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Abstract

This thesis explores how CPS students transition to elite universities like Northwestern
University and the University of Chicago, focusing on differences in preparation between
selective enrollment and neighborhood schools. The study examines strategies students use to
navigate belonging, particularly regarding affluence and exposure differences. It emphasizes the
need to avoid generalizations about CPS graduates, highlighting diverse identities and
challenges. Qualitative interviews with 12 CPS alumni at UChicago and Northwestern reveal
four navigation strategies: community building, identity renegotiation, selecting supportive
courses or majors, and symbolic boundary setting. The thesis recommends policies to support
CPS graduates’ transition, address preparation gaps, promote equitable opportunities, foster
belonging, and reshape the narrative of who belongs in elite academic spaces, prioritizing every
student’s value and capability.
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Introduction

The disparities within the Chicago Public School (CPS) system have far-reaching
consequences, which are particularly evident in the contrasting educational experiences between
students attending neighborhood schools and those in selective enrollment institutions. This
research aims to investigate how these disparate pre-college experiences impact the strategies
students use to navigate spaces and construct a sense of belonging upon entering elite institutions
like the University of Chicago (UChicago) and Northwestern University.

The Chicago Public School system, characterized by long standing disparities across
neighborhoods, is emblematic of the educational inequality prevalent in many urban settings
(Noltemeyer et al., 2012). This disparity is illustrated by the tier system implemented in selective
enrollment schools, aiming to bridge the resource gap among various parts of the city. Students
experience contrasting school environments: homogeneous student bodies are prevalent in
neighborhood schools, while selective enrollment schools tend to be more integrated (Parrish &
Ikoro, 2022). The transition of students from both contexts to elite institutions designed to foster
social mobility is a critical object of analysis. This research holds significance in evaluating
whether students admitted to elite institutions can effectively actualize the opportunities
presented. Their ability to navigate the challenges within elite institutions, through community
building, identity renegotiation, selecting supportive courses or majors, and symbolic boundary
setting, significantly influences their capacity to leverage education for future mobility.
Understanding how students make sense of the obstacles they encounter is crucial to empower
them and enable more effective preparation for their transition into elite academic spaces.

This research seeks to offer an open-ended forum for CPS students to express their

perspectives and experiences. It seeks to offer policymakers and educators a deeper
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understanding of the nuanced experiences of CPS students regarding their sense of belonging
within elite higher education spaces. This study specifically focuses on examining the differences
between CPS neighborhood and selective enrollment high schools and their implications for
students’ sense of belonging, specifically the strategies used to navigate that belonging, at their
universities. The research highlighted in the literature review aligns with existing studies
portraying how differing pre-college experiences can impact students’ sense of belonging,
aspirations, and performance within elite institutions (Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Jack, 2019; Jack
& Black, 2022; Offidani-Bertrand et al., 2022; Walton and Cohen, 2007). In essence, this
research aims to shed light on how varying pre-college experiences within the CPS system shape
students’ navigation of college spaces and the implications of these experiences on their sense of

belonging within elite academic institutions.

Background
In Chicago there are a variety of high school options for students. In this paper I will be
focusing on Chicago Public Schools (CPS), specifically on neighborhood high schools and
selective enrollment high schools. A selective enrollment high school is a Chicago Public High
School that provides academically advanced students with a challenging college preparatory
experience. The definitions for neighborhood schools and selective enrollment schools, per To &
Through Data Definitions (2022a), are as follows:

“Neighborhood schools are defined as “CPS schools that have a defined attendance
boundary. All CPS students have an assigned high school based on their residential
address. If a student lives within a schools’ attendance boundary, it is known as their
“assigned neighborhood school”. Some neighborhood schools also accept students who
do not live within their attendance boundary. Neighborhood — Assigned: Students who
attend a neighborhood school and have a residential address within that school’s
attendance boundaries. Neighborhood — Other: Students who attend a neighborhood
school and who have a residential address outside of that school’s attendance
boundaries.” (To&Through Project, 2022a).
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Selective enrollment schools are defined as:

“CPS schools that admit students from across the city. Students must apply to gain

admission; criteria for admission include students’ grades and scores on standardized

tests and an entrance exam, and the majority of seats are allocated according to a tiered
system based on socioeconomic status. No student is guaranteed a seat based on their
home address” (To&Through Project, 2022a).

Chicago has a long history of residential segregation which clearly translates to the
education system and opportunities offered to students. This particularly affects low income
communities because the schools in those neighborhoods do not offer the same resources as
those in higher income communities (Jankov & Caref, 2017). As a result, students’ opportunities
in the education and career realm are not as plentiful, and they are penalized because of their
socioeconomic status (Jankov & Caref, 2017). By virtue of this structure, students as young as 12
years old (7th grade, when the high school admissions process starts) are made responsible for
their educational opportunities. CPS considers several factors when determining students’
eligibility for high school enrollment, including their seventh-grade core course grades,
standardized test scores, and high school entrance exam performance. However, it is important to
note that low-income families, who may lack the necessary resources to send their children to
non-neighborhood high schools, often face limited options within the available choices. The CPS
system has enabled a competitive atmosphere through their school choice policy that only
promises students the possibility to attend certain schools, often their neighborhood schools
(Phillippo, 2019). Hence, students still must compete to be accepted into selective enrollment
Chicago high schools. Correspondingly, CPS’s school choice policy should be understood as a
competitive school choice policy (Phillippo, 2019). In 2009, CPS recognized the inequality that

this system was perpetuating, and they aspired to create equal opportunity for all students aiming

to attend a selective enrollment high school (Phillippo, 2019). The competitive choice policy was
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framed as a way to enable upward social mobility, especially for students who come from
low-income families, but in practice, such a system means that there must be downward social
mobility for others (Phillippo, 2019). Unfortunately, the “others” were predominantly individuals
who come from low-income families.

To level the playing field, CPS divided the available seats in selective enrollment and
magnet schools among four socioeconomic tiers (Leone, n.d.). The issue with this attempt was
the structure that it created. In the same way that CPS previously did not take student
backgrounds into consideration, they did not sufficiently consider urban inequality, particularly
in the context of Chicago’s deeply entrenched residential segregation. Chicago is a city known
for its stark divisions along racial and socioeconomic lines, with neighborhoods often segregated
based on income levels and racial demographics (The Cost of Segregation, 2017).

This residential segregation directly impacts educational inequality in several ways.
Firstly, it results in starkly different quality of schools and resources available to students
depending on their neighborhood. High-poverty areas, which are often predominantly populated
by minority communities due to historical housing policies and economic disparities, tend to
have underfunded schools with limited resources, lower-performing teachers, and fewer
extracurricular opportunities (Duncombe, 2017). Conversely, affluent neighborhoods with
predominantly white populations typically have well-funded schools, experienced teachers, and a
wide array of academic and extracurricular programs (Duncombe, 2017).

CPS’s methodology recognized residential segregation and the lack of resources that it
provides low-income communities. However, by relying solely on socioeconomic factors
without delving deeper into the root causes of urban inequality and the impact of residential

segregation on educational opportunities, CPS’s approach unintentionally legitimizes these
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inequalities. For instance, by allocating seats based on socioeconomic tiers, CPS indirectly
perpetuates the cycle of unequal access to quality education, as students from disadvantaged
backgrounds continue to face barriers to accessing the same level of educational resources and
opportunities as their more affluent peers (Phillippo, 2019).

Furthermore, CPS’s methodology fails to address the systemic issues that contribute to
Chicago’s residential segregation and educational inequality, such as discriminatory housing
policies, unequal distribution of resources, and persistent racial and economic disparities (Jankov
& Caref, 2017). Thus, while CPS’s efforts may aim to promote equity (Chicago Public Schools,
2024), the lack of comprehensive solutions to tackle the underlying causes of urban inequality
ultimately hinders progress towards truly leveling the playing field for all students.

CPS made an important effort to address the scarcity of resources, but unfortunately, the
approach taken inadvertently fostered feelings of isolation and intellectual inferiority. For
example, the socioeconomic tiers are numbered 1 through 4, and Tier 1 is considered the
“lowest” tier because a student can get a lower score than someone in Tier 4 and get into the
same high school. This approach does not take gentrification of neighborhoods into
consideration. Hence, it benefits the most advantaged within each tier. Specifically, this
phenomenon is most prominent in socioeconomically diverse and gentrifying neighborhoods
where lower-income students must compete against affluent students for the limited spots and
subsequently the otherwise unattainable resources that these spots offer (Phillippo, 2019). CPS’s
stratification and sorting of students based on test performance creates a hierarchy among
students because they know of the concept of the tier system, what it encompasses, and what it
signifies. Students who achieve higher scores are perceived to be at the top of the hierarchy,

while those with lower scores are considered to be lower in the hierarchy. This sorting reinforces
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a perceived social and academic status among students (Leone, n.d.). Therefore, the inequalities
that exist are perpetuated and legitimized. By sorting students based on test performance, the
system reinforces the notion that academic abilities can be accurately measured and that a
student’s worth is determined by their test scores (Antonovics et al., 2022). This legitimizes the
existing inequalities by implying that those who perform well on tests are inherently more
deserving of educational opportunities and resources. This awareness further perpetuates the
inequalities as students internalize and conform to the expectations and stereotypes associated
with their tier. It can create a sense of self-doubt and undermine the confidence of students in
lower tiers, while those in higher tiers may develop a sense of entitlement and superiority
(Walker-Berry, 2019). Moreover, the categorization based on test scores can reinforce
pre-existing social and economic disparities. Students from privileged backgrounds, who have
test preparation resources and support, tend to achieve higher scores, whereas students from
disadvantaged backgrounds face barriers that impact their performance (Giersch, 2018). This
further solidifies the inequalities by linking academic success to socioeconomic advantages.
Additionally, CPS contributes to deficit thinking by categorizing certain communities
into the “lower tiers” due to their limited educational resources (Angrist et al., 2019). This can
lead students to internalize the belief that they are less intelligent if they are admitted to selective
schools with lower test scores than their peers from higher tiers. Consequently, selective
enrollment schools can become harmful learning environments, fostering feelings of isolation
and intellectual inferiority. Accordingly, this is how CPS’s competitive school choice policy
became a stratifying agent that establishes hierarchies within selective enrollment high schools.
Considering the potential impact of stereotypes, feelings of isolation and intellectual

inferiority within a student’s CPS high school experience, it’s plausible that these factors may
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extend into their college journey. This could result in varying levels of uncertainty regarding
belonging, leading students to create symbolic boundaries and rely on other diverse strategies to
navigate elite institutions such as community building, identity renegotiation, and selecting
supportive courses or majors — as I will discuss in the findings, below.

Moreover, examining a CPS student’s transition from high school to college holds
significant interest due to several factors, including graduation rates and the universities they
attend. For instance, data from the To&Through Project illustrates the college enrollment rates
since 2007 into 4-year institutions for CPS graduates, encompassing a wide range of students
categorized as “Any Graduates” which merges “Graduates with Selective College Access,”
“Graduates with Somewhat Selective College Access,” and “Graduates with 2-Year College

Access” (To&Through Project, 2022a).

College enrollment rates since 2007

View results for:  Any Graduates «
2007 2008 2009 2010 201 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022

college college
enroliment enrollment

@ Graduates enrolled in a 4-year college

Source: To&Through Project, 2022b
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This shows that less than half of CPS graduates enroll at 4-year institutions. This information is

important in putting into context who the students I will be speaking to are. To&Through further

categorizes students based on their graduating GPA and ACT scores (or converted SAT scores)

in order to predict their level of college access. Those falling within the “selective access”

bracket are more likely to secure admission in selective and highly selective four-year colleges.

Conversely, students in the “somewhat selective access” category tend to be accepted into

somewhat selective and non-selective four-year colleges, while those in the “two-year access”

group are likely to gain admission to two-year colleges. These groupings serve to guide students

in identifying potential admission opportunities and aid educational institutions in understanding

the enrollment tendencies among students with different levels of access to college.

<20

Missing Two-year
SAT colleges

Two-year
<960 colleges

Non-selective
960 - 1050 four-year
colleges

1060 — 1150 [N

colleges

Composite SAT Scores

Somewhat
160+ selective

colleges

Unweighted GPA in Core Courses

2.0-24 2.5-2.9 3.0-34 3.5-4.0

Non-selective Somewhat Selective Selective
four-year selective colleges colleges
colleges colleges

Non-selective Somewhat Somewhat
four-year selective selective
colleges colleges colleges

Selective
colleges

Somewhat Somewhat " Selective / very
selective selective o selective

colleges
colleges colleges 9 colleges

Somewhat Selective Selectlvf{ / very Selectlve' / very
selective selective selective

colleges
colleges colleges colleges

Selective / very | Selective / very
selective selective
colleges colleges

Very selective Very selective
colleges colleges

- Students with Selective College Access

. Students with Somewhat Selective College Access

Students with Limited College Access

Source: To&Through Project, 2022a
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Compare 2022’s college enrollment rates of Chicago Public Schools students by college access level +  who immediately enrolled in:

Any Colleges [ESTECIROGIERELMN  2-year Colleges

Expand all

College access level data do not include graduates of charter schools, who make up an increasing proportion of enrollees in more recent years

14% of graduates with 2-year college access enrolled in a 4-year college

Across Years ¥V

43% of graduates with somewhat selective college access enrolled in a 4-year college

Across Years ¥

Across Years A

2007 2008 2009 2010 201 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022

mmmmmmmm &

Source: To&Through Project, 2022b

The relevance of these categories lies in the exploration of UChicago and Northwestern, both
falling within the selective and very selective college bracket. Notably, the To& Through
Project’s data highlights that not all CPS graduates categorized as having selective college access
enroll in a 4-year college. For instance, in 2022, only 71% of graduates with selective college
access were enrolled in a 4-year institution. This raises important questions about why qualified
CPS students may not be accepted or choose not to enroll in selective universities. Studies have
presented how structural, institutional, and informational barriers within the college admissions
process contribute to the under-matching of academically qualified low-income and urban
students, preventing them from accessing the selective colleges that match their academic

credentials (Bastedo & Jaquette, 2011; Roderick et al., 2011). These key barriers to college
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access and success include a lack of information and guidance on the application process,
inadequate support from high schools, challenges in completing financial aid steps like the
FAFSA due to family constraints, uncertainty about college costs and financial aid options,
systemic biases in standardized tests, and admissions policies favoring wealthier applicants
(Bastedo & Jaquette, 2011; Roderick et al., 2011). While my project primarily focuses on those
CPS graduates who gained admission and enrolled in highly selective institutions, it’s crucial to
acknowledge that this scope inherently excludes insights into the experiences of those who didn’t
enroll. Therefore, I refrain from making assumptions about the reasons behind non-enrollment,
as my data does not encompass this particular group. Instead, the emphasis remains on
understanding the distinct experiences of students who successfully navigated admission and
enrollment into these selective institutions and were able to overcome some of the key barriers
mentioned above. Hence, my exploration will focus on discerning pre-college experiences,
considering whether students attended selective enrollment or neighborhood high schools, and
how these experiences might influence their navigation of these selective institutions. This
examination aims to shed light on the potential impact of varied pre-college backgrounds on
students’ pathways within these selective environments.

To dig further into this, I looked into where the CPS students being accepted into

UChicago and Northwestern are coming from, selective enrollment or neighborhood school.

Number of Students Underrepresented Minority Institutional Graduation  Enrollment by CPS
College Enrolled Graduation Rate Rate School
University of Chicago 19 | 93% 96% View

Source: To&Through Project, 2022b
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University of Chicago: Students Enrolled by CPS High School from

2020-2022
School Number of Students
Lane Tech 19
Whitney Young 17
Jones 16
Northside Prep 16

In order to preserve students’ anonymity, only CPS high schools from which at least 5

students enrolled are included in this table.

Source: To&Through Project, 2022b

Number of Students Underrepresented Minority
College Enrolled Graduation Rate
Northwestern University 321 1 91%

Source: To&Through Project, 2022b

Institutional Graduation  Enrollment by CPS

Rate School

95% View
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Northwestern University: Students Enrolled by CPS High School from
2020-2022

School Number of Students
Payton 61
Northside Prep 52
Lane Tech 44
Whitney Young 40
Jones 29

In order to preserve students’ anonymity, only CPS high schools from which at least 5
students enrolled are included in this table.

Source: To&Through Project, 2022b

All the high schools referenced in the charts above are CPS selective enrollment high schools.
However, it’s important to note that the data doesn’t capture students from other selective
enrollment schools or neighborhood schools that sent 5 or fewer students to these universities.
These figures imply a potential correlation between students labeled with “selective college
access” and attendance at selective enrollment schools. This suggests that the type of school
might play a role in whether students gain acceptance into and access more selective institutions.
It is crucial to acknowledge that students from neighborhood schools also secure acceptance into
these highly selective universities—as I am one of them. Hence, I aim to investigate if differing
pre-college experiences and exposures, shaped by school type, influence how CPS students

navigate these higher education institutions they’ve enrolled in.
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Literature Review
This literature review aims to delve into the existing research concerning the influence of
pre-college experiences on a student’s sense of belonging in college. It serves as a foundation for
understanding how students cultivate a sense of belonging. This exploration will inform the
theoretical framework guiding my study, which aims to answer the question: What strategies do

CPS students employ to foster a sense of belonging and navigate elite universities?

Pre-College Experience Based on Racial-Ethnic Contexts

A substantial body of literature provides insight into how the diversity of students’ high
school experiences can influence their perceptions of the college campus. In particular,
Offidani-Bertrand, Velez, Benz, and Keels (2022) focus on examining the pre-college phase’s
varied impact based on different racial and ethnic contexts. As colleges strive for greater
diversity, discrepancies between advertised diversity and the actual experiences of minority
students often arise (Offidani-Bertrand et al., 2022). This incongruence between expectation and
reality during the critical transition to college can generate substantial stress, especially for
students seeking diversity, those from first-generation college backgrounds, or those of different
socioeconomic status than the majority of the institution’s affluent students (Jack, 2014).

The racial and ethnic makeup of high schools influences how students make sense of
their college experiences. Black and Latinx students’ from predominantly White high schools
may attribute discomfort to racial-ethnic inequalities, while those from predominantly Black and
Latinx high schools might internalize responsibility for their struggles, feeling a sense of
“otherness” and personal accountability (Offidani-Bertrand et al., 2022).

This divergence in interpretation—some attributing tension to institutional inequalities

while others internalize responsibility—impacts students’ sense of belonging and their responses
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to college life. Those critical of institutional racial-ethnic inequalities are less likely to doubt
their abilities or sense of belonging (Jack & Black, 2022). Conversely, students who internalize
feelings of difference may grapple with uncertainty about belonging and tend to withdraw from
college life (Jack & Black, 2022).

Ultimately, these contrasting responses within racial-ethnic groups underscore the
diversity of experiences within these cohorts and how varied trajectories can profoundly impact a
student’s sense of belonging and may cause the establishment of symbolic boundaries which
Lamont, Pendergrass, and Pachucki (2015) define as

“lines that include and define some people, groups, and things while excluding others.

These distinctions can be expressed through normative interdictions (taboos), cultural

attitudes and practices, and patterns of likes and dislikes. They play an important role in

the creation of inequality and the exercise of power. The term ‘symbolic boundaries’ also

refers to the internal distinctions of classification systems and to temporal, spatial, and

visual cognitive distinctions in particular.”
This starkly foregrounds the pivotal role of interpretation—whether blame is attributed to the
individual or the institution—in shaping a student’s collegiate journey and their sense of
belonging. Accordingly, the concept of intergroup differences connects to the diversity of
pre-college experiences that CPS students can have, such as the division between neighborhood
and selective enrollment schools, and how that may impact their establishment of belonging at
the higher education institution due to the differing racial-ethnic and socioeconomic makeup of
such schools as a result of residential segregation in Chicago.

The impact of racial climate on a student’s college experience extends beyond high
school and can significantly influence their sense of belonging in higher education. Research
explores this impact through factors like engagement in discussions, participation in community

groups, and racial disparities in academic achievement. Studies, such as those by Hurtado and

Carter (1997) and Walton and Cohen (2007), delve into how the racial climate in college,
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especially over the first few years, affects a student’s sense of belonging. Hurtado and Carter
(1997) discovered that engaging in discussions beyond class content and participating in social
or religious groups were significantly linked to a sense of belonging, serving as strategies to
establish that connection.

Walton and Cohen’s (2007) concept of “belonging uncertainty” describes the state where
individuals question their place in a social or academic setting. This uncertainty can limit
possibilities, lead to defensive self-perceptions, and hinder taking on challenges that involve
potential failure. Understanding how racial and cultural factors shape students’ college
experiences is crucial as it can impact academic performance.

Walton and Cohen (2007) conducted two experiments focusing on how socially
stigmatized groups, like minorities, face belonging uncertainty, leading to racial disparities in
achievement. In Experiment 1, Black students felt reduced belonging and potential when
believing they had few friends in an intellectual setting, unlike unaffected White students.
Experiment 2’s intervention targeting social belonging doubts notably boosted academic
performance for Black students. These findings emphasize how students from marginalized
groups can feel alienated when their backgrounds clash with academic norms, impacting their
motivation and success. The interventions show promise in addressing belonging uncertainty and
improving engagement and academic outcomes among minority students, indicating adaptability
to diverse experiences with cultural capital and elitism.

While the primary focus of this thesis is not academic achievement, exploring the
connection between doubts about belonging and minority students’ academic performance sheds
light on how students navigate college amidst belonging uncertainties. Understanding how

factors related to belonging uncertainty shape a student’s college experience is vital. Similarly,
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research emphasizing the importance of social belonging for intellectual success reveals the
perpetuation of inequality, particularly affecting historically marginalized groups in higher

education.

Pre-College and Economic Status

A related body of research distinguishes between students based on economic status,
highlighting how differing high school experiences within the same economic background affect
college experiences, particularly in terms of integration and belonging (Jack, 2019). This
challenges the misconception that students with similar characteristics, be it economic or
racial-ethnic status, undergo identical experiences in college and require the same support.

This distinction is evident between the “doubly disadvantaged (DD)” from lower-income
backgrounds attending distressed public high schools and the “privileged poor (PP)” who
attended more advantaged high schools (Jack, 2019). Within the same college environment, the
doubly disadvantaged often feel a heightened sense of difference, establishing moral boundaries
and tending to withdraw from campus life. In contrast, the privileged poor adopt a cosmopolitan
approach, actively integrating into campus life to broaden their horizons (Jack, 2019). This
illustrates that while these students share an economic background, their academic trajectories
were shaped differently due to their high school experiences. For these reasons, I suggest that
CPS’s selective enrollment students can be equated to previous Jack’s (2019) concept of the
“privileged poor” and CPS’s neighborhood students can be equated to the “doubly
disadvantaged.” While Jack’s (2019) research focuses on ultra-elite boarding schools and prep
schools, the concept of the “privileged poor” refers to students from lower-income backgrounds
who gain access to high-quality educational opportunities. In the context of CPS, selective

enrollment students can be equated to the “privileged poor” because they often come from
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disadvantaged socioeconomic backgrounds but have the privilege of attending schools that offer
advanced coursework, experienced teachers, and resources that contribute to their academic
success. Despite the differences in the specific type of schools studied by Jack (2019), the
underlying theme of socioeconomic disadvantage coupled with access to beneficial educational
environments remains relevant. Selective enrollment students in CPS experience a similar
dynamic where they navigate challenges related to poverty while benefiting from the advantages
of attending schools that provide a more rigorous and supportive educational experience.
Similarly, while Jack’s research (2019) focuses on ultra-elite schools, the concept of the “doubly
disadvantaged” refers to students who face multiple layers of disadvantage, such as economic
challenges and limited access to resources. In CPS, neighborhood students can be equated to the
“doubly disadvantaged” because they often come from lower-income families and attend schools
with fewer resources, less experienced teachers, and limited opportunities for enrichment
compared to selective enrollment schools. The challenges faced by neighborhood students in
CPS, including socioeconomic barriers, inadequate resources, and systemic inequalities, parallel
the experiences of the “doubly disadvantaged” as described in Jack’s research (2019). Despite
the differences in the specific type of schools studied, the fundamental dynamics of disadvantage
and limited access to educational opportunities align with the concept of the “doubly
disadvantaged.”

The argument that public schools create different types of educational experiences and
make different knowledge available to students from different social classes is known as the
“hidden curriculum” (Anyon, 1980), and can be seen in the case of CPS high schools. Jean
Anyon’s work (1980) focuses on elementary school examples to explore Bowles and Gintis’s

argument (1976) that “students from different social class backgrounds are rewarded for
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classroom behaviors that correspond to personality traits allegedly rewarded in the different
occupational strata — the working classes for docility and obedience, and the managerial classes
for initiative and personal assertiveness” (Anyon, 1980, p.67). The notion of rewarding distinct
behaviors implies varying expectations imposed on students from different social classes. This
underlines the influence of neighborhood schools in Chicago, where segregation based on social
class, race, and ethnicity is apparent (Parrish & Ikoro, 2022). This segregation manifests in
distinct student populations across these schools, reflecting the environments and expectations
shaped by neighborhood divisions. The analysis of school work across different social class
environments suggests that the way education is structured serves as a covert training ground for
specific attitudes towards work and production (Anyon, 1980). Essentially, this training ground
sets students up to be funneled into different pathways. Varied teaching methods and evaluation
practices in different social settings emphasize distinct cognitive and behavioral skills, shaping
children’s attitudes towards capital, authority, and work processes (Anyon, 1980). This disparity
in school experiences based on social class not only influences the development of certain
economically relevant relationships in children but also contributes to perpetuating unequal
social relations in society. Essentially, classroom practices play a crucial role in perpetuating and
reproducing societal inequalities.

Exploring universities’ hidden curriculum reveals students’ perceptions of social norms
and belonging. Koutsouris, Mountford-Zimdars, and Dingwall (2021) identified an ‘ideal’
university student—often affluent, white, and able-bodied—shaping teaching practices and
echoing Anyon’s (1980) observations, since their research revealed hidden practices in
universities that impact students’ experiences, particularly in learning environments and

curricula. Their research stresses three key points: Firstly, the construction of the ‘ideal’ student
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affects learning environments, favoring those of more affluent backgrounds. Secondly,
understanding this hidden curriculum is crucial, particularly for non-traditional students. It often
triggers feelings of exclusion and anxiety, as they grapple with conforming to these implicit
norms, which deeply impacts their confidence and sense of belonging. Lastly, institutions should
evolve to embrace diverse student identities, fostering inclusive education rather than expecting
students to conform. These findings imply that the background and prior experiences of a student
impact the ways in which they navigate or make sense of their place at their university. The sense
of not fitting in may stem from a misalignment between the implicit norms ingrained in a
student’s high school environment and those of the university. This disconnection is particularly
pronounced for CPS selective enrollment and neighborhood students entering elite universities,
as they would be considered the non-traditional student (Koutsouris, 2021), leading to a
perceived lack of fit. However, I propose that the extent of this perception varies based on the
type of instruction and training received during their pre-college experience. Understanding this
perceived lack of fit with an institution’s culture is crucial, as it directly impacts a student’s sense

of belonging.

Habitus, Strategies, and Symbolic Boundaries

A body of research exists that explores the experiences of first-generation, low-income,
or working-class students, particularly in terms of the strategies they employ to navigate higher
education. The existing qualitative studies have primarily focused on these student populations
and explored their challenges related to social mobility and cultural capital in post-secondary
education (Aries & Seider, 2005; Dumais & Ward, 2010; Lamont et al., 2015; Lehmann 2007).
These studies shed light on the existence of social class differences in higher education and how

they are articulated; they primarily delve into the experiences of these students in negotiating
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habitus discontinuity between their pre-higher education and college environments. However,
there is a dearth of research specifically examining the experiences of CPS students (who could
be first-generation, low-income, or working-class) as they navigate the transition to and through
higher education.

A salient concept that underscores the prevalence of pre-college educational experiences
in the navigation of elite spaces is Bourdieu’s notion of habitus (1977), which is also prevalent in
many other works (Aries and Seider, 2005; Dumais & Ward, 2010; Granfield, 1991; Lehmann,
2007; Stuber, 2006). Lehmann writes about Bourdieu’s notion of habitus when he states that
“Habitus ensures the active presence of past experiences within individuals in the forms of
schemes of perception, thought and action...Put simply, habitus creates dispositions to act,
interpret experiences, and think in certain ways” (Lehmann, 2007, p. 92). The pre-college
experience of CPS high school graduates attending UChicago or Northwestern is one of the past
experiences within the individual student that forms these perceptions which make them feel a
certain way in college or influence the way that they navigate elite spaces.

Lehmann’s research focuses on whether first-generation students, leaving university
before completing their degree, articulate their decisions based on feelings of alienation from the
institution, its culture, and its expectations (2007). He explores whether this alienation represents
a passive response of intimidation and inferiority or a more active form of resistance grounded in
the reaffirmation of distinct habitus. In Lehmann’s work (2007), the concept of habitus
discontinuities refers to class-cultural disparities that lead to feelings of not belonging or fitting
into the university environment, ultimately influencing the decision to drop out. These
discontinuities are characterized by a lack of connection with the university culture, resulting in a

sense of not “feeling university” and struggling to integrate due to perceived differences in social
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background or cultural norms. In contrast, my work examines students navigating habitus
discontinuities and explores whether habitus transformation is a strategy, drawing from concepts
like “making it by faking it” where working class law students try to resolve identity
ambivalence by ideologically distancing themselves from the elite social class or redefining elite
spaces to serve them (Granfield, 1991) or identity affirmation (Aries & Seider, 2005).

Prior research (Granfield, 1991; Aries & Seider, 2005) shows that non-traditional
university students, including first-generation, working-class, or low-income individuals, often
face significant discontinuity between their social backgrounds and their envisioned educational
paths. Working-class students in elite law schools and lower-income students in prestigious
private U.S. universities experience challenges in competence, anxieties about academic
proficiency, and difficulties in connecting with wealthier peers (Granfield, 1991; Aries & Seider,
2005). This issue is particularly acute for first-generation students, leading to heightened feelings
of inadequacy, inferiority, and intimidation (Aries & Seider, 2005).

In Lehmann’s study (2007), first-generation students demonstrated similar experiences of
cultural dislocation. Additionally, researchers like Aries and Seider (2005) indicate that
lower-income students at elite colleges face challenges due to economic and cultural disparities.
At elite colleges, a significant wealth gap intensifies class consciousness, causing lower-income
students to feel intimidated, uncomfortable, inadequate, excluded, and powerless compared to
state college students. Both groups undergo identity transitions from pre-college to college life,
acquiring new cultural capital, but the challenges are more pronounced for elite college students
(Aries & Seider, 2005).

Having explored the challenges faced by students in terms of social class and cultural

disparities, it is crucial to delve into another way college students strategically navigate their
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academic environments. A significant aspect of this navigation involves the creation of symbolic
boundaries, playing a pivotal role in shaping both social and material distinctions within society.
Stuber’s (2006) examination of discursive strategies used by working- and upper-middle-class
students in discussing social class sheds light on the cultural foundations of material inequalities.
It is essential to understand these symbolic boundaries as they actively influence individuals’
actions, contributing to the broader architecture of social class. Despite shared similarities in
discussions about social class, Stuber (2006) identifies divergent constructions between working-
and upper-middle-class students, accentuating distinct understandings. Upper-middle-class
individuals emphasize stronger socioeconomic boundaries, while working-class counterparts
focus on moral boundaries, critiquing middle-class values for perceived integrity lapses.
Working-class students assert moral superiority, criticizing behaviors like perceived indulgence,
misplaced priorities, laziness, and taking privileges for granted. Significantly, both groups tend to
draw boundaries between themselves and those positioned above them in the social hierarchy
(Stuber, 2006). Despite facing challenges, the students in these studies exhibit agency as they
actively manage their higher education experiences through different strategies such as identity
affirmation and creating symbolic boundaries.

Building on this understanding of how social class is discursively constructed, it is
important to avoid the danger of generalizing all low-income students as navigating higher
education uniformly, regardless of income or racial-ethnic differences. This generalization can
lead to flawed policies and hinder students’ representation and voice in higher education. While
it is true that the resources available at CPS schools, whether selective enrollment or
neighborhood schools, are generally less than those at private or elite preparatory schools, it is

important to recognize that not all CPS students are from low-income families. Accounting for
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this diversity in socioeconomic backgrounds is crucial for developing effective support systems
and ensuring equitable access to higher education.

Accordingly, the difference in social preparation between CPS neighborhood and
selective enrollment schools stems from the divergence in the makeup of these institutions.
Selective enrollment schools admit students citywide through an application process that
considers factors such as grades, test scores, and socioeconomic tiers, rather than guaranteeing
admission based on residential address as neighborhood schools do. As a result of Chicago’s
persistent segregation, neighborhood high schools tend to be significantly more homogenous in
terms of both socioeconomic status and racial/ethnic composition, which can have a profound
impact on students’ transitions into elite universities. This is also associated with the difference
in cultural capital that arises from attending highly homogeneous versus more heterogeneous
school environments, a topic that will be explored in greater depth later.

This thesis aims to bridge the gap in understanding the experiential core of college life, a
facet that has received limited scholarly attention (Jack, 2014). Understanding undergraduates’
lives before and during college is crucial, as differential exposure to inequality significantly
influences their social experiences within higher education (Carter, 2012; Massey et al., 2003).
By shedding light on these nuanced experiences of CPS students, it challenges the
homogenization of student experiences and calls for more nuanced approaches to policy-making

and support systems in higher education.

Methodology
As a CPS graduate, particularly from a neighborhood school, my journey at UChicago
was inconceivable, especially since I did not know that this institution and its opportunities

existed. Recognizing the diversity and complexity among CPS graduates, it is imperative to
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avoid broad generalizations, acknowledging the unique identities and challenges each student
faces. The feelings of imposter syndrome and other experiences I encountered are not solely
attributed to being a CPS student; rather, being part of CPS offers a distinctive lens through
which to view higher education.

The primary objective of this paper is to explore how CPS students navigate elite
universities post-graduation from their CPS high school. Despite the close proximity of
institutions like UChicago and Northwestern University, access for CPS students is often
restricted, which is where my primary focus lies. The research question guiding this study is:
What strategies do CPS students employ to foster a sense of belonging and navigate elite
universities?

To address this research question effectively, this paper will leverage qualitative
interviews conducted by the author with CPS High School alumni at UChicago and
Northwestern University. A total of 12 interviews were conducted with alumni from CPS high

schools attending either UChicago or Northwestern University.

Qualitative Interviews with CPS alumni at UChicago and Northwestern

My interviews with CPS alumni at the University of Chicago and Northwestern
University serve as my primary object of analysis as my interest lies in centering the perspectives
of communities that have directly been impacted by the educational inequity in Chicago.

I was fortunate enough to be able to mobilize many networks as a former CPS student,
Chicago Scholar, and undergraduate student at the University of Chicago, to identify and recruit
potential interviewees. Since I have some close friends at Northwestern and at UChicago, I asked
them to share my Facebook, Instagram, and LinkedIn announcement that included my interest

flier, requesting our social media friends to also share the participant recruitment post within
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their own networks. I asked these friends to share my recruitment flier and interest form among
their networks at Northwestern and UChicago. I asked Chicago Scholars, which is a seven year
program [ am a part of that supports academically ambitious, first-generation college-going
students who live and attend high school in Chicago, to distribute my flier and interest form.
Additionally, I asked the Wentcher Foundation, which is a scholarship organization that provides
resources for Chicago-area students like myself, to distribute my flier and interest form. A key
recruitment strategy for UChicago and Northwestern student interviews was snowball sampling,
in which I asked participants to identify and potentially connect me with their own friends or
acquaintances based in UChicago and Northwestern who may be interested in interviewing with
me.

For the 12 interviews I conducted with CPS alumni, the same set of questions was used,
although the probes utilized were contingent on the initial responses of the interviewees. The
questions in the interview guide delve into various aspects of the participants’ educational
journeys, including their upbringing, high school experiences, decision-making processes for
high school and university choices, perceptions of preparedness for college life, exposure to
diversity, imposter syndrome, experiences of belonging uncertainty, interactions within the
university community, adaptation strategies, institutional support perceptions, reflections on
changes in social connections and sense of belonging over time at university, and suggestions for
enhancing inclusivity for students from diverse educational backgrounds (refer to Appendix A).
Overall, the interview guide seeks to explore how CPS students’ past educational experiences
shape their navigation of social and academic life at elite universities and how these experiences

influence their sense of belonging and interactions within the university environment.
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Pseudonyms have been assigned to all students and high schools. Interviews ranged in
duration, lasting between 45-75 minutes. All interviews were recorded with permission from
interviewees and were conducted on Zoom [December 2023 - January 2024]. First, Otter.ai was
utilized to transcribe interviews. Next, I coded the transcriptions using Dedoose qualitative
coding software. I received IRB approval (Protocol No. IRB23-1728) for this interview process
and provided all participants with a description of my project before beginning the interview and
provided a verbal waiver of consent. In the script, I emphasize the confidential nature of my
study, paying special attention to questions relating to identifying questions and personal
experiences. All statements from individuals have been anonymized to safeguard the privacy of
participants while examining their individual profiles. I conducted a survey to gather
demographic details such as the university they are attending, the type of high school they
attended (selective enrollment or neighborhood), gender, race, ethnicity, duration of their
enrollment as a CPS student, and their CPS tier classification (refer to Appendix B). This survey
data facilitated the construction of tables to feature the unique characteristics and backgrounds
within the interviewee cohort. Additionally, a separate chart was developed to illustrate high
school descriptors, providing context for the students’ pre-college experiences in relation to the
demographic composition of their high schools (refer to Appendix C). In my final qualitative
analysis, I explore these variations to enrich the firsthand narratives shared by the participants.

This paper aims to holistically and critically examine the reality of CPS students’
experiences at UChicago and Northwestern, exploring the impacts of educational inequality

pervasive within Chicago’s education system.
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Results

Here, I explore the multifaceted strategies employed by CPS high school alumni at
UChicago and Northwestern to navigate their collegiate experiences and establish a sense of
belonging within these institutions. These alumni, hailing from both neighborhood and selective
enrollment high schools, utilize a range of tactics such as community building, identity
renegotiation, selecting supportive courses or majors, and symbolic boundary setting. These
strategies are intricately linked to the students’ pre-college backgrounds, with distinctions drawn
between those from CPS selective enrollment schools and CPS neighborhood schools. Drawing
on Anthony Jack’s (2019) concepts of the “doubly disadvantaged (DD)” and “privileged poor
(PP),” which highlight the impact of economic status and high school environment on college
integration, this study suggests that selective enrollment students align more closely with the
“privileged poor” category while neighborhood students align with the “doubly disadvantaged.”
By exploring how these students leverage their cultural capital gained from diverse pre-college
experiences, this research sheds light on the nuanced ways in which CPS students navigate elite

academic environments despite coming from under-resourced educational backgrounds.

Exploring Cultural Capital

I make the argument that students from these two different types of high schools
experience different kinds of training and preparation because of the different socioeconomic
makeup of these schools. As Anyon (1980) mentions, there are different types of training
between social classes. In the CPS context, I suggest that the “training” that is done at
neighborhood schools does not set up nor expect students to end up at elite higher education

institutions, which is why there is also a level of exceptionalism that is expressed when a
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neighborhood student does end up at one of the elite or Ivy league schools.' Therefore, the type
of training and exceptionalism that students are exposed to at neighborhood schools may
influence their sense of belonging at elite universities because the type of training that the
majority of students at these universities have experienced differs dramatically from what one is
exposed to in a CPS neighborhood high school. Jay, a neighborhood student from Horizon
Heights, attending Northwestern, expands on this notion when he explains that he was
“oblivious” as to what was going on when he started college and felt that he “literally went in
unprepared.” He was unaware of the academic expectations at the university, as the curriculum
and knowledge assumed did not match his prior educational experience. Jay recalls a specific
instance in his chemistry class where the professor assumed the students had learned certain
material in high school, but he had not been exposed to it. He expresses confusion about the
university’s assumptions regarding the high school curriculum and preparation of its incoming
students, as it did not align with Jay’s own educational background. He illustrates this as he
exclaims, “Whoa, I didn’t learn this in high school. Like, I don’t know what high school they
thought everybody went to, what the curriculum was, but definitely [it] was not the same.”
Hence, why he expanded to state that [he felt] “the university was definitely not built for the kind
of students similar to [his] background.” The stark contrast between Jay’s prior educational
experiences and the academic expectations of Northwestern exacerbated his sense of
unpreparedness and not belonging in the elite university environment. This features how the
difference in pre-college training and preparation can create significant challenges for students

transitioning to higher education, fostering feelings of being ill-equipped and out of place.

! This was shown through neighborhood students making it on the news because they got into an Ivy League school,
like Amado Candelario from Solorio High School getting into Harvard in 2018, as reported in the ABC7 Chicago
News article ““The sky is not the limit’ says West Lawn teen accepted to Harvard” (2018).
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It is important to note that there is also a large difference between CPS selective
enrollment education and that of students from other private or prestigious high schools. Isi, a
selective enrollment student from Silverlake, attending Northwestern, depicts his understanding
of these distinct pre-college experiences. He notes that when he compares his educational
experience to that of his friends from private schools, he initially feels a “shock” because their
classes seem “less” challenging than what they were used to in high school, which is not the case
for him. However, he recognizes that he needs to take their different educational backgrounds
into account. In the same vein, he thinks about his friends from public schools that seem to be
struggling academically and how they can build better study habits together, as he has noticed
that “some of my friends who are from those types of schools (private) do not [struggle as much]
either because they faced the rigor before or their school taught them how to approach it, maybe
better.” Therefore, he emphasizes that the other pre-college educational backgrounds provide a
different training ground; hence, students may be able to adjust more seamlessly to the elite
college environment.

Below, I divide the aspect of training and preparation into academic and social
preparation; as I explain the strategies, the specifics of these two types of training will be
expanded upon. In the simplest terms, the difference in academic preparation comes from
different academic programs that are offered as selective enrollment high schools often have
more academic resources and their programs are deemed to be more challenging and rigorous
than neighborhood schools. In general, selective enrollment schools tend to be well-resourced
and neighborhood schools tend to have fewer resources. On the other hand, the participants that
attended neighborhood schools were part of the most academically rigorous programs that were

available at their schools, for example, the international baccalaureate program or an equivalent.
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There is also a difference between the academic preparation of CPS students generally and the
other students that attend UChicago and Northwestern due to the diverse socioeconomic
backgrounds represented at these universities and the varied locations worldwide where students
attended high school. This is to say that there is a concentration or a larger percentage of students
that are of higher socioeconomic status that attend these elite schools.

Bea, a selective enrollment student from Willowbrook, attending UChicago, shows the
similarities in academic preparation between selective enrollment schools and the training of her
peers in this elite institution when she explains that the students’ mindsets at her selective
enrollment school were similar to those of UChicago students’ mindset of “let’s do our
schoolwork;” she framed this by explaining what the opposite experience would have been like
“if I went to a more lax high school, where I was like, yeah, like an hour of homework a day, it
would have been like a total major shock, that would have been really hard to handle [later
attending UChicago]. So those are good similarities.” Here, Bea implies that neighborhood
schools do not offer that same mindset that would align with the elite institutions.

When asked about how their high school socially prepared students for their college’s
environment, selective enrollment students attributed their feelings of being socially prepared to
the exposure to affluence that they experienced at their selective enrollment school. They
mentioned that there were students from all over the city and therefore from different
socioeconomic backgrounds, which they felt helped them be more open-minded and deal with a
lot of different people. This exposure made the caliber of wealth at these universities less
overwhelming for them. Additionally, they felt like they knew how to interact with different
groups of people since they were exposed to a lot of economic and cultural diversity at their

selective enrollment schools. Bea explained that attending a selective enrollment high school
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helped her adapt to being around people from very different backgrounds, compared to the more
homogeneous environment of her neighborhood. She was exposed to students from all parts of
the city at her high school, which was a positive experience that prepared her for the diversity
she would encounter at UChicago. She frames the change from her selective enrollment to
UChicago as “not that crazy” of a change and an aspect of her high school that she is very
grateful for. Bea believes the diversity of her high school helped her develop a greater
appreciation and understanding of different cultures and backgrounds, which she sees as an
important preparation for university and beyond. These experiences allowed selective enrollment
students to gain more cultural capital.

On the other hand, neighborhood students did not feel ‘socially prepared.’ In fact, they
mentioned much more culture shock when attending Northwestern and UChicago due to the
homogeneity, both in socioeconomic status and racial/ethnic makeup of their high schools, as a
result of Chicago’s segregation. For example, Marcus, a neighborhood student from Crestwood,
attending Northwestern, explained that his high school experience was characterized by cliques
and groups of students who came from very similar backgrounds. This made it relatively easy to
quickly form close friendships, as there were many interconnections between people. In contrast,
Marcus finds that the college environment at his elite institution is much more diverse, with
students coming from a wide range of backgrounds. He notes that making friends in college is
not as straightforward as it was in high school. Developing close friendships often requires more
intentional effort, such as having one-on-one conversations and spending time together outside of
class. Marcus acknowledges that this social aspect of the transition from high school to college,
especially the culture shock, was not necessarily the fault of his high school. However, he

explains, “I feel like [the social aspect of college] is something that high school doesn’t really



Castro 35

prepare people for; at least my high school didn’t.” He felt that his high school experience did
not adequately prepare him for the social dynamics he has encountered at the elite university,
where it is more difficult to find a defined clique or group to belong to. Overall, Marcus’s
perspective stresses the significant social challenges he has faced in transitioning from the
relatively homogeneous high school environment to the more diverse and complex social
landscape of an elite university. Similarly, Caleb, a neighborhood student from Horizon Heights,
attending UChicago, makes clear that his neighborhood high school, like many CPS high
schools, “for the most part are very segregated; Obviously, reflecting how the city is.” Horizon
Heights was majority Mexican American, low-income, and first-generation students; therefore,
this was the environment he was accustomed to. Consequently, when Caleb arrived at UChicago,
he initially tried to seek out a similar community to the one he had in high school. However, he
found this challenging, as the Hispanic and Latin American students he encountered came from
different backgrounds, making it difficult to connect in the same way he was used to. Caleb
states that it was a struggle for him to adapt to the more diverse environment at UChicago, as he
had become so accustomed to the homogeneous setting of his high school. It took him time to
become more open to making completely new connections with people from different
backgrounds. Caleb’s experience zeros in on how his segregated high school environment did not
adequately prepare him for the social challenges of transitioning to a more diverse, elite
university setting. This was a significant adjustment that he had to navigate during his time at
UChicago. This is not a strategy but it is a way that their pre-college experience influenced their
college transition and, therefore, influenced the formation of their strategies to navigate college.
Rather than exposure to affluence, a neighborhood student expressed her high school’s

social preparedness in a contrasting way, which was exposure to extreme inequality. Ava, a
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neighborhood student from Crestwood, attending Northwestern, stated: “[CPS] does define your
character a lot...it makes you open minded and it helped me a lot in choosing my career path...
experiencing a lot of the differences between CPS students...”. She went on to further explain
how a lot of the individuals she went to middle and high school with were experiencing extreme
poverty and violence and she was also exposed a lot to that. She is putting into perspective that
being a CPS student at a neighborhood school can also make you more open minded but you
might be more exposed to the extreme circumstances of poverty and insecurity instead of the
exposure to affluence that may be experienced by the students at a selective enrollment school.
Although students from neighborhood schools may not have the same level of exposure to
affluence as their peers in selective enrollment schools, this doesn’t diminish the value of their
unique cultural capital. Instead, it draws attention to the potential benefits of social preparation
provided by selective enrollment schools, which can facilitate smoother transitions into elite
spaces such as Northwestern and UChicago. Bea, a selective enrollment student from
Willowbrook now attending UChicago, showcased this by commenting on her views on the
difference in academic and social preparation between selective enrollment and neighborhood
schools by talking about what her life would’ve been like if she went to a neighborhood school
instead.
“And if I still had the chance to come to UChicago, after going to my neighborhood high
school, I probably would have acted way different. I would have been a different person
and not for the better, I think so. I’'m very happy that [ Willowbrook] showed me the
diversity of people and career opportunities. And it’s important to be surrounded by
peers that are also very hardworking, because that’s very, very important when you go to
a high achieving school and people are already, you know, been trained like that. So |
would definitely say selective enrollment will help you learn those skills that are just not
academic skills, but the skills you truly need to succeed in a high performance academic

environment like UChicago”

This shows that different preparations can allow a student to navigate these environments
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differently. Accordingly, Mia, a neighborhood student from Meadowview, mentioned that her
main struggle in adjusting to UChicago was not the academic rigor, but rather the lack of social
preparation from her high school experience that made the culture shock so jarring. She states
“And I think the only reason I have struggled as much as I did is because I wasn’t prepared
socially.” She notes that her first year of college was entirely remote due to the COVID-19
pandemic, which further exacerbated the social challenges she faced. Mia illustrates that she was
“thrown into this massive environment” at UChicago, where she encountered people who did not
look like her, had different experiences, and even different goals and values. This culture shock
was a significant adjustment for her. She expands that lack of social integration and balance in
her life negatively impacted her academic performance. She struggled with the fast-paced quarter
system where she felt her peers were grasping the material more easily. Mia contrasts her high
school experience, where she had a social life that revolved around school, with her university
experience, where she felt disconnected from her peers and unable to have fun with them. Mia’s
position points out how the lack of social preparation from her high school environment made
the transition to UChicago’s diverse and fast-paced academic and social culture particularly
challenging for her.

Yet, a student being exposed to affluence or exposed to extreme inequality need not be
mutually exclusive. A particularly interesting intersection between exposure to affluence and
exposure to extreme inequality was with the neighborhood students that got to experience both
sides of this exposure. For example, some students in the neighborhood group were a part of a
couple of programs that allowed them to get that exposure to affluence but this exposure did not
influence these students to the same extent as the ones that were attending selective enrollment

schools. Therefore, neighborhood students, who did not have access to the social preparation that



Castro 38

selective enrollment schools offered, could have gotten some of that preparation through other
means like college preparation programs — but these programs were offered very early in their
high school careers and to a very select group of students. This meant that only the neighborhood
students that were exposed to these opportunities and programs had the knowledge about certain
processes. Again, like selective enrollment schools, neighborhood schools in CPS have access to
a disproportionate amount of resources. Through this, these neighborhood students were able to
explicitly mention what they gained from that program and explicitly mentioned the differences
they saw between them and their neighborhood peers who did not have access to those programs.
This is a prime example of the cultural capital divide and students themselves were realizing it.
Marcus, a neighborhood student from Crestwood, attending Northwestern, depicted this
when he explained that he first realized the impact of his ethnic background when he participated
in a Dartmouth summer program between his first and sophomore year of highschool. Being one
of the few Mexicans in a diverse setting was initially shocking but ultimately beneficial. He
explained this as being his “first ever experience with like, culture shock, like with absolute vivid
culture shock, because the thing about my high school is that it’s not only like a 99.5%, Hispanic,
like 90% of those Hispanics are like, you know, Mexican.” While being part of a predominantly
Mexican high school was comfortable, stepping out of that environment early helped him break
out of his shell and connect with people from various backgrounds. He indicates the benefit of
this exposure by making the comparison between him and his classmates that did not have the
same opportunities. Marcus says,
“I feel like a lot of people don’t have that. A lot of people didn’t have that opportunity,
which wasn’t the best of things, because then it’s kind of like that shell still exists. And I
didn’t know of many people that, you know, still would say that they felt like they were

in a shell within Solorio, like in their last year, until they reached the real world. And then
the real world was like, oh, not everyone was Mexican.”
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Without this experience Marcus would not have seen that he was in this shell; this experience of
cultural contrast was eye-opening and valuable, as it exposed him to diversity beyond his
familiar surroundings.

For Marcus, the juxtaposition of exposure to extreme inequality and exposure to
affluence or even the simple distinction between the homogenous neighborhood high school and
then a more heterogeneous environment helped him notice that the latter is a more helpful
experience for navigating the “real world.” It is important to note that for this student the “real
world” is an elite university, which is why this experience was essential for him — to enable him
to navigate a completely different world than what he is used to. Yet, it is important to note that
the combination of both of the experiences is what informs Marcus’s navigation of the university
and how he understands his experiences. He emphasizes that it is important for these students to
have an exposure to affluence earlier because it makes the culture shock a bit less intimidating
for them when they encounter it again. This supports why the selective enrollment students were
less likely to mention extreme culture shock and even mentioned that they were grateful that they
had the opportunity to experience