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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Youth Attitude Tracking Study (YATS) was a complex annual telephone
survey of 10,000 men and women aged 16-24. Since its beginning in 1975, YATS has
produced nationally representative statistics regarding the opinions, attitudes, and beliefs
of American youth on a variety of issues. Although the highly structured, formal YATS
interview process alowed precise estimates of the percentage of youth indicating they
will “definitely” or “probably” enter military service, it provided limited insight into the
considerations or thought processes that caused youth to respond in a particular manner.
It did not permit probing into the meaning of the responses.

This study of 542 Hispanic youth from a pool of 1997 Y ATS respondents was
designed to gain insights into career decision-making and military propensity not
provided by the standard YATS interviews. Equa numbers of Puerto Rican, Mexican,
Cuban and Central/South American youth were interviewed. Respondents with a broad
range of current and past interests in military service were interviewed. A 45-minute,
semi-structured interview protocol was developed. Major topical areas included the
career decision-making process, consideration of military enlistment, and knowledge of
the military way of life. The interviews alowed respondents to present a “natural
history” of their own decision-making process in their own words, reflecting their
individual experiences. The interview protocol included the libera use of probesto
clarify or uncover the degper meaning of responses and used questions that offered

respondents opportunities to provide details about their career decision-making process.

The study explored the factors influencing young Hispanic men’s life plans,
including age, geographic location, urbanicity, socioeconomic status, and educational
aspirations. Of these, social class, as represented by the young men’s parents
socioeconomic status, and educational aspirations were the factors most commonly
associated with current life plans. These two factors emerged as powerful predictors of
the process these young men used to make important decisions about their future as well



as the number and kind of opportunities that these young men believed were open to
them. In addition, the study examined the knowledge that young men have about the
specifics of military service and the relationship between this knowledge and military

propensity.

Although the richness and variety of Hispanic men’s lives and plans defy easy
categorization, three reasonably distinct clusters of respondents were identified, each with
adistinctive, detailed set of characteristics. Broadly speaking, clusters are defined by the
“overlap” of two sets of factors: the socioeconomic status and educational level of the
young man'’s parents and; the level and relative salience of the young man’s educational
goals and career plans. Although demographic factors influenced the specific ways the
patterns were expressed within each of them, the clusters cut across age, urbanicity and
region of the country. Depending on these two factors, youth appeared to function in
very different decision-making contexts and display very different decision-making

styles.

College Oriented — Middle and Upper Income This group was composed of youth
coming from families who assumed that their sons will attend college. Many of the
parents of these youth were college graduates themselves, and virtually all were
reasonably successful at their own professions or businesses. They provide valuable role
models and sources of career information. From an early age, these youth were brought
up with the premise that attending college was the minimum requirement for future
financial stability and professional success. By and large, youth in this group were not
married, have no children, and did not have immediate financial or other concerns
necessitating immediate career decisions. These youth tended to be rational decision-
makers: those who generally feel ready or confident in their abilities to make good
decisions; seek out information about possible careers, which they use as the basis for

making decisions and taking action; and have plans that appear redlistic.

College Oriented —Working and Lower Class The second group was comprised of

young men who fell between the privileged college students and non college students.



They worked or attended technical schools, community colleges, or branch campuses of
state universities and came from working and lower class families. None of the parents
of the youth in this group completed education beyond the 12" grade, resulting in lower
socioeconomic status, as well as a limited range of role models and sources of career
information. Although afew of the youth in this group financed college through student
aid and campus jobs, the majority worked full time to afford the cost of attendance while
either partially or completely supporting their parent(s) and/or siblings. These youth
were either rational or diffuse decision-makers. Diffuse decision-makers are those who
generally: 1) did not fedl ready to make good decisions about their future lives; 2) had
done little or nothing to explore their interests or seek information about career options,
and/or 3) tended to be unrealistic in terms of their abilities or the amount of education or
other resources that were needed to “get ahead.”

Non College Oriented Y oung men whose life contexts were circumscribed by limited
resources, family obligations, strong parochia attachments, and other factors restricting
the content and scope of their career choices made up the third group. Economic crisis,

unemployment, illness, and death often marked their lives.

General |ssues Affecting Propensity
Each YATS respondent’ s propensity was reviewed to study how career plansand
propensity interacted in life patterns. Based on current and past interest in military
service, subjects were categorized into three groups: Shifters, Fence-Sitters, or Non-

Joiners.

Shifters

Shifters were young Hispanic men who once considered joining the military but
had since changed their minds. Shifters tended to give the military credit as being fairer
than the civilian world, but they viewed the civilian world as offering better opportunities
and more challenges in thelir fields of interest. Shifters came from a more diverse range

of social class backgrounds and were fairly evenly represented across age groups.



Shifters tended not to have strong familial support for following a military path and some
had relatives who served that actively discouraged them from taking a military route.
Both college goers and non-college goers fell under the classification of Shifters.
However, the characteristics of the two types were quite different. College-oriented
youth at some point considered and then effectively dismissed the military as away of
helping to pay for college. They tended to view the military as too highly ordered and
disciplined for their personal tastes. In contrast, the non-college goers had a pale,
undifferentiated image of both the military and civilian life. They were often not very

knowledgeable about either the military or civilian opportunities.

Fence-Sitters

Fence-Sitters were young men who mentioned military service as a possible
option, but were either uncertain about whether they would pursue it, or said they would
pursue it only if other, more attractive options could not be realized. Two clusters
emerged from the analyses of the fence-sitters’ interview transcripts: youth who were
attracted to the intangible benefits of military service and those who were attracted to the
tangible benefits. Those who were attracted to the intangible benefits of the military
represented the largest cluster and had favorable impressions of the military. They were
most interested in the challenges the military would provide them to become mentally
and physically stronger and the opportunities it would present to develop marketable
skills. The majority of these youth grew up in working or lower class families. The
remaining Fence-Sitters, those attracted to the tangible benefits, were drawn to the
college tuition benefits associated with military service. These young men were rational
decision-makers from lower middle and working class families. On average, Fence-
Sitters were younger than youth in all other propensity groups. Fence-Sitters received
fewer negative messages about enlistment than did Shifters. Fence-Sitters saw discipline,
hard work and security as positive aspects of the Service. Some Fence-Sitters had
aternative career options and others had a desire to change their present circumstances

but were not currently ready or able to make the change.



Non-Joiners

Y oung men in the Non-Joiners propensity group were those who were least likely
to enlist in the Armed Forces. The mgjority of these youth had given very little thought
to the possibility of serving and had consistently reported they would “probably not’’ or
“definitely not” be serving on active duty in the next few years. Non-Joiners were a
demographically diverse group that included young men from middle- and lower-income
households whose families came to the continental United States from Mexico, Central
and South America, Puerto Rico, the Dominican Republic and Cuba as many asfive
generations ago or as recently as three years ago. From the analysis of their in-depth
interviews, three themes or patterns emerge that described major reasons for their
disinterest in — or rejection of military service for themselves. The three mgjor reasons
for disinterest were perceptions that military service was inconsistent with other career
goals, negative perceptions of the military or the military lifestyle, and religious beliefs or

loyalty to countries of origin that precluded service in the Armed Forces.

Implications for Recruitment

This study sample was matched for a number of factors. The researchers sought
to determine the effect of country of origin and length of timein the U.S. in addition to
the socio-economic factors. The sample included 40 young Hispanic men between the
ages of 16-21. They represented members of Puerto Rican, Mexican, Central and South
American households.

It was determined that socio-economic status was the strongest indication of the
groups propensity to join the military. Differences associated with number of generations
or yearsin the U.S. also appeared to be correlated with socioeconomic status.

The researchers determined that marketing strategies that appealed to youth on the
basis of their overall approach to thinking about, and planning for, the future would be
more effective than those based on their ethnicity.

Hispanic youth were a diverse group in terms of their overall approaches to the
future and assessments of personal needs or preferences that drove their interest or

disinterest in military service. Some youth approached career planning systematically or
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rationally; others were diffuse decision-makers. Some were interested primarily in the
intangible benefits of military service; others were primarily interested in the tangible
benefits.

Rational decision-makers had reasonably clear ideas of their career interests and
career identities. They made decisions based on information they had gathered from
diverse sources, usually over a period of two or more years. Enlistment in the military
entailed too many leaps of faith. In their view the Services did not provide sufficient
information to make rational or purposive decisions. They hadn’'t had a lot of contact
with friends or family members who had been in the Service, nor with recruiters. None
was satisfied with the quality or depth of information received. They wanted up-front
information about a variety of jobs, civilian applications of particular skills and the
process of job selection or assignments, as will asinformation about day-to-day life.
Major barriers to enlistment included perceptions of rough treatment in the military,
especially during the first six months or so of service, and concerns about living apart
from their families.

The Fence-Sitters were drawn to the college tuition benefits associated with
military service. The magjority of them grew up in lower middle and working class
households and believed strongly that college was the key to success. Given their
families' limited resources, they saw the military as one sure way of gaining access to the
resources they needed to pursue an education. The mgority of the youth attracted to the
tangible benefits of the military were rationa decision-makers, who were till in high
school. A few had talked to recruiters, but they had much more information about
colleges and civilian careers than they did about the military. Other barriers to enlistment
included concerns about the trustworthiness of military recruiters and fears of hazing and
other forms of rough treatment in the military.

Shifters were youth who thought about joining the military at one time but had
since decided against it. The mgjority of these youth were in a diffuse stage of career
decision-making when they were considering enlistment. Whereas information was key
to rational decision-makers, relationships and messages about “finding oneself” or
“finding one’s calling” appealed to diffuse decision-makers. These men either were

passively receptive to or actively looking for help in establishing direction in their lives.
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None said that he decided against the military to pursue aternative plans. Rather the
concerns over the treatment of soldiers and unsatisfactory or unsatisfying job assignments
were the reasons they gave for not enlisting.

Non-Joiners were those who were least likely to enlist in the Armed Forces. They
generally believed the military was geared more toward people who, unlike them, lacked
goals and needed direction.

Great care should be taken in using marketing strategies that target young men on
the basis of their ethnicity or countries of origin. Such strategies may be considered
offensive and be counterproductive. Skills training was a powerful incentive for some
youth, but the Services were missing recruiting opportunities. More could be done to
make connections between youth’s career interests or aspirations and job assignmentsin
the military. Military recruitment messages were not viewed as credible. Y outh point to
marketing strategies that focus exclusively on the benefits of service as one basis for
diminished credibility. For many youth, negative images of the military or military life

outweigh positive ones. These negative images were mgor barriers to enlistment.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The Youth Attitude Tracking Study (YATS)
began in 1975 as a relatively modest telephone
survey of young men aged 16-21. Since then, it
has grown into a complex annua telephone
survey of 10,000 young men and women 16-24
years of age. Propensity to join the military—
i.e, ayouth's assessment of the likelihood that
he or she would volunteer for one of the
Services—is a key concept in the larger YATS
effort. Over the years, it has provided a reliable
measure of trends in youth attitudes toward the
military and the characteristics of those who are
likely to join and those who are unlikely to join.
However, the large sample size and highly
structured instrument that are used to achieve
these precise estimates of propensity preclude
exploration of complex factors that may underlie
or explain any observed differences.

In 1995, in-depth studies of YATS respondents
were initiated to increase understanding of youth
propensity for military service. To date, these
studies have focused on two broad areas of
inquiry—the context and processes associated
with career decison-making among different
segments of the youth population; and
circumstances affecting propensity for military
service.  The first two studies in the series
focused on young men and young women,
respectively. This report presents findings from
the third study in the series that focuses on
young men of Spanish descent.

Rationale for the Study and
Research Questions

The Hispanic population in the United States,
which now represents approximately one out of
every eight youth, is increasing more rapidly
than any other segment of the youth population.
For the past several years, the propensity of
young Hispanic men for military service has
been higher than any other race/ethnic group.
Their patriotism and commitment to duty are
vaues most sought by the Depatment of

Defense (DOD). Recently, however, YATS
shows declining rates in propensity for military
servicee  The DOD recruiting efforts are
concerned with this—not only because they
need recruits who are smart, able and dedicated,
but also because they place high value on
participation in military service by all segments
of the American people.

Five broad research questions were developed to
guide this study and further understanding of
military propensity among young Hispanic men.
These questions are:

How do young Hispanic males approach or
plan for their futures?

What persond and  socioeconomic
characteristics or experiences are associated
with various approaches to career decision-
making among young Hispanic males?

To what extent do young Hispanic men
consder military service when they are
thinking about their futures?

What persond and  socioeconomic
characteristics or experiences are associated
with propensity for military service?

What images or opinions do young Hispanic
men have of the military?

Methods

A totd of 40 16-21-year-old participants in the
1997 YATS survey were interviewed for this
study. Sampling procedures were used to select
approximately equal numbers of youth along the
dimensions of country of origin and propensity
for military service. The intent was to select a
sufficient number of youth aong each of these
dimensions to assess similarities and differences
within and across them.

A semi-structured  interview  guide was
developed for the study. The guide covered the
major issues or topics of interest. Interviewers



were trained to ask open-ended questions in the
areas of interest, and let the youth talk. In this
way, we were able to gather information that
reflects those aspects of issues or topics that the
young men think are important. As needed,
follow-up questions were used to encourage
youth to expand or clarify their responses.

It is important to note that the analysis concerns
asmall number of youth and the findings are not
presented as generdized estimates of the
characteristics, attitudes or behaviors of the
population. Rather, they are presented to lend
much needed insight into the issues and
perspectives of young Hispanic men. Each in-
depth interview was recorded and transcribed
verbatim. These transcripts constituted the raw
data that was analyzed for this report. The
analytic approach (see Appendix A) conformed
to commonly accepted standards for treating
qualitative data. It included reading and
processing approximately 900 pages of
transcribed  interviews  with  youth, and
generating and testing hypotheses about
relationships and patterns in the data across
cases.

Organization of the Report

The report presents a detailed look at factors
associated  with interests in civilian and/or
military careers among young Hispanic men.
Chapter 2 discusses the socia and economic
contexts in which sampled youth make decisions
about the future, as well as their generaized
approaches to career decison-making within
these contexts. Chapter 3 presents findings on
propensity for military service.  Particular
attention is given to the youth’s images of the
military and how likely they are to enlist in the
next couple of years. Chapter 4 discusses the
implication of key findings for recruitment.



2. CAREER DECISION-MAKING PROCESSES

This chapter discusses key elements in the career
decision-making process among a diverse group
of young men of Spanish descent. The chapter
is organized into three mgjor sections. The first
section describes the social and economic
contexts in which the young men in our sample
make decisions about their futures. The second
section looks more closely at their generdized
approaches to decison-making within these
contexts. The third and final section presents a
summary of mgjor findings.

Contextual Factors

Young people do not make decisons about
careersin avacuum. Rather, they make them in
the context of socia relations and objective life
circumstances that affect their approach and
options—real or perceived—in profound ways.

Most models of youth development and career
identity formation assume a period of
psychosocia moratorium for youth in their late
teens and ealy twenties when they can
rationally explore and tryout various adult roles
before they commit to a specific career, start a
family, or assume other responsibilities usualy
associated with adulthood. Further, this rational
approach or model of career decision-making
assumes access to adults who support the youth
and provide information and opportunities. For
some of the young men in our sample, these
fundamental conditions for rational career
development are present in their lives, for
others, however, they are serioudy constrained
or absent.

The first stage of our analysis considered a wide
range of contextua factors that might
differentiate young men who fit the rationa
decison-making model from those who do not.
The most influential factors proved to be those
that define or usually are associated with social
class—eg., parent education and quality of
neighborhood schools. Other differences
emerged between youth who were oriented

toward college (i.e., either college-bound or
dready enrolled) and those who were nat;
socialization experiences in the home, including
parenting style; and age at time of immigration.

College-Oriented Youth

Among youth that are in college or college-
bound, major contextual differences that affect
decison-making are linked to the sociad and
economic status of their parents. Age a
immigration aso emerged as an important
contextual variable. More specificaly, the
decision-making contexts for college-oriented
youth that came to the United States in their late
teens were noticeably different from those who
were born here or came here when they were
younger.

Middle and Upper Class Youth

About one-quarter of the young men in our
sample grew up in solid middle or upper class
households with two parents. The magjority are
second or third generation Americans whose
parents or grandparents came to the United
States from Mexico, the Americas and Puerto
Rico to attend college, to avail themselves of
professional  opportunities, or to escape
untenable political situations.  Their parents
work in a variety of professiona occupations,
such as medicine, agronautical engineering, and
business. About haf are of mixed heritage—
i.e, one parent is of Spanish heritage (mostly
Central or South American) and the other is of
European descent. One-third are not fluent in
Spanish. Among those who are fluent, most
speak Spanish at home with their parents or
grandparents, but not with their siblings. Their
interactions with friends and others outside of
the home are amost aways in English.

Among dl respondents in our sample, the life
circumstances of these relatively wel-to-do
young men most closdy resemble those



presumed by the rationa decision-making
model. All were single and, for al intents and
purposes, free to explore and pursue career
options without indemnity. As one ambitious
high school senior put it: “1I’m pretty confident
as to my future plans... I’'m not too worried... |
know that I'm young enough that if | do make
mistakes | can correct them.”

Higher education the norm. Without
exception, young men from middle- and upper-
class households expect to attend and graduate
from a four-year college. Several aso expect to
complete post-graduate studies in diverse fields,
including internationd law and business,
aeronautical engineering, computer
programming, and sports medicine.

For the mgjority, at least one of their parents had
four or more years of post-secondary education.
Further, their parents could afford to live in
neighborhoods with strong academic high
schools and some paid for them to attend dite
private schools. These young men, like most of
their friends and neighbors, grew up believing
that college follows high school like night
follows day. As a result, they neither worried
nor thought about whether they would attend
college. As one youth put it:

That's the way it has to be. That's how my
parents did it. That's how my older cousins
did it. | guess that's the way we've been
brought up. You need to go to college if
you're going to be successful. | mean |
can’t do what | want to do without going to
college.

Another young man said that as he was growing
up his parents always had a lot of “stories to tell
about when they were in school or [about when]
they were away from home.” From an early age,
he told the interviewer, “I was definite that
higher education was for me... | was going to
have that opportunity and my parents were going
to pay for it.” He aso said he knew that he was
nearing the time in his life when he was
expected to “make his own stories.”

Mogt of the other young men from solid middle
and upper class families also said their parents

would pay, or were willing to pay, their college
expenses with no discernible strings attached. In
addition, several mentioned that they had been
awarded or thought they might be awarded
academic scholarships. Only one said he wanted
to finance his education through loans that he
could repay once he graduated and was settled in
his career. Although his parents are more than
willing to foot the bill, he was eager to “prove’
to them that he is responsible and mature. In his
words:

My parents say they will pay... but | don't
want them to... | want to pay on my own. |
want loans | can pay on my own. | want
them to know that | depend on myself.

If necessary, he said, he would join the Air
Force after college if he couldn’t find a job that
would enable him to pay-off his educational
loans.

Without financial worries, and socialized to
believe that college was inevitable, these young
men were able to concentrate on their studies
and participate in extra-curricular activities that
would “round them out.” 1t also meant that their
choices of colleges or universities would not
have to be limited to those near their parents
homes. Compared to college-oriented youth
from working and lower class households, they
are much more likely to leave home to attend a
college that they selected based on its reputation
and course offerings. Ray, for example, is an
out-of-state student at an art institute that has
one of the best audio engineering programs in
the country. He did take a year off after high
school to “just fool around” while he got
comfortable with the idea of leaving home to
study. Ancther young man, still in high schooal,
plans to apply to Stanford on the West Coast and
Harvard on the East Coast. He will enrall in
“the best one that [he] can get into.”

Parent involvement. In general, these youth
depicted their parents roles in the formation of
their career goals as mostly non-prescriptive and
supportive. Rather than suggest specific careers
or career paths, they encouraged their sons to
explore their interests and reflect on ther
personal preferences, strengths and values.



They served as role modes and sounding
boards, and helped their sons gain access to
information and other resources that could help
them make good decisions.

One young man’'s description of his parents
non-prescriptive style is illustrative:

Whenever | used to ask them what they
wanted me to be they’d say, ‘whatever you
want to be.” | was frustrated by this [at first]
because | wanted to be a whole bunch of
things and | wanted them to decide for me.
They said this is something you have to
decide... [They told me] | have to look and
search.

Although his parents never did “tell him what
they wanted him to be” he sad they had a
profound influence on his decision to pursue a
career in politics and/or internationa law:

[When | was thinking about what | wanted
to be] | spent time talking with my parents
and | just noticed what they talked about and
just...in the way that they raised me, just
being very multicultural and very
appreciative of everything. They kind of set
me up for exactly what that was. They set
me up to be involved with people and
they’ve kind of raised me to be the kind of
person that | am—being interested in other
cultures and interested in being with people
and understanding people.

Another young man, Joseph, who is 16 and only
beginning to think about his life's work, said he
is influenced by his father who likes to tak
about his work in engineering and his father’s
friend, an architect, who “brings drawings over”
that look interesting. He aso has talked to his
parents about becoming a marine biologist
because he thinks he is most interested in
pursuing a career that involves working
outdoors. His parents listen and encourage him
to collect as much information as he can before
he makes up his mind. His mother has arranged
for him to st in on some college classes while
he is ill in high school so that he can “just see
what it's like.”

Several young men mentioned that their parents
were not entirely comfortable with some of the
options they were exploring or the careers they
wanted to pursue. One young man who was
fascinated by Apache helicopters was
considering two options. One was to join the
Armed Forces so0 that he could fly them; the
other was to study aerodynamic engineering so
that he could build them. Although his parents
clearly preferred the civilian route, they did not
deter him from exploring both paths during high
school. His father, he said, played an active role
during this exploratory phase in the career
decison-making process. He accompanied him
to some meetings with recruiters and taught him
how to ask the right questions in an interview.
In hiswords:

If there was anything that wasn’t clear he
could help... [With my father present] | got
more information. He asked questions that |
wouldn’'t have asked. | wasn't mised like |
could have been.

Also, he told the interviewer that his father's
presence ensured that he would not be persuaded
to sgn any papers before he was ready.
Ultimately, he chose the civilian path—not
because this was his parents wish, but because
it was his own.

Another young man said his parents were “iffy”
about his decision to study radio production—a
passion he has held since he saw Star Wars for
the first time—mostly “because they did not
understand that people do get paid for that.”
Nevertheless, he said they were willing to
support him, morally and financiadly, in
whatever he wanted to do.

These parents, it seems, recognize that their
son’s chances of success and happiness are
grestest when they are motivated to pursue
caregrs that are intrinsically motivating. In the
next section, we will show how very different
their approach is from the more prescriptive one
that parents of college-oriented youth from
working and lower class households take.



Working and Lower Class Youth

Not al of the college-oriented youth in our
sample grew up in solid middle or upper class
households with two parents. Roughly one-
quarter were from working and lower class one-
and two-parent families. Slightly more than
one-haf of these young men are second
generation Americans whose parents came
mainly from Centrd America, Mexico and
Puerto Rico in search of a better life for
themselves and their children. They had 12
years of schooling or less and supported their
families with income earned from work in
unskilled or semi-skilled jobs, mostly in the
service and retail sectors. Nearly al of these
young men communicate with their parents in
Spanish; outside the home, however, most prefer

to speak English.

By supplementing student financia aid with
money earned from campus jobs a few of the
young men from working and lower class
households are experiencing a moratorium from
adult responsibilities. One young man’s parents
sacrificed and saved so that their son could
concentrate on his schoolwork. His parents,
neither of which had more than eight years of
forma schooling, wanted him to have a better
life than the one they have known and
discouraged him from doing anything that would
distract him from his studies. When he wanted
to get a part-time job to earn a little spending
money, his parents told him “don’t worry about
a job right now, just worry about graduating
from high school.”

For the mgjority of college-oriented youth from
working and lower class households, however,
opportunities to experience a moratorium are
constrained. Beginning in high school, many
work during the school year to offset the costs of
their education—e.g., transportation, books and
other necessities. Moreover, some are
contributing to expenses in their families
households. One young man, for example, told
the interviewer he had grants that paid his
tuition, but did not have money to buy books.
His mother, a single parent with four children,
could not help him. “I see her working and
working and it's sometimes not enough,” he

said. He got a part-time job sdlling shoes. With
his earnings he buys his own books and other
necessities. Whatever is left, he contributes to
the household. Like many of the other college-
oriented youth in our sample from working and
lower class households, he had very little down-
time to reflect on his interests or develop them
beyond what he was exposed to in the classroom
Setting. As one young man succinctly
explained: “I have no life. | just go to school
and go to work and that’s it.”

In most cases, the jobs these young men have
are unrelated to the careers they aspire to enter
and do not provide opportunities to get on-the-
job experience or to gain access to networks that
would help them redlize their goas. Louis's
story is typical. He is a 19-year-old college
sophomore who is motivated to do whatever he
can to escape the poverty his parents
experienced when they darted out in this
country. At the time of the in-depth interview,
he was working full-time as a gas station
attendant and teking classes in computer
electronics a a loca community college. He
hopes to transfer to a four-year college and
pursue a career in electrica engineering. He
told the interviewer he is working hard now so
that one day he might have the credentials and
skills that would lead to “a good paying job
that’s permanent” and would enable him to raise
his parents standard of living.

Higher education: Blazing new trails. Without
exception, youth from working and lower class
homes are among the first generation in their
families to continue their education after high
school. For them, college attendance was never
assumed or taken for granted. Rather, it was a
dream they and/or their parents held; an elusive
god to strive for.

Unlike their relatively well off age-mates, these
young men mostly attended public schools in
inner-cities or other low-income or transitional
neighborhoods, where the rates for dropping out
are high and prospects for attending college are
low. Severa mentioned the visibility of drugsin
their respective neighborhoods. Andrew, for
one, said he “saw the effects that [drugs] have
on people’ and decided he would “just do his



own thing.” To thrive in this environment he
said he had to “pretty much isolate” himsalf
from his peer group.

Compared to those from solid middle and upper
class households, the number and quality of
colleges these young men choose from often are
limited to those that are available localy. In
many cases, the fact that they are attending
college at dl is daring enough. Another reason
isto curtail costs. As one ambitious young man
explained:

| applied to different universities and the
reason | decided to attend [the one closest to
home] is because it is not quite as
expengve... | have two very young sisters
and a younger brother so | got grants and
everything, but they didn’t come to $24,000.
So | went to a modest school.

Yet another reason is that they want to remain
close to their families, especidly younger
siblings. Severa mentioned that they wanted to
be role models or “figures’ for their younger
brothers and sisters—to teach them about a life
that their parents had never experienced.
Ramiro, for example, had thought about living in
a dormitory, but decided to stay home and be a
“figure’ for his younger sister. Julio gave
similar reasons for choosing to stay home and
attend alocal college:

I’m the oldest one so it's my responsibility
to do my best. | want to reward my parents
by succeeding and helping them and my
brothers and sister anyway that | could...
There's a lot of pressure on the eldest... |
would like them to follow in my footsteps...
But most of dl...I would like... to show
them options. Open their minds.

A few of these youth entered (or planned to
enter) four-year colleges after high school.
Most, however, atend or plan to attend
community colleges for their first two years with
hopes that they will be able to transfer to four-
year colleges. Some were forced to do this for
financia reasons; others did not have the grades
to get into a four-year program right out of high
school.

Compared to those from solid middle and upper
class homes, many of the young men in this
cluster appears to be less connected to college
and college life. In part, this can be attributed to
the fact that community colleges do not offer
students the level or diversity of experiences that
four-year colleges do. For example, one young
man who was attending a community college
after a rough first year at a state university,
bemoaned the limited opportunities he had to
interact with teachers and students:

I only go to school maybe once a week
because I’'m taking these media courses and
you watch those at home and then go to
school and take the test. | don’t even go to
classthere... So| don’'t meet anyone.

Others, however, said they probably would not
have much opportunity to participate in campus
life and activities if they did exist because so
much of their time outside the classroom was
spent commuting and working. At least one
young man in our sample found this Situation
too stressful and dropped out during his first
semester. In hiswords:

My school was in Queens and | live in the
Bronx and | had to drive and stuff like that,
paying the tolls and al that. It was
expensive. Getting it from my parents, you
know, my parents have ther hills... so the
money wasn't working... Books aren’t
cheap in college... All | was doing was
working and going to school... My parents
were upset about it, but | just dropped out.

At the time of the in-depth interview he was
working in the mailroom a a maor record
company in the city and recording music on the
side, an avocation he has pursued since he was
ten. He would like to return to school in the
future since there are things related to the music
industry, “such as law, legal stuff when it comes
to contracts” that require forma training.
Another youth, aged 22, was aso plagued by
financial problems and, as a result, had been in
and out of college four or more times:

| dways wanted to go to college. | just
couldn't afford it and my parents couldn’t



help me. So every time | began, every time
| started, | had to stop because of money.
Money, that wasiit.

He recently got his license to style hair. He
hopes this will provide a steady flow of income
that will enable him to complete his degree
program and “make a better life.”

Parent involvement. Although their parents had
little forma schooling, college-oriented youth
from working and lower class families were
imbued with the American dream. Throughout
their lives, their parents stressed the importance
of education and encouraged them to work hard
in school. For these parents, education was the
key to better lives for their children than the
ones they had known. However, they could do
little to facilitate their sons access to networks
or resources that would ease their transition to
college and the “good life” As one young man
told us. “[Throughout high school] my mother
said study and | did my best... [But] | had no
idea what college actually was.” Like so many
of the other parents of these young men, his
mother had little or no firsthand knowledge
about college and careers that she could pass
along to her son.

Some parents provided their sons with little or
no advice about careers or college. As one
young man put it: “My parents couldn't help
me. | had to come up with my own career
godls... They think [my goals] are aredly good
idea. They’'re pushing me forward.”

Many other working and lower class parents,
however, played, or attempted to play, decisive
roles in selection of the colleges their sons
would attend or the careers they would pursue.
Unlike their middle and upper class
counterparts, their parenting style tended to be
more prescriptive than developmental.  For
them, choosing a field that provided job security
is more important than choosing one that is
intrinsically satisfying.  Accounting, banking,
computer programming and medical technology
were “good jobs’ because there would “aways
be banks and sick people.” They were aso the
sort of professionals their parents were likely to

encounter and, therefore, have some notion
about what their work lives were like.

A couple of the young men in our sample
appeared willing to go along with their parents
choices. One, whose parents had selected the
college he would attend and the courses he
would take, thought his parents had “his best
interests a heart” and more knowledge about
life than he had. Another was clearly torn
between following his father’s admonition to
study business administration and his desire to
study communications. In hiswords:

My father really wants me to do business
administration. He thinks you can get a
good job with that. But communications is
what | redly enjoy. | like doing dl kinds of
things... | like writing. | like editing. Video
production. | like that stuff... Maybe | can
do [communications] on the side, but | guess
maybe | should start off with [business| and
then see where | go from there.

After initial efforts to comply, severa of the
older young men in our sample actively resisted
their parents decisions. Recindo, who was a
junior in college a the time of the in-depth
interview, described the rocky road he followed
to please his mother before he decided to do
what he has always wanted to do:

Pretty much by the time | was 13 or 14 I've
wanted to be a part of the entertainment
industry. But my mother was very against
it. [Shetold me I] have to find myself a job
that will make me money. That's the most
important thing [to her]. When | told her
that | wanted to be involved in film, she was
like that's a very unpredictable business.
How are you going to support yourself with
that? Then | got kind of discouraged about
it... But then once | got into college and |
went through like three departments... |
went through the science department, | went
through the urban studies department and
the English department... and | redly wasn't
happy with any one of these, | just finaly
decided to go with what makes me happy
and go with film.



His mother was not at al comfortable with this
decison. After initia efforts failed to convince
her that he could make a decent living at
something he enjoyed, however, he asserted his
independence. In hiswords:

| told my mom | can teach. | can write. |
can be an editor for a magazine. | can be a
critic. There are many possibilities... [but
she didn’'t agree]. Then | just told her I'm
paying for my own education. Eventualy,
I’m the one who is going to find the job to
pay for the loans. They are my loans. They
are under my name and so they are my
responsibility. | [just redized] I'm very
independent.

Only time will tell whether some of the other
young men eventudly resist their parents
efforts to limit their career options to those they
consider “least risky” or “most secure.”

Recent Arrivals

Three college-oriented youth in our sample have
lived in the United States for less than three
years. Two were from families with meager
resources. Their parents had less than eight
years of formal schooling and had immigrated to
the United States because they could earn more
here as unskilled laborers than they could earn in
their countries of origin. The third left his
country with his mother and sister with only a
few days notice because they were threatened by
terrorists.

Within these contexts, these young men were in
the throes of at least two mgjor life events—
adjusting to a new culture and making the
transtion from adolescence to adulthood.
Language was a mgjor challenge for them. Prior
to their arrival in the United States, they had
little or no exposure to English. One picked up
on it relatively quickly—mostly because none of
the teachers and only a couple of the students
understood Spanish a the smal town high
school he attended. Another, who came to the
U.S. at about the same time, however, was redly
struggling with the language. Since his arrival,
he has been taking ESL classes, but has few

opportunities in his day-to-day life to practice
what he is learning in the classroom. At home,
no one speaks English. At work, his co-workers
on the loading dock aso only spesk Spanish—
an advantage when he was looking for work, but
a disadvantage when it comes to learning
English.

All three of these young men have completed
high school and are working full-time. One who
worked aongside his father in the fields picking
cotton and watermelon when he first arrived, got
a job as a computer technician; the second loads
trucks on a dock; and the third paints jets. Also,
al three have deferred their college plans
because they either are not eligible for financial
aid due to their immigration status or are not
sufficiently proficient in English.

Non-College-Bound Youth

The majority of young men in our sample who
were not oriented toward college grew up in
working and lower class households, with one or
both of their parents. Nearly two-thirds were
born outside the United States or in Puerto Rico.
A few came here to live in their early teens, but
most were 10 or younger. Compared to their
college-bound peers, very few knew why their
families immigrated. Those who did, gave
explanations that were either vague (e.g., to
work) or highly idiosyncratic (eg., to escape
crime or to follow God's wish). Also, relatively
few knew how much education their parents had
completed, particularly their fathers. Like their
college-oriented age-mates from working and
lower class households, those who did know
reported 12 years or less. However, there is
little or no evidence to suggest that the parents
of these non-college-bound youth stressed the
importance of education to them when they were
growing up.

The nature of the moratorium that these young
men might experience is markedly different
from their college-oriented age-mates of dl
classes. A few have plans to enter a short-term
trade school after high school. The maority
who were aready out of school, however,
appear disconnected from any ingtitutions or



programs that might provide some guidance or
structure for their trangitions to careers or work.
For the most part, it appears these young men
are left to find their way to adulthood and
fulfillment in the low-wage labor force. At the
time of the in-depth interviews, most of these
young men were not getting ahead, but they
were getting by. Several had attempted to join
the Armed Forces, two were rejected, however,
and the other was still in high school. A few
others are very immature in their outlook or are
drifting—with no discernible compass or anchor
in their lives.

These non-college-bound young men are al
single and living a home with their parents. For
the most part, then, they are not in postions
where they are expected to shoulder adult
responsibilities. However, there are a few
whose youthful moratorium is constrained by
obligations to their families or religious
communities. Other factors that limit career
options, include limited abilities and geographic
isolation. These contextual influences on their
decision-making are discussed below.

Family Obligations

Two young men in the non-college-bound group
deferred or suppressed their aspirations for
education and careers due to obligations to their
families. One did so out of necessity after his
father fell serioudly ill; the other so that he could
serve God and start his own family.

Of all the young men in our sample, Eric had the
most truncated youth. Once a good student with
college plans, he was forced to leave high school
during his junior year to support his family when
his father was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s and
was no longer able to work. As the eldest son,
16-year old Eric became the family’s primary
breadwinner. “It came to a point,” he told the
interviewer, “we were about to lose our
house...lose everything... | [was] the only man
besides my father... so | took it on mysdf.”
Because he was young and inexperienced, he
could not earn the kind of money his father had
earned driving an 18-whedl truck. This meant
that he had to work very long hours to earn
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enough to keep the bill collectors at bay. “There
was no life for me” he said. “I needed to make
the money so we could keep what our father had
worked so hard for... | had to mature a little bit
faster than my friends.”

At the time of the in-depth interview, Eric was
working two minimum wage jobs that he
“hated” and studying for his GED. Although it
took nearly two years to get approved, his father
now receives a “disability check.” This has
taken some of the financial pressure off him. He
would like to resume pursuit of his goals to
attend college and pursue a career in banking,
but is finding it hard to recapture the enthusiasm
he once had for learning.

Another young man places God, religion and
family above anything else in his life. His
parents raised him as a Jehovah’s Witness and
when he came of age to make his own decisions,
he chose to continue as an active practitioner.
For nearly two years after high school he served
as afull-time field worker for his church, “going
door-to-door to tak to others about the good
news of God's kingdom.” At the time of thein-
depth interview he had been living outside the
religious community for four months, working
full-time as a draftsman and saving as much
money as he could for his forthcoming wedding.
He said he would have liked to attend a four-
year college because he “likes to learn and know
what [he's] taking about...and would like to
make good money.” However, he has chosen
instead to marry and start afamily. He has some
drafting skills and any further career
considerations are out of the question. As he
explained:

I'm on my own and | don't have rich
parents. I'm not that fortunate and my
fiancée, she doesn’'t have rich parents
either... We're kind of living one day at a
time... | just don't have the time with al my
responsibilities. Right now, | just can’t say
‘well, I'm going to stop working full time
and rough it a little bit for a while and go
back to school.” | have to save up for a
wedding and then once | do save up and get
married, then | have to, you know, take
somebody under my wing so to speak... She



is then my responsibility. That's what |
have to do.

Like this young man, severa other non-college-
bound youth in our sample were more oriented
to marriage and family than careers. However,
they were having a more difficult time finding
work that could support those goals due to their
limited abilities and geographic isolation.

Limited Abilities and Geographic
Isolation

The rational decision-making model assumes
that young people make decisions about careers
and other aspects of their future lives based on
consideration of a broad array of options. In
addition to those who are responsible for
supporting others—whether  their  parents,
themselves or their wives-to-be—it is clear that
many of the non-college-bound young men in
our sample do not have an array of options to
choose from. Some who were interested in
joining one of the Armed Forces after high
school, for example, were denied entry because
they did not score sufficiently high on the
ASVAB and/or were told they had physica
conditions that rendered them ineligible. These
young men said they had learning problems,
which were accompanied in a couple cases by
attention deficit disorders. When the military
option was €liminated, they had difficulty
finding work in the smal towns where they
lived. At the time of the in-depth interviews,
none of them had steady work. Beto, for
example, was doing odd jobs for people in his
neighborhood. Sometimes he is paid for this
work. At other times, he just does it because he
wants to do something productive. He would
like to get a full-time pad postion in
maintenance, though he would be willing to take
any job he could get. Thomas worries that
“there is not much of a future for a young
person” in the smal town where he lives with
his parents. Since he graduated from high
school he has worked in a restaurant where the
hours are unpredictable and the pay low. A
major concern for him isfinding ajob that offers
health and other benefits.
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Approaches To
Decision-Making

The previous section examined the socid and
economic contexts in  which youth make
decisions about their futures as workers, sons,
husbands and fathers. This section focuses on
their individua styles and approaches to
decision-making within these contexts.

Decison-making style refers to the overal
manner or approach that individuals take to
thinking about or planning their futures. Among
the young men in our sample, three main styles
or approaches to decision-making and the future
emerged—purposive or rational, diffuse, and
disconnected. Our analysis, presented below,
focuses on three distinct, but interrelated,
aspects of decison-making that highlight
differencesin style or approach. These are:

Subjective assessments of readiness to
pursue career and other goals,

Action taken that is associated with
incremental steps to explore options or
achieve goals, and

Determination of whether the young man’s
goals and objectives are redistic.

Rational Decision-Makers

Overdl, rationa or purposive decision-makers
are those who generaly feel ready or confident
in their abilities to make good decisions; seek
out information about possible careers, which
they use as the basis for making decisons and
taking action; and have plans that appear
redistic. More than a third of our sample met
these criteria, including most of the middle and
upper class youth, and a few college-oriented
and non-college-oriented working and lower
class youth. As will be shown, age was not a
reliable predictor. Some juniors and seniors in
high school, for example, were more mature and
forward thinking than some high school
graduates and college students.



Readiness

“Readiness’ is the youth's perspective on how
well prepared or confident he was feeling at the
time of the interview to make decisions, often
incremental, that would lead to eventua
achievement of career gods. Of the three
dimensions of decision-making style, however,
it is the most subjective and, taken aone, the
least reliable predictor.

In general, rational decision-makers expressed
confidence in ther readiness to make good
decisions about their futures. At least in part,
this can be explained by the fact that many
planned to pursue careers that are related to
interests they have sustained since childhood.
For example, one young man explains his
longstanding desire to pursue a career in
aeronautical engineering this way:

| guessit started when | was playing Lego. |
had helicopters with missiles and everything
else... Then | saw some things on Discover
and | love watching things like airplanes and
then go through the design and everything. |
was just blown away and amazed by al of
this stuff. I've aways had an interest in that
ever since | wasakid. So, | figured if | was
interested in it that long, go for it. That's
probably what is inside of me.

Another young man, George, said business was
an easy decison for him. Since elementary
school he has had a penchant for trading and
sling things—from baseball cards and comic
books at trade shows to popular snack foods not
sold in the school cafeteria. Similarly, two other
young men felt they were ready to make good
decisons about their futures, since they have
had predilections for audio engineering since
they were young. At the time of the in-depth
interviews, one was maoring in radio
production in college. He described himsalf as
“set” in his career and was anxious to finish
school, get a job, and work his way up the
ladder. The other, from a poorer family, was
working in the malroom a a major record
company in New York, picking up skills by
hanging out with the “techies’ after work, and
saving to buy his own equipment. Although

their paths are very different, both are level-
headed and single-minded in their goals.

Although ill in high school, several younger
rational decison-makers felt ready to make
decisions about their future careers. Marcus, for
example, a non-college-bound working class
youth, has aways enjoyed working on cars and
is certain that he will become a professiona
mechanic once he leaves high school. As he
told the interviewer:

When | was five, | started thinking about
cars and how | just like working with them.
| guess it must be in my blood because my
father and uncles are also mechanics... No
one is pushing me into it. It was mysdf. |
really, really want to do that.

For another youth from a single-parent home in
one of the poorer boroughs of New York,
planning his future is very important. As he put
it: “I want to do everything right so | have to
have a plan.” Although he was only 16 at the
time of the interview, he was fairly certain that
he would become a chef. He enjoys cooking at
home with his mother and already has made
some initia inquiries into culinary arts schools
in Manhattan.

The confidence with which these young men
approach their futures is tempered for some by
knowledge that they can change their minds.
Jerry, for example, who is pursuing his dream to
work in aerodynamics, worries that the classes
may be too intense for him to manage. He was
“redlly churning about it” before he realized that
he could change his mgjor if he found out that
aerodynamics “wasn't really working.”  For
Vincent, the one rational decision-maker that
sad he did not fedl he was ready to commit to a
particular career, this was less of an option. At
the time of the in-depth interview he said he
thought he wanted to enter the priesthood—a
decison that is not easily reversed. Such
decisions should not be made lightly and the fact
that he was proceeding cautioudy is a sign of
maturity.



Information Gathering and Follow
Through

In the rational decison-making model, youth
gather information about possible careers
systematically and thoughtfully. They draw on
multiple sources of information; reflect on their
interests, goals, strengths and weaknesses; and
find careers that are consistent with them. Over
time, their goals become increasingly focused
and they begin to take the steps necessary to
redlize them.

The rationa decison-makers in our sample
approached career decison-making in this way.
However, there were some noticeable
differences in terms of the time or level of effort
they gave to the various phases. Those who had
longstanding interests in a particular field or
activity, for example, had collected pertinent
information and experience over the course of
their lives. As they approached high school
graduation, then, their attention was focused on
collecting information about the training that
was required and where they could get it. Jerry,
for example, knew that there were two possible
paths he could follow to reach his goa of either
flying or designing specid-use aircraft like the
Apache helicopter. During his last two years of
high school, he explored the Internet and other
sources for information on colleges that offered
related programs and the prerequisites he needed
in order to be accepted. He aso took the
ASVAB and discussed his interests with military
recruiters.  When he found out that he was
ineligible for the flight program because his
vison was bad and he was obese, he decided
that he was not interested in exploring other
options within the military. At the time of the
in-depth interview, he was enrolled in a summer
math program to refresh the skills he would need
to succeed in engineering school.

The son of a successful self-made business man
who wanted eventualy to join his fathers
business, aggressively pursued employers who
could provide him with experience that would
supplement his college coursework. He was so
certain about his future career that he jumped
right into the follow-through stage as soon as he
became old enough to work. In hiswords:

I’ve aways wanted to go into business... |
had barely turned 16 [before] | started
bugging companies for a job. | wrote them
and sent little resumes and just bugged them.
So they gave me the opportunity to work
there.

Since that time he has advanced in the company
and enrolled in college “to learn dl the proper
skills and get certified.”

The young man who was interested in radio
production was equaly driven. For him,
however, it was difficult to gather information,
since guidance counselors at school, his parents,
and just about everyone he talked with about it
knew less than he did. In hiswords:

It was redlly hard to talk to someone because
a lot of people don't think like the audio
world and the production world as
something you could get a job in and make
money doing it. So it was redly hard to tell
people that you wanted to be someone who
worked in [audio] production. Everyone
wants you to be like some kind of
businessperson or do some typica job and
the job that | wanted to do is not very
typical. So | mean it wasn't realy a matter
of going to someone because they didn't
know too much about it as far as how many
people are engineers and what they do and
that people can get paid to do that and get

paid very well.

He was not easily discouraged, however. On his
own he sought out experts in the field who could
answer his questions and his parents questions
about the profession:

| went to people who | knew who were in
the production field [to get the information |
needed]. They were the ones who | actualy
talked to as far as what steps | needed to
take to get into that field. | just pretty much
walked in and got to know them and became
friends that way.

He aso read trade magazines and it was there
that he learned about the institute in Arizona that
provides the specialized training he so coveted.



At the time of the in-depth interview, he was
completing his coursework there and eagerly
looking forward to hisfirst “red” job.

Most of these young men are from middle and
upper class homes, where their parents
encouraged them to reflect on ther interests,
gather information, and make their own
decisons. As discussed earlier in this chapter,
youth from working and lower class homes had
very different relationships with their parents.
Most encouraged their sons to work hard in
school, but provided little guidance in terms of
what they needed to do to develop or focus their
thinking about careers. Others were overly
prescriptive—advising them on which career to
pursue and, therefore, pre-empting two critica
phases in career development—information
gathering and self-reflection.  Young men from
these environments who evolved into rationa
decison-makers ether: 1) stood up to ther
parents and declared their independence to
pursue careers that interested them, as the young
man who wanted to become a film critic did, or
2) made connections with adults outside the
home who were willing and able to help them
gather information and explore career
possibilities.

Very few working or lower class youth stood up
to their parents. However, severa benefited
from mentoring-type relationships with adults
who took the time to care. Julio, for one, had
given little or no thought to what he might do
after high school until he was in his senior year.
The watershed moment for him was when his
chemistry teacher admonished his class for
“partying instead of studying,” and warned that
it is up to them to choose between them because
“whatever you choose will determine your life.”
This made a strong impression on Julio, who
wanted to accomplish something in his life and
serve as a role model for his younger siblings.
He stayed after class that day to ask the teacher
for advice about planning his future. This
initiative paid off:

He took me like a son and stuff and just took
me places career-wise... He took me to a
pharmaceutical company and a hospitdl...
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and | got to like shadow doctors and stuff
for the entire day.

Subsequently, he talked to counselors at local
colleges about the various courses they offered
in the health field. He read the catalogs and
discussed the possibilities with his teacher.
After graduation, however, he was ill not
entirely sure about the direction he would head.
He thought about joining the Navy, but redly
did not want to leave his family. He volunteered
to work in a hospital and enrolled in classes at a
community college near his parents home. By
the end of his first year, he was sure that he
wanted to pursue a career in medical technology.
At the time of the in-depth interview, he had just
completed his associates degree and was
accepted to continue in a baccalaureate program
at alocal four-year college.

Another young man has had a mentor through
the College Partnership program since he was in
9" grade. The mentor taks to him about his
classes and “also tries to find out what | want to
be when | grow up so he can help me out.”
They have visited colleges together and, since he
likes math, attended informational meetings that
“explain in detal about different types of
engineering which have to do with math and
science.” With some encouragement from his
mentor, he has aso attended informational
meetings with military recruiters on his own.
Originaly, his main interest in the military was
to get money for college, since his parents are
poor. However, the recruiters also “opened my
views and made them broader” to the point that
he may be interested in making a career for
himself in the military.

Others have developed postive rdationships
with guidance counselors who are interested in
helping them get enrolled in culinary arts
schools and other training programs that interest
them before they leave high school. These and
other young men from disadvantaged
backgrounds have benefited tremendoudy from
these mentoring or advisory relationships. It is
reasonable to conclude that these relationships
accelerated their passage from diffuse to rational
decision-making.



Realism

The plans that rationa decision-makers have for
their futures are generaly very redistic. As
presented, these young men have given
considerable thought to what they would like to
become in life. They have collected information
about their career choices and have a fairly good
understanding of the level of effort and
resources needed to achieve them. Also, they
have assessed their own personal strengths and
weaknesses, which they have used to sdlect or
regject specific career options. In the few
instances when they decided to pursue careersin
spite  of known shortcomings, they took
supplementary classes or other appropriate
action to shore-up the skills they thought they
would need to be successful.

A few, like Paul, have very ambitious plans.
This precocious young man aspires to one day
become president of the United States. He
recognizes the ambitiousness of this goa, but
with alittle luck and alot of hard work thinks he
might have what it takes to achieve it. At the
same time, however, he is not putting al his
eggs in thisone basket. As he explained:

I'm pretty confident to my future plans and
they're pretty ambitious. So | think as long
as | stick to it, | think if | don’t accomplish
them al I'll a least have accomplished
something.

He said he has a “thirst for knowledge,” and it
was gpparent that he had studied the lives of
former presidents that he wanted to emulate.
Many, he said, studied law a pregtigious
universities, which was his firgt-tier career goal.
They dso served in the military, which he
respected, but viewed as a distraction:

When | think of the military | think of it asa
commitment... That would be a large
commitment of my time and something that
I’m not willing to give of mysalf. I'm not
willing to give that much of my time to
something when | could be learning al these
other things tha I'd like to be
learning...dthough it's not a completely
unattractive commitment... It's occurred to
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me, like maybe applying to a place like the
Nava Academy in Annapolis or West
Point... But the ivy league schools I'm
going to apply to seem to have a name and a
reputation and their facilities attract me a lot
more with respect to satisfying this thirst for
knowledge.

By the end of the in-depth interview it was clear
that Paul had plans that were indeed genuine and
realistic.

These young men aso appear rational and
redlistic in terms of other aspects of their lives.
For example, nearly dl the young men in this
decision-making cluster plan to marry and start a
family one day. However, they view serious
courtship and family formation as distractions
that will compromise achievement of their
career goals. Once married they believe their
priorities might change or compromise the
flexibility they need, for example, to move to
another part of the country to pursue their
studies. For these reasons, they have made
conscious decisons to set these plans and
activities on the backburner until they have
completed their education.

Diffuse Decision-Makers

Diffuse decison-makers are those who
generally: 1) do not feel ready to make good
decisions about their future lives, 2) have done
little or nothing to explore their interests or seek
information about career options; and/or 3) tend
to be unredlistic in terms of their abilities or the
amount of education or other resources that are
needed to “get ahead.” The mgjority grew up in
working and lower class homes. Compared to
rationa-decison-makers, they appear to have
weaker attachments with adults who might help
them develop more focused career goals.

Apart from these general characteristics,
however, diffuse decision-makers are an eclectic
group. As will be shown, some are young,
college-oriented youth who are in the early
stages of thinking about their careers. Others,
with more limited abilities, have some idesas
about what they might do, but do not know how



to get started. Y et others appear to be pursuing a
particular path, but are not committed to it.

Readiness

The mgority of diffuse decison-makers either
said they were not ready or not comfortable
making decisions about future careers. For a
few, their indecisiveness or lack of direction
appears to be a function of ther youthful
enthusasm for diverse subjects. Unlike their
age-mates in the rationa decison-making
cluster, these young men are in a nascent stage
of career development. Sixteen-year-old Joseph,
for example, is fairly certain that he will attend
college. However, he has diverse interests and
is only beginning to consider their implications
in terms of what he might study:

I think 1 need more knowledge and wisdom
[before I'm ready to make good decisions
about the career | will pursugl... I'm
interested in so much stuff that I'm not
really sure what | want to do yet... | love the
outdoors...and I've been thinking about
architecture...or Marine Biology...
something that involves the outdoors.

He admitts that he knows very little about either
of these careers. However, like other pre-
rational decison-makers, he is motivated to
collect information that will help him attain
focus or narrow his interests. As he told the
interviewer:

| don't know how much architecture
involves the outdoors, but...l saw a book or
magazine where it tells you al the different
jobs that there are... | plan on going onto the
Internet and looking a these different
occupations... | do want peopl€e's idesas too,
but | just want to kind of come up with this
on my own. Find something that | like just
for me... | don't want to be doing something
for my whole lifethat | don't like.

Although he does not feel ready to commit to a
particular career path, Joseph—and many of the
other diffuse decison-makers in our sample—is
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certain that he wants to get married and start a
family in his early twenties.

Although younger than many of the other diffuse
decison-makers in our sample, Joseph appears
to have greater career maturity. A much larger
number appear to live in the present and, for al
intents and purposes, approach the future one
step a atime. In the words of one young man
who was il in school because he did not have
enough credits to graduate with his class:

| won't fed ready to make decisions about
the future until after | graduate from high
school.  Right now I'm just thinking about
the diploma... When | get out of school,
then | can start thinking about the future and
Stuff.

Similarly, Thomas, a recent high school
graduate, said that before graduation his maor
concern was “just focusng on my grades—
keeping them straight in the A and B level.” He
described himsedf as a dow learner and
considered high school graduation a major
achievement.

Another young man, whose only apparent
interests are football and soccer, said he would
like to avoid making any decisions for aslong as
possible. As he told the interviewer, he thinks
his parents are much better judges of what is
“good” for him:

| fedl like whenever | have to make a
decision, I'll do it, but...if the decision can
be made for me, by my parents or someone
who cares about me, then I'll et them take
it. 1 only do what | have to...because they
know what is best for me.

A few diffuse decison-makers said they felt
ready to make good decisons about ther
futures. However, it is clear that their concept of
readiness was different from that of rationa
decison-makers. One young man’s perceptions
of readiness, for example, were based on the fact
that he is more mature than his age-mates:

| feel ready because I'm very mature. I'm
engaged [to marry]. So | fed | have to make



those kinds of decisions already. That's the
reason why 1I'm not into playing around or

nothing like what other teenagers who just
graduated do.

Another, who was motivated “to do something”
with his life, said he “was ready to respond to
any opportunity.”

Information Gathering

Several diffuse decison-makers are aware that
good decisons will require considered
judgements based on information and self-
reflection. Joseph, for example, is beginning to
think through what is important to him and plans
to St in on some classes a a loca community
college “just to see what they're like.”

The magjority, however, appear less inclined to
explore or collect information about career
options. Also, there seems to be a dearth of
adults in their lives who challenge them to think
about their futures or provide information or
resources that would help them. One young man
who clearly was interested in “doing something”
after high school, said he had no one who could
help him “focus more on things.” He has tried
to edtablish a reationship with a guidance
counselor at school, without success “since they
are dways being changed.” The only time one
will see him is when it is time to schedule
classes. “It'sjust like kind of hard,” he said, “I
redly don’'t get a chance to get to know them.”

Several less anxious diffuse decision-makers had
superficiad plans, based on information or
opportunities that appeared surreptitioudy.
Crecencio for example, said he was thinking
about going to a trade school that he saw
advertised on television:

Anad cameon TV onetime... Goto ITT to
study electronics... It sounded like it wasn't
too hard... | wrote down the number they
gaveto cal... But | haven't called them yet.

Similarly, another young man said his mother
wanted him to go to ITT and learn “mechanica
work and how to fix things.” Although he said
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he was considering this as an option, any notions
he has about ITT are based soldy on a
discussion he had with a stranger on a bus:

| was in a city bus and | met this guy...and
he had this briefcase and it said ITT. | asked
him and he told me about it... He looked
like he liked it when he told me about it.

The young man who said he was comfortable
letting his parents make decisions for him, was
no better off. As he told the in-depth
interviewer, his parents have aready “chosen the
college he would attend and everything.”
However, dl he knew about it was that it is
“close to home and it's a four-year college.” He
wants to play on the sports team there, and
hopes that he might be recruited to a
professona team after he graduates. Beyond
his interest in sports and a desire to “get a good
paying job” that does not require him to “sit at a
desk al day,” however, his interest in college
appears questionable. He got drunk the night
before he took the SATs and suffered through
them with a hangover. He said he had no idea
what college would be like, and showed no
discernible interest in getting information that
might help him prepare. His approach to the
future is diffuse and appears entirely passive: “I
have no idea what college will be like... I'll
know when | get there. It's a big question
mark.”

Similarly, he has no idea what life might be like
when he leaves college. He described it as a
“scary thought,” adding:

It's redly blind to me what life will be after
college. Like right now I'm like, oh yeah,
I'll be going to college, so it's like even
though it's in the future and | don't know
exactly where I’'m going to be going and
stuff, 1 can say that I'm headed that way.
But after college, then | don't know... |
don’t see myself after college.

Several non-college-oriented diffuse decision-
makers have given some thought to joining the
Armed Forces. Two youth, both with limited
abilities, thought it would provide them with
opportunities to gain independence from ther



parents, improve their sdf-discipling, and
develop occupationa skills.  When they were
rejected, therefore, they were deeply
disappointed. Moreover, they had no other plans
or resources to fal back on. At the time of the
in-depth interviews, neither had steady work.
Beto was doing odd jobs for neighbors and
looking for jobs in the “help wanted” section of
the local paper. Thomas was proud that he was
able to earn enough to pay the insurance on his
pick-up truck, but knew that his job a the
restaurant would never pay enough for him to
get a place of his own and start afamily. He has
considered enrolling in a program that would
certify him to drive diesdl trucks, but has not
actively pursued it. Also, he has talked to a
friend of his father about a job in dry walling
and his brother-in-law who is thinking about
forming a painting company in another state. He
has no experience in either of these jobs but
would like to try them because they offer steady
work and income and provide medical and other
benefits. At the time of the in-depth interviews,
he was planning to help his father’s friend install
drywall when he is not working at the restaurant.

Another young man, a high school senior, is aso
beginning to think about what he might do after
high school. Based on his experiences in Junior-
ROTC (JROTC), he thought he might be
interested in joining the military. He has also
thought about becoming either a postal worker
or an electrician. A major consideration for him
is to find something that will pay enough to
support a family. He has been encouraged by
members of his extended family to join the Air
Force, but has not sought other sources of
information.  The decison, he said, “will
probably come to him during his senior year.”
Similarly, another who said some days he “feels
like going [into the military], but thenit's | don't
know,” will ultimately decide based on “how
[he] feels when [he] comes out of high schoal.”
He too gave little indication that he was seeking
additional information about the military or
other possible careers that might help him
decide.
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Realism

Information gathering and self-reflection are
cruciad tasks in youth's development of
education and career aspirations and plans that
are redidticaly attainable. Clearly, most of the
diffuse decison-makers in our sample had not
addressed these tasks in any systematic or
satisfactory way. The result is an obvious lack
of fit between what these young men like or are
good at, the education or training they get, and
the careers they aspire to attain. For example, a
little information and a caring adult would have
saved one young man “who is easily frustrated
and has a short attention span” from the
disappointment he felt when the Air Force did
not admit him to their flight training program.
Similarly, information gathering and sdf-
reflection might have dissuaded a young man
who does not work well in structured or
hierarchical organizations from pursuing a
career as a prison guard.

Disconnected Youth

Severa of the young men in our sample are best
described as disconnected youth. They are very
immature and have engaged in little or no
exploration of their interests or abilities. They
remain firmly committed to childhood-based
values and expectations—making excuses for
themsedves and blaming others for their
immobility; and show no sign that they are
either anxious to change or susceptible to
influences that might jostle them from this state
of arrested devel opment.

All of the disconnected youth in our sample had
graduated from high school; al but one were
from working or lower class neighborhoods.
One, for example, lived with his parents and ten
siblings in a poor neighborhood in northern New
Jersey. His father was an evangelical minister
who brought his family to the United States
when he was beckoned to do so by God. He
takeslife“one day a atime.” At thetime of the
in-depth interviews, he was neither employed
nor attending school. Previoudly he had worked
for about five months as an auto detailer at a car
wash before he was fired because “the boss



could not get dong with him.” He appears
content hanging around the house and
occasionally playing drums with a musca
group at his father’s church. He does not want
to ever have to work for anyone else again—a
worrisome declaration from a young man with
no discernible skills or interests.

Ray, another disconnected youth, also takes life
one day at atime. For more than ayear since he
graduated from high school, he has done little
more than hang around the house, occasionaly
helping his father do door-to-door evangelica
work and taking photographs “anytime he
picked up money on a street corner” to buy film.

None of the disconnected youth in our sample
accept responsibility for their actions. Ray
attributed his lack of career or other plans to his
parents, who are very unhappy with their jobs.
Another, who appears to suffer from delusions
of grandeur, said he was so busy “keeping his
high school from fdling apart” that he did not
realize until the school year was almost over that
the guidance office had faled to “cal him to
speak with a guidance counselor about financial
ad or college applications.” As aresult of their
aleged ineptitude, he ended up at an inferior
local school instead of Harvard or Yale.

As already mentioned, the young man from New
Jersey did not accept any responsbility for
losing his job. In his eyes, his boss was the
problem. Further, he was taking no initiative
when it came to “starting his own business.”
Instead, he was content to wait until his father
was able to earn enough discretionary income to
purchase the equipment and supplies he needed
to start his own detailing business. He estimated
that the cost of these were $1,000 or $2,000 and
that it would take his father several months to
get it together. “Little by little he will get me
the stuff and then when | start my own business
then I'll pay him back whatever he spent on it
and take it from there.”

None of the disconnected youth in our sample
ever serioudy consdered the military.
However, severa had unsatisfactory interactions
with military recruiters. The young man who
single-handedly “saved his high school,” for

19

example, said the recruiters he spoke with were
jar-heads, since he had more top-secret
information than they had. Another, who is 80
pounds overweight, said the recruiter he met was
a‘“very rude guy.”

Summary

This chapter described the life circumstances of
young men of Spanish descent and contextual
factors associated with differences in their
approaches to thinking about, and planning for,
the future. Important differences were observed
within and between college-bound and non-
college-bound youth along the dimensions of
social class, socidization experiences in the
home and age of immigration. No discernible
differences emerged among the young men on
the basis of their countries of origin.

Approximately one-half of the sampled youth
were either atending college at the time of the
interviews or had plans to attend college.
Among the college-oriented youth, important
differences emerged between those from middle-
and upper-middle class families and those from
working and lower class families. Indeed, social
class proved to be a proxy for a host of
characteristics and experiences that shape the
young men'’s lives and approaches to the future.

The mgjority of college-oriented youth from the
more economically secure families are second
and third generation Americans whose parents
or grandparents came to the United States to
attend college, to avall themsdves of
professiona opportunities or to escape untenable
political stuations. They grew up in mostly
two-parent households where English was the
main or only language spoken. Higher
education was almost taken for granted and,
because they were not constrained financidly,
they had opportunities to participate in extra
curricular activities that enriched their education
and exposed them to a variety of careers,
avocations and outlooks. Some had fairly well
defined education or career gods, usually based
on information-gathering efforts to match
individual interests or talents with college



programs and careers.  Others were ill
searching.  Ther parents, who either held
professona careers or owned their own
businesses, served as role models and provided
information as well as emotional and financia
support, but did not attempt to direct them into
particular career fields or lifestyles.

In contrast, the magority of college-oriented
youth from working and lower class households
are the firgt, or among the first, in their families
to go to college and ae more likdy to
communicate with their parents in Spanish. In
most cases, their parents or grandparents came
to the United States in search of better lives for
themselves and their children. Their parents
work in semi-skilled and unskilled occupations
and do not have the resources that are needed to
provide the array of options to their children that
middle class parents can. As a result, the young
men from working and lower class families
appear less connected to college and college life.
Many attend 2-year community colleges with
hopes of transferring to loca 4-year ingtitutions
for their junior and senior years. In addition to
attending school, many aso work full-time to
earn money for tuition, transportation and
textbooks. Although their parents had limited
knowledge about college and professional
careers, they were much more likely to prescribe
particular courses of study or careers for ther
sons than were middle class parents.

The majority of non-college-bound youth in the
sample were from working and lower class
households. Most were born outside of the
United States. Some planned to attend trade
school; others accepted low-paying jobs after
high school in order to support themselves and
contribute to the financia well being of their
families.

This chapter also looked at youth’s generalized
approaches to decison-making within these
contexts. Decison-making style refers to the
overal manner or approach that individuals take
to thinking about and planning their futures. We
observed three main approaches to decision-
making:

purposive or rational,
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diffuse, and

disconnected.

Differences in approach to decision-making
were evident in readiness to make decisions,
actions taken to achieve goals, and the realism
evident in goals.

Purposive or rational decision-makers felt ready
to make decisons, often incremental, about
current activities to move them toward eventual
goas. They gather information about possible
careers thoughtfully and systematically, drawing
on multiple sources of information. Information
gathering activities were fostered in middle and
upper class homes. Few youth from working or
lower class homes were able to overcome the
handicap of not having parents who encouraged
gathering and reflecting on information about
future careers. The gods of rational decision-
makers were generaly redlistic with respect to
their own limitations and their goals.

Diffuse decision-makers generaly do not feel
ready to make decisions about their future lives,
have done little or nothing to explore ther
interests or seek information about career
options, and tend to be unredigtic in terms of
their abilities or the amount of education or
other resources that are needed to “get ahead.”
The majority grew up in working and lower
class homes. Compared to rational-decision-
makers, they appear to have weaker attachments
to adults who might help them develop more
focused career godls.

Severa of the young men in our sample are best
described as “disconnected” youth. They are
very immature and have engaged in little or no
exploration of their interests or abilities. They
reman firmly committed to childhood-based
vaues and expectations—making excuses for
themsdves and blaming others for their
immobility; and show no signs that they are
either anxious to change or susceptible to
influences that might jostle them from this state
of arrested development. All but one of the
disconnected youth in our sample were from
working or lower class neighborhoods.



3. UNDERSTANDING YOUTH PROPENSITY

This chapter presents findings on propensity for
military service. Particular attention is given to
the youth's images of the military and how
likely they are to enlist in the next couple of
years. The chapter is organized around three
propensity groupings that emerged from our
analyses of their responses to questions on the
YATS survey and the in-depth interviews. The
first section profiles Fence-Sitters—i.e., youth
who mentioned the military as a possible option
for themselves, but were uncertain about
whether they would pursue it or not. Of al the
young men in this sample, Fence-Sitters
expressed the greatest propensity for servicel!
The second section profiles a small cluster of
Shifters—i.e., youth who thought about joining
the military at one time, but have since decided
againg it. Finaly, the third section describes
Non-Joiners—the single largest propensity
group in this study. As a group, Non-Joiners
have given the least amount of consideration to
military service and are the least likely to ever
join.

Fence-Sitters

Young men in the Fence-Sitters propensity
group are those who mentioned the military as a
possible option for themselves, but were
uncertain about whether they would pursue it or
not. Two clusters emerged from our anayses of
their interview transcripts. The first cluster is
composed of youth that are attracted to the
intangible benefits of military service—eg.,
structure and experiences that will help them
become responsible and self-confident adults.
The second cluster includes those who are
atracted to tangible benefits of military
service—in particular, money for college.

! Unlike previous studies, none of the young men in
this sample expressed firm intentions of joining.
Thisis not to say that none of these young men will
enlist. Previous studies have shown that youth’s
interest in military service can change, and that
some unlikely candidates actually enlist.
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Intangible Benefits: Character
Development

The largest cluster of Fence-Sitters have
favorable impressons of the military—
particularly in terms of the challenges it would
provide them to become mentaly and physicaly
stronger and the opportunities it would present
to develop marketable skills. The majority of
these youth grew up in working or lower class
families. Approximately equa numbers are
enrolled as students a the high school and
college levels. Severa reported learning
problems.

Few of these young men have much concrete
information about the military. Most of what
they know has come from television and movies.
Several have reatives or friends who have
served in the military here or in their countries
of origin. However, they have not had much
contact with these potential sources of influence.
About one-haf have had some contact with
recruiters, though none are satisfied with the
quaity or depth of information they have
received.

Motivation for Joining

The mgjority of these youth said their motivation
for joining the military centered around
opportunities for discipline, self-improvement,
maturation and independence. In addition,
several also associated military service with
tangible benefits, such as getting paid for
learning new job sKills, opportunities to save
money, since their room and board would be
paid for; and seeing the world. These tangible
benefits, however, did not figure prominently in
their thinking about enlistment.

Discipline and self improvement. These youth
believe the military would provide them the
discipline and structure they need to develop
sills and become more self-confident. One



youth has observed these sorts of changes in
friends who have joined:

I know people who have been [in the
military]. Their attitudes are different and
they seem pretty sure about themselves.
They don’t doubt about doing things. They
just do it. 1 think it would help me be a
better leader...more of a straight-minded
person.

Along the same lines, ancther youth thinks
service in the military would help him become
more focused. “[Military service would] get me
to focus more on the things | need to focus on,”
he said. It would get me to be more confident
into doing it until 1 get it right.”

Maturity and independence. Compared to the
civilian sector, many in this cluster believe that
young people are expected to take on greater
responsibilities in the military. These higher
expectations, in turn, would facilitate their
transition into mature and capable adults. Many
adso believe that service experience would
provide them with the time and space they need
to become independent of their families. One
young man summed it up this way: “You
wouldn't aways have somebody there, you'd
take care of yoursaf and your own things, you
know. | would have to do things on my own [in
the military].”

Why Undecided

Nearly all youth that are attracted mainly to the
intangible benefits they associate with military
service are in nascent stages of their career
development. For the most part, the older youth
in this cluster remain on the fence because they
aso are drawn to possibilities in the civilian
sector.  The younger youth have much hazier
visons of the future. Their interests are
generally less clear and the military is but one of
severad  disparate  career  paths  under
consideration.

Choosing among alternatives. Many of the
older youth that are attracted to the intangible
benefits of military service are toying with the

possibility of enlisting, but at the same time
pursuing other interests. Samuel, for example,
has a longstanding interest in music. “Since |
was little,” he said, “I've been redlly interested
inmusic. |...write my own lyrics and | record.”
He is taking business classes a a loca
community college and hopes that one day he
will be able to do something that combines these
skills with his interests in music. In many
respects, his interests in business and music have
received greater support than have his interests
in military service. His grandfather, who owns
and operates restaurants, has encouraged him to
follow in hisfootsteps. In hiswords:

My grandpa.was a business owner...a
restaurant owner... Ever since | waslittle...I
was dways into business. | used to get
suspended from school because I'd be
sling things... My grandfather redly
stuffed that in my ear. Be your own owner.
Y ou should go further than | did.

The greatest source of support for military
service comes from his grandmother and mother
who see it as the most expedient way to get him
to cut his hair and stop wearing baggy trousers
and earrings.

Another, who is interested in pursuing a career
in radiology, has explored possibilities for doing
it on his own or doing it through the military. A
high school teacher, who “took [him] like a son”
to explore various careers in the hedth care
field, influenced him to complete a two-year x-
ray technician course. By the time of the in-
depth interviews, he had his certification and
was planning his next steps—i.e, either to
transfer to a four-year college or to enlist in the
military. Although till on the fence, it appears
that he is leaning toward continuing his
education a a four-year college. From
conversations with a Navy recruiter, he
understands that he would have to postpone or
forsake plans to become a radiologist if he joins
the military. As he explained:

Actualy | saw it as an option... | went to a
recruiter and | sat down and talked to him.
He was telling me al these options | could
do...dl these careers... But not the one |



wanted—not radiology. If they had the
same career, | would have gone.

Vague perceptions and indecison. A large
number of the younger Fence-Sitters who are
impressed mainly by the intangible benefits of
military service—and a few of the older ones—
are thinking about their futures in broad terms
and are not committed to any particular career or
career path. Ricardo’s life circumstances and
approach to planning for his future are typical of
the high school students in this cluster. Nine
months—the time he has before graduation—
seems like a long time and, for that reason, he
does not feel compelled to make any decisions.
As he explained:

I’'m thinking if I go to college, what will 1
major in? If 1 go to the military what job
opportunities | might take... Things like
that... I'm ill just a senior in high schodl...
I mean, I'm still deciding on things | will
do—like whether | should join the military
or go to college... They are still crossing my
mind here and there. | have about a year to
think this over... I'm «ill gathering
information...to see if thisis the thing that |
want to do... Basicaly, if it's something that
I’m going to enjoy, something that’s going
to help in life in the future... Something that
will give me a comfortable living style,
financially.

Although he sad he was “dill gathering
information,” his efforts to-date are limited to a
few recruitment brochures he ran across a
school more than a year before the in-depth
interview. At the time, he was especialy
enamored with what the Marines promised.
“The Marines just interested me more than the
others,” he said. “It just got me thinking more
on things | could do... | fdt it was something
that would help me more in like [getting] hands-
on skills