life, but | look at our lives in the factories, fields, hotel kitchens—and
we want our son to be a doctor, teacher, lawyer. I'd like him to live well. Really,
that is the dream that one always has, that one’s children succeed, that they are
better off. That they do the things one was not able to do.

“His mother and |, we are very poor, but we don't give our children bad
examples about anything. We behave well, hoping that they will learn to behave.
If they see that we behave and are good parents, hopefully they will do the same.
This will keep him away from malas amistades (negative friendships).

COMADRE3 ALICIA (MADRINA) AND HER SON MIGUEL

There was a knock on the door, and Paulo put down his pencil and home-
work assignment and went to answer it. His madrina Alicia Robles and her old-
est son Miguel had arrived for dinner. Alicia greeted Sarita with a kiss on the
cheek and began to help her fix dinner. Meanwhile, Miguel went over to Paulo
and asked if he needed any help with his homework. Alicia and Sarita met at a
Sunday church soccer game in which their husbands were playing and quickly
became close friends. Alicia’s oldest son Miguel was only a few years older than
Raul. Because her family had been in the United States longer than Sarita’s, Alicia
felt like it was her job to take Sarita under her wing.

Lately, Alicia had been sending Miguel over to help Paulo with homework.
Miguel was one of the first students involved in the community college ocqmmn.r
program and currently attends the local community college, with the scholarship
from the outreach program. .

As the two boys worked together, Paulo put down his pencil and rested his
chin against his fist.

“This work is getting really hard—especially these word problems! | never
get them right. If you're not here, | don’t even have a chance. 1 know my mom
wants to help, but she just doesn’t know this kind of math. I should just quit. What
did you do when you were my age?” .

“ know where you're coming from, Paulo. This math work is hard, but it's
important that you stick with it, stay in school, and go to college.”

“I know. You're always telling me that. That lady Rachel came to school today
to tell us about that program you're in.”

“Hey, that's great, Paulo! Do you have the application? We can get to work
on it right now. You know, it was the program that really opened up a lot of doors
for me. They helped me get a job tutoring other kids when 1 was in high school
and have kept me employed since then. And that scholarship sure helped me pay
for college. Now | work at the program’s partnership with the university as a
researcher to help make the program better and as a college mentor. So take that
application out. Let’s look at it!” o

When Paulo explained that he was too embarrassed to get the application
form, Miguel talked to him about all the reasons he really should get 5<o_<.mg.
Miguel added that besides all the benefits for the future, there were also cute girls
who often attended.
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BACK AT SCHOOL

The next morning Paulo got up and went to school. He was still thinking
about the community outreach program. The night before, Miguel had reawak-
ened his desire to approach Rachel and ask for an application. As he entered the
school, Paulo glanced at the quilt hanging in the lobby. His math teacher, Nancy,
and another teacher had asked their students to create a picture of their hopes
and dreams, then asked families in the community to sew on the different parts.
Paulo’s patch showed a computer video game.

“Hey Paulo!” Robert yelled as Paulo approached his math class. “Come over
here!”

Paulo walked over.

“Yo. A few of us after school today—we're gonna meet up with some guys
up the street. You in?” asked Robert.

Paulo hesitated, “Um . . . well, | might need to stay after school and work on
some math homework. I'm failing.”

“Paulo, man. Don‘t worry so much about your homework and school. It's not
worth studying so hard. There are easier ways to get a job and money,” answered
Robert. :

“Maybe man, yeah, I'll see,” answered Paulo just as the bell rang.

Paulo breathed a sigh of relief and continued to walk to math class. Robert
was starting to remind Paulo more and more of his brother Raul who had dropped
out of school to hang out all day with his friends and was now on probation for
stealing bikes to sell. He knew his parents suspected Raul was in a gang and saw
how much they worried about his future.

NANCY BROWN, PAULO’S MATH TEACHER

Nancy Brown had been teaching math for nine years. During her first years
teaching at the high school level, she had witnessed several students, especially
low-income, ethnic minority, and immigrant boys leave school and its career
opportunities too early. So she switched to a sixth-grade math classroom at Bay
Vista Middle School a few years ago, hoping to help get youth in the community
on the right track to math earlier in their school careers while they were still on
“the good path.” Bay Vista is a primarily Latino, low-income school with high
numbers of English Language Learners who speak Spanish (see Table 4.3). Families
mostly come from Mexico to work in the fields picking strawberries and lettuce,
and in the packing plants.

“I see it as my job not only to teach mathematics but to also try to encourage
the dreams and goals of Latino children and their families. Lately, | am concerned
about Paulo. | see him spending time with some really questionable kids, and I'm
worried about his math and his goals. | had to recommend him for the low-level
sixth-grade math class. This upsets me because | see all the assets he brings with
him. 1 told him that he’s got a lot of potential, but that he’s not working hard enough.
Then he surprised me and started talking about his frustration with word problems.
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Table 4.3 Bay Vista Middle School

Location Mid-sized West Coast
city, population 45,000

Grades served 6-8

Enrollment 871, 95% Hispanic

Students eligible for free and reduced-priced lunch | 80%

Percent of children who do not graduate from 56%

high school

Mobility rate 13%

English Language Learners 59%

Percent of sixth graders scoring at the proficient 6%

level or above on math standards-based tests

Percent of sixth graders scoring at the proficient 9%
level or above on English language arts standards-
based tests

“It seems he has an older friend at home who helps him, but when he's on
his own, he just can't figure it out. So now | know he’s trying, but there’s only so
much | can do. There are standardized benchmarks of achievement that deter-
mine eligibility for college-prep classes in high school like Algebra 1, Geometry,
and Algebra 2, and if you're in low-level math in sixth grade, it's really hard to
place into a higher level afterwards and pass Algebra by ninth grade. | just can't
put him in these classes without him being prepared.

“l see so many times a disproportionate number of our Latino students
placed in low-level math ability groups early on that sends these students towards
these remedial tracks. | want to work to untrack these youths, but they need sup-
port—as well as the skills—to know they can succeed. In Paulo’s case, he hasn't
been doing his work and has made some new friends who seem to value school
less than he does. It's really affected his grades.”

RACHEL MARQUEZ, COMMUNITY
COLLEGE OUTREACH PROGRAM DIRECTOR

Rachel Marquez walked into the cafeteria at lunch with her friend Nancy
Brown. Rachel wanted to invite more thoughts and questions from students
about applying to the program. She had directed the outreach program, Mds
All4, since its start six years earlier. The program currently enrolls 500 low-
income youth and offers tutoring by college students, Saturday academics and
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summer institutes, family involvement activities, and academic guidance from
sixth grade through high school to help students stay on track to college. Upon
graduation from high school, students are awarded $1,000 scholarships to
attend the community college.

Mas All4 also uses a research-based partnership with a local university to
better understand student and family perspectives about resources and chal-
lenges to getting into and succeeding in college. In an ongoing cycle of action
research, the program hosts regular meetings between program and research
staff, as well as youth leaders, to identify ongoing questions and integrate data
collection and analysis into program activities. Findings from the research sug-
gested that both males and females see their peers as the greatest source of dif-
ficulty in attaining their academic and career goals. At the same time, mothers
were the greatest resources. And students who continued in the program drew
increasing positive support from both peers and mothers over time, a pattern that
makes Rachel think that one key way her program works is by building networks
of college-bound peers.

Rachel explained to Nancy the latest problematic trends developing from
their research. “Younger students are more interested in program activities than
older students. It's the older students who are under more pressure from peers to
join gangs, ditch school, spend their time going to parties, and not attend pro-
gram activities. At the same time, many of them need to work and make money.
We also see more girls than boys attending activities. A lot of boys are not apply-
ing to the program in sixth grade because even then they think it looks ‘uncool.’
Some older boys have just stopped coming altogether. These gender patterns
worry me, and | struggle with how I can enroll more boys. But one thing that is
working is Daniel, who is a student teacher from the university who teaches math
at the high school. He’s great teaching the math enrichment class at our Saturday
Academies. The attendance of the older boys has gone way up. A few bring their
‘homeboys” and sit in the back of the class, and Danny just pulls them right on
into the math.”

Just then, Rachel caught the fleeting and embarrassed eye of a boy sitting
amidst his other friends in the cafeteria.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
Major Issues

The purpose of this case is to consider how schools and communities can
work with Latino families to increase youth opportunities to go to college. The
case is designed to help educators understand the home, school, peer group, and
community factors that influence Latino youth to take e/ buen camino de /a vida
(the good path of life) or e/ mal camino (the bad path) and how to get back on the
good path. Specifically, the case focuses on the following:

* The influence of family relationships and personal networks on youth
identity

* Academic socialization, including building pathways to college
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The different ecological contexts shaping the development of youth or
children in the upper range of middle childhood

Ways that schools might link with low-income immigrant families and
communities

Describing the Situation

What crucial decision(s) must Paulo make?

How would the different characters who have a relationship with Paulo
identify the problem he faces? How are they similar and different in their
assessment?

Identify references to “pathways” and “paths” in this case. What might be
some of Paulo’s different possible pathways or life trajectories to high
school, college, and a career?

Exploring Contributing Factors

What do Sarita and Alberto want for Paulo’s future? How do these expec-
tations influence his social-emotional and academic identity?

How does Raul (Paulo’s brother) influence Paulo?

Describe Paulo’s relationship with his peers. What resources and chal-
lenges do they provide?

What are some of the natural parent networks that exist for families in this
community? How have they served as a resource to Paulo?

How would you describe Paulo’s relationship with his teacher, Nancy?
What are some of the barriers Rachel faces in her work as the program
director?

Articulating Possible Next Steps

What should Nancy do next to support the potential she sees in Paulo?
What can the school do to develop relationships with Latino parents
whose children are at risk of dropping out?

How might Rachel and Més All4 take a bigger responsibility in helping to
engage families in their children’s education?

How might Rachel redesign the efforts to sell the program to Latino boys
like Paulo?

Looking at the Bigger Picture

o What are children like during the upper range of middle childhood? How

does developmental level influence home-school-community relation-
ships and vice versa?

o How does the social and cultural position of first-generation immigrant

Latino families put them at risk for unfavorable youth educational
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outcomes? What school and community supports should be available to
Latino families? To what extent are the supports offered in this case suffi-
cient to keep Latino youth on the right track?

* In what ways can teachers come to better understand the cultural con-
texts of the students they teach and how these contexts influence the
students’ school experiences?

» What other institutions/community organizations can support the school
.in helping Paulo, and in what ways can they do this?

» Who are the “Paulos” in your school and community? What is being done
to reach the needs of these families and children? Identify programs like
Més All4 that are available in your community.

RECOMMENDED READING

Cooper, C. R., Chavira, G., Mena, D., Mikolyski, D., & Dominguez, E. (2004,
January). Bridging multiple worlds: Building pathways from childhood to college.
Retrieved April 15, 2004, from http://www.gse.harvard.edu/hfrp/projects/fine/
resources/research/minority.html (see www.bridgingworlds.org for related
materials and tools for partnerships).

Hoover-Dempsey, K., & Sandler, H. (1997). Why do parents become involved in
their children’s education? Review of Educational Research, 67(1), 3-42.
Moll, L., Amanti, C., Neff, D., & Gonzalez, N. (1991). Funds of knowledge for
teaching: Using a qualitative approach to connect homes and classrooms.

Theory Into Practice, 31(1), 132-141.

Notes

1. An earlier version of this case was originally published on the Family Involve-
ment Network of Educators, Harvard Family Research Project, Web site: http://www.
gse.harvard.edu/hfrp/projects/fine/resources/teaching-case/progress.html

2. An earlier version of this case was originally published on the Family Involve-
ment Network of Educators, Harvard Family Research Project, Web site: http://www.
gse.harvard.edu/hfrp/projects/fine/resources/teaching-case/bilingual.html

3. A comadre or compadre is a godparent (godmother or godfather) who helps
parents guide their child through life and school. This person is called a madrina or
padrina, for women or men, respectively, in their relation to the child.

References for Introduction

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1989). Ecological systems theory. In R. Vasta (Ed.), Six theories
of child development: Revised formulations and current issues (pp. 185-246).
Greenwich, CT: JAI Press.

The Cases 89

References for Davis-Kean and Eccles

Borkowski, J. G., & Burke, J. E. (1996). Theories, models, and measurements of execu-
tive functioning: An information processing perspective. In G. R. Lyon & N. A.
Krasnegor (Eds.), Attention, memory, and executive function (pp. 235-261).
Baltimore: Paul H. Brooks.

Bronfenbrenner, U., & Morris, P. A. (1998). The ecology of environmental processes. In
W. Damon (Series Ed.) & R. M. Lerner (Vol. Ed.), Handbook of child psychology
(5th ed., Vol. 1, pp. 993-1028). New York: Wiley.

Comer, J. P. (1980). School power: Implications of an intervention project. New York: The
Free Press.

Comer, J. P, & Haynes, N. M. (1991). Parent involvement in schools: An ecological
approach. The Elementary School Journal, 91(3), 271-277.

Davis-Kean, P. E., & Eccles, J. S. (2002, December). Influences and barriers to better
parent-school collaborations. Paper presented at the National Invitational
Conference on School-Family Partnerships and Social and Emotional Learning,
Washington, DC.

Eccles, J. S. (1992). School and family effects on the ontogeny of children’s interests,
self-perceptions, and activity choice. In J. Jacobs (Ed.), Nebraska Symposium on
Motivation, 1992: Developmental perspectives on motivation (pp. 145-208). Lincoln:
University of Nebraska Press.

Epstein, J. L. (1990). Single parents and the schools: The effects of marital status on
parent and teacher interactions. In M. T. Hallinan, D. M. Klein, & J. Glass (Eds.),
Change in societal institutions (pp. 91-122). New York: Plenum Press.

Flavell, J. H. (1999). Cognitive development: Children’s knowledge about the mind.
Annual Review of Psychology, 50, 21-45.

Fletcher, J. M. (1996). Executive functions in children: Introduction to the special series.
Developmental Neuropsychology, 12(1), 1-3.

Furstenberg, E E, Jr., Cook, T. D., Eccles, J., Elder, G. H., Jr., & Sameroff, A. (1999).
Managing to make it: Urban families and adolescent success. Chicago: The University
of Chicago Press.

Hoover-Dempsey, K. V., & Sandler, H. M. (1997). Why do parents become involved in
their children’s education? Review of Educational Research, 67(1), 3—42.

References for Weiss and Lopez

Bellah, R., Madsen, R., Sullivan, W. M., Swidler, A., & Tipton, S. M. (1985). Habits of
the heart: Individualism and commitment in American life. Berkeley: The University
of California Press.

Blank, S. (2001). Good works: Highlights of a study on the Center for Family Life.
Baltimore: The Annie E. Casey Foundation.

Bloom, L. R. (2001). “I'm poor, I'm single, 'm a mom, and I deserve respect”; Advocating
in schools as/with mothers in poverty. Educational Studies 32(3), 300-316.

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1986). Ecology of the family as a context for human development:
Research perspectives. Developmental Psychology, 22(6), 723-742.



90 THE MESOSYSTEM

Caspe, M., Traub, E,, & Little, P. (2002, August). Beyond the headcount: Evaluating family
involvement in out-of-school time. (Issues and Opportunities in Out-of-School Time
Evaluation Brief No. 4.) Cambridge, MA: Harvard Family Research Project.

Cook, T. D., Herman, M. R,, Philipps, M., Settersten, R. A., Jr., (2002). Some ways in
which neighborhoods, nuclear families, friendship groups, and schools jointly
affect changes in early adolescent development. Child Development 73(4),
1283-1309.

Cooper, C. R., Chavira, G., Mikolyski, D., & Dominguez, E. (2004). Bridging multiple
warlds: Building pathways from childhood to college. Retrieved July 28, 2004, from
Harvard University, Harvard Family Research Project, Family Involvement Network
of Educators Web site: http://www.gse.harvard.edu/hfrp/projects/fine/resources/
research/minority.html

Eccles, J. (1999). The development of children ages 6 to 14. Future of Children, 9(2),
16-30.

Gold, E., Simon, E., & Brown, C. (2002a). Strong neighborhoods, strong schools: Successful
community organizing for school reform. Chicago: Cross City Campaign for Urban
School Reform.

Gold, E., Simon, E., & Brown, C. (2002b). Strong neighborhoods, strong schools: The indi-
cators project on education organizing. Chicago: Cross City Campaign for Urban
School Reform.

Harvard Family Research Project. (2002). University-community partnership: The Jane
Addams School for Democracy. FINE Forum, 5. Retrieved June 28, 2004, from
http://www.gse.harvard.edu/hfrp/projects/fine/fineforum/forum>5/spotlight.html

Jarrett, R, L. (1999). Successful parenting in high-risk neighborhoods. Future of Children,
9(2), 45-50.

Jarrett, R. L. (2000). Neighborhood effects models: A view from the neighborhood.
Research in Community Sociology, 10, 305-323.

Marshall, N. L., Noonan, A. E., McCartney, K., Marx, E,, & Keefe, N. (2001). It takes an
urban village: Parenting networks of urban families. Journal of Family Issues, 22(2),
163-182.

National Coalition of Advocates for Students. (1997). Unfamiliar partners: Asian parents
and U.S. public schools. Boston: Author.

O’Neil, R,, Parke, R. D., & McDowell, D. J. (2001). Objective and subjective features of
children’s neighborhoods: Relations to parental regulatory strategies and children’s
social competence. Applied Developmental Psychology, 22, 135-155.

Ran-Kim, J., Chan, W,, Settersten, R. A., & Teitler, J. O. (1999). How do neighborhoods
matter? In E. F. Furstenberg, T. D. Cook, J. Eccles, G. H. Elder, & A. Sameroff (Eds.)
Managing to make it: Urban families and adolescent success (pp. 145-170). Chicago:
The University of Chicago Press.

Rankin, B. H., & Quante, J. M. (2002). Social contexts and urban adolescent outcomes:
The interrelated effects of neighborhoods, families, and peers on African American
youth. Social Problems 49(1), 79-100.

Shirley, D. (1997). Community organizing for urban school reform. Austin: University of
Texas Press.

Weiss, H., Mayer, E., Kreider, H., Vaughan, P., Dearing, E., Hencke, R. et al. (2003). Making
it work: Low-income working mothers’ involvement in their children’s education.
American Educational Research Journal, 40(4), 879-901.




