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ABSTRACT OF DISSERTATION 

THE LIFE STORIES OF FORMER COMMUNITY COLLEGE 

AGRICULTURE REENTRY STUDENTS: 

A NARRATIVE INQUIRY OF SELF-EFFICACY 

The purpose of this qualitative narrative inquiry was to identify agriculture re­

entry students and to understand and interpret their life stories in relation to the concept 

of self-efficacy. In so doing, I was able to determine the role of self-efficacy in their 

decisions to become community college reentry students. 

My interviews of my participants were in-depth, private, individual, open-ended, 

and face-to-face. I was able to identify emerging themes from my participants' stories by 

using a system of cross-case matrix analysis. I reported my research findings using a 

narrative inquiry methodology that allowed the individual and collective voices of my 

participants' life stories to be clearly expressed and heard. During the interpretation of 

my data, I found a correlation between my participants' level of self-efficacy as it related 

to their decision to become community college reentry students. 

In particular, I found the self-efficacy construct of motivation played an important 

role in guiding them toward their academic achievement. I was able to connect my 

participants' stories to the literature on self-efficacy and this deepened my understanding 

of their experience as community college re-entry students. This research will assist 

community college researchers and practitioners in understanding the role of self-efficacy 

in the academic achievement of reentry students at public two-year institutions. It also 
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provided me with a basis to make recommendations for further research and 

improvements to practice. 

Laurence S. Dutto 
School of Education 

Colorado State University 
Fort Collins, CO 80523 

Fall 2008 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Introduction 

This dissertation describes my narrative research project of examining the life 

stories of former community college agriculture reentry students. My dissertation consists 

of five chapters. Chapter One presents an opening vignette, provides the theoretical 

framework for the study, identifies the research problem and research context, defines the 

terms and limitations of the project, discusses the significance of the study, outlines the 

conceptual framework of the dissertation, and offers my perspective on the research. 

Chapter Two presents a review of the relevant literature, including the theory, 

sources, and processes of self-efficacy. I conclude the chapter with a review of the most 

current research literature and a review of community college vocational education. In 

Chapter Three, I explain why I chose the qualitative narrative inquiry design for my 

study, discuss the selection of participants, describe the data collection and analysis, and 

address issues of trustworthiness and ethical considerations. 

Chapter Four describes in detail the life stories of my participants, starting with 

their family and childhood memories, early education, and career aspirations and 

community college experiences. I then analyze each of their stories from the narratives, 

field notes, and other data I collected from their interviews. Finally, I present the results 

from the cross-case matrices that I used in my data analysis. The threads and themes I 

developed were based on the participants' data, including their socioeconomic status, 
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familial relationships, educational backgrounds, role models and peer influences, and 

critical events in their lives. 

In Chapter Five, I discuss the data I discovered and explain each participant's 

story as it relates to self-efficacy theory. I divide each story, linking the key elements of 

the narratives to the sources and processes of self-efficacy. I then discuss my participants' 

self-efficacy as it relates to their academic achievement as community college reentry 

students. Finally, I discuss the latest approach in the narrative inquiry research, which 

involves critical incidents or events occurring in a person's narrative. I conclude the 

chapter with the implications for community colleges and the need for further research. 

Opening Vignette 

Jim, a pseudonym for a real student, sat down at the table and began to explain 

how he had arrived at this point in his life. Jim had grown up in Detroit, Michigan, where 

he was born and lived with his mother and father for about a year before they were 

divorced. During his infant and early childhood years, Jim had never really known his 

biological father. His mother remarried, but that marriage lasted only a few years before 

it also ended in divorce. Jim's most poignant memories of his earliest childhood involved 

his mother's constant battles with illness. She was so sick that she had 13 heart surgeries 

over the course of her life. She often had walking pneumonia, and during these times of 

illness, Jim and his sister lived with his mother's sister for periods of 3 to 4 months. Jim 

also remembered that he had to eat a lot of cereal when he was a small child, because 

there was not much else to eat. 

Because of his mother's poor health and the bitter winters in Detroit, she had 

sought a warmer climate and decided to move to California. On their way to California, 
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Jim and his mother stayed with relatives in Washington and Oregon. They settled in the 

San Fernando Valley in California. During Jim's K-12 educational career, he had 

attended more than 20 elementary and high schools. The frequency of their moves did not 

allow Jim to establish any long-term friendships or associations with teachers, schools, or 

communities. He soon became accustomed to attending a new school with new 

classmates, teachers, administrators, and surroundings. Jim was quick to note that these 

changes had occurred so often that he accepted them as routine occurrences. 

Jim recalled these early experiences of school as being very boring. Changing 

schools so often had involved performing many of the rote memorization tasks 

repeatedly, and school was not challenging for him. He admitted that getting grades of B 

and C had always seemed acceptable to him, and his parents had little interest in his 

schooling. He had quickly discovered that he was good at working with his hands, and 

his favorite activities at school included building the stage sets or operating the lighting 

for school plays and other performances. He had enjoyed all different kinds of hands-on 

projects, and he remembered a time when he had been able to get a passing grade in a 

sewing class not by sewing, but by taking apart a broken sewing machine and fixing it. 

The one thing that Jim remembered most about school was a drafting class he had 

taken when he was in junior high school. He had been only 13 years old at the time, but 

he remembered that he liked drafting and dreamed of being an architect some day. He 

still had a drawing of a building he had designed that he called the Holland building, 

which had a big H crosspiece and was complete with office spaces, restaurants, shops, 

and apartment complexes. He had been interested in designing and building all sorts of 

models and structures. 
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Teachers and fellow students were not easy for Jim to remember because he had 

changed schools so many times. He did remember his fifth-grade teacher, Mrs. Ferguson, 

whom he described as a nice person who stuck out in his mind because she had liked his 

Christmas project. She had also stayed after school and helped him with his homework or 

other class assignments that he was having difficulty completing. Jim noted that he 

remembered his woodshop teacher only because he had cautioned Jim to "watch your 

fingers " in class. 

Jim's most vivid memories were of his mother and her struggles with her health 

and life in general. She had never finished high school and worked doing clerical and 

other administrative duties for a loan company. She had also enjoyed acting in local USO 

shows or doing tap dancing and ballet performances. They had lived in North Hollywood 

and Burbank for a short time, and she had aspired to be an actor. Jim remembered that 

she had always referred to her occupation as being an actor, but said that she was doing 

this or that other activity on a temporary basis. Jim's mother had often admitted that she 

was not a very good mom and that she just did not know what to do with Jim during his 

rebellious years. 

Jim acknowledged that he had spent many of his younger years out from under 

the umbrella of parental concern. When he was 15 years old, he had run away from home 

to live on the streets or with his friends. Jim looked back on his behavior at that time as a 

rebellion against parental control and admitted that he had been going to parties all night, 

smoking "a little herb" with kids in the park, and just hanging out with other teenagers. 

Local police had picked up Jim one day for loitering outside a bowling alley. He 

used to keep score for local bowling teams to earn a little money while he was living 
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away from home. The police had held him and called his mother, who said, "Well, throw 

him in juvie, because I don't know what to do with him." After about 45 minutes, the 

police had taken Jim to a local motel and told him to be out of town in 2 days. 

Jim had then decided to call his stepdad, who sent him a bus ticket so he could 

return to Detroit. He was 16 years old at the time, and his stepdad had told him to go to 

school or go to work and not just sit around the house all day. He had chosen to go back 

to school and, at the urging of his sister, he had decided to try to find his real father, 

whom Jim had not seen since he was 5 years old. By the time Jim was 17, he was able to 

track down his biological father and live with him for a short period prior to his father's 

death about a year later. Jim did not have childhood memories of his dad and only 

remembered that he had worked for Chrysler Corporation for 37 years. 

For the next 20 years, Jim had lived in the Detroit area and shared an apartment 

with friends or an occasional girlfriend. He described that time as simply "living life" and 

trying to make a living by working at a variety of jobs. He had worked for Big Boy or 

Denny's restaurants as a dishwasher or short order cook and did odd jobs to earn money 

to pay his rent and buy food. As long as he had worked during the week, he could pay his 

bills and have some money left over on the weekend to go to concerts or spend time in 

the park with his friends. He had felt that life was good. 

Jim's life had changed nearly 20 years later when his sister called him late one 

night from California to tell him that she had won the lottery. When she had called at 4 

a.m., he had been in no mood to be the target of a bad joke, and he had hung up the 

phone. She immediately called back, insisted that he listen to her, and said that it was true 

she and her husband had won the lottery. A few months later, he had received another 
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call from his sister, who asked that he come to California to assist her in caring for some 

horses that she had bought along with a small ranch with the proceeds from her lottery 

winnings. Jim had said he was not looking for a handout, but he agreed to travel to 

California to live with his sister, her husband, and his niece and nephews. 

Jim had been scared one day while tending to the horses. A horse he was leading 

lunged at him, startled by a dump truck delivering dirt to fill holes in the corral. Jim 

decided that he needed to learn more about how to take care of horses. With the 

encouragement of his sister and her family—the first people in his life who really 

encouraged him to seek higher education—he had decided to enroll in an equine program 

at the local community college. Therefore, 23 years after finishing high school, Jim had 

stepped into a college classroom for the first time. 

That first class, which was in colt breaking, had changed his life for the better. In 

contrast to when he had finished high school and thought that college was too expensive 

and he was not intelligent enough to succeed there, he had earned a grade of A in his colt 

breaking class. For the first time, he had not been bored in school; he excelled in the 

classroom and in his studies and served as Associated Student Body President. That 

initial class had been the first step of his journey into higher education. He soon learned 

that he had a passion for education, and that class led to other classes and to the 

completion of an Equine Certificate, an Associate of Science degree, and a Bachelor of 

Science degree. At the time of our interview, Jim was working on his master's degree. 

This dissertation describes my research project that examined the experiences of 

former community college reentry students like Jim. I was interested in learning about 
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their life stories to determine if there was a connection between self-efficacy and their 

decisions to start or return to community college. 

Theoretical Framework 

Self-beliefs are a significant component of most theories of human motivation. 

Bandura's (1986) social cognitive theory of self-efficacy defines self-efficacy as people's 

judgments of their capabilities to produce designated levels of performance. People are 

more likely to perform tasks that they believe they are capable of accomplishing and less 

likely to engage in tasks about which they feel less competent. Individuals who believe 

that they are competent become more motivated to perform difficult tasks. In addition, 

these individuals are more motivated to put forth greater effort and show more 

perseverance in overcoming obstacles that may have prevented them from achieving 

success in the past. 

According to self-efficacy researchers (Bandura, 1986; Bores-Rangel, Church, 

Szendre & Reeves, 1990; DeWitz & Walsh, 2002; Eccles & Wigfield, 2002; Hoover-

Dempsey, Bassler & Brissie, 1992; Pajares, 2002; Schunk, 1991), self-efficacy is 

instrumental in determining the level of success in academic achievement of individuals 

from childhood through their adult years. A significant amount of research (Bandura, 

1993; Bores-Rangel, et al., 1990; Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 2003; Pintrich & DeGroot, 

1990) has substantiated the role of self-efficacy in an educational environment. Students' 

self-efficacy has a strong influence on the regulation of their own learning and the degree 

to which they are able to master academic activities. Their level of success often 

determines their educational and career aspirations (Bandura, 1993). 
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Schunk (2003) concluded that self-efficacy serves an important function in the 

level of motivation put forth in the learning process. Self-efficacy plays a significant role 

in students' academic performance in respect to learning or performing at designated 

levels. Self-efficacy is instrumental in determining the choice of tasks, the effort put 

forth, and the persistence or achievement of a student (Schunk, 1991). 

Investigations on self-efficacy beliefs in academic settings have been well 

researched and documented. According to Pajares (1996), "The empirical connection 

between self-efficacy and academic performances and achievement has by now been 

reasonably secured" (p. 563). Many investigations have utilized a quantitative approach 

to measure the self-efficacy levels for domain-specific skills such as mathematics (Betz 

& Hackett, 1993). Pajares (1996) contended, however, that although these studies 

provided domain-specific measures of self-efficacy, they missed the mark in developing a 

more complete account of self-efficacy for a specific academic skill. Many other studies 

have attempted to measure a general sense of efficacy or confidence by using a 

quantitative omnibus test that decontextualized the self-efficacy into a generalized 

personality measure (Pajares, 1996). The debate continues among quantitative and 

qualitative researchers over which research design provides the best indicator of self-

efficacy. 

Josselson and Lieblich (2003) stated that "narrative research is a voyage of 

discovery—a discovery of meanings that both constitute the individual participant and 

are co-constructed in the research process" (Josselson & Lieblich, 2003, p. 260). Using 

narrative inquiry, I have explored the life stories of community college agriculture 

reentry students to determine if self-efficacy may have played a role in their decisions to 
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return to or begin a community college career. The goal of my inquiry was to take a 

narrative voyage of discovery into the lives of these students without knowing at the 

outset what I would find. As in Jim's case, I wanted to know what motivated these 

individuals to become community college occupational reentry students. 

When people have a low level of self-efficacy, they avoid tasks and activities that 

they believe they are unable to do. Conversely, activities that they have a high level of 

confidence in doing will increase their level of competence and increase their belief 

system. In addition, as their level of competence to complete specific tasks increases, so 

does their level of perseverance to accomplish those tasks. In Jim's case, his initial 

success (i.e., getting an A grade in his first college class) motivated him to take additional 

classes and work hard to earn high grades. People who judge themselves as efficacious in 

given situations will become more resilient to tougher obstacles and will become more 

confident in their ability to overcome these hindrances to their success. 

Bandura (1977) concluded that self-efficacy comes from four sources: (a) 

authentic mastery experiences, (b) vicarious experiences, (c) social persuasion, and (d) 

physiological indexes. Mastery experiences have the greatest effect on self-efficacy. 

People who engage in tasks and successfully master them show an increase in their level 

of self-efficacy. Unfortunately, those individuals who are unsuccessful often interpret 

such results as failure and consequently lower their belief in their ability to master those 

tasks in the future. Others, who start out with low self-efficacy and experience success, 

often discount that success and therefore experience little change in their low level of 

self-efficacy (Pajares, 2002). 
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People also form their self-efficacy beliefs through vicarious experiences, but Jim 

moved so many times that he did not have a chance to adopt any meaningful role models 

in his life. When learners observe role models performing various tasks, the learners can 

model their behavior on the role models and improve their level of self-efficacy. 

Although modeling is less influential than mastery of experiences in changing self-

efficacy, modeling can improve one's belief system—especially if the individual does not 

have prior experience in performing the task (Pajares, 2002). 

There were few individuals in Jim's life who offered him much encouragement 

through social persuasion. Living in many different states and attending many different 

schools prevented Jim from developing any long-term relationships with friends, who 

might have influenced his belief system through positive persuasion and encouraged or 

empowered him to seek higher education at an earlier age. Jim's parents simply 

instructed him to go to school or go to work, leaving him with limited choices. For many 

years after he finished high school, Jim chose to go to work rather than attend school. 

Jim was bored in school; he was uninspired by schoolwork and the classroom 

environment. Spending less than 1 or 2 years in each school, he felt little peer pressure to 

get good grades. With the exception of a few scuffles, he was able to move from school 

to school and adapt very quickly to new teachers and classmates. Jim's level of self-

efficacy was unaffected simply because he did not feel any anxiety or stress to perform in 

the classroom. The influence that self-efficacy might have played in Jim's eventual 

decision to pursue a college degree is unknown. 
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Statement of the Research Problem 

The research problem for my narrative inquiry involved the role of self-efficacy in 

the decisions of former community college agriculture students to become community 

college reentry students. A person's current belief system about his or her academic 

ability is dependent upon the culmination of life experiences up to a certain point in that 

person's life. My inquiry focused on documenting and interpreting my participants' life 

stories in order to determine what, if any, role self-efficacy may have had in their 

academic achievement. 

A narrative inquiry utilizing the "four directions of inquiry: inward and outward, 

backward and forward" (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 50) allowed me to determine the 

true belief systems of my participants toward their academic achievement. Inward inquiry 

determined the feelings, hopes, and aspirations of the participants, while outward inquiry 

delved into the external environment that influenced their decisions to pursue an 

occupational education at a community college. The key to backward and forward 

inquiry was to use a temporal approach to look into their past experiences, their present 

situations, and their future aspirations (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). 

Research Context 

In researching the academic literature, I learned that the four main sources of self-

efficacy occur over time during one's life. I started each interview with a simple 

question: How did you get to this point in your life? Each participant told me about his 

or her family, childhood, early education, peers, and role models. All of my participants 

then described how they had become community college reentry students. 
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I wanted to know about (a) their early childhood experiences; (b) their 

relationships with parents, siblings, relatives, or friends; and (c) their perceptions of their 

family's socioeconomic status. In addition, I asked questions about the many different 

aspects of the participants' educational experiences. Did they have any strong role 

models in their family? Did their peers have a major influence on them? What were their 

earliest recollections of their educational experiences? Did they have any strong role 

models in school? Did they have teachers who made a difference in their lives? Was 

school a good experience for them? What was their level of self-efficacy toward their 

academic achievement in school? Did they ever feel a change in their belief system 

toward their education? If so, when did that occur? What event(s) happened in their lives 

that changed their belief systems? 

These questions guided the narrative inquiry process in determining the 

participants' levels of self-efficacy. After I conducted the interviews, transcribed them, 

and analyzed the data, I was able to determine their levels of self-efficacy. 

Potential Limitations 

Narrative inquiry has its foundations in storytelling. Narratives are stories, and 

narrative analysis "takes as its object of investigation the story itself (Riessman, 1993, p. 

1). The holistic-content mode of reading a complete life story focuses on the content 

presented by the narrator (Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach & Zilber, 1998). The researcher 

analyzes and interprets the content through his or her own personal lens. The researcher 

when "reading and interpreting a life story may vary in the extent to which theoretical 

understanding plays a role in interpretation" (Lieblich et al., p. 76). My challenge and a 

potential limitation of this study was to interpret the participants' life stories to determine 
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their levels of self-efficacy regardless of whether or not self-efficacy played a role in their 

decisions to seek higher education at a community college. 

Memories are emotionally significant. According to Lieblich et al. (1998), 

"memories are personal creations; they consist of choices, distortions, and inventions of 

past events in a manner that befits the individual's current goals, interests, or moods" (p. 

79). Self-efficacy begins in early childhood, and the foundation of one's belief system is 

influenced by the interplay of socioeconomic, familial, educational, and peer influences. 

Another challenge and potential limitation of this study was whether the participants were 

willing to share their earliest childhood memories and innermost thoughts in response to 

my questions about their life stories. 

In addition to the limitations of the narrative research design, I limited my study 

through the selection of participants. I focused on individuals who were former 

community college agriculture students who started or returned to a community college 

sometime after they had completed their secondary education. I relied on my gatekeepers 

to select potential participants, and I did not limit the study population based on gender, 

age, or ethnicity. 

Significance of the Study 

In conducting my research, I explored the life stories of the participants. As noted 

earlier, I began questioning the participants by simply asking them to tell their life stories 

up to this point in their lives. I then followed up with additional questions depending on 

where the narrative inquiry process took me. Through this process of questioning, I was 

able to let the participants lead me through their life stories in order to determine their 

sources of self-efficacy. Allowing each individual to explain and expand on his or her life 
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experiences enabled me to determine whether self-efficacy may have influenced the 

individual's decision to start or return to community college. 

Conceptual Framework of the Study 

Researchers of self-efficacy theory have used both quantitative and qualitative 

research designs. To state a knowledge claim, those choosing to use a quantitative 

approach—often called the scientific method or the positivist or postpositivist research 

design—utilize a reductionistic approach that reduces ideas into small, discrete sets of 

ideas that can be tested with variables, hypotheses, and research questions (Creswell, 

2003). Postpositivist researchers have investigated the theories of self-efficacy through a 

variety of instruments that usually measure specific task-oriented activities that relate to 

such phenomena as mathematics, writing, reading, or career choices (Pajares, 1996). On 

the other hand, constructivist researchers use a different research design to state a 

knowledge claim. 

"The key to understanding qualitative research lies with the idea that meaning is 

socially constructed by individuals in interaction with their world" (Merriam, 2002, p. 3). 

The goal of social constructivism research is to rely heavily on the participants' views of 

the world in which they live. The constructivist focuses on the interaction among 

individuals and the processes that take place between them. Constructivists develop 

subjective meanings of the experiences they have in the field and focus on the complexity 

of the views, in contrast to the narrow reductionistic approach of the postpositivist. 

Through their answers to open-ended questions, the study participants construct 

meanings as they express their views of a situation. These meanings are always social 

and arise out of interaction with a human community (Creswell, 2003). The qualitative 
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approach was the most appropriate research design framework for what I wanted to 

accomplish in my research. The use of a social constructivist approach for my study 

allowed me to determine what role, if any, self-efficacy had played in relation to higher 

education academic achievement in my participants' lives. 

Researcher's Perspective 

I have been an educator for 36 years. During that time, I have taught on the 

secondary level for 13 years and at the community college level for 18 years, and I have 

been an administrator for the past 5 years. During my 31 years of classroom teaching, I 

had the opportunity to influence many students' lives both in and out of the classroom. 

My relationships with these students extended far beyond the classroom and into their 

families, and I had the opportunity to make lifetime friends. As an occupational 

agriculture instructor, I was able to make home visits and interact with parents, siblings, 

and relatives of the students I instructed at both the secondary and community college 

level. 

Through these relationships, I was able to see many changes in people that 

resulted from changes in their belief systems. At both the secondary and community 

college level, I was able to observe a person's level of self-efficacy change through 

Bandura's (1977) sources of self-efficacy. I have seen how mastery of experience 

involved in a task as simple as welding two pieces of metal together can change an 

individual's belief system for academic achievement from a low level to a high level. 

I have observed countless times when a shy student who sat in the back of the 

classroom and seldom spoke was given an electrical display board to wire; when we 

plugged the board into the electrical socket and the light turned on, his eyes lit up and his 
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face beamed with pride. Instantly, his level of self-efficacy soared because he had 

mastered a skill and become a role model to other students in the class. The goal of my 

research was to learn more about my study participants who for some reason, at some 

point in their lives, experienced changes in their level of self-efficacy and became excited 

about starting on their pathway toward higher education. 

As a classroom teacher, I was able to observe these changes in self-efficacy as 

students mastered new skills; however, I did not know why these students had such low 

levels of self-efficacy initially. If I had had the opportunity to research their life stories, I 

might have been able to identify what contributed to their levels of self-efficacy. 

As an administrator, I have had the opportunity to work with many former 

community college agriculture students who started or returned to community college 

several years after completing their secondary education. These people may still have 

been involved in a community college career technical program as advisory committee 

members, industry supporters, or even as adjunct faculty members. I researched their life 

stories to learn more about their paths to higher education. I specifically wanted to learn 

whether self-efficacy had a role in their decisions to start or return to community college. 

My perspective as a researcher also included a characteristic that I share with my 

potential study participants. I am a former community college occupational reentry 

student. When I was in grammar and high school, I was a B-track student placed into 

classes that did not have the academic rigor of college preparatory classes. B-track 

students with a 3.0 grade point average were average at best. The fact that I was majoring 

in agriculture, an occupational program, only added to the stigma; I was destined to be 

nothing more in life than a man who milked cows. The war in Vietnam and 6 years in the 
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Marine Corps Reserve certainly changed my motivation to achieve academic success in 

higher education. It was not until I returned from active duty in the Marine Corps that I 

began to dedicate myself to my higher education, subsequently completing associate's, 

bachelor's, and master's degrees. 

In conducting this research study, I guarded against the possibility of my personal 

life story influencing my interpretation of my participants' descriptions of their life 

stories. As I listened to them and developed my narratives, I was conscious of my own 

individual biases and subjectivities. This approach ensured that I produced a complete 

and accurate accounting of my participants' life stories. 
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

The purpose of my study was to take a narrative voyage through my participants' 

life stories. I wanted to determine whether self-efficacy was a major contributor in the 

decision of former community college agriculture students to start or return to college. In 

order to gain the necessary theoretical background for beginning this investigation, I 

conducted a careful review of the relevant literature. This chapter presents a summary of 

the academic and research literature that provided the foundation for my dissertation. 

Miller and Dollard (1941) first introduced research on self-efficacy theory in the 

early 1940s, and in their research, they rejected the behaviorist theory of associationism 

in favor of social learning and imitation. Bandura (1986) defined self-efficacy as 

"people's judgments of their capabilities to organize and execute courses of action 

required to attain designated types of performance" (p. 121). Schunk (1984) asserted that 

self-efficacy involves one's capability to organize and implement behaviors in specific 

situations or to complete specific tasks. According to Bandura (1993), "people who have 

a low sense of efficacy in a given domain shy away from difficult tasks, which they 

perceive as personal threats" (p. 121). 

The initial discussion in this chapter focuses on Bandura's contributions to self-

efficacy theory. This section of the literature review shows how the sources of self-

efficacy—mastery of experiences, vicarious experiences, social persuasion, and people's 

somatic and emotional states in judging their capabilities—influence people's academic 

achievement. The literature review also includes discussion of the work of other 
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researchers, who expanded on Bandura's self-efficacy theory. The chapter concludes with 

a synthesis of this material, which provided the foundation and justification for my 

research. 

Self-Efficacy Theory 

Sources of Self-Efficacy 

Bandura (1994) based his theory of self-efficacy on "people's beliefs about their 

capabilities to produce designated levels of performance that exercise influence over 

events that affect their lives" (p. 71). Bandura has been one of the pioneers of research 

into personal self-efficacy, as well as collective efficacy and its effect on society. 

Bandura (1994) enumerated four main sources of self-efficacy. The first is 

mastery of experiences. Bandura used this term to refer to people who successfully 

complete tasks, resulting in a robust sense of self-efficacy. Individuals who fail at 

accomplishing tasks are easily discouraged, reducing their level of self-efficacy. 

According to Bandura (1994), people's perceived self-efficacy to master specific 

activities rises when they see others who are similar to themselves succeed at comparable 

activities through sustained effort. Vicarious experiences provided by social models are 

the second source of self-efficacy. Modeling can serve as a powerful influence on a 

person's self-efficacy when individuals seek proficient models that possess the 

competencies to which they aspire. Competent models transmit knowledge and teach 

observers the effective skills they can use to manage their own environmental demands. 

Social persuasion is the third source of self-efficacy. Those individuals who are 

continually persuaded that they possess the capabilities to master given activities are 

more likely than other people are to be motivated to seek additional challenges. Giving 
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individuals the belief through social persuasion that they can succeed has a strong 

influence on the level of effort they put forth in challenging situations. On the other hand, 

when people are convinced that they lack the capabilities to achieve specific tasks, they 

tend to avoid challenging activities. Social persuasion must be accompanied by the 

successful completion of attempted tasks; otherwise, unrealistic boosts in efficacy are 

quickly disconfirmed when disappointing results are achieved (Bandura, 1994). 

The final source of self-efficacy relies on people's somatic and emotional states in 

judging their capabilities. Individuals who perceive their stress and tension levels as 

being high when they perform poorly tend to show signs of vulnerability and low 

efficacy. Mood is also an important consideration in efficacy theory. A positive mood 

will enhance self-efficacy, while a despondent mood will diminish the perception of self-

efficacy. Likewise, individuals with high self-efficacy will interpret an increase in their 

affective arousal as an energizing facilitator of performance (Bandura, 1994). In addition 

to these sources of self-efficacy, four major processes that develop early in life have an 

influence on people's perceived self-efficacy. 

Development of Self-Efficacy Over the Lifespan 

Bandura (1994) contended that "there are many pathways through life and, at any 

given period, people vary substantially in how efficaciously they manage their lives" 

(Bandura, 1994, p. 78). Babies come into the world without any sense of self. As infants 

react to their environment, they take actions that produce effects and form the initial basis 

for developing a sense of efficacy. As children grow, they broaden their areas of function 

in developing their physical capabilities, social competence, and linguistic and cognitive 

skills. Initial efficacy centers in the family. As the child's social world expands, however, 
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peer influences on self-efficacy are increased through social comparisons as children 

choose peers with similar interests and values (Bandura, 1994). 

Education is very important in children's lives; children develop their cognitive 

competencies as they acquire the knowledge and problem-solving skills essential for 

participating in the larger society. As children master cognitive skills, they develop a 

sense of intellectual efficacy. During adolescence, education plays a major role in the 

development of self-efficacy, as both peer and teacher influences can affect students' 

beliefs in their capabilities to master academic activities. Students' academic aspirations, 

levels of interest in school, and academic accomplishments are influenced by their levels 

of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1994). 

When they progress from adolescence to young adulthood, individuals have to 

learn to cope with the new demands of partnerships, marital relationships, parenthood, 

and occupational careers. Individuals who enter adulthood ill prepared to take on life's 

new challenges may find themselves with low levels of self-efficacy. In young adults, 

psychosocial skills determine success more often than technical skills do. Coping with 

the stress of a new job can lead to lower self-efficacy for people at the beginning of their 

adult life (Bandura, 1994). 

Parenthood represents another transition in life and brings a completely new set of 

responsibilities into the lives of young adults. Parents who are secure in their parenting 

efficacy will be able to manage the challenges involved in raising children. In contrast, 

these challenges can have a detrimental effect on those individuals who lack a sense of 

efficacy to manage the new familial demands. As people transition into middle age, they 

often settle into life's routines; however, they have to continue to cope with social and 
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technological changes that require them to do a self-reappraisal of their capabilities 

(Bandura, 1994). 

The elderly also have self-efficacy issues. Whether physical or mental, major life 

changes that result from retirement, relocation, or loss of spouses or friends will influence 

their level of self-efficacy. The elderly must continually cultivate new social relationships 

that will contribute to personal well-being (Bandura, 1994). 

A review of the literature revealed that children, adolescents, and young adults 

have been the primary focus of self-efficacy research; however, Bandura (1994) found 

that people's levels of self-efficacy can change throughout their lifespan. Individuals can 

go from a high level of efficacy to a low level, or vice versa, as they face changing 

demands throughout their lives. The purpose of this research was to determine whether 

self-efficacy played a role in the study participants' decisions to attend community 

college. 

Processes of Self-Efficacy 

Self-efficacy begins in early childhood when a child's beliefs are shaped by the 

complex interplay of socioeconomic, familial, educational, and peer influences. 

Perceived self-efficacy plays a pivotal role in this process of self-management because it 

affects actions not only directly but also through its impact on cognitive, motivational, 

affective, and selection processes (Bandura, Caprara, Barbaranelli, Gerbino & Pastorelli, 

1996). 

Cognitive processes. Cognitive processes take a variety of forms. Human 

behavior is purposeful and shaped by a person's self-appraisal of recognized goals. 

Individuals with high self-efficacy have the ability to battle their self-doubts and achieve 
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at a higher level while being more committed to their goals (Bandura, 1993). Cognition 

plays an important role in perceived self-efficacy. 

Those who have a high level of self-efficacy can visualize success, provided they 

have the proper cognitive functioning that guides and supports their performance toward 

achieving their goals. At the opposite end of the spectrum are those with low self-efficacy 

who visualize a failure scenario and dwell on the negative and what can go wrong. It is 

difficult for individuals to change their cognitive processes when they have low self-

efficacy. Ability is not a fixed attribute of an individual's behavior or intelligence 

(Bandura, 1993). 

Collins (1982) found that children with high self-efficacy outperformed those 

with low self-efficacy on three levels of difficulty completing mathematical problems. 

Research by Collins revealed that those students who had strong efficacy in their ability 

to complete these tasks were more successful than other students, regardless of their skill 

level. Low self-efficacy may have a bigger role in student mathematical performance 

than actual intelligence or skill level. 

Self-efficacy has a strong influence on how children construe their ability 

(Bandura, 1993). The conception of ability affects cognitive functioning; some children 

regard their ability as an acquired skill that they can improve through gaining knowledge 

and competency in performing tasks. These children adopt a functional learning goal 

whereby they seek challenges and opportunities to expand their knowledge and 

competencies. Other children view their ability as a function of their inherent intellectual 

capacity. When these children perform at a level lower than their expectations, they feel 

this is a threat to their basic intelligence and may avoid future difficult tasks (Bandura, 
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1993). 

In contrast to those who perform poorly, children who perform well at a particular 

task or content area are more apt to believe that they are capable of further learning. Their 

attitude toward learning and their prior experiences affect children's beliefs about their 

learning abilities. Self-efficacy plays an important role in how children perceive their 

ability to perform difficult tasks regardless of their intellectual level, which in turn affects 

their social skills (Schunk, 1989). 

As children compare themselves to others, these social comparisons affect their 

self-esteem. In a classroom setting, children receive a great deal of feedback about their 

performance from teachers' grading practices and teachers' evaluations of their scholastic 

performance. Social comparative influences carry strong efficacy implications for 

students. When the feedback is positive and children are performing at a satisfactory 

level, the impact on self-efficacy is positive. When these results are less than satisfactory, 

however, children see that they are being surpassed by others and their personal self-

efficacy is undermined (Bandura, 1993). 

Personal self-efficacy changes gradually over time in reference to social 

comparative influences. The way in which children have their progress socially evaluated 

has an influence on their goal attainment. When the feedback is positive, achieved 

progress reinforces personal capabilities. On the other hand, when the feedback is 

negative and focuses on shortfalls that highlight personal deficiencies, the result is lower 

self-efficacy. Learning environments that focus on construed ability as an acquirable skill 

will de-emphasize competitive social comparison and improve self-efficacy for 

participants as they seek to control their environment (Bandura, 1993). 
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Controlling the learning environment for children with regard to their self-

efficacy is often dependent on two factors. First, there is the relationship children have 

with their peers. Peers serve several important efficacy functions. Peers who are the most 

confident and experienced serve as models for efficacious styles of behavior. Children 

use these models for a vast amount of social learning and—for better or worse—to shape 

their own self-efficacy. The influence of peers becomes a sensitive issue when children 

judge themselves in relationship to their social standing among their peers (Bandura, 

1986). 

The second factor affecting the learning process and self-efficacy of children 

involves the actual school environment. The school environment is where children 

develop their cognitive competence and acquire the problem-solving skills and 

knowledge essential for their participation in society. Children use these skills constantly 

while being tested, evaluated, and socially compared in the school setting. Teachers play 

an important role in children's self-efficacy for academic achievement (Bandura, 1986). 

Teachers who have a high level of personal teaching efficacy can have an immense 

impact on student self-efficacy for academic achievement (Deemer & Minke, 2001). 

Unfortunately, when the school environment is deficient of sound educational 

practices or includes teachers with low personal teaching efficacy, there is a tendency for 

ill-prepared students to convert the educational experience into educational inefficacy. 

Lock-step instructional sequences, tracking of students, and competitive practices reduce 

children's self-efficacy, which often dooms them to failure. When schools focus on a 

social-comparative rather than a self-comparative approach to education, the self-efficacy 

25 



of children—especially the academically disadvantaged—will suffer and their motivation 

for learning will decrease along with their self-esteem (Bandura, 1986). Teachers must 

understand the difference between their students' self-efficacy and their self-esteem. 

Self-esteem involves individuals' reactions to their actual accomplishments in the 

classroom, whereas self-efficacy involves the students' beliefs regarding their ability to 

perform certain tasks. 

Motivational processes. Motivational processes are cognitively generated and 

play a key role in beliefs of efficacy (Bandura, 1993). There are three aspects of 

motivational commitment for students. The first aspect is a student's personal interest in 

the content, materials, and tasks associated with the subject matter. The second is the 

student's assessment of the utility or value of the assigned task. Finally, the student's 

belief system plays an important part in determining the value the task has in relation to 

the student's general goals in life. All of these aspects are especially important for college 

students as they determine their motivation toward a task based on the task's interest, 

utility, and value toward their life's goals. Research has shown that for elementary age 

children up to the fifth grade, however, motivation to perform a task is based solely on 

personal interest and utility (Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 2003). 

Bandura (1993) also distinguished among three different forms of cognitive 

motivators that have evolved into separate theories. The attribution theory of cognitive 

motivation predicts that efficacious people will ascribe their failures in performing 

certain tasks to insufficient effort. On the other hand, highly inefficacious people will 

attribute their failures to a lack of ability rather than to a lack of effort. 

The expectancy value theory relies on people's belief that certain behavior will 
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produce certain outcomes that they value. The expectancy model is governed by 

self-beliefs of capability. People may not pursue options to which they are attracted 

because their self-beliefs assert that they lack the capabilities to achieve them (Bandura, 

1993). 

Finally, the cognized goals theory relies on the capacity of individuals to exercise 

self-influence by setting goals and being motivated to achieve those goals. These people 

seek self-satisfaction from achieving valued goals and are motivated to intensify their 

efforts when they fall short. Explicit, challenging goals tend to enhance and sustain 

motivation as people obtain self-satisfaction, direct their behavior toward achieving their 

goals, and create incentives for themselves in fulfilling the goals (Bandura, 1993). 

Bandura (1993) asserted that the motivation to achieve these goals relies on three 

types of self-influences. First, there is the influence of affective reactions to one's own 

performance. People who have a negative reaction to their performance because they fall 

short of a cognized goal have lower self-efficacy. Second, there is the influence of 

perceived self-efficacy for goal attainment. A perceived self-belief system will contribute 

to motivation in several ways; it will affect the goals that individuals have, the effort they 

expend to achieve those goals, how long they persevere under difficult circumstances, 

and how resilient they are to any obstacles. Third, there is the readjustment of personal 

goals based on one's progress. Those individuals with high self-efficacy will evaluate 

their progress toward goal achievement and adjust their actions accordingly to achieve 

success. 

Many motivational theories are based on a negative feedback system. People who 

set goals for themselves and perceive their current level of performance below the set 

27 



standard will motivate themselves to achieve a new standard. Self-motivation involves a 

dual control process; the process of motivating discrepancy production is followed by 

discrepancy reduction. People with a high level of self-efficacy will set goals for 

themselves and motivate themselves to achieve those goals. Once they achieve those 

goals, they set new standards; this results in a discrepancy in their level of motivation. 

They then take a proactive approach to increasing their motivation to achieve these new 

standards (Bandura, 1993). 

Affective processes. "People's beliefs in their coping capabilities affect how much 

stress and depression they experience in threatening or difficult situations, as well as their 

level of motivation" (Bandura, 1993, p. 132). Self-efficacy contributes to an arousal of 

anxiety in how individuals deal with threatening or difficult situations. Individuals with 

low self-efficacy have difficulty in coping with stressful situations because they cannot 

manage these threats, and they therefore experience high anxiety arousal. Their 

inefficacious thinking causes them distress and impairs their level of functioning; 

however, coping self-efficacy is only part of the problem (Bandura, 1994). 

The affective process of people's belief system also influences their thought 

process. The ability of people to control their thoughts in stressful situations is dependent 

on their perceived self-efficacy. People who believe that they can exercise control over 

stressful situations do not have disturbing thought patterns. Those who feel they cannot 

control these situations suffer from stress and depression. Individuals who distrust their 

efficacy in difficult situations have increased anxiety arousal because of their inability to 

control their thought process; in turn, their levels of anxiety and stress increase. Perceived 

coping self-efficacy and thought control efficacy work together as part of a person's self-

28 



efficacy and are pivotal in reducing anxiety and avoidant behavior (Bandura, 1993). 

The inability to control anxiety and stress may lead to depression. A low level of 

self-efficacy can lead to depression in three ways. First, the inability of people to achieve 

their goals may lead to depression because of unfulfilled aspirations. When individuals 

set standards of self-worth that they cannot attain, bouts of depression are frequently the 

result. Second, the impetus for depression occurs when there is a sense of social 

inefficacy. If individuals seek and cultivate social relationships with positive role models 

who have success in achieving their goals, are able to manage difficult situations, and 

control their anxiety and stress, they too will be able to avoid depression. In contrast, if 

individuals feel that they are socially inefficacious, then they will suffer from bouts of 

depression. Third, the ability to control one's thoughts is important because depression is 

cognitively generated. People with a low sense of efficacy will have difficulty in 

controlling their thoughts, resulting in feelings of depression (Bandura, 1993). 

Selection processes. The selection processes of self-efficacy theory deal with 

people and their environment. Beliefs of personal efficacy have a significant impact on 

the course of people's lives. The selection of activities and the environment influence 

people's lives in terms of their level of self-efficacy. People avoid activities or situations 

that they perceive exceed their coping capabilities and choose only those activities that 

they judge themselves capable of handling (Bandura, 1993). 

Through their choice of activities, people establish competencies, interests, and 

social networks that determine their personal life courses. Self-efficacy influences 

people's career choices. The stronger a person's self-efficacy, the more career options 
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that person will consider possible, the greater the interest in pursuing the education or 

training to achieve these occupations, and the more perseverance that person will have in 

attaining and retaining a career choice. In addition, perceived self-efficacy greatly 

influences people's intellectual development and academic achievement (Bandura, 1993). 

Self-Efficacy and Self-Concept 

There is also a difference between a child's self-efficacy and the child's self-

concept or belief in his or her level of competence. Self-concept is a more generalized 

term whereby individuals may make a general statement about their competency in doing 

simple mathematical calculations versus specific mathematical functions such as 

quadratic equations (Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 2003). According to Linnenbrink and 

Pintrich, "Self-efficacy theory proposes that these more specific judgments will be more 

closely related to an individual's actual engagement and learning than general self-

concept measures" (p. 121). 

An additional difference between self-efficacy and self-concept is that self-

efficacy is often determined in terms of goal accomplishment, whereas self-concept is 

not. For example, children who are compared to each other based on a grading curve in 

the classroom environment have their self-efficacy impacted based on their social 

interaction with their peers (Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 2003). 

Another important cognitive process of self-efficacy involves people's belief 

systems concerning the extent to which they perceive their environment to be 

controllable. They may or may not perceive that they can produce change through their 

perseverant effort and creative use of their capabilities and resources. Those individuals 
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with low self-efficacy, who are filled with self-doubt, feel trapped in their environment 

and anticipate the futility of their efforts to change it (Bandura, 1993). 

Bandura (1993) found that persons with high self-efficacy believe that even if 

they are dealing with many constraints, they can figure out ways of exercising some 

control over their environment and make steady progress in changing their environment 

through ingenuity and perseverance. Schunk (2003) found that "personal and 

environmental factors affect one another" (p. 160). This is most evident in the classroom, 

where students who have a high level of self-efficacy are motivated by their environment 

for learning and are eager to complete the task of learning. The teacher influences the 

students' environment by providing positive feedback to students through verbal 

reinforcement or high marks on assignments, which reinforces students' self-efficacy and 

makes them more motivated to learn by completing new tasks (Schunk, 2003). 

Self-Efficacy and Academic Achievement 

Perceived self-efficacy plays an important role in students' academic performance 

through their beliefs in their capabilities to learn or perform at designated levels. Self-

efficacy is instrumental in determining the students' choice of tasks, the effort put forth, 

and the persistence or achievement. Several constructs determine the role of self-efficacy 

in academic achievement. These include (a) perceived control, (b) perceived value and 

outcome expectations, (c) attribution, and (d) self-concept (Schunk, 1991). 

Constructs of Self-Efficacy Affecting Academic Achievement 

Construct of perceived control. Bandura (1986) initially defined the construct of 

perceived control as the relationship between self-efficacy and outcome expectations. 

People's ability to control their cognitive processes and their environment enables them 
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to control their level of performance in difficult situations. Although perceived control 

over outcomes is essential, it does not guarantee that students will be motivated to learn. 

In situations where students feel that they are capable of learning and performing at a 

high level, they expect to have outcomes that are commensurate with their level of 

performance, thus increasing their level of academic achievement. When outcomes are 

poorly linked with performance, however, such as in situations where a teacher gives 

high grades to everyone regardless of a person's performance, self-efficacy and academic 

achievement become separable (Schunk, 1991). 

Construct of expectancy-value. The cognitive process of self-efficacy theory 

posits that individuals who set high goals for themselves and perceive that they are 

capable of attaining these goals will be motivated to achieve them. On the other hand, the 

construct of expectancy-value theory relies on behavior as a joint function of people's 

expectations of a particular outcome based on their behavior, as well as the extent to 

which they value that outcome. Individuals assess their likelihood of attaining various 

goals in given situations before attempting to achieve them. People do not pursue goals 

that they feel are unattainable. This construct does not guarantee motivation for academic 

achievement. If students value the goals that they are trying to achieve but feel incapable 

of achieving them, they will not be motivated to employ the needed skills and knowledge 

effectively to attain these valued outcomes (Schunk, 1991). 

Construct of attribution. According to Bandura's (1986) theory of self-efficacy, 

attribution plays an important role in a person's belief system. For example, if a student 

achieved a high level of success in performing a difficult task through high effort 

compared to other students who performed the same task with ease, this would affect the 
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student's self-efficacy. The attribution construct differs from self-efficacy theory in that 

individuals seek to explain the causes of significant events in their behavior. Factors such 

as ability, effort, task difficulty, and luck are evaluated and influence the individuals' 

expectancies of future successes (Schunk, 1991). 

Construct of self-concept. The final construct affecting academic achievement is 

self-concept. People's self-concept is formed through experiences with and 

interpretations of their environment and is heavily influenced by reinforcements and 

evaluations from significant others. Self-concept, which involves an individual's 

collective self-perceptions, is comprised of self-esteem, self-confidence, stability, and 

self-crystallization. Self-concept is a global construct, whereas self-efficacy is domain 

specific. In academic settings, self-efficacy theory holds that the best predictors of 

behavior in specific situations are based primarily on people's self-perceptions within 

those situations (Schunk, 1991). Self-efficacy beliefs of children come from a variety of 

sources that occur in their early childhood development. 

Impacts on Early Childhood and Adolescent Self-Efficacy 

Bandura et al. (1996) found that the family's socioeconomic status, the academic 

efficacy of the children's parents, and the children's perceived social efficacy all have 

powerful influences on children's self-efficacy and their academic achievement. 

"Children's beliefs in their efficacy to regulate their own learning activities and to master 

difficult subject matter affect their academic motivation, interest and scholastic 

achievement" (Bandura, et al., 1996, p. 1206). 

In his social cognitive theory, Bandura (1986) asserted that socioeconomic factors 

affect children's developmental pathways through familial, peer, and self-processes. 
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Elder (1995), who agreed with Bandura's assessment, concluded that economic hardships 

affect children's belief systems indirectly through their parents' academic aspirations 

rather than directly through the children's developmental academic skills. Increases in the 

family's socioeconomic status may result in increases in the parents' academic 

aspirations for their children and in the parents' sense of efficacy (Bandura, et al., 1996). 

Furthermore, Ellis and Lane (1963) concluded that the family's socioeconomic status is 

not as important as the parental valuation of education, which plays a more important role 

in children's educational development. Ellis and Lane found that children who came from 

impoverished backgrounds but had parents who placed a high value on educational 

aspirations were just as successful academically as those who did not have impoverished 

backgrounds. 

Parental aspirations coupled with perceived efficacy build a child's sense of 

efficacy and academic aspirations. Parents who have high educational aspirations for 

their children believe they can play an active role in assisting their children's academic 

development. They can create an environment that is conducive to their children's 

intellectual pursuits. When children face difficult academic challenges, parents who have 

self-doubts about their parenting capabilities are reluctant to take a proactive approach. 

These parents might cease their promotion of academic progress and fall back on 

negative sanctions in an effort to manage learning problems for their children (Bandura, 

etal., 1996). 

Linking parents' academic aspirations to children's academic performance may 

occur in a variety of ways. To begin with, parents who have positive educational 

aspirations for their children tend to promote and help their children in their scholastic 
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achievement. They promote their children's cognitive and self-regulatory efficacy and 

raise their academic and occupational goals. Parents with a high level of parental efficacy 

might prevent their children from becoming involved in activities that could be 

detrimental to their academic achievement by helping them resist peer pressure that could 

lower their belief system for completing difficult tasks (Bandura, et al., 1996). 

According to Hoover-Dempsey et al. (1992), parental efficacy does not affect 

children's self-efficacy directly but can affect children's learning environment in a 

variety of indirect ways. Most parents are reluctant to become directly involved in a 

school's educational process; however, they can have a huge indirect impact on their 

children's learning environment. Parents can influence what teachers expect of their 

children and how much time they devote to them both socially and academically. Parents 

can give guidance to their children's teachers to help improve their children's academic 

standards. Parents' supportive efficacious actions in working with their children's 

teachers will enhance their children's academic achievement (Hoover-Dempsey et al.). 

Children who believe they can exercise some control over their learning and 

mastery of difficult tasks are more likely to achieve academic success. A key aspect of 

this control involves interpersonal relationships. Peer pressure plays a significant role in 

children's academic performance in the classroom. The psychosocial process of the 

classroom environment promotes or diminishes academic activities. Prosocial peer 

relationships lower children's vulnerability to depression and improve children's self-

efficacy toward their academic achievement. Peer acceptance becomes a major 

socializing factor during early and later adolescence. Whether children are held in high or 
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low regard by their peers has a significant impact on the children's level of depression 

and their academic performance (Bandura , et al., 1996). 

Role of Motivation in Academic Success 

Bandura (1993) concluded that motivational processes of self-efficacy are 

cognitively generated. According to this cognitive model, students can be motivated in 

multiple ways, and the real issue involves understanding how and why students are 

academically motivated. Linnenbrink and Pintrich (2002) expanded on Bandura's theory 

and asserted that student motivation has four key components: (a) academic self-efficacy, 

(b) attribution, (c) intrinsic motivation, and (d) achievement goals. "There is recognition 

that students need both the cognitive skill and the motivational will, to do well in school" 

(Linnenbrink & Pintrich, p. 313). Most researchers concur that if students have a 

personal interest in a particular subject or activity, they will be motivated to learn. 

While having an interest in a subject may provide some motivation for students to 

learn, it may not be the most important factor. Linnenbrink and Pintrich (2002) found that 

one of the most important keys to motivation is a student's level of self-efficacy. These 

researchers made a distinction between self-efficacy and self-concept beliefs or self-

esteem. They found that self-efficacy was positively related to academic achievement and 

learning. The students who had higher levels of self-efficacy expended more effort and 

were more persistent in completing difficult tasks. These students were also more likely 

to use adaptive and appropriate study skills in the classroom while creating greater 

perceived social competence among their peers (Linnenbrink & Pintrich). 
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Levels of success are often measured using attribution theory. Attribution theory 

focuses on why events occur. When students succeed or fail at doing a particular task, 

they will analyze the situation to determine the perceived causes for the failure or success 

based on three causal dimensions. The first dimension is stability, or how stable they 

determine the perceived cause of their level of success to be. Second, the locus dimension 

defines the cause as coming internally from the individual or externally from outside 

sources. The third dimension, controllability, involves whether students feel that they can 

control the cause for the failure or not. For instance, one student who does poorly on a 

math test may determine that these results were caused by a biased instructor (external, 

stable, and uncontrollable), whereas another student who did poorly on the same test may 

determine the cause to be a lack of effort on his or her part (internal, stable, and 

controllable) (Weiner, 1986). 

Regardless of the dimensional causes for failures, the motivation to succeed in 

future tasks may rely upon a student's intrinsic motivation as an enabler of success. 

Intrinsic motivation involves engaging in an activity for its own sake, while extrinsic 

motivation refers to engaging in an activity as a means to an end (Pintrich & DeGroot, 

1990). Intrinsic motivation to accomplish a task relies heavily on one's interest level. 

Interest is personal or situational. Personal interest reflects an individual's interest in a 

particular task or sphere of influence over a period of time and tends to be more stable 

than situational interest. Situational interest relies entirely on the features of the learning 

activity and may be short- or long-term. This type of interest is broken into two factors: 

catch and hold (Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 2002). 

Catching students refers to piquing students' interest in a topic with a new 
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classroom methodology such as a game or hands-on activity. Students are empowered 

when teachers make the content of a lesson or task more meaningful for them; for 

example, a group project involves more peer participation than an individual project and 

tends to maintain student interest in the task. Academic achievement in the classroom is 

best accomplished when teachers can catch students' interest and hold that interest while 

building upon personal interest or creating situational interest (Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 

2002). Once this occurs, students are motivated to set new educational goals for 

themselves. 

The final perspective on motivation for the classroom is the achievement goal 

theory. Achievement goal theorists have used a variety of labels to identify these goals, 

referred to in this literature review as mastery and performance goals. Mastery goal 

theory focuses on learners acquiring new skills and then improving their competence at 

these skills until they master them. In contrast, performance goal theory orients learners 

to focus on their self-worth and abilities in outperforming others through competition, 

surpassing others in achievements or grades, and receiving public recognition for their 

efforts (Ames, 1992). 

The key question involves determining which goal theory motivates students 

more in their academic achievement. Linnenbrink and Pintrich (2002) found that the 

adoption of mastery goals relates more positively to classroom learning, achievement, 

and other academic pursuits. In contrast, performance goals—although linked to 

academic achievement—are less likely to increase motivation of students toward study 

skills or engagement in the classroom. The key to motivating students in the classroom is 

to keep them engaged in the learning process. 
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Linnenbrink and Pintrich (2003) identified three important facets of self-efficacy 

that impact students' engagement in the classroom: (a) behavioral, (b) cognitive, and (c) 

motivational. The first general category of behavioral engagement involves observable 

behavior of students in the classroom. A teacher can simply observe students for their 

effort level, persistence, and tendency to seek help from the teacher or other students. 

Simple observation of a student's behavior may or may not be enough to determine if a 

student is engaged in the classroom. 

A student can be behaviorally engaged, but not cognitively engaged in the 

classroom. Cognitive engagement in the learning process is often difficult to assess 

because students may or may not be thinking about the subject matter presented. They 

may be paying attention to what the teacher is saying; however, their minds may be 

thinking of something completely different. To assess students' levels of cognition, 

teachers may be able to question students about what they are thinking. Students who try 

to paraphrase or summarize the learning materials have deeper cognition than those who 

simply attempt to repeat the material verbatim (Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 2003). "Teachers 

want their students to have positive emotional or affective experiences while they are 

learning" (Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 2003, p. 125). 

Bandura (1993) identified three aspects to motivational engagement: (a) personal 

interest in the subject matter, (b) utility or value of the subject's content for the students, 

and (c) value beliefs about the general importance of the content to their general goals in 

life. In addition to these aspects of motivational engagement, a child's affective 

emotional experiences are an important part of motivational engagement in the 

classroom. Children who have positive emotions about learning show pride in their work, 
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which contributes to their motivation for learning. In contrast, students who have 

negative emotions about their learning show frustration, anger, and anxiety, which detract 

from their motivation for learning (Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 2003). 

Self-efficacy plays an important role in both the behavioral and the cognitive 

engagement of students in the classroom. First, self-efficacy directly affects the quantity 

of effort and willingness of students to persist in the pursuit of difficult tasks. Students 

with a high level of self-efficacy exert greater effort and show more perseverance when 

faced with challenging tasks. In contrast, those individuals with a low sense of self-

efficacy are plagued with self-doubt and give up more easily when confronted with 

difficulties—even if they have the skills or knowledge to be successful. Additional 

research has identified this new construct as learned helplessness (Linnenbrink & 

Pintrich, 2003). 

The construct of learned helplessness is related to self-efficacy because both 

concern individuals' perceptions of their capabilities. They differ, however, in that 

individuals with learned helplessness believe that they cannot control their own behavior 

and that there is no relationship between their behavior and the eventual outcome. For 

example, students exhibit learned helplessness if they believe that no matter what they 

do, how hard they study, or how much effort they put forth, they will not do well in 

school. They do not see any connection between their behavior and the outcomes they 

achieve. Students who suffer from learned helplessness most often have low self-

efficacy, which further inhibits their academic achievement. These students do not seek 

help from their teachers or other students out of fear that they will be thought of as stupid 
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or academically incapable, which impacts them cognitively (Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 

2003). 

General cognitive engagement is strongly linked to self-efficacy perceptions. 

Students who believe that they are capable in the classroom are more likely to be 

cognitively engaged than those who have lower self-efficacy beliefs. The higher the self-

efficacy beliefs of students, the deeper their cognitive processing strategies become. They 

become metacognitive; they are more likely to plan, monitor, and adjust themselves 

cognitively to their school tasks. Students who believe that they can complete assigned 

tasks enlist more adaptive cognitive and metacognitive strategies to accomplish these 

tasks (Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 2003). 

Students who have higher levels of self-efficacy may suffer from some cognitive 

drawbacks. First, there may be instances where students feel very confident about a 

difficult task because they feel they have prior knowledge of the subject. This may 

interfere with their learning. Their high level of self-efficacy coupled with their perceived 

knowledge may prevent them from fully engaging cognitively with the subject. If their 

knowledge base is sufficient, then there will not be a problem. If it is not sufficient, 

however, and their understanding of the subject is not representative of the normative 

understanding of the discipline, then their cognitive engagement of the subject will be 

limited (Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 2003). 

The second potential cognitive drawback is calibration, which refers to the 

matching of people's belief system to their actual performance. One problem associated 

with calibration is that individuals may underestimate their abilities and then be less 

likely to pursue tasks that are more challenging. In contrast, those who overestimate their 
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abilities may take on challenges that they are incapable of achieving, which may result in 

failures that can be detrimental to future attempts at challenging tasks. Self-efficacy plays 

an important role in the calibration of one's belief system with his or her actual 

performance level. According to (Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 2003), it is always best when 

individuals seek those challenges that are calibrated slightly above their performance 

level so they are continually motivated to take on more difficult challenges 

Self-efficacy is a motivational construct related to other motivational constructs. 

Linnenbrink and Pintrich (2003) found that within motivational theory and research there 

is a great deal of debate among researchers as to the ordering of self-efficacy and other 

motivational constructs. Those theorists who believe that students who are given a task 

are first drawn to the activity and then develop a personal interest in the subject 

sometimes question the personal interest, utility, and affect sequence. By comparison, 

other researchers believe that a culture of interest-first perspectives of academic 

motivation is the most logical impetus to pique students' interests and motivate them to 

learn. 

Bandura (1993) contended that individuals must develop a level of competence or 

efficacy for an activity before they can develop both interest and value for that activity. 

Wigfield (1994) took a different approach and suggested that efficacy and interest and 

value may be separated from one another or uncorrelated, especially in younger children. 

Children in preschool or early elementary school may like certain activities that pique 

their interest, although they may be good at doing other activities. As they get older, 

however, children tend to like the activities in which they excel. Age is very important in 
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determining the correlations among self-efficacy, interest, and value, because they 

become stronger as the individual grows older. 

As with interest and value, the link between efficacy and affect has been of 

interest to researchers. Efficacy beliefs also affect emotions. Students with high self-

efficacy experience more positive emotions, take pride in their accomplishments, achieve 

more of their goals, and have fewer negative emotions such as anxiety and depression 

(Bandura, et al., 1996). Quite the opposite is true for those students with low self-

efficacy who do not feel that they are meeting their goals and aspirations. They suffer 

from high anxiety and depression even though they value the expected outcome. 

Unfortunately, they do not feel they have the skills necessary to achieve the goals they 

have set for themselves (Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 2003). 

Linnenbrink and Pintrich (2003) reached two conclusions in their research on the 

role of self-efficacy and student engagement. First, self-efficacy is positively related to 

adaptive motivational beliefs of personal interest, the value and utility that students 

perceive in the task or activity, and the positive affective reactions of goal achievement. 

Second, students who have a low sense of self-efficacy have negative emotions that result 

in a negative impact on their academic engagement and achievement. In contrast, 

students who have a high level of self-efficacy have positive emotions and therefore 

experience positive engagement and success in their academic achievement. 

Role of Self-Efficacy in Basic Literacy 

Schunk (2003) expanded on the work of Linnenbrink and Pintrich (2003) through 

his empirical research on the role that self-efficacy plays in basic reading and writing 

literacy. This research on academic learning summarized how modeling, goal setting, and 
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self-evaluation affect self-efficacy, motivation, and learning. Modeling, which involves 

patterning one's actions after one or more individuals, can have a profound impact on a 

person's self-efficacy. "Observational learning through modeling occurs when observers 

display new behaviors that prior to modeling had no probability of occurrence, even with 

motivational inducements in effect" (Schunk, 2003, p. 162). The steps of modeling 

include a student attending to a model, coding the information for retention, and then 

producing the demonstrated pattern while being motivated to do so. Modeling behaviors 

occur if the results lead to rewarding outcomes versus outcomes in which the individual 

may be punished (Schunk, 2003). 

Self-efficacy increases by modeling because modeling informs and motivates. 

Modeling provides information to the learner about a sequence of actions that might lead 

to success and those that might not. Modeling motivates observers to perform the same 

actions so that they can achieve the same level of success. A key component of modeling 

is that there needs to be perceived similarity between the role model and the observer. 

Perceived similarity refers to the learner and the model having similar attributes such as 

age, gender, ethnicity, and perceived competence. The more the model and observer are 

alike in their attributes, the greater the level of success in achieving the same results. In 

the classroom, peer models for students are important because they may have a greater 

impact on learners than teachers do (Schunk, 2003). 

Goal setting influences self-efficacy and is an integral component of motivation 

and learning. When students start a new activity in the classroom, they have a goal to 

acquire new skills and knowledge. As they make progress through the activity, they 

provide themselves with goals such as finishing the project and earning good grades. 
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During these types of activities, learners are continually assessing their progress by self-

evaluation of whether they are moving toward or away from their goals. Goals acquired 

through modeling are motivational if learners believe that modeling will assist them in 

accomplishing these goals. Students who are academically oriented learners will model 

their teachers in the completion of assigned tasks, while those learners who are more 

socially goal oriented will model their peers (Schunk, 2003). 

Time and difficulty distinguish goals. Proximal and short-term goals are achieved 

in a relative short time frame. These goals are best suited for small children, who do not 

have the capacity to think long-term. For adults, it is also best to set short-term goals that 

they can achieve rather quickly, providing the motivation to set new goals. The difficulty 

of the goal is also another important consideration when goal setting. Goals that are 

moderately difficult raise motivation and convey a sense of progress when achieved. If 

goals are too difficult, people may not even attempt them because they feel that they are 

impossible to achieve. In contrast, goals that are too easy to accomplish provide little 

satisfaction because people expend a greater effort to attain a difficult goal than an easy 

one (Schunk, 2003). 

Goal setting and achievement are important to self-efficacy through the self-

evaluation process. Self-evaluation is critical to maintaining self-efficacy for learning in 

the classroom. Self-evaluations of students' capabilities and progress in skill acquisition 

are essential to keeping students motivated to continue their learning process. Bandura 

(1986) found that low self-evaluation would not necessarily diminish self-efficacy as 

long as students believed that they could succeed if they changed their current ineffective 

approach. If students believe that a new strategy will bring about the results that they are 
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pursuing, they may work harder, persist longer, or seek help from teachers or peers 

(Schunk, 2003). 

Schunk (2003) concluded that modeling, goal setting, and self-evaluation 

positively influence the relationship between self-efficacy and basic literacy in the 

classroom in three ways. First, cognitive models improve literacy when teachers allow 

their students to verbalize their actions and thoughts while they work on tasks. Through 

cognitive modeling, students become more engaged in the learning process. 

Second, it may sometimes become necessary to use coping models in the 

classroom to enable students with a low sense of self-efficacy to improve gradually 

through effort, effective strategy use, persistence, and verbalization of why they are 

struggling to accomplish assigned tasks. Coping models differ from mastery models, 

where students are able to complete a task from the onset without difficulty. Group 

writing exercises, where students are able to critique their peers' writing assignments, 

allow students with low self-efficacy to model their successful classmates (Schunk, 

2003). The import of these findings is that teachers should make extensive use of models. 

Third, providing successful learning experiences in the classroom enhances 

students' self-efficacy. Teachers can improve the self-efficacy of their students for 

academic success by exposing them to successful models and giving them positive, 

encouraging, and progressive feedback. Feedback is essential for students' self-efficacy if 

it is done in such a way that students are motivated to exert more effort in accomplishing 

new academic goals (Schunk, 2003). 

Teachers need to develop goal-setting and self-evaluation skills in their students. 

Initially it is very important that teachers assist students in setting goals and effectively 
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evaluating their progress toward achieving those goals. The perception of progress 

toward achieving their goals is crucial to keeping students motivated to stay on task. 

Utilizing these techniques of effective teaching strategies may improve students' 

academic achievement in basic reading and writing literacy (Schunk, 2003). 

Pajares (2002) supported Schunk's (2003) finding that teachers are instrumental 

in developing the self-efficacy of their students in the classroom. According to Pajares, 

"Teachers and schools are responsible for helping students develop their competence and 

confidence as students progress through school" (p. 153). Teachers need to take their role 

in nurturing the self-beliefs of their students seriously, for they can have beneficial or 

destructive influences on the students' self-efficacy. Teachers can provide their pupils 

with challenging and meaningful activities that will raise the students' levels of efficacy 

and motivate them to take on new challenges as they become more confident in their 

academic abilities. 

Review of Self-Efficacy Research 

Miller and Dollard (1941) first introduced research on self-efficacy theory in the 

early 1940s. Bandura and Walters (1963) expanded upon that research and broadened the 

frontiers of social learning with the introduction of observational learning and vicarious 

reinforcement. Subsequently, with his publication of "Self-Efficacy: Toward a Unifying 

Theory of Behavioral Change," Bandura (1977) expanded his own theory of self-efficacy 

to include a missing key element of self-beliefs. 

Central to this theory of human functioning is that people are cognitive, vicarious, 

self-regulatory, and self-reflective. They adapt to change. Bandura was intent on 

separating his theory of social learning from those of other researchers of the day to 
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emphasize the critical role that cognition plays in people's capability to construct reality, 

encode information, exercise self-regulation, and perform certain behaviors in their daily 

lives. One of the key elements in social cognitive theory is how people interpret the 

results of their own behavior, resulting in changes in their subsequent behavior. The 

foundation of social cognitive theory is derived from the concept that individuals are 

proactively engaged in their own development (Bandura, 1986) and create new 

environments for themselves through their own actions (Pajares, 2002). Central to social 

cognitive theory is the idea that individuals possess self-beliefs, which enable them to 

exercise control of their thoughts, feelings, and actions. People are both the producers and 

products of their own environments and social systems (Pajares, 2002). 

Social cognitive theory differs from the behaviorist theories of human 

functioning. Behaviorists base their theories on the assumption that human functioning 

results from external stimuli from the environment. These theorists show little interest in 

self-processes simply because they see internal thought processes as only transmitting 

behavior rather than causing behavior. Bandura contended, however, that "psychology 

without introspection cannot aspire to explain the complexities of human functioning" 

(as cited in Pajares, 2002, p. 2). Bandura's social cognitive theory served as the 

foundation for subsequent investigations into the role that self-belief plays in people's 

lives. 

Bandura's (1986) concept of reciprocal determinism has three key elements. First, 

there is the role of the personal factors of cognition, affect, and biological events. In this 

element, people cognitively interpret the results of their own behavior in response to 

environmental factors. How they react to these factors constitutes behavior. The second 
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key element involves people altering their subsequent behavior based on their 

interpretation of their initial behavior toward these environmental factors. The third key 

element consists of the environmental factors that provide the force upon people to make 

changes in their behavior. Bandura (1986) found that there is a triadic reciprocality, 

whereby people respond to their environment, interpret the results of their own behavior, 

and cognitively make decisions that result in changes in their subsequent behavior 

(Pajares, 2002). 

Focus of the Current Literature 

Bandura (1994) enumerated four main sources of self-efficacy. The first is 

mastery of experiences. People who successfully complete tasks build a robust sense of 

self-efficacy. Those individuals who fail at accomplishing tasks are easily discouraged, 

which reduces their level of self-efficacy. Bandura found that people's perceived self-

efficacy to master specific activities rises when they see others who are similar to 

themselves succeed at comparable activities through sustained effort. 

Vicarious experiences provided by social models are the second source of self-

efficacy. Modeling can serve as a powerful influence on people's self-efficacy when 

individuals seek proficient models that possess the competencies to which they aspire. 

Competent models transmit knowledge and teach observers the effective skills they can 

use to manage their own environmental demands (Bandura, 1994). 

Social persuasion is the third source of self-efficacy. When told that they possess 

the capabilities to master given activities, people are more likely to be motivated to seek 

additional challenges. When individuals develop the belief through social persuasion that 

they can succeed, this belief significantly influences the level of effort they put forth in 
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challenging situations. On the other hand, when people are convinced that they lack the 

capabilities to achieve specific tasks, they tend to avoid challenging activities. Social 

persuasion must be accompanied by the successful completion of attempted tasks; 

otherwise, unrealistic boosts in efficacy are quickly discontinued when disappointing 

results are achieved (Bandura, 1994). 

The final source of self-efficacy relies on people's somatic and emotional states in 

judging their capabilities. Individuals who perceive their stress and tension levels as 

being high when they perform poorly tend to show signs of vulnerability and low 

efficacy. Mood is also an important consideration in efficacy theory. Those individuals 

with a positive mood have enhanced self-efficacy, while those with a despondent mood 

have diminished self-efficacy. Likewise, individuals with high self-efficacy interpret an 

increase in their affective arousal as an energizing facilitator of performance (Bandura, 

1994). Together, these four sources of self-efficacy form the foundation of Bandura's 

work. 

Critical incidents. Webster and Mertova (2007) introduced a new concept of 

using critical event narrative analysis as part of the narrative inquiry methodology. The 

discussion of critical events in teaching and learning involves a concept whereby "highly 

charged moments and episodes . . . have enormous consequences for personal change and 

development" in people's lives (Woods, 1993a, p. 356). Critical events are "critical" 

because they have such a profound effect. Most often these events are "unplanned, 

unanticipated and uncontrolled" (Webster & Mertova, 2007, p. 77). 

A critical event is the "right mix of ingredients at the right time and in the right 

context" (Woods, 1993a, p. 102). Bandura (1994) based his theory of self-efficacy on 
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"people's beliefs about their capabilities to produce designated levels of performance that 

exercise influence over events that affect their lives" (p. 71). Additional research is 

needed to determine if critical events that occur in people's lives will dramatically affect 

their level of self-efficacy. 

Observations of Self-Efficacy Research 

Many researchers have studied self-efficacy theory in human functioning as it 

relates to academic achievement (Bandura, 1977; Betz, 2004; Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 

2002; Pajares, 1996; Schunk, 1984; Weiner, 1985). Each of these researchers built upon 

the initial work of Bandura. In addition to self-efficacy as it relates to academic 

achievement, additional self-efficacy research has related to phobias (Bandura, 1983), 

depression (Davis & Yates, 1982), social skills (Moe & Zeiss, 1982), and assertiveness 

(Lee, 1983,1984) (as cited in Pajares, 1996). These are just a few of the areas of 

investigation relating to the social cognitive theory of self-efficacy. 

Investigators have researched self-efficacy theory using both quantitative and 

qualitative research designs. Several researchers (Betz & Hackett, 1993; DeWitz & 

Walsh, 2002; Hall & Ponton, 2005; Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 2003; Pajares, 1996; 

Wheeler, 1983) have found that self-efficacy is an important factor in determining 

academic success, career choice, and the role of teacher self-efficacy in students' lives. 

These researchers utilized a quantitative approach, and in some cases they found a 

statistically significant outcome related to the role that self-efficacy had in academic 

success. Quantitative research methodologies to determine the mathematics level of self-

efficacy for students showed significant results (Betz & Hackett, 1993). Utilizing a 
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random sampling, pretest, intervention, and posttest design with an experimental and a 

control group, the level of math self-efficacy showed improvement for the experimental 

group. 

Investigations of self-efficacy utilizing both quantitative and qualitative research 

methodologies have been effective. I have chosen the narrative inquiry methodology 

because my participants' life stories will give me the best opportunity to determine if 

there is a connection between self-efficacy and their decisions to return to community 

college. 

Role of Community Colleges 

Community colleges have become the driving force for vocational education. The 

National Advisory Committee formed by the American Association of Junior Colleges 

(as cited in Cohen & Brawer, 2003) concluded that "the two-year college offers 

unparalleled promise for expanding educational opportunity through the provision of 

comprehensive programs embracing job training as well as traditional liberal arts and 

general education" (p. 213). The vision of this committee led to the 1963 Vocational 

Education Act whereby Congress appropriated funding for secondary and postsecondary 

vocational and occupational training (Cohen & Brawer, 2003). 

Funding for occupational programs steadily increased through amendments to that 

act in 1968 and 1972. In 1984, Congress passed the Carl D. Perkins Vocational Education 

Act. This legislation was revised by Congress in 1998 and again in 2007, pushing funding 

to more than $1.3 billion (Cole, February 14, 2006). Now referred to as the Vocational 

Technical Education Act, the Act continues to support career technical education and 

provides funding for equipment and other student services for the economically 
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disadvantaged, special populations, and disabled students enrolled in vocational programs 

(Cohen & Brawer, 2003). 

Enrollment in secondary education occupational programs declined from 34% in 

1982 to 25% in 1994. This was especially true in high schools, where enrollment in 

vocational programs declined from 13% in 1982 to 7% in 1994, a dramatic overall 

decline of about 44% (Karen Levesque, 2000). Subsequently, President George W. 

Bush's No Child Left Behind initiative reduced the opportunities for secondary students 

to have room in their schedule to take occupational courses during high school. This has 

been especially true in California, where the California High School Exit Exam and the 

Academic Performance Index testing program have reduced the number of occupational 

programs over the last few years. In 1987, enrollment in career technical education 

programs in California's high schools was at 74%, but it dropped to only 34% in 2005 

(Rothrock & Walker, 2007). 

The opposite has been true for community colleges, where enrollment in 

occupational programs has increased. Overall, more than 50% of California community 

college students are enrolled in vocational programs, and more than 90% of students in 

many of California's 110 community colleges are enrolled in one or more occupational 

programs on their campus (Bailey, Leinbach, Scott, Alfonso, Kienzl & Kennedy, August 

2004). It is estimated that 83% of community college graduates have the same annual 

earnings as 4-year college graduates (Rothrock & Walker, 2007). With the impending 

retirement of many baby boomers, the need for a highly skilled workforce is becoming 
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more critical. According to U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics estimates, there will be a 

nationwide shortage of skilled workers in the years to come. 

Labor market experts indicate that the gap between the number of available jobs 

and the pool of skilled workers will increase. In California, the Employment 

Development Department expects 6.5 million new job openings to be generated in the 

state by 2014. Predictions are that beginning in the next decade, 75% of all jobs will 

require training and education beyond the secondary level, while only 25% of jobs will 

require a bachelor's degree. Community colleges will provide the primary resources for 

the postsecondary training needed for a skilled workforce. In recent years in California, 

there has been a tremendous allocation of the state's financial resources to community 

colleges to provide the support needed to expand job-training programs at the local level. 

The decline of career technical education at the secondary level and the shifting of 

vocational training to postsecondary programs will increase the number of individuals 

seeking a community college education as reentry students. In 1960, the average 

beginning age of a skilled apprentice in California was 19; currently, it is 29 (Rothrock & 

Walker, 2007). 

The demand for a skilled workforce is growing, and the majority of these 

positions require training beyond the secondary level. As a result, there is an increased 

need for occupational training programs at the community college level. Community 

colleges are charged with providing the resources necessary to accommodate the large 

number of individuals seeking technical skills training as reentry students at the 

community college level. 

Chapter Summary 
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This chapter presented a review of relevant literature based on Bandura's (1994) 

theoretical framework of self-efficacy. The literature documented Bandura's four main 

sources of self-efficacy: (a) the mastery of tasks, (b) vicarious experiences, (c) social 

persuasion, and (d) the somatic and emotional states of individuals when they attempt to 

assess their capabilities to perform certain tasks. Bandura concluded that people follow 

many pathways in their lives and can differ substantially in how efficaciously they 

manage their lives. The review of the literature also revealed the differences between 

self-efficacy and self-concept. 

In addition, this chapter described Bandura's (1994) processes of self-efficacy, 

which are cognitive, motivational, affective, and selective. Much of Bandura's work was 

with children, adolescents, and young adults. Bandura found that familial, educational, 

peer, and socioeconomic status all have an impact on individuals' levels of self-efficacy. 

The review of the literature also identified the work of other researchers 

(Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 2003; Pajares, 1996; Pintrich & Schunk, 1992; Schunk, 1984) 

regarding the role of self-efficacy in academic achievement. These researchers found that 

the classroom environment influences an individual's level of self-efficacy toward 

academic achievement, basic literacy, and motivation for academic success. Finally, the 

chapter focused on the current self-efficacy literature and made some observations as to 

the direction of future self-efficacy research. 

Bandura's (1994) concept that the sources and processes of self-efficacy occur 

over a lifetime was the key to my research. The narrative inquiry process of listening to 

the life stories of my participants assisted me in determining whether self-efficacy had 

any influence in their decisions to attend community college as agriculture reentry 
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students. Much of Bandura's work involved observations of children, and there has been 

little qualitative research on adults. 

Some researchers (Betz & Hackett, 1993; Hall & Ponton, 2005; Schunk, 2003; 

Weigand, 2000) have used a quantitative approach to measure the level of self-efficacy 

for domain-specific subjects such as mathematics, reading, and writing. These research 

projects at community or 4-year colleges measured the level of self-efficacy of 

participants for these tasks at a point in time. The review of the literature indicated that 

much of the work done at the college level was quantitative and domain specific; in 

contrast, my study utilized a qualitative approach in determining whether self-efficacy 

played a role in my participants' decisions to return to community college. 

My study was also unique in that a comprehensive review of the pertinent 

literature did not reveal self-efficacy studies—either quantitative or qualitative—that 

utilized community college agriculture reentry students. Agriculture is the leading 

economic industry in California. Technology use in agriculture continues to expand as 

the competition for unskilled workers increases and the industry seeks to replace hand 

labor with mechanical equipment to do cultural and harvesting processes. The increased 

use of technology in agriculture will require individuals to seek training beyond the 

secondary level at California's 65 community colleges that offer agriculture education. 

This self-efficacy research involving agriculture students at the community college level 

can contribute to the field of knowledge about the role that self-efficacy plays in 

academic achievement. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

The Qualitative Research Paradigm 

My study took a narrative voyage in my participants' lives as they told their 

stories. In the process, I hoped to determine if self-efficacy played a role in the decisions 

of these former community college agriculture students to pursue higher education. The 

narrative inquiry approach enabled me to listen to my participants' life stories and 

evaluate whether there was a connection between self-efficacy and their decisions to 

attend a community college. Researchers effectively use quantitative, qualitative, or even 

a mixed methods research design in self-efficacy research. 

A qualitative approach allowed me to listen to the life stories of my participants to 

determine the sources of their self-efficacy. Utilizing an emerging methods approach, 

with open-ended questions, I gathered interview and observational data to document the 

participants' comments during the interview process. Once the data were collected, I used 

a cross-case matrix to analyze the data and report on the results of my research (Creswell, 

2003; Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

I determined that the narrative inquiry approach had the highest level of efficacy 

for my study. My first step in this research process was to build trust and rapport with my 

participants as a way to overcome any initial tension (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). The 

narrative inquiry process, if conducted with openness and honesty between the researcher 

and the study participants, leads to the formation of a bond that removes tension from the 
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research process. All of my participants were very open in the telling of their life stories, 

including tragic events that had occurred in their lives (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). 

A tension often encountered with the narrative process involves theory. 

"Formalists begin inquiry in theory, whereas narrative inquirers tend to begin with 

experience as expressed in lived and told stories" (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 40). In 

my study, I listened carefully to the participants' life stories and continually guarded 

against the temptation to draw conclusions or parallels related to theories of self-efficacy. 

My purpose was to experience my participants' lives through their life stories in order to 

attain a clear understanding of their belief systems. 

Participants and Sites 

I sought participants for my study who had been former community college 

agriculture reentry students several years prior to my research. Compared to individuals 

who had just recently returned to college, I believed that community college agriculture 

reentry students who were interviewed several years after their higher education 

experience were able to reflect more fully on their life experiences. I followed the 

research protocol exactly as outlined by the Colorado State University's Human Research 

Committee. 

I limited my study to 6 adult participants who had enrolled in a community 

college as reentry students. I asked my gatekeepers to select individuals who had not 

attended a community college immediately after completing their secondary education 

(see Appendix B). My participants were all community college reentry students who had 

completed their associate's degree. All 6 participants had attended a 4-year university; 4 
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of the participants had completed their bachelor's degrees, 2 were in the process of 

finishing, and 1 had already completed a doctoral degree. 

I worked with three colleges located in California's San Joaquin Valley to identify 

potential participants for my study: Reedley College, Porterville College, and West Hills 

College. All three of these colleges have successful agriculture programs. The San 

Joaquin Valley is in the center of the largest agriculture-producing region in the world. I 

worked with my fellow occupational administrators at Reedley, Porterville, and West 

Hills, who served as gatekeepers for my study. I received official letters of cooperation 

from the presidents of each college, who were very helpful in working with their staffs to 

find potential participants for my study. My gatekeepers did not limit the selection of 

participants by age, race, ethnicity, gender, or socioeconomic status. 

I asked the gatekeepers to provide potential participants with a copy of a cover 

letter (see Appendix A). The letter described the study, included my contact information, 

and requested that individuals interested in participating in the study contact me. Through 

my gatekeepers, I spoke with each participant about the purpose, methods, and 

procedures of my study, indicating any potential risks or benefits to them. I interviewed 

each participant at a site of his or her choosing and ensured all the participants of 

confidentiality throughout the entire process. 

Data Collection 

According to Labov and Waletzky (as cited in Riessman, 1993), in a narrative, 

"The order of events moves in a linear way through time and the order cannot be changed 

with changing the inferred sequence of events in the original semantic interpretation" 

(Riessman, 1993, p. 17). In this research project, I developed questioning for the 
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interview process following the chronological sequence of the participants' life stories. I 

started with their recollections of early childhood, moved through their adolescence, and 

concluded with their adulthood. In addition to the chronological narrative process, I also 

utilized a thematic sequencing of events in order to document familial relationships, work 

history, and educational pathways, along with other key events that may have led to the 

participants' current levels of self-efficacy (Riessman, 1993). 

I conducted a single 2-hour interview with each participant. I then transcribed 

each interview and e-mailed the transcript to each participant as a method of member 

checking. I waited for their responses and adjusted the transcripts if needed. I then wrote 

an individual narrative for each participant, e-mailed the narrative to each participant, and 

again had each participant check his or her narrative for accuracy and made any 

adjustments necessary. I also used my field notes and subsequent phone conversations to 

ensure that each narrative was an accurate document of the participant's life story. 

The data collected from the respondents' life stories created a "metaphorical 

three-dimensional narrative inquiry space" (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 50). The 

dimensions that formed this three-dimensional narrative inquiry space consisted of (a) 

space—both personal and social (interaction); (b) past, present, and future (continuity); 

and (c) place (situation) (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). 

Data Analysis 

There were two major aspects of my analysis. The first involved the participants 

recounting their life stories, which I documented through the transcripts of the interviews 

and my narratives. I used field notes and observations of the participants during the 

interview process, as well as on other occasions when we discussed the research process. 
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The other aspect of the analysis was my narrative of these events as I interpreted them. 

Again, with the use of field notes, I documented the participants' reactions to the 

narrative and reinforced my interpretation of the data based on their life stories (Strauss 

& Corbin, 1998). 

There was also a third element in the process: the interplay between the 

respondents and me. My experience as an occupational educator and my research of self-

efficacy theory allowed me to sensitize myself to the properties and dimensions of the 

data and see alternative explanations in the interpretation of the data. Throughout the 

entire process, I guarded against allowing my experience as an occupational educator to 

play a role in the data analysis (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). 

According to Riessman (1993), "Analysis cannot be easily distinguished from 

transcription" (Riessman, 1993, p. 60). My analysis of the data began with closely 

listening to the recordings and then accurately transcribing each interview. I studied each 

transcript to identify interpretive categories and any ambiguities in language. This 

process enabled me to develop an accurate narrative for each participant. During this 

portion of the analysis, I found (a) themes that emerged from analysis of the transcripts, 

(b) ways in which the participants and I interacted during the interviews, and (c) allusions 

to the sources of self-efficacy referenced in my conceptual theoretical framework 

(Riessman, 1993). 

Trustworthiness 

In conducting my study, I utilized strategies to ensure trustworthiness, the 

qualitative complement of reliability and validity of the research design (Merriam, 2002). 

In Chapter One, I referenced Riessman (1993) who identified four criteria to validate 
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trustworthiness in narrative analysis. I used three criteria in my research. To address the 

first criterion, persuasiveness, I interpreted the data and allowed participants to check 

their narratives for accuracy. To ensure the second criterion, coherence, I discussed the 

narrative and transcript to ensure that both documents clearly and concisely represented 

each participant's life story. Finally, I fulfilled the criterion of pragmatic use by carefully 

explaining the collection of data, holistic analysis, and results for potential use by other 

researchers (Riessman, 1993). 

Ethical Considerations 

"Ethical matters need to be narrated over the entire narrative inquiry process" 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 170). In the process of conducting my research, I was 

continually aware of ethical concerns. The very nature of the inquiry design required 

participants to open up their lives and reveal their innermost feelings as they related their 

personal life stories to me. In order to determine their sources of self-efficacy, I needed to 

ask participants about their socioeconomic status, familial relationships, and educational 

and peer influences in their early childhood, adolescent, teenage, and adult years. I was 

pleased to find that the participants seemed completely comfortable delving into very 

personal issues from the past. Complete anonymity of the participants was essential, and I 

maintained the strictest confidentiality throughout the entire process. 

I assured my participants that all of the information they related to me remained 

completely confidential (see Appendix C). I held the highest level of trust and rapport 

with my participants and gained their confidence throughout the entire process as well as 

afterwards. I reassured them that I was maintaining strict confidentiality regarding all of 

the field notes, narratives, and coding materials in order to ensure their privacy. 
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Conclusion 

Measured at any point, self-efficacy is a result of the culmination of one's life 

experiences up to that point in time. Starting in early childhood, the impact and interplay 

of socioeconomic, familial, educational, and peer influences result in a person's true level 

of self-efficacy (Bandura , et al., 1996). I chose to use a qualitative narrative inquiry 

design to research the role that self-efficacy may have played in the academic and career 

success of former community college occupational students. 

Other researchers have used quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods designs 

to measure self-efficacy for a particular task, activity, or skill. After analyzing Creswell's 

(1998) work on choosing among the five traditions of qualitative research design, I 

decided that the narrative inquiry approach was the best way to determine the self-

efficacy of my participants and to evaluate why participants' levels of self-efficacy 

toward their academic achievement may have changed. More specifically, my research 

study involved determining the role that self-efficacy may have had in their decisions to 

start or return to community college as occupational reentry students. 

I have worked in the field of education for 36 years, teaching at the secondary and 

community college levels for a combined total of 31 years and serving as an 

administrator for the past 5 years. The average age of community college students at my 

college is 27, and the vast majority of my students have been reentry students. I have 

always been associated with occupational programs. Occupational education focuses on 

an applied approach to reading, writing, and mathematical skills that empowers these 

students to see the relevance in what they are attempting to learn. In the classroom, I have 

observed countless students learn reading, writing, and mathematical content when using 
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an applied, real-world approach to these subjects. An excellent example of an applied 

approach to teaching mathematics is the application of the concepts of mathematical 

fractions when using a measuring tape for a woodworking project. 

I have witnessed many of these students take their first occupational course 

because of a personal interest or a career change. After an initial positive learning 

experience, these students often continue to succeed academically. Initially, they may 

want to upgrade their skills; then, based on their success, they continue on to complete a 

certificate, degree, or transfer program. As postulated in Bandura's (1994) theories of 

self-efficacy through the mastery of experiences, my personal view is that community 

college agriculture students increase their level of academic self-efficacy because of this 

applied approach. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS 

Overview 

The purpose of this study was to determine the role of self-efficacy in the decision 

of community college agriculture reentry students to return to college. Merriam (2002) 

concluded that "the novice researcher needs to maintain humility and be ethically 

responsive to the research" (Merriam, 2002, p. 313). I followed Merriam's advice as I 

worked with my gatekeepers and participants through the interview and member 

checking phases of my research. I had never met my participants prior to the initial 

interviews and was very appreciative of their willingness to allow me to listen to and 

record their life stories. 

I chose to use qualitative methodology, specifically a narrative inquiry approach, 

because of my personal belief that the level of one's self-efficacy results from a 

culmination of life experiences. In contrast, quantitative measures of math self-efficacy 

measure the level of math self-efficacy at a point in time. A quantitative study does not 

address the sources contributing to those current levels of math self-efficacy. As 

mentioned previously, Bandura (1994) contended that "there are many pathways through 

life and, at any given period, people vary substantially in how efficaciously they manage 

their lives" (Bandura, 1994, p. 78). 

I chose Miles and Huberman's (1994) cross-case methodology of data analysis to 

enhance the generalizability of my study. I developed a cross-case matrix consisting of 

the following themes: (a) socioeconomic status, (b) familial relationships, (c) educational 
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background, (d) role models or peer influences, and (e) critical events. I then utilized my 

field notes, transcriptions, and narratives of the participants' life stories to show 

relevancy of the sources and contributors to self-efficacy. 

Interviews 

Working together, my gatekeepers, and I developed a potential list of participants 

who were former community college reentry students. The use of the Internet, e-mail, and 

personnel at participating colleges facilitated the search for potential participants. 

Locating individuals who had attended college several years prior was a somewhat 

daunting task. In one instance, I did a Google search to find a participant who had 

participated in a research project several years ago. By tracking down the primary 

researcher at a university in another state, I obtained that participant's current e-mail 

address. I then contacted the participant by e-mail and discovered she lived only a few 

blocks from my office. 

I conducted each interview in a place of the participant's choosing. I began the 

interview with a single question: How did you arrive at this point in your life? Beginning 

with descriptions of their early childhood, each participant told his or her life story with 

few interruptions or questions from me. I simply let the participants describe in detail 

how they had reached this point in their lives. Recollections of early childhood, along 

with memories of relationships with parents, siblings, and relatives, allowed each 

participant to reflect on his or her life. Each person recounted memories of early 

experiences in grammar school and high school, as well as the anxiety of returning to a 

community college. Each participant described in detail those often-traumatic portions of 

their lives whereby they had been motivated to return to a community college in pursuit 
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of higher education. I utilized additional questioning when necessary to encourage the 

participants to expand on portions of their life stories in relation to their level of self-

efficacy. 

Participants' Stories 

The primary purpose of the interviews was to listen to the life stories of my 

participants. Through my gatekeepers, I was able to contact each one of the participants 

by phone to share contact information. Sharing of e-mails then provided an opportunity to 

build rapport with each participant prior to our initial interview. The selection of 

interview dates, times, and locations that fit both of our schedules often required several 

e-mail exchanges. I found the actual interview process very enlightening and fulfilling. I 

was amazed at the richness of the participants' stories and impressed at how they had all 

overcome some very difficult barriers related to their decisions to attend a community 

college as a reentry student. 

In my presentation of the participants' stories, I have divided the stories into four 

sections. The first section involves the participants' family and early childhood 

memories. The second section includes their reflections on their early education 

experiences and career aspirations. The third section recounts their experiences as 

community college reentry students. These three sections include passages in the 

participants' own words. The final section summarizes the data I analyzed based on their 

stories. 

Samnang 's Story 

Samnang, a pseudonym, grabbed his cup of coffee and led me into the conference 

room at his office. He checked the calendar and reassured me that the room was available 
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for our early morning meeting. Although we had never met in person before, he seemed 

comfortable with the interview process and quickly responded when asked how he had 

arrived at this point in his life. Samnang was eager to tell me about his early childhood as 

a young boy in his war-torn country of Laos. 

Family and childhood memories. Samnang was born in Laos in 1964 during the 

height of the Vietnam War. His father, a military man, worked for the Central 

Intelligence Agency, and early childhood was very difficult for Samnang and his two 

brothers and three sisters. The war forced them to move back and forth from their small 

town to neighboring villages. When Samnang was 9 years old, his family was forced to 

flee their home country of Laos to escape the communists who would have prosecuted 

Samnang's father if they had caught him. His family joined other families as they 

traveled 100 miles in the jungle to escape their war-torn country. They traveled at night to 

avoid discovery by the enemy and then slept during the day as they hid in the jungle. 

We took, it took us, um, 2 !/•> weeks to get through the jungle so we could reach a 
little town on the very south tip of where we were born. That's about 10 miles to 
the Mekong river, which is the border between Laos and Thailand. Then we had 
to walk, and especially in that time in the month of May, there is a lot of rain, the 
monsoon rain and especially malaria problems. A lot of kids on the journey died 
and the elders died on the way, because we ran out of food for almost a week. We 
didn't have any medicines and, you know, a lot of small kids died. We were 
fortunate to survive, all six of us, the family. 

I could see the anguish in Samnang's eyes as these memories of his early childhood still 

tormented him despite all the years that had passed. The experience of fleeing his home 

while fearing for his life was horrific. I could clearly see the pain on Samnang's face as 

he remembered those very difficult days of his childhood. 

Samnang described how his family had reached the Mekong River only to find 

more obstacles in their search for freedom. The families that had managed to survive the 
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long and dangerous trip through the jungle had to find a way to get across the river. 

Several elderly people and small children needed assistance to cross the river. Samnang's 

dad searched for help and was able to pay some men to assist in getting everyone across 

the river into Thailand. Once they crossed the river, bandits attacked them. 

Dozens of men came with rifles and it was like little different than the other side. 
Their goal was to rob and take whatever we had, and especially at that time, we 
didn't have anything except a couple of pieces of clothes and cash, and all of that 
would be taken. Fortunately they didn't harm anyone of us. After we gave them 
everything, cash or whatever we had, then they left and they promised my dad 
that they would go and tell the military because there were military camps right 
close to there so they would make sure we would be rescued. 

They were rescued. A short time later, a helicopter arrived and ferried the families 

to a military camp not too far from the border. His family's joy at having escaped the 

communists in Laos had been of little consolation when they arrived in a camp of 40,000 

people with only a land mass of about 2 acres. Samnang, his parents, siblings, and 

grandfather had been squeezed into an area that measured 10 by 20 feet. With little food 

and shelter, many elderly people and children had died each day. Samnang and his family 

spent the next 2 years as refugees in the camp. I could easily tell by Samnang's demeanor 

that he had been glad to be alive with his family intact; however, conditions were such 

that he had known his and his family's future were still very much in doubt. 

It was apparent from our interview to this point that Samnang respected and 

honored his father and mother. His father's military background brought a high level of 

authority to the family. Samnang's father longed to return to his native country of Laos 

after he was sure that his children would be safe. He had lost everything by leaving, and 

he wanted his two oldest sons to find a better life in America. Samnang had been only 11 

at the time, and his older brother had been 12. His father had a friend who was able to 
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arrange for Samnang and his brother to travel to America. Seven months later, his 

father's friend had arrived at the camp with documents allowing his older brother to 

travel to America. Samnang's family had not known where his brother would be going, 

only that he would be in America. The next 4 months had been agonizing for Samnang. 

He had worried about the day that it would be his turn to go to America, while his 

younger brother and sisters remained in the camp and their father returned to Laos. 

Samnang told me that one day his father had walked into their shelter and told 

Samnang that it was time for them to take a walk because he needed to talk to him. 

Samnang had wanted to take his little sister with him because they loved each other very 

much and were very close. Samnang's father had said no. 

So my dad and I walked down the road. The only thing that I remember is that he 
said, I love you, but I don't have a choice, you know. I know that by leaving you 
in the camp, you will not have a future. I don't have a future. I'm old, I'm 50 
now. You are young. You still have a future, so you have to go to America. So I 
have no choice. My father always made sure that we were taken care of. So I told 
my dad, if that's what you want, I have no choice, but I have a feeling, dad, you 
are just trying to get rid of me. He started to cry and he said no, I do love you so 
much. I cannot keep all you here. We just live in a little circle here and we cannot 
do anything. I don't know what the future is going to be. So we spent a couple of 
hours walking around and talking, and we came back. 

Samnang told me his father had made the decision that Samnang was to go to 

America. Samnang had pleaded with his mother to convince his dad that he did not want 

to leave the family. His mother told him that she would talk to his father. When she did, 

he argued with her and told her to shut up. The decision was final. Samnang felt his dad 

hated him and wanted to get rid of him. Samnang told me that he finally made his 

decision to go to America. He said his goodbyes to his mother and sisters. I could tell by 

the expression on his face that the next few hours had been excruciating for him. 

Samnang could not imagine what his life was going to be like once he left the camp. He 
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could not sleep and was out of his mind with fear. Samnang wondered how at the age of 

14 he could possibly leave his family for a new life in America. 

So on the 25th at about 8:00 in the morning, the buses came and we had five 
buses. There were people to go. There were girls, boys, and some families, and it 
happened to be that they put all orphans in one bus. I sat next to one of the boys. 
He was 17 and, you know, we never met in the camp. That was the first day we 
met. His situation was the same thing. His dad was military and he said he 
wanted to send him here. He had the same kind of family like me, very close, so 
we stayed together and stuck together. 

I could see the fear in Samnang's face when he told me how for the next 14 hours 

he had traveled to Bangkok with his new friend. They were put into a hotel with all the 

other children who were unhappy about leaving their homeland. For the next 2 days, 

Samnang's new friend tried to convince him to run away in an effort to find a family in 

Thailand they could live with until they could grow up and eventually make their way 

back to Laos. Samnang kept thinking about what his father had told him about a new life 

in America, so he refused to join his friend. His friend got very mad and kicked Samnang 

a couple of times and then agreed to continue on the trip to America with Samnang. 

Samnang's friend was going to Denver, and Samnang was going to Santa Ana, 

California. They had no idea where either city was in America as they boarded planes 

from Thailand to Hong Kong, then to Hawaii, and finally to Los Angeles. When 

Samnang arrived in America, all he had were the clothes on his back, a pair of shoes, and 

his backpack containing a lunch box with rice and meat his mother had given him. It was 

late at night and a Vietnamese man came to the airport to pick him up. The man did not 

speak Laotian, but Samnang knew a little French and that is how they communicated. 

The man took Samnang to a motel for the night and told to stay in his room until the next 

morning. Samnang was all alone. 
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The man told Samnang not to open the door for anyone, and Samnang soon began 

to cry. He cried all night thinking about his parents. He did not know how to turn on the 

television or speak English, and he did not even know where he was. How frightening it 

must have been for a 14-year-old boy. He finally could not stand it any longer and 

decided to open the door. To his surprise, right outside the door was the little girl he had 

been traveling with from Thailand. They hugged and cried. He was very happy that he 

had found someone to share his grief. She was only 13 and he was 14. 

I was so mad. I told her don't worry since we will see each other. So we felt a 
little bit better. Then a security guard came and he talked to us but we didn't 
communicate at all. He walked away and we sat in there. We sat right there. We 
didn't even want to go inside. We sat right there so we could see outside. When 
the Vietnamese guy came, he was so mad and he got kind of mad. I told him, 
because I learned so much from my dad that you have to, you know, state what 
you believe. After he was so mad at me and at the girl, I remember he told me he 
was going to send me back to Thailand because he was so mad. I told him, you 
know if you want to send me back to Thailand, thank you. I want to go right now 
and you can do it. 

Samnang stood his ground and the Vietnamese man soon calmed down and took 

them to a local McDonald's for something to eat. Samnang recalled that they were both 

so scared and upset they could not even eat although it had been days since they had had 

a decent meal. When Samnang went to Santa Ana and met his sponsor family, he was 

very appreciative of the way they welcomed him into their home. He had his own room 

with a television. Samnang's host family knew of his interest in martial arts so they had 

decorated his room with things that they knew he would like. He spent the next 9 years 

living in Santa Ana. 

In my field notes and through my cross-case matrix analysis, I recorded the 

sadness and anguish in Samnang's face as he told of his childhood memories fleeing his 

country of Laos. In listening to our interview and reading the transcription, I noted his 
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strong relationship with his father. A key element to this relationship was his father's 

military background. The military protocol that had instilled in Samnang's family 

members a respect for rank, obedience, and survival may have given Samnang the 

courage to adjust to life in America, despite being a young boy alone in a strange land 

without his family. 

Early education and career aspirations. When I asked Samnang about his 

secondary education, he said he had struggled with the English language. He remembered 

his two ESL teachers who had coached and motivated him to learn the language. 

Samnang had set a goal to learn English as soon as possible, worked very hard, and 

practiced what he was learning in his ESL classes. Samnang was a fast learner and was 

able to enroll in regular classes by the 10th grade. He took ROP classes in welding and 

graduated from high school in only 4 years. Samnang admitted that the first 2 XA years 

were very difficult for him. After time, he blended in with his American and Spanish 

friends, who accepted him as a fellow student. 

Samnang worked at a small repair shop after school and taught himself how to 

repair several different types of appliances. In his ROP classes, he learned the basics of 

mechanics, and his teacher got him a job at a local machine shop after school and on the 

weekends. The Japanese man who owned the shop taught Samnang how to operate the 

many different types of equipment used in the facility. He offered Samnang a full-time 

job once he graduated from high school. 

We talked about Samnang's social life during his early adulthood. Samnang 

indicated that when he was in high school he had socialized with other orphans from 

Laos who lived in the area. On Friday nights, groups of Laotian young people had 
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gathered at various places to spend time together and share news about their families in 

Laos. Samnang had met and married a young woman from Laos who was also an orphan 

living in San Diego. They soon had their first child, and Samnang now had a family to 

support. 

I asked Samnang about how he had felt having his own family to support and 

about the pressures on him and his family. His father was ill and his brother was working 

at a McDonald's in Wisconsin, sending money to their family back in the refugee camp. 

Samnang had felt obligated to help support his mother, father, and siblings back in Laos, 

so he had accepted the job at the machine shop. The owner had been so impressed with 

Samnang's work that he had promoted him to supervisor after only about a year with the 

company. Samnang had enjoyed working as a machinist but his true love was working 

with the soil and plants. He often thought of his childhood back in Laos, where he had 

spent his days planting and growing trees, vegetables, and other crops to help feed his 

family. 

Five years had passed since he had left the refugee camp, and Samnang yearned 

to return to Thailand to see his family. He was the first of his family to return to the 

camp. When he arrived, his family was so excited to see him. His mother could not 

believe her eyes when she saw her son after nearly 5 years. There had been so much 

crying and pain when he left, and everyone had believed it was the last time they would 

ever see Samnang. Like most other families that lived in the camp and had loved ones 

leave for America, the best his family had hoped for was to see each other again in the 

next life. Samnang spent the next several hours walking with his father down the same 

road they had traveled when his father had told him that he was sending him to America. 
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Samnang told his father about his long journey to America and the life he had 

made for himself. His father cried and told him how much he loved him. He said that 

although his heart was broken, he was happy he had made the decision to send his two 

oldest sons to America so they could have a chance for a better life. For the first time, 

Samnang was able to share with his father the sad story of the struggles he had gone 

through as an orphan in a strange country. Finally, he was able to tell his dad that he now 

understood his dad's decision to send him to America. Samnang finally realized there 

would not have been a future for him if he had stayed in Laos during the war against the 

Vietnamese. His family had lost everything, and he understood that America had been the 

only place he could find success through education and hard work. He was thankful to 

have the opportunity to raise his own family without fear and to have a home they could 

go to every day. Samnang knew in his heart that his parents had made the right choice for 

him. 

Samnang's restlessness in regard to his love of the soil and plants had led him to 

the decision to quit his job and move to Fresno so that he could pursue his lifelong career 

goal. His supervisor was shocked that Samnang even considered such a move. In his 

view, Samnang was making good money, only had a high school diploma, had a family 

to support, and was already a supervisor. With the money Samnang had saved, he was 

able to buy a 40-acre strawberry farm. His knowledge of plants and the soil made his 

farm very successful and he also ran a little appliance shop to help support the family. 

Despite his success, Samnang felt emptiness in his life—emptiness that only an education 

could fill. 
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In my data analysis of Samnang's story, a common theme emerged about 

Samnang. He had not merely survived his journey to America; in essence, he had thrived. 

Samnang's mastery of his ESL classes had allowed him to enroll in other classes by the 

time he was in the 11th grade. Samnang had been motivated to increase his skills in his 

Regional Occupational Program, which led to a job as a machinist. Samnang's mastery of 

experiences may indicate some relevancy to Bandura's (1994) sources of self-efficacy. 

Community college experience. Against the advice of his wife and his uncle who 

served as his mentor, Samnang had decided to attend a community college and pursue his 

higher education. Even though his uncle had a college degree from Laos, he had advised 

Samnang that selling his farm and business would be a big mistake. His wife and uncle 

thought he had lost his mind, but Samnang remembered his father's wish that he go to 

America and attend West Point. His father had wanted him to follow his example as a 

military man. Samnang did not want to go to West Point; he wanted a career working 

with the soil, plants, and nature. This had been his dream since his boyhood in Laos. 

Therefore, Samnang sold most of his farm and decided to go to Reedley College, 

a small rural community college with a good agriculture program and a caring teaching 

staff who served him well as faculty advisors. He relied on the faculty and his counselor 

to help guide him through the 4 years it took him to complete his associate's degree. 

They served as strong mentors and role models for Samnang, assisting him with sound 

advice and support. Samnang was serious about his education; with a family to support, 

he studied hard and learned as much as he could about agriculture. He found work with a 

financial services company, which provided an income as well as flexible hours so he 

could attend school. 
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Once Samnang completed his associate's degree, he was off to the university to 

finish his bachelor's degree. Samnang finished his degree in only 1 lA years. He returned 

to Reedley College for a class or two because he enjoyed the faculty and the hands-on 

experience that he had received at the community college. While he was at the 

community college, the faculty asked if he was interested in working for the United 

States Department of Agriculture (USDA) as a farm advisor to small, immigrant, fruit 

and vegetable farmers. 

So they called me, and his name was Curtis, and he said, hey do you want a job 
with the USDA? I said I had no clue what the USDA was. I asked him what type 
of job, and he started to describe what I was going to be doing, and I said, oh 
yeah, this is something that I'm looking for. So I asked what I needed to do. He 
said, well you just need to, on Monday, just walk in. He said, you just walk in. 
The gentleman you are going to talk to is Frank Maness. On Monday, June 29th, I 
walked into this office. He was my supervisor and he passed away 6 or 7 years 
ago. He is the person that really touched my life in agriculture. When I walked in, 
he was right there. I said I am here to see Frank Maness, and he was teasing me, 
saying I don't know who Frank Maness is. Then I said, well maybe I came to the 
wrong office. Then I started to walk away, and he said, no, no, come back, sir. 

Samnang attributed his academic success at the community college to the 

guidance and advice of his community college agriculture instructors. He credited his 

counselors and teachers with giving him the support he needed to take on the academic 

challenges of higher education. The welcoming and friendly teachers, students, and staff 

at a local community college alleviated the fear he felt as a community college reentry 

student. Samnang relied on his uncle as a mentor for his business. He also credited his 

initial boss at the USDA for providing guidance, support, and mentoring on the job and in 

his life. 

Data analysis. In my analysis of Samnang's story, I discovered several strong 

themes emerging from the data. The most evident was his relationship with his family. 
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Samnang's native country of Laos had a culture of strong family networks. The family's 

escape from Laos, during a time of war, served to strengthen their family ties as they 

trekked through the jungle at night fleeing their homeland. Samnang still carried with him 

these strong family values he once had as a child, and he continued to carry on the 

Hmong culture through his own family. 

Socioeconomic status was another major theme emerging from my data analysis. 

The data revealed that all the participants had experienced financial problems at various 

times in their lives. In Samnang's case, it occurred early in his life as a refugee, while 

other participants faced economic barriers as community college reentry students. 

Samnang's hard work and his ability to save his money enabled him to start his own 

business, which provided sufficient funding to achieve his higher education. 

Samnang had a very strong role model in his military father, who wanted 

Samnang to have a college education at West Point so he could become an educated 

military man. Samnang also had a strong mentor and role model in his uncle, who 

advised and assisted him in starting his own business. As a young man, Samnang had 

utilized a social network of other Laotian refugees that gathered on the weekends to 

socialize, meet new friends, and share the Hmong culture in America. Samnang had 

relied on his mentors, role models, and peers to provide him with guidance and support. 

The data suggested a possible relevancy to Bandura's work regarding how peer 

influences and social persuasion may affect levels of self-efficacy. 

Pom's Story 

Pam, a pseudonym, came into the room with a huge smile on her face, a firm 

handshake, and a let's-get-with-it approach. A community college administrator with a 
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"can do" attitude, she was ready to tell me the story of how she had obtained her Ph.D. 

after starting college at the age of 36. Once we began the interview, however, it did not 

take long for her smile to be replaced by a more solemn attitude. 

I always wanted to go to college, but I was discouraged from it when I was a kid. 
My mother said, you are going to get married and have kids anyway, so why 
bother, why waste the money? 

Family and childhood memories. Pam came from a White, Irish American family 

that considered education a good idea and a goal for the boys of the family, but not an 

option for the girls. She had not really thought about college very much as a child 

growing up and pictured herself as a "social butterfly" instead of a serious student. She 

was very active in school. With a father in the military, Pam had attended several 

different primary and elementary schools as a child, including the first 4 years of 

grammar school in Paris. Pam credited her ability to interact with many different people 

to her experiences in so many different educational and social settings as a small child. 

I asked Pam how it had felt to attend so many schools as a child. She said that in 

France she had felt like an "odd duck out" as an American child in a French school where 

she was the only child who spoke English. In Ethiopia, she had attended school on the 

military base; this had been easier, because most of her classmates were American. Back 

in the U.S., she had attended schools in Salt Lake City, Sacramento, San Francisco, and 

finally Morro Bay, California. Pam related an incident to me that had occurred at a 

parents' night activity during elementary school and said that she still laughed about it. 

So my Mom and Dad took Grandpa with them, and this girl in my class said to 
my mother, oh, well, I'm glad you're hear because Mrs. Whatever Her Name Was 
would like to talk to you about Pam's progress in class. This little girl was my 
classmate. So, you know, my mother came home and told me that, and I went to 
school and I beat that girl up the next day. That was the only time there was 
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anything wrong, but I was so mad that she would say something like that in front 
of my grandfather. Oh my God, I remember pulling hair out of her head. 

Despite having to attend so many different grammar schools, Pam recalled that 

many of her teachers had encouraged her in school. Mrs. Johnson, a pseudonym, had left 

a lasting impression on Pam. She remembered Mrs. Johnson as a strong role model and 

mentor, who had encouraged Pam to take advantage of her educational opportunities. The 

same was true for Mr. Smith, a pseudonym, who had taught Pam a little about playing 

several different musical instruments. Both teachers had left a lasting impression on Pam, 

and she still stayed in touch with these teachers after so many years. 

I asked Pam about her family life and the relationship she had with her parents 

and siblings. She was quick to respond. 

I knew that I was not going to be encouraged, but I would be discouraged from 
going. Because that is just the way it was in our house. . . . My brothers were 
encouraged. But they were encouraged to do it in ways that didn't really cost my 
parents. You know, my oldest brother got a ROTC scholarship and actually he 
went to the Point, to West Point, but the first year he went to San Francisco State 
on a ROTC scholarship. Then his second year he was able to get into West Point. 
My youngest brother also got a ROTC scholarship, and he wound up dropping out 
of college. My second brother went to college, but he didn't want to go. 

Pam had experienced mixed messages from her parents. While Pam was in high 

school, her father retired from the military and started school at a local community 

college with funding from the GI bill. He eventually transferred to a university, where he 

earned a degree and obtained a teaching credential. He then taught high school for a few 

years. When Pam finally decided to go to college, her father became her biggest 

supporter. Her mother's failure to support the idea of Pam going to college resulted in a 

sadness that Pam told me she still felt. Pam this said about her mother: 
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She finished high school, and said, oh, well, I did not get the opportunity to go to 
college. Well, neither did I, Mother. You told me not to go, so come on, and get 
real. 

The data suggested that as a child, Pam had never received encouragement to 

pursue higher education, especially not from her mother. A recurring theme evident in 

Pam's story was her constant conflict with her mother related to her mother's assertion 

that Pam would never go to college and would only get married, work, and raise a family. 

Frustration and resentment were evident in Pam's voice and expressions during the 

interview. In my field notes, I recorded the negative feelings that Pam still had about the 

lack of support her mother had given her during her early education. 

Early education and career aspirations. Pam had been an average student in high 

school, based more on her attitude than her ability. She had focused on the social versus 

the academic aspects of her secondary education. Pam remembered that some of her 

friends were required by their parents to have set hours each school day to do homework. 

There had been no such rules in her home, and she did not remember getting much help 

with homework or questions from her parents or siblings about what was going on in or 

out of the classroom. She attributed this lack of concern over her high school education to 

the expectation that she was not going to college. 

After finishing high school, Pam had resigned herself to fulfilling her mother's 

prediction of getting married and having a family. Soon after graduation, she had married 

and had a child, and divorce had soon followed. She had gone to beauty school and 

worked long hours trying to make ends meet as a single parent. She had relented to living 

out the prophecy her mom had predicted for her. A few years had passed with Pam just 

living her life and then she had met and married another man with children. They had 
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worked together in raising their blended family. Her husband was in the construction 

business and she assisted him for the next several years as they raised and supported their 

family. 

Community college experience. I asked Pam how she had made the decision to 

return to a community college as a reentry student. This was her response: 

Actually I came home from work one day and told him that I just quit my job, and 
he just looked at me like I was crazy, and I said, well, I'm starting school on 
Monday. It was as on a whim, so it was as if I double dog dare you to finish, and I 
did. 

Pam had been 36 years old at the time. For the first time in her life, Pam was afraid and 

filled with anxiety about going to school. Pam was a community college reentry student 

faced with a fear of failure. Her family and her ex-husband expressed skepticism about 

her decision to become a college student. Her own children and stepchildren were 

cautiously supportive, but they had difficulty believing that their mom was heading to 

college. Her husband was supportive; however, Pam had to balance a family life and a 

college life and she needed a lot of support. 

I was scared to death. I didn't want to be in classes with kids that were the same 
age as my own kids. You know, that was what kind of made me a little bit 
nervous, but to be real honest with you, that was like the best time. It was 
awesome. That was, I loved it. I loved going to school. And maybe the timing was 
right, the timing was really good. I waited a long time, and uh, you and I have had 
conversations. I mean I've toyed with the idea of another doctorate. Like how 
crazy is that? But it's just like that, enjoying that learning process, you know. 

Support came in the form of Pam's community college counselor. Pam 

remembered her initial meeting with him. He was supportive, and she felt he was 

genuinely there to support her and listen to her reservations about being a reentry student. 

She recalled the first English teacher, an adjunct instructor who taught at a couple of 

different community colleges. Pam struggled in that class simply because she felt that 
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there was a personality conflict between herself and the instructor. Pam decided to do 

whatever was necessary to get through the class regardless of the circumstances, and she 

was relieved when the semester was over. She returned to her counselor with a sigh of 

relief, thinking her English classes were over. She soon found out that they were just 

beginning. 

Pam explained her frustration about her English instructor, and her counselor 

reassured her it would not happen again. In her future classes, he promised to match her 

personality and talents with those of her instructors. Pam was grateful for his insight and 

expertise in finding her classes where she felt the faculty members respected her as an 

older student and where she was able to form a bond with them. She felt this made all the 

difference in her educational success. She stated that she would not have been able to 

complete those first few semesters of coursework without her counselor's guidance and 

support. She still kept in touch with him and said she would always appreciate what he 

had done for her. She was on her way. 

I had this instructor who was just the coolest. He taught me. This drafting 
instructor taught me how to read a textbook. Nobody had ever taught me how to 
do that. He taught everybody. He opened it up, he pulled it up, you see all the 
white stuff, the white space on this page, well, and you could see he was the co­
author of this book. He said, well, my buddy and I didn't put this here just to 
make the book bigger so we could sell more pages, but it did turn out that way. 
He said, but we put it here because we think that textbooks should be workbooks. 
You need to write in your book. So this white space is for you to use. You know, 
and so he taught me go back and read the summary first. That way, you know 
what the author and what I think is important. Look at the summary, then go back 
and read it. So he really taught me how to read a textbook. Nobody ever taught 
me how to do that before. You know, it's not like picking up a novel, and I didn't 
know that. 

Pam was able to build a strong network of faculty advisors and mentors at the 

community college. She had a network of individuals who were supportive of her 
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educational goals. Absorbed by the faculty's wealth of information, Pam became 

addicted to learning and education. Pam felt that she would not have been successful had 

she attended a community college or university right after high school, because of her 

family's belief that girls do not go to college. Experiencing life between her secondary 

and postsecondary education had made her focus and appreciate what a college education 

was all about—something she felt she would not have appreciated if she had attended 

college immediately after high school. 

I wouldn't have been as passionate, I think, and I'm sure the gauntlet would not 
have been thrown down the way it was, that double dare you to succeed kind of a 
thing. I personally fell for the line that I was given by my parents, so ultimately I 
believed it and so I wouldn't have been ready. I think I needed to go out and see 
what the world was all about and see how hard it is to survive without it. 

Pam credited a great deal of her initial success at the community college to her 

father. He had become her mentor and biggest enthusiast. He had been through a similar 

experience during his journey through higher education and continually reminded her that 

if he could do it, so could she. 

Absolutely. I figured if he could do it, I could. And, in fact, that was the line he 
always gave me, you know. If I can do it, you can do it, come on. I was older than 
you. Let's go. He was real supportive, and I think that's very critical. 

Pam had also found support from her husband, who had been only a few credits 

short of his degree in aeronautical engineering when he had left school early after being 

recruited by an engineering firm that offered great wages and benefits. He certainly knew 

the value of higher education and encouraged Pam to complete her bachelor's and 

doctoral degrees. Pam had developed a strong network of faculty, staff, family, and 

friends who supported her decision to pursue higher education. 

So that first semester was a real scary one, but it was wonderful. I felt my 
foundation growing, getting stronger, in the educational process. I always call that 
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my educational adventure, every day something new and exciting, scary but 
exciting. 

Pam had continued to build on her educational successes. After graduating from 

community college with honors, she had transferred to a 4-year university, completed her 

bachelor's, master's, and doctoral degrees, and begun her teaching career at the 

community college. She told me that in many of her students' eyes, she saw the fear she 

had once felt. 

I can spot them a mile away. They all have that glazed look of fear in their eyes. I 
spend a lot of time, and probably more with my female students, just because I 
grew up with girls who got married and have kids. 

Pam became a mentor for her students who were struggling with their fears of 

being community college reentry students. She encouraged them daily. 

I don't care what your excuse is for being here or whatever you think your excuse 
is for being here. You think it's because your parents want you to come. Okay, 
you might think that's an excuse. Okay, you want to make a better life for your 
kid. That's great. That's not the reason you're here. I tell them the only reason 
they are here is to give them a gift. And they above all else deserve the very best 
gift that they can give. You know, this is a lifetime gift. You need to make it the 
best you can and enjoy the ride. 

Data analysis. Pam never thought about quitting her pursuit of higher education. 

She was thinking about getting a second doctoral degree. She prided herself in having a 

resume filled with many different experiences. 

I said that I will do what I'm doing as long as its 51% fun. The day that it's not, 
I'm out of here. It doesn't matter location or what. . . . I'm one of these oak trees 
with lots of branches. As for my career, it used to be those old cypress trees that 
are all the same. You get one job and stay there forever, or one career path and 
stay there forever. 

Pam's family's military background, which involved moving from place to place, 

had allowed her to accept change as a part of life. She stated that when her career choice 

was only 49% fun, she would move on to something that presented a new challenge in 
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life. Pam credited her dad with instilling in her a real passion for life in whatever she was 

doing. When her father died just 3 years ago on her birthday, Pam lost her champion, role 

model, and biggest supporter. She promised to keep his dreams for her success close to 

her heart when she accepted a new position as a dean at a community college. 

Pam's story, my field notes, and my cross-case matrix analysis suggested that 

Pam's biggest barrier to accessing higher education right after high school had been her 

mother. Pam certainly had been discouraged from continuing her education. Pam 

expressed regret over her family's traditional Irish background, which encouraged males 

to attend college and succeed in careers but told females to become wives and mothers. 

Further analysis of Pam's story suggested a very different relationship with her father 

than with her mother, concerning Pam's pursuit of higher education. 

As revealed in Pam's story, her father had been in the military service during 

Pam's childhood and adolescence. After a successful military career, Pam's father had 

retired from the military. He had then used military benefits to finance his return to 

community college education as a reentry student and ultimately to finish his bachelor's 

degree. The data suggested that Pam's father had been her strongest supporter when she 

decided to become a reentry student. He had encouraged her by continually telling her 

that if he could do it, so could she. In my field notes, I recorded the sadness and tears in 

Pam's eyes during the interview when she told me that her dad had died about a year ago. 

A final important theme suggested in the data analysis emerged from Pam's recounting of 

her initial community college experience. She credited her instructors, counselors, and 

advisors for the constant encouragement and guidance they had provided her as a reentry 

student. Pam felt so strongly about the important role of these individuals in her success 
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that she began to encourage the reentry students she was teaching in the same way. The 

data suggested a possible relevancy to Bandura's work concerning how parental 

relationships and social persuasion may affect levels of self-efficacy. 

Craig's Story 

Working with my gatekeeper, I had e-mailed and talked with Craig, a pseudonym, 

on the phone to set up our initial interview. Since the U.S. Forest Service employed him, 

I had playfully assumed that he was going to be a big strapping fellow with a Smokey 

Bear hat and a love of the outdoors. I had envisioned our conversation taking place at a 

quiet campground high in California's Sequoia National Forest. I was incorrect on all 

accounts. 

I walked into the Forest Service office and saw Craig sitting behind the 

receptionist counter. He greeted me with a big smile and a friendly hello and informed 

me that we could meet in the conference room. To tell the truth, I was stunned when he 

started pushing the wheels on his wheelchair and led me into our meeting room. I 

remembered talking to Jim Banning, my methodologist, about the possibility of 

interviewing a person in a wheelchair. I wanted to know how to prevent my personal 

biases from interfering with my role as a researcher. I wanted to prevent myself from 

jumping to conclusions about a traumatic physical injury influencing a person's self-

efficacy. Dr. Banning reminded me that my role as a researcher was to listen to my 

participant's life story and allow the story to take me where it led me. 

Family and childhood memories. Craig told me that he remembered little of his 

early childhood. Craig's mother and father had divorced when he was a young child, and 

he and his older brother and younger stepsister had grown up in a place they called "the 

87 



projects," a small community of houses where most families on welfare resided. Craig 

had been 8 years old when he moved to Washington State with his mother and stepdad. 

When his mother had died soon after that, he had been forced to move back to Fresno 

under the custody of his father. Craig had lived with his cousins and aunt for several 

years and then moved in with his father and grandmother. 

Early education and career aspirations. Craig had attended high school at Fresno 

High, where he remembered taking a two-period accounting class that sparked his 

interest in accounting. Thinking that accounting would be a good major to pursue, he had 

decided to enroll in Fresno State as an accounting major. Craig had soon discovered that 

being a student at a large university was not going to work for him. 

I felt kind of lost there, because I really felt just like a number, you know. They 
took roll, but there were so many kids in some of the classes, it just felt strange, 
like we were out of touch with what was going on. 

Craig had felt disconnected and alone and just walked away from college without 

officially dropping his classes—a decision he had later regretted. He found himself 

struggling to survive, moving from job to job at a steakhouse, a bowling alley, and other 

places. Craig had never really thought about returning to school, having decided that 

higher education was not in his future. What he really enjoyed were activities such as 

fishing, snow skiing, and other outdoor recreational activities. He remembered that as a 

youngster living with his dad and cousins, he had enjoyed trips to local canals and lakes 

to go fishing and do other water sports. 

Craig's life had changed when his skiing friend got a job with the U.S. Forest 

Service during the summer to maintain trails and camping grounds. His friend had 

encouraged Craig to apply for a similar job. 
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I applied, so within a week or two they called me up and they asked, you want to 
come up here and work for the Forest Service? They needed to hire somebody 
soon, so they kind of did a quick interview on the phone. My former boss, a guy 
named Dudley Robertson, was frank and to the point. He asked me if I had ever 
been on horseback or had much hiking skill. I said that I did backpack a few years 
when I was 14,1 mean a few trips when I was 14.1 said nope, I haven't been on 
horseback; he said, well, you'll learn. I said, okay, sounds like fun. I was all up 
for it, you know. I figured what a good deal that would be, being out in the 
woods, going out for 10 days at a time working the trails. 

Craig had found his real passion in life. He spent the next few months clearing 

trails, cleaning campgrounds, fighting wild fires, and enjoying the outdoors. One day 

while hiking down the trail from Grassy Lake, he had encountered three men on 

horseback on their way to fish at the lake. They had stopped and chatted for a few 

minutes. One man was a bus driver and the other an instructor from nearby Sierra High 

School. The third was Manuel Johnson, a pseudonym, who was an agriculture instructor 

from Reedley Community College. Manuel had begun to quiz Craig about his future. 

It just led to more conversation, and he just kind of asked me, hey, what are you 
doing out here, have you been working out here a lot or what? I said, it's my first 
year, it's all kind of new to me, but I'm enjoying it very much. And he asked how 
old I was. I believe I was 20 at the time. So 1979, yeah I was 20. So he said, well, 
what are you going to do with your life? I said, I'm probably just going to work 
this job as many summers as I can and see if I can get my foot in the door. He 
goes, well what about your education? I told him about the Fresno State story of 
just not really enjoying that and accounting wasn't my thing. 

Community college experience. Mr. Johnson had encouraged Craig to visit him at 

Reedley College so he could inform him about the educational opportunities in their 

forestry program. Things had started to click for Craig. He liked what he was doing and 

wanted to go further by getting a permanent job with the Forest Service; however, he felt 

limited by having only a high school education. Mr. Johnson had encouraged him to visit 

the school and check things out just to see what might happen. Craig had taken that 

opportunity on his next day off. Before he knew it, Mr. Johnson had convinced him to 
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enroll, found him a roommate and a place to live, and introduced him to the forestry 

instructors at the college. Craig had been impressed by Mr. Johnson and grateful about 

how he was taking him under his wing and helping him get started in the forestry 

program. Craig was on his way as a community college reentry student, although not 

without some fear and apprehension. 

I'm apprehensive because I don't know if I can afford all this, you know. I wasn't 
sure how much school was going to cost, and you only make so much during the 
summer. Was that going to last me? I really didn't have any support from 
anybody else, except what I could make during the summer, so that was kind of a 
nerve wracking thing. 

Soon, confidence had replaced Craig's fear as he enjoyed the individual attention 

of his instructors. From the first day, he had thoroughly enjoyed the experience. He 

earned A and B grades for the first time in subjects that he was really interested in and 

that might help him to acquire a full-time position with the Forest Service. Unlike his first 

experience in higher education, Craig had felt at ease with the faculty, fellow students, 

and the entire educational setting. For the first time, he was excelling in the classroom. 

I met some really good people in the forestry program, people I still know now. I 
got somewhat competitive with them to see who could get the better grades, you 
know. The instructors, I think they know who the slackers are and who is trying, 
you know, do the best they can. They were very helpful with me and it just felt 
really comfortable again, like I said. 

After Craig had finished his Associate of Science degree in just 2 years at Reedley 

College, a couple of his friends had encouraged him to transfer to Humboldt State 

University. He decided to return to Reedley for another year to complete some more 

transfer-level general education courses before transferring. Humboldt State had an 

excellent recreation program, and Craig had loved the fishing, skiing, and hunting 

90 



activities in the forest areas surrounding the campus. He had decided to transfer and room 

with one of his friends in a house not too far from campus. 

Craig's initial experience at Humboldt had brought back unpleasant memories of 

his Fresno State encounter. Larger class sizes, many new faces, and the extra financial 

burden had quickly made him question his decision to transfer to a 4-year university. 

Soon his personal finances had begun dwindling and he had become unsure if had made 

the right decision. Although he was working various part-time jobs, he was rapidly 

running out of money and was facing a tough decision about continuing his education. 

At about that time, he had received a call from his boss at the Forest Service 

asking if he could start his summer job early. A heavy winter snowfall required additional 

work on trails and campsites to get them ready for the upcoming season. At the time, 

Craig had thought this would be the perfect solution to his dilemma and decided to take 

the job and forego the next quarter of his higher education. In contrast to his earlier 

experience at Fresno State, this time he had officially checked out of school so that he 

would not have to make up any F grades. 

Craig had soon found himself back in the snow-covered forest that he loved. He 

headed to the ranger station and decided to cross country ski over Kaiser Pass down to 

the worksite. He remembered this as one of the coolest things he had ever done. In my 

field notes, I noted the pure enjoyment on Craig's face as he remembered the times he 

could ski down the side of a mountain. Craig had thoroughly enjoyed his job at the ranger 

station and felt right at home in the wilderness. The winter's heavy snowfall had left 6 

to 10 feet of snow on the ground in late May and closed trails through the early part of 
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July. The snow had hampered efforts of summer hikers and campers as they trekked 

across snow covered trails and meadows to various campsites in the mountains. 

A group of Boy Scouts had changed Craig's life forever. Late one afternoon, a 

call had come into the ranger station that a troop of Boy Scouts who had been hiking up 

to Edison Lake was missing. The missing Scouts had plenty of food, warm clothing, and 

tents, so they would be safe during the night. Rescue personnel had decided to wait until 

the next morning to start the search-and-rescue efforts. The local sheriffs office had been 

in charge of the operation, and helicopters from the Lemoore Naval Air Station went up 

early in the morning to begin the search. Originally, Craig was not supposed to be part of 

the search effort. His friend Mike, the more experienced of the two, had been slated to 

go; however, he had become ill overnight and Craig was designated to assist in the rescue 

effort. 

Craig had been in helicopters several times doing lightning strike fire control. He 

felt at ease going up in them and considered flying as the exciting part of his job. The 

sheriffs department personnel had been in charge of the operation, and the Navy had 

been assisting with the use of the helicopters. Craig's job had been to use his knowledge 

of the local terrain to help both groups search for the Scouts. 

We take off from the lake and it's like 9,400 feet, and we're cruising around and 
maybe flying 300 or 400 feet across the tree tops, and we see some of what I think 
is orange down in the creek canyon below us. The helicopter pilots tried to fly 
pretty low and slow and hover and just kind of observe. I'm in a gunner's belt 
with the doors open, because they want me to be out looking, because I knew the 
area more than they would. So I had this leash on me and I'm kind of hanging out 
the door, well a little bit, and I'm thinking this is kind of exciting and fun and I 
hope we find them. I was very excited about the whole thing. Then all of a sudden 
the helicopter just goes whoosh, and it's quiet. This buzzer comes on, and I hear 
the pilot going "mayday, mayday," and I'm like, what's going on? I'm sitting by 
the door, I might have stood up. I don't know, but another guy in the gunner's 
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belt, the Navy guy, he pushes me back towards my seat and then I realize we have 
no power. We're dropping like a rock . . . 

Even though the pilots had tried to auto rotate the helicopters rotors, the thin air at 

such a high altitude had caused the prop wash to stress the engine, losing all power. Craig 

did not remember hitting the ground in the middle of a creek bed. He remembered the 

helicopter losing altitude, clipping off treetops, and the sound of the props ripped from 

the copter. 

Yeah. And so I remember thinking, okay I'm going to die in a helicopter crash. 
That's how I'll be remembered. I thought that, I mean it was very clear in mind 
that this is happening, and this is how I'm going to die. Here we go . . . 

The next thing Craig remembered was lying on top of one of the Sheriffs officers 

who had sustained two compound fractures of his leg. His first thought had been that he 

was alive and the officer was screaming for Craig to get off him. Still tethered to the strap 

attached to the roof of the helicopter, Craig had reached up, grabbed the strap, and pulled 

on it to lift himself off the screaming man trapped beneath him. Nothing had happened. 

He had no feeling in his lower body. He later realized that when the helicopter had hit the 

ground, he had been thrown between the pilot seats. The force of having the strap 

securely fastened around his waist had bent him into two, breaking his back and severing 

his spinal cord. 

For the next 7 hours, had Craig faded in and out of consciousness. The copter had 

grounded in the middle of a creek bed. Water and fuel were running over the deck. All 

seven men on board the copter had sustained injuries. One man had tried to jump from 

the helicopter before it hit the ground, and he had his tendons ripped from his feet. The 

two pilots had compression fractures in their backs, but no paralysis. The Navy corpsman 

had a broken clavicle and a punctured lung. The man who had pulled Craig back into his 
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seat suffered only a broken thumb. They had all been lucky to survive such a horrific 

crash. 

The crash had destroyed the communications equipment on board the helicopter. 

The only device that was working was Craig's handheld radio. The man with the broken 

thumb had grabbed the radio and hiked about two miles up the mountain so he could 

radio for help. It had taken 6 more hours for help to arrive. Rescue personnel had arrived 

at the crash site and immediately started administering first aid to the injured crew. The 

site of the crash was in a remote area inaccessible by helicopter. Rescue personnel had 

carried each victim on a stretcher to a clearing where helicopters could land. Craig had 

been airlifted to Valley Medical Center in Fresno. What occurred in the emergency room 

had changed Craig's life forever. 

Craig had been screaming with pain when they took him off the helicopter at the 

hospital. Quickly placing him on a gurney and taking an x-ray, the doctors had assessed 

the extent of his injuries. Craig had been shocked when the emergency room doctor came 

out and told him that he had broken his back. Craig was paralyzed. The doctor's words 

were plain and simple. Craig was never going to walk again. Lying on that gurney, Craig 

had tried to cope with what he had just heard. In my field notes, I recorded the pain on 

Craig's face as he recounted the events of that day. He shuffled his weight in his 

wheelchair while looking into space. I clearly felt the frustration he had felt with no hope 

of every walking again. 

Fortunately, his grandmother had called his former girlfriend (now his wife), to 

tell her of the accident. Arriving at the hospital, she had heard Craig's screams and was at 

his side when the doctor gave him the horrible news. Craig had spent the next 3 months at 
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Community Hospital healing from his injuries. When released, he had needed a place to 

stay; he had not wanted to live with his father who was now an alcoholic. Manuel 

Johnson, the Reedley College instructor whom he had met 5 years earlier on the trail near 

the crash site, had heard about the accident and suggested that Craig move in with him. 

Craig had accepted his offer and spent the next 2 months with Manuel, trying to adjust to 

his new way of life. 

The doctors had told Craig he could learn to walk again with leg braces and 

crutches. He went to the Santa Clara Valley Medical Center spinal injuries unit for 3 

months. Because of Craig's height and build, it had proved to be too difficult for him to 

master walking with braces and crutches. Therefore, he had resigned himself to getting 

around in a wheelchair. Craig had returned to his summer job with the Forest Service the 

next summer. He had worked at the ranger station, issuing campfire and wood cutting 

permits. Craig had felt fortunate to have his old job back even though it was an office job 

and not out working on trails and campsites in the woods. Craig had decided that if he 

was going to make a career with the Forest Service, he needed to complete his degree. 

Craig had returned to Humboldt State in the fall. The college had promised him 

housing in the dorms with a private bathroom. Unfortunately, that had not occurred and 

Craig had soon become frustrated being in a wheelchair and using public restroom 

facilities. As a result, he had left school for a second time. Returning home to Fresno, he 

had moved in with his old roommate from high school, who happened to be the brother 

of his former girlfriend who had spent countless hours with him in the hospital after his 

accident. Craig admitted that without her at his side, he would have never made it. 
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After this, Craig had started seeing a psychologist to deal with the emotional 

trauma of the accident and the reality that he would never walk again. During these 

sessions, he realized that he had become a very unpleasant person to be around. 

At first, when I got out of the hospital from Santa Clara and came back, I was 
frustrated at everything. So I was just not a nice person and not fun to be around. 
So I went to see this psychologist, and I was only there for a month, you know, 
weekly sessions, maybe twice a week, and he kind of helped me get my act 
together. You know, my future was mine, and what I made of it was mine. If I 
wanted to be a pain in the butt to everybody, then that wasn't a very happy life. I 
carried a chip on my shoulder all the time. I was just mad at the world. 

Craig credited the sessions with his psychologist for turning around his attitude 

toward life and his ability to cope with his situation. With this new perspective, Craig had 

returned to Humboldt State and finished his degree. Craig stated that without the support 

of his wife, who had stood by his side for the many months of rehabilitation, he would 

never have been able to survive. At the time of our interview, both he and his wife 

worked for the U.S. Forest Service. They lived in the foothills outside of Fresno and had 

a bright future in assisting people who enjoy the outdoors. 

Data analysis. My initial analysis indicated that Craig's life story was one of pain 

and tragedy. After I listened to the interview repeatedly, reread the transcripts, completed 

my initial coding, and established the common threads and themes of the story, I 

discovered that I might not have been correct in my first analysis. Craig's story was 

tragic; he had suffered a great deal of pain because of the helicopter crash and the 

physical and psychological trauma of being confined to a wheelchair. When I reexamined 

the data, however, I discovered the potential relevancy of Craig's accident to his eventual 

completion of his higher education. 
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In my cross-case analysis, I found that Craig's community college experience as a 

reentry student had been comparable to the experiences of both Samnang and Pam, with a 

strong network of supportive faculty members, advisors, and counselors. In contrast, 

however, Craig's major barrier had been financial. Craig had been the sole supporter of 

his pursuit of higher education. Forced to work summers and part-time during the 

academic year to support his education, he had often wondered how to manage his 

finances in order to stay in school. After his accident, Craig's career choice had 

motivated him to get a bachelor's degree—a reverse of the traditional pattern of getting a 

degree in order to have a career. 

Insufficient finances had resulted in Craig's decision to leave Humboldt State. At 

the time, Craig had already gotten a job working in the mountains and had loved what he 

was doing. The accident had changed all of that. After the many months of both physical 

and psychological rehabilitation, he had returned to the Forest Service confined to a 

wheelchair and no longer able to ski, work the campsites, search for lost hikers, or fight 

fires. He had a desk job and needed to complete a bachelor's degree if he wanted to 

advance in this new career pathway in the Forest Service. 

My further analysis of Craig's story brought a new dimension to my narrative 

inquiry. Dr. Banning suggested that I research the recent work by Webster and Mertova 

(2007), which used critical event narrative analysis that might be relevant in my data 

analysis of Craig's story. According to these authors, critical incidents are unpredicted 

and unplanned—as was the case in Craig's accident. 
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Anthony's Story 

Anthony, a pseudonym, walked into the room with a smile on his face. Anthony 

was a big man who worked for a farming corporation that grew a variety of specialty 

crops from southern California to Oregon. In his role as a field manager, he spent most of 

his time in his pickup truck, checking fields of garlic, onions, peppers, and other crops for 

the spice market. Anthony was very friendly and eager to explain his farming operation, 

which required him to log 100,000 miles on his vehicle each year as he traveled from the 

northern border of Mexico to the southern border of Washington State. As we sat at the 

table, it only took a few minutes for me to notice that something terrible had happened in 

Anthony's past. 

Anthony was missing all or most of both of his ears; fingers were missing on both 

hands; his arms had masses of scar tissue; and his head was shaved and full of skin grafts. 

I was in a welding accident, and I spent a year and half in the Bay Area. I spent 6 
months straight in the hospital and then another year doing outpatient work and 
reconstructive surgeries. I was burned, obviously. Fifty-three percent of my body 
had full-thickness, third-degree burns, and that took some time to come back 
from. 

Anthony had survived a horrific welding accident. As part of his job for a local farming 

company, he had been welding inside a harvester tank when a spark from the welder 

ignited a flammable material and trapped him. The fire had almost burned him alive. 

Family and childhood memories. Anthony had always loved agriculture. His 

father had been a career military man, and Anthony had grown up in King City, one of 

the most fertile valleys near the central California coast. King City is adjacent to the 

Salinas Valley, which is considered the lettuce bowl of the world and known worldwide 

for the production of lettuce, carrots, broccoli, and other vegetables. Although his father 
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had not been involved in production agriculture, his grandfather had. Anthony told me 

that his grandfather had inspired him to consider a career in agriculture. 

Early education and career aspirations. During grammar school, Anthony had 

been enthusiastically involved in athletics, but uninspired academically. 

When I was in middle school, I had teachers that left negative impressions on me, 
mostly their attitudes. You either kept up or you were pushed off to the side. That 
left a negative impression on me. I was not as motivated in middle school 

Anthony stated that in high school, his participation in football, basketball, and 

track had been the only thing motivating him to stay in school. He had earned grades of 

B and C and had felt little motivation to do better. 

I was told when I was junior in high school by one of my guidance counselors that 
I should seek other means of training, like ATI or someplace like that, and learn a 
trade. They said I had no business going to college. I think that made me angry 
enough to where I said, I'll show you. 

To preserve his athletic eligibility, Anthony had needed to maintain his grades at a C 

level or higher. 

At that time, looking back, they may have meant, you should probably go to the 
technical side of things because up until now your grades have not been stellar 
and you may not want to toil for 4, 6, or 8 years in college. At the time, I took it 
as an insult. They were saying that I wasn't smart enough. 

Education had been a low priority in Anthony's family. Although everyone in his 

family had attended college to some extent, he had been the first to complete his degree. 

His younger brother had become a successful mechanic, and his older sister had 

completed her associate's degree. Anthony had known that if he decided to go to college 

after graduating from high school, he would be on his own. 

Several of his friends had chosen to go over the hill from the Salinas Valley to 

Coalinga's West Hills College. Although Hartnell Community College was located closer 
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to their home in King City, the agriculture program there had been cancelled. Anthony 

had decided the only interest he had in college was for agriculture and West Hills was a 

good place to start. He had majored in animal science, earned good grades his first 

semester, and enjoyed the experience of being away from home for the first time. College 

had seemed easy for Anthony; however, weekend partying with his friends and financial 

problems had soon followed. 

Anthony had taken several "incompletes" his second semester and had dropped 

out of school because of financial pressures. Just working part-time on the college's 

school farm had left Anthony financially impoverished and unable to stay in school. 

Scrambling to make his rent payment each month, he had decided that it was in his best 

interest to quit and return home. During the next 3 years, Anthony had jobs as a 

construction worker, a laborer for a government contractor, and finally an assistant to a 

farmer who had a custom harvesting and farming operation. He had enjoyed working in 

production agriculture; however, his life had soon changed forever. 

I was working in the shop by myself welding, and there was something below me 
or around me that was flammable. It was ignited by the welder, which in turn 
caught me on fire. I was in the hospital for 6 months straight in the initial period. 
Then once I was released from the hospital, I was on an outpatient basis, so I had 
to live somewhere near the hospital. I had daily therapy treatments. Then every 3 
or 4 months they would schedule another reconstructive surgery, after I was 
physically able to leave the hospital. That initial first year of therapy, I got enough 
of my mobility back that I could drive. I actually moved back to my parents' 
house in King City for another year, almost 2 years of therapy. I would drive to 
the Bay Area or Gilroy for more therapy. 

Anthony remembered little about the first 6 months in the hospital following his 

accident. He had been taking so much morphine and other pain killers that he only 

remembered the excruciating pain of lying in bed with full-thickness, third-degree burns 

over more than half of his body. 
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You don't remember the first few months in the hospital because they keep you so 
doped up and you are in such pain that there is only one thing going through your 
mind: When is this going to stop? When is the pain going to end? You go a little 
crazy when you are medicated and still in that much pain. You make a lot of 
things up in your head just to cope. It is hell. 

Anthony had made countless visits to the Santa Clara Valley Medical Center as part of 

his regimen of therapy to regain his mobility. 

I was just learning how to live my life again. You go from being fully functional 
one day to a year and a half later you can hardly do anything for yourself because 
of range-of-motion issues and stuff like that. You have emotional turmoil from a 
life-altering event like that. 

Almost 2 years after the accident, Anthony had returned to King City and begun 

to work at odd jobs with no future. He had been just getting by and that bothered him. 

Anthony had seen his high school classmates continuing their higher education or simply 

getting on with their lives. 

I was just getting by, and it bothered me that I had let myself fail like that. The 
plan was always to finish school at some point. I didn't know how or when, but I 
was going to go back to school. Because of the accident, the settlement, and the 
way it was structured, it allowed me to go back to school after a couple of years. 

Community college experience. Seven years after graduating from high school, 

Anthony had returned to West Hills Community College as an agriculture reentry 

student. Older, wiser, and more mature, Anthony had been determined to finish his higher 

education this time. With his settlement from the accident, Anthony no longer had to 

worry about how he was going to finance his education. He had been able to work part-

time at the school farm and during the summers, so rent and educational costs were no 

longer an issue. 

I was definitely more committed to school. I had this opportunity again, and after 
failing the first time, I wasn't going to mess it up this time. 
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Anthony had become fully committed to finishing his associate's degree in 2 

years and staying an additional year at West Hills to work on his general education 

requirements prior to transferring to Fresno State. He had moved to Clovis and continued 

to work in production agriculture. Anthony had been short a few classes and attended 

nearby Reedley College at night to finish all of his general education coursework prior to 

starting at Fresno State. 

At Fresno State, the stakes had been higher and Anthony had dedicated himself as 

a student. It had now been 12 years since he had graduated from high school. Anthony 

needed to be strong academically as well as emotionally; attending classes with students 

10 years younger and having them adjust to his physical presence had been a challenge. 

I met a lot of new people at Fresno State, but I didn't necessarily run around with 
them. They were even younger than the kids I was running around with at West 
Hills. I didn't really go for the Greek situation. A lot of the kids that I was in class 
with were all affiliated with Greek organizations, and I would rather go it alone. I 
didn't want to be with a group of guys playing the baby elephant walk. It just 
wasn't my thing. One thing I did notice at Fresno State, the groups that were 
affiliated with Greek cheated their way through. Every test that I ever went into 
was in a file cabinet. There was a 3 x 5 note card with the test printed right on it. 
They cheated their way through school, and that bothered me, knowing they were 
going to be out there competing for the same kind of jobs I am when I get done. 

Anthony had enrolled at Fresno State for an education and degree. To accomplish his 

goals, Anthony had worked several hours per week. Anthony credited his professors for 

their no-nonsense approach and later applied what he had learned in the classroom 

directly to his job in the field. Unlike his college classmates, Anthony had not been 

interested in the social aspects of college. 

I ignored them. I would talk to them and be cordial, but I wasn't buddy, buddy 
with them, trying to get something out of them either. I wasn't going to share 
what I'm learning in class with them because I know they are not paying 
attention. You look over and the guy's head is down and he is not taking any 
notes. I'm not going to help him out later on, especially when I know he is going 
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to walk in the day of the test with all the answers written down somewhere. Why 
would I do that? It doesn't benefit me. 

Academically, Anthony had to dedicate himself to spending long hours studying 

subjects that he found most challenging, such as math. 

I worked my butt off. Math was always one of my weakest subjects. I had trouble 
getting through algebra in high school. I never took any of the college prep 
courses in math because I struggled with math. When I was finally faced with 
having to do it, I sat down and learned it step by step, but I worked very hard at it. 

Anthony had completed his coursework in only four semesters at Fresno State and had 

received his degree 13 years after his graduation from high school. When I asked if he 

would have completed his degree had he not had his accident, this was his reply: 

Yes, I think I would have. It would have taken me a lot longer than it did. It may 
have taken me 15 years to accomplish what I did in 7 or 8 years. I would have 
gone back. I wouldn't have given up. 

Anthony recalled his junior high school counselor's advice that instead of college, he 

should look at other options for training after high school. I asked if that had finally 

motivated him to finish his degree. 

I think that is part of it, going back to it, and then part of it was just the people that 
I grew up around and went to high school with. Knowing if they are going to do 
it, I'm going to do it too. Even though I don't keep in contact with any of them, 
anybody I went to high school with, or very few, at some point it became an issue 
that I needed to get a college education. I can't even pinpoint when that was. 

Data analysis. Finally, I asked Anthony if now that he had completed his degree 

and succeeded in having a career in production agriculture, he would have done things 

differently. 

I probably would have tried a little harder right out of high school and applied 
myself a little more. If I knew then what I know now, I wouldn't have messed 
around as much as I did and I would have tried to have made it through school all 
in one shot instead of breaking it up. I don't regret anything I did, now. The 
money that I have wasted over the years going to school, taking that long, starting 
and stopping, and starting and stopping, I think it is a little harder. 
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Anthony had overcome a great deal in his life in order to achieve his educational goals 

and be able to work in a career that he thoroughly enjoyed. After all he had been through, 

there was a sense of accomplishment and meaning to his life. Although emotionally and 

physically scarred, Anthony was content with his life and career and was waiting to see 

what life experiences were around the next corner. 

Anthony had a very powerful life story. As with Craig, my analysis of Anthony's 

story suggested the potential relevance of critical incidents in his decision to become a 

community college reentry student. Anthony's story also paralleled Craig's because both 

participants had encountered financial barriers during their first attempts at attending a 

community college. When they had returned after their accidents, however, those funding 

barriers had dissipated and they could concentrate on pursuing their educational goals. 

Another key element in the analysis of Anthony's life story was the resentment he 

had felt toward his high school teachers and counselors. In my field notes, I recorded the 

anger in his voice when Anthony related to me that his high school counselor had told 

him he had "no business going to college." Anthony clearly recalled those words, and he 

expressed pride at having shown that his high school counselors and teachers had been 

wrong in their assessment of his academic abilities. 

Anthony had faced another barrier as a reentry student. The disfigurement he had 

endured as a result of his accident had added to the uneasiness of being an older reentry 

student at a community college and later at the university level. The age difference had 

not been much of an issue; however, the stares he had received from classmates before 

they had gotten to know him had been much more difficult for him to accept. 
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In my field notes, I found a reference to an incident we discussed over lunch after 

our interview. Anthony said that he had been assisting with a barbecue as part of a 

luncheon sponsored by the West Hills College Agriculture Department. His arms were a 

mass of scar tissue from the dozens of skin grafts he had endured after his accident. 

Third-degree burns had destroyed the nerve endings in his arms, and he no longer had 

any feeling in either arm. While standing over the barbecue fire, he had not realized his 

arms were literally burning. Fortunately, Anthony's keen sense of smell quickly had 

alerted him to the scent of burning flesh and he had moved away from the fire. I could 

only imagine how difficult it must have been for him to go back to school and deal with 

all of the physical and emotional scar tissue he had to overcome. My gatekeeper referred 

to Anthony as the "six million dollar man"—a reference to the cost of his medical bills 

after his accident. 

Bill's Story 

Bill, a pseudonym, drove his truck into the parking lot, pulling a trailer loaded 

with a large piece of farm equipment. He stepped out, kicked the dust off his boots, and 

greeted me with a firm handshake and a big smile. Bill told me that he worked for a large 

farming operation that produced 29 million pounds of potatoes for Frito Lay and other 

fast food industries. Working in California's fertile Salinas Valley, Bill was doing what 

he loved: farming. 

Family and childhood memories. Bill recalled how happy he had been growing up 

on the family farm. 

I cherished my childhood before we quit farming. I cherished it because we lived 
where my dad worked. 
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Bill told me that before his school bus came to a complete stop, he used to jump out of 

his seat, rush to the door, and race down the dirt road that led to the family farmhouse. 

After a quick change of his clothes, a snack, and a brief hello to his mother, Bill had 

raced out of the door to find his bike and ride out to the farm to find his dad working in 

the field. Bill had always known his father would be just a short bicycle ride away. He 

had loved working in the soil, driving the tractor, and tinkering around with the farm 

equipment. Bill had been unlike many of his classmates who had enjoyed staying after 

school for sports or other activities. He had preferred to be on the farm working with his 

dad. 

Bill recalled that it had been hard for him to wait for the school day to end so he 

could rush home and work on the farm. As a child, he had mastered the skills of driving 

tractors, adjusting farm implements to till the land, and doing a variety of farm chores. 

When he was in the fourth grade, Bill had broken his arm but pleaded with his parents to 

allow him to continue to drive a tractor with a plastic bag shielding his cast from the dust. 

Even as a kid, Bill had known that farming would be his vocation in life. The sale of the 

family farm had shattered this dream. 

Bill's father had given up farming. High interest rates, long workdays, and low 

farm prices had factored into his father's decision to give up farming. 

Mad. I was 13 at the time, and at 13 years old you are having trouble hormonally. 
I was just mad. My grades went from good to bad. I got pretty good grades until 
seventh grade, which was when we quit farming and I failed a couple of classes 
and it was a bad time. I hated the house we lived in when we moved to town. You 
don't realize what you have until you don't have it anymore. I cherished my 
childhood before we quit farming. 

Bill had been devastated when he was forced to leave the farm and no longer able to 

spend hours riding his bike, driving tractors, and doing the things he loved. Bill's father 
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had worked in car sales for a short period of time, driven garbage trucks, and finally 

landed a job with the county agriculture commissioner's office. Those days when his 

father was just a quick bicycle ride away, ready to spend time working together on the 

ranch, had ended. 

My point that I was going to make was most kids have a father. Say your parents 
that get up and they go to work every day and then come home. My dad did the 
same thing, but he was always there. He was a bike ride away, for I could usually 
look out the house window and see him and go hang out with him. I used to spend 
hours with my dad, just hanging out with him and learning. I was learning. It was 
great, and I wish that I could have the same thing for my family. I can't, though. I 
mean that's j ust not in the cards. 

Early education and career aspirations. Academically, Bill had considered 

himself toward the bottom of the top students. Once his farming days were over, he had 

quickly lost interest in school. Bill remembered all of his teachers in both grammar and 

high school. Living in a small community, he still saw them occasionally, as many of 

them were family friends. When he graduated from high school, his parents had reminded 

him of their "go" rule. 

My parents had this rule, and it was the go rule. You go into the military. You go 
get a job, or you go to college, but you are going to go. So that was a big part of 
our upbringing. You know, spread your wings and fly, go and do what you are 
going to do, and we all did. I mean I have two brothers, one older and one 
younger, and I think we have all done pretty well. 

Bill had decided that joining the military was not going to be in his future and 

going to work in something other than farming was not an option, so he had decided to 

attend Fresno State University. The only reason he had chosen to attend college was that 

his high school counselor had told him he would not be accepted because of his average 

academic performance in high school. Bill had wanted to prove he could get into a 

university. Bill had completed his first semester before realizing college was not a good 
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fit for him at this stage in his life. He had dropped out prior to his second semester. Bill 

told me that he had known a college education would be in his future someday, just not at 

this point in his life. 

His lack of money had been the biggest obstacle preventing Bill from achieving 

his educational goals. Although his parents had provided some financial support, their 

level of income was too high for him to qualify for financial assistance and yet too low to 

offer him enough support for tuition and living expenses. Fortunately, an uncle with a 

peach orchard had allowed him to work and earn money to cover his rent and living 

expenses. Bill had returned home to live with his parents and enroll in a local community 

college, and soon he married. With a family to support, his goal of a college education 

had become even more distant. 

Community college experience. Three years had passed since Bill's high school 

graduation. Bill's high school friend had decided to attend West Hills College and 

encouraged him to enroll. Knowing that the college had an excellent agriculture program, 

Bill had decided to join his high school buddy and move to Coalinga with his family. 

And then after that, it was when I came back to West Hills, by that time, I was 
married. I was married and had a family to support, so then there was that 
ongoing struggle. I needed to go to school, but I needed to have a paycheck. That 
is why it just took forever to get through. You still have to pay the rent, and after I 
got a divorce, it was paying child support. You know, it was just, just a huge 
struggle to make it through. 

Initially, Bill had driven from his home in King City to college in Coalinga. 

Juggling college and work, along with 3 hours of driving a day, had been difficult and 

Bill had decided to move his family to Coalinga. With his college instructor's assistance, 

he had found an internship at a large farming operation in Huron, California, which was a 
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short drive from his apartment in Coalinga. Gaining valuable on-the-job training, in 

addition to a college education, had served him well in his chosen career in agriculture. 

Bill had loved his job and enjoyed going to West Hills College. He had 

established a routine of leaving early in the morning to drive to Huron and get his work 

crews started in the fields and then driving back to classes at the college. Many days he 

had returned to the ranch to prepare for the next day's work schedule before going home 

to have a late dinner with his family and do his homework. His wife had regretted this 

lifestyle. In Bill's words, "She told me that I was abandoning the family." She was 

obviously not a proponent of education. Their marriage had ended in divorce, creating 

greater financial struggles for Bill while he tried to finish his education. 

Two years had passed as Bill finished his coursework at West Hills. He had 

moved to Fresno and enrolled at Fresno State. Bill's friend, who was working for a large 

garlic farming operation, had called him to ask if he needed a job. Jumping at the 

opportunity to work in agriculture, with a flexible work schedule, Bill had taken the job 

working for the company during his college days at Fresno State. For the next 2 1/2 

years, Bill had taken classes at Fresno State each semester. During his time at Fresno 

State, Bill had decided to remarry. His wife also attended college and was supportive of 

education. 

She is the only person in her family to graduate from college. She is the first-
grade teacher now. She loves her job. She is super intelligent too, so that helps. 
For her, education is very important. I wish I could have made it, and someday I 
will. 

Bill was also supportive of his children's education and beamed proudly about 

their future. 
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My daughter is already talking. That's my oldest. I've got a 12-year-old girl. She 
is already talking about being a teacher. I think she is going to go to school. My 
son, I think he is a super intelligent. I think he is going to go to school, and my 
youngest is going to be 2 next month, so I don't know what she is going to do. I 
am going to tell them it is very important that they go to college, but if they 
absolutely say, "I don't want to go," then there is not much I can do. I mean, 
because there is, if somebody, if they don't want to do it, they need not want to do 
it, and all you're going to be doing is wasting your money. When they decide the 
goal, then they'll go. 

Data analysis. Bill dreamed of someday having his own farming operation and 

moving to a ranch in the foothills of King City. The family owned a 1,600-acre parcel 

with about 80 cows and 250 acres of farmland where he grew grain during wet winters. 

Bill told me that he loved farming and what he was doing and would someday complete 

his college education. 

I went through the graduation ceremonies and everything, but I haven't been back 
to get the degree. I say that with a huge amount of shame, and I wish I could go 
back. Maybe someday I will. I've been really successful without it. It's not that 
I'm not proud of that. I have a job right now. I enjoy what I do. I make okay 
money. I love going to work everyday. For me, I'm able to pay my bills. I am able 
to get up and go to work everyday and say I love it. I've never ever gotten up in 
the morning and said "I don't want to go to work today," and I think that means a 
lot. 

When I asked Bill if he was happy, he had a big grin on his face and responded, "I'm 

very happy. I'm very happy." 

In my first analysis of Bill's story, it appeared comparatively ordinary and similar 

to that of many community college reentry students. Struggling financially, being a single 

parent, and balancing school and work are very common barriers that reentry students 

must overcome. On the other hand, further analysis of the data revealed that Bill's story 

was unique. I referenced my field notes documenting Bill's deep emotional relationship 

with his father. Bill's love of working on the farm with his father, which I mentioned 

earlier, was a key data element of his story. Bill's father had been forced to sell the farm 
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and move into town, turning Bill's life upside down. Even though he had been just a 

child, those memories of being forced to leave the farm still haunted him. 

In my data analysis of Craig and Anthony's stories, I discussed the relevancy of 

critical incidents as part of the narrative inquiry methodology. In their life stories, a 

terrible accident had set them on a new life path. In Bill's story, the data suggested that 

the sale of the family farm had taken Bill on different pathway in his life, even though he 

had been a child at the time. My field notes also revealed the deep emotional bond Bill 

had had with his father and the sadness in his eyes when he told me his father had 

recently passed away. The sadness quickly turned to happiness when Bill told me he and 

his family were getting closer to building a home on the country ranch located in the hills 

outside of his hometown. Bill was anxious to share with his son the love of agriculture he 

had once shared with his father. 

Car la's Story 

Carla, a pseudonym, decided to meet me at my office during winter break. It was 

a cold winter day, and because of winter break, the heat was off. We huddled around a 

portable electric heater and kept our jackets on to keep warm. I laughed about the phone 

calls, e-mails, and Internet searches I had done trying to find her, only to discover that 

she lived just a few blocks from my office. Carla was eager to tell me how she had 

arrived at this point in her life. I quickly discovered why my gatekeepers at Reedley 

College had suggested that I interview her. 

Family and childhood memories. Carla had been born and raised in California's 

beautiful Napa Valley. Her father had been an educator teaching at the local high school 

and her mother a psychiatric technician at the State Hospital. Carla had loved the 

111 



outdoors and spent countless hours riding her pony, taking hikes, tending to the family's 

brood of farm animals, and enjoying the quiet rural life. She had felt education was 

always going to be a key part of her life. When she was only 8 years old, she had 

established a college fund for herself. Carla described fond memories of those early days 

of her childhood. Unfortunately, that had all changed. 

Carla's dad had died suddenly when she was 12. Her world had been turned 

upside down. Carla's mom found herself alone. As a single mother with two children to 

support, she had been unable to provide for the lifestyle the family had enjoyed prior to 

her husband's death. Carla had been forced to leave the childhood home she had grown to 

love. Carla's mother had remarried about 3 years after Carla's father's death, and the 

family had moved to a big city in southern California. Carla's quiet life of horse rides, 

mountain hikes, and gardening had been replaced with life in the city—a life she had not 

been happy living. 

Early education and career aspirations. It had been difficult for Carla to focus on 

her early education even though her parents had been very encouraging and supportive of 

her education. 

Both my father and my stepfather were proponents of education. My mom, she 
didn't graduate from college, but she did have some college. My grandmother 
who is 105 now, in her time she finished high school. She had three or four 
marriage proposals prior to that and she said, "No, I'm going to finish high school 
first." She finished high school. I had this history of education in my family, but 
yet I knew better. I decided not to do that. 

Carla had attended private Christian schools as a young child. The classes had been small 

and she had enjoyed the quiet rural setting of her early years of education. Carla's mother 

had remarried when Carla was in the ninth grade. When her best friend had decided to 

attend a local boarding school, Carla decided it was time for her to move out of the 
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family home and attend boarding school with her best friend. Carla's decision had set her 

on a new path in her life. 

I wanted to go to college. I always wanted to be a veterinarian. I always liked 
working with animals and I thought I wanted to do that. By the time I got to high 
school, I was only interested in having fun. I did not spend a whole lot of time 
studying. I really did not think about it that much. I thought more of what am I 
going to do tomorrow, not what am I going to do in 4 years. I got into some 
trouble at school. 

Carla's motivation to achieve academically had centered on her automobile 

insurance rates. If she maintained a grade B average, she qualified for a discounted rate. 

I struggled. I did okay. I think the only time I had a B average was when I had to 
pay my own auto insurance. If you have a B average, you get better rates. I think 
that was the one semester I actually had a B average because I knew that they 
were going to look at my grades to set my rates. I struggled, but it turns out that 
since then I've taken a couple tests, and I am slightly dyslexic and slightly ADD. 
It was something that I could never focus on; I just did not have a real big interest. 
I was not a good student. 

Carla's focus on her future had changed one night when she and her girlfriend 

decided to pull a prank at her boarding school. 

The vice principal's name was Ron. My girlfriend and I, on a dare, snuck over to 
the boy's dorm. She went and gave one a haircut. We didn't get caught then, but 
one of them told somebody, who told somebody, who told somebody, and we got 
suspended. When we came back to school, part of the deal was that we had to do 
counseling. We had to do counseling every week, and he actually asked me a 
series of questions that changed my focus quite a bit. 

These counseling sessions with the vice principal had been the first time in Carla's life 

that she had been forced to think about her future. He had asked her a series of questions 

about how she envisioned the pathway her life was going to take. 

We got to know each other, and I thought he was a nerdy old guy. He asked me a 
series of questions, and one was what kind of person do you see yourself 
marrying? He said you don't have to answer now; I just want you to think about 
it. Is it going to be somebody who is partying all the time? How are you going to 
raise your kids? Do you want to raise them? What kind of environment do you 
want? Do you want partying environments? a stable life? Are you going to take 
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them to church? I had never actually thought about that. He said if that is not the 
kind of lifestyle you want, you need to think about when it is you are going to 
change that. The further you go down that road, the less likely it is that you will 
change. You need to think about when you are going to do that and decide why it 
is you want to change. So he made me think about some things. I went to a 
different school the year after that, and I actually changed my focus quite a bit. I 
decided that I could choose who I wanted to be. I wanted to live at home with my 
mom and my stepdad because I enjoyed being at home. I knew that I would not 
have a lot of opportunity after I hit a certain age to get to that step. I wanted to 
live in the family with them. So that conversation changed a lot of things for me. 

I was surprised when Carla told me about her senior year at the boarding school. 

She had seriously injured her back, requiring surgery and therapy and forcing her to quit 

school. She had never graduated and decided to get on with her life after she recovered 

from her back injury. Carla had met a young man during her senior year at the boarding 

school, sending her life in a new direction. 

Carla had gotten married the day after she turned 18. Even though her parents 

advised her against doing so, she had been determined. She told me that, "They thought 

that they knew better than I did and somehow they were right." During the next few 

years, she had a series of short-term jobs and new career opportunities. 

I was able to always get in and get positions that I was not qualified for because I 
could do the work. I was a quick learner. I loved being in an environment where I 
didn't know anything. It gave me an opportunity to learn a lot of things. 

Carla told me she had moved to Texas and had an interview for a position requiring a 

degree in business administration. Her husband had been able to get her the interview 

through a friend. 

We went through all of the job description on the phone. When I went for the 
interview, we went through each item on the job description and talked about it. 
When we flipped over to the backside, it had all of the qualifications and I did not 
have any of them. I thought, this is a waste of time. Then I talked to the vice 
president and then the president, and they called me and offered me the job. 

Carla had rapidly advanced in the company. At her parents' invitation, she had 
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returned to California to take over their successful office equipment supply company. 

Carla and her husband had purchased the business, and for the next 12 years they had 

expanded the company and employed about 85 people. When Carla's stepfather became 

ill with cancer, they had decided to sell the company so she could devote her time to 

caring for her dying stepfather. Her husband had become an alcoholic, she had a son in 

high school, and her life was about to take a different path. 

Community college experience. Carla told me she had decided to move to her 

parents' country home to care for her dying stepfather and assist her mother in caring for 

their 10-acre ranch. Her husband had continued to struggle with his alcoholism, her son 

had been studying abroad in France, and she had decided to quit her job. The time had 

come to pursue her dream of a college education. 

I always wanted to go to college, but I went to work instead. Then you get into 
life and you've got bills to pay, and it is really hard to step out of that and go to 
school from a financial standpoint. Once I joined the business, I was doing the 
things that I would have studied anyway. I was learning on the fly, because I did 
all the financial things for the company. I handled all the personnel issues, all the 
hiring and firing. I was doing those things, and I thought to stop now and go to 
school doesn't make sense. I kept thinking, someday I'll go to school. This was 
my opportunity. 

Carla described her childhood and love of animals and country living. She had 

always wanted to be a veterinarian and liked working with animals. Carla had made her 

decision to pursue her dream of becoming a veterinarian by attending nearby Reedley 

College. 

I chose to go to Reedley because I knew that was the place to go to start. I didn't 
have a high school diploma and I did not take the GED. I had no qualifications to 
go to Fresno State. At Reedley, I could walk in and take the tests and get placed in 
classes. I thought, this is how I will go. It was nerve racking because I didn't 
know what to expect. I had not studied very much when I was in high school. I 
didn't even know how to do it. I knew I could because I had learned so much over 
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the years just from experience. I knew I could learn. I had never done well in 
school. 

I asked Carla how it had felt to attend a community college as a reentry student. 

She thought for a minute and then described her first experience at Reedley. 

It was really bizarre walking onto the college campus. I felt really out of place. I 
had been in the professional world for so long and hiring kids that were the age 
that I was in class with. I am walking around on campus, and I think I wore slacks 
and a blazer. I dressed in suits every day. I walked around and I was thinking, 
wow they all know where they are going. I didn't know what I was doing. I went 
in and said, I need help, I don't know where to start. They asked me what classes I 
had taken, and I said I had one algebra class over 20 years ago and I didn't do 
well. They said, you will be just fine. I said, I doubt it. 

Carla had started her college education. She stated, "Here I was stepping into 

something, I had not done well in high school, and here we go, I'm in college." Carla 

credited all of her counselors and instructors at Reedley for her academic success. 

Relying on her business experience of the real world, she had known she could handle the 

academic rigor of college; however, she had been unsure how she was going to cope with 

the social aspects of being a reentry student. Her fears had soon been put to rest. 

I remember sitting the first day in class He's going through the roster and saying, 
where is Carla? I said, that's me. He knew I was a returning student and he was 
looking for me. Everybody turned around and looked at me, and I remember why 
I hid in school before. 

Carla had started on her way. I could see the pride on her face when she told me 

she had graduated as the top female student from Reedley College, with an Associate of 

Science degree and a 4.0 grade point average. Carla had accomplished academic 

excellence, despite being an average student in high school who never received her high 

school diploma. She had been so successful that her philosophy instructor had 

encouraged her to attend the prestigious Mills College. 

116 



He was very encouraging. He encouraged me to apply at different places I had not 
thought of and take a little different route. He said, you should at least consider 
taking a different route instead of just going to Fresno. He said, why not apply at 
Mills? When they were there for the transfer fair, he said, go to that table. I ended 
up applying at Mills and got accepted with a huge scholarship to go. I didn't go 
because at that point I knew if I went to school there, that my marriage would be 
over. I wasn't ready to recognize that. I knew the alcoholism was not going to 
change and that I wasn't controlling it anyway. I wasn't ready to accept that. I 
talked to them about it and said, I just can't accept the scholarship. I said that I 
really appreciated it, but I just couldn't go. 

Carla had accomplished her initial goal of achieving her community college 

degree. When I asked her if she had thought about transferring to a university, she told 

me the time had come to focus her attention back on her family. 

My personal life was falling apart at that point, so it made it a very difficult 
transition. I could not focus because there was so much going on in my personal 
life. My dad was dying at that point; my husband was gone a lot because of his 
drinking. My son had gone off to France to go to school for a year. That was good 
training for him. I injured my back again and had another surgery. It was a 
combination of things, and I ended up working at the vet center full time. I could 
not do school at that time. My husband started struggling with work. The 
alcoholism reached a point that he was not able to function and hold down a job. 
I couldn't deal with it, being in school and focused, when I needed to be working. 
I could have gone from a financial standpoint, because we did sell the business, 
but I just couldn't. I couldn't focus on that, and the thought of finishing at Fresno 
State and then going to Davis, which is where I would have applied for vet 
school. I just could not focus on studies and concentrate. 

At the time of our interview, 7 years had passed since the death of Carla's father and her 

divorce from her alcoholic husband, and Carla was attending Fresno State University. As 

a 47-year-old reentry student, she was excited about finally having the opportunity to 

achieve her childhood dream of getting a college degree. 

Carla told me that she had recently remarried and she was working while 

attending classes at Fresno State. I asked Carla to summarize her educational journey to 

this point in her life. 

117 



A lot changed. I grew up. That makes a big difference. I know that the standard 
procedure in education is to go straight from high school to college, but I think 
it's rare, the person that actually appreciates that without some experience in 
between.... When you are 19, it doesn't mean a lot. When you get a little bit 
older and you get a little bit of life under your belt, then you just have a different 
perspective. You appreciate what education brings to enrich your life, not just to a 
point of, I need to get this so that I can get on with life. It's a different process; the 
meaning is different in it. A lot of kids go and say college is a new high school. 
I'm going to go and get my degree so I can get a good job and make lots of 
money. They think that is when life will happen. Making lots of money doesn't 
make life happen. 

Carla told me she was very happy and content with her life. I asked her if, looking back, 

she would have done things differently. She responded in this way: 

I could do a lot of what ifs, but the reality is that there are so many other factors 
other than just education—the interpersonal relationships and so many other 
factors. It is really difficult to say. Would it have been better? I don't know. How 
do you qualify what would have been better? I'm delighted to be where I am now. 
I'm happy. How do you get to the path that you walk? I don't think I would be 
any happier. I definitely would be in a different place, with a higher education, 
but I don't know that it would make me any happier than I am now. It would be 
different, definitely. 

Data analysis. A quick review of the data presented in Carla's story might give 

the reader the false impression that Carla was a typical community college reentry 

student. She was someone who had not attended college right out of high school, had 

gone to work, had become bored with everyday living, and had decided to go back to 

school—end of story. In my data analysis, however, my cross-case matrix revealed that, 

as a child, Carla had decided that she was destined to achieve her college degree. Carla 

just had taken the long way around to reach her goal. 

Like Bill, Carla had her life turned upside down during childhood. The death of 

her father, when she was only 12 years old, had changed the happy life she had been 

living, forcing her and her mother to sell the ranch home she loved and move to the city. 

Carla had found herself in a strange place, with few friends, at a time in her adolescent 
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life when most young people have difficulty adjusting. Carla had quickly found a friend 

who encouraged her to attend boarding school, but she had quit school before she 

graduated and had decided to get married the day after she turned 18. 

My data analysis suggested that Carla's path to higher education might have been 

derailed initially by the death of her father at such an early age. Further analysis showed 

the potential relevancy to Bandura's work on the sources and contributors of self-efficacy 

through familial relationships and peer influences. 

Summary of Cross-Case Themes 

In the previous sections, I have discussed each participant's life story. I divided 

their stories into family and childhood memories, early education and career aspirations, 

and community college experience, and I concluded with my data analysis. Each 

participant had a very rich personal story that included overcoming several personal 

barriers prior to becoming a community college reentry student. I took this information 

and utilized a cross-case matrix of data analysis to establish themes across my 

participants' life stories. I established the following themes: (a) socioeconomic status, (b) 

familial relationships, (c) educational background, (d) role models or peer influences, and 

(e) critical events. Each of these themes can serve as a contributor of self-efficacy. 

Socioeconomic Status 

All 6 of my participants faced financial barriers at some point in their lives. 

Samnang's story of fleeing his native country of Laos was certainly the most dramatic. 

He had arrived in America with absolutely nothing but the clothes on his back and a 

container of rice and small piece of meat to sustain him until he could reach his host 
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family. Samnang had used his high school education and training to find himself a job 

and had eventually built a business and worked to support his college education. 

Craig had lost his mother at a very early age, forcing him to live with his 

grandmother in a low-income housing project. With little financial support from his 

alcoholic father, Craig had needed to work a variety of part-time jobs to support himself. 

Bill and Anthony had faced their biggest financial barriers when attending community 

colleges as reentry students. Bill had been married with a family to support, which 

necessitated working full time. Anthony had been unable to rely on his parents for any 

financial assistance to attend college. Pam and Carla had married as soon as they finished 

high school. Both had subsequently divorced and remarried with families when they 

became community college reentry students. 

The socioeconomic status of each of my participants had become a major 

financial barrier to higher education. My participants had to struggle financially while 

attempting to achieve their higher education. They had overcome this barrier through 

hard work and a willingness to juggle family lives, jobs, and abusive relationships in 

order to succeed. 

Familial Relationships 

In analyzing the data from my cross-case matrix of the participants, I found 

varying degrees of family relationships. Samnang's father had been a military man who 

brought a strong military approach to the family structure. He had demanded total respect 

from his wife and children and had planned a military career for Samnang, only to be 

disappointed when Samnang chose a different career path. Samnang had been forced to 

separate from his parents and siblings at an early age when he left for a life in America. 
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At the time, he had thought his father hated him; only several years later had he realized 

that his father had loved him and forced him to go to America so he would have a better 

life—a life he never could have had in Laos. Samnang has continued his strong familial 

relationships with his siblings and parents. He has served as a leader in preserving the 

Laotian culture with annual family reunions and other events throughout the country. 

Pam had been very close to her father, and she credited him as being her role 

model. He had given her the support and encouragement she had needed to attend a 

community college as a reentry student, having done so himself after a successful 

military career. Living in different parts of the world in a military family, she referred to 

herself as a "social butterfly" during her childhood. Pam had attended many different 

schools as a child and lived in several different countries and cities where initially she 

had relied on her siblings and parents to provide her only social network. 

In contrast to her feelings about her father, I could tell from our discussion that 

Pam still felt some resentment toward her mother. Pam felt her mother had never really 

encouraged her to pursue academic goals or to consider a professional career, as she had 

done with Pam's brothers. Her brothers were told repeatedly to pursue ROTC in school 

and get a college education, and one of them did attend West Point. Pam's mother had 

told her there was no need for her to go to college because she would end up just getting 

married, having children, and working at a job simply to get by in life. I could tell from 

Pam's voice and facial expressions that she felt a great deal of satisfaction from having 

achieved her doctorate and a professional career and proving her mother wrong. 

Craig's mother had died when he was a child. His alcoholic father had provided 

little financial support for the family, and Craig had been forced to live with his 
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grandmother and stepsiblings. Craig had felt little connection with his family and 

relatives. He remembered daily life as a struggle. His fondest memories from childhood 

had been weekend trips to nearby canals or mountains to do some fishing or hunting. His 

strongest family connection had been with his grandmother, who had allowed him to do 

whatever he chose to do and quietly was there if he needed her—something he told me he 

still appreciated. 

Anthony's father had been a military man also. Anthony made little reference to 

his father or mother in our interview. He told me that his love for agriculture came from 

his grandfather, who worked for a large farming operation. Anthony's father had retired 

from the military and worked for a government construction company. Anthony told me 

little about his mother, although he had moved back in with his parents during the healing 

process after his accident. Anthony indicated that he was involved with his nieces and 

nephews, and I could tell that he enjoyed recreational activities with his extended family. 

Bill, on the other hand, had a very close relationship with his family. I could see 

the pain and sadness in his eyes over the recent loss of his father. He smiled broadly as he 

reminisced about how he had loved to drive the tractor on the family farm when he was a 

child. The smile turned to a frown when Bill told me how his father had been forced to 

sell the farm and move to town. The anger was evident on Bill's face. Bill has remained 

very close to his family. With a family of his own, he told me that he dreams of 

relocating his home to a ranch in the hills and giving his own children an opportunity to 

live an agricultural life. 

Carla, like Craig, had lost her father when she was young. Her mother had been 

forced to sell their comfortable country home and move to the city. Carla had missed her 
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former lifestyle and her family life never had been quite the same. Carla's mom had 

remarried; fortunately for Carla, her stepfather had become a very instrumental and 

supportive influence in her life. A free spirit, Pam had thought at an early age that she 

could make decisions on her own. She had gotten married at 18, moved to Texas, and 

made a life of her own. She had moved back to California and taken over a business from 

her stepfather, had a son of her own, divorced an alcoholic husband, and cared for her 

stepfather who was dying from cancer. At the time of our interview, she was recently 

remarried, was finishing her education, and remained close to her mother. 

Educational Background 

In my data analysis, I found a common theme among all of my participants 

regarding their academic performance during their early educational careers. All of my 

participants had lacked the inspiration or motivation to excel academically in elementary 

or high school. They had not taken their educations seriously prior to becoming 

community college reentry students. Samnang had struggled because of the language 

barrier. He had spoken little if any English when he came to this country and had taken 2 

years of ESL classes before he could be assimilated into mainstream classes in high 

school. 

Pam had always known she had the ability to excel in school; she just had not 

been motivated to earn high marks. During Pam's high school career, her mother had 

repeatedly told Pam that she was not going to college. Pam had felt little desire to achieve 

academically. Craig, on the other hand, had found little in high school to motivate him to 

excel academically. His father had never encouraged him to pursue a college education, 

and the only class he had liked in high school was accounting. When he had enrolled in 
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college initially, Craig had felt out of place and bewildered by the whole experience prior 

to walking away. 

Anthony and Bill considered their grammar and high school experiences 

academically average at best. Anthony expressed his anger and frustration at teachers and 

counselors who had left negative impressions about his academic success. He had been 

told that college was not going to be in his future and he should consider a job or trade 

school when he graduated. As an athlete, Anthony had been required to maintain a 

minimum grade point average to keep his eligibility to play sports, and this had provided 

him with some motivation to get by academically. 

Bill had considered himself at the bottom of the top group of students in high 

school. School had been something he did between his chores on the family farm. 

Academically, he had been a good student until his father had been forced to sell the 

family farm and they had moved to town. Then, he had felt anger about not being able to 

spend his time driving the tractor and working in the field with his father. That anger had 

spilled over into his schoolwork. He had been unable to focus on his education and his 

grades had suffered. An athlete as well, he had only maintained his academic efforts so 

that he could play sports. 

Carla had never graduated from high school. She had been a free spirit who 

struggled when forced to move from her country home to the city. Carla had needed to 

adjust to a new way of life, find new friends, and attend a new school. Her friend had 

encouraged her to attend boarding school, but she had found little motivation to excel 

academically. She had always known that she had the ability to do well, but she had 

never had the desire to do so. Only many years later when she had completed her 
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associate's degree as the top graduating female student with a perfect grade point average 

did she realize she could succeed academically. 

Role Models or Peer Influences 

Each of my participants identified one or two people who had served as role 

models or had strong peer influences in their lives. Craig remembered the chance 

encounter on a mountain trail with a community college agriculture instructor who had 

encouraged him to think about his future and stressed that an education would be 

essential in achieving a career goal with the U.S. Forest Service. His girlfriend, who had 

stood by him through the many months of rehabilitation after his accident, had inspired 

Craig to seek both physical and psychological therapy. 

Pam told me of her strong network of community college counselors and faculty 

members that had provided her with a safety net during her difficult transition as a 

community college reentry student. Pam's father had served as her role model with his 

constant encouragement during her college education. He, too, had been a reentry student 

after his military career and had constantly reminded her that if he could do it, so could 

she. Pam also had been encouraged by her husband, who supported her efforts, and her 

children, who thought it was something special to be attending college alongside their 

mom. 

My cross-case matrices revealed a common thread across all of my participants. 

Each had told me about a strong role model or the influence of peers helping to guide him 

or her toward pursuing a community college education. For Carla, it had been an 

administrator at the boarding school she attended, who had taken her aside and made her 

think about her future after she had been disciplined for a prank she pulled with one of 
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her friends. Carla also appreciated her stepdad, who had continually encouraged her to 

pursue her dream of a college education. She remembered the delight she had felt when 

she had lunch in the student union with her son, who had also been a student at the time 

she was attending community college. Carla remembered the strong role models she had 

in her counselors and faculty at the community college, who had encouraged her to apply 

at universities to finish her degree. 

In the beginning, Anthony and Bill told of peer influences by their friends to 

attend community college right after high school as a way to move away from home. 

Their early experiences had been all about fun and parties and little about academics. 

They had not recognized the importance of an education until their second attempt at 

community college. Anthony had not decided to return to school until several years had 

passed after his accident, he had dropped out, and he had realized that all of his friends 

had finished their education. 

An unsupportive wife, long work hours, and a family to support had forced Bill to 

end his first attempt at achieving a community college education. Bill's friends had 

influenced him to go to college in the first place, and he just had not been up to the 

challenge. He had made his second attempt at attending college after a divorce and some 

real soul-searching, which had given him new motivation to succeed. 

Samnang had relied on Friday night gatherings of social Laotian youth groups for 

encouragement in adjusting to a new way of life in America. He told me about his ESL 

instructors who had been instrumental in getting him his first job and a boss who had 

served as his mentor. Samnang also remembered his uncle who had served as his 

business partner and advisor when he had started his own strawberry patch and vegetable 

126 



growing operation. In addition, he expressed high praise for his community college 

agriculture faculty members who had encouraged and guided him through his education. 

Finally, Samnang remembered his supervisor at the USDA who had mentored him on the 

job with the USDA and had inspired him to assist other immigrant farmers as a farm 

advisor. 

Critical Events or Incidents 

My cross-case analysis also revealed that all of my participants had experienced at 

least one critical event or incident that had influenced their lives. I have chosen to limit 

the following discussion to one of these events or incidents for each of my participants. In 

Bill's case, it had been the sale of the family farm. At the tender age of 13, his life had 

been turned upside down, destroying a dream he had of someday owning his own farm 

and raising his family to love agriculture. For Samnang, it had been the day his father had 

taken him out of the refugee camp and told him he was sending him to America. That 

day, Samnang had thought his father hated him. Several years later, he realized that it 

had been his father's love that had forced him to send his son away so he could have a 

better life. 

Craig's critical event in life had occurred the day of the helicopter crash that had 

severed his spinal cord and left him in a wheelchair for the rest of his life. He had finally 

found a job he loved working for the Forest Service. In an instant, his life had changed 

forever. Craig had no longer been able to clear trails, maintain campsites, ride horses, and 

fish the lakes and streams as he had as a young man. He had needed a college education 

in order to keep his job with the Forest Service. 

Anthony had suffered a similar fate. A welding accident that had occurred inside a 
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harvester tank had turned him into a burning inferno. Anthony's life had changed forever. 

After nearly 2 years of rehabilitation, numerous skin grafts, his ears burned off, massive 

scar tissue, and disfigurement, Anthony had realized that it was time to become serious 

about his education. The fun and games had ended. He had been living at home with his 

parents and dealing with the psychological trauma of having two thirds of his body 

covered with more than third-degree burns. Observing all of his friends who had finished 

school and were well along on their career paths, Anthony had decided to go back to 

school. 

Pam had been raising a family, had remarried, and had been working full-time the 

day she came home from work and told her husband that she was going to college. Pam 

had decided that she was no longer willing to follow the life path her mother had always 

told her she would pursue. Pam had known it was time for her to fulfill her academic 

dream of a college education and challenge her mother's statement that Pam would not 

go to college. 

Finally, Carla's critical events had occurred when she was only 12 years old and 

her father died. She remembered a carefree childhood in the comfort of a country home, 

with horses to ride. The death of her father had changed all of that; she and her mother 

had been forced to sell their home and move to the city. Her world had turned upside 

down. Needing to find new friends and attend a different school, Carla had decided that 

she could make her own decisions in life. She remembered that she had set up her own 

college education fund when she was just a child. Having a father who was a teacher and 

stressed the importance of education, she had assumed at a very early age that she would 

go to college someday. His death had resulted in a change in her life's path at an early 
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age. Carla's path had taken several detours, but some 30 years later she was finally 

pursuing her bachelor's degree. 

Conclusions 

In Chapter Four, I have given the reader an overview of my study, explained how 

I selected my participants, described the process involved in my interviews, and provided 

in-depth narratives of my participants' lives. I divided each participant's life story into 

sections. The first section featured the participant's family and early childhood memories. 

The next section focused on the participant's reflections on early education experiences 

and career aspirations. The third section recounted the participant's experiences as a 

community college reentry student. The final section summarized the participant's 

journey to this point in his or her life and described the participant's life currently. 

The purpose of this chapter was to utilize a narrative methodology to document 

each participant's life story. In my data analysis, I utilized a cross-case matrix to identify 

themes that were common to all of my participants' stories. The common threads that I 

discovered fell into the following categories: (a) socioeconomic status, (b) familial 

relationships, (c) educational background, (d) role models or peer influences, and (e) 

critical events. 

My data analysis of these themes indicated that all of my participants had faced 

financial struggles at various stages of their lives. These struggles may have occurred 

when the participant was a child, was a community college reentry student, or was in a 

failed marriage and had family financial obligations. The data documented that all of the 

participants had struggled to some extent with their familial relationships. Key to these 

struggles was the death of a parent, either at a very early age or later in their lives. When 

129 



a participant had lost a mother or father at an early age, most often this event had changed 

the participant's life's path. I found that my participants had varying degrees of closeness 

to their siblings. They mentioned their siblings very briefly in our interviews. 

I also discovered in my data analysis that all of my participants had been 

academically average primary and secondary school students. With the exception of 

Samnang, who as an immigrant had a language barrier, my participants had not been 

motivated to achieve academically in high school. During high school, all of my 

participants had thought about attending college; however, they had lacked the 

motivation to achieve academically in preparation for doing so. Later, as community 

college reentry students, they had all excelled in the classroom. 

All of the participants credited their community college instructors and counselors 

with having the greatest influence on their academic success. Each had relied on the 

guidance and encouragement provided by faculty and staff to overcome the many 

challenges associated with becoming a community college reentry student. Their 

instructors had served as role models for the participants, giving each of them the 

confidence to succeed academically. The data indicated that community college faculty 

had served a more influential role in my participants' lives than their peers had. 

Critical events or incidents represent a new concept in narrative analysis. Critical 

events are often planned events, whereas critical incidents are unpredicted and unplanned 

(Webster & Mertova, 2007). Each of my participants had experienced at least one critical 

incident in life that had changed his or her life path and led to the decision to become a 

community college reentry student. Two participants had suffered horrific accidents that 

resulted in years of rehabilitation and in one case permanent paralysis. These accidents 

130 



had changed the participants' perspectives regarding the need for a college education. 

Another two participants had suffered the psychological trauma of a failed marriage, 

along with an uncertain future raising a family as a single parent and struggling to survive 

financially. Finally, a young boy sent to America from Laos to make a new life for 

himself had left his family, feeling frightened, alone, and unsure of how he would survive 

in a new land. 

In Chapter Five, I expand on my data analysis and relate the common themes and 

threads to the sources and contributors of self-efficacy. I also discuss the implications for 

community colleges involving the provision of services for reentry students. In 

conclusion, I present recommendations for further research into the role of self-efficacy 

in individuals' decisions to attend a community college as reentry students. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: INTERPRETATION 

Introduction 

In Chapter Four, I provided narratives and data analysis of my six participants' 

life stories. In Chapter Five, I interpret the data further and provide connections to the 

literature review found in Chapter Two. These correlations to the literature center on 

Bandura's (1994) sources, processes, and constructs of self-efficacy theory. I also expand 

the themes and threads I discussed in Chapter Four and show their association with self-

efficacy theory. I have divided the connections to the literature into four sections: (a) 

sources of self-efficacy; (b) processes of self-efficacy; (c) self-efficacy and academic 

achievement; and (e) critical incidents, the latest approach in narrative inquiry research. 

Following my discussion of the connections to the literature, I present my 

conclusions based on the data I gathered from my participants' life stories. I then provide 

my recommendations for community colleges to consider in providing services to reentry 

students. Finally, I conclude the chapter with questions for further research regarding the 

role of self-efficacy in the lives of community college reentry students and the 

relationship between self-efficacy and academic achievement. 

Narrative Interpretation of Life Stories 

The purpose of my study was to determine the role of self-efficacy in my 

participants' decisions to become community college reentry students. Bandura's (1994) 

theory of self-efficacy established the sources and processes contributing to one's level of 

self-efficacy at any particular point in life. In my study, I related my participants' life 
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stories to the theory of self-efficacy to determine the role that self-efficacy may have had 

in my participants' lives. 

Samnang's Self-Efficacy 

When I met Samnang for the first time, it would have been easy to assume he had 

always had a high level of self-efficacy. He was a very successful employee of the 

USD A, respected by his peers, a leader of the Hmong community, and a person very 

confident in his abilities as a professional and as a family man. I sat in amazement as I 

listened to all of the struggles he had endured on his journey to this point in his life. 

Samnang's story was one of courage and determination; he had been able to build upon 

his belief system through his success in overcoming the many barriers he had 

encountered. 

Sources of self-efficacy. Bandura (1994) identified the four main sources of self-

efficacy: (a) mastery of experiences, (b) vicarious experiences provided by social models, 

(c) social persuasion, and (d) somatic and emotional states in judging one's capabilities to 

complete tasks. Samnang's story provided several strong indicators of how these sources 

of self-efficacy had contributed to his high level of self-efficacy toward his academic 

achievement as a community college reentry student. 

The narrative interpretation of Samnang's story revealed a very strong 

relationship with Bandura's (1994) theory. Mastery of experiences was a primary source 

of his level of self-efficacy. Samnang had faced numerous barriers throughout his life. He 

had succeeded in overcoming those barriers and using each accomplishment to build 

upon his mastery of experiences. His story included several key examples that illustrated 

his mastery of experiences. 
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First, he had survived the 2-week struggle of fleeing his country of Laos on foot 

in the jungle with his family and other families as they escaped their war-torn country. 

When he had started school in America, he was placed in ESL classes because he could 

not speak English. Within 2 years, he had mastered the language so that he could be 

mainstreamed into regular classes. Later, Samnang had mastered his work skills, become 

a supervisor at a small machine shop, and started his own appliance repair shop and 

strawberry farm. 

When Samnang had decided to pursue higher education, he had carefully planned 

his academic goals and built upon his success in each class to prepare him for the next. 

Samnang had gained confidence with the successful completion of courses, leading him 

to achieve an associate's degree and finally a bachelor's degree. On each step along the 

way, he had built his level of self-efficacy through his mastering of experiences. 

The two other primary sources contributing to Samnang's high level of self-

efficacy were (a) the influence of role models and (b) social persuasion by others. 

Samnang had several role models in his life. Foremost had been his father, a man with a 

strong military background who had been a strict disciplinarian and demanded a great 

deal from Samnang. A tough love strategy by his father had forced Samnang to leave his 

family to go to America. Although initially upset with his father, Samnang had realized 

after several years that his father had wanted a life for him that would not have been 

possible if he had stayed in Thailand. Samnang's uncle had been another very strong role 

model for Samnang. He had looked to his uncle for advice with his small farming 

operation and other businesses. Samnang had relied on his uncle to give him the guidance 

he needed, building upon his own level of self-efficacy. Finally, Samnang had relied 
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heavily on the advice of his community college teachers and counselors. Their constant 

encouragement had continually assisted Samnang in building his level of self-efficacy 

toward his academic achievement. 

Processes of self-efficacy theory. Bandura (1994) found that levels of self-efficacy 

begin in early childhood. Self-efficacy is shaped by socioeconomic, familial, educational, 

and peer influences on each individual. Samnang's family had known the importance of 

education in their family's success. Samnang's father had always wanted him to go to 

America and attend West Point so Samnang could become a military man like him. Until 

the time when his family had been forced to leave their native country of Laos, Samnang 

remembered a very positive school environment where he and his siblings had enjoyed 

their early education. 

Samnang recalled his early childhood education and the cognitive processes he 

had developed as a child, whereby he set life goals. Samnang's love of plants and the soil 

had developed during early childhood, and he had never forgotten the garden he had 

planted next to his family's house in their village. Bandura (1994) found that children 

who form strong cognitive processes of goal setting have much higher levels of self-

efficacy than those who do not. Samnang's positive experiences of education and long-

term goal of working with the soil had shaped his life's path. 

Self-efficacy and academic achievement. Schunk (1991) found that several 

constructs determine the role of self-efficacy in academic achievement. These include (a) 

perceived control, (b) perceived value and outcome expectations, (c) attribution, and (d) 

self-concept. Samnang had been motivated to learn the English language as an ESL 

student in high school. He had worked very hard, demonstrating the relationship between 
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self-efficacy and outcome expectations. Bandura (1986) defined the construct of 

perceived control as people's ability to control their cognitive processes and their 

environment in difficult situations. As an immigrant, Samnang had known little English 

and had relied on his ESL classes to improve his English skills enough for him to be 

mainstreamed into regular classes as a junior in high school. 

Samnang's self-efficacy had continued to climb; in his work as a machinist, he 

had built on the success he had achieved in the classroom. Elevating his job status from 

journeyman to supervisor again demonstrated the self-efficacy construct of perceived 

value and outcome expectations. The construct of expectancy-value was evident in 

Samnang's story as he set attainable goals for himself. Samnang's goals of having his 

own business, obtaining a college degree, and finally achieving his career goal of 

becoming a USD A employee provided evidence of the expectancy-value construct of 

self-efficacy. 

Self-concept is the final construct of self-efficacy theory. Self-concept is heavily 

influenced by reinforcements and evaluations from significant others. A continual 

increase in his level of self-concept was intensely evident in Samnang's story. Samnang 

had been profoundly influenced by his father, who had forced him to go to America for a 

better life. The ESL instructors who supported him, the machine shop owner who 

promoted him to supervisor, and his uncle who provided advice and mentoring had all 

been strong reinforcements that increased Samnang's level of self-concept. Samnang's 

level of self-concept had continued to increase with the support of his community college 

and university instructors and his supervisor at the USDA. At the time of our interview, 

as a leader in the Hmong community, he was continuing to increase his levels of self-
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concept, self-esteem, self-confidence, and self-perceptions, which were vital to having a 

high level of self-efficacy. 

Critical incidents. Several critical events in his life had increased Samnang's level 

of self-efficacy. The first of these had been his survival of a 100-mile trek through the 

jungle, as a small child. As a result of this event, his level of self-efficacy had increased 

through the mastery of experiences. The second critical event had occurred on the day his 

father had told him he was sending him to America. This had been a traumatic and 

emotional event in Samnang's life; he had thought that his father hated him. Samnang 

realized several years later that his father had loved him and had sent him to America to 

have a better life—a life he knew he could not provide for his son in a refugee camp. 

According to Bandura et al. (Bandura, et al., 1996), parental aspirations for their children 

build a child's sense of self-efficacy. 

In my analysis of Samnang's story, I found another key critical event in his life. 

During his teenage years, he had joined a group of other Hmong refugees for Friday night 

social events. These events had proved critical to Samnang's social well-being, as he met 

and married his wife and started his family. Having a family had forced Samnang to 

reevaluate his future and had led to his decision to quit his machinist's job and use his life 

savings to purchase a strawberry farm. Samnang had become a successful landowner and 

businessperson. He had been so successful that eventually he had been able to sell his 

farm, open a small appliance repair shop, work for a finance company, and finance his 

higher education. Bandura (1993) contended that individuals who develop a level of 

competence or efficacy for an activity increase their level of self-efficacy. The critical 

event in Samnang's life of socializing with other Hmong refugees, getting married and 
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having a family, and leaving a secure job to become a farmer had contributed greatly to 

his level of self-efficacy. 

Pam 's Self-Efficacy 

My first impression of Pam had me wondering why my gatekeeper had selected 

her as one of my participants. She entered the room with a large smile, confident 

handshake, and every indication of having a high level of self-efficacy. A successful 

educator with a Ph.D., Pam was currently serving as an academic dean at the community 

college level. Her carefree, fun-loving attitude, with a take-charge demeanor, initially led 

me to believe she was near the top of the self-efficacy scale and determined to climb even 

higher. She had one Ph.D. and was thinking about getting another. My initial thought was 

"so much for self-efficacy and academic achievement." Schunk (1984) asserted that self-

efficacy involves one's capability to organize and implement behaviors in specific 

situations or to complete specific tasks. Pam certainly possessed all of these capabilities. 

Listening to her story, I soon discovered that this had not always been the case. 

Sources of self-efficacy. According to Bandura's (1994) self-efficacy theory, one 

of the primary sources of self-efficacy is a vicarious experience provided by strong social 

role models. Pam's narrative illustrated a mixed message regarding this primary source of 

self-efficacy. The tension she had felt toward her mother was most evident in her story. 

During Pam's childhood, adolescence, and young adulthood, her mother had told Pam 

that she would not go to college. Her mother had plainly told Pam that her path in life 

would be to get married right out of high school, work, and raise a family. Clearly, Pam's 

mother had sent her a mixed message based on gender. 
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Pam's mother had discouraged her daughter from going to college but had 

encouraged her two sons to go to college and obtain a degree. Pam still resented her 

mother's efforts to discourage her from attending college. Based on Bandura's sources of 

self-efficacy, Pam had exhibited a low level of efficacy toward her academic 

achievement at this stage of her life, resulting in marriage after high school, work as a 

cosmetologist, motherhood, and finally a divorce. Pam's mother had clearly contributed 

to Pam's low level of self-efficacy; however, Pam's level of self-efficacy had soon 

skyrocketed because of her father. 

Pam's father had become her hero. A retired military man who went to college as 

a reentry student and obtained his degree, her father had provided the emotional support 

that Pam had needed to increase her level of self-efficacy toward her academic 

achievement. His constant encouragement and reminder that "if I could do it, so can you" 

were all she had needed to succeed in college. Fortunately for Pam, her father had been 

able to provide a vicarious experience much stronger than her mother's negative 

influence. 

Pam's story illustrated the other sources of self-efficacy in several ways. She had 

been socially persuaded by her community college instructors, who continually 

encouraged her to succeed in college. Bandura (1994) concluded that social persuasion 

must be accompanied by successful completion of tasks. Once Pam had started 

community college as a reentry student, she had excelled and earned high marks in 

everything she attempted. Finally, Pam had always had a high level of self-efficacy 

regarding the fourth source of self-efficacy: her somatic and emotional state judging her 

own capabilities. She had readily admitted being a "social butterfly" as a child, who 
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would have been at the top of each grade level academically if she had tried. Her 

mother's influence had kept Pam from applying herself, even though she had known she 

had the ability. Pam's ability was evident when she started her path to higher education— 

a path she still followed. 

Processes of self-efficacy theory. According to Bandura (1986), the cognitive 

process is heavily influenced by the learning environment. Pam's narrative relating the 

story of the fight she had had with a little girl in her class illustrated the learning 

environment she had encountered in school. Pam had been very confident of her abilities 

and had felt a high level of self-efficacy. She recalled many of her teachers in elementary 

and high school and credited them for her academic success. 

Pam's story illustrated another key cognitively generated process of self-efficacy. 

The motivational process involves three separate processes: (a) personal interest, (b) the 

utility or value a student places on an assigned task, and (c) the student's own belief 

system (Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 2003). As a military child, Pam's attendance at 

numerous different schools at home and abroad had forced her into a learning 

environment where she had to socialize with many different children. Pam had developed 

a high level of self-efficacy because she was cognitively motivated to succeed both 

socially and academically. 

Self-efficacy and academic achievement. Pam's story illustrated the attribution 

construct of self-efficacy as it relates to academic achievement. The attribution construct 

differs from self-efficacy theory in that individuals seek to explain the causes of 

significant events in their behavior. Factors such as ability, effort, task difficulty, and 

luck are evaluated and influence the individuals' expectancies of future successes 
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(Schunk, 1991). Attending a community college as a reentry student had not been an easy 

task for Pam. For the first time in her life, she had been scared though still confident in 

her ability to succeed academically. Pam admitted that she had struggled until she learned 

how to learn and had worked very hard to achieve good grades and excel in the 

classroom. Pam had known that she had the ability; she had put forth the effort when 

confronted with difficult tasks, and she had set high expectations for herself. 

Pam admitted still being an addict for learning and education. She tried to instill 

the constructs of self-efficacy in her students, enabling them to succeed in the classroom. 

Pam provided a strong role model for community college reentry students by increasing 

their level of self-efficacy toward their academic success. 

Critical incidents. In my analysis of Pam's narrative, I pinpointed one critical 

event highlighted by the following quote: 

Actually I came home from work one day and told him that I just quit my job, and 
he just looked at me like I was crazy, and I said, "well, I'm starting school on 
Monday." It was as on a whim, so it was as if I double dog dare you to finish, and 
I did. 

Pam's decision to quit her job one day and start school the following Monday had been a 

critical event that changed her life's path. It was as though she had been determined to 

prove her mother wrong. Pam had been living the life that her mother had predicted for 

her: marriage, family, and work. Pam had considered herself a "social butterfly" as a 

child, enabling her to adapt her behavior to many different environmental changes. She 

had attended many different schools as a child in a military family, requiring her to adjust 

to new places and people. Her decision to quit her job and start her path to higher 

education as a community college reentry student had been indicative of her high level of 

self-concept. 
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The foundation of social cognitive theory is derived from the concept that 

individuals are proactively engaged in their own development (Bandura, 1986) and create 

new environments for themselves through their own actions (Pajares, 2002). Central to 

social cognitive theory is the idea that individuals possess self-beliefs that enable them to 

exercise control of their thoughts, feelings, and actions. People are both the producers and 

products of their own environments and social systems (Pajares, 2002). Pam had been 

living her life based upon the prophecy her mother had instilled in her since she was a 

small child. Pam's decision to change that prophecy had been a critical event in her life. 

Craig's Self-Efficacy 

On the surface, it would have been easy to discuss the role of self-efficacy in 

Craig's decision to become a community college reentry student. Craig had suffered a 

tragic accident, which had resulted in paralysis and the permanent loss of his ability to 

walk. Craig had been working for the USDA Forest Service; the accident had forced him 

from his outdoor job to a desk job, which had required that he complete his higher 

education. Although that seemed like the end of the story, I found several other factors in 

Craig's narrative that had helped to motivate him to become a college graduate. 

Sources of self-efficacy. Although some very strong vicarious experiences in 

Craig's life had served as the primary sources of his self-efficacy, these role models did 

not come from his parents, family, or friends, as is the case in most of Bandura's (1994) 

sources of self-efficacy theory. Craig's strongest role model had been his community 

college instructor who initially sparked his interest in attending college. Mr. Johnson had 

encouraged him to attend college and had built a strong social and financial network to 

support Craig as a community college reentry student. He had found Craig a place to 
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stay, roommates, and a part-time job so that he could afford to stay in school. After 

Craig's accident and resulting rehabilitation, Mr. Johnson had offered Craig a place to 

stay while he adjusted to living life in a wheelchair. Since that time, Mr. Johnson 

continued to serve as a strong role model for Craig and as an inspiration in Craig's life. 

The social and financial safety net that Mr. Johnson had built for Craig as a 

reentry student had served a vital role in raising Craig's level of self-efficacy. One of 

Bandura's (1994) key sources of self-efficacy is a person's somatic and emotional states 

in judging his or her capabilities. Craig's initial attempt at higher education had been a 

disaster because he had chosen an academic major of little interest to him. According to 

Linnenbrink & Pintrich (2002), personal interest is a motivational process for self-

efficacy and a person's academic success. Mr. Johnson had empowered Craig's belief 

system, changing his somatic and emotional state so that Craig believed he could achieve 

a higher education. 

Processes of self-efficacy theory. Two key processes of self-efficacy theory were 

evident in Craig's story: cognitive and motivational. Craig's early childhood illustrated 

his low-level of self-efficacy as a child. Craig's mother had died when he was very 

young. His father had been unable to support his family financially. Craig's family had 

been forced to live in housing for families on welfare, referred to as "the projects." 

Cognitively, the interplay of socioeconomic and familial influences on Craig's life had 

resulted in his low self-efficacy from childhood through his early adult years. 

On the other hand, Craig's level of self-efficacy had been boosted by motivational 

processes through his enjoyment of camping and fishing as a young child. Although his 

blended family had been unable to afford extensive vacations, they had traveled to nearby 
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irrigation canals, lakes, and campgrounds to go fishing or camping. These activities had 

inspired Craig's love of the outdoors and recreational activities. He had jumped at the 

opportunity to work for the USDA Forest Service as a part-time summer employee 

maintaining trails and campsites. The job had provided financial support as well as an 

activity he loved to do, thus building on another source of self-efficacy: mastery of 

experiences. 

Self-efficacy and academic achievement. The construct of self-concept had been 

important in Craig's academic achievement as a community college reentry student. Self-

efficacy theory holds that in academic settings, the best predictors of behavior in specific 

situations are based primarily on people's self-perceptions within those situations 

(Schunk, 1991). Craig's narrative illustrated his uncertainty about his initial effort to 

become a reentry student. According to Schunk (1991), self-concept is heavily influenced 

by reinforcements and evaluations from significant others. 

Craig's community college forestry instructors' support, along with Mr. 

Johnson's mentoring and advising, had been vital in Craig's academic success. Coupled 

with his personal interest in forestry, a motivational process of self-efficacy, he had 

begun enjoying college for the first time. Through Mr. Johnson's support, his low-level 

of self-concept had been boosted because his financial worries had eased and he was 

enjoying his college experience. Craig's self-esteem, self-confidence, and stability had all 

increased because of the support of a caring group of community college instructors and 

advisors. 

Critical incidents. It would have been easy to point to Craig's helicopter crash as 

the only critical incident in his life's story. The crash had changed Craig's life path and 
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clearly illustrated the critical event narrative analysis methodology researched by 

Webster and Mertova (2007). Craig had come to the realization that in order to keep his 

job and secure his future career with the USDA Forest Service, he would have to return 

to college and complete his bachelor's degree. Craig had lost the physical ability to clear 

trails and maintain hiking trails..The helicopter crash that had resulted in his paralysis 

was certainly a critical event motivating him to finish his degree. 

Another critical event had an equally important impact on Craig's decision to 

attend a community college as a reentry student: a chance meeting one day on a dusty 

trail in the mountains. As he and a couple of other men were horseback riding on their 

way to their favorite fishing spot, Craig had met Manuel Johnson. On that day, Craig's 

life had changed when Mr. Johnson quizzed him about his future and really made him 

think about going to a community college. Mr. Johnson had become Craig's mentor, 

advisor, and friend; he had eventually built up Craig's level of self-efficacy and had 

convinced him that he could achieve a college degree. 

Anthony's Self-Efficacy 

After our interview session, I invited Anthony to lunch at Harris Ranch, one of 

California's most famous restaurants, which is located across the parking lot from where 

my gatekeeper had arranged for us to meet. A big man, Anthony requested a larger chair 

from the waiter as we sat down at the table. Although our interview was complete, having 

lunch with Anthony gave me some further insight into his life and his current level of 

self-efficacy. I recorded my thoughts in my field notes. The lunch session also gave me 

an opportunity to observe others as they looked at Anthony's disfigurements caused by 

being burned alive. Anthony did not have any ears, fingers on his hands were missing, 
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and there was scar tissue on his neck, face, and arms. Although it was in the middle of 

winter, Anthony's face was coated with perspiration simply because most of his body 

was covered with scar tissue and he could not perspire sufficiently to keep himself cool. 

We talked about his current position with a large farming operation and his 

relationship with his family. Anthony was very confident of his abilities as a farm 

manager and had set some short- and long-term goals for his career and personal life. 

Logging over 150,000 miles per year checking on crops from southern California to 

Oregon kept him on the road and living out of motels very often. Despite having had so 

many setbacks in his life, Anthony certainly had a high level of self-efficacy. 

Sources of self-efficacy. Anthony presented a unique life story for determining his 

primary sources of self-efficacy. Bandura (1993) concluded that "people who have a low 

sense of efficacy in a given domain shy away from difficult tasks, which they perceive as 

personal threats" (p. 121). As an adolescent, Anthony had not shied away from difficult 

tasks; he had not been motivated to challenge himself to take on these tasks. As a child, 

Anthony had lacked strong role models. His parents had been content with letting him do 

what he wanted. Anthony had resented his high school counselors, who had insisted 

college would not be in his best interest and told him that he should consider a vocational 

school. His interest in farming had come from his grandfather, and sports had been the 

only activities that he enjoyed enough to keep him in school and out of trouble. 

For Anthony, social persuasion—one of the four main sources of self-efficacy— 

had been more of a negative than a positive influence for his level of self-efficacy. 

Anthony had been just going through the motions in life, and no one had really seemed to 
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care about what he was doing or be concerned about his future. He had known he was a 

good athlete and had focused his ambitions in life on athletics. 

Processes of self-efficacy theory. Cognitively, Anthony had been confident in his 

own abilities to achieve whatever he chose to do. Affectively, he had not been afraid to 

handle difficult situations and had exhibited a higher level of self-efficacy. Selectively, 

Anthony had felt that no one really cared about him or his future. Therefore as a young 

person, he had felt a very low level of self-efficacy simply because he had felt alone to do 

whatever he chose to do. 

Anthony's primary lack of self-efficacy had resulted in an absence of the 

motivational processes of self-efficacy. He had lacked all three aspects necessary to 

provide the motivation to increase his level of self-efficacy. First, he had not felt a strong 

personal interest in anything. He had felt some motivation to be an athlete, but he had 

been relatively indifferent about it. Second, he had felt school was something he had to 

do and had determined it held little utility or value for him. Third, Anthony had not 

known what his life's goals were and had not been motivated enough to excel in school 

without anyone encouraging him to pursue a career, college education, or anything else. 

Anthony's level of motivation had soon changed. 

Self-efficacy and academic achievement. According to Schunk (1991), the 

constructs of self-efficacy and academic achievement include (a) perceived control, (b) 

perceived value and outcome expectations, (c) attribution, and (d) self-concept. After 

Anthony's accident, his level of self-efficacy for his academic achievement had 

skyrocketed because he had become motivated to excel in the classroom. Anthony's 

construct of perceived control had increased because he now had high outcome 
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expectations: the desire for a college degree. His construct of expectancy-value had 

increased because he had set high academic as well as career goals for himself. 

Anthony's narrative illustrated the construct of attribution for academic 

achievement when he admitted that as a reentry student he had been unlike most college-

aged students; he had been in college not for the social aspect, but for the knowledge. 

College had been difficult. His classes had been rigorous, requiring him to work very 

hard to excel in the classroom. Anthony's expectancy-value construct had been at a high 

level, however, because he had set high goals for himself and been motivated to achieve 

those goals. Finally, despite his disfigurement from the accident, he had a high level of 

self-concept because he had confidence in his ability to be successful academically. 

Critical incidents. Anthony was by far the strongest example of how critical 

events influence the narrative inquiry methodology. Anthony had initially exhibited a 

low-level of self-efficacy, with little motivation to achieve anything in his life. He had 

not set career or higher education goals for himself. Anthony had been living life by 

default and just waiting to see what would happen next in his life. Anthony had lacked 

strong role models in his life and had few peer influences urging him to succeed in life. 

Anthony's accident and subsequent rehabilitation had changed all of that. He had 

overcome the physical and emotional scarring that resulted from being burned alive. 

Anthony had been at the bottom with no way to go but up. The accident had motivated 

him to succeed academically and work toward his goal of a career in agriculture. In his 

mind, he had known that he would someday go to college and receive his degree. Prior to 

the accident, he had lacked the motivation, guidance, or role models to excel in the 

classroom. He had been adrift on a sea of apathy about his own life, but—with the spark 
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of a welding torch—that sea had been transformed into the perfect storm of a life with a 

purpose and goals. 

Bill's Self-Efficacy 

When I shook Bill's hand for the first time, I wondered why my gatekeeper had 

chosen him as one of my participants. Bill seemed to have the profile of someone with a 

high level of self-efficacy. He was doing what he loved, and he had a great family, career 

goals, and dreams of a new home high on a hill overlooking his cattle ranch. I figured 

that in a 10-minute interview, I would quickly connect the dots from Bill's story to 

Bandura's sources and processes of self-efficacy and I would be on to my next 

participant. I was wrong. 

Sources of self-efficacy. Bandura (1994) based his theory of self-efficacy on 

"people's beliefs about their capabilities to produce designated levels of performance that 

exercise influence over events that affect their lives" (p. 71). Bill exhibited a strong belief 

system about his capabilities to achieve anything he chose to do. Since early childhood, 

he had known that he wanted to have a career in agriculture and own his own farming 

and ranching operation in King City, California, where he had been born and raised. Bill 

could have been a poster child for Bandura's sources of self-efficacy. He was very 

confident about his ability to master experiences, especially around farm equipment. Bill 

could operate, maintain, and repair just about any piece of farming equipment. 

Bill had come from a loving and caring family with parents who had encouraged 

him to succeed in whatever he chose to do. He had idolized his father, who had served as 

a strong role model for Bill. Bill's narrative illustrated the social persuasion from his 

family boosting his level of self-efficacy and providing support for his education, career, 
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and future dreams. Bill credited his wife and family for their support and his ability to 

take on life's challenges. 

Processes of self-efficacy theory. Bill's high level of self-efficacy resulted from 

the strong influences of his family that he had experienced as a child. Bill had loved to 

work on the family farm with his father. He could not wait for the school day to end so he 

could rush home and do his farm chores, working in the field alongside his dad who was 

driving a tractor or repairing farm equipment. Working on the farm was what he had 

liked best, and he had done well in school because he was happy at home with his family. 

Bill's story was reflective of all of the processes that build self-efficacy. The 

interplay of socioeconomic, familial, educational, and peer influences had given Bill a 

high level of self-efficacy, motivating him to do well. Bill had been happy in his 

environment where he had control over what he was doing and had felt secure in his 

family relationships. Unfortunately, the sale of the family farm had changed all that. 

Self-efficacy and academic achievement. By his own admission, Bill had 

considered himself as the "bottom of the top students" in school. Bill had also been an 

athlete, which had motivated him in the classroom to some extent because he had wanted 

to remain eligible to play sports. Bill had possessed of all the necessary constructs of self-

efficacy to do well in school. The biggest contributor to Bill's academic success was the 

construct of self-concept. Bill's high levels of self-esteem and self-confidence and his 

self-perception of his ability had all contributed to his success in the classroom. His 

academic success had continued at the community college and university level. Bill had 

always felt he possessed the ability to achieve academically; however, he had not always 

been motivated to do so. 
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Critical incidents. In examining Bill's story, I found a critical event in his life that 

had changed Bill's high level of self-efficacy to a very low one. Bill's life had been 

turned upside down the day he discovered his father had to sell the family farm. Bill had 

been crushed when forced to leave his farm home, move into town, and give up the long 

hours of fun and happiness he had known as a child working on the family farm. Bill's 

grades in school had suffered as his level of self-efficacy decreased because of his loss of 

motivation and interest in school. 

His parents' "go rule," whereby their children had to go to the military, college, or 

work, was the only reason Bill had decided to go to a community college. Bill's first 

attempt had been disastrous; having to support a family, work, and attend school had 

lowered his level of self-efficacy toward his academic achievement. Bill's story 

illustrated how a person's level of self-efficacy can change over time due to the 

environment. Bill's foundational sources of self-efficacy had been strong; however, the 

critical events in his life had changed his level of self-efficacy. 

Carta's Self-Efficacy 

Carla's story was different from that of my other participants. I soon discovered 

that Carla had always had a high level of self-efficacy for her academic achievement and 

had planned to go to college since her early childhood. She had been confident running 

her own company, had been the top woman to graduate from her community college, and 

had felt very confident in her ability to excel in just about anything she chose to do. Carla 

had started a college education fund as a small child. She had never graduated from high 

school, however, and had taken the long way around to become a community college 

reentry student. 
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Sources of self-efficacy. During childhood, Carla was a poster child for Bandura's 

sources of self-efficacy. Her story was like a simple checklist for the four main sources of 

self-efficacy. Carla had attended a small Christian school as a child and had liked school. 

She had also enjoyed living in a rural setting, where she had learned to ride horses and 

had loved the farm animals. Carla had been very confident in her ability to take on 

difficult tasks. As a small child, she had learned to master experiences. Check. 

Carla's parents had been supportive of education. They had served as strong role 

models for her as a child, providing a secure environment for her. Check. They also had 

socially persuaded her to experience new things, building her level of self-efficacy. 

Check. The final source of self-efficacy includes a person's somatic and emotional states 

in judging his or her own capabilities (Bandura, 1994). The high level of self-efficacy 

that Carla had experienced as a child had given her a level of confidence in her ability to 

control difficult situations. Check. 

Processes of self-efficacy theory. Carla's story, especially as a young child, 

illustrated the strong interplay of socioeconomic, familial, educational, and peer 

influences. Carla's parents had created a safe, loving, and learning environment for Carla. 

She had enjoyed her early childhood so much that she remembered it being like living a 

fairy tale. As a child, Carla's love of animals had inspired her to become a veterinarian, 

which was her initial career goal. 

Carla's narrative illustrated one process of self-efficacy above all others. 

Individuals with high self-efficacy have the ability to battle their self-doubts and achieve 

at a higher level while being more committed to their goals (Bandura, 1993). Carla's 

story illustrated her high level of cognitive functioning that supported her performance 
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toward achieving her goals in life. The part of her life story that best described her high 

level of cognitive functioning was when she had applied for a job with a large company. 

On paper, Carla had been totally unqualified for the job she was applying for at the 

company; however, her high level of self-efficacy in her own ability to do the job had 

been conveyed to the employer through the interview process. Carla had gotten the job 

and eventually operated her own company based on learning her business skills on the 

job. Her high level of self-efficacy had come from her thought process; she had believed 

that she could have a successful career without a formal college education. 

Self-efficacy and academic achievement. Carla had possessed all of the criteria for 

a high level of self-efficacy toward her academic achievement in the classroom. 

Bandura's (1986) constructs of self-efficacy necessary for academic success were all 

evident in Carla's narrative. Carla had showed a high level of perceived control in and 

out of the classroom. She had set high goals for herself as a young child and as a 

community college student. Carla had taken on difficult tasks both in the classroom and 

in her career, exhibiting a high level of attribution. Finally, Carla had possessed a high 

level of self-concept, allowing her to achieve a high level of self-efficacy. 

Carla's story made it evident that her motivation for academic success had come 

during her early childhood. As noted earlier, Bandura et al. (1996) found that the family's 

socioeconomic status, the academic efficacy of children's parents, and children's 

perceived social efficacy all have a powerful influence on children's self-efficacy and 

their academic achievement. "Children's beliefs in their efficacy to regulate their own 

learning activities and to master difficult subject matter affect their academic motivation, 

interest and scholastic achievement" (Bandura, et al., 1996, p. 1206). Carla had taken the 
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long way around in pursuit of a college education, getting somewhat lost between her 

elementary and college education; however, her high level of self-efficacy for academic 

achievement had been built on a strong foundation during childhood. 

Critical incidents. I perceived that Carla's life story had been strongly influenced 

by a critical event in her life. Her narrative differed from those of Anthony and Craig, 

who had suffered an event that changed their physical lives; in contrast, her life had been 

changed by the death of her father at a very critical point in her life. Carla's story was 

unique because she had exhibited a very high level of self-efficacy as a child, giving her a 

strong foundation of the sources, processes, and constructs of self-efficacy. 

Unfortunately, the interplay of socioeconomic, familial, and peer influences, so positive 

in her early childhood, had suddenly changed with the death of her father. 

Carla was sent spinning into a world of uncertainty. Her mother had been forced 

to sell the home she loved, she had been forced to move into an unfamiliar neighborhood 

in the city, she had attended a boarding school, and she had developed a completely 

different group of peers that influenced her in a direction she had never been before. Her 

high levels of self-concept, self-determination, and self-beliefs had suddenly disappeared. 

As a result, Carla had lacked motivation and interest in school, had gotten into trouble, 

had failed to graduate from high school, and had married the day after she turned 18. 

As I researched the literature, I discovered something exceptional about Carla and 

self-efficacy theory. Carla's story was indicative of Bandura's (1994) sources, processes, 

and constructs of self-efficacy theory. Carla had a high level of self-efficacy as a child, a 

low level of self-efficacy as a teenager, and a high level of self-efficacy as an adult in the 

business world. Carla's strong childhood foundation of the contributors of self-efficacy 
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was evident, and she became a community college reentry student with a high level of 

self-efficacy for her academic achievement. Carta's story illustrated Bandura's (1994) 

theory on the importance of building strong self-efficacy characteristics when children 

are young. 

Data Conclusions 

The primary purpose of my research was to determine the role of self-efficacy in 

my participants' decisions to become community college reentry students. I could have 

taken a quantitative approach and utilized a questionnaire, which would have increased 

the sample size in my study. Instead, I chose a qualitative approach and utilized a 

narrative inquiry methodology. Based on a comprehensive review of the literature, I 

determined that a person's level of self-efficacy is the result of influences over the course 

of his or her lifetime. My participants' stories confirmed this. 

The sources, processes, and constructs that contributed to each participant's level 

of self-efficacy for academic achievement were slightly different. Samnang's love of 

plants and the soil, which he had developed during childhood, had motivated him to start 

at a community college to learn all he could to advance himself in his career and 

business. Pam had felt a high level of self-efficacy as a child, but her mother had told her 

repeatedly that she would never go to college. Craig and Anthony had lacked the 

motivation to get a higher education, so important to their level of self-efficacy, until they 

had horrific accidents that changed their life paths and gave them the motivation to 

become community college reentry students. 

In contrast, Bill had always thought he would get a college education. A failed 

marriage, financial problems, and an unsupportive wife had lowered his desire to attend 
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college. Finally, Carla had always known she had a high level of self-efficacy and as a 

child had planned on going to college. The death of her father, her alcoholic ex-husband, 

and her dying stepfather had motivated her to become a community college reentry 

student. 

My analysis of my participants' narratives supported Bandura's (1994) theory of 

self-efficacy. At different points in their lives, each of my participants illustrated the 

sources and processes of self-efficacy theory for both low and high levels of self-efficacy. 

The best example was Carla's story. All of the foundational sources and processes of a 

high level of self-efficacy had been cognitively built into her during childhood. Carla's 

high level of self-efficacy had given her the self-concept, self-confidence, and self-image 

that helped her to succeed in the business world. When it became time for her to become 

a community college student, she relied on the strong self-efficacy foundation she had 

developed as a child to succeed in college. 

In my research, I focused on self-efficacy and academic achievement at the 

community college level. I discovered two important facets of self-efficacy as it relates to 

academic achievement. First, all of my participants had possessed average to high levels 

of self-efficacy as children. Schunk (2003) concluded that modeling, goal setting, and 

self-evaluation positively influence the relationship between self-efficacy and basic 

literacy. Each of my participants had a positive educational experience as a child and 

developed sound basic literacy skills. These skills had proved valuable when they chose 

to pursue higher education. 

Second, personal self-efficacy changes gradually over time in reference to social 

comparative influences. The way in which children have their progress socially evaluated 

156 



has an influence on their goal attainment. When the feedback is positive, achieved 

progress reinforces personal capabilities. On the other hand, when the feedback is 

negative and focuses on shortfalls that highlight personal deficiencies, the result is lower 

self-efficacy (Bandura, 1993). Pam's mother who did not want her to go to college, 

Samnang's father made him leave the family, and Anthony's high school counselor told 

him he was not smart enough to go to college. Craig's alcoholic father never encouraged 

him to do anything, Carla was in an abusive relationship, and Bill had the farming 

experience he loved taken away from him when his father had to sell the family farm. 

My research revealed that at different stages in the participants' lives, they had 

lacked one or more of the sources, processes, or constructs of self-efficacy. At a later 

point in their lives, however, the construct of motivation for their academic achievement 

had become so strong that they had decided to become community college reentry 

students. The construct of motivation relies on students' personal interest, the value they 

place on education, and their determination of how important higher education is to their 

life goals. All of my participants found motivation essential to their level of self-efficacy 

and their academic success. 

Implications for Community Colleges 

Self-efficacy research is extensive, with researchers conducting both quantitative 

and qualitative studies building upon self-efficacy theory. My experience as a community 

college educator gives me the confidence whereby I see many programs that can build 

self-efficacy for community college reentry students. 

Two-year public schools can assist reentry students in a variety of ways to 

provide a safety network for reentry students who may have low levels of self-efficacy as 
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it relates to their academic achievement. I have witnessed several models of successful 

programs improving the retention and success rates of reentry students. 

Learning communities, First Year Experience Programs, Basic Skills Initiatives 

and occupational support programs through contextualized approaches of academic 

learning are expanding. Faculty sensitized to the needs of reentry students can work with 

other faculty across campus to assist in building the level self-efficacy of community 

college reentry students by providing a social network of learning for students. 

Additional research will assist in determining the effectiveness of these programs as they 

relate to self-efficacy of reentry students. There are several quantitative domain-specific 

self-efficacy mathematics and writing instruments, however, researchers will need to 

expand their research to include qualitative studies of self-efficacy research for 

community college students. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

Further research in narrative studies for self-efficacy is needed to determine if 

critical events impact self-efficacy (Webster & Mertova, 2007). In my analysis of my 

participants' life stories, I determined they all experienced critical events at some point in 

their lives changing their level of self-efficacy and their motivation to continue their 

education. 

In my literature review, I did not find researchers whose studies examined the 

impact critical incidents had in people's lives affecting their level of self-efficacy. My 

research led me to believe that most individuals experience these critical events at some 

point in their lives. I propose that researchers of self-efficacy theory expand their research 

to include the impact of critical events on a person's level of self-efficacy. 
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APPENDIX A 

Invitation to Participate in a Research Study 

My name is Larry Dutto. I am a doctoral student in the Community College Leadership 
Program at Colorado State University in Fort Collins, Colorado. I am currently writing 
my dissertation on former California community college agriculture reentry students and 
the role that self-efficacy may have had in their decision to return or start their pathway to 
higher education at the community college. You have been selected as a potential 
participant in this study. If you decide to participate, I would like to set up an interview, 
which will take no more than an hour or so to complete, at a date, time, and place of your 
preference. Our initial discussion will be followed by a second interview in order to add 
more information or clarify any points from our first interview. 

As a participant in this research project, I will be asking you very general questions about 
your life experiences from your childhood, adolescent, and adult years. You are under no 
obligation to answer any questions that you do not wish to answer, and your name will 
not be used in my dissertation. All information from the interviews will be kept with the 
highest regard for confidentiality. Your decision to participate in this project will aid 
community college faculty, staff, and administrators in assisting potential agriculture 
students in their pursuit of a higher education. 

If you decide to participate, you are under no obligation and can discontinue your 
participation at any time. Once you have read the letter and agree to assist me in this 
research project, please fill out the attached participant profile sheet and return it in the 
envelope provided. 

I would like to take this opportunity to thank you for taking the time to consider assisting 
me in my project. If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me by e-mail at 
larryd@cos.edu or by phone at 559-730-3808. 

Thank you for your assistance on this project. 

Sincerely, 

Larry Dutto 
Community College Leadership Cohort 
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APPENDIX B 

Participant Profile Sheet 

Name 

Community college attended 

College major or area of study 

Degree or certificate awarded 

Did you transfer to a 4-year institution after community college? Yes No 
If yes, where did you transfer? 

What was the time period between your attendance in a secondary program and your 
decision to start your community college education? 
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APPENDIX C 

Participant Consent Form 

You are invited to participate in a research study of former community college 
agriculture students in an effort to determine the role of self-efficacy in your decision to 
return to or start a pathway in higher education at the community college. 

Please read the following statements before signing this form: 

I understand that my participation in this study is strictly voluntary and I may discontinue 
my participation at any time without fear of negative consequences to me. 

I further understand that any information about me that is collected during this study will 
be held in strictest confidence. I also understand that confidentiality will be maintained 
throughout this study and that only the researchers will have access to the confidential 
information. I am aware that I have not and am not waiving any legal or human rights by 
agreeing to participate in this study. 

By signing below, I verify that I am 18 years of age or older, am in good mental and 
physical condition, and that I agree to and understand the conditions listed above. 

If you have any questions or concerns regarding the study and would like to talk with 
someone other than the researcher, contact the Office of Institutional Review Board and 
Human Subjects advocate line at 970-491-1563. 

You will be given a copy of this form for your records. 

If you have any questions now or in the future, you can contact Larry Dutto at 
larryd@cos.edu or 559-730-3808. 

Statement of Consent: 

I have read the above. I have asked questions and received answers. I consent to 
participate in the study. 

Signature Date 

Signature of Investigator Date 
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