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political identity of Latinos in the United States continues to be connected to 

their continued use of Spanish. Spanish is needed by those Latinos presently 

living in the United States to communicate with the on-going flow of new arrivals 

and with a growing population of Spanish-speakers worldwide. One could also 

add that there is no reason they should lose this language skill if America is to 

draw on this resource in a global economy. Through their political struggles for 

equity in education, Latinos have advanced the idea that educational institutions 

can expand access and improve educational attainment for second-language 

learners. 

Armed with political savvy and supported by legislation and legal 

mandates, Latinos continue to expect more of educational institutions. As a 

growing Latino community becomes more aware of the federal guidelines and 

regulations described in the literature above, and they surely will, it is likely that 

they will look at their local community colleges as having an obligation to 

provide bilingual education services. The implications are clear: Community 

colleges need to understand Latino communities and their educational 

expectations, and they need to respond with educational interventions that 

advance the group up the educational ladder and into the workforce. 

The literature addressing participation, attrition, and retention of Latinos 

in higher education and in community colleges in particular is extensive and 

instructive. It needs to be read in conjunction with the literature on adult 

learners, discussed above. Latinos have made improvements in college 
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participation, but they continue to lag behind with regard to retention and 

graduation. This particularly is the case with second-language adult learners. 

Although some of the retention literature points to improvements in this areal 

the issue for Latino second language learners is that they need more time and 

more support to complete degree programs. Community college policies that 

place limits on access to ESL, remedial, and bilingual services can have an 

adverse effect on Latino student success. This problem will require community 

colleges to draw on good practices and programs that will be more effective for 

Latinos. 
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Chapter 3 

METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this study was to gain a deeper understanding of the 

learning, personal, and establishment barriers that the first generation Hispanic 

immigrant student encounters when taking required English as a Second 

Language (ESL) education courses in a two-year community college setting prior 

to enrolling in and successfully completing college level courses. This 

ethnographic study intends to explore the obstacles and burdens confronted by 

ESL students in the community college level prior to enrolling in and successfully 

completing regular college level courses. Further, attention was given to the 

learning preferences of Hispanic adult community college students and how they 

construct new meanings out of their educational experiences in the classroom. 

Data was obtained through interviews with students enrolled in English 

as a Second Language (ESL) courses. More specifically, the goal was to identify, 

describe, and examine the perceptions of a group of first generation ESL 

students in their learning experiences at an ESL prerequisite community college 

program. Further, this study will also identify the learning, personal, and 

establishment barriers they experience in order to achieve successful completion 

of the program, which serves as a prerequisite to taking regular community 

college courses. 
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Research Questions 

1. How do the classroom and college environments affect the 

educational experiences of first generation immigrant Hispanic students? 

2. What types of negative or positive personal experiences do first 

generation Hispanic students have while attending a two-year college? 

3. What types of experiences are disempowering or challenging, 

academically or personally, to first generation Hispanic students attending a two-

year college? 

I 
4. How did the ESL certification courses influence the educational and 

career goals of these students? 
i 
J 
I The study focuses on first generation Hispanic immigrant students who 

I did not attend any prior schooling in the United States and were enrolled in an 

urban community college. In this study, the researcher sought to attain a more 

I in-depth understanding of the practice of English as a Second Language in the 

community college setting. f 
! 
j 

In examining students' perceptions, the study sought to gain knowledge i 
not only about how these students view educational attainment but also, and 

more importantly, what barriers inhibited and what practices promoted their 

participation in the community college's ESL program. Knowledge of the 

students' perceptions and experiences will shed light on such information and 

uncover the factors both external and internal to the students' desire and 

intention to succeed in the prerequisite ESL college program. The study also 
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attempted to understand how these factors affected and/or promoted these 

students' participation in the life of the community college as well as affected 

their personal life. 

This dissertation provided a lens through which to explore a deeper 

understanding of the issues central to second-language learning by establishing a 

shared vision between the participants and myself. The participants revealed 

their insights and experiences regarding the issues they faced in learning English 

as a new language. These views provided knowledge and understanding about 

college level ESL students' views of language learning from their own 

perspectives. 

Research Design 

The research design for this qualitative ethnographic study on 21 first 

generation Hispanic immigrant students who were enrolled in prerequisite ESL 

courses at a community college followed the guidelines of grounded theory. 

Glaser and Strauss (1967) define qualitative research as "research about persons' 

lives, experiences, behaviors, emotions, and feelings as well as about 

organizational functioning, social movements, and cultural phenomena. It 

develops theories grounded on empirical data of cultural description. liAs such, 

ethnography offers an excellent strategy for discovering grounded theory" 

(Spradley, 1979). Grounded theory differs from other research methods 

because it is "explicitly emergent" (Dick, 2006 p. 1). It does not test a 

hypothesis; instead, lilt sets out to find what theory accounts for the research 
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situation as it is" (Dick, 2006, p. 1). It refers to any type of research whose 

findings are not determined by statistical procedures or other types of 

quantification (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 17). The data are typically gathered 

through a variety of means, such as interviews, observation, and documentation. 

Therefore, the researcher's main purpose for collecting and interpreting 

data, such as interviews, is to understand what is happening in a situation and 

how individuals perceive their particular roles. As people move from one 

cultural setting to another in complex societies, they employ different cultural 

roles. Qualitative research methodology or ethnography offers some of the best 

ways to understand these complex features of modern life. It can show the 

range of cultural differences and how people with diverse perspectives interact. 

In other words, it refers to any type of research whose findings are not 

determined by statistical research. 

Instrumentation: The Qualitative Interview 

The instrument used in this study is a qualitative interview, or 

ethnographic interview. Ethnography is the work of describing a culture. The 

essential core of this activity aims to understand a way of life different from the 

native point of view. The goal of ethnography is to "grasp the native's point of 

view, his reaction to life, realize his vision of his world" (Spradley, 1979, p. 3). 

Ethnographic work, then, involves the study of what the world is like to people 

that have learned to see, hear, speak, think, and act in ways that are different 
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from a perceived standard. Rather than studying people, ethnography means 

learning from people. 

As such, ethnography starts with a conscious attitude of almost complete 

ignorance of the subject to be studied. Therefore, interview questions are 

structured accordingly. Spradley (1979) identifies three major interview 

categories. The questions introduced in each session belong to one of the three 

main types of ethnographic questions, each fulfilling a different function: 

1. 	 The standardized interview, which uses a formally structured schedule of 

interview questions. 

2. 	 The non·standardized interview which begins with the assumption that 

the interviewers do not know in advance what the questions are so they 

cannot predetermine answers. 

3. 	 The semi-standardized interview, which uses systematic and ordered 

questions but permits freedom to digress (Berg, 1998). 

Qualitative ethnographic research involves more than looking at quality 

data. The qualitative researcher focuses on subjective meanings, definitions, 

metaphors, symbols, and descriptions of specific cases to capture aspects of the 

social world for which it is difficult to develop precise measures expressed as 

numbers (Neuman, 2007). Intending to investigate student barriers to 

successful achievement in a community college ESL prerequisite program, this 

study uses the ethnography interview structure. In this type of interview, the 

interviewer "must develop, adapt, and generate questions and follow-up probes 



94 

appropriate to the given situation and central purpose of the investigation" 

(Berg, 2008, p. 61). 

The questions introduced are descriptive, structural, or contrastive 

questions. They arise from the interaction during the interview itself in order to 

gain additional information or to establish rapport when the interviewer is 

unfamiliar with the informant's culture, customs, or life style. According to 

Patton (2000), the interviews are not a set of questions which intend to take 

each respondent through the same sequence and to ask each respondent the 

same questions using essentially the same words. By resorting to an open-

ended question, each interview allows for personal descriptions and perceptions 

from the respondents, insures reliability of source as well as validity, and reduces 

the intrusion of the researcher's biased judgment. 

The interview focuses on collecting the perceptions of bilingual first 

generation community college students who are attempting to complete 

prerequisite ESL courses in order to then enroll in regular college courses at the 

community college. Through open-ended questions, the respondents 

communicate their ideas and opinions in their own terms. After transcribing the 

interviews, analysis of the text is performed to go deeper into the interview 

responses, which contained the description of the informants' views on the 

educational, personal, and administrative barriers they have encountered while 

taking ESL prerequisite courses at a local community college. 
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2002). The premise of a focus group is that ideas will emerge as people discuss 

ideas with others. A focus group is primarily an interview; however, direct 

interactions may occur. Participants have the opportunity to hear one another's 

responses and make additional comments to what they hear others say in 

addition to their own responses. Consensus among participants is not important, 

nor is disagreement. The purpose of the focus group interview is to gather data 

in a context in which people can consider their ideas in light of the views of 

others. The facilitator of the focus group should create an atmosphere that 

stimulates comfortable discussion among all participants in the group and the 

facilitator (Kern, 2006). Three focus group interviews consisting of 21 

participants were conducted in this study (see Table 3L and lasted approximately 

sixty (60) to ninety (90) minutes. 

Data collected in the focus group interviews were analyzed in a similar 

manner to that of the individual interviews, looking for themes and categories. 

Special attention was paid to issues of cultural relevance of the respondents' 

college experience. 

Interested in learning the barriers first generation Hispanic immigrant 

students face when trying to complete a community college prerequisite ESL 

program, the researcher sought to document the existence of alternative
J 
1, 

realities through ethnography. Moreover, following the same interest, the 

1 
researcher sought to describe the alternative realities in these realities' own 

'I 
I 
! terms (Spradley, 1979). The essential core of ethnography is this concern with
1 
.l 
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the meaning of actions and events to the people we seek to understand. Some 

of these meanings are definitely expressed in language; many are taken for 

granted and communicated only indirectly through word and action. But in 

every society people make constant use of these complex meaning systems to 

organize their behavior, to understand themselves and others, and to make 

sense out of the world in which they live. These systems of meaning constitute 

their culture; ethnography always implies a theory of culture (Spradley, 1979, p. 

5). 

Participants 

A total of twenty-one (21) participants took part in this ethnographic 

study. Table 2 provides a profile of the interviewed participant informants 

gender, age, nationality and date of entry in this country. Interviews took place 

from September2008 to September 2009, while they were attending ESL classes 

at a community college. Participants were all students ofthis researcher. They 

were informed of the study and volunteers were requested. The participants 

who volunteered were all part of the focus group studies which met before or 

after class. The participants who chose to be interviewed individually met during 

specific times as their schedules permitted. 

Profiles of Individual Participants 

The 6 individual participants who participated in interviews were 4 

females and 2 males. These individual informants were all of Hispanic descent, 
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and spoke Spanish. These six participants were part of the focus groups and also 

volunteered to be interviewed as individual participants. The 3 focus groups 

were categorized for purposes of this data as beginner/intermediate and 

advanced ESL students. The beginner ESL focus group (A) was comprised of 5 

participants, including 3 women and 2 men. The beginner/intermediate ESL 

focus group (B) was comprised of 7 informants, including 3 women and 4 men. 

The advanced ESL focus group (C) was comprised of 9 informants, including 4 

women and 5 men. The average age of the informants was 24 to 40. 

The following section includes a description of each of the participants 

including basic demographic information as well as a brief account of their 

educational histories in order to provide perspective to the data reported in this 

chapter. The participants are presented in the order in which they were 

interviewed. A coded system of number and letter is used to protect identities 

and maintain confidentiality. 

Individual Participants 

Individual Participant 1 is a 33-year-old woman who was born and raised 

in Peru where she earned a degree in Business and Finance. Individual 

participant 1 immigrated to the United States in 2004 and has been attending 

Community College, (herein after referred to as CC) part-time for the past two 

and a half years in pursuit of an ESL certification. Her goal is to continue 

studying at CC in order to acquire an Associates Degree in Accounting. 
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Individual participant 2 is a 31 year-old woman born in Peru where she 

completed a college education earning her a degree in Accounting. Participant 2 

migrated to the U.S. in 2000 and attended one year of community college in New 

York City. Currently she is working on completing an ESL certification. She has no 

immediate plans of continuing her college education after ESL certification 

completion. At the present time this decision is attributed to lack offinancial 

resources. 

Individual participant 3 is a 29 year-old man born in La Havana, Cuba. All 

of his prior education including college took place in La Havana where he earned 

a college degree in Computer Engineering. He immigrated to the U.S. in 2002. 

Once the ESL certification is completed he plans to continue his college 

education and pursue a certificate degree as a paramedic. 

Individual participant 4 is a 34 year-old woman born in Colombia where 

she attended a number of schools but did not complete a college education. She 

immigrated to the United States in 1998 and began to study ESL at CC in order to 

learn the language and be able to get a better job. Her future plans include 

attending college for nursing. 

Individual participant 5 is a 23-year-old man, native of Puerto Rico where 

he attended elementary and some high school. In 2003 he immigrated to 

Pennsylvania. Years later he completed a GED program at night while working 
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full-time. He began taking ESL certification classes at CC in 2007, and intends on 

pursuing an Associates degree in computers. 

Individual participant 6 is a 24-year-old woman from Colombia. She 

immigrated to the U.S. in 2001. Prior to attending CC she attended two other 

local community colleges. Participant 6 plans to pursue a nursing education once 

she completes the ESL certification program. 

Focus Group Participants 

Three focus groups comprised of a total of 21 adults attending 

community college, ages 23 to 54. Table 3 provides a profile of the interviewed 

participants divided into 3 groups according to ESL levels of beginning, beginning 

intermediate, and advanced. They were asked many of the same questions that 

were asked of the individual interviewees. 

Focus Group Study 1 

FG 1-1 is a 36-year-old woman born in the Dominican Republic but raised 

in Puerto Rico where she attended public schools. At the age of sixteen she 

became a teen mother in the eleventh grade. Because there was no day care 

available to her at that time, she dropped out of school. In 1994 at the age of 26 

she went to prison in Puerto Rico and that is where she received a G.E.D. She 

relocated to the U.S. in 1999. Currently she is attending the ESL program at CC 

where she plans to continue her college education majoring in nursing. 
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FG 1-2 is a 37-year-old man, born in Costa Rica where he attended a 

vocational-technical school. In 2001 he immigrated to the U.S. After losing his 

job in 2007, he took advantage of a government program that allowed him to 

attend community college full time. His future plans include completing his ESL 

certification and continuing at CC in order to complete an Associates degree in 

Management. 

FG 1-3 is a 36-year-old woman, born in Mexico where she attended high 

school. After marrying, raising a daughter, and dealing with serious personal 

problems, she moved to the United States in 2000. Currently, she is nearing the 

completion of her ESL certification. Once finished she intends on continuing her 

education and pursue a degree as a teaching assistant. 

FG 1-4 is a 24-year-old woman, born in Ecuador and attended high school 

there. In 2004 at the age of 19 she relocated to the United States. Presently she 

is nearing the completion of her ESL certification and plans to apply to a four 

year college in order to complete a degree in Business. 

FG 1-5 is a 34-year-old woman, born in Colombia. Although she wanted 

to attend college, coming from a very large family did not allow her the financial 

resources to do so. Instead, in 1998 she relocated to the United States, worked, 

married, and reared children. In 2006, she took advantage of a government 

financial aid program to attend cc. She is nearing completion of an ESL 
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I 	 Certification and intends on continuing her education at CC to pursue a degree in 

nursing. 

J 

i 
1 

Focus Group Study 2 

i 
I 	 FG 2-1 is a 32 year-old man born in Venezuela where he received a 

j 
2 	 degree in psychology. He immigrated to the U.S. in 2004 and began taking ESL 

classes at CC in 2006. His goal is to eventually move on to a four year college and 

pursue a degree in child psychology. 

FG 2-2 is a 39-year-old man from Venezuela. He completed high school 

and attended some college in Venezuela. In the 1990s he found it necessary to 

escape from his country because of political unrest. He has been a student in 

the ESL program since arriving to the U.S. in 2001. He has had to stop his studies 

on two separate occasions due to financial hardship, but is eager to finish soon. 

FG 2-3 is a 40-year-old man educated in Mexico where he received a 

four-year degree in Accounting. In 2001 he immigrated to the U.S. He began 

attending CC in order to fulfill required ESL courses prior to enrolling in the 

schools Accounting program. 

FG 2-4 is a 33 year-old woman from the Honduras, where she attended 

high school. She came to the United States in 1997 at the age of 18 and 

immediately began to take English courses in several language schools in New 

York City. She first attended a community college in Manhattan, New York, 
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before starting at Cc. Her goal is to finish the ESL program and acquire a better 

paying job. 

FG 2-5 is a 24 year old woman who emigrated from Ecuador in 2007 and 

is attending CC while also taking care of her family and working full-time. She 

enrolled in the ESL program in 2004, and is currently working on her last 

required course. She plans to enroll in a four year college to study education. 

FG 2-6 is a 24-year-old woman from Colombia. Prior to immigrating to 

the U.S. she was attending school to become a flight attendant. In 2001 she 

came to New Jersey to learn English, which was a requirement for flight 

attendants. While attending classes she married and permanently relocated. Her 

goal is to finish the ESL certificate program and enroll in nursing program. 

FG 2-7 is a 38 year old man from Chile. In 2005 he immigrated to the U.S. 

in order to join family members already here. He's been taking ESL classes at CC 

on and off since 2006. His plans include finishing up the program and pursing a 

Bachelor's degree in Computer Information Systems Management. 

Focus Group Study 3 

FG 3- Inf.1 is a 26-year-old woman who was born in Argentina. She 

immigrated to the U.S. in 2006. She is nearing completion of the ESL certification 

at Cc. She wants to continue studying at CC in order to acquire a translating 

certification for use in her country. 
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FG 3-2 is a 54-year-old man who was born in Columbia. After graduating 

from high school, he attended a technology school, and a four-year college 

where he earned a degree in Dentistry. He immigrated to the U.S. in 1998. After 

completing his ESL certification at CC he wishes to continue his education and 

enter the nursing program. 

FG 3-3 is a 33-year-old woman who was born and raised in Peru where 

she earned a degree in Business and Finance. She immigrated to the United 

i States in 2004 and has been attending CC part-time for the past two and a half 

I years in pursuit of an ESL certification. Her goal is to continue studying at CC in 

~ order to acquire an Associate's Degree in Accounting. 

t 

I FG 3-4 a 31-year-old woman was born in Peru who grew up and attended 

! 
public schools in Ecuador. At the age of 17, she stopped her education in order 

I 
! 

to marry. In 2000 she immigrated to the U.S. In 2006 she decided to enroll at CC 

J in order to attend the ESL certification classes. Presently she is undecided as to 

1 
what to do after she completes the certification program. Informant attributes 

this indecision to family responsibilities and lack of available financial resources. 

1 
FG 3-5 is a 39 year-old woman born in Guatemala where she completed a 

J 
college education earning her a degree in Accounting. She immigrated to the 

1 U.S. in 2005 and attended one year of community college in New York City 

I 
I 
 previous to attending Cc. Informant is unsure of what her future educational 


I 
 plans are. She attributes this decision to lack of financial resources. 


; 
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FG 3-6 is a 23-year-old man, native of Puerto Rico where he attended 

elementary and some high school. In 2003 he immigrated to Pennsylvania. Years 

later he completed a GED program at night while working full-time. He began 

taking ESL certification classes at CC in 2007, and intends on pursuing an 

Associate's degree in computers. 

FG 3-7 is a 29-year-old man, born in Cuba. In 2002 he immigrated to the 

U.S. After losing his job in 2006, he took advantage of a government program 

that allowed him to attend community college full time. His future plans include 

completing his ESL certification and continuing at CC in order to complete a 

certificate program to become a Paramedic. 

FG 3-8 is a 31-year-old man, born in Mexico where he attended high 

school. He moved to the United States in 2003 in order to join other family 

members. Currently, he is nearing the completion of his ESL certification. Once 

finished he intends on continuing his education at CC and pursue a degree as a 

medical assistant. 

FG 3-9 is a 29-year-old man from the Dominican Republic. He attended 

schools in his country where he received a computer degree. In 2001 his family 

moved to New Jersey where he began attending Community College. His plans 

include attending a four year college in order to pursue a career in Computer 

Technology. 
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Data Analysis 

Data analysis occurred simultaneously with collection. All data was 

reflected on and transcribed and as Patton (2002) recommends, I became 

immersed in the data. Themes or topics were searched within the words of the 

interviewees. This enabled me to revise the semi-structured questions early on 

in the data collection process when needed. 

"Data interpretation and analysis involve making sense out of what 

people have said, looking for patterns, putting together what is said in one place 

with what is said in another place, and integrating what different people have 

said" (Patton, 2006, p. 380). The data were analyzed using the constant 

comparative method as described by Glaser & Strauss (1997) which involves: 

1. Studying the interview transcripts in order to generate tentative 

categories and coding data into the various categories 

2. Integrating categories and their properties 

3. Reducing categories onto fewer categories 

4. Writing the researcher's interpretation of the data. 

Transcripts of the interviews were analyzed by identifying key terms. 

Then, common threads among the coded themes were reviewed and integrated 

into categories. As this process evolved, some ofthe initial themes appeared 

irrelevant and were eliminated, thus reducing the number of categories. Finally, 



110 

the findings which emerged from the categories were analyzed and written in 

order to gain new understanding of the data. 

Trustworthiness 

It is important to discuss the trustworthiness of the findings of this study. 

Lincoln & Guba (200S) refer to reality as "a mUltiple set of mental constructionslJ 

(po 29S), and they point out that the qualitative researcher "must show that he 

or she has represented those multiple constructions adequately" in a manner 

that is "credible to the constructors" (po 296) of the multiple realities. They point 

out that trustworthiness involves persuading the audience that the findings of a 

study are worth paying attention to and suggest four criteria to assure 

trustworthiness of qualitative data: credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

conformability. 

Credibility 

Credibility refers to believability of findings. Fundamental to credibility is 

the idea that findings represent the meanings of the study participants 

authentically from their own pOints of view. This study involved interviewing 6 

people individually, and 3 focus groups made up of a total of 21 students. 

Individual participants were interviewed in depth, as well as in follow-up 

conversations to clarify points and to allow participants the opportunity for 

further comment. Other individuals reviewed the coding of data; I.e., my 

dissertation advisor and readers. These reviews served to question 

interpretations that were emerging in the researcher's mind and also allowed for 
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developmental and initial testing of the next step. Further, it served not only for 

review of transcripts but also to offer opinions on emerging themes. This 

process allowed the researcher to receive feedback which helped to put data 

and findings into perspective. 

An electronic recording of what was being studied was utilized so that 

data could be examined and compared to the interpretations being developed. 

Such recordings served as a benchmark against which later interpretations could 

be checked for accuracy. The audiotapes of the interviews in this study were 

used for this purpose. The use of direct quotations also contributed to 

referential adequacy. 

Participants' review of their own transcripts added credibility to the study 

by verifying information and perhaps expanding on the information that was 

originally given. In this study, during follow up conversations, participants had 

the opportunity to add or offer additional insights that may have occurred to 

them since the initial interview. Additionally, the researcher was able to clarify or 

follow up on previous information or to ask additional questions that had arisen. 

Transferability 

It is not the responsibility of the qualitative researcher to determine 

transferability"; it is his or her responsibility to provide the data base that makes 

transferability judgments possible on the part ofthe potential appliers". (Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985, p. 316} Purposeful sampling can enable the qualitative researcher 
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to provide a wide range of information for inclusion in the thick, rich descriptions 

that make up the findings. 

Dependability 

Dependability refers to whether the process of the study is consistent 

and stable over time and across researches and methods (lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Process is the main issue of dependability concerns, since the setting of 

qualitative research as well the researchers' focus are in a state of change. 

Dependability addresses whether the design, methods, and findings make sense 

to other researchers. lincoln & Guba point out that if credibility has been 

established, then dependability can be assured by "overlap methods: which 

refers to methodological triangulation." In addition, the adult trial mentioned 

previously will allow another researcher to assess the study and its findings. 

Conformability 

Conformability refers to the degree to which the results could be 

confirmed by other researchers (lincoln & Guba, 1985). Conformability 

addresses whether the findings are based on the participants' meanings rather 

than on the opinions of the researcher. Also, for it to exist, other researchers 

should reach the same conclusions if they follow the process of the original 

researcher, being able to track how participants constructed knowledge and the 

role of the researcher in that process. The audit involves keeping all the 

documents that are part ofthe process and product ofthe study and coding 
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them in such a manner that would allow other researchers to assess the 

adequacy of the process and the findings. 

Summary 

This is a research study and is not meant to be generalized, since the 

findings are based on a small purposeful sample. Nevertheless, the study does 

provide an in-depth examination of how a diverse group of adult community 

college students construct new meanings out of their educational experiences in 

the higher education classroom, and teachers and learners in adult higher 

education classrooms can determine whether or not the study is applicable to 

their situations. Learning the instructional preferences of first generation 

Hispanic immigrant adult students adds to the existing learning preference 

literature and enables adult educators and administrators to more effectively 

design programs and instructional activities to meet the needs of this growing 

group of students. 

This chapter reviewed the purpose of the study and the key research 

questions, followed by an examination of the qualitative research pa radigm and 

social constructivism as a research perspective. Next, the criteria for participant 

selection was discussed, followed by a discussion of data collection analysis 

techniques. Then, profiles of the participants were provided. Finally, the 

measures intended to ensure trustworthiness of the findings were discussed. 

After the first few interviews in which the open-ended question technique was 
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used, interviews then moved towards more probing questions as categories 

(themes) arose from the data. The questions introduced in each session 

belonged to one of the three main types of ethnographic questions, each one of 

these questions fulfilling a different function: 

The descriptive question enabled the researcher to collect an ongoing 

sample of an informant's language, as in the question, IlCan you recall your most 

interesting experience at the college?" The structural question enabled the 

researcher to discover how the informant has organized his or her cultural 

knowledge, as in the questions, "Could you tell me how the ESL learning lab is 

helping you?" and IlCould you give me an example of what types of assignment 

deadlines you currently have?" The contrast question enabled the researcher to 

discover the dimensions of meaning that the informants employ to distinguish 

the objects and the events in their world, as in the question, "What barriers do 

you believe you are encountering in your educational! personal life at the 

community college?" The purpose ofthese questions does not intend to direct 

the exchange with the informant, but to elicit, collect, and discover a growing 

body of cultural information so that the researcher may then make a final 

translation of that data. 

In summary, the case studies are central to this study because they 

provided the best mechanism for a discussion of the theoretical and educational 

context of English as a Second Language program implementation in two-year 

community colleges. As will be noted in later chapters, there are many lessons 
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1 
to be learned from the case studies. Most are applicable to future scenarios 

! 
t 

involving the conceptualization and implementation of ESl services in these 

institutions. 
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Chapter 4 

Presentation of the Findings 

The purpose of this study was to gain a deeper understanding of the learning} 

personal} and establishment barriers that the first generation Hispanic immigrant 

student encounters when taking required ESl education courses in a two-year 

community college setting prior to enrolling and successfully completing college level 

courses. 

This ethnographic study explores the obstacles and burdens confronted by ESl 

students in the community college level prior to enrolling and successfully completing 

regular college level courses. Further} attention was given to the learning preferences of 

Hispanic adult community college students and how they construct new meanings out 

of their educational experiences. 

Participants were all Spanish speaking immigrants from various countries and 

some may not be documented American residents. In order to protect identity and 

maintain confidentiality} their names were not used in this study. In order to maintain 

anonymity and avoid any potential risk} pseudonyms were used as stipulated by the 

Institutional Review Board (Appendix C). 

This ethnographic study addressed the following research questions, and 

attempted to find answers which will provide assistance and guidance to the study: 

Research Questions 

1. How do the classroom and college environments affect the educational 

experiences of first generation Hispanic immigrant students? 



117 

2. What types of negative or positive personal experiences do first generation 

Hispanic immigrant students have while attending a two-year college? 

3. What types of experiences are disempowering or challenging, academically or 

personally, to first generation Hispanic immigrant students attending two-year 

colleges? 

4. How did the ESL certification courses influence the educational and career 

goals of these students? 

This chapter attempted to answer the research questions postulated above by 

providing a vivid account of the experiences of first generation Hispanic immigrant 

students. These students are completing ESL certification requirements before enrolling 

in community college credit courses. 

Results of the Study 

The nature of the study required that the data be analyzed in terms of domains 

or larger units of cultural knowledge, and cover terms and descriptors following 

Spradley's Developmental Research Sequence {1979}. Further examination of the data 

called for taxonomic and componential analysis in an attempt to identify recurrent 

themes among the informants, as well as their views and experiences. 

To understand the general pattern of the study, recurrent themes were 

identified and organized in five major sections. In finding the recurrent themes, the 

study rendered a general view of the first generation Hispanic immigrant student 

attending community college. It also rendered a general view of the educational, 

personal, and administrative barriers they confront. The analysis of these themes and 
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their corresponding domains led the study to be divided into five main sections, each of 

which attempts to provide answers to the study research questions and to give a 

comprehensive picture of the study and its findings. 

Section 1, Informants' Preferences for Community College Instructional 

Practices, focused on students' learning practices and motivators. The section provided 

informants' views on the quality of instructional care facilitating student success. 

Section 2, Student Adjustment Process and Demands, addressed the psychological, 

emotional, intellectual, goal defining, academic, and socio-historical integration 

informants' face in the community college experience. Section 3, Barriers and 

Challenges Identified, explored factors informants identified while learning a second 

language, including course placement, lack of academic preparation, quality ofteacher 

instruction, services offered to students by the community college, financial hardships, 

and family stress and lack of support. Section 4, Dimensions of Motivators Identified, 

unveiled the positive factors and experiences informants experienced while completing 

ESL certification courses. Section 5, Activities Promoting ESL Success, culminated in a 

discussion of student suggestions and preferred activities in the community college 

experience which promote successful language acquisition. It further unveiled the 

conditions and accommodations necessary to create and establish a positive school 

culture where first generation immigrant Hispanic students are most likely to succeed 

and achieve academic success. Each section was discussed and analyzed in terms of 

cultural themes and sub-themes in an attempt to provide a more in-depth examination 
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and investigation of the categories and domains under study. The chapter ends with a 

personal interpretation of the main findings postulated in each of the sections. 

Informants' Profile 

Semi structured, in-depth ethnographic interviews were conducted with 3 focus 

I groups, totaling 21 informants. The first focus group was comprised of 5 informants, 

! 
I the second was comprised of 7 informants, and the third was comprised of 9
I 

I informants. Table 1 presents a specific profile of the interviewed informants. All 

informants were current students in an ESL community college program within the twoI 
~ 

years preceding the interviews. 

Initial interviews were audiotaped and transcribed. Transcript copies were given 

to participants for review and comment. Follow-up interviews were conducted with 

some of the participants in person and by telephone. The transcripts, along with the 

researcher's journal, provided the data on which the findings of the study are based. No 

special instrument was used to obtain the informants' background information. Most 

data were gathered and generated from statements made by the informants during the 

interview process. 

Data Analysis 

Research Question 1: How do the classroom and college environments influence the 
educational experiences of first generation immigrant Hispanic students? 

Community college administrators are concerned with how to attract students to 

their institutions. Therefore, knowing the learning preferences of adult students and 

how they make meaning out of their learning experiences is an important aspect of 
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adult education. 

Sectionl: Informants' Preferences for Community College Instructional Practice 

Caring as facilitating student success 

Section 1 describes informants' perceptions of instructional practices which 

influenced students' success. These include an instructor having the following 

characteristics: being caring, engaging students, motivating students, being personable, 

making the curriculum relevant, and being an effective role model and mentor. 

Many informants described caring instructors as those who care about students' 

learning and who will make an effort to facilitate student success in their classes. 

It's very important that the teacher care about what they're teaching, not just 
about their job. And to care, for me, means to like, just being willing to like back 
these students up. You know, help them to succeed, not just, "This is my job, this 
is what I have to do, I'm going to get a paycheck." I need somebody that's just 
going to be like an inspiration, you know, not just here's the book, here's the 
syllabus, get the work done, you have this much time to do it. A teacher that 
cares takes risk and gets involved with the students, so that's real important for 
a teacher to care about how their students are going. (lnf.7, Inf.3) 

Similarly, others spoke of instructors caring whether students are getting the 

education they paid for. 

I think it's important for them to care that you learn ... lf you see somebody that 
really wants to learn, that you [the instructor] want to help them in any way you 
can. I guess the way I look at it is the teacher chose this profession ...That's what 
you're there for, and you want that person to succeed, so you have to care that 
they're getting the education that they're paying for. (lnf. 11, Inf.7) 

They care that you're giving all you can give, they care that they're giving all they 
can give, and they care that you're trying to get it. This means a lot to me 
because I need to do good in these classes so that I can get a better job. No 
English, no job; no job, then no money. (Inf.2) 
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1 Informants expressed opinions of a caring instructor as one who tries to make

I 
sure students understand them when they teach. 

1 
Caring to me is when the instructor, like I said, will notice maybe your lack of 
interest in class or your lack of participation, your homework, you know. And 
they're willing to try and find out, "Hey, what's wrong? Is everything OK? Is this 
class a little bit too hard for you? Or...What can I do to make it more interesting 
for you?" ...Caring to me is somebody who is willing to take the time to find out 
what's going on in your life. A lot of the teachers they are born in this country 
and they don't really know how hard it is for the students to learn English and do 
all the work. (Inf. 5) 

The key to caring...That if you said it one way and somebody still didn't 
understand it, you would step back and say, "Well, why don't we put it this way 
and maybe you will understand it." Maybe it's the English and maybe no; it's the 
teacher. You understand what I mean? (lnf. 3) 

Students were in agreement that if a teacher does not seem to care, it makes it 

difficult for them to learn, since a student learns best when the teacher shows interest 

in the students' own learning. 

Discussion regarding students' perception of an instructor who cares about the 

student learning versus just collecting their pay checks took place. 

A lot of the teachers don't realize that we're seeing through them, you know, 
that we can tell those that are here for, just for the paycheck versus those that 
are here, you know, to teach us and care about ...our learning...lt's noticeable; it 
stands out. Even in my country it was the same. Some teachers even helped me 
find work when I was at the University, but here I ask a teacher a question about 
a job and they say; "go to student services'. That's not good for some people. 
(lnf.2) 

Informants often agreed that the instructor should be willing to put extra effort 

into helping students. Sensitivity on the part of the instructor was deemed necessary for 

students. 
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I 

I A caring instructor is sensitive to others' needs, our needs. In case we need help, 
just call the teacher; and we feel that he wants to help." For example, I asked a 

I 

question about the citizenship test in my class and the teachers stop and explain 
to me the question. After a while the whole class was listening to him because 
he said that a few years ago he also teached the citizenship class. By answering 
my question a lot of the class got help in this problem because he stopped and 
answered me. (Inf. 13) 

A good teacher is an important figure in education. If they don't deliver the 

product, there will be failure in the system. Throughout discussions pertaining to caring 

instructors, informants were in agreement that in this society learning is essential and 

that there are many qualities and characteristics which define an outstanding teacher. 

They include attitude, knowledge, compassion, and training. Teachers must have the 

right attitude towards the students, and having the right attitude will make it easier for 

students to learn. Teachers must also be trained in the subject they are teaching and 

teach with a passion which will help students to learn. 

Without education we have no future. Teachers shape your mind; they take a 
role in your life. I don't think that everyone can be a teacher. It takes a lot of 
work and dedication. Unfortunately many teachers have an attitude that is 
negative. When I get a teacher like this I drop the class because I know that will 
not work. Most of the time students don't want to learn, they just want to hang 
out. A good teacher will work with a weak student and not make them feel like 
he's a failure. (Inf. 1) 

These participants described their best college instructors as those who cared 

about their learning. They emphasized the underlying importance of a caring instructor 

to their learning and spoke of teachers who truly care that their students do well and 

are willing to put forth an effort to assist them in this goal. These instructors did not 
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appear to be there just for monetary compensation or status; they truly wanted to be a 

part of their academic success. 

Being an engaged, connecting presence to students 

Student engagement by a college instructor was viewed as an important and 

successful teaching tool. Overall, students were in agreement that when the teacher 

does not seem to care, "it makes it very hard for the student to learn." Students learn 

best when the teacher cares and when the teacher appears to empathize with how hard 

it is to learn a second language. 

A caring instructor try to make sure students are understanding them...the key to 
caring...that if you said it one way and somebody still didn't understand it, you 
would step back and say, "Well, why don't we put it this way and maybe you will 
understand it.". (Inf.4) 

The relationship instructors have with their students is an important 

consideration for participants in this study. That connecting presence is implicit in the 

words of (Inf. 3), a single mother of three children. When she first enrolled in the 

community college, she was dealing with a difficult divorce. She described the 

importance of the caring support she received from faculty in sustaining her through 

that difficult time. 

You know my background, just everything I've gone through since I've been 
here. Just the support from everybody and the caringness... it really touched me 
and really helped me through all times, and it was very important to me. (Inf. 7) 

Informants pOinted out that instructors who devoted a lot of time to class 

preparation and materials are successful in the class. 
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You can tell that [the instructor] put a lot in [her] classes and class material like 
the handouts [she] gave us, the outlines [she] gave us. That took time to do, and 
[she] didn't have to do that. It was just something that [she] thought would 
benefit the class; and [she] cared enough about us to give that to us...so that's 
showing...consideration for the class, and that stands out. That draws me in too, 
you know, that's a stepping stone for me to connect with what I'm supposed to 
learn because sometimes the book, Oh my God, the book is too much! (lnf.19) 

Students indicated that an engaged and connected instructor is very important 

to their success in learning as adult students . 

...They want you to succeed in the class, to get good grades, to understand the 
language; but they want me to succeed because they know, especially being an 
immigrant adult, there's things out there in the real world that I have to take 
care of and if you have a trained instructor, they understand that. (Inf.6) 

Differentiated instruction as well as caring was seen as a concrete and positive 

teaching tool by various participants. Some informants were very specific in their 

expectations. 

Caring that your students get what you're giving, not just standing up there 
saying the same thing that you've said for the last twenty years... that you're 
reaching somebody, that what you're giving is going somewhere ... The people 
that are getting it and liking it and asking for more information; or if they don't 
know it, direct them where they can get it... I remember two instructors that 
seemed to me as not caring if I learned or not; let me tell you Itl was out of there 
in a minute." I dropped those courses. (lnf.8) 

Participants reported that they expected their teachers to be certain students 

understood the material they were being taught, and not just memorizing it. Students 

acknowledge that memorizing is not learning. This makes the difference between 

becoming successful and just becoming average. Overall, students were in agreement 

that a caring instructor will try to make sure students understand them. Students learn 
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best when the teacher appears to empathize with how hard it is to learn a second 

language. 

In numerous ways, students described caring instructors as engaged, with a 

connecting presence; someone who is there for them in various ways when needed. 

Some described caring teachers as being personable while others described them as 

available to them when they need academic help. Some described these engaged 

instructors as being interesting and enthusiastic about teaching, indicating that teaching 

is more than just a job to caring instructors. Respecting and understanding students and 

their lives beyond the school setting was also an indication to some participants that the 

instructor is engaged with the students. 

Being a motivator for learning 

Participants had opinions about the types of values necessary to be an effective 

teacher, such as responsibility, honesty and kindness. Responsibility is considered very 

important because a student will follow what they see. Examples were given of an 

instructor as motivator. 

If a teacher comes late to class; the student will do the same. There has to be an 
example set for the student to follow and it should be set by the teacher. Adults 
are no different than kids and will play around if given the opportunity. (lnf.13) 

Also honesty, it gives trust. If you are honest you get the trust from other people. 
When the professor lies to the student he's hurting both the student and himself 
because it will create a problem for both. The student is not receiving a fair 
education, especially when the teacher just does not have the proper training 
and will only cheat another student from getting a good education. (lnf.ll) 

Kindness is also part of being an effective teacher. It's difficult for a beginner 
student to adjust and to do well in college. Even students that are advanced 
have problems doing the work because they work and have responsibilities. 
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Patience is a value that goes with kindness. Many teachers have it but there are 
some that do not. (lnf.13) 

The instructor was seen as the most important person in this country's 

educational system and references were further made about their having attributes that 

the student was always going to remember. 'Feeling comfortable' and being able to ask 

and respond to questions in class was important to students . 

...this semester I was having difficulty in a class and I had to pass it in order to 
keep financial aid. I asked the teacher for extra type of work so that my grades 
will go up. The teacher said yes and I was glad that I feel comfortable talking to 
this teacher. If I had not said anything I probably would have failed the class. It's 
hard in this country when you don't know anybody so it helps when the 
teacher's making you feel trust. At least I can count on the teacher to help out 
with some of the problems that I have at the school. (lnf.9) 

Participants expressed a desire for instructors who motivated their desire to 

learn. Often when speaking about their preference for motivating instructors, they also 

described them as being interesting and enthusiastic about teaching. Further, when 

describing a caring and motivational teacher, students commented on teachers always 

being prepared . 

...a good teacher should always be prepared before class by having the class 
lesson prepared; work graded and knows what they're going to teach the class 
before they start their lecture. He will not only be prepared for the class they are 
going to teach they are also going to take some extra time to find out the way 
they are going to find the time and the way to really inspire the students to get 
what the topic they're teaching really is about. (lnf.9) 

When asked what she would do to create a successful learning experience if she were 

the teacher, Inf. 10 responded, 

, think the very first thing you need to do when you walk into the classroom is to 
introduce yourself and make the students...see you as a person and feel 
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welcome in your class. That is ilT)portant...because if they [the students] like you 
when they first meet you, even if they don't like some of the things you do later 
on, but if they like you .. .1 don't mean it as a popularity thing. I meant that they 
come in they feel good about being in your classroom ...that gives you [the 
instructor] a better feeling to teach. It goes both ways. 

Overall, participants agreed that teachers are in charge of one of the most 

important roles in our society. It involves shaping the mind of future generations. The 

best teacher will take the time to do the one extra task that will shape a person's life. 

Being personable, available, and able to motivate 

Participants expressed a desire for instructors who are personable. Often when 

speaking about their preference for personable instructors, they also described them as 

being interesting and enthusiastic about teaching. When defining the types of 

characteristics which best describes a college instructor, numerous students shared 

their own personal observations of instructors who create a relaxed classroom 

atmosphere. 

It's a good thing too for a teacher to make a classroom in which students are 
happy to be comfortable with that teacher. I can grow. You know, to learn, 
really great, to want to learn, to be able to learn, to keep it with me, to 
encourage me, to take me to a higher level in my classes.... Totally motivated, 
encouraged, excited about what I'm learning .... You know, hope .... I'm going to 
do a good job. It takes away fear; worry and anxiety. It lets you know if you mess 
up it's not a fatal error .... It takes the pressure off. (lnf. i2) 

Informants described caring instructors as those that who are available to 

students and who show interest in them . 

... Be avaiiable... Know you can call them and that they will return your call. Ifthey 
need to call you at home, they will and are available when students visit their 
offices .1 know they're busy, but some [instructors] will always make the time for 
me when I visited the office .... my worst instructors was not caring if I learned or 
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not, was not being willing to take the time to make that students understood, 
and not always available after class to help students who needed help. (Inf.14) 

... I believe that a caring instructor would always have an open door, and be 
available to students. "I think the caring from the instructor also goes outside the 
classroom. like, with you, with you saying if you have a problem, [instructor] 
calls your home or send you an e-mail... they're available to you outside and 
inside the classroom. To me, it's important that they [instructors] care about 
teaching and be ready to answer questions about that. I don't care if they don't 
like me. I know everybody has bad days but the teaching is supposed to happen 
no matter what. (lnf.12) 

It's important for students to have instructors available to them while trying to 

complete their ESl certification requirements. Informants further explained that a 

caring instructor plays an important role in their success by motivating them to work 

harder and be more successful as students. When they perceive that the instructor 

cares about them and their success, it energizes them to persist and achieve beyond 

what they may have if the instructor had not appeared to care. 

I had one teacher who went out of her way for me. She really pushed me farther . 
. . . She just made things seem simpler. And then, I guess she put things in a way I 
could understand them. Some other teachers stuck strictly to the book ... I think 
it definitely helped me to pass all the requirements for ESl, and got me more 
interested in the class (lnf.16) 

It made me feel a lot more at ease. For example in the pronunciation classes, if I 
say a word incorrectly sometimes people are not very nice and laugh when I say 
it. But my instructor here just does exercises with the class. Everybody repeats 
the words that are in the reading. You know like the vocabulary or the hard ones. 
I wish that I knew her when I first came to this country because that was a very 
sad time in my life. (Inf. 14) 

Participants in this study expressed that a personable, available, and enthusiastic 

instructor uses a number of different techniques ~nd classroom activities when 

teaching. Further, informants expressed the need for instructors to run an organized 



129 

classroom and have a plan and to share the goals of the class with the students. Then, 

they want the instructor to see that the plan is carried out in a meaningful way. Some of 

the informants in the study indicated that they prefer instructors that know how to 

motivate students to understand content and who will take the time to do whatever 

they can to ensure student comprehension . 

...I prefer the instructors who understanding what they're teaching and the way 
it's presented makes sense. IIThey make it more understandable, it's a lot more 
fun for the student to learn English, even the writing is better." (lnf.1S) 

...My grammar teacher explained the work in a way that it seemed that I was 
learning "by magic." "Just for some reason it sunk into my head and I really 
enjoyed it." He said, III do like it when the teachers make it a little bit easier for 
the class, like give a lot of examples or try new things, not just read, "Blah, blah, 
blah from the book." (Inf.14) 

Students explained that instructors who took the time to make sure that 

students understood what was being taught were more effective in their instruction. 

Making curriculum relevant 

Students appreciated the relevance of assignments in their ESL classes to their 

educational goals and their learning of English. They were asked if the assignments 

encouraged or discouraged their learning success. Students stated in several 

conversations that curriculum that is culturally relevant and student centered supported 

their learning. They mentioned that they appreciated instructors who assigned books 

written by authors who wrote about topics with which the students could identify. This 

helped them to comprehend and remain interested in their reading. Multicultural and 

culturally relevant readings also facilitated their writing of academic essays. 
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I think they are encouraging me. I am learning more. They're all these essays we 
have to read throughout the book. They are like real life situation stories. There's 
essays regarding the 9/11 incident. There are stories regarding television 
commercials. So, it is actually teaching me stuff that is going throughout life right 
now... Yes, some of the assignments the teacher gives it has to do with like a 
culture that we're coming from. And she gives us the right to write our own 
experiences. And to like express ourselves like how we feel about going to 
college and stuff.... It helps me lot ...cause I know what to say....Cause I've 
been through it. And, uh, it really does, it helps a lot. (lnf.17) 

The interview data revealed that all or mostly all of the participants felt that the 

ESL assignments given by instructors increased their ability to read and write. These 

findings support the literature which shows that the community college promotes 

learning, especially in basic skills courses, (Boroch, et al. 2007). It seems clear that 

students would benefit from assignments that were relevant to their cultural 

experiences. 

Being an effective role model and mentor 

Informants expressed the importance of positive role models at the community 

college. The role models that these students referred to are their teachers. When asked 

about their role models, participants said that teachers had helped, mentored, and 

guided them during their learning experiences. Students were asked to describe a time 

when they received encouragement or mentoring in their pursuit of a community 

college education. 

My role models are my teachers, the ones that really care for me and my 
education. Well it's 'cause some ofthem they support me a lot through my 
entire time at the college life. They want the best for me. And they are very 
supportive. Even when I have my fears to this country, at this school she 
[instructor] gives me information about the college and she helped me to enroll 
in other activities and motivate me to continue. She teach me that I don't have 
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t 
I 
~ to wait for somebody to help me. I have to look for it. I need to struggle to get 

my objectives ....get good grades. (lnf.i)
1 

The students had role models, and these role models empowered them to complete1 
i 

their educational goals. I 

I 
i 

....the mentoring also gave me the idea on college and on life; since time will 
pass no matter what choices you make, why not go on to college after I finish 

~ ESL? (Inf. 3) 

I I really want to get my education. My sisters, all of them are younger than me, I 

I 
am the oldest one. I want to do it for myself, but I want to do it for my family. 
You know, it is kind of like an effect I guess you can say sometimes. When the 
older one graduates college and they see that, they want to go to college. 
Hopefully then I can be the role model for them. (Inf.18) 

1 
Some participants use the skills learned in college to teach their own children to1 

I 
prepare for the future. As parents, they are providing role models for their children. 

This empowers them to take action to improve their own family situation based on the 

I skills gained from their education and life experiences. Watching role models and acting 

I 
i 

as role models supports the academic pursuits ofthese participant students. They 

. actively choose whom they want to be like and actively model behavior for others . 

These roles result in a stronger motivation and foundation for achieving their own 

academic goals. 

The mentoring that students have received at community college is mostly 

informal, yet effective. A teacher's words, encouragement, or advice all provide 

mentoring for students. That mentoring is an important tool and support for students, 

for they use this knowledge to guide them toward their goals. As a result, many 

students serve as positive examples in their families and their communities. This helps 
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to shape their own futures and their communities by choosing to attend college and to 

act as role models for others. 

I had one teacher who went out of her way for me. She really pushed me farther . 
. . . She just made things seem simpler. And then} I guess she put things in a way I 
could understand them. Where other teachers stuck strictly to the book ... I 
think it definitely got me more interested in the class and in what she was talking 

about. 


There are some teachers that helped support me along the way} help me out} 

doing things I needed} give me extra help. Just you know} wanted to make sure 
that I understood the subject} understood the language} and how it would 
benefit me you know later on in the future. (Inf.1S) 

When the instructors care and provide effective instructional practices} it shows 

that they are interested in students and believe in them; as a result} students become 

energized to do their best. In summary} caring instructors are preferred by the 

informants in this study because they strive to facilitate academic success; they are 

engaged} connecting} and provide motivation for students. 

Research Question 2: What types of negative or positive personal experiences do first 
generation Hispanic immigrant students have while attending two-year community 
colleges? 

Section 2: Student Adjustment Process and Demands 

Section 2 addresses the psychological} emotional} intellectuat goal defining, 

academic and socio-historical integration informants' face in the community college 

experience. 

Psychosocial integration 

The participants interviewed in this study reported various feelings about 
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their journey as first generation students in an ESL community college program. Many 

reported that for the most part they were alone on their academic journey. They 

indicated that, in many respects, they were most influenced in making the decision to 

attend community college by the following people: parents, siblings, teachers, and 

sometimes other extended relatives. 

For many of the participants, education symbolized an opportunity for a better 

life. With education being a pursuit highly valued by their parents and extended family 

members, the hope of obtaining a college education was expressed as a treasure for 

some and a burden for others. By burden, some students noted that they have often 

felt pressured to succeed in college because the hopes of their families often rest with 

them. Thus, they feel compelled to finish their education for two very strong reasons: 

first, because they do not want to bring shame and embarrassment to the family, and 

second, because they know that a college education can open the doors to economic 

opportunities. 

For example, Inf.S revealed that his father told him, Ifl do not want to die until 

see you graduate, you know/' and the student expressed his reaction. 

Things like that really hurt, and it was really stressful just to hear that because 
my dad is older and my mom is older. They are constantly just telling me, when 
you are going to graduate"? 

Another participant expressed the following: 

...being in an ESL program with people that I knew and people that were from 
the same background as me, you know, really allowed me to be more open to 
making friends. That really took a lot of the pressure off. I really met some of my 
best friends that I am still friends with today. I see those same peoples that were 
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in my ESL the first semester and I go give them a hug and I feel a bond to them. 

(Inf.7) 

For some of the participants} friendship played a strong role in their 


psychological adjustment. Many expressed that they understand they can depend on 

each other for support and are able to build relationships. One participant spoke of how 

in certain classes students pulled together socially as friends and how important this 

became to their success. 

I have many classmates I think believed in me. Some of the groups that I was in} 
we were happy to have found each other. I think that was the important thing} I 
think} for my group. Just being together, and then becoming really good friends 
and continue} and know that we are together from the beginning, and are going 
to be here for each other. You know, if you help me I will help you kind of thing. 
(lnf.5) 

This example of social support and cohesion was supported by observations 

witnessed by the researcher. In this observational role, the researcher watched the 

relationships of the students evolve over the course of the semester into deep 

friendships. Many of the students came to rely on one another in order to get through 

the tough times and to cope with various problems that arose throughout the semester. 

They would come to class together} leave together, and spend time together after class. 

This was something that occurred quite naturally and not something that appeared to 

be forced because of a class assignment. Many students in the ESL courses grew to 

value the social connectedness and integration that they had come to know as a result 

of being with a group of peers from similar backgrounds and with similar social and 

emotional struggles. 

Emotional integration 
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For the first generation Hispanic community college students in this study, 

coming to grips with the emotional and psychological challenges that college is filled 

with can be difficult. In this study the emotional integration sub-domain emerged as a 

very important theme in the students' adjustment process to college. 

Emotional integration basically entails the self-transformation that students go 

through on a psychological level in college; it encompasses the maturity they possess in 

dealing with real life issues and their level of responsibility in combating daily life 

stresses and expectations placed on them by the experience of college. For many 

students this becomes a battle of trying to cope with problems while balancing school 

and trying to find the right coping mechanisms that will enable them to ward off fears 

and to keep them motivated to stay in school. This requires a degree of self-confidence, 

persistence, and resiliency on the part of students. For those students with high self­

esteem and a positive self-image, the emotional upheavals that often accompany 

college do not pull them off course. 

For those students who experience a sense of hopelessness and loneliness and 

perhaps helplessness, the college experience can be daunting. All in all, personality 

variables seem to playa key role in how empowered a student will feel to succeed or 

how frustrated they feel about the whole process of obtaining a degree in higher 

education. If they feel overwhelmed, question their performance, and have lots of 

anxiety, and the intimidation factor is too great, their willingness to take risks and try 

new things is squelched and their degree of college readiness is diminished. 
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Ultimately, in the emotional integration sub-domain, students are dealing with 

the internal concepts of themselves. They are dealing with their spirituality, issues of 

dependency versus interdependency, and whether or not they have the hope or 

stamina to succeed in college. Thus, the emotional integration sub-domain really speaks 

to how students manage stress, personal freedoms, and how they come to negotiate 

and figure out who they are as educated persons. 

All of the participants touched on these facets of emotional integration. Most 

pOintedly, one participant described how important it is for teachers to help students 

work through issues that might be impacting their emotional well-being. 

Going to college and working plus all the family responsibilities students have 
makes it sometimes hard. Sometimes the teachers don't even show interest, and 
don't give encouragement. It's hard to keep doing it all. You know learning 
English and it's hard when somebody don't understand you. (lnf.2) 

Yeah and also even if you receive a bad grade, you don't want to think it's a 
failure. You can go on. But sometimes you have to really open your eyes and see 
the truth. You know, when some student has gotten all A's and has been perfect. 
I have to be like that; otherwise I will not make it. But here I am. So you just do 
not take it personally, you know. (lnf.9) 

Participants emphasized the role ofthe teacher in building students' self-

confidence. 

When I feel that the teacher believes that I am able to do the work, the class is a 
lot easier for me. If the teacher doesn't try to even help me to try, then the class 
is hard for me. (Inf.ll) 

Emotional integration becomes more about helping to bolster the confidence of 

students and providing them with emotional support when they are trying their best to 

succeed. Students not only need praise and support from instructors; sometimes they 
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need advice from someone who will take the time to understand and to relate to their 

experience as a first generation community college student. 

It's better for me when the teacher speaks another language too you know 
because that means they know how hard it is to learn English and go to college 
too. (Inf.1D) 

At times it appears that this is the level of intervention that is required for some 

students who simply cannot focus on their work because their personal problems have 

overcome them. They are not concerned about assignments that are due or getting 

good grades; they are worried about the daily stresses that they face often weigh them 

down. For instance, there are times when students appear to be doing all right on the 

outside when in reality they are not. 

I remember a student in my class that was absent one day and then the other 
students told me she has tried to commit suicide. I felt so bad you know because 
I never knew she was feeling a lot of depression or stress. You never know what 
problems people have. I think that sometimes the college and everybody that 
works there with students just don't get it that for some students things are very 
bad. You know, they want the homework on time. They want us in class on time, 
buy the expensive books, etc. and nobody think about the kinds of things they 
might be experiencing. (lnf.7) 

Another participant expressed the same feelings of despair about her college 

experience. 

I felt really kind of alone. I went to class without any friends, you know. I just 
went back and forth to the classroom. It changed me. I did not get to know my 

instructors that well. (lnf.16) 


Students can be hit with a whole host of problems such as deaths in the family, 


relationship concerns, and adjustment issues, all of which affect them on an emotional 

level. As suggested by all the participants in the study, the esteem of such students can 
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crash. They are much more willing to come to tell their personal problems, their 

language problems, and their academic problems to someone who is willing to listen 

and work very closely with them. 

For most students the best way to circumvent these feelings is to rely on the 

support of peers going through the same emotional issues. They need a support system 

that they can depend on. Based on the social and emotional sub·domains that comprise 

psychosocial integration, we see that there is a relationship as described by the 

participants between the social and psychological well·being of a student. 

Intellectual integration 

To understand the scope of how students' learning is affected in the classroom, 

it is important to look at the role of abilities, achievement, and academic performance in 

students' college success. Intellectual integration entails looking at both the academic 

and goal·oriented aspects of the education process. 

Students bring a range of ability levels to the arena of higher education, which 

stem in part from their developmental learning experiences with others, the nature of 

the resources available to them as students, and their intellectual prowess in the 

academic setting. Each of the sub·domains that follow address how the academic and 

cognitive skills of first generation Hispanic ESL students affect their perceptions of 

community college and their perceptions of success in higher education. 

Academic integration 

The term academic integration, as elaborated by the participants in this study, 

has come to be defined by how students achieve at the college level as measured not 
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only by their overall grade average, but also by their English language acquisition. It also 

entails how students adjust to being in E5L developmental course work and the success 

or lack of success that they gain in such courses. 

In the academic integration sub-domain, feelings of self-efficacy and the need to 

foster academic growth is of importance to students, particularly when facing academic 

challenges that they confront on the collegiate level. Ideally, students are assigned to 

faculty who assist them academically and help them achieve success. Faculty assistance 

can also help minimize the academic confusion that students face by instilling a sense of 

classroom ownership and helping students with challenging work. Moreover, faculty 

can help students to become more academically attuned to what they need to do to 

complete their course work with excellence. On the contrary, if students encounter a 

mismatch between their abilities and actual earned grades, it will be difficult for them to 

fully integrate in this domain. 

To support these ideas, numerous participants commented on the role of 

academic success in the retention process. For example, participants spoke of 

community college experiences in relationship to academic progress during the first 

semester and how this integration was complicated by social distractions. 

Yes, my first semester in community college I did not do well with grades, you 
know academically. I actually was on probation my first year. I was very happy 
being in community college being able to do what I wanted to do and go where I 
wanted to go. I did not focus much on school. So when I went to class, 
sometimes I did not go all the time. That led me to being on academic probation. 
(Inf.9) 
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Integration into the community college campus experience was met with another form 

of re-adjustment and re-awakening, as revealed by one of the participants. 

My experience, I think, was a little worse. I felt kind of lost. The students that I 
did see they were all over the place. I do not have anyone in my classes I knew. It 
was kind of different. It was kind of bad because you experienced something like 
maybe confusion or stress. I guess I am just an emotional person but you 
experienced something when you are walking in the community college and not 
really know who the people are. (lnf.14) 

Me too, but for me I did not take much too seriously, especially, I do not know­
it was just a whole different world. My first semester, it was an eye opener. I 
learned a lot of things, but academically I did not do well. But it was a good 
experience, as far as meeting people. But academically, it was not good. (lnf.ll) 

When the topic of acculturation came up in discussion, participants provided the 

following comments: 

It means that students who have no experience with college-either with their 
families or with friends. Or also students who are academically needing remedial 
class work, plus what about the students who have work and family obligations 
also find it difficult. They don't have time to spend on campus. They don't have 
time to take advantages of the resources available on campus-or of the extra­
curricular activities. like me I can play in the soccer team but my friend has a 
baby and has to work two jobs. He's really good too; it's too bad you know. 
(lnf.6, Inf.g) 

-rhey don't have time to schmooze with other students at the student center. 
(lnf.1S) 

Students who have to work or have family responsibilities often feel intense 

pressures. The obligations may require that they leave college to attend to these issues. 

One common theme that has emerged from this data is the concern that students in the 

ESL program at the community college do not have time to spend after or before class 

engaging in college activities. Unlike residential university students, community college 

students are almost always commuters, and many have work and family obligations. As 
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a result, many agreed that building a sense of community in the classroom is crucial 

since it will help to develop students' acculturation to the community college 

educational process. 

For many students being able to acculturate and perform well in an E5l program 

can be both difficult and challenging. This seems to occur when they get lured away by 

other things. Participants expressed that as students they have to purposefully focus on 

their academic goals, as their grades will reflect the level of energy they have put into 

their work. 

I think that for me, I did well at the beginning because I come from a poor family. 
I have to work harder at achieving than some of the students that are younger 
and have money. I have to prove I could do this to my family and myself. I was 
the only one that went to college. I wanted to do something even though I didn't 
have all the resources. (lnf.17) 

I know what you mean because to finish the E5l program, finish college-that 
will be a huge success. There's no time or money to waste. (Inf.4) 

However, there are times when participants' academic outlook can be affected 

by their progress in particular courses. This can often be attributed to a mismatch in 

their academic ability and placement in a particular course. When asked which factors 

helped them adjust to community college, participants often spoke about the 

connection between college and work: 

The fact that I didn't want to be working at a fast food place anymore was 
important in helping me adjust to community college quick. So even if I don't 
get good grades with some classes like writing I still try harder because I know to 
finish the E5l will get me a better job. (Inf. 21) 

I have been having a real bad time with the grammar courses. It's very strange 
to not get A's in all subjects. I do great in writing and reading. I was doing good 
and then this problem started with the grammar class. I felt bad about it, so it is 
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like I know this, I do not want to do it; I do not want to deal with it. So yes, it felt 
bad, but I had to do it. So I am going to need to receive more help or else I fail 
and have to take it again. (Inf.l) 

Participants agreed that engagement in the community college had a significant 

impact on student adjustment and integration; however, several also acknowledged 

that there are challenges inherent in community colleges, particularly for those students 

with family obligations. Therefore, family and work obligations were cited as prime 

obstacles to their integration in the community college. Participants also expressed that 

Hispanic females tended to have a hard time integrating into community college life. 

Many have families. They work and have children they have to care for. Sometimes 

they have a spouse to worry about. 

If you're older like maybe the late 30s, it's very hard to make that transition. It's 
not only the stress of studying, but also the stress of everything that goes along 
with college. You have to make a schedule, keep up with homework, keep up 
with a spouse. And you have to put school in a little pocket of time and that's 
about it. So you're not really going to participate a great deal outside of class. 
(Inf.S) 

...well, if the community college would do more extracurricular events geared 
towards families, maybe I would go too with my family. (Inf.13) 

One common theme that has emerged from this data is the concern that ESl 

students at a community college do not have time to spend in college activities. 

Community college students are almost always commuters, and many have work and 

family obligations. In addition, first generation Hispanic ESl students in community 

college, have to repeat failed courses. Although repetition can be helpful, it can impact 

their academic perceptions of themselves or reinforce underlying perceptions they 
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might have about their academic abilities. Grades and performance seem to be central 

to the integration of first generation Hispanic ESl students in community college. 

For the most part, participants were very concerned about helping one another 

get through their academic world and their ESl classes because many of them felt that 

at times they were simply lost. They did not know what to do and had little hope. Many 

lacked confidence and felt lost. 

After a while you start to see that some of your peers try to help you along. And 
maybe if you're lucky the teachers will help too. (lnf.3) 

Participants tried to support one another. Academically it helped them get 
through difficulties. Knowing that somebody was doing poorly in the class was 
hurtful to them; for the most part they wanted to be there for each other. 
Well, the growing experience is unexplainable. I cannot explain how much I -- my 
mental capabilities. Is like I am in a whole different world. Time has gone by so 
fast. When I first came to this country we were really poor. We did not have any 
money to do anything. So it was my situation here. Now I have been able to 
become of course a more mature person. I know it is because I'm a student at 
community college but life is more balanced now. It has been a learning 
experience, definitely. Very hard but I would not trade if for anything. (Inf.S) 

Participants collaborated and aided one another in the learning process, and 

they further agreed that the sense of community among peers is what helped them to 

survive the early days at community college. It also helped their intellectual growth and 

learning in the classroom. 

Goal definition integration 

One of the primary reasons that first generation Hispanic ESl students come to 

college is for the opportunities that college affords in terms of helping them to fulfill 

their goals and dreams. This sub-domain broadly extends to the kinds of career choices 

that participants are attempting to make, their decisions regarding a major, and their 
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comfort level in making these choices. All of this entails a lengthy decision process that 

will greatly impact the course which the students' community college academic and 

career journeys will take. 

The support mechanisms within the community college and the faculty playa 

role in affirming the goals of students. If students feel support for their goals and sense 

that others believe in them, then they are likely to become more self-directed and self-

regulated. If they are unable to find a fit for their goals in the community college, and 

lack clarity of purpose, then their goal definition integration may be stymied. 

One of the big things that I always need help with is making the right decisions 
when I have to register for classes. What if I should take Psychology now - Or 
later? I don't know. I'm so worried I have to pass the ESL classes I can't think 
right about taking other classes, you know. (Inf.17) 

I think about not taking any other classes because it will be a waste of time and 
financial aid. When the ESL courses finish I don't know, but maybe I won't stay in 
community college. There are so many places to go to get training. I do not 
know that, that necessarily has to be college. It might be in something else. It 
might be going to culinary school or to do something with computers or 
something like that. (lnf.9) 

It would help if the teachers and the college maybe they would give training 
classes to show us about all the other programs here not just college this, or 
college that. I'm getting old to be in school so much. Right now I just want to 
finish the ESL certificate. Then later I can think about college or something. 
That's really what I want to do. Maybe they [administration] can really help 
students by giving them the encouragement to go do that. Then they can come 
back here later on if they want to. (lnf.21) 

These participants describe the struggles that some ofthe first generation 

Hispanic ESL students face in trying to manage school and home. This is further 

complicated by responsibilities with work, family, home, friends, and personal 

commitments. Despite the fact that many ESL participants have powerful stories of 
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what they envision themselves becoming in the future, there are also others attending 

community college that do not have a clue as to what they want to do. Participants 

expressed the need to have help exploring possibilities that are available to them at the 

community college. 

A lot of times people in the community college [faculty, administration] don't 
understand that most of the ESL students have a hard time adjusting, because 
they are from very, very large families and the family responsibilities are very 
heavy. Sometimes they have to quit the class to go back and take care of things 
at home, sick relatives, money problems, etc. It's like we are swimming in two 
different cultures. Sometimes the teachers ask a question and I'm trying to 
answer so fast because I don't want to get picked in case I don't know. You know 
because if I worked double shift and didn't do the homework then the teacher 
will say I'm not responsible. It's so scary sometimes. (lnf.4) 

By the end of the semester, several Hispanic participants began to bond with 

other immigrant students when they realized how similar their family circumstances 

were. For some students the initial fright over the vast cultural differences amongst 

their college peers led to some very meaningful and enriching relationships. 

The most important thing is that being in the ESL classes what it did was it 
helped me make a lot of friends with students. I shared a lot of class materials 
with my fellow students, both in class and outside of class. Also another thing is 
that I learned about different cultures, the way different students behave, and 
the way they carry themselves. I met different students from different cultures 
and 1 think that is the most important aspect. (lnf.l) 

While many of the participants who were observed and interviewed formed 

these friendships, cultural integration did not come easily for all of them. Culturally, 

community college can be hard. It requires that students have to learn how to cope in 

a community college classroom culture, which is so different from when I was in college 
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in my country. I didn't have to worry about the language or the traditions. Everybody 
I 
j 

spoke the same language and knew what to do. 
J 
J 

I 
That's how I met my good friend. I was having problems with some other 
students in the cafeteria because they made fun of my accent. It was quite a 
hurtful experience for me, but when he was relating of his similar experience I 1 
did not feel so alone after that. (Inf.4) 

1 

I Participants come to respect the classroom as a sacred place of learning while 

j embracing the differences in themselves, others, and their teachers. 

Socio-historical integration 

Issues such as racism and bringing a history of the immigrant struggle to the 

college journey in some respects affected the experiences of the participants. They 

spoke of the immigration experience and of adjusting to a new home country. They also 

talked about how poverty greatly affected the way they lived and how limited access to 

resources impaired them educationally and economically. 

My family is poor, but everybody was poor. So that is just kind of the way it is. 
But the bitter part is that there are so many opportunities for problems like 
alcoholism, drug use, and poverty. That's all there, too. The hardest part for me 
was having that combination of the good and bad, and it was difficult, especially 
my first semester in community college. Now is better. I'm more used to life in 
this country and this neighborhood. (tnf.12) 

As the images ofthe participants' early histories indicate, both cultural and 

communal issues are of central import to the first generation college student 

experience. These sub-domains form the social histories of students, how they learn, 

how they perceive, what their expectancies for life goals are, and what they will later 

come to value. For the participants, the socio-historical sub-domain was the focal point 
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from which their identities emerged. It also formed the place in which they addressed 

the lifelong inadequacies and misfortunes suffered by their families. 

For many participants overcoming the difficulties of the community college 

experience was extremely challenging. However, for others building relationships with 

peers helped them excel and understand the community college better. Participants 

agreed that the culture of the community college was definitely different from what 

many were used to. The college expects them to just dive in and know everything; 

consequently, all those rules, policies, and intricacies that they have to navigate through 

are really important. This process can be eased if participants acquire from peers or 

administrators, a basic understanding of the community college in terms of 

requirements, policies, and procedures. 

The biggest thing was when I came in. I had financial aid, but I only had limited 
financial aid where I paid for my tuition. But I did not have money for clothes, for 
books and stuff like that in the beginning. So 1 began to think about things in my 
life like maybe I need to get a job and just wait. I was actually thinking about 
dropping out, but I was like the resources were there, , just did not know how to 
apply them all the way. So I needed financial aid, and I actually got some loans 
and stuff. It was able to work out. (lnf.21) 

This same student also reported on the stress of living situations that proved to 

be difficult to manage. 

The problem I had was living with people I really didn't know. It was a problem 
with roommates you know sometimes my things got stolen and I had no privacy 
to bring my friends over. I remember getting headaches from stress. My mom's 
boyfriend has a daughter that gave me so much stress. I know she took my 
things and then said she didn't. There was always a fight when I had to go to 
class and then I found out my things were missing when I got home. Everybody 
was always fighting at home. (lnf. 18) 
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All of these combined forces of money, housing, and health issues can be taxing 

for first generation Hispanic ESl community college students as they seek to stay in 

school and not drop out of the system of higher education. Thus at a very fundamental 

level students are able to understand the college better when they can share their 

institutional experiences with others. Otherwise, when these and other issues 

complicate students' basic resources, the transition process into community college can 

prove to be very difficult. 

Research Question 3: What types of experiences are disempowering or challenging, 
academically or personally, to first generation Hispanic immigrant students attending 
two-year community colleges? 

Section 3: Barriers and Challenges Identified 

Section 3 explores factors informants identified while learning a second 

language, including course placement, lack of academic preparation, quality of teacher 

instruction, services offered to students by the community college, financial hardships, 

and family stress and lack of support. 

Participants in the study discussed experiencing various barriers and challenges 

that stood in the way of completing their ESl certification and pursuing their career 

aspirations. Some of these barriers and challenges included difficulties in learning a 

second language, inappropriate English placement, teacher instruction, community 

college services offered to students, financial hardships, family stress/lack of support 

and lack of academic preparation. 

learning a second language 
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Learning the English language was identified by participants as the foremost 

major obstacle to learning and achieving success at the community college. This 

transition from learning English to speaking English to thinking in English and finally to 

learning in English is difficult for students. Indeed, it may be in this process that 

students get lost, get stuck, and may give up. It may be in this precarious transition that 

students are most vulnerable. Even those students advantaged by previous educational 

experience in their native countries may temporarily be taken aback, not by the 

challenges of learning English, but by the challenges of using English to learn and to 

communicate with other students and instructors. 

My friend he live [here] for a year, but he cannot speak English welL.many 
times he was absent from school, because I already talked to him about that 
(why you many time miss your class' he said it's too hard. If this class hard you 
can take more class but he said I mean using English is hard so but that's why 
you want to learn English that's why you came here and you spend all our 
money. (Inf. 9) 

You are thinking what is the word, what is the word and sometimes you get 
frustrated in that way and sometimes you get nervous and that's why makes 
more difficult the communication ... (lnf. 17) 

Participants further indicated that there was a need for more instructional time 

as well as a need for more opportunity to practice spoken oral English. They commented 

on the lack of opportunity to interact with English speaking people while taking English 

courses. Participants agreed that this would help ESL students apply their English skills 

in practical real life settings. 

Maybe that I'm afraid is the biggest problem. But actually I haven't a problem 
about going to school. I am still scared to talk in the class. I am trying very hard 
to listen to the teacher and then I think, and think to say it but I still get very 
scared to talk. I don't know why. (Inf.2D) 
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It's the same for me. I know the answer but I think about it very much that it gets 
me nervous." I have to ask the smart students "what did she [the teacher] say? 
All the time is the same. (lnf.7) 

i 
I 

I 
It's because we don't have classes just for talking you know. Not that many like 
we do for the writing and all the other ones. (Inf. 6) 

The concept of fear only comes up in relation to speaking the English language in 
1 
i a college setting and not about anyone particular person or activity at the college. Being 

I an English speaker is different from being an English language learner. Being an English 

, 
speaker means possessing the English language demonstrated by English speaking skills. 

The object, the English language, is something to be feared, speaking is "a concern," and 

the language is a barrier on the path to the desired destination: 

...the only thing that scares me is the English .... , Speaking is my concern... it's like 
when you speak I think the first barrier is the language for me. (lnf. 7) 

These participants equate English with an object (thing) that is frightening, yet 

something that is desired, something to be possessed or overcome. English is 

recognized as the basic building block of an education. 

Inappropriate ESL course placement 

Participants in the study were assessed and then placed in ESL courses based on 

language proficiency. Initially many did not question their placement into a certain ESl 

level, and even when they felt they were placed in classes that were too high or too low 

a level for their skills, they remained in those courses. However, after failing or 

enduring classes that were too advanced, some students agreed they were not placed 

properly. 
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I started the ESL program in one class that I thought was too difficult for my 
ability level. I went into the adult school for the Basic English and then I came 
here to ESL. ... I still don't get the grammar. And the teacher had told me I was 
ready to go to the next level. I realized it was too hard for me. I am just staying 
there. (Inf.13) 

I can't change it. If I fail then I must take the class again and now my financial aid 
will be in danger. It's very stressful all the time. I can read but the writing is not 
the same. It's too much. The research is difficult but that's where I'm supposed 
to be at so that's it. (Inf. 10) 

Some participants revealed that they were placed in ESL classes which were not the 

appropriate level. 

Yeah, I felt that I belonged higher than the reading class I had, but the writing 
was too difficult. I felt that I was not feeling comfortable there. But I didn't feel, I 
just, I just, I did not think I could do the writing. Um, I guess it's okay. It helped 
me to become a better writer. (Inf.21) 

Not me, my class was really just slow. I think that I shouldn't have had it. That 
class was horrible. It was like first grade English class or something. And there 
was, the teacher didn't even, he passed everybody. And he didn't even care as 
long as you just showed up. I think I could have scored higher on the assessment 
test. I think I just scored a low score. So, I was placed in a lower ESL level class. 
(Inf.17) 

Maybe not every class I needed was the right level for my intelligence. It was the 
test that said I should be there, not me. (lnf.20) 

Participants were asked about the placement assessment used by the 

community college and several agreed that placement in ESL courses was helpful in 

preparing them for future college courses. 

I did good on the math part, so I guess it's okay, it basically is a test to see what 
you know. If you need more help in the writing then you get it. (Inf.10) 

...Yeah, I was placed in the low level writing and reading due to my testing 
results.... I guess the testing scores showed where I stood. I guess. I accepted it. 
I wanted to be placed in the higher class, but I kept getting bad grades. Finally, I 
was put on academic probation. Now I'm good. (lnf.3) 
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...1took the English assessment test and 1 was placed in Level 5, which is the class 
before this one .... I didn't feel bad. The teacher says that this class will help me 
a lot with the next one .... Well, if we don't take all the classes the college say we 
have to, then we can't take the classes for our college major. So you have to do 
what you have to. (Inf.g) 

Participants entered ESL classes through different pathways and had different 

results with their course placement, some successful and some not. Even when the 

students were unsure about their placement, they accepted the results. For others, this 

experience was frustrating since they had to sit through classes they believed were 

either too basic or too challenging. Ultimately, participants agreed that the choice to 

begin ESL classes at a lower level would benefit their learning process in the long run. 

Likewise, other participants who have not excelled in their ESL courses have expressed 

disappointment after failing courses. 

1think it was because I was not well prepared for that class. And then because 
the teacher saw my flaws, she was not motivated to help me. And besides that, it 
was summer, and the course was a lot. But I feel that 1am gonna learn. I went 
one level below and then I think that I'm gonna learn what I have to learn. 1m 
gonna learn it well; even if it takes me many times. (lnf.16) 

Participants time and time again cited inappropriate placement as a major factor 

in not passing classes or receiving low grades. Others felt the instructors needed to be 

more understanding of the ESL students and their situations. Still others said some 

teachers were too strict and others acted too much like a peer and friend rather than a 

teacher. Participants were asked what they would change about the ESL placement 

problem if they could. 

1 would probably change the assessment test to more of a writing skill type of 
exam. I'm talking about short paragraph essays. That would better show the 
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skills, the actual skills of the student. And we should probably use that to, uh, 
maybe as statistics what to teach. And like have a better understanding of what 
they're dealing with. And as far as the classes, urn, I guess as a beginning student 
I guess it's always set up fine, except for that test. I'm pretty sure I will have a 
different perspective after I finish, and I go through these ESL classes. (Inf. 17) 

What is evident from the experience of these students is that the assessment 

process impacted them in different ways educationally, depending on which course they 

enrolled in, how long they had been out of school, and whether they felt they were 

placed at levels too high or too low for them. The literature shows that assessment, 

along with multiple measures, improves student retention and pass rates in 

developmental coursework (Boroch, et aI., 2007; Boylan, Bliss, Bonham, 1997). 

However, the participants in this study had varying results after being assessed 

and placed into ESL courses. None of them challenged the assessment results when 

they were given. Based on these participants' experiences, it is evident that more 

research on the effectiveness of multiple measures and the timing of developmental 

education is needed (Crews & Aragon, 2004; Marwick, 2006). 

Language difficulty 

In the study, participants talked about receiving support from other bilingual 

students and from programs established in schools. They also discussed the challenges 

they experienced when trying to get an education as second-language learners. As 

students spoke about their experiences in the community college, a need to speak up in 

class, to ask questions, and to interact with faculty and other students required that 

they overcome their nervousness about speaking. 
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For ESL we need the content of the course more explicit, more understandable, 
and the teacher should explain it like she's teaching someone that is stupid. 
[laughs], like they're teaching to little kids. I don't know for the other students, 
but for me, yes. (lnf.16) 

Yeah. More easy, more dynamic, don't complicate, that way I could feel 
confident and go step by step as I learn English reading and writing and all the 
other stuff. But I know that's not gonna happen because the English classes are 
college classes not high school or like the ones I took at the church. (lnf. 2) 

Other informants spoke of the fear learning a new language caused them. 

And then in front of the whole class you have to say it loud [aloudL and I'm so 
shy so I don't like, ..... The first time I got fever I can't sleep I can't think and that 
was my worst part but finally it was the best for me because I lose like some of 
the scare. Now I will never feel the same for fear about speaking at the front 
class. (Inf. 15) 

The teacher has to know that knowing two languages can be confusing when you 
are learning to write. It is kind of hard to figure out the differences. Some of my 
classmates never said a word in class because they were so scared the teacher 
didn't understand them. Plus the Community College and the teachers they 
don't understand that nobody in the house is speaking English so there is no help 
outside the school for many students. (lnf. 2) 

Overall, informants shared that the beginner courses were not as basic as they believed 

they were going to be. Some further shared additional thoughts on the earlier 

challenges they faced being ESL learners at a community college. 

I remember when especially when I first came to study English. Oh, some days, 
oh I say "I can't give up because I don't understand the teacher today"; 
everything he said was hard. But then when I try to do the homework! No that 
was the worse. I don't understand what he say, so I'm losing time. So, it's better 
to stay at home. I'm never gonna learn English. (Inf. 1) 

The students revealed their viewpoints on the difficulties of learning a second 

language and the unique pressures that they faced as ESL students. The emotion that 

was identified most clearly was fear: fear of speaking English, fear of being 
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misunderstood, fear of speaking in class and asking questions, fear of speaking with 

I other students. Each participant expressed some form of this fear; yet, the 

complementary emotion expressed was that of determination and self-reliance in 

overcoming this fear. 

Their concerns support the findings from the literature on Hispanic student 

needs (Canizales, 1995; Hinkle, 2006; Perin, 2004), particularly in the areas of scaffolding 

and placement. Their needs surpassed the needs most community college students 

face, such as adjusting to campus life, peer pressure, gaining core competencies, and 

feeling accepted. First generation Hispanic community college students must also 

translate the lesson, the materials, and the books for themselves and advocate for 

themselves. The community college's developmental English program provides 

students with varying backgrounds with the grammar skills needed for success, and its 

English curriculum will further improve student success in other courses. Clearly, the 

student experiences show that the curriculum and developmental English programs 

meet some of their needs, but more changes must occur to address the additional 

pressures they face as first generation Hispanic English language learners. 

Teacher instruction 

Informants expressed their viewpoints on instruction and the unique pressures 

that first generation Hispanic second-language learners face, particularly in the areas of 

inadequate instructional methods. Additionally, participants repeatedly expressed 

concern over instructors' failure to effectively communicate with them. 
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Many times the teacher is too fast. I need more time to understand, "maybe the 
teacher talking, talking. I don't want my time in class and not learn anything. Also 
'natural' conversation was more helpful than hearing the stories being read on 
the computer. I need the teacher to talk like real life so when I go to work I 
understand the people. Right now I think it is difficult for me because I don't get 
everything they are saying. But I need to understand everything for make an 
opinion ... Well, sometimes I am embarrassing about ask something, and I didn't 
get the idea". (Inf.ll) 

Another student perceived that a problem for teachers was that they were often 

bound to a curriculum guide; consequently, they did not take enough time to discuss 

lessons thoroughly because to do so would result in getting behind in their schedule. 

The teacher have to do [syllabus] and what the students have to do. The teacher 
say, "You going to learn this, and I going to write a couple of things on the board 
that you have to learn," and they talk and talk and talk, and last they say; any 
questions?" Yes, the questions was before, not later [after]. (lnf.19) 

...the teacher goes too fast; they don't discuss some important things... we don't 
have time for discuss anything. All the times I stay quiet. Why, because when I 
ask the teacher she don't understand my accent. She say, "please repeat' I 
repeat, but now I'm more nervous and the teacher still do not understand. The 
class is looking and then somebody tell me what to do. "the other student from 
different country understand, but the teacher, says, "sorry I don't understand. Is 
very, very bad like this to learn. (Inf.7) 

Practically all comments that related to barriers to instruction dealt with the 

placement for instruction or the need for an instructional organization which allowed 

for more personal interaction among students and teachers. Informants expressed the 

need for someone to assist them in daily conversational English. This process would 

allow them to practice their language skills during class time. Informants further 

expressed concern that they did not always understand teachers and that the 

explanations of the lessons led to further confusion and frustration. 
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Community college services to ESL students 

Informants frequently expressed a need for advice and information. Many 

complained that services were not always available to the evening students, particularly 

those which dealt with counseling services or with the college's main campus function. 

The greatest number of concerns reflected the lack of knowledge about what is 

available or where to go, who to see, and what to do on campus. 

The staff, sometimes they are rude, a lot of time ... you can just be standing 
there for too many minutes and the desk person is there and won't even ask you 
what you need. They don't tell you nothing. Because in the beginning when I 
start here I was so shy and just came and asking for classes or something. I was 
so lost and then I find that I was in the wrong day at the school for my classes. 
(Inf.S) 

Is not that they are rude. Is that they are too busy in the day time. For the night 
students the real problem in that they [college services] are gone and nobody is 
around to ask. You know like the counselors. (Inf.7) 

Financial hardships 

Both male and female students frequently spoke about the challenges of finding 

time to work, to take care of home responsibilities, and go to school at the same time. 

Work was seen as essential to earn money whether it was to provide for family, 

personal, or educational needs. Students who carried the main burden for their own 

educational expenses put a high priority on work even if they were highly committed to 

continuing their education. Several students referred to the problem as "a fact of life." 

Others expressed the issue with more emotion. Work issues were expressed almost 

equally between males and females. The financial hardships included balancing time 

and work, having to buy expensive books, and feeling financial stress. 
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Work 

The surviving thing is very difficult. I have to work, if I didn't work at the plant 
[factory] then I don't eat and I still have to work someplace else. I had either 
choose do I go to school and eat tortillas and beans or find a job. (Inf.12) 

The frustration of balancing work and time with school and family 

responsibilities was heard in many emotional responses. 

Because I come to work and I am really tired, and I go to the shower, maybe eat 
and everything go fast because I am late [for class] and my children crying, 
crying. (lnt.1) 

Sometimes for the transportation and sometimes because the train is not in the 
time, I have to be late to class. When you work, it's hard to work the house and 
start the job and go to school, and sometimes the peoples is very tired. (Inf.3) 

Books 

Many students expressed frustration over having to purchase books for class 

that are barely used during the semester. 

I think that the teachers should not require the purchase of so many books and 
they do not use. It's expensive and many times we do not get [re-sale] the 
money back at the end. Next class, new book; It's very expensive. (lnf. 1) 

It is not a fair deal when you buy too many books and all the time you take care 
ofthe books. When you will go back to the store to sell the books the money is 
not the same. It's very little money. Nobody then wants little bit of money." 
(Inf.3) 

The most recurrent theme overall related to general financial needs and financial 

aid for college expenses. Money was seen as a barrier, especially for male informants 

who were also paying for a spouse, child, or family member that wanted to go to school 

at the same time. 
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Financial stress 

Well, my first barrier was being disqualified for financial aid. Struggling in one 
class, and I failed it which made me disqualified for financial aid. So, my first 
barrier was coming up with money to buy all the books and stuff. And at first, 
the first year, I was funded by financial aid .... It was uh, well, the second class I 
failed. That's why I'm not on financial aid this year again because of the English 
class. (lnf.4) 

They denied my financial aid because last semester I had to drop the class 
because I got my car repossessed. So, last semester I drop it but the teacher did 
not do something right so it appeared like I was an F. Two F's. So, because ofthat 
they denied the financial aid to me this semester. Now is o.k. I receive an email, 
they revised it, and they are going to give me financial aid on the 20th. Next 
week. Next week I will be fine. (Inf.8) 

The basic financial stress that students discussed in the interview and focus 

groups centered on money needed for books, food, supporting the family, home 

expenses, and costs associated with college. Students emphasized the need to help 

support the family, and they said some Hispanics will choose not to attend school so 

that they can earn money. The students' experiences are consistent with the figures 

available regarding the economic status of students attending community college. The 

2010 Census reports that one-third of students are below the poverty level, and the 

County residents earn $8,000 less than the New Jersey average. Further, the students' 

words support the literature which cites a lack of money as a reason that students do 

not return to school (Bonham & luckie, 1993; Montano, 1997; Tracy, 2004). 

Family stress and lack of support 

The students spoke about the strong family values shared among Hispanics. The 

emphasis on having children, raising them at home, caring for one's parents, women 
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taking care of the children, and supporting one another were commonly discussed. 

These values provided support for students, but they also caused stress. In a one-on­

one interview, one student expressed how she experienced family stress. 

Well, my brother, the one that has always given me housing was very angry 
when I got into school. When I got here, because he say I should be working. 
Then I went to McDonald's, and I decided this was not going to be my fate. 
(Inf.14) 

Women in the focus groups spoke about the messages they received from some 

family members about attending school. 

I remember when I get my first A, I was so excited telling my husband about this 
class. -No big deal, he says. I feel terrible, - I was so excited. But when a friend 
called and told me, -Yes, you can do it. Continue going to school. And I say, 

okay, don't worry about what he say. (Inf.18) 


Participants discussed what it was like to juggle parenthood and attending 


community college in order to learn a second language. 

My mom says, -Oh, [your son has] been waiting for you. But I have been at the 
tutor lab all day long. I need to get this. I need to get this work done. She 
supports me, but she says, -Poor him, you abandoned him (lnf.2i) 

These discussions demonstrated the difficult place that some Hispanic women 

find themselves in as they try to improve their lives but face tremendous pressure at 

home to take care of children or receive little acknowledgment of their educational 

pursuits or accomplishments. 

As these students attempt to receive an education, they must also balance their 

home lives and families. This becomes very difficult when receiving one's education 

causes others to question their actions, their choices, and their contributions to the 

family. Thus, the Hispanic emphasis on the family that provided support for these 
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students and their children ironically served as a roadblock for some of them as well. 

These students' experiences are consistent with research which shows that having a 

component of parent and family engagement is critical for nurturing Hispanics in higher 

education (Montano, 1997; Olivos, 2006). Perhaps the students would experience 

increased support from their families if a family-engagement component existed at the 

community college. 

Lack of academic preparation 

Students were asked how their previous schooling experiences influenced their 

success in taking ESL classes. Students reported that their previous education either 

somewhat prepared them or did not prepare them for college. They also said the 

following: 

When I was going to high school and grammar school I think they passed 
everybody just because they passed them. I don't think I really learned much. 
Because when it came down to really write an essay, I had to go from basic. I 
didn't really know, I didn't have the first thing about how to break it up and. So 
either I forgot everything that I did learn, or I wasn't taught very well to begin 
with.... I don't remember doing much writing in high school or grammar school. 
Alii remember is spelling. They did it based it on spelling tests and stuff like 
that. I don't even remember doing writing essays in high school at all. (Inf.4) 

The students in this study recognized that they were not prepared for college 

level English work based on their prior academic experiences, and they were generally 

not surprised by their placement into lower ESL level classes. In fact, some students 

were glad to be placed into the lower level classes. Their attitudes about themselves 

were positive, and they saw the coursework as a necessary step toward achieving their 

goals. 
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I think we have problems, but they come like everything else. You have to fight 
for any position you want. I think that it is natural for me, or for any other 
Hispanic students, we just have to fight. (Inf.1D) 

First generation Hispanic students perceive themselves to be less successful 

adjusting to the academic demands of college and developing effective study skills. 

Specifically, they have difficulty understanding what professors expect academically and 

not able to fully comprehend what is being taught or to manage time effectively. 

Students overall did not view their personal circumstances to be significantly different 

from anyone else who was trying to be successful in college while working to make 

financial ends meet, raising a family, or overcoming daily frustrations common in life. 

Summary of findings 

The analysis identified various patterns and individual insight that illuminates the 

experience of first generation Hispanic students who experienced barriers and 

challenges while completing English as a Second Language certification courses. 

All of the students failed at least one course, which results in a lower grade 

point average and is in line with the research that suggests first generation Hispanic 

students earn lower grade point averages. From this finding one recommendation for 

improved communication is that first generation Hispanic students who failed at least 

one course should be contacted by college personnel to identify the reasons for failure 

and inform them ofthe college policy on retaking a course and the supplemental 

services available to the student. Final grades in courses are ultimately going to define 

whether or not a student can advance to the next level course and ultimate completion 

of the program. 



163 

I 
i 

i 

I 
: 

Students need to be made aware of how to achieve and succeed in a classroom 

environment. The majority of the students were not aware of support services, which 

1 
may be attributed to a lack of understanding of support programs and resources for1 
successful student integration. Nearly all of the participants reported issues with

1 
I 

1 language difficulty, inappropriate ESL placement, meeting academic demands, and 
f 

developing study skills. Some of the participants, when asked what the community
1 
~ college could have done to support their academic and social adjustment, replied, 
11 

"Nothing," and took full responsibility for their lack of achievement. Ultimately, the 

onus is on the student to succeed; yet, the institution must identify at-risk populations 

and strategies to support those groups. In particular, first generation Hispanic students, 

according to research, do not have an understanding of college expectations, which may 

hinder how they ultimately adjust to the academic environment. 

Nearly all of the students reported having family stress or lack of support from 

home. In addition, their low socio-economic status further hinders their opportunity to 

succeed in academia due to the lack of funds available. Counseling can possibly help 

students deal emotionally with family stress and lack of support. Further, the majority 

of the first generation Hispanic students also suffered separation anxiety from their 

family circle. 

Research Question 4: How did the experience of taking ESL certification courses 
influence the educational and career goals of the students? 

Section 4: Dimensions of Motivators Identified 



164 


Section 4 unveils the positive factors and experiences informants experienced 

while completing ESL certification courses. The counterbalance of many ofthe barriers 

and challenges that students face is the motivators that encourage them to continue 

their pursuit of an education. Such motivators include family support, positive 

experiences in the ESL program, helpful college services, defined career goals, 

curriculum that is relevant, effective role models and mentors, caring teachers, positive 

peer relationships, the role of family, grades, and the desire to be successful and have a 

better life. 

Family support 

First generation Hispanic students revealed that family support for them was a 

critical part of their reasons for going to school and staying in school. The extended 

family provided opportunities for some students to attend school, as their relatives 

cared for their children. Further, it was clear that first generation Hispanic parents were 

proud of their children for attending college. 

My parents really want me to go to community college. In my country they both 
didn't go; she got pregnant; she didn't get to finish college. They both went to 
work. The main thing is they push me all the way to get a degree, to wait to have 
kids. Before they didn't think I could do school so good. And now I have been 
here for almost two years, so, you know it's going. They are all behind me. (Inf. 
21) 

I'm happy they feel proud of me because I couldn't study before I get married 
because we cannot afford to pay for school in Mexico. Now in this country I have 
the opportunity to study. They told me they are proud and t,hey motivate me to 
continue because they know that is the best way to do something and to be 
somebody and especially because I will be a role model for my kids. (Inf. 20) 

1 

I 
I 
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Although Hispanic students experience family stress and pressure, their families 

are also supportive of them and their individual goals and dreams (Montano,1997; 

Olivos, 2006). The students debunk the myth that the Hispanic family is not supportive 

of an education. Claims that Hispanics do not value education and therefore do not 

support their loved ones as they pursue an education oversimplify the complex 

experience of these students. For Hispanics, cultural values run deep, and one's loyalty 

to family does not equate to a lack of desire for an education. Encouraging these 

students to complete their education requires educators to understand these cultural 

realities. A Hispanic family may have cultural values that conflict with the values in the 

educational system. Thus, first generation Hispanic students may experience tension as 

they try to be loving, caring members of the family while fulfilling their educational 

obligations. 

It is further clear that students within these programs are experiencing both 

family support as well as stress due to family obligations. The community college lacks 

programs that include family engagement. Creating family engagement components 

into their developmental English as a Second Language programs would emphasize and 

recognize the strong family values of first generation Hispanics and offer additional 

support for students (Montano, 2007). 

Positive experiences in the ESL certification program 

Students were asked to describe the purpose of taking English as a Second 

Language certification courses. Several students explained the purpose was to improve 

their reading, grammar, and writing process skills and to help them move on to college 
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level writing courses. Other students described the courses as emphasizing their 

speaking and reading skills in English, which in turn helped them improve their skills and 

confidence in English. 

The main purpose according to the teacher is to perfect writing skills, you know 
learn all your abbreviations, punctuations, and how to write a paragraph and 
essay. All that stuff that gets you ready to transfer to a college. You have to know 
all this stuff before you can really go into the college course or else you won't 
really do too good. (Inf. 17) 

Because I am living in the United States so I need to do it. Being a fluent speaker 
and being able to write, read, and understand perfectly other people. That's why 
I have to take these classes. (Inf. 11) 

Participants were also asked to describe their ESL classroom environment, and 

whether that environment impacted their learning. Various participants described their 

classroom as being homey, comfortable, and diverse. Others felt the rooms were 

initially crowded but got better as students dropped the course. The instructors 

generally created collaborative, supportive environments. 

Environment; I think it's a good environment. We do a lot of group work. Before, 
the teacher was an older teacher ... she was more of a lecturer, monotone. The 
teacher I have now is younger, and she can relate more to us and joke. So she 
sets a setting that's more, you can pay attention to it., more interactive. 
Everybody pretty much sits where they want. They talk to each other. We help 
each other out basically. (Inf. 16) 

Our teacher makes us get together in partners and groups. So, we try to help 
each other out. I like the class, urn; we're kind of close to each other. We do a 
lot of group work, and that is where we get to meet each other more. It's pretty 
laid back classroom. It is a very cultural class. There is every kind of race in that 
class. Everybody is okay with everyone. Everybody accepts everyone's different 
culture. (Inf. 13) 

Overall, the students had positive comments about their ESL classes and 

experiences in the classroom. The focus group interviews data demonstrated that 
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relevant skills were being taught and instructors generally used student centered 

methods. It also showed that the programs contained some aspects of culturally 

responsive teaching practices. Many classes were student-centered with assignments 

that had relevance to the life experience of the students. The positive experiences of 

the ESL students in this study supported the literature findings on the utility of CRT, 

relevant curriculum, student-centered instruction, and student-centered learning 

environments (Boroch, et aI., 2007; Caballero de Cordero, 2005; Canizales, 2005; 

Strange & Banning, 2007; Tinto, 2006). 

Helpful community college services 

Students at the community college tended to use a range of student services 

available at the college, including financial aid, the tutoring lab, academic advising, and 

the assessment center. Even students who did not use the services were aware of the 

availability of the services. 

I've used counseling. It was good. I got a better understanding of what I need to 
do. What I need to touch up on. What my grades need to be. So I can go where I 
need to go. You know, make it to the school that I want to go. It helped me 
better understand things. (lnf. 7) 

With the English tutors and the writing labs sometimes you have to make an 
appointment. Before you need to ask when they are able to do it. like last 
semester. It was so hard because they don't have a lot of tutors. Um, but the 
tutor that they have, two tutors was great, were great, excellent, they tell me. 
(Inf. 2) 

The students who use student services found them to be helpful and in many 

cases critical support for their continuation in college. Campus financial aid, the tutoring 

center, and academic adviSing were critical components ofthe educational experiences 
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of these students. These programs were also well publicized on the college websites. 

The student comments were consistent with previous studies that show that student 

services, tutoring centers, and advisement help support student learning (Perin, 2004; 

Roueche, Roueche & Ely, 2007). 

Some students, however, reported that they were unaware of student services 

at the community college and that their experiences with student services were not 

helpful. 

I 	 For some reason I am like shy. Shy as far as seeking help. I don't know where to 
go. Or if I did, I wouldn't feel like. I don't know. I don't want to bug anyone. (Inf. ! 	 1) 

i 
I When I came to enroll here, they asked me for what my major was going to be , 

i and I said, business, but I wasn't quite sure. I was just trying to. They didn't really
I 

tell me what classes I needed to take to get to my major, they just told me just, I 

I 
 what classes I need and to for the ESl, my requirements for that and that's it. 

i 	 (Inf.S)

I 	 The few students who did not use student services or find them particularly 

1 

I 	 helpful were largely lacking knowledge about the types of student services available on 

their campus. This suggests that they need more information about student services, 

j 
especially since other students and the literature report that student services can1 

I 


I greatly benefit students. 

! 

I Defined career goals 

I Students were asked to describe their future educational and career goals. Most 
.1 
I 
1
1 
l 	 of the students wanted to pursue their bachelor's degrees, and their areas of interest 

included math, nursing, early childhood education, computers, and accounting. Several I 
j 


I students talked about their aspirations to earn their associate's degree or higher. 

i 
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I want to go for my BA, I can't fail. It's sort of like, wow. I'm gonna go strong for 
that degree. I want to get a job where I use my mind more than my body 
because I have been working in labor since I was 16. I've always had jobs where I 
have used my muscle and my body. ((nf.3) 

Inf. 5 said she was still exploring her options based upon her circumstances as a 

single mother who needs to provide for her child. 

I'm gonna get at least a bachelor's degree. But, I still have to decide because I am 
waiting for my transcripts from Mexico, whatever things I didn't finish, I don't 
know how they are going to evaluate them. What doors will be opened for me or 
closed for me. 

The students had very clear goals for themselves, and it was evident that these 

goals provided support and direction for them in their pursuit of higher education. 

Some students had increased their educational aspirations after enrolling in college. 

The focused goals and increased expectations of the students in this study contradicted 

existing literature which asserted that Hispanics who entered college expecting to 

obtain a degree decreased their expectation by the end of their first year (Hernandez, 

2009). 

Relevant curriculum 

Students were asked to describe the relevance of ESl reading and writing course 

assignments to their culture, life experience, educational goals, and their learning of 

English. They were also asked if the assignments encouraged or discouraged their 

learning. Students stated in several conversations that curriculum that is culturally 

relevant and student-centered supported their learning. They mentioned that authors 
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who wrote about topics with which the students could identify helped them to 

comprehend and remain interested in their reading. Multicultural and culturally 

relevant readings also facilitated their writing of academic essays. 

I am learning more. There are many essays we have to read throughout the 
book. They are like real life situation stories. There's essays regarding the 911 
incident. So, it is actually teaching me stuff that is going throughout life right 
now. (lnf. 4) 

Some of the assignments the teacher gives, it has to do with like a culture that 
we're coming from. And she gives us the time to write about our own 
experiences. It helps me lot, 'cause I know what to say. 'Cause I've been through 
it. And, uh, it really does, it helps a lot. (Inf. 7) 

The effective role of campus leaders and mentors 

The importance of campus leaders and mentors in the success of students was 

expressed by the participants. Several indicated that a specific individual or group of 

individuals on campus had contributed to their academic success. Those identified 

included administrators on campus as well as peers and faculty. The participants 

described how these individuals served as a support base they could talk to. 

I think just having a faculty member who's Latino, and like someone you can talk 
to; people who can motivate you or help you out in different ways. I think that's 
really important. It's just like a personal issue; sometimes there is no one just 
there to listen. (Inf. 13) 

The tutors do. I had one, she had the greatest advice on everything like .... 

"Where can we go from here?" Helping me map out what' can do. 'think that 
the main thing that she taught me was just to stay focused and stay motivated. 
(Inf. 2) 

Some informants viewed advisors as being instrumental in their academic 

success. 
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He has been a good advisor, he has been a great help. I think that - I think I 
wouldn't have been able to navigate through the system without his help. I think 
he has done a great job. (Inf. 1) 

The findings of this study reveal that the success of the students is a collective 

experience and not an independent endeavor. The participants identified a network of 

support that they relied on which included their peers, professional staff, and faculty on 

the campus. Whether participants referred to one individual or several, their success 

was clearly influenced by others on campus. Students in the study repeatedly disclosed 

that their success was contingent on others' support and failure to receive it was 

detrimental to their academic progress. 

Academic success 

Many participants talked about the importance of their academics and success 

as first generation Hispanic students attending community college. This particular 

dimension of success includes the sub-themes of grades, completion of ESL certification, 

and learning in and outside of the classroom. Participants attributed, as part of the 

unwritten code to success, the understanding of how higher education is structured in 

different countries and how it compares with what is expected in the United States. 

In many of the participants' native countries attendance at class lectures is not 

required, participation in class is unrewarded, homework is rarely given, and students 

are held accountable only to the extent that they pass final exams. Community colleges, 

unlike some university models of undergraduate education, favor small classes, active 

learning, and individual and collective accountability on a regular basis. That 

accountability may further include required attendance. As such, those students who 
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learn how the educational system works or who can recognize how systems work 

differently and act accordingly are at an advantage in the fulfilling of their educational 

goals. 

....And then for the first part the first maybe a semester I was a little bit shocked 
because back home it's like that you go to lectures you're not required to even 
have to go, I mean for you have a session like the final exams week and you can 
show up in the class maybe once the whole semester but you study for exam 
and you go. (Inf. 19) 

Yeah that's the system I was accustomed to. Here you come and you took three 
or more absences you're in big trouble. You have to do homework every day, 
over there you did just lectures you didn't have homework's. And it's totally 
different system so for me it was kind of shocking but then on the other hand I 
think it's much better cause they keep you up to speed all the time. (lnf. 8) 

Estrada and Dupoux (2005) reported that an external locus of control was 

associated with better psychosocial adjustment to college and that immigrant and first 

generation English language learners had more difficulty adjusting to college. This 

difficulty in adjusting may have more to do with a lack of cultural capital than with an 

internal locus of control. Participants in the present study acknowledge that success 

requires study, preparation, and the willingness to engage in conversation both in the 

classroom and socially, characteristics more indicative of academic success. 

Grades 

Participants made several general observations about their academic standing. 

Although students identified a number of positive experiences relative to grades, some 

students struggled at times academically. 

I brought my GPA up because I think to me that's - to be successful. happy in 
school and to be able to be successful in my education and to love what I do and 
to still get good grades. (lnf. 9) 
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(lnf. 3) noted as well that she did gain knowledge and is satisfied with her 

academic standing. However, she commented that she wishes she could have done 

better. 

IIln terms of my grades, academically I feel like I could've been a little bit more 
successful in trying to do better in my classes but I did learn a lot and am 
finishing the last ESL requirement with a high average. I am okay with that.1I 

Similarly, (Inf. 16) stressed the importance of keeping his grades up. He added, 

/II guess the most basic thing that was set before you is to know that you have to 
do well in school and you have to get good grades ...As long as you do that, 
you're not gonna get kicked out of the university or anything. You're not gonna 
lose financial aid. So that was the major thing that I focused on to be successful, 
just as long as I'm getting good enough grades". 

When asked about academic success, several students spoke of how first 

generation Hispanic students on campus find a community of peers within their 

program. Concerning this sense of community (Inf. 13) stated, 

"Some students feel connected to their academics. Hispanics just find, eventually 
"find their niche" in their classes or in the campus they attend. You know they 
stay where they are comfortable. I feel that in this college students can stay 
motivated because they are connected because everybody has to finish the 
same program but also because they have goals .. I'm gonna stay close to the 
people I met here. "m gonna stay with this program and finish my degree in 
accounting. 

Completion 0/ ESL courses 
Several participants, when asked about their academic success, also noted that 

the fact that they were continuing with credit courses after finishing their ESL 

certification was a success to them. 
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Finishing school itself is a milestone. A lot of my friends that I've seen that didn't 
complete their E5L program during the first or second year because they didn't ­
they may not have experienced immediate success. 50 they chose not to 
continue with their schooling. The first two years are crucial for Latinos 
specifically if they want to reach their ultimate success of graduation. (Inf. 8) 

For some participants, academic success was measured by their personal 

satisfaction with their grades, class assignments, and program completion. Also related 

to grades and completing the E5L certification program, participants also revealed that 

knowledge attainment was crucial for their success in community college. Further, 

acquiring knowledge, learning how to navigate two cultures while attending community 

college, and not forgetting about who you are while in college was important to their 

success. 

(lnf. 20) disclosed his gratitude for being challenged to think differently. He 

shared his appreciation for his college experience. 

The understanding that you have after having a college education is pretty broad 
from what I came in with from my country. Learning more concepts, getting 
involved in what it really takes to have a higher education, to be challenged, to 
think differently, to view things from different points of view, to understand 
others as well, to respect others' points of view, and to work with others as well. 
50 I think I've learned to do all those things thanks to the education I've gained 
since I have been attending community college. 

He continued by asserting how he had to navigate two cultures as a college student and 

how this was a challenge for him. He further stated, 

"We all have to be reminded where we come from and keep our roots in the 
back, because it plays a big role, I think, for the community and for you as an 
individual. .. I've seen a lot, those that have succeeded sometimes tend to 
forget where they're coming from. And it's something that really hurts me, to 
see people hold an office in Congress or people in general, when you see 
lawyers, when you see Latinos, don't really connect with the Latino community. 
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It really hurts sometimes to see someone, a Latino that has succeeded and 
forgets the community. 

Learning in and outside of the classroom 

As participants were asked about their learning that was taking place in and out 

of the classroom, students responded to the experiences they gained on both fronts. 

I think that good things could come from especially those people, those college 
students that I have seen, like my classmates that are Latinos as well. I have a lot 
of respect for them because I can see they've been successful, they are good 
students, and they do all the things that will make them grow as students. (Inf. 
17) 

Overall, first generation Hispanic participants spoke of how academics 

contributed to their success while attending community college. Participants also 

viewed their success as more than wanting to graduate from the community college. 

Participants shared that attending the college caused them to learn and think in new 

ways and that this was a challenge. 

Desire to be successful 

Self-confidence, drive, motivation, belief in self, and peace within one's self are a 

few of the responses that participants used to describe the "desire to be successful" 

dimension. Students frequently articulated that one's success comes from within and 

that this was necessary to achieve success in completing the ESL program at the 

community college. Several participants discussed the need for wanting to succeed and 

having an understanding of one's sense of self and dedication. 

My success on campus, has been positive and I think this was important for me 
doing my best academically. Yeah, you have to want something. You've got to 
envision that you already have it and I think when you have those two factors, 
you can achieve it. And I think people really have to believe in themselves as 
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well...So I believe it and I tell myself that I am going to get that A and I get my 
A...You have to believe in yourself and be confident (lnf. 15). 

On a similar level (Inf. _) advocated that students must have the drive and 
desire to succeed in college. She suggested, 
You have to get that drive and that desire, like you need it desperately 
that...Without that, if you don't know what motivates you ... ! think you won't be 
as successful as you could be because you're just gonna be like doing it for 
somebody else, so it's just like you kind of don't care. But I think -motivation and 
drive, like all of that. Without those, you really won't be able to do anything. 

Desire for a better life 

Students were asked what made them want to go to college. Wanting good jobs, 

support from teachers and family, wanting a better life, and fulfilling personal goals 

were the dominant reasons given. 

Just, to have a good life. And I want a well-paid job. I seen people, =cause this 
person told me, you know, the people around you is who you're gonna become. 
I have friends like I said who are just staying at home taking care of the kids. I 
think I'm too young. I just turned twenty-two. I'm not gonna stay at home. I still 
have a whole lot to go for. Just go to college to see what else is out there for me. 
That's when I went back and to get my ESL certificate. (lnf. 4) 

Various participants agreed that knowledge was the key that opened a lot of 

doors. These students discussed their reasons for coming to college, and their 

comments reveal their desire to help their parents, find better jobs, pursue their goals, 

and support their families. 

Section 5: Activities Promoting ESL Success 

Section 5 culminates in a discussion of student suggestions and preferred 

activities in the community college experience which promote successful language 

acquisition. It further unveils the conditions and accommodations necessary to create 
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and establish a positive school culture in which first generation Hispanic immigrant 

students are most likely to succeed and achieve academic success. 

Participants in this study expressed the following as best practices for success: 

Having self-discipline, choosing friends who are supportive of attaining an education, 

going to class, doing their homework, and attending tutoring sessions. These acts of 

self-discipline and positive practices are critical in that students are using the tools of 

education to succeed in their educational pursuits. Increasing their knowledge through 

education is a step on their pathway to a successful future. 

Smaller class size is one strong component of community colleges which 

contributed to success. Participants felt this learning environment to be more forgiving 

and offering more opportunity to develop conversation skills and academic speaking 

skills: 

I know that when you study in the college is different when you study in the 
university because it's every class here is like 20 people in every class. At the 
university I know that it's like 100 like ........... Like more it's not the contact ...you 
are like a number or because there are a lot of people in each class ... so I prefer 
here and it's a small group and it's more I feel more comfortable, I don't know. 
(Inf. 3) 

This is especially true for students who are beginning undergraduate study, 

although some graduate students may also find the community college a less stressful 

place to practice new communication skills and new academic practices. The smaller 

numbers of students who speak similar first languages and who might congregate or 

take classes together may also maximize the opportunity to interact with native English 
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speakers. This interaction may expose English language learners to a variety of 

American English patterns used in different social settings. 

The action of attending college has had an enormous impact on the families of 

these first generation Hispanic students. The students' methods for disciplining their 

children, supporting their own children in school, advocating for their families, 

communicating with their spouses, and encouraging other family members to consider 

school result directly from their choices to attend college. These choices set the stage 

for change at the local level within their families. These grassroots efforts at home may 

lead to bigger changes in the future that impact the broader Hispanic community in 

terms of increased participation in education, improved family relationships, better 

paying jobs, and securing their future. 

Summary 

Themes emerged from the research conducted that answered the question, How 

did the experience of taking ESL certification courses influence the educational and 

career goals of the students? The themes show the many pressures and choices that 

first generation Hispanic students must cope with in their efforts to go to school, stay in 

school, and complete a degree. Their self-discipline, selection of role models and 

friends, clear goals, and choice to attend college serve as acts of self-empowerment. By 

acting in a manner that provides them with opportunities to gain information about 

their lives, they empower themselves. By speaking to one another about their 

experiences in the world of academia, they empower themselves. 



179 

Students at a community college represent a wide range of diversity within their 

ranks, including age, career or professional experience, and social background. This may 

be even more so for first generation Hispanic immigrant students studying at the 

community college. There may be many reasons beyond simply learning English for an 

English language learner to begin their college studies by taking one or two ESL classes, 

even if their knowledge of English as determined by pen and paper assessment may not 

require it. 

The participants in this study acknowledged their academic success was the 

result of hard work and study. This seemed true for those who were accessing higher 

education for the first time, learning English for an opportunity in higher education or 

for an opportunity to access the global market. Most students accepted the challenge 

of using their time for study. These English as a Second language classes can be 

instrumental in giving first generation Hispanic students the confidence needed to 

achieve academic success in other courses or programs of study and provide for them 

an experience with various social languages. For some English language learners, 

confidence may not be enough to propel them down the path of higher education. They 

lack more than English language skills; they lack necessary cultural and academic skills in 

order to have a successful education. 

The community college offers an environment that allows for the transition 

between ESL courses and other college courses. However, this may still represent a gap 

too wide to cross without specific programs, classes, and other help to address 

differences, allow students to practice the new skills and make the advances 
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successfully. For many Hispanic students, education does not require their active 

involvement. They expect that the professor will provide them the required factual 

information needed to pass exams. Consequently, developing the necessary skills in 

critical thinking and class discussion are a part of the new education model. 

Although ESL classes might be instrumental in developing the confidence to 

speak English, participants also recognized the importance of cultivating American 

friends, talking to instructors, and speaking English at every opportunity. This study 

reflects findings in earlier research that identified the importance of interaction with 

American students and satisfaction with communication skills to the adjustment to 

campus life for international students at a university (Swagler & Ellis, 2003; Zimmerman, 

1995). The community college can provide an environment more conducive, less 

threatening, and less competitive than the university setting. For example, several 

students indicated that attending the community college provided greater freedom in 

choosing classes apart from ESL classes. 

Participants in the study admit being nervous and fearful about not only learning 

English as a second language but also speaking it; they also recognize the need for extra 

study and preparation time. On some level they understand that this academic 

experience means mustering the courage to conquer their learning challenges as well as 

their fear of speaking in a new language. It also means being encouraged, even pushed, 

by caring instructors to do more than they ever thought possible; it means interacting 

with classmates, asking questions both in class and in private with the instructor. 
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This experience means overcoming communication apprehension, identified as 

problematic in earlier research (Saito, 2000; Gudykunst & Nishida, 1984). It means 

cultivating American friends and speaking English with other classmates of different 

ethnic background, thus reducing perceptions of social alienation and increasing a sense 

of well-being related to successful communication with others (Zimmerman, 1995). The 

community college can provide the learning environment of smaller classes, readily 

accessible instructors, and a diverse student population, including other English 

language learners, which facilitates the move from the ESL curriculum to the traditional 

college curriculum. This transition from learning English to using English to learn is a 

valuable stepping stone to those who wish to pursue college degrees. 

Although learning English as a second language is a desired goal, it is only a 

means to a greater goal or destination. This might be academic success (good grades) or 

employment, or it might mean more significant achievement, such as degree 

attainment. This greater destination may be access to a global economy, one in which 

the dominant language is English and one which offers economic rewards. As students 

begin to gain confidence in speaking English their identity as an English language learner 

is altered becoming a college student. Thus, advancement must go from ESL classes to 

college classes, but, movement must also go from being an English language learner to 

being a college student, and eventually a college graduate. 
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Chapter 5 

Discussions and Recommendations 

This chapter consists of a discussion of the results of the study and the 

recommendations for further study. The discussion presents the interpretation 

of first generation Hispanic immigrant students' responses to the learning, 

personal and establishment barriers they encountered while taking prerequisite 

English as a Second language courses in a two-year community college. The 

proposed recommendations are offered in light of the findings of the study, 

review of the literature, and conclusions. This chapter further discusses research 

strategies for working with first generation Hispanic immigrant students, 

discusses contributions of this study to the literature, and suggests possibilities 

for future research. 

Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to gain a deeper understanding of the 

learning, personal, and establishment barriers that the first generation Hispanic 

immigrant student encounters when taking required ESl education courses in a 

two-year community college setting prior to enrolling in and successfully 

completing college level courses. This ethnographic study explored the obstacles 

and burdens confronted by ESl students on the community college level prior to 

enrolling and successfully completing regular college level courses. The primary 

questions that guided this study were the following: 
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1. How do the classroom and college environments affect the 

educational experiences of first generation immigrant Hispanic students? 

2. What types of negative or positive personal experiences do first 

generation Hispanic students have while attending a two-year college? 

3. What types of experiences are disempowering or challenging, 

academically or personally, to first generation Hispanic students attending two-

year colleges? 

4. How did the ESl certification courses influence the educational and 

career goals of these students? 

Twenty-one (21) first generation immigrant Hispanic students in a 

community college were participants in the study. These participants were 

separated into three (3) focus groups. The interviews were conducted using 

guiding questions (Appendix E) to encourage students to share their stories 

about their experiences as community college students enrolled in the English as 

a Second language program. The questions were designed to elicit stories from 

the students that would ultimately answer the research questions for the study. 

The research in this study followed the guidelines of grounded theory. 

The words of the students were emphasized throughout the study in order to 

allow the reader to hear the experience of these students in developmental 

English as they described it. They provide information concerning changes they 

recommend be made to their educational programs, so that the instructors 

I 
f 
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could then take action to improve the educational experiences for first 

generation immigrant Hispanic students. 

The participants in the study included Hispanic students from Mexico, 

Peru, Cuba, Colombia, Puerto Rico, Guatemala, Ecuador, the Dominican 

Republic, Costa Rica, Venezuela, Chile, Honduras, Argentina and Costa Rica. The 

students expressed how they balanced the roadblocks and motivators that they 

faced in their education journey. 

Key Findings 

Five important key findings surfaced through the focus group interviews: 

(1) informants' preferences for community college instructional practices (2) 

student adjustment process and demands (3) barriers and identified challenges 

(4) motivators and (5) activities promoting ESL success. 

Research Question 1: How do the classroom and college environments affect the 
educational experiences offirst Generation Immigrant Hispanic students? 

The students discussed the environments of the classrooms and the 

colleges in mostly positive ways. They felt these environments were 

multiculturat friendly, reflected their culture, and promoted interaction. 

Students described their campus environments as safe and inclusive. Campus 

support programs, such as student centers, helped students feel comfortable 

about their learning needs and increased their opportunities to attend classes. 
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In some cases, individual classroom environments did not promote 

student interaction and thus students did not feel engaged. When teachers were 

not supportive of students in the learning environment, conversation and 

student interaction were stifled. 

Research Question 2: What types of negative or positive personal experiences do 
first Generation Hispanic students have while attending two-year colleges? 

The students in this study reported that placement assessments and 

placement in English courses do not work for all students. Some students had 

been improperly placed at levels too low or too high for their abilities. Often, 

they had to take additional coursework and spend more time to complete their 

English requirements. The students expressed frustration over having to take 

additional coursework and sit through classes that were too hard or too easy for 

them. 

Other students reported that their previous education in ESL programs 

had prepared them well for ESL college courses. They felt confident completing 

ESL coursework, especially in the area of written grammar. However, they 

discussed their desire to receive more practice in spoken English. 

Research Question 3: What types of experiences are disempowering or 
challenging, academically or personally, to first Generation Hispanic students 
attending two-year colleges? 

The first generation Hispanic immigrant students in this study stated that 

curriculum with rigor and relevance supported their learning and empowered 
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them. Group work, student-centered instruction, social learning, and students 

being responsible for a portion of the lessons were cited as methods that 

promoted learning. This is consistent with research on adult learning, (Abrego, 

2009). The students also spoke of their increased confidence as they gained skills 

in grammar, sentence structure, essay writing, and reading. Further, they felt 

motivated by their ability to act as role models for their friends, siblings, 

children, and parents. 

The students named teacher-centered instruction, irrelevant curriculum, 

testing bias, and family stress as disempowering. Instructors who chose 

curriculum that did not interest students or lacked life relevance bored students 

and impeded their progress. Teachers who did not answer student questions, 

who did not employ collaborative methods, and who did not seem interested in 

student learning frustrated students and in some cases resulted in being less 

motivated. The students also felt that exit exams which required them to 

denote their status as ESL learners were biased and resulted in an unfair 

assessment of their work. Students also expressed that family stress was 

disempowering. Although the students felt supported by their families, they also 

felt disempowered when family members did not understand the challenges 

they faced at school or did not recognize their achievements. 

Research Question 4: How did the ESL certification courses influence the 
educational and career goals of these students? 
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All ofthe first generation Hispanic immigrant students in the study 

entered developmental English with clear career and educational goals. 

Students were pursuing certificates and degrees in the areas of Nursing, 

Education, Computers, Communications, Psychology, Early Childhood 

Development, and Business. Some students raised their educational aspirations 

during their developmental English experiences from the pursuit of a certificate 

to that of an Associate's degree. Some students remain uncertain as to what 

careers they want to pursue in their chosen fields. 

Conclusions 

From the study and the students' responses, six conclusions emerged: 

1. First generation Hispanic immigrant student participants feel 

supported by their families and friends to attend college, even though family 

pressures and a lack of encouragement sometimes put students in the difficult 

predicament of having to choose between school and family obligations. Thus, 

creating programs that promote family engagement can provide added support 

for students. 

2. English placement is not working consistently for all students, arguing 

the need for better assessment tools and departmental practices regarding 

initial placement. 

3. English as a Second Language classes with student-centered 

instruction provide these student participants with improved skills and 

confidence in writing, reading, and speaking. 
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4. Curriculum that is relevant, multicultural, and rigorous encourages 

learning for these student participants. 

5. Developmental English programs with structure and clear assessment 

policies provide these student participants with information they need to 

achieve their aims in college and in their future accomplishments. 

6. As ESL learners, these student participants struggle at times with 

communication and homework due to language barriers. Thus, teachers and 

student service providers need to actively facilitate their understanding of class 

materials. 

Conclusion 1: First generation Hispanic immigrant student participants feel 

supported by their families and friends to attend college, even though family 

pressures and a lack of encouragement sometimes put students in the difficult 

predicament of having to choose between school and family obligations. Thus, 

creating programs that promote family engagement can provide added support 

for students. 

First generation Hispanic immigrant students report that their parents 

are highly supportive of them and their education and career pursuits, even if 

those parents did not attend college. The students also stated their own concern 

for their children's education, as they enroll them in head start, provide them 

with knowledge they have gained about writing, help them with homework, and 

mentor them. Olivos (2006) points out that bicultural parents are blamed for not 

participating in their children's education; yet when the schools invite parents to 
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participate, the schools use approaches that are contradictory to their authentic 

involvement. He also states that schools need to invite parents to participate 

with the understanding that the school and the parents share equal 

responsibility for transforming the schools (2006). Such notions can be applied 

to first generation Hispanic immigrant students in the community colleges. 

Family engagement can provide support for students who state that even 

though their family responsibilities sometimes created pressure on them to 

choose either family or school; they felt supported by their families. Family 

engagement programs can build upon the strong bonds of Hispanic families, 

while providing students and their families with information that can help to 

support the student. It was also clear that the students received support from 

their peers. The students talked about how their friends, both in and outside of 

college, encouraged and supported them, even ifthose peers had no college 

aspirations. 

Conclusion 2: English placement is not working consistently for all students, 

arguing the need for better assessment tools and departmental practices 

regarding initial placement. 

Although participants understand that assessment is necessary and did 

not express that assessment should be eliminated, they did share their 

frustrations with being placed in courses too high or too low for their level of 

ability. Students stated that although their teachers had informed them at the 
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beginning of the semester that the course would require a lot of extra work or, 

conversely, seemed too Iowa level for them, the teachers did not recommend to 

the students that they should be reassessed, nor did they refer the students to a 

different level. Since these students have already beaten the odds by being in 

college, it seems logical that colleges would want to place students correctly. 

One of the goals of assessment should be to help students have a productive and 

successful experience with course placement. Therefore, colleges need to assess 

how well their current placement practices work. 

Conclusion 3: English as a Second Language classes with student-centered 

instruction provide student participants with improved skills and confidence in 

writing, reading, and speaking. 

Consistently, students discussed the benefits they had received from ESL 

courses. These courses increased their levels of confidence about speaking, 

reading, and writing. They named collaborative activities, the writing process, 

and constructive instructor feedback on their writing, peer review, and 

supportive environments as beneficial to their learning. 

Although the participants did not use the terminology, their words 

described that the teaching and learning in their classes included constructivism, 

social learning, cooperative learning, and transformational learning 

(Baumgartner, 2001; Prickel, 1998). Students talked about building on the skills 

they had gained previously in prior ESL courses. They shared that working 

together helped them to better understand other perspectives and class 
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materials. Students also talked about how their new knowledge helped them 

improve other areas of their lives, including communicating with a boss or with 

their families. 

Conclusion 4: Curriculum that is relevant, multicultural, and rigorous 

encourages learning for these student participants. 

The participants talked about the importance of the curriculum being 

relevant to them. Assignments, topics, and readings that were relevant to their 

life experience, their culture, their coursework, and their goals helped maintain 

their interest in and motivation regarding the subject. Some students indicated 

that the curriculum that was too simple or basic made them lose interest and the 

motivation to complete the assignments. Again, the students' observations echo 

the literature about basic skills students. The literature makes it clear that 

teaching that is responsive to the culture of students engages students (Fry, 

2002). 

Participants also found that these types of methods made them want to 

read, helped them connect with the assignments, and supported their learning. 

The students further indicated in the focus groups that not all instructors gave 

them responsibility for presenting portions of lessons. The researcher did not 

observe instructors, and thus no evidence was uncovered that showed what 

number of instructors asked students to engage in student-led activities in the 

classroom. 
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Conclusion 5: Developmental English programs with structure and clear 

assessment and policies provide these student participants with information 

they need to achieve their aims in college and in future career pursuits. 

When students talked about their English as a Second language 

programs, they stressed mastery exiting exams. They had all had a basic 

understanding of the requirements of the mastery test, how to prepare for it, 

and what it would include. They were less clear on who graded it, why one 

teacher could give it one score and another teacher a different score, and what 

its significance was in relation to class grade. The structure of the curriculum and 

the supporting materials that students were given for the mastery helped 

students understand what was expected of them. 

Informants also report that a structured learning environment benefits 

the weakest students. The curriculum in the ESl program was structured and 

centered on teaching the writing process along with reading and grammar. The 

students spoke of the curriculum they had experienced and reported they had 

learned strategies for invention, proofreading, writing, and revising. They also 

said they had improved their spoken English as well. This curriculum corresponds 

with the skills needed to achieve success in college and was useful for the 

students. 

Conclusion 6: As ESllearners, these study participants struggle at times with 

communication and homework due to language barriers. Thus, teachers and 



193 

student services providers need to actively support these students to facilitate 

their understanding of class materials. 

The students in the study reported that they experienced communication 

difficulties and expressed difficulties asking questions about their progress, 

asking for help or clarify issues on assignments. Participants further discussed 

their frustration with not understanding what the teacher said during lectures, 

what the instructions were for homework, or being able to understand their own 

children's homework or paperwork from their schools. 

Schools and colleges should provide as-needed translators for students. 

Providing translation services would send a message for students and their 

families that schools do want to work with them and understand their needs. 

Further, providing translators would help to alleviate the pressure that bilingual 

students experience. 

These difficulties show a need for educators and student service 

providers to do more to actively help these students understand what they are 

signing, what the assignments are, and what tools they can use to better 

understand the instructions in class. For instance, instructors can provide written 

materials for ESL students that summarize lecture materials. This act still 

encourages communication in the target language, and reinforces the learning 

for ESL students, while also benefiting other students. It does not require money 

for additional translators, but provides an opportunity for ESL students to better 

grasp what is expected of them on assignments. When instructors rely primarily 
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on verbal communication, they limit what information ESL learners and other 

learners may receive, especially for assignments and key lecture points. 

Therefore, one-on-one tutoring or additional help outside of class can assist 

those students who need academic support. 

Explanations of assessment processes and implications of the 

assessment tests should also be available in translation not only in Spanish, but 

in several other languages as well. This holds true for documents parents must 

sign regarding their children. Providing Hispanics students with information 

about their education and the education of their children helps them to 

empower themselves to make informed choices for them and their children. 

Recommendations 

In addition to the conclusions drawn from the research, 

recommendations for English as a Second Language policymakers and students 

emerged from the research as well. 

Recommendations for Practices in English as a Second Language Programs 

The students in the study pointed out several features of developmental 

English programs that promote positive learning experiences for first generation 

Hispanic immigrant students. Based on the observations ofthe students, the 

following recommendations for program improvement were created. These 

recommendations include strategies for the following areas: curriculum and 

teaching, classroom environments, campus environments, academic and student 

support services, assessment, and structured programs. This study and research 
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indicate that culturally responsive teaching [CRT] strategies promote student 

learning. Culturally responsive teaching can help to form strategies for including 

diverse readings in the classroom, and it focuses on skill development, core 

competencies, knowledge building, student centered learning, and positive 

perspectives on experiential knowledge. 

English as a Second Language programs should employ culturally 

responsive teaching (CRT) as a foundation of their curriculum. Practical ways to 

do this include teacher training on CRT methodology, cultural competency, and 

pedagogy. Instructors need to recognize their own cultural values and biases 

and understand how those cultural values and biases impact the way the 

students interact with them. Further, teachers should understand students, 

department how cultural values and biases impact communication among 

students and faculty members, and the instructional and student services areas 

on campus. They should promote all student experience by using instructional 

examples and materials based on the cultures, words, music, literature, and art 

of those students (Bruch, Jehangir, Jacobs & Ghere, 2004). This type of teaching 

promotes social justice values, and does not believe in erasing one canon to 

replace it with another. Rather, the notion is to broaden the ideas of the literary 

canon to acknowledge experiential knowledge and provide equitable 

representation at the table of academic discourse. Further, in conjunction with 

already established good practice, such as structured programs, CRT can improve 

student learning for all students. 
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Developmental English [ESL] programs should have clear program 

outcomes and policies that support student learning. The policies should 

emphasize the completion of student work in developmental English as soon as 

possible in the student's academic plan (Boroch, et aI., 2007; Aragon, 2004). 

Programs also need to have clear but flexible guidelines for students regarding 

which assessments to take and what the implications are of taking those 

assessments. Just because English is a student's second language does not 

automatically mean that the student should be taking ESl courses. 

The student's education background in the United States is a critical 

factor in making assessment determinations. Did the student receive a high 

school diploma in the United States, for example? Many programs, though, do 

not provide clear guidelines for students. Programs should employ methods that 

allow students to be referred to a different level by instructors. Although this 

would not impact a large number of students, it can affect those students on the 

margins who would benefit from either a higher or lower course level 

placement. 

Student participants and the literature both report that curriculum with 

structure benefits student learning (Boroch, et aI., 2007). English as a Second 

language programs should create clear policies for students and clear criteria by 

which students are promoted into the next level of English learning. What is 

critical, though, is that programs must follow their own policies and be 

consistent in administering those policies. 
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Another area for English as a Second Language programs to consider is 

collaboration with speech departments or the creation of speaking courses in 

English. The literature shows that immigrant students in community college ESL 

programs want such assistance (Oudenhoven, 2006). ESL programs also need to 

work closely with student and academic support services staff and 

administrators on the issues of campus environment and climate. Environments 

that promote a sense of belonging and camaraderie among students help to 

encourage students to remain in school. When the staff and faculty are positive 

and friendly toward students, the students have a more positive experience and 

are more likely to ask questions, use campus services, and attend classes. A large 

portion of this issue, though, depends on staff obtaining a degree of cultural 

competence. Physical environments with areas for student conversation, 

interaction, studying, and reflection encourage learning (Strange & Banning, 

2007). These types of student-centered environments focus on the needs of the 

students and the instructors, staff, and administrators. Campus environments 

that have several areas for collaborative tutoring or studying that can be 

accessed by all students promote a sense of community and show students that 

the campus is responsive to their needs. 

Further, faculty members should go beyond the role of personally ideal 

teacher and seek to be academically ideal in a long-term way, as faculty advisors 

who can help students plan a course sequence, choose a major, and meet major 

requirements, and even prepare to transfer to other institutions. Many faculty 
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members at community colleges already do perform the role informally, but the 

practice should be more widespread, especially at community colleges and with 

adult students who may not have college models and mentors readily available 

in their personal lives. If faculty members were familiar with their own 

departments' major requirements and generally familiar with deadlines and 

requirements for other local colleges and universities, they could open these 

doors of opportunity for students who may not be comfortable enough or able 

to access traditional advising offices or schedules (Tinto, 1998). 

The climate of a classroom environment, as expressed by the students in 

this study, is also central to a student's level of comfort. The students discussed 

how a collaborative, supportive, student-centered, culturally diverse classroom 

created a positive learning environment. As evidenced in the literature and in 

the study, support services for students are fundamental to their experiences 

(Boroch, et aI., 2007; Hagedorn, 2002, Perez 2009). Services such as tutoring, 

writing labs, academic advising, financial aid, child care, LASO, Puente, Aspira, 

MESA, and other such programs provide students with opportunities to pursue 

their education. Without these services, these students most likely would be 

unable to attend college. Students who are aware of the services report 

receiving great benefit from them. 

English as a Second Language programs can support students by 

collaborating with student service programs. Creating a handout, putting phone 

numbers for services on syllabi, inviting student service representatives to their 
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classes, taking students on student service tours, or creating liaisons between 

student services and ESL programs are just a few ways that programs can work 

together to improve student learning. Students, especially first generation 

students, are not always sure what the writing lab offers, why academic advising 

is important, or where to find out about campus services. All members of the 

college campus need to understand the importance of basic skills and the needs 

of basic skills students, and all ESL instructors need to convey the importance of 

programs that can benefit students. The students in the study talk about being 

improperly placed into a class, being afraid to talk to counselors, not finding 

advising to be helpful, not knowing about career advising, and losing their 

financial aid. Student support services should be a critical component of any 

developmental English program. 

English as a Second Language programs should use mandatory 

assessment with multiple measures for proper assessment. Assessment practices 

that include multiple measures have been shown to be the most accurate for 

Hispanic immigrant students, so it is imperative that the multiple measures be 

used (Marwick, 2004). Multiple measures include critical components, such as 

how long a student has been out of school, when the last assessment was 

conducted, transcripts, experiential knowledge, family circumstances, and 

financial status. Assessment practices should look at the whole student, both as 

a person and as an academic performer, in order to properly place students. Just 
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because a student was placed into a course several years ago does not mean 

that student is still performing at that same level. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

Since the literature regarding the experience of first generation Hispanic 

immigrants in higher education, specifically in ESL courses is limited, the 

opportunities for future research are plentiful. Based on this study, suggestions 

for future areas of research include the following: 

1. Examine the effectiveness of multiple methods for placement of 

Hispanic students. What are the shared and different experiences of Hispanics? 

Do Hispanics feel rejected by other Hispanics based on language study, 

immigrant status, and generational students into English courses? Which 

measures work best? 

2. Conduct a longitudinal study of first generation Hispanic immigrant 

students on their journey from ESL through their highest level of academic 

achievement. What actions do they take to empower themselves and their 

communities as they increase their knowledge and achieve their education 

goals? 

3. Conduct a case study on the assessment processes at community 

colleges. What information do first generation Hispanic immigrants receive? 

4. Explore the experiences of mixed race Hispanics in community 

colleges. Do they have experiences similar to or different from other Hispanics? 
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5. Conduct a case study on how Hispanic students relate to and 

communicate with non-Hispanics in the academic world. 

In addition to suggestions for further research that emerged from this 

study, more suggestions for future research follow. These suggestions are based 

on the researcher's experience as an instructor. 

1. Research how money for basic skills initiatives is spent in community 

colleges. Does the funding actually go towards improving instruction and student 

outcomes? 

2. Research the experiences of Hispanic faculty at community colleges 

and universities. What challenges do they face? Do generational, language 

acquisition and immigrant status differences impact their experiences with one 

another or with the institution? What facilitates their success? 

3. Conduct a study that examines the knowledge of ESL teachers about 

ESL students and programs. What do English teachers know about second­

language learners? 

4. Explore the perceptions of community college faculty about Hispanic 

students and Hispanic faculty. What do they believe are the cultures, attitudes, 

and values of Hispanics in college? 

Recommendations for Policy 

This study provides a voice for a group of stakeholders too often ignored, 

and evidence and reasoning to support the growth of programs which are 

developmental, rather than remedial in nature. There are many policy 
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implications from this study's findings; however, I will only focus on the 

following: mandatory developmental education placement, student-centered 

class scheduling, and the creation a new federal laws similar to NClB. 

First, the controversy between mandatory versus recommended 

developmental education placement refers to how colleges respond when 

students test low on entrance exams. Some colleges recommend that students 

with low reading, writing and math scores take developmental classes but still 

allow them to register for any course, on the reasoning that students have what 

is sometimes called the "right to fail" along with the opportunity to transcend 

possibly in accurate test scores; this policy has been identified as an institutional 

barrier that is significantly related to lower grades and retention in college-level 

classes (Cooney, 2008). Other colleges require that students who test below a 

cutoff score take developmental education classes before college level classes; 

this policy is significantly related to higher grades and retention for those who 

complete the course, but it is also related to delays in graduation and difficulties 

with financial aid limits (Attwell et al., 2009; Aragon, 2004). 

Based on the findings of this study, I recommend mandatory 

developmental education placement, or at least mandatory placement in some 

type of student success course, for those who test low on entrance exams. 

further recommend combining developmental education courses with college­

level content courses, in what is referred to as "learning communities" (Tinto, 

2002). This recommendation would include all levels of ESl placement, not just 

I 
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the advanced ones. In addition, this approach would allow for connections with 

student peers that would support both their social and academic integration into 

the college. The drawback to this proposal is that adult ESL students, like those in 

this study, may not be able to take these courses unless more content classes 

are offered in the evening to accommodate those who must work during 

daytime business hours. 

This employment-related constraint on adult students' time leads to my 

second policy recommendation: increased scheduling of classes, including 

learning communities, and student support services office hours during 

evenings, and weekends. As demonstrated by the informants, the experiences of 

family and employment pressures meant that participants often could not take 

classes during the day or visit student support services such as advising because 

these offices are normally open only during business hours. The community 

college could better accommodate the efforts of students in need by shifting 

from a faculty/staff centered approach, offering services and classes at the 

convenience of instructors, to a student-centered approach. Knowing how adult 

students differ from traditional students challenges the assumptions evident 

when scheduling classes and programs during the day as if all students can 

participate at that time (Philibert, Allen, & Elleven, 2009). If a majority of 

students on campus and in developmental reading classes are adult students, 

campus scheduling should shift to accommodate. 
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These kinds of shifts would represent changes in campus and climate, a 

sometimes lengthy process. However, campus climate affects adult student 

persistence, and policy makers should keep this in mind when devising key 

documents such as a mission statement, codes of conduct, employees training 

that define roles and responsibilities, curricular development directives, cross 

departmental efforts and strategic planning initiatives. 

Finally, in order to renew America's status as the world's leader in college 

attainment, the federal government needs to transform America's community 

colleges and equip them for the twenty-first century. I recommend the 

development of a federal law similar to the No Child Left Behind Act, (NCLB) for 

community colleges which would promote accountability. Although, NClB 

contains scant mention of community colleges or other postsecondary 

institutions, the landmark law aimed at improving public schools has had a 

profound and lasting effect on community colleges. 

Community colleges playa pivotal role in education and training in the 

United States. They have demonstrated their ability to provide a solid education 

at a good value, and to function as an important engine of workforce 

development for local communities. The economy ofthe twenty-first century 

calls for a skilled workforce and expansion of opportunities for rigorous, 

research-based education and training for all. 

Even if community college remediation programs were able to meet the 

needs of just the top half of remedial students, the aggregate nationwide impact 
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could be an additional 150,000 college graduates per year, (White House Summit 

on Community Colleges, 2010). President Obama's administration is aware of 

this potential and is looking to community colleges to help the United States out 

of the economic crisis and meet our longer-term needs for more college 

graduates. 

New federal laws can transform our community colleges into engines of 

opportunity and prosperity by targeting new investments to those colleges that 

succeed in helping their students succeed. To that end, the federal government 

should implement the following reforms: 

1. 	 Stimulate instructional innovations and practices to increase the 

quality of community college education by devoting funding to 

evaluate and improve practices enhancing community college 

education 

2. 	 Support the improvement of student data systems necessary to 

measure and track ESL community college student outcomes, 

guide funding, improve accountability, and promote continuous 

improvement in educational quality. 

Creating new federal laws that would modify achievement goals for 

English learners would assist in achievement and consistent progress for ESL 

students, rather than expecting students with language challenges to meet the 

same standard as others. 
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Contribution to the Literature 

The study presented the experiences of first generation Hispanic 

immigrant students taking English as a Second Language courses at community 

colleges. Previous literature on Hispanics in community college ESL programs 

was limited, and this study will add to the literature by including a focus on the 

experiences of first generation Hispanic immigrant students. This study 

contributes to the literature by its use of social critical methodology as a way to 

promote the voices and needs of Hispanic students in community colleges. 

The research was also conducted by a Hispanic researcher, whereas in the past, 

few studies on first generation Hispanic immigrant students were conducted by a 

member oftheir own group. 

Conclusion 

The aim ofthis study was to gain a deeper understanding ofthe learning, 

personal, and establishment barriers that the first generation Hispanic immigrant 

student encounters when taking required English as a Second Language courses. 

Further, it sought to understand the educational experiences of these students 

in community colleges. As a Hispanic, the researcher focused on understanding 

the unique experiences that Hispanic students face. As a community college 

professor, the researcher shared stories with the study participants to build trust 

and to create a dialogue with them. She also used her knowledge of Hispanic 

culture and values to form questions that would help her to best understand the 

experiences of the study participants. 
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The students in this study shared many experiences and stories, which 

revealed their perseverance, intelligence, compassion, and inner strength. Their 

direct involvement with this research and their recommendations for 

policymakers contribute insight and practical suggestions for those who want to 

improve education for first generation Hispanic immigrants in ESL courses. 

The dedication of these students to their studies, their families, their 

peers, and their jobs shows the tremendous promise that Hispanics in the future 

will bring to the fields of computer science, law, communications, early 

childhood education, physical education, business, and other fields. The study 

dispelled some myths surrounding Hispanics, especially the myth that Hispanic 

families do not support their children's education. It also dispelled the myth that 

Hispanics do poorly in college because they are English as a Second Language 

learner. The students in the study showed that the ESL students benefitted 

tremendously from ESL education as they entered college-credit courses, 

regardless of the struggles experienced. 

The students showed that an education system that does not properly 

assess, place, teach, and support second-language learners creates unnecessary 

roadblocks for Hispanic learners at the community college level. They also 

provided insight into what motivated them to stay in school and how those 

motivators helped them to negotiate the road blocks they faced in their own 

pursuit of an education. Educators and administrators who are serious about 

educating Hispanics need to listen to the stories, advice, and aspirations of these 
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students. Practicing student-centered instruction, providing appropriate student 

assessment, gaining cultural competency, creating welcoming environments, and 

exercising culturally responsive teaching methods are ways that community 

college teachers and administrators can support and promote the success of 

Hispanic students. 

Creating campus communities that support Hispanic immigrant students, 

as well as traditional students, makes sense when increasing numbers of 

Hispanics are entering community colleges. Educating Hispanics is a crucial step 

toward providing students with the skills and knowledge they need to improve 

themselves, their families, and their communities. As educators, we should take 

the crucial steps of building campus communities that support these students as 

they strive toward a positive and just future. 
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Table 1 
Taxonomy: Assessment Tools Used by Community College Institutions 

Institution Assessment Tools 
-----­

Atlantic Cape CC Compass ESL and in-house essay test 

Bergen CC Accuplacer, CASAS; Marano/NYCE 

Brookdale CC Michigan Test (reading & listening). In-house essay questions and oral interview 

Burlington CC Accuplacer ESL Reading Placement Test, Accuplacer ESL Language Placement Test, Oral Interview, 
Written Essay 

Camden County CC ESL Accuplacer 

County College Morris Accuplacer - LOEP 

Cumberland CC COMPASS-ESL Computerized assessment, oral interviews, Accuplacer (limited) 

EssexCC Holistic writing test - Scored by 2 or 3 faculty members, and/or interview. Accuplacer-used for math. 

Gloucester CC Best Plus, TABE 

Hudson County CC Accuplacer (LOEP); In-house writing assessment 

Mercer County CC Accuplacer, Marano placement 

Middlesex CC Accuplacer ESL test and oral interview 

Ocean CC Michigan Placement Test. In-house composition assessment. Oral interview 

Passaic County CC Oral interview, grammar multiple choice, 30 minute essay 

Raritan Valley CC Accupl(J~~r,LOEP 

Sussex County CC CELT, Comprehensive English language test, Best Plus, Basic English skills test 

Union CC Oral interview followed by one of 3 in-house written placement tests (advanced, basic or native language 
test) 
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Table 3 
Profile of Focus Group Participants: Group 1 Beginner, Group 2 Beginning-Intermediate, Group 3 Advance 
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Informant 
lD. # 

Gender Country of Origin Date of Entry Age 

FG 1#1 Female Dom. Republic 1999 36 

FG1#2 Male Costa Rica 2001 37 

FG1#3 I~ • Mexico 2000 36 

FG1#4 Male Ecuador 2004 24 

FG1#5 Female Columbia 1998 34 

FG2#1 Male Venezuela 2004 32 

FG2#2 Male Venezuela 2001 39 

FG2#3 Male Mexico 2001 140 

FG2#4 Female Honduras 1997 133 

FG2#5 Female Ecuador 2007 24 

FG2#6 Female Columbia 2001 24 

FG2#7 Male Chile 2005 38 

FG3#1 Female Ar~entina 2006 26 

FG3#2 Male Columbia 1998 54 

FG3#3 Female Peru 2004 33 

FG3#4 Female Peru 2000 31 

FG3#5 Female Guatemala 2005 39 

FG3#6 Male Puerto Rico 2003 23 
." 

FG3#7 Male Cuba 2002 29 

FG3#8 Male Mexico 2003 31 

FG3#9 Male Dom. Republic 2001 29 


