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Abstract
Encouraging aspirations for higher education among young people who are marginalized is a common
youth program strategy for addressing educational and social disparities. However, data on educational
attainment suggests that these aspirations often go unfulfilled and that there is a need for a different
approach—one that more deeply considers the ways in which social context influences youth agency.
Within this paper, I show that while marginalized youth have aspirations for higher education, they have
fewer opportunities to take action to achieve them. Conceptually, this paper draws from Bourdieu’s
concept of “habitus” and Sen’s capability approach in order to understand the aspirations for higher
education among marginalized youth and how they can be supported through youth programs. A case
from an overnight, campus-based youth program highlights how youth programs can support youths’
agentic abilities to achieve their aspirations. The findings from this study suggest that both futureplanning activities and emulating student life prepared youth to navigate socio-cultural barriers to
aspiration achievement. The presented findings offer insight into the nature of aspiring and have
implications for how youth programs can be designed to effectively support agency and aspiration
development among youth who have been marginalized.
Key words: agency, aspirations, youth program outcomes, higher education, capability approach, positive
youth development

Introduction
Many young people aspire to go to college, but there is a gap between their aspirations and
actual enrollment (Roderick, Nagaoka, & Coca, 2009). This gap incites inquiry into the
disconnection between aspirations and achievement. This paper reports findings from a
qualitative case study that sought to understand the impact a short-term “campus immersion”
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youth program had on youths’ aspiration development and agency. Specifically, it answers the
question, “In what ways does a youth program that immerses young people in college life help
youth be agentic and achieve their aspirations for higher education?”

Marginalization, Education, and Future Well-Being
Education can provide a pathway for youth to improve their lives by broadening their freedoms
to participate in society and by equipping them with the skills they need to build their
livelihoods through workforce participation (UNESCO, 2011). In societies around the world, the
number of years in education is a key factor determining whether or not a person will be able to
improve the quality of her life (UNESCO, 2010).
In the United States there exist great disparities in educational attainment among different
groups of young people based on class, race, and ethnicity. Data on educational attainment
reveal that youth from lower income families have a lower educational attainment rate than
those in higher income families. Evidence also suggests that educational attainment is lower
among racial and ethnic minority groups (U.S. Department of Education, 2014). While college
enrollment rates have increased for all races in recent years, racial and ethnic minority college
undergraduate students on average enroll at less academically selective institutions than their
White counterparts (Fry, 2010).
The critical issue of educational disparities in the United States has not been ignored. In the
past decade, there has been an influx of youth programs focused on science, technology,
engineering, and math (STEM). STEM-focused youth programs are a response to the
employment vacancies in STEM fields (Eberle, 2010). Programs often focus on providing young
people with STEM skills and encouraging them to complete education past high school.
Marginalized youth (i.e. young people who are excluded from social opportunities that could
help them thrive or improve their lives) are frequently the target audience for such programs,
as they would most benefit from improved educational outcomes and resulting career
opportunities (DeJaeghere & Lee, 2011; UNESCO, 2010). The assumption in this approach is
that if a young person has the skills and the desire to pursue a STEM field, then she is equipped
to act do so. And yet, while there is research suggesting that the number of individuals who

aspire to attend higher education has increased across racial, ethnic, and income groups, STEM
positions are not being filled, particularly by low-income and youth in racial minority groups
(Roderick et al., 2009). More broadly, the gap in educational attainment among different groups
of young people has not decreased (U.S. Department of Education, 2014). This disparity

135

Journal of Youth Development | http://jyd.pitt.edu/ | Vol. 13 Issue 4 DOI 10.5195/jyd.2018.576
Supporting Youth Aspirations for Higher Education

suggests that skill development matched with boosted aspirations is not a sufficient strategy for
addressing marginalization through education. Because lower educational attainment is
affiliated with social disadvantage, youth programs aimed at improving the educational wellbeing of youth must recognize and address underlying social conditions—such as family income;
dispositions toward education; and experiences based on racial, ethnic, or religious
identification—that can help or constrain youths’ abilities to overcome social disadvantage
through education (DeJaeghere & Lee, 2011). There is a need for a different approach that
considers the role youth agency has in enabling youth to transform skills and desires into actual
achievement by relying on social supports and overcoming social barriers (DeJaeghere, 2018;
Gale & Parker, 2015).
Many researchers who have studied future orientation or aspirations and youth development
(e.g., Conradie & Robeyns, 2013; DeJaeghere, 2018; Gale & Parker, 2015; Walker, 2016)
suggest that one reason educational disparities persist is that while the possession of
aspirations indicates that an individual might hope for a particular future, that person might still
have doubts about whether or not she is able to achieve these aspirations because of social
norms and expectations associated with her identity. For example, low-income youth are often
encouraged to pursue a trade school education, or women of color rarely see their identities
represented in the field of engineering. In an effort to address constraining social norms and
intentionally extend educational opportunities to groups of young people who experience
marginalization, the University of Minnesota Extension Center for Youth Development designed
a youth program to prepare youth for college that stretches beyond the provision of skill
development and abstract aspiration encouragement. The program aims to help youth begin to
imagine futures for themselves that include higher education, and begin to take the steps (i.e.
enact agency) to achieve these aspirations through campus immersion and critical pedagogy.
This study had practical and empirical aims. This paper specifically reports on effective and
replicable program design elements of the Minnesota Urban 4-H campus immersion program. It
also seeks to contribute to the field by offering a deeper understanding of marginalized youths’
agency and aspirations as they relate to higher education. It draws on DeJaeghere’s (2018)
conceptualization of aspirations, which she defines as what young people hope and imagine
their lives to be like in the future and on McLeod’s (2012) conceptualization of agency, which
she defines as a young person’s ability to take action toward a desired future.
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Theoretical Framework
Youth Habitus: How Marginalization Affects Aspirations and Agency
This study was guided by the theoretical framing of Bourdieu’s (1977, 1990) concept habitus.
Habitus refers to socialized disposition that guides people’s actions based on what future they
believe is within their reach (Bourdieu, 1990). It is often used to demonstrate how social
structures constrain a person’s abilities to achieve aspirations—revealing obstacles that are not
conspicuous or immediately recognizable because they are internalized. For example, Bourdieu
would argue that youths who grow up in a working class family will set themselves on a path
(often subconsciously) to attain working class jobs, because that is what they believe is
attainable (even if they desire a different future).
However, for this study, I relied on a feminist interpretation of habitus, which insists that one’s
deeply ingrained habits, behaviors, skills, and knowledge can be changed when a person is
faced with adversity or new opportunities—a process Bourdieu (1990) referred to as reflexivity
(McLeod, 2005). When a person is reflexive, she recognizes marginalizing social conditions and
is better prepared to change them or circumvent them. This framework is helpful in highlighting
social conditions in which aspirations are imagined and it shows there is opportunity to support
youths’ abilities to navigate constraining social arrangements. It is limited, however, in its ability
to examine youth agency as a future-oriented process.

The Capability Approach: Understanding Future-Oriented Action
The capability approach (Sen, 1999) complements Bourdieu’s work and examines the set of
opportunities (i.e. capabilities) an individual has to use resources and to act (i.e. exercise
agency) to achieve aspirations (Sen, 1999; Unterhalter, Vaughan & Walker, 2007). The
capability approach recognizes that an individual’s freedoms to exercise her abilities to achieve
functionings (Sen’s term for achievements) differ depending on aspects of social identity like
gender or ethnicity. However, Sen never theorizes agency as situated within constraining power
structures (Alkire, 2005). For this reason, I blend these two frameworks–habitus and capability
approach—to understand how a campus immersion program can support youth agency and
aspirations for higher education.
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Youth Programs’ Role in Addressing Inequalities
Youth programs, as DeJaeghere (2018) points out, are often the sites of critical pedagogy and
have the potential to be what Walker (2016) refers to as “opportunity-making space(s)” (p. 7)
for youth to develop the critical thinking skills, develop a social network, and reimagine what is
possible for them. This matters because as Gale and Parker (2015) indicate, young people from
marginalized backgrounds are likely to aspire to an ultimate goal, such as being a doctor, but
because of their social exclusion, lack the knowledge of the links between aspirations and
aspiration achievement. Youth programs can play a role in helping youth gain experiences that
help them shape their expectations of the future. This article will offer practical program model
elements that help maximize this potential of youth programs to support youth as they try to
change their lives through higher education.
Youth work practices that shape aspirations (such as those discussed in the findings section)
are disproportionately critical for middle school-aged youth. Kao and Tienda (1998) found that
middle school-aged “minority youth” tended to have optimistic, yet abstract aspirations because
“the reality of college completion is so distant in time” (p. 356). However, as they reached high
school, this optimism tempered as an increased awareness of structural obstacles made this
desired future seem less attainable; their habitus was discordant with the future desires.
Further, Balfanz (2009) found that it is in middle school, not high school, when young people
veer off the college pathway. His findings suggest that poor grades, attendance, and test scores
in middle school lead youth to disengage from their education and this pattern continues in high
school. This research calls for more efforts to engage middle school youth.
Youth programs have the potential to help youth engage in social critique and prompt them to
enact agency in a way that changes their social arrangements in order to achieve aspirations.
The middle school years are a prime time to engage youth in such programs because they are
at a developmental stage in their life when they are more inclined to have optimistic, yet
abstract aspirations. It is also a time “of change in self-concept” as youth are inclined to try to
understand themselves and their future possibilities in relation to social settings outside of their
family (National Research Council, 2002, p. 57).

138

Journal of Youth Development | http://jyd.pitt.edu/ | Vol. 13 Issue 4 DOI 10.5195/jyd.2018.576
Supporting Youth Aspirations for Higher Education

The Research Study
Program Description
Youth participants in this study came from four youth program sites called Urban 4-H STEM
clubs. These youth programs were supported by a federally funded grant allocated by the
Children, Youth, and Families at Risk (CYFAR) program. Youth were recruited to the Minnesota
Urban 4-H STEM programs by community partners who identified the participants as young
people who faced educational barriers. One community organization was a Somali youth-serving
organization whose mission is to keep Somali youth engaged in higher education and help them
avoid negative influences to which they are vulnerable. This organization supports three youth
programs included in this study. The other youth program took place in a middle school that
serves one of the most economically divested parts of the Minneapolis–Saint Paul (Twin Cities)
metropolitan area and has been identified by the state department of education as being in the
bottom 10% of schools struggling with the achievement gap. All youth program participants
spent 9 months in their after-school programs focusing on engineering design and leadership
development. They then participated in an overnight campus immersion program that took
place at the University of Minnesota Twin Cities campus during the summer. This paper focuses
only on the youths’ experience in the campus immersion program.
As part of the campus immersion experience, participants spent 4 days and 3 nights on the
University of Minnesota campus. Youth stayed overnight in campus dormitories, ate in the
campus cafeteria, engaged in STEM-related activities with faculty members, participated in
activities about planning their futures, worked with college-age counselors, and showcased their
learning at a family showcase event.

Youth Participants
In August 2015, 22 youth (14 males and eight females, entering grades 5-9) participated in the
campus immersion program. In July 2016, 30 youth participated (18 males, 12 females;
entering grades 5-10). Three males entering grade 10 took part in the program in 2016, but
were excluded from this study because they were not in middle school; thus there were 27
research participants in 2016. There were nine youth who participated in both years of the
program; a total of 40 youth participants are included in this case study (n = 40).
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Table 1. Race of Study Participants
Race

Number of
participants

Hispanic or Latino (White)

4

White, not Hispanic or Latino

11

Black or African American

20

Indian or Alaskan Native American

2

Prefer not to state

3

Total

40

Eight of the participants (from five different families) had at least one parent who went to
college; the remaining participants were potential first generation college-goers. Family income
data were not consistently collected, as most families opted out of reporting income. Youth race
is represented in Table 1.

Methodology
A case study approach was used because it allowed for a focused and in-depth examination of
one youth program’s influence on youth agency and aspirations. Using this approach yielded
insight into youth development processes in a way that can be helpful to youth programs and
their staff who might want to replicate program design elements. It also yielded new insight
into the relationship between agency and aspirations—setting the stage for future research.

Methods
Program observations. In both 2015 and 2016, I conducted observations of the youth
participants at the campus immersion program. I did not use an observation protocol; instead I
took general field notes of what the youth did and said, both during program activities and
during unstructured time. When I observed something telling, I conceptualized it (e.g.,
belonging) and explored that concept further. In the two program years I conducted
approximately 45 hours of observations keeping field notes each day of the program. I also had
opportunities to spend time with youth at their youth programs and affiliated events. When
youth talked about their future or the campus immersion experience to their peers or others, I
recorded field notes.
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Program documents. Throughout their time in the campus immersion program youth engaged
in experiential learning activities focused on planning for their futures and led by camp
counselors. During these activities, youth participants created an educational portfolio. Portfolio
pieces, which included vision boards, identity wheels, and goal-oriented action plans, were
collected and analyzed as secondary data. The process of creating the program documents (i.e.
not just the documents themselves) offered insight into how youth were thinking about their
futures. Youth comments, conversations and behaviors were observed and documented in field
notes.

Semi-Structured Interviews. Near the end of the program week in the summer of 2016, 18
youth participated in semi-structured interviews about their experience in the program. The
intent was to interview all middle school-aged 2016 campus immersion participants, but some
youth declined to be interviewed. Interviews were 8 to 20 minutes long and were recorded to
ensure accuracy. Interviews began with youth sharing their general thoughts and opinions
about campus immersion—stating what they liked, did not like, and why. Follow-up questions
prompted youth to describe whether or how certain elements of the program shaped the way
they viewed their futures; this incited further discussion based on youth responses. In certain
instances, youth were asked to elaborate on what they meant in their program documents.

Analysis
The theoretical framework of this study served as analytical tool that informed the research
design and allowed for an understanding of youth experiences within this program context. All
interviews were transcribed. Data were coded from transcripts, program documents, and typed
and written field notes. I began with clustering the data into broad parent codes, such as
“aspirations” or “obstacles.” From this analysis process, I then identified patterned themes
within the clusters (e.g., nervousness connected to aspirations), which are presented in the
findings section. All data were analyzed both deductively and inductively. Analysis was
deductive because it focused on the research question which looked specifically at program
effects on aspirations and agency; it was also inductive because unanticipated, patterned
findings were discovered in the analysis process that engendered new understandings about
youth agency and aspirations. Rigor and trustworthiness of data were ensured through
triangulation of methods.
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Findings
This section summarizes the patterns found in the data and highlights youth voices that are
most illustrative of these located patterns. All participants have been assigned pseudonyms to
protect their anonymity. Two key themes were identified: making plans for college made youth
feel both nervous and prepared, and experiencing campus life fostered a sense of belonging in
the youth.

Making Plans Made Youth Feel Nervous but Prepared
While all youth came to the program with an expressed desire to go to college in the future, my
findings indicate that few had thought about it critically until they participated in the program.
As Saed, grade 5, said to me in a 2016 interview: “I thought it would be super easy, like just
engineering, but it takes really hard work and a lot of years.”
The findings further suggest that youth who participated in the campus immersion program
gained a more nuanced understanding of what that “hard work” would entail primarily through
future-planning activities. For example, Abdulahi, grade 9, came to the program in 2015
insisting that he wanted to be a doctor so he could cure cancer. In fact, a few months before
the campus immersion program, he addressed his community at his youth program’s
stakeholder dinner (which I attended) and shared his aspirations of becoming a doctor; he
received a standing ovation after articulating his aspiration. Yet, in a goal-setting activity during
campus immersion, he was prompted to think about concrete steps he imagined he would need
to take to become a doctor. He relayed to the counselor that he would “work really hard,” finish
high school, and go to college. The counselor working with him asked him to write down more
specific steps. Abdulahi gave a look of consternation; he could not think of anything. With the
guidance of a counselor, Abdulahi was able to come up with a more specific plan, such as
selecting a course to take when he started high school in the fall. He also learned that doctors
specializing in cancer treatment were called oncologists. He was taken aback by his lack of
knowledge and said, “I didn’t know there were different kinds of doctors.” Abdulahi had what
most would consider high aspirations—aspirations that were literally applauded by adults—but
this experience prompted him to realize an aspiration without a plan was not enough.
Future-planning activities also prompted youth to reflect less on the traditional college
application process and more on the socio-cultural, economic, and political contexts that
influence their pathways. For instance, many youth were worried about putting an additional
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financial burden on their families. In 2015, during a program activity, a group of young people
discussed whether they would be willing to delay college in order to contribute financially to
their family’s income. Some youth were adamant that they would need to follow their dreams
“no matter what,” while others, like Jon, felt obligated to prioritize family needs over his own
aspirations saying: “You can’t leave your mom!” This was an economic reality that young people
faced and the program gave them an opportunity to begin to reconcile the ways in which their
values and educational aspirations might be mismatched.
Recognizing barriers and the hard work it required did not deter youth from having aspirations
for college; in fact, it seemed that the possession of the aspiration itself that made them willing
to take on challenges in order to achieve the future they wanted for themselves. In 2015 Katy,
grade 7, insisted that the “tough” stuff was “worth it” when talking to a friend at the program.
Abdi, grade 7, reflected on an activity in which youth confronted social obstacles and said, "I
learned it’s hard to do, but it’s for stuff I care about.”
Through participating in the program, youth thought critically about what it would take to go to
college in the future and planned accordingly. While this appeared to make them nervous, their
aspirations were not squelched; youth emerged from the program equipped with plans and felt
more prepared.

Experiencing Campus Life Fostered Belonging
These findings reveal that enjoying life as a college student helped foster a sense of belonging
on campus among the participants and helped them develop a college-going identity. Many
participants attributed their sense of belonging to the college-aged counselors in the program.
Kowsar, who participated in 2015 and 2016, found a niche for herself at the University of
Minnesota. As an incoming sixth grader in a 2016 interview she explained, “I think this is my
dream school. I really see a lot of role models and there are a lot of majors.” When I asked her
who the role models were, she named each of the female counselors by name. Jenna, grade 8,
who also participated both years of the program, felt connected to college through the
counselors. In a 2016 interview she said, “It just feels a lot more comfortable after this
experience thinking about college. People here [referring to counselors] have gone through it
and helped me realize what it’s really like.” Zeinab, grade 8, a 2016 participant stated in a
group reflection that physically being on campus helped her feel like she could be successful in
college. “I felt that I could live the life of a college student. We all know we wanted to go to
college. When we finally set foot on campus, we actually have an idea of what college students
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do.” As a final point, Ayan, a 2016 participant, grade 8, expressed an internalized shift in
identity. As I was sitting next to her in the dormitory lounge, she turned to me unprompted and
whispered, “I don’t know what it is, but I feel like a college student right now.”
These findings suggest that having an engaging experience on a college campus and emulating
the life of a college student helped youth feel at ease with being on a college campus. This
helped them realize college was within their reach and they belonged there in the future.

Discussion
The Minnesota Urban 4-H campus immersion program offers helpful insight into how youth
programs can help youth imagine futures that include higher education and support their
capabilities to take action to achieve these futures. A campus immersion program—or a smaller
scale program that employs strategies outlined here—can help youth begin to shift how they
see themselves and the possibilities for their futures. This can, in turn, activate agency. From a
capabilities perspective, it lays the groundwork for young people to make strides toward
achieving their aspirations by lessening social constraints and bolstering social supports.

Implications for Practice: Effective Strategies for Youth Workers
Have youth document plans for their futures. Use activities that help youth rely on social
supports and confront or circumvent obstacles.
Why it can work. The findings suggest that programs can serve youth well by helping them
confront freedom constraints, practice reflexivity, and consider “creative action” (McNay, 1999;
p. 103) to overcome barriers. Appadurai (2004) points out that too often youth are encouraged
to desire higher education, but are unaware of the institutional barriers they must face.
Through future-planning activities, youth considered, and at times confronted, economic,
gender, and social constraints to their freedom to achieve their aspirations. While discussing
obstacles to aspiration achievement might be viewed as discouraging, the data suggest the
contrary. Activities that address constraints on freedoms related to students’ social identity (as
discussed by Tikly & Barrett, 2011) can bring about opportunities for them to be and do what
they consider valuable in the future (Sen, 1999). Abdulahi, the aspiring medical doctor, for
example, had a valued future desire and emotional support from his community, but he had
little else in his social arrangements to guide his actions toward actual achievement. His lack of
preparedness unnerved him, but this awareness in his middle years prompted action to make a
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plan for his future that could help him avoid what Bourdieu (1984) described as “blighted hope”
for his future (p.150) when it is time to apply for college.

Ways to do it (through experiential learning activities)


Have youth create a vision board in which they visually depict the futures they hope and
desire.



Have youth draw a roadmap of their educational pathways with symbolic roadblocks and
supports/bridges.



Have youth write a personal statement for a mock college application in which they
describe confronting adversity to reach a goal.



Always reflect on learning after doing an activity.



Give youth opportunities to share the educational plans with family or community
members.

Avoid boosting aspirations; instead, foster youths’ abilities to imagine themselves as college
students.
Why it can work. Youth in this study already possessed an expressed desire to go college in the
future. What changed in the program was that they began to develop a college-going identity
through belonging. Rather than college being an abstract future possibility only experienced
through representation, it became a concrete experience internalized through firsthand
involvement in college life. An immersion program can serve as a place where youth imagine
themselves as college students and situate their aspirations in something real. Some
participants were explicit about how these experiences put them at ease with going to college.
Others, like Ayan, revealed a college-going identity that seemed subtly instilled into her
subconscious. This is at the heart of the habitus—an internalized identity that will guide action
toward aspiration achievement.

Ways to do it



Take youth on campus tours that help young people know what it’s like to find
classrooms, places to study, and places to relax or socialize. (Avoid official admission
office tours; they don’t emulate student life.)



Connect youth with student groups on a campus to learn about non-academic activities
in which they can participate or to meet students who share their social identities.
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Schedule “free time” on campus allowing youth to play games or “hang out” in
dormitory lounges or on the campus lawns (e.g., pick-up soccer, listening to music).



Recruit/hire/engage current college students to have lead roles.
o

Train them in youth development best practices.

o

Emphasize their role as mentors who represent youths’ possible futures.

o

Plan a time for a roundtable or panel for the counselors to share their college
experiences and to answer questions with and for the youth participants.



Work with a university’s or college’s conference and event planning team to reserve
typical student locations such as: dorm rooms, cafeterias, game rooms, or classrooms

Limitations
This study, while small in scope, offered insight into how a youth program designed to engage
marginalized youth in college life affects aspirations for higher education and youth agency.
Findings were not intended to be generalizable. Youth participants were members of youth
programs from one urban area in a Midwestern state and they experienced only one Midwest
public university. This study captures youth at one moment in time during a particular stage of
their development. Time will tell how youth participants continue to enact agency toward
aspiration achievement, how aspirations will change, or if youth eventually matriculate in postsecondary institutions. Of course, circumstances outside of the program—such as family and
peer influences or school and teaching quality—also influence their educational trajectories.

Next Steps
This research, as well as the research of others’, indicates that an aspiration for higher
education is not a commodity to be possessed, but an asset to be developed with critical
reflection so that young people can take action to achieve it. The findings call attention to social
supports youth programs can offer, such as strategies for helping youth develop a sense of
belonging on a college campus and helping youth make plans for their futures that include
addressing barriers and locating and utilizing social supports. Practitioners can incorporate these
findings in program design efforts geared toward preparing young people for higher education.
Future research that explores how youth continue to pursue higher education will be critical to
understanding how youth programs support youth agency related to their aspirations in the
long-term. Additionally, the nature of the mentorship roles counselors offer youth—particularly
around fostering a sense of belonging for youth in higher education—ought to be explored in
future research.
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