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ABSTRACT 

 

Despite increasing gains in the number of African Americans obtaining university 

degrees, they remain underrepresented in many career paths.  This dissertation examines 

how low-income, urban, African American students, who attend university, discover and 

select careers.  By examining this process, I attempt to make more explicit the reasoning 

behind their career choices.  Using a phenomenological approach, I investigated the lived 

experiences of 12 students who were part of an auxiliary educational program and who 

were attending a large research university in their home city.  Bourdieu’s concepts of 

habitus, social capital, and practice, along with the concept of code-switching, provided 

the framework to examine the student’s experiences and choices.  Interviews were also 

conducted with 2 staff members from the auxiliary program and 2 staff members from the 

university career center. All twelve students exhibited a strong sense of self-efficacy and 

expressed confidence about the career choices they made.  However, they appear to make 

career choices based on very limited and generic career exposure opportunities.   

          Recommendations for how to expose and encourage low-income, urban, African 

American students towards fields in which African Americans are underrepresented 

include more concentrated efforts to generate alternative networking/social capital 

building relationships, increasing the number of career research projects students 

complete while in high school, and more resources and support for guidance staff/career 

counselors at urban high schools. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 The American Dream is something all citizens are told they can aspire to achieve.  

Although we are a nation of many ethnicities, religions, and socioeconomic classes, the 

mainstream belief is that anyone who works hard enough can pull themselves up (often 

by their own bootstraps) and become somebody.  From Ford, to Rockefeller, to Winfrey, 

America is full of examples of people who claimed a piece of the American Dream.   

 At the same time, their success stories often make it harder for people to 

understand the struggles of those who don’t make it.  Why are some people able to zero 

in on a career goal, or objective in life, and work to make it happen while others are not?  

What makes some careers viable to some people, while being invisible to others?  These 

questions are particularly important given the current state of public education, especially 

in cities, and the rapidly changing and increasingly technological needs of the job market.   

 Linda Darling-Hammond states that, “young people of color will be a majority of 

public school students by 2025, [but] investments in their education remain highly 

unequal and inadequate to meet today’s demands for the kinds of learning needed in the 

labor market” (p. 16, 2010).  At the same time, some researchers and social scientists 

point to class barriers as a primary barrier to achieving success (Bourdieu & Passerson, 

2011; Willis, 1982; Lareau, 2002).  In this post-Great Recession period the U.S. is still 

struggling with a weak labor market that has been particularly hard for young people.  An 

Economic Policy Institute Briefing Paper states that as of April 2013, “For young high 

school graduates, the unemployment rate is 22.9 percent…and the underemployment rate 

is 51.5 percent” (Shierholz, et. al, 2013).  The outlook for college graduates is not much 
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better at 8.8 percent unemployment and 18.3 percent underemployment respectively, 

(ibid, 2013).  These numbers are even higher when only African American youth are 

examined.  As of February 2013 the unemployment rate stood at 44.7 percent for African 

American college graduates (ibid, 2013).   

Low-income, African American students in traditional urban public high schools 

are not exposed to many career options or career role models in the same ways as 

students at better funded suburban schools or private schools.  Instead, urban school 

students attend schools with teachers and staff members that tend to assume that their 

charges aren’t able to succeed beyond their present surrounding (Noguera, 2003).  

Research has shown that this in turn effects how and what gets taught in the urban 

classroom as well as how schools are funded (Cuban & Usdan, 2003; Darling-Hammond, 

2010; Noguera, 2003).  Low expectations not only will affect how a teacher teaches, but 

also how and what students learn as it relates to what is shared in the classroom.  Classes 

in urban schools tend to be large in size, located in poorly funded schools and lacking in 

educational tools and equipment (Wilson, 1996-97).   And, the expectations of the 

students themselves is shaped by the learning opportunities they are given.  This in turn 

effects their future aspirations (which may or may not have been higher prior to 

encounters with certain school influences).  Prudence Carter notes that many low-income, 

urban African American (and Latino) students, contrary to popular belief, buy into the 

notion that being educated opens doors to occupational and life successes (2005).  

However, she also explains that they do not always believe that they or those like them 

culturally, will be able to take advantage, or be treated as equally as their white 

counterparts, on the academic road to success (ibid, 2005). While students may believe 
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that school is supposed to be the place where learning and opportunity is fully realized, 

what we see from the research is that oftentimes the students themselves, because of 

racism and feelings of otherness, may have lower expectations.  Anderson’s work points 

to one possible answer tied to feelings of otherness: 

Impacted by profound social isolation, the children face the basic problem  

of alienation.  Many students become smug in their lack of appreciation of 

what the business of school is and how it is connected with the world out- 

side.  In addition, they seldom encounter successful black people who have  

gone through school and gone on to do well (Anderson, p. 97, 1999). 

 

If these students’ experiences of school do not reinforce an aspirational outlook for their 

futures, where might they turn to see what their future holds?  Their homes and 

neighborhoods hold a piece of that answer. 

 In order to understand how low income African American neighborhoods look 

today, a brief historical examination of how they were created is, I feel, a necessary step.  

Low-income, African American urban neighborhoods did not spring up as a result of 

development planning the way suburban neighborhoods and developments are created 

today.  They are instead a direct result of what historians call The Great Migration.  From 

the First World War all the way up until the 1970’s, 6 million black families from the 

South made their way across the United States and the majority of them settled in 

northern cities (Wilkerson, 2010).  These migrants did not come with pockets full of 

money and they didn’t leave robust educational institutions behind.  They came looking 

for work and educational opportunities for themselves and their children.  “Nothing was 

more persistent in the first half of the twentieth century than the disparity between the 

money spent for the education of white children and that spent for the education of black 

children,” (Franklin & Moss, 1994).  However, while this may have been the norm in the 
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South, African Americans soon found that the North would not turn out to be the beacon 

of hope and change that they expected it to be for them and their families.  In the early 

1900’s, “rioting in the North was as vicious and almost as prevalent as it was in the 

South”, (ibid. 1994).  Additionally, adequate training and education opportunities for 

work were severely limited.  That, coupled with discrimination practices, particularly 

related to housing, resulted in concentrations of blacks in low-income, urban 

communities.  In fact, New Deal policies in the 1950’s under President Franklin D. 

Roosevelt which touted homeownership for citizens made white flight possible for those 

who previously couldn’t afford to get out of cities which were becoming increasingly 

populated by African Americans.  “Explicit racial references in the FHA’s (Federal 

Housing Authority) Underwriting Manual made it clear that the communities built…by 

the government were to be racially homogenous (and almost always white),” (Bauman, 

Biles, & Szylvian, p. 209, 2000).  The African American neighborhoods that emerged in 

the cities were not made up primarily of homeowners and working professionals, but 

instead were occupied by renters and leasers in low-wage occupations who lived under 

landlords who were not particularly diligent with ensuring that the needs of their black 

tenants were met.   Throughout recent history, concentrated efforts to create more mixed-

income housing in cities have been attempted on multiple occasions (and to an extent 

continue), the idea being that lower-income residents will likely seek to emulate their 

more successful counterparts (Joseph, Chaskin & Webber, 2007).  However, low-income 

black neighborhoods tend to remain predominantly static. Over time, this has resulted in 

the creation of a particular type of African American experience.  Or, to use the words of 

Bourdieu, was a factor in the creation of a “particular class of habitus” based not only on 
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what has happened to them, but also what they bring to the experience based on their past 

(Bourdieu, 1984). 

 A class or class fraction is defined not only by its position in the relations 

 of  production, as identified through indices such as occupation, income,  

 or even educational level, but also by a certain sex-ratio, a certain distribu- 

 tion in geographical space (which is never socially neutral) and by a whole 

 set of subsidiary characteristics which may function, in the form of tacit 

 requirements as real principles of selection or exclusion…(ibid, 1984). 

 

Urban neighborhoods have a distinct set of codes and behaviors that are generally 

exhibited by their residents (Canada, 1995 & Anderson, 1999).  These codes are not just 

created on the street, but rather have their roots also planted in the home.  Lareau’s study 

of the “invisible inequalities” inherent in the way class and race influence childrearing 

practices also notes that, “differences in family life lie not only in the advantages parents 

obtain for their children, but also in the skills they transmit to children for negotiating 

their own life paths” (p. 749, 2002).  Parents who live in low-income, urban 

neighborhoods pass certain types of social capital on to their children who not only have 

to navigate the neighborhood, but the academic environment as well.  While the social 

capital urban students hold might be needed in their neighborhood, it does not always 

help them in the classroom, the university setting, or in the acquisition of certain types of 

jobs/career fields. 

Parents of low-income, urban students tend not to be employed in fields or know 

people who work in areas such as actuarial science, bio-medical engineering, 

architecture, computer information systems, and the like.  Additionally, people with these 

types of careers tend not to live in low-income, urban neighborhoods, so students are not 

exposed even peripherally to people in these types of fields.  Nor do high school 

curricula, guidance counselors, or teachers expose students to career options such as 
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those mentioned above.  This is unfortunate because most science and math based careers 

require not just undergraduate, but graduate training as well.  Role models and mentors as 

well as family support are all key factors that contribute to whether or not African 

American students pursue these types of career paths (Armstrong, et. al., 2007).  In fact, 

in Armstrong et. al.’s research they found that, “family support was the most important 

initial influence…and had the greatest effect on whether a student chose to pursue 

ecology versus another career” outside of the sciences (p. 419).   

The importance of habitus 

Habitus is, “related to the words habit/habitual and implies a tendency to act in a 

particular way…(and is) absorbed into our cognitive structures from a very young age” 

(Tranter, 2007).  This way in which we see the world and act within it becomes second 

nature and can feel biologically based when in fact it is the external internalized.  Does it 

inhabit the person or does the person inhabit it?  Either way, habitus becomes 

reality.  Habitus “produces individual and collective practices” that repeat themselves 

over and over again,” (Bourdieu, 2011).  These practices are, in many ways, 

unconsciously thought of as a matter-of-fact way of being, but in actuality they are 

environmentally based.  Bourdieu (2008) offers a formula for understanding how 

practices manifest: 

[(habitus) (capital)] + field = practice 

“The practice of an individual or social group is thus to be analysed as the result of 

the interaction of habitus and field” (Mahar et. al, 1990).  In the case of this study, I 

am examining the practice of career selection among low-income, African American 

urban students.  This practice is related not just to their environment, which 
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includes both the student’s home and neighborhood, but is also connected to the 

field of education (secondary and higher education).  This is important because as 

Leppel et al. point out, educational and career choices are tied together (2001).   

Bourdieu defines the term field as, “a separate social universe having its own laws 

of functioning independent of those of politics and the economy” (Bourdieu, p. 162, 

1993).  Field is part of the equation that determines practice and is therefore organically 

bound to habitus and capital.  Practice, on the other hand, is the manifestation of the 

interaction between habitus and field for an individual or group of people.  Beyond just 

behaviors, it also includes ways of thinking and being and is based on history and what 

are thought to be common sense meanings.  “In practice, it is the habitus, history turned 

into nature, i.e. denied as such, which accomplishes practically the relating of these two 

systems of relations, in and through the production of practice” (Bourdieu, p. 78, 2011).  

When examining the ways in which people come to demonstrate practice, a further 

breakdown of capital for the purpose of my research is also in order: 

cultural + economic + social + academic + linguistic = capital or The Capitals 

(cultural capital can also include symbolic capital, but since the symbolic capital held by 

low-income, urban youth is relatively low in the eyes mainstream society, it’s emphasis 

here feels unnecessary). 

The various forms of capital are tangibles and intangibles that can either work as a 

positive or negative in a given field informing practice in ways that can be beneficial or 

detrimental to an agent’s future in the larger society.  Capital, as we can see from 

Bourdieu’s formula above, though not embedded within habitus, is entwined with habitus 

in such a way that they are not seen entirely as separate.  This is because one’s habitus is 
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directly affected by circumstances like how much money one’s family has (economic 

capital), the connections in one’s network (social capital), as well as one’s cultural 

trappings and affect (cultural capital). 

The phenomenon of social reproduction and the role that formal educational 

structures play in enabling the repetition of social structures has been given much focus 

by Bourdieu (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1997).  A student’s individual habitus can either be 

an asset or a liability depending on whether or not their habitus is imbued with the 

cultural capital seen as most valuable in the educational field.  “Just as our dominant 

economic institutions are structured to favour those who already possess economic 

capital, so our educational institutions are structured to favour those who already possess 

cultural capital, in the form of the habitus of the dominant cultural faction” (Harker, 

1990).  However, if cultural capital can be defined as, “informal social skills, habits, 

linguistic styles, and tastes that a person garners as a result of her or his economic 

resources,” (Allan, 2006), and then in turn informs ones desires and sensibilities, it 

follows then that cultural capital and by extension habitus, plays a significant role in 

career choice formation. 

Additionally, the importance of networks cannot be understated here, and 

networks are a part of one’s social capital.  With over 70% of the job market hidden, one 

could argue that even if urban public schools were operating at a higher level, students 

from these schools would be missing a critical piece of the employment puzzle, knowing 

the right people to make various types of employment opportunities possible.  A hidden 

job market refers to the idea that most positions in various industries are not publicly 

advertised through traditional means (job postings, job boards, placement centers, etc.).  
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Instead, referrals and word of mouth connections are primarily thought of as the best 

ways to learn about employment opportunities.  It is estimated that 75% or more of 

available jobs are tied to the hidden job market (Hansen, 2008).  As someone who works 

in a career office at a university, I see firsthand this strategy put into practice.  While we 

post jobs on an internal job board (only visible to some of our own students), many 

students report jobs to our office which were obtained through family and friend 

connections.  Neighborhood as well as family connections may offer exposure and 

contact with professions/professionals, and by extension schools, programs, or companies 

that would otherwise be unknowable.  Since 2000 a yearly average of less than 13% of 

STEM bachelor’s degrees have been awarded to African Americans (Anderson & Kim, 

2006).  The small numbers of African Americans in STEM fields, working in Silicon 

Valley (both CNN and NPR reports put the number at about 1%), or leading a Fortune 

500 company (in 2012 according to CNN there were just 6) could be indicative of 

African Americans’ status (both historically and presently) in this country as second class 

citizens or less connected in various industries.  Adler and Kwon (2002) tell us that, 

“given a prior unequal distribution of other assets, a dominant group’s use of its social 

capital can considerably enhance its dominance by helping to exclude subordinate 

categories from the information, influence, and solidarity benefits it has already accrued” 

(p. 31).   

For high school students in today’s tough economic times, choosing what to be, 

what career to undertake, takes on even more urgency and significance than it once did.  

The abundance of manufacturing and other low-skilled but often decent-paying jobs that 

were once abundant in the U.S. have all but disappeared.  “At least 70% of U.S. jobs now 
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require specialized knowledge and skills, as compared to only 5% at the dawn of the last 

century,” (Darling-Hammond, 2010).  The top “in-demand” jobs of 2010 did not even 

exist in 2004, (ibid, 2010).  These “in-demand” and “specialized knowledge and skills” 

jobs require more than a high school diploma.  Equally important to being educated 

enough to perform in these jobs is the awareness that these types of jobs even exist.  For 

many low-income, African American, urban students, there can be the added need for the 

necessary cultural and social capital that makes transition into “in-demand” or other 

specialized fields a more welcoming prospect. 

 

What do we know about how students choose careers? 

 As a former admissions counselor for a large state-related university in the 

northeast, I have heard a variety of answers to questions related to major and career 

selection.  My role was also unique in that while most of my colleagues at my institution 

as well as fellow recruiters at other colleges and universities maintained territories that 

spanned states and sometimes entire regions within the U.S. (and abroad), my territory 

consisted of one large urban city in the northeast region.   

 Due to the abysmal enrollment numbers of African American students, which 

consistently hovered around 4%, my primary task was to recruit African American 

students to attend the university.  Over the years (I was there for almost five years), I was 

able to build relationships with students and counselors at various schools throughout the 

city.  While many conversations I had with students and counselors revolved around the 

university in general, many secondary conversations were centered on major choice and 

future career aspirations.  I heard differing rationales and responses as to why a student 
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picked a particular major and therefore by extension a certain career path.  Anecdotally, I 

can say that many responses were based on a favorite or popular television show, or 

based on assumed monetary benefits, and sometimes based on classes the student 

excelled at in high school or parental/counselor suggestion.  There reached a point where 

I could predict the most popular majors based on what the most popular television dramas 

were at the time.  My experience working in admissions for a large 4-year institution 

made me wonder about the various influences on these primarily low-income, African 

American students and fueled my desire to highlight the importance of environment and 

habitus on career selection. 

 Research on career selection by African Americans points to their preference for 

social occupations and more traditional careers, (Witherspoon & Speight, 2009).  These 

occupations include fields such as social work, government positions, and education and 

include jobs and fields in which the student likely has some type of direct experience, 

such as a social worker visiting the home, or a family member working for the postal 

service. Other research has shown that depending on the level of racial identity 

development, “racism-related stress” may affect the career goals of African American 

students (Tovar-Murray, et. al., 2012).  Scholars who examined obstacles which might 

influence career selection for African American students, often focused on the student’s 

“perception” of those barriers (Brown, 1995).  However, in my opinion the word 

perception puts the onus of responsibility on the individual and doesn’t always take into 

consideration environmental restrictions of which a person may have no control.  While 

personal responsibility should be taken into account, contextual factors must be 

considered as well.  Both will have an impact on future career selection. 
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 From a developmental contextual perspective, the context does not  

 simply produce alterations in development but is influenced by the  

 organism’s (or individual’s) characteristics.  Hence, vocational  

 development is an interactive process where the individual both 

 influences and is influenced by the social, cultural, and physical 

 features of his or her environment (Whiston & Keller, 2004). 

 

This mirrors, in a way, the creation of what Bourdieu terms “practice.”  Behavior 

influenced by family, environment, and resources, which interplay with how an 

individual sees themselves and their place in the world.   To a large extent then, one’s 

habitus can and does directly impact the start of one’s career path.   

Self-efficacy beliefs as well as discriminatory practices play significant roles in 

what career fields African Americans have entered into as well as which careers have 

been neglected by this population (Witherspoon & Speight, 2009).  Albert Bandura 

defined perceived self-efficacy as “people’s beliefs about their capabilities to produce 

effects” (Bandura, 1994).  A key component in Bandura’s social cognitive theory, self-

efficacy, comes from an individual’s, previous successes, observing others and listening 

to suggestions and is also prominent as a concept in social cognitive career theory 

(Swanson & Fouad, 2010).  Originally applied to the career choices of women in the 

early 1980’s, self-efficacy related to social cognitive career theory was used to explain 

why women’s career choices were seemingly limited in scope (ibid., 2010).  Since then, 

scholars have looked at other individual variables such as ethnicity and class which could 

impact self-efficacy beliefs and therefore career choice (Lent, et. al., 1994). 

A number of studies examined self-efficacy beliefs and their impact on career 

choice among African Americans, however findings were inconclusive (Witherspoon & 

Speight, 2009).  These quantitative studies cannot, however, get at the feelings and 

experiences of the students.  In order to capture these nuances, I believe a certain amount 
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of empathy on the part of the researcher is important.  Unlike quantitative research, one 

key element that is sometimes used in qualitative research, and which receives both 

positive and negative support from qualitative researchers themselves, is the use of 

empathy.  As a verbal and non-verbal communication tool, empathy can help 

interviewees feel heard and understood and facilitate openness during the gathering of 

data (Gair, 2011).  One need not be from the same class, ethnicity, sex, or other defining 

trait in order to exhibit empathy.  Like Carl Rogers, I believe that empathy can be taught 

(ibid., 2011) and as a trained counselor, it is a skill that I have actively cultivated over the 

years.  Although my life experiences will likely be different from those that I am 

interviewing, our larger shared history rooted in the collective African American 

experience, will I hope, allow me to be perceived as somewhat of an “insider” and 

coupled with empathy, create an atmosphere which will be conducive to collecting 

information about the lived experiences of the students in my study.   

Bourdieu brought to the forefront the concepts of habitus, capital, field, and 

practice; concepts that are the foundation for my research into the career decision-making 

practices of low income, urban, African American students.  A qualitative study can 

provide more insight into the how and why of particular behaviors.  “Qualitative research 

is well-suited to defining and describing problems and processes from an emic 

perspective that is rooted in social context,” (Horvat, 2013).  The career choices that low-

income, urban, African American students make have implications for themselves as well 

as our larger society, and those choices are influenced not just by who they are, but also 

by where they come from, what and how they are taught (both in school and in their 

neighborhoods), and who they know.   
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Problem Statement 

 Occupational choice has the potential to change life circumstances, concurrently 

life circumstances can also influence occupational choice.  So much of one’s future is 

contingent upon what one does for a living.  Where one will be able to live, how much 

discretionary funds one will have, the length and types of vacations available, and the 

types of educational options available to one’s family are all affected by the type of job 

one holds.  While some research points to social class barriers, other research points to 

race and/or ethnicity as a leading factor in career decision-making (Metz, et. al., 2009, 

Whiston & Keller, 2004).  Still others have done extensive research on gender and the 

influence one’s sex and role modeling has on future career aspirations (Quimby & 

DeSantis, 2006; Whiston & Keller, 2004).  However, most of these studies 

compartmentalize students and focus on only one aspect of their existence: race/ethnicity, 

gender, family influence, culture, or socio-economic class, as the dominant influence of 

major or career choice.  In the complex world of human identity can one factor speak for 

all?  Or, is it a combination of these factors that influence career choice?  I believe it is 

the latter. 

 The residents of a neighborhood and their occupations are strong indicators for 

the future of its younger residents (Carter, 2005).  Neighbors, like family members, are 

keepers of cultural capital that is passed on to younger members of their communities.  In 

addition to cultural capital, social capital is also associated with neighborhood 

connections.  It is in one’s neighborhood where, outside of family, one sees firsthand 

people who work (or don’t) and how livings are made.  “Such social ties expose students 

to specific messages about mobility and attainment,” (ibid, p. 147, 2005).  For middle and 
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upper class students, their neighborhood and residences can be ripe with possibilities.  

One example is my neighborhood.  My son is growing up on a multi-racial block with a 

judge, engineer, teacher, nurse, and 2 small business owners all living within the five 

houses surrounding our home.  My nephew in inner-city Detroit, on the other hand, is 

growing up in an economically poor neighborhood with high unemployment and drug 

use.  My half-sister’s block contains 15 houses, all occupied by one or more adults and 

children.  Currently, 6 people (including my sister) are employed that live on the block.  

The rest are unemployed and spend most of the day hanging around outside in the 

neighborhood.  This worries my sister because they can see when she is home and when 

she isn’t (and in the last two years she has experienced a home invasion).  She talks about 

wanting to leave “the hood”, but she also expresses a connection to it that gives her pause 

about actually moving out.   

I grew up in middle and later upper-middle class neighborhoods, with many of the 

same types of examples in my neighborhoods that my son now has; my half-sister grew 

up in the same neighborhood in which she and her son now live (in a house around the 

corner from her mother).  She has never really talked about having a career and 

occasionally works.  We will pass down very different social networks and cultural 

capital to our children. 

 Brown (2004) makes a very important point when he writes, “Although there are 

racial/ethnic minorities at all socioeconomic levels, there is a general recognition that 

race/ethnic group membership and socioeconomic status (SES) are either confounded or 

interrelated.”  Contrary to mainstream society and media portrayals, the black community 

is not and has never been a monolithic entity.  DuBois’ 1899 study, The Philadelphia 
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Negro, was a groundbreaking ethnographic study in which DuBois documented the 

existence of four distinct classes within the black community (Anderson, 1999).  Those 

four classes, although not on par with the larger white society of the time, was made up 

of an upper class/middle class, a working class, a lower class, and a bottom class.  This 

bottom class has its counterpart in today’s urban underclass and, I would argue that both 

classes struggle with the same issues.  Dubois notes that the young black men that he 

observed were struggling primarily from, “lack of education, connections, social skills, 

and white skin color, as well as the adoption of a certain outlook, an unwillingness to 

work, and a lack of hope for the future” (ibid, p. 109, 1999).  Compared with larger 

segments of society, these young people not only lacked economic capital but social and 

cultural capital as well.  Their practice, or way of being, essentially made it more difficult 

for them to find success in the larger society.  We can see the effects of this in today’s 

low-income, urban neighborhoods.  The result is continued unemployment or 

underemployment for a large segment of society.  As Rothstein states, “Blacks did not 

become over-represented in the lower class in America because their genetic makeup was 

inferior, but because they were enslaved, then segregated and barred from equal 

opportunity for more than a century” (2004).  Historical factors such as slavery, Jim 

Crow, and separate but equal policies and laws can help to explain and help us 

understand what happened, but it doesn’t fix the problem.  Today, funding, curricula, 

afterschool activities such as clubs, sports, and art/music exposure are hindered or 

expanded for a student based on where they live and what school they attend, which then 

informs their habitus.  This fact can have a direct bearing on future career prospects as 

well as how a person comes to see themselves and their place in the world. 
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 The concept of the double-consciousness of African Americans is known as one 

of the most significant contributions made by sociologist W.E.B. DuBois.  It helped 

deepen the understanding of the African American experience in America.  That African 

Americans were largely considered a “problem” in America at the same time they were 

striving for a higher status was very peculiar to the African American experience at the 

time of DuBois’ writing (DuBois, 1990).  At the same time, DuBois introduced the idea 

that African Americans longed to reconcile their African-ness with their wish to be a part 

of what we now largely refer to as the American Dream.  On one hand, double-

consciousness within the African American community is often linked to the negative 

perceptions of that community by the outside world.  These perceptions, reinforced 

through stereotypes, can become the lens through which some in the African American 

community see themselves, or even more importantly how they believe the African 

American community should be defined.  This often leads to negative self-images and 

low self-esteem.  For those who are able to see themselves beyond the stereotype, their 

double-consciousness can manifest through what Elijah Anderson defines as “code-

switching” (Anderson 1999).  Code-switching allows them to navigate two very different 

worlds but also, I believe, brings to light almost daily the double-consciousness that lies 

within them.  Code-switching should not be confused with acting white.  The work of 

Prudence Carter provides a more nuanced understanding of code-switching than simply 

giving more value to one set of dispositions over another.  It is more a matter of 

positioning, “since dominant cultural capital facilitates success within mainstream 

institutions and organizations” (Carter, p. 139, 2003).  “Those individuals who choose the 

balancing act of maintaining both dominant and non-dominant cultural capital are likely 
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to acquire valued status positions within both their lower status community and the wider 

society” (ibid, 2003).  If code-switching makes movement within mainstream society 

easier, then the ability and willingness to code-switch can have influence on career 

choice.  This could be especially true when students are considering in which professions 

they may feel most comfortable and capable. 

 

Research Questions 

Low income, African American students in traditional urban public high schools 

are not exposed to various career options or career role models in the same ways as 

students at better funded suburban schools or private schools.  This study examines how 

low-income, urban, African American students come to settle on career choices.  It 

explores how they see themselves in relation to career opportunities and the world around 

them.   

 The following questions guide this study: 

 How do urban students discover and select careers they have chosen to 

pursue?   

 What is the relationship between their career choice and their 

environment?   

 How is occupational choice influenced by habitus?   

Answers to these questions could be useful to counselors and auxiliary programs that 

seek to extend future choices for students regardless of educational and/or home 

environment. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Career choice sets the stage for a person’s adult life.  The decision to perform a 

certain role (profession) in society impacts not just the individual, but also potentially 

their current family, future family, neighborhood, and social circle(s).  Additionally, 

career choice can be seen as influenced by the above-mentioned factors as well.  This 

literature review will organize previous research surrounding concepts such as habitus, 

social capital, self-efficacy, and career-decision-making, examining how these factors 

work to sway an individual towards (or away) from certain careers. 

 

Understanding Habitus 

Habitus can be thought of as a lens, a “mental filter that structures an individual’s 

perceptions, experiences, and practices such that the world takes on a taken-for-granted, 

common sense appearance” (Appelrouth and Edles, 2008).  One example of this 

phenomenon can be found in Paul Willis’ examination of social reproduction in his book 

Learning to labor: how working class kids get working class jobs.  This study (which 

takes place in England but has applicability to the U.S.) demonstrates how students in a 

working class neighborhood navigate the academic structure of their school, their social 

lives in school and in their neighborhood, as well as their home life and parental 

influence.  While much of Willis’ research points to schools as sites of social 

reproduction due to their structure and faculty attitudes, he also shows how community 

practices and beliefs infiltrated the hallways and classrooms.  For many of the boys’ 

parents, practical knowledge trumped theoretical knowledge and therefore school as a 

useful tool for advancement was not always recognized.  “The lads” (the central 
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characters in Willis’ study) and their habitus was based on more than just working class 

culture.  They had their own “alternative maps of social reality” and “counter-school 

culture” that included ways of seeing themselves, others, and their place in the larger 

world.  While there was at times doubt present in their actions and words, overall there 

was a sense of pride and commitment to their values and an intrinsic sense of worth that, 

for this group, could not be influenced by outsiders (school faculty and staff).   

The social reproduction that occurs in schools and is evidenced by the earlier work of 

Bourdieu and later Willis and others, demonstrates that mechanisms are in place that 

maintain the status quo.  Here in the United States, low-income, African American, urban 

students also have their own ways of being (Howard, 2003; Anderson, 1999), however, 

there is also the lure of the American Dream, and that, for some, may be a greater pull 

than their neighborhood.  However, desiring the American Dream, and having the 

wherewithal and support to attain it are not the same things. 

Annette Lareau conducted a study that illustrated how social class affects 

parenting approaches/techniques and subsequently the educational opportunities afforded 

to children (Lareau, 2002).  The economic status of the parent resulted not only in a 

noticeable difference in language use (ie. the encouragement or lack thereof; reasoning, 

observation and judgment skills), but in social connections and extra-curricular activities 

as well (ibid, 2002).  This action, and lack of action, by middle and lower class parents 

respectively feeds the social reproduction mechanism in our society and subsequently 

how the children of those students function in school.  Lareau’s research pointed to the 

effect that different parenting styles, family life, and social skills has on the different 

opportunities for low income and middle class students.  So too does discrimination play 
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a role, as stated by Jacobsen (1999) who points out in her work, “If you [grow] up in a 

family whose class, race, or other type of difference meant that your parents and 

grandparents were discriminated against, its history obviously affected the educational 

and occupations choices available to you.”  For some students, there are multiple burdens 

at work against their progress towards more varied and potentially more lucrative career 

choices.  Neighborhood, social class, family, and discrimination can all play a part in 

shaping career choices and maintaining social reproduction.   

The work of scholars like Wacquant (2013) point to the need for a more 

multilayered understanding of habitus, based on Bourdieu’s seminal work Distinction 

where he expounds on the awareness of a primary and secondary habitus.  The primary 

habitus is acquired in early childhood, while the secondary habitus “is any system of 

transposable schemata that becomes grafted subsequently, through specialized 

pedagogical labor,” (ibid, p. 5, 2013).  This counters the static label often applied to 

habitus.  Although Wacquant was interested in the world of pugilists, this understanding 

can be important when considering how urban, low-income, African American students 

navigate their world.   

Conceptualizing habitus in terms of future employment goals, Dumais (2002) stated that, 

“having high occupational expectations contributes to a student receiving higher grades” 

in school.  This “internalization of possibility” is then externalized through one’s 

approach to schooling (Horvat, 2003).  Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital 

compliments his idea that schools are sites of reproduction (1993).  It is in direct contrast 

with current beliefs about public education.  Current American ideology touts schools as 

meritocracies where if students are smart enough and work hard enough they can rise 
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above their circumstances.  This belief continues despite scholarly work demonstrates the 

opposite (Larabee, 1997; Lareau, 2002; Anyon, 2005).   

 

Social Capital – the gateway to careers? 

 A common phrase uttered by people inside and outside of the career service 

industry when explaining what makes a person successful in finding a job is, “it’s not 

what you know, but who you know.”  This phrase is often applied to job seekers and 

students on the hunt for internships and full-time jobs.  It is also linked to the idea of a 

hidden job market, sometimes referred to as the “closed job market” which is often where 

it is said that the majority of jobs can be found and which are shared through networking 

(Hansen, 2008).  I believe the same can be said about discovering what kinds of jobs and 

career fields are available to students.   

The accumulation of these various forms of capital, or the lack thereof, feeds the 

social reproduction mechanism in our society affecting the lives, positively or negatively, 

of the parents and by extension the students with, or without, the various forms of capital.  

Within urban communities, the act of code switching allows for the shifting of 

mannerisms, of ways of being, between fields.  However, this shifting of affectation that 

Anderson (1999) studies in Code of the street is more than just behavior; it also includes 

speech.  Code-switching in the urban community (and one could argue the larger African 

American community as well) has its origins in what Smitherman (1983) refers to as 

Black English.  This language has, over time, come to be legitimized by scholars as a 

“viable, systematic communication system,” (ibid, 1983). It demonstrates a shared history 

and understanding and is useful for movement through particular neighborhoods, but not 
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necessarily the field of education.  This is not to say that the cultural and social capital 

held by urban students and their families is of no value.  One the contrary, for navigating 

their day-to-day lives it is oftentimes necessary for survival.  Others manage to leverage 

their cultural capital into successful entertainment careers or other non-traditional careers 

without the need for academic achievement.  However, these types of examples are 

insignificant when compared to the majority of students who are pushed through or drop 

out of the public education system, never getting the opportunity to pursue higher 

education. 

Appelrouth and Edles define fields as, “relatively autonomous arenas within 

which actors…mobilize their capital in an effort to capture the stakes” (2008).  The 

academic “arena” or field, as pointed out earlier, has its roots in elite society and has 

never really fit comfortably in the realm of the urban environment.  “The habitus of the 

dominant social and cultural fraction acts as a multiplier of educational capital…in the 

field of education (Harker, 1990).  Those who already possess said capital (middle and 

upper class students) because of their home life and family/community influences are 

ahead of the game, so to speak, in the educational field.  Those without the appropriate 

capital, because of their community and habitus are at a disadvantage.  Even if those 

students without the necessary capital are exposed to the “correct” social and cultural 

capital in school it is still less than what upper and middle class students will have 

acquired.  Additionally, different forms of capital are not necessarily complimentary 

within a given field, especially when such capital is not held by the dominant culture.  So 

while the family may carry a certain type of cultural or social capital to impart to their 

children, the capital produced through the field of education may not be compatible.  
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When comparing the influence of different capitals, family capital more often than not 

wins (ibid, 1990).  This would appear to bear out in the seemingly unchanged status and 

low achievement in urban schools.  Those with backgrounds similar to the dominant 

culture who inherit the cultural and social capital embedded within the educational field 

are more successful than those with little to no relevant capital.  Thus, inequalities 

continue. 

Schools that educate low income students and who do not have the resources to 

address and supplement the skill sets that many middle class students have, or provide the 

extracurricular activities and social connections afforded to middle class students become 

(un)willing accomplices in the maintenance of the status quo.  Consequently, exposure to 

occupational opportunities are limited and feelings of connection to fields of work and 

careers will be disparate.  

As more and more low-income urban students are afforded the opportunity to 

obtain a bachelor’s degree (and some beyond that) it is important to understand what, 

beyond just educational opportunities, they need in order to become successful citizens. It 

is also important to understand where they are coming from, so to speak, as well as how 

this determines what avenues will be available to them in the future. 

College is often depicted as the great equalizer providing the educational capital 

necessary for an individual to move from poverty or low-income status to a higher 

socioeconomic status.  This educational capital then allows for the attainment of jobs 

which provide more economic capital which then provides the means to relocate from 

poor, depressed neighborhoods.  However, the United States has not promoted equal 

opportunity for all of its citizens since its founding.  Not only is U.S. society plagued by 
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classism and socioeconomic stratification, but the seeds of racism have also been deeply 

rooted and continue to produce a bitter fruit for many of its citizens of color, particularly 

those who are the descendants of what was once legal slavery.  Research points to 

evidence that “racism-related stress” has a statistically significant impact on the career 

aspirations of African American students (Tovar-Murray, et. al, 2012).  This research is 

in line with earlier findings that showed that ethnic minorities face significant barriers to 

many types of careers (Fouad and Byars-Winston, 2005).  If college is providing 

educational capital, are low-income African American students able to process and put to 

work that capital especially if they only see college as a means to an end?  The 

perception of barriers as well as racism, are important factors to consider when 

examining career choice.  These factors can impact whether or not low-income, 

African American, urban students are consciously building social capital while in 

college, rather than just trying to check the educational box, so to speak. 

 

Understanding Career Decision-Making 

 “For better or worse, our choice of work colors the perceptual lens through which 

others often view us and through which we often view ourselves” (Niles and Harris-

Bowlsbey, p. 2, 2002).  A common question when meeting someone for the first time is 

to inquire what do you do?  This question is often tossed around in social settings, 

networking events, and community gatherings.  Judgments can be and are often made 

based on the response given to such a question (rightly or unjustly).   

Gottfredson noted in her monograph of the theory of circumscription and 

compromise that, “a lower-class child is most likely to orient to the lower class and adopt 



26 
 

its standards for success, and a middle class child will orient to the middle class with its 

more demanding standards” (p. 563, 1981).  She goes on to suggest that factors such as 

ability, career interests, and future plans are self-imposed limits (ibid, 1981).  This 

perspective however, does not take into account historically imposed limitations such as 

racism or classism.   

 In 1968 The Journal of Negro Education published a study by Littig, which 

showed that among black (Negro) male college students, “strong achievement motivation 

and working class identification were related to aspiration to traditionally closed 

occupations."  In the mid-twentieth century opportunities that had hitherto been denied 

such as “nuclear physicist, psychologist, airline pilot, judge, architect, engineer”, were 

opening up to African Americans and those from low-income backgrounds would, if 

given opportunity (in this case of Littig’s study, attending college) were likely to take 

advantage.  Today, while the concept of “traditionally closed” occupations no longer 

applies, there are many fields in which African Americans are underrepresented.  

Affirmative Action as well as minority STEM programs and schools are making slow 

progress in moving underrepresented groups into certain career paths.  The role of habitus 

in career decision-making may provide insight into this conundrum. 

 The desire to understand what inherently drives career choice has caused 

researchers to take a number of positions from family, to personality, to environment as 

key drivers.  However, the need to pick one can do a disservice to the overall 

understanding.  Surveys and research studies note that compared to non-urban students, 

“youth of color” face different struggles and lack exposure to a wider variety of career 
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choices compared to their non-urban counterparts, but that they don’t differ when it 

comes to aspirations (Constantine, et. al., 1998). 

Herr and Niles (1994), suggested that in the twenty-first century counselors and 

career educators working with urban students must recognize that these non-white 

students, “must be seen as being in transition between cultural systems where values 

about decision making may differ.” They go on to say that these students, “must be 

challenged and encouraged to sort among these opportunities to find pathways of interest 

and value to them…and be reinforced in their personal ability to achieve their career 

goals”, (ibid, 1994).  There is an assumption here that urban students have values that are 

counter to dominant culture and that they also lack confidence in their abilities. 

I agree with Whiston and Keller (2004) when they write that, “vocational 

development, in general, is in need of a theoretical renaissance and that new theoretical 

perspectives need to incorporate both contextual and interpersonal factors with attention 

to relational influences on vocational development.”  Bourdieuian theory allows for the 

examination of all three influences and avoids the need to take sides.  “Although habitus 

is attached to the individual as a biological unit, habits stem from socialization processes 

(internalization) that are collective (family, class, status group, gender, etc.)” (Swartz, 

2002).  Family, personality, and environment are all intertwined in habitus and these 

factors play a role in careers an individual may choose from and later, the one they 

choose to pursue.   

 When people talk about what they do some call it a job, career, or calling and 

depending on which camp one falls in there is an indication of choice and decision-

making or a lack thereof.  People often take or find themselves in a job, which I define as 
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a position in which the persona has no or limited choice in what they do for a living and 

which holds no special meaning for them.  A career can be a job or series of jobs one has 

had related to their desired or stumbled upon field, which I define as a limited choice or a 

decision made by opportunity.  A calling is that rarest of breeds in a capitalist society, 

which I have defined as what one feels chosen or called upon to do.  The ability to make 

a choice related to a career or calling is directly related, I believe, to the career decision-

making power an individual has as well as their self-efficacy.  Self-efficacy is best 

explained as “people’s judgments of their capabilities to organize and execute courses of 

action required to attain designated types of performances” (Bandura, p. 391. 1986).  The 

idea of self-efficacy is centered on the individual’s perception of themselves. As the 

famous Henry Ford once said, “Whether you think you can, or you think you can’t – 

you’re right.”   

Self-efficacy is a key component within Social Cognitive Career Theory, with the 

other two main components being outcome expectations and goals (Lent et al., 1994).   

Self-efficacy refers to beliefs people have about their ability to success- 

fully complete the steps required for a given task.  These beliefs are not  

fixed, but are rather constantly changing based on interactions with other  

people, the environment, and one’s own behaviors  

(Gibbons and Shoffner, 2004). 

 

 

Research shows that self-efficacy is “highly influential” in determining what careers 

adults can see themselves doing as well as eventually what careers they will pursue, more 

so than the personality matching made popular by psychologist John Holland (Bandura, 

et. al., 2001).    Research has demonstrated that self-efficacy is a determining factor in 

why women traditionally don’t select STEM related careers (Betz & Hackett, 1981).  

Further research that built on this understanding demonstrated that beyond self-efficacy, 
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stereotype threat could also influence women’s choices for science-based careers 

(Deemer, et. al., 2014).  The idea that both internal (self-efficacy) and external 

(stereotype threat) factors effect career choice can extend beyond women in the sciences 

and include other groups in underrepresented fields.   Ozbilgin, et. al., also link 

Bourdieu’s concept of dispositions and the fact that it “embraces both habitual and 

cognitive elements” as well as the concept of habitus as supportive of how social 

cognitive career theory explains career choice (2004).  Beyond what an individual 

believes about themselves, it is important to consider where they come from and what 

problems or difficulties might arise in their life and surroundings and how that impacts 

their perceived choices: 

In particular, self-efficacy percepts are postulated as helping to determine one’s 

choice of activities and environments, as well as one’s efforts to expenditure, 

persistence, thought patterns and emotional reactions when confronted with 

obstacles (Lent, et. al., 1994). 

 

However, unlike Lent, Brown, and Hacket who state that, “over the course of childhood 

and adolescence, people’s environments expose them to a wide array of activities and 

potential career relevance” (ibid. 1994), I believe that environmental factors, particularly 

for low-income, urban, African American students, may prohibit exposure to certain 

potentialities.  If habitus can be thought of as a lens, a way of seeing oneself and one’s 

place in the world, self-efficacy is the tint which is on that lens and I would argue that 

some tints are more clouded than others.  That tint may be self-applied, but could also be 

affected by environment. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

Rationale & Assumptions 

 Empirical research examining how low-income, urban, African American youth 

come to make career choices is minimal.  There is much in the current annals of 

educational research on topics such as acting black, social reproduction, and the 

dysfunctionality of urban schools.  While studies in these areas can help society 

understand the opportunity gap facing most urban students, they rarely go beyond 

explaining how the gap manifests in the post-secondary experience of those students.  

The opportunity gap is, more often than not, used to explain disparities in educational 

experiences (Flores, 2007) and a recently released book edited by Carter and Welner 

(2013) examines the complexities of this issue from multiple perspectives.  More and 

more frequently, the term is being used in mainstream newspapers such as The 

Washington Post, The New York Times, and The Boston Globe, and this speaks to the 

increasingly popular discourse among U.S. citizens to lament about the disparities in the 

educational system at the same time that many urban schools face funding struggles 

(Philadelphia, Los Angeles, and Detroit being current examples).  Additionally, just last 

year, U.S. Secretary of Education, Arne Duncan, gave a speech entitled, “Closing the 

Opportunity Gap” at the Brown v. Board of Education National Historic Site (web 

source).  While there is much discussion about the opportunity gap, this is little or no 

discussion about how the gap affects career choice. 

 Although more low-income, African American students are accessing higher 

education, if factors such as socioeconomic class, ethnicity, and racism, can and do 
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influence career decision-making, it is important to understand and give voice to how 

those students select careers.  A Bourdieuian framework, focusing on habitus, will allow 

for an examination that includes race, class, family and identity influencers on career 

decision-making.  I believe it is not just one of these factors, but rather a combination of 

them that serves to propel or dissuade an individual towards a certain career goal.   

This qualitative study will primarily employ “semi-structured life world” (Kvale 

and Brinkmann, 2009) interviews of low-income, urban, African American students.  

This approach is influenced by phenomenology with the underlying theoretical 

framework guided by the work of Pierre Bourdieu.  Phenomenology allows the 

researcher to center their approach on the everyday lived experiences of those being 

interviewed.  The focus on “perception” and “the world as experienced by the subjects,” 

will enable the accumulation of themes (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009). For my research 

into how low-income, urban, African American youth discover, select, and prepare for 

careers and the ways in which habitus may influence those choices, phenomenology’s 

focus on lived experiences and multiple views of reality will allow for the complexities 

inherent in the career exploration experience.  “Experience is perceived along a variety of 

dimensions: how the experience is lived in time, space, and vis-à-vis our relationship to 

others, as well as bodily experience” (Hesse-Biber and Levy, p. 19, 2011).  For my 

research, the experience that will be examined is career selection and the dimensions are 

encompassed in the key informant’s habitus. 
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Researcher’s Role & Reflexivity 

 Kvale and Brinkmann (2009), note that there are two symbolic interpretations for 

the role of the researcher, that of a miner or a traveler.  The miner is primarily concerned 

with knowledge collection, while the traveler is primarily concerned with knowledge 

construction (ibid, 2009).  As someone who has lived in a variety of different settings, 

visited many cities in the U.S. as well as abroad, and worked in various educational 

fields, the traveler moniker seems an apt way to describe myself and my role in this 

study.  However, unlike Kvale and Brinkmann, I see no reason to further define my 

traveler role as that of a pilgrim or a tourist because I am neither searching for a shared 

“truth” nor “shopping for experiences” (ibid, 2009).  I am an observer in the creation of 

meaning-making.   

 An important point in the qualitative research process is the ability of the 

researcher to be reflexive (Hesse-Biber and Levy, 2011).  Objectivity is an important 

concept which contributes to the reliability and validity of a study.  As mentioned earlier, 

my interest in the subject of career choice as it relates to low-income, urban, African 

American students stems from my previous work with this population but it also extends 

to what I see now as a higher education administrator in a business school.  While my 

desire to do research on this subject is subjectively based, the qualitative research tool 

known as reflexivity enables me to acknowledge and process the beliefs and judgments 

that I bring with me to this work, which could, if unchecked, improperly influence the 

study. “The researcher should attempt to gain insight into these unavoidable prejudices 

and write about them whenever it seems called for in relation to the research process 

(Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009).  To that end, I kept a journal throughout the data 
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collection phase of the study.  Additionally, prior to data collection I completed the 

reflexive exercise recommended by Hesse-Biber and Leavy (2011); see Appendix A.   

 

Type of Design 

 “If you want to know how people understand their world and their lives, why not 

talk to them” (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009).  This quote is taken from the introduction of 

Interviews: learning the craft of qualitative research interviewing and sums up why I have 

selected qualitative research as my mode of inquiry.  Quantitative research methodologies 

are inappropriate for my research question.  I have no hypotheses to test regarding how 

habitus impacts career choice or the ways in which students learn about and choose 

careers.  Instead, my goal is one of understanding and describing.  My approach will be 

inductive in nature and as I collect data my intent is to analyze it along the way and space 

out interviews to allow sufficient time for reflection and to make adjustments if needed.  

The subject of career choice and the influence habitus may or may not have on the 

choices made by low-income, urban, African American students is my specific area of 

focus.  

My method of data collection took the form of semi-structured interviews with 

students from an auxiliary educational program designed to help first-generation, low-

income students prepare for and successfully matriculate through college.  The site was 

selected because it is city-wide and will therefore allow for a cross-sampling of students 

from around the city who fall within the subject guidelines of being an African American 

student from an urban and low-income environment.  Due to the program’s strict criteria 
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for participation, students must attend a city public high school and meet income 

guidelines similar to the Federal Free and Reduced Lunch Program.   

At the time I began my study, there were 31 students from the auxiliary program 

attending Urban University.  Urban University is one of the six colleges/universities in 

the state that is considered a strategic partner with the auxiliary program and is one of 

two that are located in the city.  Out of the two, Urban University was selected as the site 

of my research because of its location and that fact that it has more undergraduate major 

choices (over 120 undergraduate degrees) compared with the other university in the city 

(approximately 70).  Although college major is not necessarily indicative of future 

careers, most undergraduates tend to pick a major based on what careers they think may 

be of interest to them in the future.  Of the 31 auxiliary program students currently 

attending Urban University, the 19 who self-identify as African American/Black were 

invited to participate in the study.  Of the 19 invited, 10 students agreed to participate (2 

additional students were added from the incoming class the year after this study began).  

In an effort to triangulate my data I also interviewed 2 staff members from the auxiliary 

program and 2 career coaches from the university.  The non-student interviews took place 

after all student interviews were completed and coded for themes. 

 

Data Collection & Timeline   

 The timeline for my research was broken into three phases.  Phase 1 started in the 

spring 2014 semester after IRB approval was obtained and continued through the fall 

2014 semester.  Initially, it was thought that summer would be the most advantageous 

time in which to conduct the bulk of the interviews, however, reaching each of the 
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African American students and coordinating times proved more difficult than originally 

anticipated.  During Phase I, I attempted to contact all 19 auxiliary program students who 

identified as African American.  Contact was attempted via phone and email throughout 

various times of the spring, summer, and fall months.  When 7 of the original 19 students 

proved either unresponsive or refused to participate, invitations to participate were 

extended to the Fall 2014 incoming auxiliary program students who self identified as 

African American; there were 2.  Both students agreed to participate and were 

interviewed for this study, bringing the total number of interviewed students to 12.  Table 

1 lists the student demographics.  The twelve interviews took place after students had 

read and signed informed consent forms (prior to signing each student was given the 

opportunity to ask any questions and we discussed any concerns or thoughts they had 

about the process).  A copy of the student consent form along with the consent form used 

for the auxiliary program and university career center staff members can be found in the 

Appendix.  Interviews took approximately 40 minutes to complete.  Five of the twelve 

student interviews were completed at the interviewee’s home.  The other seven 

interviews were done on the university campus in an interview room.  Initially I believed 

that since I was familiar to many of these students through my volunteer work with the 

auxiliary program, getting them to agree to the study would be a fairly easy task.  Over 

the last two years I have conducted workshops for the programs high school juniors and 

seniors on resume development, impression management, and managing ones digital 

identity.  This familiarity would, I hoped, allow me to build rapport with the students 

more quickly than if I was a complete stranger to them.  While the students did recognize 
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me from the workshops, I did not hit my target level: 75% (instead it was 63%). At the 

end of the interviews, no student asked me to not include their interviews in the study. 

 Phase 2 was originally scheduled to take place in the summer, however due to the 

difficulty in securing student participants, staff interviews were pushed forward and not 

completed until January 2015.  During this time I interviewed the university career 

coaches and auxiliary program staff members (after informed consent was given).  The 

auxiliary program staff members selected were two staff members mentioned multiple 

times in various interviews with the students who had agreed to participate in the study.  

The career coaches were selected because they were two of three currently working in the 

center and although the center has experienced turnover, the two staff members selected 

have been part of the center for the past two and a half years. The auxiliary program staff 

interviews were done at their offices and the career center staff interviews were 

conducted at the career center.  The purpose of these interviews was to look for 

commonalities and variances between what the students shared about how they learned 

about careers outside of their homes and neighborhoods, as well as how they understood 

their experiences related to the program and university life. 

All participants interviewed (students and staff members of both the program and 

the university) agreed to allow me to record the interview sessions. This process began 

with the commencement of interviews in the spring 2014 semester and continued through 

January 2015.  I transcribed the first student interview, however all other interviews were 

transcribed using the online system Rev.com.   
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Phase 3 began in the fall 2015 semester and continued through the first two 

months of 2015.  This phase primarily consisted of in-depth analysis of the data collected, 

a review of my journal notes, and the documentation of my findings.   

 

Data Analysis 

The purpose of this research study was to examine how these urban students came 

to settle on their career choices and to determine in what way their habitus was influential 

in this process.  Phenomenology and its focus on lived experiences was selected because 

as Lichtman (2010) points out this approach allows one to “describe and understand the 

essence of lived experiences of individuals who have experienced a particular 

phenomenon.”  In this case, that phenomenon is the career selections that are made by 

low-income urban students.  As stated earlier, there has been much research on the need 

to get more low-income urban students into college as well as the types of strategies that 

can help them to successfully matriculate.  The career these students often select however 

has not been a topic of heavy research.  My goal was to examine this often unexamined 

topic and shed more light on the processes and influences that affect the career choices 

that these students make.   

Reflexivity is also a key component within phenomenology.  Bracketing, the 

process of “placing one’s own thoughts about the topic in suspense or out of question” 

(ibid, 2010) was done though a reflective exercise conducted prior to the start of 

interviews as well as journaling throughout the interview phase of the study.   

Interviews were recorded, transcribed and then coded for themes related to 

habitus and career decision-making.  Qualitative data analysis was completed through the 
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use of the NVivo computer software package.  In total, 235 pages of interview data was 

collected and analyzed.  From the student interviews, 63 descriptive and in vivo codes 

were generated.  In vivo codes are created based on a “word or short phrase from the 

actual language” used in the interview by the interviewee, and is particularly useful in, 

“studies that prioritize and honor the participant’s voice” (Saldana, 2013).    Second 

round “focused coding” was done comparing the student interviews with the interviews 

of the auxiliary program staff members and the university career coaches.  This approach 

allowed for the comparison of “newly constructed codes during this cycle across other 

participants (the auxiliary program staff and career coaches) data to assess comparability 

and transferability”, (Saldana, J. 2013).  This resulted in 25 codes.  Those codes were 

then analyzed and 6 themes and 13 sub-themes emerged (see Table 2). 

 

Limitations 

 

 I do not believe that my study will be generalizable to the larger African 

American, low-income, urban population.  However, it may be useful to programs such 

as the auxiliary program I worked with and other programs that work with college-bound 

urban students from low-income areas.  The approaches the students took in my study 

towards career discovery and exploration as well as an understanding of how habitus 

influences these choices could also prove to be useful information for colleges which 

wish to attract a diverse student population (particularly those students from urban 

environments).  However, further research in this area will be needed to shed more light 

on patterns and themes that could make a more comprehensive understanding possible. 

 

 

 



39 
 

CHAPTER 4 

 

THE STUDENTS, RESULTS, AND DISCUSSION 

 

This study was designed to examine how low-income, urban, African American 

students come to settle on career choices.  In particular, this study explores in what ways 

habitus impacts occupational decision-making. With the plethora of programs serving 

urban students who are college-bound, and in effect disrupting habitus and modeling new 

ways of being to students, I decided to focus on one particular program and its students, 

known throughout this study as the auxiliary program.  Additionally, students were 

chosen who had made the choice to attend a university in their own city, one that actively 

cultivated a reputation for educating the citizens of the city and offered a large number of 

major options to its students. Twelve students from the university who were part of the 

program participated in the study.  Each student participated in a semi-structured 

interview that included questions about how their neighborhood, family, friends, and 

school environment may or may not have influenced their occupational choice, how they 

thought they might have to change in order to be successful in the field they had chosen 

and whether or not that influenced the choice they had made.   

 

The Students 

 

Callie is a young woman from a northern part of the city.  Her parents have been 

together for more than 22 years but they never married.  She has 5 brothers and sisters 

(but only one brother from both her mother and father who she also grew up with).  She 

lived in a neighborhood where her family was in the minority; however she went to a 

school that was predominately African American and the teachers there were 
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predominately white.  Although she hasn’t declared her major yet, her plan is to become 

a nutritionist.  She wants to help others and also have a stable career and feels this 

profession will allow her to do both. 

Nina is a young woman in her early 20’s.  She lived in one part of the city, but 

went to high school in another area because it was a specialty public school (she applied 

and was accepted).  She has two older brothers (one who went to college and one who 

didn’t).  Her parents were never married.  She lives with her mother and has a 

relationship with her father.  A gifted musician, over time she drifted away from music 

and is currently a theatre major who enjoys working backstage.   

Betty is a young woman in her mid-twenties who described the neighborhood she 

grew up in as “very rough.”   She lived in a house with three other siblings, her mother, 

step dad, aunt, uncle and sometimes her older brother’s girlfriend.  She is passionate 

about the performing arts (particularly singing and dancing), but ultimately choose to 

major in finance because she felt it was a more stable career path. 

Daniel is a young man in his early 20’s.  He described the area he lived in as a 

combination of middle and working class.  He lives with both of his parents and a 

younger brother.  He attended a STEM themed high school and was encouraged by his 

father to pursue an engineering degree.  He has been out of school for one year, working 

to save more money for tuition, and plans to return in 2015.  He is currently a mechanical 

engineering major. 

Harper is a young man in his early 20’s.  He describes his area of the city as lower 

and working class, with “a lot of negative influences.”  He lives with his mother, 

grandmother, sister, and nephew.  He and his family had dreams of him becoming a 
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basketball player, but his mother and grandmother also encouraged him academically.  

When it became clear that basketball was not in his future as a profession, he decided to 

become a social worker (his current major at the university).   

  Beah did not reveal her age, but is a traditional student (moving directly from 

high school to college).  She grew up in three different areas of the city, bouncing 

between her mother’s and her paternal grandmother’s houses.  She lived with her 

grandmother for her high school years and has a younger sister (her dad’s second child).  

She is currently majoring in kinesiology and has plans to become a physician’s assistant.  

She talks of becoming a doctor but is concerned about the time commitment (she feels 

pressure to start her career and make money).   

Tom is a non-traditional student in his early 30’s.  He moved around the city a lot 

growing up.  When he was younger, he attended a boarding school that was 

predominately upper class and white.  He attended a predominately African American 

high school in his neighborhood, which he described as working and lower class.  He 

lived with his father and grandmother.  Both of his parents were addicts (crack cocaine).  

Initially, when he graduated from high school he went to a small university campus 

located about 2 ½ hours outside of the city, however he wasn’t focused and didn’t stay.  

He returned to the city and worked for a few years until he got laid off and realized he 

needed a degree so that he could find a job with more security.  Eventually, he made his 

way to his current institution where he majored in Accounting with a minor in 

Management Information Systems. 

Alice is a traditional student who grew up in two different areas of the city.  She 

never lived with her mother (who was an addict and had 5 other children before her).  
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Four of her older siblings were adopted, so she doesn’t know them.  Initially she and 

another sister were in the custody of her grandmother, but after a car accident, where her 

grandmother was killed, she and her sister went to live with her aunt and cousin.  She felt 

grateful to her aunt for taking her in and strived to do well academically since that was 

primarily all her aunt asked of her.  She attended a magnet high school.  She is very 

concerned about the public educational system in the city and is studying to become a 

secondary education teacher.  Ultimately she would like to get into policy making so that 

she can help to effect change. 

Paul is a young man in his early 20’s.  He grew up near the university he now 

attends and describes his neighborhood as low income.  He has three older sisters 

(although one passed away from a medical condition), and they all grew up together with 

his mother.  Growing up, he was not allowed to hang out in the neighborhood.  When he 

was in middle school he discovered he had an affinity for math.  He recently graduated 

with a finance degree. 

Abby is the youngest of three siblings and is in her early 20’s.  She described her 

neighborhood as working, lower class.  She lives with both her parents.  She has dreams 

of opening her own business, although she has not decided what type of business she 

wants.  The most reserved of all the interviewees, she recently graduated with a human 

resource management major and a management information systems minor.   

Erica is a traditional student who grew up in area she described as unsafe.  When 

she was a toddler she lived with her parents and had memories of walking with her father.  

Her father died when she was three (and she remembers being the one who found him 

dead from a medical condition).  Her mother struggled with a drug addiction and was also 
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incarcerated for most of Erica’s childhood.  Although she has three much older siblings, 

she moved in with her aunt, uncle, and nephew after her father died.  When her mother 

was released from prison, she came to live with them.  She attended a magnet high school 

and discovered there that she enjoyed drawing and photography.  She is currently 

attending the university on a full scholarship and is a photography major.  

Shelly is in her late 20’s and took almost 10 years to complete her degree.  She 

got pregnant her junior year in high school and after graduation worked full-time (for a 

municipal company) while attending school part-time.  She described the neighborhood 

she grew up in as middle-working class.  She is one of 5 sisters.  She has a relationship 

with her father but they are not close and he is not the father of any of her other siblings.   

She graduated right before our interview and was a business management major.  Now 

that she has her degree she is applying for management level positions with her company. 

The students I interviewed were eager to share their stories.  The one student who 

was reserved was concerned about anonymity.  I was impressed with the level of grit, 

determination, intelligence, and self-awareness exhibited by each of them.  They were all 

very adamant about the need to obtain a college degree and believed it would serve as the 

gateway to a better life.  All of the students were recruited or sought to be in the auxiliary 

program while in high school and remain connected to the program in college.  The data I 

was able to collect through these interviews provided depth and insight for this study. 

 

Presentation of Results 

The purpose of this study was to explore how low-income, African American, 

urban students select their career choices.  More specifically, how habitus influences the 

choices that these students make for their professional careers prior to and during their 
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college years.  Twelve African American, low-income, urban students who were part of 

an auxiliary program and who attended the same large urban research university in the 

city in which they grew up participated in the study.  Each student participated in an in-

depth interview about their experiences growing up in the city and how they approached 

making career choices.  From those interviews six themes and thirteen sub themes 

emerged.  The six themes included: (1) the neighborhood effect, (2) friendships, (3) 

family support and influences, (4) career conversations from high school, (5) obstacles, 

and (6) the switch.  A summary of the six themes and thirteen sub themes along with data 

examples can be found in Table 1. 

 

Theme 1 – The Neighborhood effect 

Neighborhood observations 

 Student interviews all began with inquiries into how they would describe their 

neighborhoods and later moved into whether or not they believed their neighborhoods 

had any influence on their career choice.  Only two of the twelve students described their 

neighborhoods in a highly positive manner.  Those two students had extended family 

members living within the same block or only a few blocks over.  Most of the students 

did not feel safe in their neighborhoods and had no intention of returning to live in their 

neighborhoods after college.  One student who was a recent graduate was still living at 

home but had plans to relocate and lived at home primarily to help out his mother. 

Negative observations 

 The lack of positive neighborhood career-role models was not lost on these 

students.  Many of them were driven and exhibited a strong sense of self-efficacy and 
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therefore couldn’t understand the apathy exhibited by others in their neighborhood.  

Callie, who had positive career encouragement at home, noted when talking about people 

in her neighborhood, “It’s just like wow, and they don’t do really nothing with their 

lives.”  Her “dream” is to move to the suburbs and own her own business, although she 

isn’t sure what type of business she wants to have and currently is undeclared in her 

studies. 

 The idea that people in the neighborhood were in general dispassionate was also 

echoed by Betty who, when asked about her neighborhood stated that,  

 

It was really rough, actually.  I don’t know, everybody just did the same  

thing every single day.  Some people would skip school and stay outside,  

smoke.  There as a lot of violence, fights; a lot of harassment by the police  

all the time. 

 

In fact, for her, a negative neighborhood experience fueled her desire to get out: 

It made me not want to risk not having a good job in the future.  It is like  

this is what, it actually helped me, for some people it would probably drag  

them down.  It depends on how you look at it.  Looking at the neighborhood  

that I grew [up] in and the people that are still there and doing the same thing  

every day.  It made me see what I did not want for my future…Then it 

encouraged me like I know this is NOT where I want to be.  I know this is  

not what I want my kids to go through so I have to put my effort in making  

it work out (in) my future. 

 

 Nina, who applied and was accepted to a selective music school outside of her 

neighborhood and was happy not to attend her neighborhood high school which she said 

was overcrowded, observed that in her neighborhood, “There was nothing for us to do, 

and it was better stuff in other places…so I guess that’s why I didn’t really mind not 

being in my neighborhood going to school.”  Similarly, Tom who also had a chance to 

attend a school for a few years outside of his neighborhood noted that, “Everywhere that I 
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knew in (my neighborhood) was bad.”  But, he also went on to talk about seeing people 

in his neighborhood who worked full time, had a house and food on the table and for a 

while he thought that would be good enough for him as well, but his family pushed him 

to think bigger. 

Positive observations 

 Only two of the twelve students interviewed had mostly positive observations to 

make about their neighborhoods, however they were both living in neighborhoods where 

they had strong family ties.  Erica was very nostalgic when talking about growing up in 

the northern area of the city with her mom and dad.  Although she didn’t feel particularly 

safe in the neighborhood, she knew lots of people through connections with family 

members. 

It was funny because I lived right next to my aunt…I remember there  

was a small backyard and we had few things to play with.  It wasn’t like  

a bigger area to run or anything.  It’s contained by a fence.  It was a safe 

environment for me. 

 

Harper expressed very similar experiences as Erica.  Although he described his 

neighborhood on the west side of the city as full of “drugs, fighting, crime, and 

everything like that,” and expressed that he didn’t feel particularly safe, he had strong 

family ties where he lived and within his small row-house block felt positive support. 

I think my family was the thing that mainly kept me centered, my mother  

and grandmom both and also other relatives like my godmother, my aunts  

next door, everything like that…if you’re ambitious and you have  

motivation and drive they want you to go further and go beyond this 

neighborhood. 

 

Although all twelve students came from neighborhoods that were low to moderate 

income and not particularly safe, the other ten students didn’t have the strong family ties 



47 
 

of Erica and Harper.  All, however,  felt the push and desire to get out and felt that 

college was the answer.  Unfortunately, many of them either had friends that didn’t feel 

the same way, or felt different from their peers and therefore didn’t have strong 

friendships in the neighborhood. 

 

Theme 2 - Friendships 

The students I interviewed wanted more than their neighborhoods could offer, but only a 

few had friends that were trying to make similar moves.  However, whether their friends 

were like-minded, ambivalent, or non-existent, my interviewees were trying to make their 

lives better through attending college.   

Feeling different: One of these things is not like the other 

 Nine of the twelve students either explicitly stated that they didn’t have very 

many close friends or that they felt different from the few friends that they did have 

growing up.  Despite the lack of support and understanding that most of those 

interviewed experienced by their friends, they did not let that deter them from college or 

career aspirations.  Not surprisingly, many expressed dumbfoundedness at their friends’ 

lack of ambition.  Daniel, who had maintained a closeness with his neighborhood friends 

even though he was the only one of his friends currently working towards a college 

degree, noted that his friends, “think college is a waste because you’re not guaranteed a 

job.”  Their attitude however, did not discourage him.  He added, 

But that’s a given.  That’s why you have to try your hardest, pursue 

internships and get the best grades you can.  There’s a lot of stuff  

you’ve got to make sure is in your favor.  It is a gamble.  It’s an  

investment.  That’s the way I see it. 

 

When asked why he thought that he and his friends looked at the situation differently, he 
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responded that they had let, “outside influence takeover.”  Daniel had support, by way of 

his father to keep him on track.  He was the only one of the four males interviewed for 

the study who stated that his father was a strong influence on his academic achievement 

and career exploration.  Daniel did however feel conflicted about his status.  Even though 

his friends had a “street way of thinking, of looking at things,” that he admitted he didn’t 

have, and even though they would tell him that he thought that he was better than them, 

Daniel had made few friends in college and felt that his closest friends were the ones he 

had in his neighborhood.  Part of his internal struggle can be summed up by this remark, 

“But the part that I find myself tied up in is when I compare myself to them.  I feel like 

I’m doing well.  But when you look at it in [actuality], the scope of it, I’m not doing that 

well.”  Daniel had taken the year off to work and save up more money to pay for school.  

It bothered him not to be taking classes towards his engineering degree.  He had 

aspirations of getting out of his neighborhood and moving to a nearby suburb he would 

often run in while working out.   

 Similarly, Beah had close friends in high school, but found herself the only one 

moving on into higher education.  When asked about her friends she replied that, “All the 

friends that I had, they either wanted to be a doctor or a police person.  Then they 

changed it, but I’m the only one who stuck with what I wanted to do.”  Beah’s long-term 

goal is to become a doctor and she is currently studying kinesiology.  She isn’t close to 

her neighborhood friends anymore and is slowly making new friends in college. 

 Alice, one of the students admitted to a magnet high school outside of her 

neighborhood, expressed complete shock at her neighborhood friends’ lack of ambition.  

She recalled: 
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I had friends who were just like, they went to the local schools and they  

were like, ‘I’m not going to college’ or it was like, ‘I have no aspiration  

to go to college.’ That blew my mind.  I was like, ‘Seriously?’ I felt like  

all my friends were just like, ‘Yeah, I’m not going to college’…For that  

not to be an option for them it’s just like, Seriously? I didn’t even know  

I could think that way. Do you know what I mean? 

 

Although she couldn’t relate, she also felt that she couldn’t judge them either, “because 

that’s the lack of exposure on their behalf.”  She felt that her neighborhood friends didn’t 

have the aspirations because they didn’t have the same experiences she had outside of the 

neighborhood.  She is studying to become a teacher, but wants to get into education 

policy and work to effect change in her city’s public school system.  She went on to say, 

When I started learning more about the issues in the [district], I’m just like 

 a lot of kids, students, in the [city] area have that mentality.  I’m just like,  

That’s not right. That inequality is not right.  We’re all a part of  

[the district] but that fact that I [went] to the school out…that’s the reason  

why my aspiration window is a little wider and I have a lot more better  

influences and things. 

 

Erica also commented about feeling different from her friends.  Studying to be a 

photographer and art teacher, she felt judged by them and believed that they just didn’t 

understand or appreciate her world and often referred to her as “weird.”  She noted, “I 

looked at the world differently than my friends.”  She has made some friends at the 

university and still has a few from high school (those who were supportive of her choices 

and work), but when talking about her high school friends she said: 

In the past, I thought people who were my friends who come to find out,  

they weren’t and I feel like they didn’t appreciate [me] because they  

thought that I was better than them because I’m an artist.  That’s not even  

the case.  I feel like everybody’s the same.  I’m not trying to put myself  

on a pedestal.  I’m just saying that I do work hard just like everybody  

else.  This is not easy. 
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The outsider status didn’t just extend to neighborhood peers, but could also carry into 

university friendships.  Nina, a theatre major, didn’t have friends in her department (she 

did in the past but they had graduated and they weren’t in touch).  Her closest friend from 

high school went to a different university and while she recalled talking with her about 

her friend’s psychology major often, she admitted that they really didn’t talk about her 

major.  Nina had one good friend on campus from a different college, but she didn’t talk 

to her about her major either.  She didn’t have any close friends she could talk to about 

careers.  For Nina, her lack of friendships within her department stemmed from her 

inability and unwillingness to join in: 

It was just the atmosphere of the theatre department itself, but it was  

just not something that I wanted to be a part of.  There was a certain  

group of people who I came here with who were thriving in it, and  

they’re in every show, but it’s just not the group that I see myself in,  

so I didn’t audition to be in an acting concentration.  I just stayed general  

theatre major…I can’t see myself around the people that I have classes with. 

 

When I asked her to elaborate a bit she went on to say: 

I don’t know if it’s this school, but it just has this, I can’t describe it.  It’s  

cliquey.  The theatre department is really cliquey.  There’s a lot of negative 

energy.  It just doesn’t seem like, I feel like it should be more cohesive, or  

just together in general, but the fact that there’s concentrations and people 

basically single you out based on your concentration.  I just feel like it  

doesn’t make sense. 

 

These nine students didn’t have many friends and also didn’t feel they had much in 

common with the friends that they did have.  For them, peer influence was not a strong 

factor in career selection.  In fact, neighborhood friends and their perceived lack of drive 

and appearance to succumb to the effects of the neighborhood appeared to reinforce the 

interviewees’ refusal to acquiesce to the constraints of their environment. For one 

student, Nina, the isolation extended to college peers, and appeared to be the result of her 
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feelings of differentness.  She didn’t come from the same backgrounds as many of the 

other students in her department and didn’t feel like she belonged among them.  It 

affected her level of comfort as well as her willingness to participate fully in her program. 

Supportive Friendships 

 Only three of the students interviewed talked about positive support and 

friendships from their neighborhoods.  Abby didn’t go into detail because, as she had 

stated earlier in the interview she was very independent minded and received most of her 

support from her family.  She answered positively when asked if she felt supported by her 

friends and that when she talked about being a business major with them they said it 

“suited” her.  Harper mostly talked about family influences and had a cousin he 

considered a close friend as well.  He stated that he felt “100%” supported by his friends. 

 Paul, however, gushed about his neighborhood friends and the support they 

provided each other.  When asked about how his friends felt about his career choice he 

said: 

My friends love it as well.  The people, the guys I hang around with, one  

of them is like a fire fighter.  One of them is like a supervisor/manager at  

UPS.  One of them works [in] management at Lowes.  I hang around people  

that we all inspire each other.  They went to college as well.  They push me  

and they say, “You’re going to make it to the top.  When you get to the top,  

we’re all just going to start our own company” or stuff like that.  

 

He later mentioned that in addition to strong neighborhood friendships, he also has a 

girlfriend from the city who had attended a different public high school and currently 

attends an Ivy League university.  He called her his “greatest motivation” and said that, 

“she keeps me on my toes.” 

These three students felt supported, however two students, Callie and Shelly made 

no close friends in college.   Most of the students in this study did not have strong 
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friendships (if any) on campus.  While they themselves didn’t express concern that this 

lack of friendship would have a negative impact on their college experience (and by 

extension their career readiness), Mehta, et. al. (2011) did a study that showed this lack of 

support can result in less overall satisfaction with a college and lower overall 

involvement with the college experience.  Involvement in college builds social capital, 

through networking.  However, the results of this study is in keeping with earlier research 

that demonstrated that “psycho/social benefits” (which included friendships) was not as 

important as other factors in career decision-making (Beggs, et. al., 2008).  

 

Theme 3 – Family Support & Influences 

 As the students shared stories about the process of selecting and settling on 

college majors and future career paths and talking about that information with family, 

there emerged three subthemes: support and input for their choices made, just go to 

college, and skepticism about the choice they made. These three sub-themes were the 

dominant ideas that emerged from the interviews when the students talked about their 

families.   

Support and input for their choices made 

 Seven participants felt explicit support for the career choices they had made and 

were confident about their futures.  Betty, a finance major/Spanish minor, found support 

in her mother when she began studying at the university.  Although her mother didn’t 

provide any career insight, she supported her previous major choice (theatre) as well as 

her current one.  Betty’s fear of not being able to support herself as an artist led her to 

switch to a more traditional field.  She said that her mother was behind whatever choice 

she made, “She is like whatever you want to do I am behind you 100 percent”.  Her 
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mother just wanted her to find a career that she could be good at and enjoy.  Other family 

members were not that supportive (more on that below).   

 Daniel, whose dad works in IT, stated that his parents were on the same page and 

supported his choice of major, mechanical engineering.  In fact, he stated, “My dad loves 

it. He just hopes I make it because it’s a promising career.”  At first, however, his dad 

pushed him to combine technology and business in an effort to get him to differentiate 

himself from students who were just one or the other.  Future career conversations were 

primarily had with his dad and not his mother and this was part of their bonding time as 

father and son.  His dad would produce listings of majors, future job markets, and salary 

information.  Eventually Daniel settled on mechanical engineering and came to the 

realization that his dad, “doesn’t care what I major in, he just wants me to have a good 

job security, make good money, pay off my loans in time, which is very important…be 

able to give back to them or whoever else helped me, stuff like that.” 

 Harper, who went into college undecided but eventually settled on social work as 

a major talked to his mom and also other extended family in his close-knit neighborhood 

(grandmother, aunts, cousins, etc) group.  In the beginning, because he was very athletic, 

basketball was pushed, but never at the expense of academics.  Now that he (and they) 

have given up the basketball dream and settled on social work he remarked about his 

family, “They always encourage me, and inspire me and motivate me and just keep 

encouraging me, saying that I’m going to be a great social worker.  And they 

automatically just saw me doing something helping people.”   

 Paul, who was raised by a single mother who dropped out of college, but 

eventually became an LPN, didn’t get career input, but his mother supported his choices.  
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“She just said go with what you’re strong in and excel.”  Originally, like Harper, Paul had 

dreams of becoming a professional basketball player, but he also found that he enjoyed 

math and even became a tutor in middle school.  He eventually settled on finance as his 

major because he wanted to deal with money.  He also commented that other family 

members (siblings as well as an older nephew and niece) were also very supportive, 

“They always say I’ve been a personal banker/personal accountant. I will say they love it.  

They love my career choice.”  

Three students felt pressure to go into medicine, Abby, Beah and Nina.  Abby felt 

supported, “They sacrificed everything just for me, my brother, and my sister to have a 

better life,” but didn’t talk much with her parents about her career choice (human 

resource management) before she declared her major. Both of her parents work in a 

nursing home, her dad in maintenance and her mom as a nurse’s aide.  However they 

both wanted her to study either medicine or law.  “I told them from the beginning, I don’t 

like blood and I don’t like sick people so that’s not going to work.  Lawyer, I hate 

writing.  As much as I love law, I just don’t like it.”  She was firm and gave her parents 

“no choice” and eventually they accepted her decision, “it was like, ‘As long as you’re 

successful, we’re happy.’ ” 

The support Beah receives appears to be a little more conditional but still present 

at the moment.  Her mother (who worked in a nursing home), father (who used to work at 

a bank branch but was currently unemployed), and paternal grandmother all want her to 

become a doctor, “It was always a doctor” she replied when asked about acceptable 

career choices.  Whenever she would talk with them about career choices she noted that 

they would always challenge her to be sure in her choice, to think about her future and to 
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be sure to “look at the bigger picture.”  She noted that her grandmother is worried about 

her current plan because even though she will be working with a doctor, “She still wants 

me to be that doctor.” Her current plan with her kinesiology major is to become a 

physician’s assistant (with plans for medical school after she has worked for a few years).  

Nina, on the other hand, wanted to become a doctor, which was also what her 

father wanted her to do, she stated: 

At first I wanted to be a doctor, because that’s what everyone I guess  

said that you should aim for.  I don’t know.  That’s what my dad said that  

he always wanted me to do.  He just wanted me to be a doctor or be a  

scientist or something and just make a lot of money, but…I realized that  

that’s not what I wanted to do, because I hate science and math, so I was  

like, ‘No.’ 

 

Nina went on to say, “it wasn’t even a conversation with him.  It was just like ‘This is 

what I want you to do.’ ” Although she felt pressure from her father, she got no input 

from her mother when she was trying to settle on a career choice.  Instead, her mother 

would simply ask her what she liked to do?  Her mother who was away at a medical 

facility for much of Nina’s childhood, currently works in health care.  Nina got into 

performing while living with her grandmother and noted that, “By the time I was back 

with my mom…I had already figured that out, so we didn’t really talk about it as much.” 

Now that she is a declared theatre major and has explained to her grandmother and 

mother that she is working behind the scenes, they still refer to her as an actress and talk 

about seeing her on the big screen someday. 

Erica and Shelly are following in similar footsteps as older sisters and felt 

supported by their mothers.  Erica, who went to live with one of her three older sisters 

and brother-in-law when she was young (after her father died and her mother was 

incarcerated) stated that although she is a photography major she has plans to become an 
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art teacher and feels drawn to education because two of her three sisters are teachers.  Her 

mother, who came to live with her and her oldest sister’s family when she was released 

from prison, initially discouraged her from her first artistic goal of fashion design.  Erica 

was shocked, commenting that her mother told her, “No, you can’t do that.  It’s not your 

gift.”  She resisted her mother’s advice and instead took a fashion class at Moore College 

while still in high school and got the chance to participate in a fashion show.  It was an 

overwhelming experience that caused her to turn away from that career goal.  Eventually 

she settled on art education and photography.  When she told her mother of her new 

choice, Erica stated that she said, “You got to be an educator because they’re (her sisters 

are) educators.”  Her oldest sister (who is now a principal) however, was not convinced 

of her choice and believed that her high school art teacher was just pushing her towards 

it, however after she received a full scholarship to the university to study at the art 

college there, her sister supported her choice. 

Shelly, who was the only mother among the students I interviewed, got pregnant 

when she was a junior in high school.  Her mother supported her, not with input about 

careers choices but rather with encouragement to find a job and support her child. 

Shelly’s mother didn’t go to college but encouraged her to get a “city job” (working for 

an organization like the municipal gas company, public transportation company, or other 

municipal organization which her mother believed would have more job security and 

growth opportunities), which is what Shelly did while she worked her way through 

college.  The middle girl of 5 sisters, Shelly’s two oldest sisters work in management, 

which is partly why Shelly was a business management major.  When asked if she felt 

pressure to follow in their footsteps, she replied, “Not so much, no.  I tried to follow in 
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their footsteps but they never encouraged me to do what they were doing.”  She felt 

supported in the choices that she made and would often seek their advice about her job 

with the city and school.  She is currently interviewing for management positions within 

her city job (she graduated this past summer).   

Whiston and Keller (2004) note that there are various studies that point to “family 

socioeconomic status” as significantly influential to career development.  However, in the 

case of this study, the influence appears to be more indirect.  The students in my study 

were trying to improve their socioeconomic status and selected careers that required a 

four-year degree (hence their enrollment in a university).  This is similar to a study cited 

by Whiston & Keller which showed that, “60% of African American and Latino/Latina 

participants reported their parents had worked any job to ‘make ends meet,’ which had 

influenced the children’s career direction toward more professional occupations” (2004).   

One study that indicated that, “both male and female students whose fathers are in 

a professional or executive occupations were more likely to choose to major in 

engineering and sciences,”  (Leppel, et. al., 2001).  While Daniel, the only student who 

picked an engineering degree, doesn’t have a father with an executive occupation, his 

father is an IT professional and he provided the most direct support for his son’s 

occupational choice.   

 

Just go to college - family 

The idea that college was the answer rather than career choice was shared by four of the 

students interviewed.  Callie’s parents supported her college aspirations but could offer 

her no real insights.  She doesn’t talk to her mom (a bus attendant) or her dad (a retired 
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security guard) about career options and has yet to declare a major.  They are just happy 

that she is in college.  She shared, “Well my family, actually I haven’t (pause), ever since 

I’ve been in college I haven’t told my mom that I really don’t know what I really want to 

do.  I think the whole point is she just wants to keep up with I guess the whole 

experience.  Am I okay, basically, that’s it.”   

 Nina, who felt supported in her career choice by her mother and grandmother, 

also shared that her father and brothers simply want her to be a college graduate and “just 

get it done”.  She added, “They don’t really pay attention to my major.” 

Tom’s family echoed similar sentiments.  He explained:  

Career paths were never really talked about with my family.  The only thing  

that was talked about was school.  I had two cousins who were college  

graduates.  They were all these, pushing school and get your education,  

school, education.  You got to do it.  You got to do it.  The education and the  

get into the books were always pushed, but anything after that was never  

talked about. 

 

Although smart, Tom struggled to understand the purpose of going to school.  When 

reflecting on his pre-college days he remarked, “ I guess I just couldn’t see how 

education was going to help me at all.” His family’s expectations, coupled with his desire 

for a steady income and employment path, eventually led him to accounting. 

 As mentioned above Shelly’s mother supported her in getting a job but not 

necessarily attending college.  However, when her mother had some personal problems 

and had to, as Shelly put it “[get] her stuff together,” Shelly and her two younger sisters 

had to go live with an older cousin who had children of her own Shelly’s age.  There she 

received a “pro-education” message.  So, by the time she was in high school, living back 

with her mom, and pregnant, she knew college had to be part of her future; even if she 

wasn’t sure until she got there what major she would declare. 
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Skepticism about career choice 

While the majority of the students I interviewed felt familial support for the career 

path they had chosen for themselves, three talked about the lack of support exhibited by 

close family members.  Alice, who is studying to become a teacher, recalled a 

conversation with the aunt she lived with, “I spoke to my aunt…and I remember her 

saying something along the lines of teachers don’t get paid a lot, something like that.”  

Her aunt wanted her to pick a more lucrative major but Alice was not discouraged from 

her choice.  She has seen too much in the city’s school district and wants to make a 

difference.  She is quite confident in her career choice.  

 Similarly Erica, whose sister was initially unsupportive of her choice until she 

received a full scholarship, remains skeptical despite Erica’s passion for photography and 

art.  She has told Erica that “artist are weird” and that she “should become a lawyer” 

instead.  Erica’s sister is currently pushing her son to consider law or science and the 

main reason is money. However Erica could not be persuaded and believes her sister is 

still holding on to antiquated ideas about “starving artists.”  

 Although Betty made the choice herself to switch from theatre to finance because 

of money she couldn’t help but notice how people reacted to the change.  When I asked 

her how her family felt about her current desire to go into investment banking she replied,   

When I was trying to major in theatre, people kind of, not looked down  

on my major, but there were like ‘Oh’.  Nobody said ‘Oh, that’s great.  

You are going to do well in theatre and dance.’  When you tell them  

something like investment banking, they are like ‘That’s is wonderful!’   

When it came to theatre, the are like, ‘Oh, okay. That is nice.’ 
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With Erica and Betty, we can see the influence of social capital over time on 

habitus and career decision-making.  Ma (2009) shows in her research that findings point 

to “students from lower SES families [avoiding] risky majors and [favoring] those majors 

that have relatively better job prospects.”  Ma also describes those fields with “better job 

prospects” as majors focused on “technical, business, and life/health fields, which 

generate more job opportunities and higher economic returns than humanity and social 

science majors” (ibid, 2009).  Despite skepticism from her family, Erica is holding fast to 

her art-based major (photography), while Betty switched to business (even though she 

has a passion for the performing arts and feels that theatre is her calling).  Erica, with the 

help and guidance of her high school art teacher, is thriving in her major and is currently 

attending the university on a scholarship. While Betty who lacked similar social capital 

left theatre to focus on a more stable career in finance. 

All three students who shared stories of skepticism from their family members felt 

pressure to focus on higher paying careers.  Again, returning to Ma (2009), this may be 

explained because, “families rationally utilize the opportunity of college major choice to 

enlarge the economic returns” of a college degree. 

Part of the goal of going to college is to make it possible to find a better job than 

what one potentially would be eligible for without a college degree.  In an effort to gage 

their self-efficacy and dispositional leanings, all students were asked how they defined a 

job, career, and a calling.  All of the students had basically the same understanding in 

terms of defining the differences between a job, career, or calling.  None of them felt they 

were working towards a job.  Most of the interviewees felt that they were on their way to 

careers and only a couple felt that their careers were also their calling. 
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Theme 4 – Career conversations from high school 

 When asked about the types of career recommendations that were made to them 

in high school from teachers or counselors, students offered a wide-range of responses.  

Some were based on personality or grades, some were cautionary, and some were 

outright discouraging.  Whether empowering or non-existent, all twelve students had a 

story to tell.    

No guidance from the guidance office 

 Ten of the twelve students interviewed could recall no meaningful conversation 

with a school counselor about career exploration.  Tom recalled a conversation, but 

admitted that he was not interested in what his counselor had to say because he was 

attending a traditional public high school (after learning more at the private boarding 

school when he was in middle school) which wasn’t academically challenging.  During 

this time he was questioning the purpose of education, therefore talks about future career 

options were lost on him during this ambiguous time.  The only other student who 

purposefully ignored opportunities to talk to guidance counselors was Abby who shared:  

I mean they encouraged us, but I know for me, I have a pretty like a  

(pause). It’s like I have a strong mind set.  At the end of the day, I know  

it’s my decision.  I never really went to them or anything like that.  I just  

more so thought about it for myself, what best suited my personality and  

stuff like that. 

 

Callie, who is currently undeclared, received discouraging remarks about the choices she 

was considering in high school by her teachers as well as her guidance counselor.  At one 

point in high school she decided that she wanted to be a marital counselor.  When she 

told her guidance counselor, her counselor was discouraging: 
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She’s the one that made me like kind of a little hesitant about it because  

she was like…with what you’re going to need, people to advocate for you.   

You’re going to need people to constantly come see you, make sure this,  

that, and [the] third.  Telling me it’s not just the point of obtaining whatever  

you need like a master’s degree and like moving into your own little office,  

and tada!  You need people, you need like people constantly coming to you  

to um, make the money that you would desire, you know, you need this  

and that. 

 

Callie decided that she needed something a little more steady and has currently settled on 

becoming a nutritionist because she believes that with the country’s rising obesity rates 

she will have a chance at a more reliable long-term profession. 

Beah talked about all the changes she witnessed in her school’s guidance office 

and explained that the lack of stability was off-putting.  She noted, “Well, in high school 

I really didn’t talk to my guidance counselor…People got laid off…They kept changing, 

so I really didn’t, really talk to the new people…they really didn’t understand me.”  

Instead, she turned to a teacher who headed up a school committee on which she served.  

While she couldn’t remember any specific recommendation he had made, she did 

remember feeling supported by him. 

Teacher recommendations 

 Teachers provided varying forms of advice to the students I interviewed.  Some 

encouraged promising students, while others were more discouraging.  In addition to 

being discouraged by her guidance counselor, when Callie told a few of her teachers that 

she wanted to go into the teaching profession their response to her as she remembered it 

was: 

‘Well, teaching is ok.’  They were like, definitely try to not get fired before  

you can achieve…tenure or something like that…They said if you do it you [wont 

get] a lot of money; want to make sure you stay in the system within  

tenure, you’re good over 10 years or something like that. 
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Betty, similarly, experienced a lack of support and guidance from her teachers: 

  

They would tell me, ‘No, this won’t work because your grades won’t be  

good enough in this or you’re not strong in this.’  They would tell you a lot of  

what you can’t do rather than tell you what you can do…If I had an idea about 

something like, maybe I should major in this, they would tell you all the  

reasons why you can’t and don’t do it but they will not give you any positive 

aspect on it. 

 

One math teacher told Betty that she shouldn’t even bother to apply to certain schools 

(including the one she currently attends), explaining that she wouldn’t get in.   

 Fortunately, not all the students I interviewed share such negative teacher 

experiences.  Although Daniel could not recall any focused conversations with his 

guidance counselor, he did get suggestions from another source,   In fact, Daniel, who 

went to a STEM focused public high school commented that his teachers were always 

giving him suggestions like civil or environmental engineering.  He also completed a 

career assessment in one of his classes and when he got his results, “Everything was in 

the ballpark of what I wanted to do.”   

 Harper didn’t do a career assessment, but one of his teachers did assign a senior 

project where the topic was potential career choices.  He noted that, “Psychology, 

journalism, and school counselor or sociology and things like that were some of the 

choices I researched for my senior project.”  Harper ultimately settled on social work. 

 Three students received suggestions from teachers based on doing well in those 

subjects even though the students expressed no genuine interest.  When she was in high 

school, Alice who attended a magnet public high school received the same suggestion 

from multiple teachers: doctor, because she had some of the top grades in science classes.  

Similarly, Abby excelled in debating so a teacher recommended that she consider 
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becoming a lawyer. And finally Shelly, who excelled in writing was told by multiple 

teachers that she should consider becoming a writer.   

 

 

Theme 5 – Obstacles 

 

When asked to describe any obstacles they felt might impact the career they had 

chosen, all twelve interviewees had detailed responses that centered on one of the 

following: academics, money, the self, and lack of social capital. 

Academics  

Callie hasn’t settled on a major yet, although she talks about becoming a 

nutritionist, so her primary concern had more to do with ensuring she had good grades in 

college in both her major and general courses.  She is fearful about picking a major that 

she will be good at because although she is undeclared, she wants to go to graduate 

school and she wants to earn a scholarship for it as well. Similarly, Daniel considers 

“class difficulty” his main obstacle.  He is ready to get back into school and apply 

himself.  He notes, “I’m pretty sure I can do whatever you throw at me because if I didn’t 

think I could do it, I wouldn’t have signed up for the major.”  Although he is sitting out 

this year due to financial limitations, he didn’t list money as an obstacle. 

 

Money 

Three students explicitly stated that money was an obstacle that could impact their 

career choice.  Betty is so focused on financial security that there is a high probability 

that she will take the first job she finds after graduation, even if it is not in her chosen 
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field of investment banking.  Betty noted, “I don’t want to end up poor after graduating 

college.  I don’t want to struggle.”  

 Since Alice’s plan included policy work, she is aware that beyond teaching in a 

classroom, she will need to attend graduate school.  She is a bit worried about where the 

money will come from to pay for it, but overall she is confident, “that somebody is going 

to pay for my education.”  She just isn’t sure if that will be the graduate school itself, the 

school district, or another source. 

 Although Shelly has moved beyond money as the major obstacle to her career 

success, she acknowledges that, “You have to make money to be able to take care of 

yourself…just make money because money changes everything.”  She went on to say that 

“I learned that it’s not just about money.  You can have all the money in the world and 

you can still not necessarily have any, if you will.”  Money is still important to her, but 

she also expressed a strong desire to attend graduate school in the future, despite the 

potential cost. 

 

The self 

 Harper and Beah both stated that they considered themselves their greatest 

obstacle.  For Harper, “As far as obstacles, there’s nothing standing in my way, except 

for me.”  Beah echoes a similar sentiment when she stated that, “I think it’s just me, if 

anything, because I don’t really like, I guess, people.  I let them tell me their opinion but I 

don’t let it dictate what I want to do, so I listen, but I still just go with what I want to do.”  

However, both Harper and Beah are very focused on their academics.  Nina, on the other 

hand, is actually struggling with staying focused and motivated in her work.  She feels 
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“burned out” and as a senior she also feels pressure to narrow down what exactly she will 

do after graduation.  Abby, who has graduated and is currently working in her major field 

of human resources (HR) is nervous about moving into new HR territory and feels her 

biggest obstacle would be not liking the field anymore.  “That’s the one thing I always 

thought, what if I actually don’t like it, as much as I want to try it,” she reflected.   

 

Social Capital 

Tom, who at one time lived and went to school with students from completely 

different social classes and who generally had more support systems, watched a similar 

dynamic play out with many of his fellow students in the business school (particularly in 

the accounting department where he was a major):  

I feel like a lot of the obstacles here, is that fact that I was doing this alone.  

Whereas a lot of these kids here (at the business school), they have mom,  

dad, or mom and dad, or whatever their family situation is.  A lot of the  

people that I talked to, they’re helped.  They have somebody to do whatever,  

and pay for XYZ for them.  Even if their family is struggling, they can still  

help out.  I had no family to help out in any way. 

 

Paul, also in the business school cited a similar awareness but included race in his 

assessment of obstacles faced.  “I would definitely say race would be a big factor” he told 

me when asked about obstacles.  I pressed for more and he shared the following: 

Because I will saw in my situation not a lot of kids I went to school with they  

had like (pause).  They knew things well before they got there whereas I didn’t 

because [ I was ] the first person who graduated [in] my family and I don't have 

my own, where I worked for such and such, an aunt that did this or dad that  

does that.  I was just there on my own. 

 

Paul also felt judged in the business school remarking that, “they look at me like I’m a 

thug…I feel like I’m already labeled once I walk in the room.” Here he was referring to a 

tattoo he had on his neck, which was clearly visible if he didn’t wear a buttoned up 
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collared shirt. For Paul these two factors, lack of social network and his tattoo, made it 

difficult for him to pursue a career.  On the other hand, Tom used his observational skills 

and maturity (as a non-traditional student) to seek out individuals he might be able to 

connect with for informational interviews and he joined a student organization to help 

build his social capital. 

 Erica stated that a lack of connections was an obstacle for her as well.  She heard 

from professors in her art school that “connecting with people is important” and felt that 

her only real professional network contact was her high school art teacher. 

These students were aware that they lacked the social capital of many of their 

peers at the university and they also recognized this lack as a disadvantage.  Social capital 

“influences career success” and “helps workers find jobs” (Adler & Kwok, 2002).  There 

are several benefits associated with social capital, among them are the acquisition of 

information and solidarity with those who are also part of a particular network (ibid, 

2002).   The ability of the students in this study to amass social capital could impact not 

just their experience at the university, but also their job prospects in the future.  

Connections allow for access to people, information, and employment positions that are 

not readily available to those without certain social capital.  This is what Bourdieu is 

referring to when he writes that “substitution strategies…enable the holders of a social 

capital of inherited ‘connections’…to get the maximum return” (Bourdieu, 1984). With 

or without the necessary educational capital, people with social capital have access to 

opportunities that those without certain social capital do not.   
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Theme 6 – The Switch 

Code Switching is a concept that has been utilized in various academic circles 

from sociology to history, to African American studies and even business studies.  The 

willingness and/or ability to change one’s demeanor and temperament at a given time to 

convey a certain message about oneself to others is a practice not exclusive to African 

American’s but is a method often employed or resisted by certain members in various 

communities. 

Code switching is a form of behavior, a type of action and therefore is connected to 

practice. 

Practice constitutes the actions taken by individual actors in fields of  

interaction.  These actions constitute the practice of maximizing one’s  

potential in a field given the individual’s habitus and capital.  Practice is  

the action taken given the everyday sense-making over time in which  

individuals engage (Horvat, 2003).   

 

The students who engage in code-switching consciously recognize and explicitly 

acknowledge that actions can be shifted according to one’s need.  This, regardless of the 

capital they possess and the “practice-unifying and practice-generating principle, i.e., 

class habitus,” within which they are brought up (Bourdieu, 1984).   

Bourdieu further explains that,  

The habitus is necessity internalized and converted into dispositions  

that generates meaningful practices and meaning-giving perceptions;  

it is a general, transposable disposition which carries out a systematic  

universal application  - beyond the limits of what has been directly  

learnt – of the necessity inherent in the learning conditions (ibid, 1984).  

 

Learning conditions change, particularly for low-income students who find themselves in 

higher education institutions.  The talent to act a certain way in one field and then to shift 

into another demeanor in a different field enables an individual to navigate through 
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multiple layers of society.  As the students move through various fields (particularly the 

field of education which includes career learning through job shadowing, career panels 

and days, etc.) they encounter people with habituses different from their own.  They also 

begin to see how certain practices produce positive or negative results depending on the 

situation.  This awareness may or may not, depending on internalization of the habitus 

result in the use (or need to use) code-switching.   

 Although all interviewees were not familiar with the exact phrase code switch, 

they were all familiar with the practice.  Ten of the students engaged in code switching 

regularly and there were various rationales for their behaviors.  Some saw it as a sign of 

respect, others believed that it was just normal and what was expected, while others felt it 

was more of a situational practice.  A review of the notes from the interviews with the 

two students who said that they did not engage in code-switching revealed that those two 

students lacked a certain street swag (or sensibility).   

Code Switchers  

Callie was the only code-switcher that tied the phrase to the idea of getting to 

know someone.  For her it had more to do with relationship building whether in 

friendships or in a professional setting.  She stated, “I’m basically more reserved because 

I am not really a people person.”  When asked about switching in a professional setting 

she said, “I feel like it will have to be like some type of mixture.  Because I feel like 

when you are professional all the time, especially with people you knowing for 7-8 years 

or so. So, it’s ok to like turn it off…basically, turn it down.”   

Nina believed that code switching was natural and shared, “I feel like it’s 

something that people do without even realizing.” She admitted to doing it in interviews 
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and believed that depending on what organization or theatre she goes to work for after 

graduation that she may have to code switch in that environment.  If she works in an 

urban children’s theatre she feels that she won’t have to switch, but felt that if the 

environment she found herself in was predominately white, she would need to switch.  It 

was during this part of our interview that she shared another reason why she was no 

longer interested in pursuing acting as a profession.  In addition to feeling ostracized by 

her classmates, she didn’t like the idea that as an actor she would have to constantly code 

switch.  She shared the story of her friend Eddie: 

One of my friends, Eddie, that’s something that he will always talk about.   

In some way, he always had to ‘step out of his blackness’.  That’s always  

what he said, but yeah, and it was just certain things that you just couldn't  

do when you, certain things you couldn’t perform if you stayed how you are.   

I don’t know.  I can’t describe it. 

 

The ability to just be herself and help kids find their voice through acting was more 

appealing to her than putting on a show to get a part. 

 While Nina was planning to move into a field she was passionate about (theatre) 

and hoped that she wouldn’t have to code switch, Beah who was excited about going into 

the field of kinesiology, felt that she would have to code-switch and it didn’t seem to 

bother her.  She stated, “I feel as though I can be myself, because that’s 

(kinesiology/medical field) what I always wanted to be, so I’m doing it.  I am myself 

while doing it.  I’m just acting more professional, I guess.”   

 Daniel, who considered himself something of a chameleon stated that for him it 

tended to happen “involuntarily” especially when he was working.  He noted:  

I tend to hang around the predominantly white crowd at work…It is 

predominantly low-income inner-city people who are in their mid-20’s,  

early 30’…I’ll sit outside and talk with the people that have been there for  

a while.  They happen to be white…I find myself involuntarily trying to talk  
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like they do in a way…I don’t know why.  But it’s just an involuntary thing.   

I’ll pick it up after we’re done talking. I’m like, ‘Why did I sound like that?’ 

 

He then shared that when he is with his friends he slips into a different mode of speaking 

that he referred to as “street mode”.  Switching didn’t particularly bother him because, as 

he shared, “You do have to cater to your audience, in a sense.  You are supposed to shift 

your tone and attitude based on who you’re talking to, because you wouldn’t talk to your 

boss the same way you talk to your next door neighbor.” 

 Similarly, Betty referred to the “appropriateness” of code-switching “around 

certain people.”  She said that she switches “all the time”, but she also pointed out that 

her personality is static.  She explained it this way, “I am the same type of person around 

professionals, around my friends.  I might express it differently…I am not as dramatic 

with professionals as I would be with my friends.”  When asked if she would have to 

code-switch in her chosen profession, her response was, “Absolutely” with no hint of 

disdain.  But as mentioned earlier, for Betty, making money was a primary concern.   She 

said, “I just like to dress casually.  I like to dress comfortably.  I am not really, I wear 

suits if I have to, but I cannot really see myself wearing a suit every day.  I will if I have 

to make money for it.” 

 The idea of being more reserved at work was also true for Abby who believed that 

everyone should code switch.  She stated that at work you “definitely can’t act a certain 

way” and that was fine with her.  It didn’t bother her because, as she stated, “I know in 

my head I can still be myself.  But on a more reserved basis.  It’s not like I’m a 

completely different personality, or whatnot.  It’s just like a more toned down Abby.”  

 Alice was very comfortable with the idea of code switching and admitted to 

engaging in the practice.  She described her willingness to code switch this way: 
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I think that it really depends on how you think about it but for me  

personally, it just builds on who I am because I feel like there's a time and  

a place for everything. I don't believe that because I use certain slang, that  

makes me uneducated, even though I feel like you shouldn't always use it  

all the time, depending on what the setting is. There's just a time and place  

for everything. I love where I come from but then also I just know that there's  

a time and a place for everything. I don't know how else to explain that. 

 

She also shared that around her friends she was more “ratchet” (street), but as a teacher 

she would model a different type of behavior, but she didn’t feel that she wouldn’t be 

herself.  Additionally that self would be slightly less formal than in an office job or other 

professional setting, but not as “ratchet” as she would be with her friends.  For her, like 

many other interviewees, there appeared to be variations in the practice. 

 For Paul, code switching was just about language.  He stated that, “Behavior wise 

and character wise, I am the same across the boarder.”  His use of slang however 

increased around his friends.  For Shelly, code switching had it’s own nickname, The 

Switch.  When asked if she actively engaged in code switching, her response was, 

“Definitely.  Definitely.”  When I asked her why she replied, “Because there’s a time and 

a place for everything.”  She referred to her city job as “13
th

 grade.”  For her, code 

switching allowed her to stand apart from other employees there.  She shared that, 

“You’ve got to keep things a certain way because I’m not jeopardizing my livelihood for 

the nonsense.”  She compartmentalized who she was into a work version and a non-work 

version and didn’t feel she could truly be herself at work but also commented that she 

was comfortable with that fact, commenting, “It just has to be that way.” 

 Tom was probably the most vocal about the idea of code switching and the 

validity of the practice.  He also appeared to be the most frustrated about what he viewed 

as a refusal by some African Americans to give up the “street” attitude.  For him, code 
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switching is situational but he also stated that, “Your core of who you are is always going 

to be who you are.  Your values, the way that you are, the way you think whatever.  

Those are going to be within you.”  After sharing an example of a disagreement between 

him and an acquaintance versus one between him and his friends, he went on to add, “It’s 

two different situations.  They’re two different people.  They’re two different 

environments.  They’re a billion in one variables to be named, but at the end of the day, 

as long as you’re still doing what you would do, you’re still you.”   

 He went on to voice his frustration with his community this way: 

I felt like, there's this whole mentality of especially with the urban black 

community, that like, You got to be hood. You got to be blah, blah, blah.  

I was like, Don't get me wrong. I understand it. I understand where that  

all comes from. You don't want to give up what you were and who you are.  

The hood isn't who you are. There's a core to your person, and I think that a  

huge issue is that, people aren't understanding the difference between the core  

and the clothing or the mask that goes over it. Being ghetto and having the  

ghetto attitude, that's a mask of the person who you are, because as stated  

before, you can still be you and get your point across and do the things that  

you would normally do. You just don't have to snap your fingers and twist  

your damn head every time you want to say it. When I try to talk to younger  

guys about this, like it's really ... It's almost painstaking to get them to  

understand. The stuff that you're thinking about with this whole ghetto dream 

mentality, which I still don't understand why it's so big now. It's not real. 

 

These students considered code switching a skill and a necessity.  Their neighborhood 

environments did not dictate their behaviors and in fact, some students considered 

neighborhood attitudes a liability.  They want to move up the socioeconomic ladder, at 

the very least, they want more opportunities than what they believed were available in 

their neighborhoods.  Elijah Anderson noted in Code of the Street, 

Blacks have always been apart from the dominant society, and they  

have always been segregated and beset by the problems that come  

with segregation.  The past thirty years have brought a greater  

inclusion of blacks in American society and a sharing of it’s fruits, but  

these developments have most often helped those blacks who were  
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ready to take advantage of them – the middle classes, the educated  

people.  The poor, who lacks the skills, the education, and the outlook  

to take advantage of these new opportunities, have been not  

beneficiaries but more often victims of the changes (1999). 

 

Although the students in this study are from poor, urban, neighborhoods not unlike the 

one’s featured in Anderson’s work, because of factors such as educational opportunities, 

the skill and willingness to code switch, and a shift in their individual habitus, they are 

better equipped to potentially share in the “fruits” of America.   

Non-Switchers 

 

Harper stated that he didn’t code switch at all and didn’t feel pressure to do so.  

He presents as a confident, respectful young person and appears to take great pride in 

demonstrating a non-street persona.  When asked about code switching, he replied: 

No, I never really engage in code switching, and I think my community and  

peers in my neighborhood already noticed that.  They saw me, how I presented, 

composed...how I present myself is the same across every board.  In my 

neighborhood and at school, and everything. 

 

He was also confident that he would be able to be himself and not code-switch as a social 

worker.  He feels that growing up in the city and being able to relate to city life combined 

with wanting to help others, will be enough to help him connect with people in his chosen 

profession.  His mother had kept him involved in things in school (programs and sports) 

so he didn’t hang out in the neighborhood and made friends with like-minded peers. 

 Erica, like Harper, doesn’t code switch and also doesn’t present as a 

stereotypically urban youth.  She knows that about herself and so do her friends who 

sometimes remarked, when she would try to talk like them, “you’re so funny”.  The 

teasing didn’t bother her from them, but she remembered being challenged about her 

speech pattern in high school by another girl and that incident made her feel like an 
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“outsider”.  Her boyfriend, who is from Haiti told her once that she talked like she was 

from the suburbs.  Her response to him was, “You just stereotyped me!”  Erica doesn’t 

think she will have to code-switch because for her, there is nothing to switch from. 

The non-switchers were able to grow up in poor, urban, neighborhoods and 

managed to resist adopting their dominant cultural surroundings.  They had neighborhood 

friends who didn’t share their same dispositions but this didn’t appear to be an issue.  In 

Anderson’s words, they were also able to, “avoid falling victim to alienation while still 

living in an environment rife with its consequences” (Anderson, 1999).  For these 

students, code-switching didn’t carry the same necessity it did for the other ten students.     

Discussion 

This study was designed to examine how low-income, urban, African American 

students come to settle on career choices.  In particular, this study explores in what ways 

habitus impacts occupational decision-making.  Six main themes emerged from the 

interviews: the neighborhood effect, friendships, family support and influence, career 

conversations from high school, obstacles and the switch.   

Research Question 1: How do urban students discover and choose among career 

options? 

 In exploring the ways in which low-income, African American students from 

urban environments come to settle on career choices, the study sought to understand this 

decision-making process among those urban students who had moved on to college and 

had decided on a career path.  While the students did not attend the same high school, 

they all were attending the same university (located in their hometown), and participated 

in the same college preparatory auxiliary program prior to and during their college years.   
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 Regardless of the high school the students attended, the majority of them found no 

concrete support or encouragement on the subject of career selection.  At his school, one 

student commented that, “They tried to give me…choices, but they also wanted me to do 

my own research on it, on career choices.”  Another shared a story about her college 

aspirations and when she told her teacher her plan she, she shared that her teacher 

responded, “ ‘You shouldn’t even waste your time,’ she literally told me that!” She was 

still shocked and hurt by that experience.  Two students talked about not having a 

relationship with their guidance counselor and both commented on the fact that there 

were staff changes in that department during their four years of high school and stated 

that the change had a negative perception on their desire to utilize the office.  Nine of the 

interviewees talked more about teacher conversations (both positive and negative) as the 

primary means of career guidance they received in school.  For example, one student 

commented, “they would tell you a lot of what you can’t do rather than what you can do.”  

Only one of the students shared a significant and career enforcing story, which included a 

staff member in high school.  She relayed multiple times that her art teacher “helped me 

out” and even “pulled strings” for her to be able to take a certain AP class. The majority 

of her support came from one teacher and not from the guidance office.  Stability and 

relationship building are also important and this appeared to be lacking in the 

interviewees experiences with guidance staff.   

This is important because studies have shown that this population of students 

requires more targeted approaches to career guidance (Gibbons & Shoffner, 2004; 

Whiston & Keller, 2004).  If they are left to their own devices and are not challenged to 

think through generic ideas such as how much an occupation pays or wanting to be of 
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service (I would argue there is more than one way to do this) and are not encouraged to 

critically think about and get exposure to a variety of options, there will likely not be 

much change in the types of careers these students select.  Encouragement was evident in 

most of the interviewees’ experiences in school, but encouragement without guidance can 

result in social reproduction at worst and modest change at best. 

 Nine of the twelve participants expressed the desire to be of service to others as a 

primary motivator for the career path they had chosen.  The students made comments 

such as, “I always knew I wanted to help people, so that’s always something I had in 

mind” or, “I think it’s definitely something that’s needed, more people to work with 

children, to work in children’s theatre and stuff.”   Another commented, “I like helping 

people, like old people.”  She is studying kinesiology in hopes of becoming a physician’s 

assistant (and maybe a doctor) one day.  Only four of the participants had selected a 

math-based major, which would lead to a career where mathematical acumen would be 

necessary.  This is consistent with search showing that African American women 

gravitate towards educational and social fields and African American men towards more 

social service ones (Murry and Mosidi, 1993).   

Only one of the interviewees talked about taking a career assessment tool in high 

school that suggested career paths (engineering and actuarial science) where African 

Americans are significantly underrepresented.  That student is in fact pursing an 

engineering degree, however, this is due mostly to parental and not school 

encouragement (although some school encouragement was present).  This general lack of 

opportunity exposure, or access to various career options, for low-income African 

Americans is particularly egregious due to the “historical indignities of restricted 
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opportunity to which they have been subjected” (ibid, 1993).  Even the student who went 

to a top high school in the city and was exposed yearly to career choices expressed 

confusion about what she was suppose to do with the information she was getting.  “I’m 

cramming all this information in (referring to subjects).  I can’t see the bigger picture.  I 

don’t have time to synthesize and analyze and break stuff down and put it back together.”  

She went on to say, “I just kind of went anywhere and I still didn’t really figure out what 

I wanted to do until the end, until my senior year.”  Although she thought she had figured 

it out and started at the university as a biology and chemistry major, she changed her 

major to education after her freshman year of college.   

 While some studies point to high salaries as a determining factor for major choice  

(and by extension careers) among some students in general, with business and accounting 

as primary areas of interest (Cebula & Lopez, 1982), overall the students I interviewed 

did not indicate that money was a driving factor in the careers they had chosen.  Some did 

indicate, however state that making enough money to leave their neighborhoods was 

important to them.  One student who desperately wanted to get out of her neighborhood 

gave up her interest in becoming a radio personality because she didn’t think she would 

make enough to leave her environment saying, “that kind of got eliminated…when I 

looked at the different incomes.”  Another student expressed his desire to get out of the 

neighborhood this way, “I got to make a lot of money when I get older because I want to 

live in a good area.”  Still another said, “I didn't want my happiness to be based on 

materialistic things. I found happiness with helping people and just talking with 

people.” 
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 All of the students interviewed are part of an auxiliary program designed to help 

them get into and graduate from an institution of higher education.  Part of the 

programing that occurs, particularly while they are in high school includes career 

guidance.  Two staff members from the program where also interviewed for this study.  

One is the director of the department that works to prepare the students for college and 

the other was a program coordinator who no longer worked for the organization, but had 

worked directly with the students that participated in the interviews while they were in 

high school.  Both indicated that a number of activities and workshops centered on career 

exposure are interwoven throughout the programming however, the director explained 

that it wasn’t a “research-based approach.”  They begin exposing the students to various 

career options starting in ninth grade.  This primarily takes the form of career panels, 

career days (which include visits to various offices and informational interviewing), 

career shadowing, bringing in career coaches, individual counseling and assigning 

volunteer mentors to each student. The mentors commit to four years (high school) and 

depending on the relationship that is established can continue on through college and 

beyond.  There is an expectation that the mentors will also expose and talk to their 

mentees about careers, however only one of the twelve students interviewed explicitly 

mentioned their mentor as someone who had direct career influence on them.  Also, 

during my interviews with these students there was little if no mention of the various 

career exposure opportunities mentioned by the auxiliary staff members as being 

influential in their decision-making. 

 In addition to the above, there is also the opportunity for students to participate in 

internship programs (both in high school and college) and there are two large programs 
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(spring and fall) where speakers and professional development specialist are brought in to 

help students develop professional skills such as networking, proper use of social media, 

and job offer etiquette.   Within the individual counseling that occurs, there is an 

exploration of self-reported strengths as well as feedback based on academic achievement 

and observation by program staff members.  Students are not required to participate in the 

internship placement (though it is strongly encouraged).  There is an interview as well as 

matching process.  Only one student interviewed talked about participating in the 

internship program and explained that it was a positive and influential experience.   

 Despite all of this exposure, only three of the students interviewed listed one of 

The Programs activities as a major influencer in their career choice.  One listed going to a 

career panel, one participating in an internship, and one listed his mentor.  Seven of the 

students talked about family being the primary career influencer for them.  However, 

with the exception of one student, this influence was rather generic, taking the form of 

supporting whatever choice the student made or encouraging them to “just go to college” 

to find the right career path. Other students made comments such as, “I never really had 

that conversation with my mom,” or “nobody really said anything in the strictest sense.” 

Still, another student commented that, “Career paths were never really talked about with 

my family.”  The students then, are arbitrarily selecting careers and these choices are 

based on limited experiences.   

Research Question 2: In what ways are there connections between their career choice 

and their environment? 

 The first research question attempted to shed additional light on the discovery of 

career choices by low-income, urban, African American students.  The second question 
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seeks to uncover the relatedness between what they choose and the environment they are 

living within when they make that choice.  Several studies point to the influence that 

family has on college major and career choice (Bratcher, 1982; Schulenberg, et. al., 1984, 

Brown, 2004; Schultheiss, et. al, 2002; Whiston & Keller, 2004; Ma, 2009).  While this 

study supports those claims, the type of influence varied among the students interviewed.  

Soft support, through the form of encouragement was the primary means.  For example, 

one student commented, “I switched my major a million times and she (her mom) was 

supportive with each and every one of them.”  Another commented, “And they always 

encourage me, and inspire me and motivate me and just keep encouraging me, 

saying that I'm going to be a great social worker. And they automatically just saw me 

doing something helping people.”   

Most of the parents (among those who were working) had blue-collar or low-

income jobs therefore they couldn’t offer a lot of insight about the plethora of career 

choices that were available to their children.  However, that did not stop them from 

encouraging their children’s choices, as was the case for seven of the students 

interviewed; pushing high income choices they were familiar with, as was the case for 

four of the students (doctor, engineer, banker), or focusing on job security, as was the 

case for one of the interviewers (city job).  Sibling influence was also factor for two 

students who were both following in their sisters’ footsteps.  “I tried to follow in their 

footsteps but they never encouraged me to do what they were doing,” one student 

commented.  The other student talked about her sibling influence this way, “My oldest 

sister and my second oldest, they're both teachers. I feel like I was not put into it but I feel 

like I was inspired by them as well.”  This is similar to Schultheiss, et. al (2002) whose 
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empirically based study of college students found a positive connection between their 

interviewees and sibling support.  Overall, the students interviewed demonstrated what 

Whiston & Keller (2002) posit in their research, “the career development…of college 

students and young adults are influenced by the family of origin, especially by parental 

emotional support, autonomy support, encouragement, and warmth.”  The students in this 

study were very aware of their environment and socioeconomic class.  They wanted more 

but awareness of the plethora of career options was limited in part due to a lack of social 

capital. 

The two students interviewed who did not have long-term connections or 

relationships with their parents not surprisingly did not mention them when asked about 

family influence on career choices.  One, whose parents were immersed in the illegal 

drug world and who had many family members on welfare talked about his disgust at 

their “abuse of the system” and his desire lead a completely opposite lifestyle.  He also 

found the overall lifestyles in his neighborhood lacking (although he admitted that when 

he was younger he thought his neighbors led a good, albeit restricted, life).   

For the students interviewed for this study, neighborhood environment offered no 

insight into career options.  Comments such as “it had nothing to offer”,  “It made me not 

want to risk not having a good job in the future” and “I don’t want to be here,” 

demonstrate that for most of these students the connection that their neighborhood had to 

their career choice was to push them to want a career that would allow them to leave their 

neighborhood behind.  Other comments such as “It was really rough actually” and “There 

was a lot of violence, fights; a lot of harassment by police all the time”, were also 

indicative of the lack of neighborhood influences.  The only exception was the student 
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who had strong family connections on his block and immediate surroundings.  For him, 

the neighborhood (which included some non-family encouragement as well) was a 

supportive place, “it’s really that type of block and community we have.  And they’re 

supportive of what you do, if your ambitious and you [have] the motivation and drive 

they want you to go further and go beyond this neighborhood.” 

It is worth noting that regardless of whether or not the students experienced a 

positive or negative connection between their career choice and their environment, they 

all exhibited confidence in the choice they had made and were optimistic about their 

futures.  “I’m trying to create a path for people to follow me” and “the hood isn’t who 

you are” are a few examples of how these students responded to their circumstances.  

Another student summed it up this way, “I've never done anything or tried anything that I 

couldn't do. Anything that I've ever done in life, I've always been able to do and 

accomplish it.”  These students were ripe to make choices that would allow them to have 

a better future.  However, their awareness was limited because their neighborhoods and 

families were structured in a way that didn’t provide a wide variety of career options 

from which they could choose.   

Research Question 3: How is occupational choice influenced by habitus? 

 The last research question centered on Bourdieu’s concept of habitus and it’s 

relationship to the career choices made by the students in this study.  Habituses manifest 

themselves through lifestyle choices, which are not necessarily recognized by the 

individual as conscious choices.  Vilhjalmsdottir & Arnkelsson (2013), refer to habitus as 

a “cognitive structure that is socially embedded.”  As such, related to choices, including 

career goals, “individuals distinguish themselves in their dispositions and practices from 
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other groups in social space who have different habituses,” (ibid, 2013).  We can see this 

in some of the choices made by the students interviewed for this study.  For example, 

nine of the students interviewed described feeling different from their peers in school and 

in their neighborhoods.  Describing his friends’ attitudes one student stated, “ they [are] 

very narrow, closed minded, no grey area…I don’t like that.”  Another student felt that 

her neighborhood friends “didn't appreciate” her because none of them were artist and 

instead of caving to peer pressure, she held on to her artistic leanings and found new 

friends in her later high school years.  Overall, the interviewees didn’t have very many 

strong friendships.  Some participated in activities such as ballet, the orchestra, choir 

group (non-church related), extra art classes and other forms of dominant cultural capital 

that their friends did not.  These students were more likely than the ones with strong 

neighborhood friendships to choose careers (theatre, accounting, photography) where 

African Americans are traditionally underrepresented.  The exception being the 

engineering student who had neighborhood friendships.  However, he also had strong 

paternal support and did express feeling different from his friends. 

The idea that, “dispositions guide the young towards their appropriate social 

positions, towards behaviors that are suitable for them, and an aversion towards other 

behaviors”  (Vilhjalmsdottir et. al,  2013), was effectively demonstrated in one student’s 

story in particular: the theatre major who abandoned the idea of an acting concentration 

because she didn’t connect with the others who were already part of that major, “it’s just 

not the group that I see myself in.”   She also commented that the school was too 

“cliquey.”  Dispositions also had a strong influence over other students who completely 

ignored recommendations made to them to consider fields, despite their teachers’ views 



85 
 

that they had the ability to do the work, because they didn’t like certain aspects of the 

work.  For example one student was encouraged at one point in high school to consider 

law, but she commented that she “hate[s] writing so much”.  Another student, who was 

encouraged to be a writer or journalist, also commented that she didn’t like to write or 

read so she ignored those suggestions at the time.  Although both students dislike of 

writing could be a result of their individual personalities, it could also be a lack of 

inclination born of dispositions “acquired informally through the experience of social 

interactions” (Swartz, 2002).    Swartz notes that children raised by athletes are “far more 

likely to develop their own sports abilities and acquire the dispositions and the know-how 

to appreciate good athletic performances,” and that a “child raised in an artistic family is 

likely to develop an appreciations for art and will acquire the know-how to interpret, 

criticize, and appreciate works of art” (ibid, 2002).  If the aforementioned students grew 

up in households were writing was valued or modeled, it is possible they may have had a 

different perspective about writing. 

Another student initially listened to her teacher’s advice to pursue a science based 

major when she started college, despite being drawn to the idea of working in the 

education field in high school.  However, she switched majors after one year because the 

science classes were “boring” to her.  In the back of her mind, she was in many ways, 

predisposed to chose education, “Seeing that environment and from where I come from, 

what I've learned in the books just being able to, I don't know, do something bigger 

where I can make broader change in the classroom.” 

In addition to dispositions, values and beliefs, also indicative of one’s habitus, 

played a role in occupational choice.  For two students growing up poor was a driving 
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factor in why they both selected financial fields (finance and accounting respectively).  

One talked about not wanting to be poor, while the other focused on finding a stable 

career because although he didn’t want to be rich, he wanted “the bare essentials” and felt 

that accounting offered stability.  When asked to describe any obstacles he felt impacted 

his career choice, he replied, “I would definitely say race would be a big factor.”  This 

student believed because of his race, he lacked the social capital of his undergraduate 

peers in the business school.  Although he participated in an internship with a prestigious 

accounting firm, he has selected a job in the city’s convention center where, as an African 

American, he is not a minority in the office.   

 According to research done by Porter & Umbach (2006), “a large body of 

literature points to self-efficacy as an important factor of student major choice”, and by 

extension occupational choice.   Self-efficacy is defined by Bandura (1994), as “people’s 

beliefs about their capabilities to produce designated levels of performance that exercise 

influence over events that affect their lives.”  Overall, the students in this study took 

ownership for their actions and believed in their ability to succeed.  For example, 

comments like, “I have a strong mind set…at the end of the day, I know it's my decision” 

or the student who stated, “I think that I am a good leader. I don't know and I feel like it's 

just one of them things that I'm like innately just able to do. I’ve always been a leader” 

demonstrate that they were confident and ready to lead productive lives.   

 Previous research has pointed out that urban students have low occupational 

expectations and recommended that career counselors working with urban youth expose 

those students to activities such as career mapping and connections to role models to help 

them make better choices (Constantine, et. al, 1998).  While I agree that the activities 
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recommended are needed on a grander scale that was is currently in action based on my 

research, I did not see among the students I interviewed “low occupational expectations.”  

What I did see was a limited exposure to career options (more on that below). All twelve 

students exhibited strong self-efficacy during their interviews.  Students made comments 

such as, “I am very confident in my abilities,” or “I’m pretty sure I can do whatever you 

throw at me,” and “There’s nothing standing in my way.”  This was particularly evident 

when talking with them about the concept of code switching.  Those who were code 

switchers were comfortable with how they presented themselves to others.  Using phrases 

such as “time and place”, “cater to your audience” and “your core of who you are is 

always going to be who you are”, the students were quite comfortable with the idea of 

“toning it down” for professional situations as well as the naturalness of the practice.  

Performing at will, so to speak and moving into the careers they had selected with 

confidence and ease.  The two students who resisted code-switching were likewise 

confident and comfortable in their skin.   

In spite of the limited opportunities presented to them, the interviewees were 

actively pursing the goals they had set for themselves with great aplomb.  Bourdieu 

(1991) writes about the “silent and insidious” factors that are “most influential in the 

formation of habitus…transmitted through suggestions inscribed in the most apparently 

insignificant aspects of the things, situations and practices of everyday life.”  It would 

appear that the students in this study had picked up on the subtle nuances of their 

environment and through their willingness to code switch (or in two cases resist code 

switching) maintained enough self-efficacy to break away from the dominant habitus of 

their environment and therefore alter their individual habituses.    
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Habitus can and does limit exposure to career options.  However the values and 

confidence level of students are not, as Herr and Niles (1994) contend, in need of 

reshaping by guidance staff.  The urban students in this study are adept at code switching, 

exhibit confidence, and a strong work-ethic.  However, they need exposure.  One of the 

ways that the auxiliary program tries to mediate this is through their mentoring and 

internship programs and various workshops designed to give students more opportunities 

and the tools necessary to be ready for various opportunities.  The auxiliary program  

however, is limited in what it can do based on factors such as board membership, mentor 

volunteering, and company options for internship placement opportunities.   

On the other hand, despite career counseling research that points to the unique 

needs of urban students, it was discovered that the career center at the university these 

students attend has not taken up the charge of addressing these needs in a formalized or 

strategic way.  Interviews with two career coaches (Jane and Grant) at the university 

career center revealed that there are no special services or interventions for urban 

students currently in operation at the center (despite the university’s origin as an 

institution committed to increasing opportunities for the residents in the city).  The center 

does however, partner with another office at the university that works with first-

generation low-income students and conducts workshops for the students there as 

requested.  The auxiliary program students are typically (but not always) connected to the 

department that works with first generation students.  Most of the students I interviewed 

said that they had in fact been connected to that department (which focuses on academic 

and leadership development for first generation college students). 
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When I interviewed Jane, she explained that the center has been undergoing 

structural changes and dealt with turnover and lack of leadership for over a year and a 

half.  The new director as been there a year and the center is now expanding in personnel 

however she explained that the overall mission and the creation of a strategic plan has yet 

to be determined.  Both Grant (the other career coach interviewed for this study) and Jane 

admitted that the center does not have a career counseling model or theory that is part of 

the center’s culture.  Instead, coaches are left to choose the approach that works best for 

them. Grant has a background in counseling and psychology and Jane has a background 

in communications.   

The university has seen a rise in international students and both coaches talked 

about that population as one in need of special programming.  When asked about the 

population groups that are given unique workshops (outside of specific colleges) the 

populations listed were: international students, students with disabilities, student athletes, 

and honors students.  Neither coach mentioned low-income urban students as a 

population that is offered special services through the career center.  Grant does the 

programming for the department that works with first generation students at the 

university and noted that those students are coded as students from that department when 

they come to the career center.  When asked about how those students are assisted he 

commented: 

I know [when] someone is from the [department].  I know that means that  

they are first generation students.  That could mean that they had certain ideas 

about the career search.  They might be the first one to come to school so their 

parents might have certain ideas about what they’re going to do while at their  

time at [the university], but I wouldn’t say that we necessarily treat them any 

different.  
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Both career coaches talked about the importance of networking, but this topic is covered 

in generic how-to workshops and encouraged in general with professors as a potential 

primary networking connection.  There is currently no programming through the career 

center that creates opportunities for networking for urban students in fields in which they 

are underrepresented (unless the student happens to talk to someone at a career fair or 

alumni networking event that they themselves have chosen to attend).   
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CHAPTER 5 

RECOMMENDATIONS & CONCLUSIONS 

The purpose of this study was to examine how low-income, urban, African American 

students make career choices.  Topics explored included the influence neighborhood, 

environment, family support, and friendships may or may not have on career choice as 

well as whether or not students were aware of or perceived potential obstacles and how 

they navigated through those obstacles via habitus.  Twelve urban students from an 

auxiliary program who chose to attend an urban university in their city participated in 

semi-structured interviews.  They represented various urban neighborhoods throughout 

the city and had declared various majors at the university.   

 All interviews were transcribed, analyzed and coded.  Six themes and thirteen 

sub-themes emerged.  Four additional interviews were conducted; two with support staff 

from the auxiliary program and two with career coaches at the university.  These 

interviews were used to collaborate the students’ experiences with both the program and 

the university.   

 Overall, the students did not have positive impressions of their neighborhoods and 

felt like they gleaned no insight into future career options from their home environments.  

The lack of opportunity they witnessed, and for some but not all family support, pushed 

them towards higher education as a means to a better life, with the understanding that 

once they got to college they would learn of more explicit opportunities.  They all 

exhibited a strong sense of self-efficacy and expressed confidence about the career 

choices they made.  While making money was a driving motivator for some of them, 
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overall, being of service to others was the dominant reasoning behind the career choices 

they had made.   

The students appear to make career choices based on very limited and generic 

career exposure opportunities.  The majority (10 of the 12) felt that they received no 

concrete career guidance/exploration from their high schools and in fact, some reported 

negative experiences from teachers and guidance staff.  While these students were able to 

participate in office visits, internships, hear career panels, and were assigned mentors 

(with the hope that they would help with career exploration), overall the exposure the 

students received from the auxiliary program is limited to who the program can secure 

based on its own network of connections which does not necessarily include a wide range 

of underrepresented career options. 

The students were not lacking in encouragement, receiving it from friends, family, 

a teacher-mentor and even staff from the auxiliary program.  While none spoke of going 

to the career center for support, the career center staff also spoke about the nature of their 

work as coaches as one focused on encouraging students.  This encouragement 

unfortunately does not appear to include exposure to alternative or underrepresented 

career options.  Only one of the twelve students picked a STEM career and he attended a 

STEM focused high school and had a father that exposed him to various career options in 

those fields.  

Interviewees also expressed comfort with the idea of code switching and saw it as 

a normal practice to engage in, based on situations.  They did not feel that switching 

diminished who they were and for those who expected to code switch in their chosen 

field, they exhibited no animosity about participating in the practice.   There was a matter 
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of fact way they discussed code switching and it appeared in no way to diminish their 

self-efficacy regarding their career choice.  The non-code switchers carried themselves 

with non-typical urban mannerisms, had adjusted to being perceived as different by their 

peers, and were comfortable with their way of being.  They did not feel the need or 

pressure to change for their future career choices.   

As Lareau (2002) and Willis (1997) point out, environment shapes social 

connections and exposure thereby ensuring what Bourdieu describes as social 

reproduction.  Even though the students in my study plan to leave their neighborhoods 

after college, the exposure to career options they received was already limited by their 

past experiences in those neighborhoods.  Similarly, should they not return but go on to 

more middle class lifestyles, they will not be living in their neighborhoods and therefore 

the next generations in low income, urban neighborhoods will suffer the same 

disadvantages. These students will carry their newly acquired social capital with them out 

of their old neighborhoods.  However, the capital they acquire is still lacking in its ability 

to significantly expand these students’ social networks in a more impactful way.  The 

students I interviewed are not lacking in self-efficacy or encouragement, but what they 

are lacking is greater exposure to career options at a time when it could do the most good.   

While America may have moved beyond the concepts of traditionally open and 

traditionally closed careers as examined in Littig’s 1968 study, we are still struggling to 

move African American students into certain career paths.  African Americans are 

earning more degrees, 9.6% of all undergraduate degrees awarded, up from 6.3% in 1977 

(JBHE, 2007). However, the types of degrees (business, public administration, social 
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sciences, and education) are still not in those in areas in which there is significant 

underrepresentation.   

Recommendations 

Although habitus, the dispositions and behaviors of individuals as well as groups, 

is not static, neither is it effortlessly changeable.  Social reproduction is a powerful force 

as explained by Bourdieu (2011), and therefore requires concentrated effort to bring 

about change. Habitus can also be thought of as “a source of creativity: whenever it is 

composed of disparate dispositions in tension or contradiction with one another” 

(Wacquant, p. 122, 2014).  These contrasting dispositions can occur when students are 

exposed educationally and professionally.  One example of the transformational power of 

a program can be found in the research conducted by Horvat and Davis (2011) which 

showed that the habitus of the students in their mix-methods study was altered as a direct 

result of enrollment in one of eight Youthbuild programs nationwide.  They were also 

able to link changes in habitus with “program components such as leadership congress, 

community service, on-site construction work, and academic skills development” (ibid, p. 

158, 20110).  Urban students are in need of activities and experiences that will push them 

to see beyond their expectations, propelling them into new ways of thinking and being.   

Interventions addressing the career needs of low-income, urban, African 

American youth must be multi-pronged because the experiences of these students is not 

based on just one factor (i.e. race, class, school, or family).  The contrasting dispositions 

discussed by Wacquant (2014) can occur when students are exposed to new experiences 

and insights on multiple levels altering habitus or allowing for the development of a 

secondary habitus.  Based on the experiences and insights shared by the students in this 
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study as well as the adults working with this population of students, recommendations 

can be made that could impact the choices of future low-income, urban, African 

American students. 

 

Recommendations for the secondary school environment 

High school is a pivotal time for these students.  Therefore, it is important that 

counselors who find themselves in urban high schools seek out resources and information 

that will help them better understand the needs of this unique population.  For example, if 

their graduate program didn’t include (or they weren’t required to take) a class on 

multicultural counseling or counseling strategies for working with urban youth, 

counselors in urban high schools should be encouraged or required by the urban school 

districts in which they work to seek out such research.  School districts could provide a 

reading list, workshops, or refer counselors to local universities that offer such classes as 

part of their districts continuing education credits requirement for continued licensure of 

counselors.   

Equally important to utilizing proper approaches when counseling low-income, 

urban, African American students is having enough counselors on hand to do the job.  

Currently most state averages are well above (double) the American School Counselors 

Association (ASCA) recommendation of a student to counselor ratio of 250:1, and public 

urban school districts, especially those that are high minority and low income tend to be 

significantly higher than state averages (Bridgeland & Bruce, 2011).  Urban school 

districts must commit to increasing the number of counselors.   
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These two points are important because as the students in this study reported, their 

relationships with their high school counselors were mostly non-existent, however, 

research shows that having more career counseling in high school is a desire by this 

population of students (Constantine, et. al, 1998).   

Teachers as well, need to be educated to interact in more career-optimizing ways 

with students.  In addition to learning to teach their subject matter, teachers should be 

trained to infuse more career education activities into their curriculum.  For example, the 

history teacher who is teaching about early 20
th

 century American history and who 

includes information about President Wilson and the creation of the National Park 

Service could also introduce to students careers related to that agency such as park 

ranger, park management, landscape architect, or curator, to name a few.  An assignment 

could include the student choosing one of those positions to research to learn about how 

one might begin a career in the selected field. 

The students in this study had few, if any, models in their family and 

neighborhoods from which to glean career options.  Since examples are limited in their 

home and neighborhood environments, schools can help by offering alternative activities 

to help students from low-income urban schools become more aware of their career 

options.  In this study only one student reported a senior project, which was a career 

research assignment; another student talked about a yearly career day at her high school.  

However, more frequent and targeted career mapping exercises, integrated into various 

subjects in high school as well as in earlier K-8 activities, would allow for more variety 

of exposure to different types of careers.  This could be a collaborative effort between 
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teachers, counselors and admissions counselors from universities with programs in need 

of diversification (i.e. STEM fields and other underrepresented or emerging fields). 

 

Recommendations for auxiliary program 

Auxiliary programs, like the one in this study, should find ways of looking 

beyond their donors and volunteers in order to secure opportunities for shadowing, 

internships, and mentors.  Their current model puts them at the mercy of those who 

choose to work with them and their students, rather than seeking out new connections.  A 

career liaison position, someone whose role would be to actively seek out new and varied 

networking contacts, potential mentors, and career partnerships would be beneficial in 

increasing the social capital of the low-income, urban students that are part of the 

program.   

Additionally, the auxiliary program in this study has partnerships with various 

college and universities in the state in which they operate.  Partnering with these 

institutions to increase awareness of various majors (and by extension career 

opportunities) not often selected by urban students could serve to increase participation in 

underrepresented majors/careers. This awareness could take the form of presentations by 

students, faculty, or staff from those majors or department visits when students are on 

college tours. 

 

Recommendations for the university 

 In addition to the recommendations included with the auxiliary program, 

universities can take a more proactive approach in their career services offices.  The 
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career counselors interviewed for this study acknowledged that concerted efforts were not 

being made to increase awareness for urban students about career options.  This should 

change.  Workshops, presentation, and handouts can serve as tools to help guide urban 

African American students into unchartered career waters.   

 

Recommendations for theory 

 Habitus gives researchers and educators a useful lens with which to view the 

behaviors and choices made by students. Furthermore, the linguistic and behavioral 

origins of code-switching within the African American communities provide a tool for 

understanding the unique and varied experiences of African Americans and urban 

African Americans in particular.  Combining the concepts of primary habitus, secondary 

habitus, and code-switching can enable scholars to make more explicit the social and 

cultural capital inherent not just in urban communities but in other communities 

searching for greater opportunities as well. 

 

Recommendations for further research 

 This study focused on how low-come, urban, African American students came to 

settle on career choices and examined how habitus influenced those choices.  However, 

this approach does not have to be limited to this particular urban population.  Urban 

students of other ethnicities could also be examined, such as Asian, Indian, or Hispanic 

students.  Similarly, environmental factors and dispositions and their relatedness to career 

choice can be expanded to additional groups who are living in a world disconnected from 

middle and upper class lifestyles.  For example, modified replications of this study could 
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include students from somewhat isolated environments such as the cultural region known 

as Appalachia, Native American reservations, or migrant worker communities.   

 

Conclusion 

More research needs to focus not just on what career decisions low income, 

urban, African American student are making, but rather on why they are making those 

particular decisions as well as what internal and external factors contribute to those 

decisions.  Educators who are making concerted efforts to understand the influence 

habitus has on career choice while also actively working to cultivate a more robust 

secondary habitus will be better equipped to work with urban students like the ones in 

this study. Opportunities inherent in the cultivation of a secondary habitus can also point 

to ways of transcending social reproduction.  More of the same won’t cut it for these 

students.  They need exposure that will be strong enough to push them beyond typical 

behaviors and choices based on limited exposure.  They need a boost beyond their normal 

orbit, so to speak. 

These interventions will then allow for more informed decision-making by this 

population of students.  Forms of capital are fluid.  As Bourdieu points out in his seminal 

work Distinction,  

One the one hand, agents are not completely defined by the properties  

they possess at a given time, whose conditions of acquisition persist in  

the habitus (the hysteresis effect); and on the other hand, the relationship  

between initial capital and present capital, or to put it another way,  

between the initial and present positions in social space, is a statistical 

relationship of very variable intensity (1984).     
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While the where they live factor might be unchangeable, interventions for what they know 

and who they know are possible, increasing capital, mediating habitus, and leading to 

more freedom of choice in career selection. 
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APPENDIX A 

 

 

TABLE 1. DEMOGRAPHIC DATA 

 

P# Name Sex Age range Major 

1 Callie  F Early 20’s undeclared 

2 Nina  F Early 20’s Theatre 

3 Betty  F Mid 20’s Finance (Cert: Spanish) 

4 Daniel  M Early 20’s Mech Engineering 

5 Harper  M Early 20’s Social Work 

6 Beah  F Not given Kinesiology  

7 Tom  M Early 30’s Acct (minor: MIS) 

8 Alice  F Not given Sec Ed - Soc Studies 

9 Paul  M Early 20’s Finance 

10 Abby  F Early 20’s HRM (minor: MIS) 

11 Erica  F Not given Photography 

12 Shelly F Late 20’s Bus Mgmt 
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TABLE 2. SUMMARY OF RESULTS 

 

Theme Sub theme Raw data examples 

The neighborhood 

effect 

Negative 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It’s just like wow, and they don’t do really 

nothing with their lives 

 

everybody just did the same  

thing every single day 

 

full of drugs, fighting, crime, and everything 

like that 

Friendships Feeling 

different 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Supportive 

friendships 

think college is a waste because you’re not 

guaranteed a job 

 

[let] outside influence takeover 

 

I looked at the world differently than my 

friends 

 

I hang around people that we all inspire each 

other 

 

“100%” supported 

Family Support 

& Influences 

Support and 

input for 

choices 

made 

 

 

 

 

Just go to 

college 

 

 

 

Skepticism 

about career 

choice 

She is like whatever you want to do I am 

behind you 100 percent 

 

My dad loves it. He just hopes I make it 

because it’s a promising career 

 

They love my career choice 

 

just get it done 

 

The only thing that was talked about was 

school 

 

artist are weird 

 

teachers don’t get paid a lot 

Career 

conversations 

from h.s. 

guidance 

office 

She’s the one that made me like kind of a little 

hesitant 

 

I never really went to them or anything like 

that 

 

I really didn’t talk to my guidance counselor 
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Theme Sub theme Raw data examples 

Career 

conversations 

from h.s. (cont) 

Teachers  Well, teaching is ok…definitely try to not get 

fired before you can achieve…tenure 

 

They would tell you a lot of what you can’t do 

rather than tell you what you can do 

 

Obstacles Academics 

 

 

 

 

 

Money 

 

 

 

 

 

Self  

 

 

 

 

 

Social 

capital 

The only obstacle I have right now is basically 

academically 

 

Just academically. Just getting down to the 

books. 

 

You have to make money to be able to take 

care of yourself 

 

I don’t want to end up poor after graduating 

college 

 

there’s nothing standing in my way, except for 

me 

 

what if I actually don’t like it, as much as I 

want to try it 

 

A lot of the people that I talked to, they’re 

helped.  They have somebody 

 

They knew things well before they got there 

whereas I didn’t 

 

connecting with people is important 

The Switch Code 

switchers 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Non-

switchers 

I feel like it’s something that people do 

without even realizing 

 

it’s ok to like turn it off…basically, turn it 

down 

 

there's a time and a place for everything 

 

how I present myself is the same across every 

board 
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APPENDIX B 

 

SCREENING QUESTIONNAIRE 

 

 

1. Name: 

 

2. Gender: 

 

3. How old are you? 

 

4. How do you identify (black/African American, Hispanic, mixed)? 

 

5. Where in Philadelphia did you grow up (North, South, West)? 

 

6. What high school did you attend? 
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APPENDIX C 

 

STUDENT INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

 

1. How would you describe your neighborhood? 

2. Can you tell me a little bit about your family? 

3. When you were little, what did you want to be when you grew up?  Do you 

remember where that career idea came from? 

4. Did you talk about career choices with family members?  If so, what were those 

conversations like? 

5. How would you say that your neighborhood influenced your career aspirations? 

6. What careers were recommended to you by teachers, guidance counselors, or 

other school or program staff? 

7. Do you think there is a difference between a job, a career, and a calling?  Is so, 

how would you describe that differences? 

8. Which do you see yourself working towards?  Why do you think that is? 

9. Describe any obstacles you feel may impact your career choice? 

10. How does your family and friends feel about your career choice? 

11. How do you feel about your career choice? 

12. If there was a difference in opinion about your career choice, did that create 

tension between you and your family? 

13. Were there any careers that you or your family considered acceptable or 

unacceptable choices?  If so, why? 

14. What/Who would you say has been the most influential in guiding your career 

aspirations? 
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15. What is your understanding of the phrase “code switching”? 

16. If you actively engage in code switching, when do you do it and why? 

17. Do you think you will need to code switch in your chosen profession? 

18. Do you feel that you can be yourself in your chosen field or do you feel that you 

will need to act/be different? 

19. Are there any career choices you consciously eliminated when deciding what you 

wanted to be professionally?  If so, why did you eliminate them? 

20. Is there anything else you wish to share with me about your career journey so far? 
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APPENDIX D 

 

STAFF INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

 

1. Can you tell me a little bit about your professional background and if it is similar 

or different from your colleagues (if so, in what ways)? 

2. Does Philadelphia Futures/the career center follow or recommend a particular 

approach or career theory as a best practice for working with students?   

3. Is the way you discuss career options and majors different for students from 

different backgrounds?  Why or why not? 

4. In what ways does a student’s personality influence the career recommendations 

you make (and why)? 

5. Can you give examples of reason’s you might discourage a student away from a 

particular major or career path? 

6. What are the various ways in which your office exposes students to various career 

options?  Are there targeted approaches based on various populations? 

7. How are the benefits of networking explained to students?  Does the career center 

facilitate the learning of this skill and/or provide opportunities for students to 

engage in networking prior to job fairs/interviewing? 

8. Can you talk a little about code-switching and what types of conversations you 

have had with students about engaging in this practice? 

9. Is there any outreach to particular student populations?  If so, please explain. 

10. Is there anything else you wish to share with me about how your 

organization/office works with students? 
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APPENDIX E 

 

REFLEXIVE EXERCISE 

 

 

Hesee-Biber & Leavy Reflective Excersice (p. 39)   

 

Take 20 minutes and write down the various ways your position in society impacts the 

way you observe and perceive others in your daily life.  Answer the following questions: 

 

What particular biases, if any, do I bring to and/or impose onto my research? 

 

My dad worked extremely hard to make sure my mom, brother, and I had a better living 

situation than the one he had growing up.  He taught me that Black history was 

something to think about all the time and not just for one month out of the year.  I was 

also raised to buck against stereotypes.  That said, I tend to be a little judgmental about 

black people who I think are embracing stereotypes (not because they don’t know about 

other ways of being, but because they know and choose to embrace certain 

characteristics as “the only way” to be authentically black).   

 

I can’t relate to people that don’t want to learn.  

 

How do my specific values, attitudes, and theoretical perspectives influence the research 

style I take on?  How do my values, attitudes, and beliefs enter into the research process?  

Do I ask questions only from my own perspective? 

 

One of my primary values is education (over the years that has morphed from being 

college-educated, to just having the desire and drive to learn in general).  I also think 

that learning helps us see better the ways in which our lives have unfolded as well as the 

lives of those around us (in our neighborhood as well as society-at-large).   

 

I am drawn to Bourdieu because of the Gestaltian nature of his work.  It is multi-faceted 

and it’s how I tend to look at things as well.  Circumstances aren’t just about race or 

class or gender or location or education level or etc., etc.  It’s all of it wrapped up for 

each person carrying different weights for different reasons based on different 

experiences.  I definitely bring this idea into my work and I think that is why my research 

will not be solely based on my perspective. 

 

How does my own agenda shape what I ask and what I find? 

 

I think I will be fine checking my agenda “at the door” so to speak, when it comes to my 

research, because even though I want to find ways of helping young urban youth aspire 

to multiple types of careers, I know that if I impose my ideas on this work I won’t truly be 

able to hear their stories or see possibilities for further research.  I think the fact that I 

am black, but grew up in a different environment from my subjects helps me not to force a 

belief that may or may not be there.   
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How does my position on these issues impact how I gather, analyze, and interpret my 

data?  From whose perspective do I perform these actions? 

 

Because my research is focused on students who are attending college and want to better 

their life situations, I don’t think my biases will come into play or effect my work.  I also 

think that my counseling background will help me to display the necessary mix of 

empathy and interest in order to talk to them on whatever level they need me to so that 

they feel comfortable enough to share their stories.   

 

 

 


