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College access programs should shift the pedagogy that they employ to one

that positions first-generation college students as actors in and owners of their

own transition process.

Despite the proliferation of college
access programs, limited attention
has been given to differences in the
ways low-income and affluent stu-
dents acquire and employ social and
academic capital to gain access to the
college of their choosing. Similarly,
little attention has been given to the
pedagogy that frames college access
programs, including a deeper under-
standing that college-going capital
is very rarely built through direct
instruction. Rather it is deeply rooted
in a series of personal experiences
of college campuses built over long
periods of time. While lack of access
to “dominant”’ resources of social
and cultural capital (Carter, 2003) has
been clearly established in the college

access literature as an important
barrier to higher education, many
researchers indicate the need for a
better understanding of the complex,
multifaceted nature of how these
resources function.

This critical essay is based on
ethnographic research that followed
thirteen students (from different
social classes and racial background)
through the college application pro-
cess during their senior year of high
school? (Bloom, 2007). The study’s
purpose was to understand the accu-
mulation and use of social and cultural
capital by critically analyzing the
resources first-generation students
and families appear to lack. Moreover,
the study was concerned with identi-

! Carter (2003) posits a conceptual distinction between “dominant” and “non-dominant” cultural
capital. She argues that there is an “ethnocentric bias in the conventional use of cultural capital.
Cultural capital's significance is often predicated on the experiences of the dominant social class;

the multiple ways cultural resources of other groups also convert into capital are ignored” (p. 137).

2 Six of the students came from families where parents held B.A.s, while seven were first-generation
college-goers. Seven were Latino, three were African American, and three were Caucasian.

fying important social and cultural
resources that middle- and upper-
middle-class students and families
bring to the college transition.

This essay asks: What are the
processes through which students
develop concrete college aspirations
and a sense of efficacy in pursuing
those aspirations? How is an under-
standing of the landscape of higher
education (the differences between
public and private, small and large,
liberal arts or vocational colleges, etc.)
built over time, and what exactly leads
students to consider—or not consider—
more selective institutions and schools
across a greater geographic range? What
kinds of social networks are needed to
successfully navigate the application
process? In each of these areas, the
study attempts to move beyond noting
differences across race and class
to exploring the processes through
which these differences are created.







