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Introduction

According to Jones (2002, p. 461), “The blessing and burden of qualitative research is [it] carries with it a significant responsibility to tell the stories of those with whom researchers come into contact in the most respectful way possible.” In this addendum to our NACADA Journal article, A Model of First-Generation Latino/a College Students’ Approach to Seeking Academic Information, 26(2), pages 65​–70, we attempt to allow the students to tell their own stories. To remain true to the ideals of grounded theory, the stories are told using extended quotes from annual interviews conducted with study participants. Analysis of these stories revealed common themes that eventually led to the creation of our model for advising Latino/a first-generation students described in our NACADA Journal article. 
To illustrate the model, we selected three students from the sample of 24 first-generation college students. Vanessa was selected because she is an older nontraditional student and has a family. Most of the information known about nontraditional students with children reflects negative academic outcomes, and therefore we felt it was important to illustrate how one mother maneuvered the college environment. We featured the story of Maggie because she is a traditional-aged college student who lives at home and commutes to college. Her profile is similar to many Latino/a students in higher education. We selected Nora because she chose to transfer to another institution, and therefore, her story illustrates how the model applies to students who transfer and subsequently live on campus.
Vanessa

Vanessa is a full-time, nontraditional, older student at a commuter university. In her first few years, she does not recognize her advisor as an authority figure. Instead, she receives advice from her friends. She ultimately suffers an academic crisis, which leads her to the conclusion that she needs an advisor to be successful in college. The following year-by-year summary tells her story.
Year One

In her first year, Vanessa began taking courses with a cohort of students wanting to enter the School of Education. The group members are expected to remain together until they enter the School of Education. When asked to describe the cohort and if it has been helpful to her, Vanessa states: “I’m in the cohort for teachers. . . . They give you different classes but they keep the same people for 4 years. . . . So, they’ve helped out a lot. If it hadn’t been for them I think I would’ve been lost.”
Vanessa relies on the cohort for advice about the classes and the path she will take. She sees her cohort as a credible source of information about school and trusts that accurate information is given to her. She never questions if the cohort course choices are the best ones for her specific needs.
In another illustration of using information from peers, Vanessa describes how she chose her college. She had relied on the recommendation of a friend she trusts: “I had this friend recommend this place [university] to me and she’s also my age and she also got married young and everything.” The common traits (nontraditional age, married with children) she shares with her friend make the friend a credible source of information. Because of these similar experiences, Vanessa trusts her friend’s recommendation of schools. 


Unlike her feelings toward her relationships with peers, Vanessa does not view her advisor as a credible authority figure. She views her as new and uninformed: “Yes, we do have an advisor. . . . She came to our room. . . . I think she’s new. She’s like—she just got that position. . . . Yeah, and she says like, ‘Come talk.’” When she says “she’s new,” Vanessa suggests that her advisor has less knowledge and experience than other sources of information such as her cohort and her friend. 

In her first year of college, Vanessa demonstrates some confusion over the financial aid process. When asked, “Do you know if the program in the College of Education gives additional money?” Vanessa responds, “I really don’t know. I can’t tell you. . . . I don’t think [about] financial aid; I just fill out the FAFSA [free application for federal student aid] . . . . and they just tell me if you got the money or not.” Vanessa does not meet with a college official about financial aid, and she is unclear about the process. She does not know the origin of her money, nor is she aware of potential extra scholarship or fellowship possibilities.

Year Two

In her second year, Vanessa develops good relationships with faculty members. She talks about a professor who is available to give advice or even just to chat: “The professors themselves, if you have anything, any questions, even if it has nothing to do with school, they are there for you.” Vanessa is building trust with the professors. They are quick to respond to her questions, and they seem to go out of their way to be available. 

Vanessa also starts to participate in group advising. When asked, “[Had you] identified an advisor . . . or is everyone in the cohort advised by certain people?” Vanessa replies “Yes it is. . . . He is actually the one who tells us which classes to take in the cohort.” She has moved from relying on her friends and cohort to gaining advice from an advisor for the group. In general, Vanessa starts to understand the proper means to gain academic information. She is meeting with professors and advisors as opposed to relying solely on her friends and cohort. At this point, she has not begun to ask questions; she follows the advice given to her.
Year Three

Vanessa’s college career takes a large step backwards in her third year. She leaves her cohort because the structured courses required by the cohort did not allow her to take prerequisites that she was missing. When asked if she was still in the cohort, Vanessa responds: “I hadn’t taken my basic skills yet, so I wasn’t up to par with the cohort, so I had to get out. . . . I’m going much more to my advisors, finding out what I need to do.” She had not received the proper advice from her cohort or her friends, but she also does not understand the questions that she should be asking to gain the information she needs. For these reasons she must drop out of the cohort. Now, in her third year, she experiences an academic crisis and is meeting with advisors to try to rectify the situation. 


Vanessa reflects that she did not ask enough questions in her first 2 years. She cites the fact that she is a first-generation student as the main reason why she had not made the proper inquiries:

I wish I had known a little bit more . . . other people that were in the cohort . .. . they’re already ahead. . . . They just knew more because their parents went to college, and since I didn’t really have that background, maybe that’s why. . . . I should have been asking more questions.

Because her parents had not attended college, Vanessa enters with minimal information and feels that others around her have the information she does not have. The lack of information combined with feelings of inadequacy about her own knowledge level make her feel as if she might look foolish. She does not know where to go with her questions or which questions to ask. 
Early in her college career she relies on peer advising instead of seeking out her advisor. She does not recognize the authority of her advisor. Not until she experiences an academic crisis and cognitive dissonance do her views toward advisors change. In her first 2 years, she is getting advice from her friends and cohort without asking if the information is appropriate for her own situation. After she experiences an academic crisis, she recognizes the value of meeting with an advisor and asking questions about her own situation rather than waiting to be told what to do. 

Maggie


Maggie is a full-time, traditional-aged student at a commuter school. Through 3 years of school, Maggie never recognizes her advisor as an authority figure. She does not encounter an academic crisis, and she never moves out of her pattern of what we have labeled as pamphlet advising. 

Year One

In her freshman year, Maggie has not sought advice about a major, and she has a distant relationship with her advisor. When asked if she has spoken to anyone about her choice of majors, Maggie responds by saying: “Not yet, but I am really looking forward to it.” In a follow-up question she is asked how she knows which courses to take. Maggie responds, “With my academic advisor. . . I don’t really know him and stuff. But I know that he is in charge of the entire school of business. . . . We just go to him if, like, we need a degree planning.”

Although Maggie has met with an academic advisor, she does not seem to know much about him. She comments that students go to him for degree planning, yet she has not gone to him for degree planning. She has not met with anyone about declaring a major. She has a vague understanding of how the education system works, and she does not take advantage of the information system available to help her. 

Year Two

In her second year, Maggie has not met with her advisor. Instead, she uses pamphlet advising: She uses pamphlets, handouts, or the Internet as the sources of all academic advising and does not work with faculty members or academic advisors in this regard. This type of self-advising is common among commuter students, who seldom ask questions about how the timeliness of information or even about course sequences or deadlines. 
Despite commenting that she is “really looking forward to it” in her year one interview, in her second year Maggie has still not talked to an advisor. When asked how she would know about prerequisites or other necessary courses, Maggie states: “If you go and declare your major right from [off] the bat they give you this whole sheet of paper of every course that you need to take.” To her, the pamphlet is an easier and superior source of expertise than meeting with an advisor. She has assumed that the pamphlet she received the first year will continue to be accurate from year to year.

When asked, “Have you found a teacher, or faculty member, an advisor, that you go to ask questions, or do you mainly go to your peers?” to this Maggie responds, “Actually, a little bit of both . . . the person who’s in charge of all the student organizations. I get along with him pretty well.” Maggie seeks out advice from her peers and the people she trusts, such as a director of student organizations. She has a desire to meet with an academic advising authority, but she does not go to her advisor. She recognizes a director of student organizations as an authority, but she does not seem to recognize her advisor as an authority. 

Another example of Maggie’s preference for peer advising instead of authority figures is found in her word choice about her classes and her relationships with her professors: “This one class, algebra, I’ve never been really well with that . . . teachers kind of intimidate me, teachers, teachers, but I’d rather go to a student to try to help me out on that.” Intimidated by professors, she does not feel comfortable meeting with them, so she utilizes peers who she trusts. 

Year Three

In her third year, Maggie continues to self-advise. Additionally, she utilizes pamphlet advising. She is considering some complex changes, such as transferring, but she admits that she has not sought out an advisor to get information:

I figured out a few things by myself, like I will finish in 2 years and stuff. And like the necessary, like the arrangements whatever. What do I need to get into maybe another school or something. Or even transferring out . . . I know people . . . that helped me out. Like going in and talking to an advisor, I don’t do that.

Maggie comments that she will graduate in 2 years (for a total of 5 years in college), but she seems hazy on the subject. She is also considering transferring, and although she knows that the advisor is available, she does not meet with him or her. She does not seem to see the value of meeting with an advisor. For 3 years, she has perceived herself as successful at self-advising and does not recognize the advisor as an expert authority. 

Maggie explained why she does not meet with an advisor:

All the times [I’ve] gone, basically my freshman year in the beginning, it would be too much time and they wouldn’t really answer my questions. They would always give me the runaround so I just started figuring out how to do things by myself. . . . I usually do everything by E-mail.

When given the opportunity, advisors had not earned her trust. For her, peers and pamphlets act as superior authorities. 


The interviewer pushes this issue by asking, “Well now that you have a major though, isn’t there an advisor in the department that you could go to?” Maggie responds: 

Lately they have changed our agenda . . . so I still don’t know who she [the advisor] is. I think she’s a girl but I’m not sure. So I don’t know I guess I [am] shying away from that. But I am going to have to start seeing them pretty soon because I’m already starting to go into upper level classes which I need.

In year three, Maggie does not even know who her advisor is. She again uses language suggesting that she is aware of the need for an advisor, but she is hesitant. She still does not view the advisor as a credible authority. She knows that she must meet with her (or him), but she does not trust advisors. 

Nora

Nora, like Maggie, is a full-time, traditional-aged college student. Nora begins college at a Hispanic serving institution, and she transfers to a predominantly White institution. She experiences an academic crisis while transferring. She also experiences difficulty with her family. After her academic crisis, and once she is settled at her new school, she begins to realize the value of advisors. 
Year One

Nora exhibits some similar behaviors and attitudes as Vanessa and Maggie, but she begins her college career differently than the other women do. In her first year, she is planning to transfer to a different school, and unlike the two other women, she seeks out help from a professor: “The professor from college helped me a lot. He helped me transfer. He told me to go to his office. He helped me out. . . . It is a professor from geology. Geography, geology, all that. But he helped me out.” She initially seeks out help from an authority figure. However despite this, she does not seem to know this professor well: She seems unclear about the subject he teaches. Her narrative illustrates a naïve understanding of the system and terminology used within the university structure. 

Nora shows some similarities to the other women in the manner in which she chooses classes: “My brother. He was like our hero when we were little . . . My brother helped with, like, to enroll for classes.” Although she uses the professor to help her figure out how to transfer, she still sought out peers, in this case, her brother, to advise her. Where the professor acts as an expert authority about transferring, her brother is the expert authority with regard to classes. 


Nora expresses complaints about her experience with the college administration giving her the runaround: 

[T]hat thing that I don’t like here is that every office doesn’t know what the other one is doing. I guess it is in every university; I’m not sure. But like they tell you one thing, and then you go to the office. Oh no, you have to go back. So that is like the thing I don’t like that much.

Nora does not feel like her questions are answered. Because staff at each office simply refer her to another office, she loses trust in the system and tries to avoid using the services. Because of the runaround, advisors and administrators are not viewed as sources of information thus decreasing her perception of them as expert authorities. 

Year Two

In her second year, Nora accidentally sends out transfer forms to the wrong branch of the school that she wants to attend. This happens despite having received help from a professor. “I applied to the wrong university . . . and they sent me letters and everything. I am like no, no. So I have to do everything again, and now I am waiting again.” The professor had helped her fill out the forms, but she had used the wrong paperwork.

Further complicating her transfer, Nora’s father initially does not support her decision to leave town. “Well my dad wasn’t happy about it. . . . He didn’t want me to go but . . . I took him to [my internship] and they explained to him . . . [and after that] he has been proud.” Because Nora has authority figures explain to her father why she should transfer, he changes his mind about her moving away, allowing her to make the decision with greater ease. 

In her second year, Nora still depends on her peers for information. When asked about how she would fit into the new environment when she transfers, Nora states, “Oh, my God. I have been asking my friends. I have a girl that is over there. A friend of ours.” Her friends are the main source of her information. She views her friends as expert authorities on the issue of adjusting within the transfer institution.

Nora uses the Internet, another form of pamphlet advising, to find out information as well. When asked if she had applied for financial aid, she indicates that she has not but that she has information from the Internet. The interview with Nora takes place in midspring semester at the time when financial aid applications should be completed. Nora has not applied for financial aid and she has not spoken with a university official. She does not realize university officials are people who can help her. To her, the Internet is the expert authority. 

 Year Three

In her third year, Nora has now successfully transferred, but she regrets her approach toward transferring. She has lost some credits, and now she is behind in her course work toward graduation. She will need to make up a lot of time and work: “I think a whole semester or even a year went away, just washed away, since I transferred. . . . Then I went to talk to a professor, and he said maybe they can transfer some more.” She does not get her credits to transfer properly, but unlike earlier cases illustrated here, Nora goes directly to a professor for help. She is starting to recognize that advisors can help her navigate through the college environment. She has an academic crisis, and this causes her to revise her view of advisors. She now recognizes advisors as expert authorities.

When asked, “Is there anything you wish you had done before [you transferred]?” Nora expresses regret in the way she went about transferring: “Yeah, I wish I would have transferred right away. . . . Now I have to be here another more year struggling; that’s kind of like bad. Now I’m saying that’s kind of like a waste of time.” Along with this stated regret is an implied regret that she did not seek out more help in transferring. Presumably, if she had received proper guidance, she would have transferred earlier and would not have wasted time and effort. Perhaps Nora had not known the questions to ask.

Commonalities and Theory Building
When looking at these three stories, as well as the other students in the study, one can see several themes emerge. First-generation Latino/a students have difficulty recognizing the authority of (or need for) academic advisors. They rely on pamphlets to self-advise. They often experience a form of cognitive dissonance usually initiating changes in behavior.

Initially, first-generation Latino/a college students do not seem to recognize the authority of academic advisors and do not know the questions to ask to gain the proper information. Their behaviors indicate that even if they had recognized the authority of an advisor, their lack of trust would lead to feelings of discomfort or fear of looking foolish. The desire to stay within their comfort zone discourages risk taking among the students. The lack of a personal relationship with an advisor creates an intimidating process for seeking information. Sometimes students wait to be told information, as in the case of all three of the students in the presented cases. 
Vanessa shrugs off her advisor, stating that the woman is “new.” She makes the assumption that by being in the cohort she is getting all the information she needs and is managing university processes properly. From later interviews with Vanessa, one can see that she assumes her peers know more than she does and she is hesitant to challenge the advice given to her. She never questions the curriculum or how her courses are counting toward graduation. 

Although Maggie talks about seeing her advisor, she never follows through with an appointment. Nora meets with a professor, but she only utilizes him for specific issues and perhaps does not ask sufficient questions to make sure that she has all the information she needs. 
Almost all of the first-generation college students in this study seemed hesitant to recognize their advisors as authorities. According to Torres and Baxter Magolda (2004), Latino/a students tend to enter college following external formulas, following the direction of perceived authorities. However, little is known about the people who these students consider authorities. If Latino/a students do not recognize academic advisors as authorities, then who serves in this role? All the students in the study seem to see trust as a major reason for following advice from someone other than academic advisors; peers are seen as trustworthy, but advisors are suspect.

Conclusion

Students in this study consistently rely on seeking information from sources such as peers, pamphlets, or staff with whom they have built a personal relationship. Vanessa relies heavily on her friends and her cohort for advice. Maggie uses pamphlets and meets with a director of student organizations. Nora meets with a geology or geography professor and uses the Internet to gain information. One reason for this trend might be lower levels of institutional funding toward advising. While intrusive advising is recommended to help students stay on track (Winston, Miller, Ender, & Grites, 1984), the institutions these students attend do not have the funds or human resources necessary to mandate advising sessions. 

Changing patterns of information seeking requires dissonance to occur between behaviors and the desired results. This type of cognitive dissonance creates an academic crisis. Vanessa and Nora both experienced significant academic crises. Vanessa discovers that she does not fulfill all of her prerequisites and must quit her cohort because she is behind the other members. Nora initially applies to the wrong school, and then loses a year of credits after she arrives at the correct school. Both women seek out an advisor’s help after these academic crises. Maggie does not experience any cognitive dissonance and as a result, in her third year she still has not met with her advisor. 
None of the students in the study who attended institutions without mandatory advising graduated in 4 years. Two of the three students at the institution with required advising graduated in 4 years. Almost all of the students in this study plan on studying for 5 to 6 years before they complete their bachelor’s degrees.
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