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ABSTRACT 

 
“BECOMING UPWARD BOUND: RITUAL, SELF-ESTEEM AND THE 

PRODUCTION OF BELONGING” 
 
 

Eli R. Pence 
 
 
 

This thesis is an ethnography of an Upward Bound program serving a rural area of 

California.  Between 2009 and 2010 I was a participant observer with Upward Bound, an 

educational equity program funded by the department of education that serves low 

income, potential first-generation college students. Through my role as a program 

employee and friend, I conducted 9 in-depth interviews with students, alumni and 

program staff and 5 follow-up interviews via email. While my connection with UB dates 

back to 1999 and informs much of my work, between 2009 and 2010 I spent more than 

one thousand hours of research conscious time with UB staff and students.  During this 

period I took limited field notes as well as engaged in many intentional conversations 

with staff and students, as I explored ideas and questions that were developing through 

my ongoing writing and analysis.  

In this thesis I focus on theorizing processes of identity transformation 

experienced by students in the program through examination of program ritual and 

culture. I found that the particular structures of Upward Bound led to transformations that 

increased student sense of self-esteem, and linkages of self to social structure.  Both these 
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factors have been linked in other research to higher likelihoods for college success, which 

is the central long-term goal of Upward Bound.  To this extent, my work is significant in 

providing qualitative understanding of how Upward Bound has been successful in 

reaching this goal. 
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CHAPTER I 
 

TRIO UPWARD BOUND—A BRIEF HISTORY 

 Upward Bound (UB) is a federally funded educational equity program 

under the umbrella of the Department of Education’s TRIO programs. Upward Bound 

was the first of the TRIO programs, established in 1964. It was created under the New 

Economic Opportunity Act as a weapon in President Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty. 

Between 1964 and 1970 the Department of Education added Student Support Services 

and Talent Search. Together, these three programs established the name TRIO (Council 

for Opportunity in Education 2009). In 1976 and 1986, Educational Opportunity Centers 

and the McNair Scholars Programs were added to the TRIO family, although it has still 

kept the name.  

Upward Bound programs include both academic year support such as tutoring, as 

well as a residential summer component during which students take classes for high 

school credit and engage in a variety of cultural and experiential events. In 2010 there 

were 964 Upward Bound projects in operation in the U.S. serving between 50 and 150 

students per program (COE 2009). Upward Bound gives students the most one-on-one 

attention of all the TRIO programs, and is the most well funded (McLure and Child 

1998). 
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Grant Funding Requirements  

  There are seven selection criteria that must be fulfilled in order to be funded as a 

program: need for project, objectives, plan of operation, applicant and community 

support, quality of personnel, budget, and plan of evaluation.  Each of these categories 

has a different number of points assigned to it, adding up to one hundred points. 

Depending on the amount of funding available and the strength of the proposals 

submitted, only the top-scoring applicants will be funded. “Prior experience points” may 

also be assessed to grant applicants who have already been running programs. This 

allows high-performing programs to have a slight advantage over new applicants, 

because performance points are given to programs that have demonstrated they can meet 

the four mandated criteria discussed below. 

Participant Eligibility 

Upward Bound's mandate is to help youth ages 13-18 prepare for higher 

education. According to Congress, “Classic” Upward Bound (referred to hereafter simply 

as Upward Bound) serves high school students from historically low-income families in 

which the student is the first in the family to attend college, and Veterans Upward Bound 

(VUB) serves low-income, first-generation military veterans who are preparing to enter 

college. In order to qualify for a grant, two thirds of the students in every program must 

be BOTH low income and first generation; the other one-third must be either/or.  Upward 

Bound specifically targets students who are at risk for continuing education beyond high 
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school and who demonstrate a need for academic services.  In 2007, Congress mandated 

Upward Bound programs to recruit at least 30% of new participants who were a “high 

academic risk for failure” and were labeled “Absolute Priority” students. “High 

Academic Risk for Failure is defined under 34 CFR 75.105 c(3) by the U.S Department 

of Education as: 

1. Have not achieved at the proficient level on state assessments in 

reading/language arts for grade eight; 

2. Have not achieved at the proficient level on state assessments in math for 

grade eight; 

3. Have a grade point average of 2.5 or less (on a 4.0 scale) for the most 

recent school year for which grade point averages are available; 

4. OR, have not completed pre-algebra, algebra, or geometry by the end of 

grade eight, and (in cases in which students are recruited early during 

grade nine) are not taking algebra in grade nine. 

In 2008, the Absolute Priority mandate was defeated, and currently Upward 

Bound may also admit students who are academic high achievers if they face other social 

and structural risks. When interviewed, students are assigned one code (multiple 

categories are not allowed) according to their circumstances. Students with otherwise 

promising academic performance but low educational aspirations, lack of opportunity and 

support, rural isolation, a diagnosed learning disability, or lack of confidence and/or 

social skills may also benefit from UB services and thus be admitted. It is important to 

note that many of these categories are strictly subjective, and program staff has a great 



4 

 

deal of leeway in defining (for example) students who have “potential” to succeed in 

college. 

During the ’07-’08 academic year, programs were required to admit at least 30% 

Absolute Priority students. This high percentage was causing many programs to fail to 

meet their funding criteria and thus lose their funding, because program retention and 

academic improvement were difficult to foster in students who had spent so much time 

slipping through the cracks. The Absolute Priority mandate was defeated in 2009 because 

the DOE wrote the policy without considering the fact that Congress first has to pass 

regulations that become law before departments have the authority to enforce them.  This 

policy change has repercussions for program funding and survival, which I will discuss in 

detail in Chapter IV.  

The TRIO Mandate 

Upward Bound is performance-based, which in addition to increasing 

accountability, has important implications for funding. There are a number of measurable 

outcomes that each program must meet in order to maintain their funding. 

1. Academic improvement on standardized tests:  

2. Project retention 

3. Postsecondary enrollment 

4. Postsecondary retention 

These outcomes were put in place to establish a long-term service orientation for UB 

programs.  As UB program funding is linked to outcome evaluation on these measures, 
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programs have additional incentive to keep central the long-term vision and deliver 

services to each student over the entire course of their undergraduate career. 

NCUB 

 NCUB students are by definition historically low-income, first generation college 

students between the ages of fourteen and eighteen. All of the schools I work with serve a 

primarily white population, with the exception one which serves a majority of Native 

American students. A significant number of Upward Bound students come from single 

parent households or are foster children. Many of the students come from indigenous 

backgrounds and were enrolled members of the Karuk, Yurok and Hupa tribes. All of the 

schools that NCUB serves are extremely rural, with student populations under 1,000. 

Previous Research and My Contribution 

Much of the research on Upward Bound takes one of two forms: quantitative 

program evaluations that report on outcome factors such as test scores, matriculation and 

attrition rates, and, qualitative reports that tell individual stories of program experiences.  

In this thesis I expand the range and depth of research on UB by providing a sociological 

ethnographic account of a rural UB program.  This ethnography theorizes the structures, 

rituals and meaning involved in program participation, and the significance each has for 

structuring opportunity and producing social change. This work is important because it 

links Upward Bound theoretically and empirically to other research that unveils the 
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structures and processes that produce belonging and self-esteem, as well as the related 

educational success. 
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CHAPTER II 
 

 RITUAL, SELF-ESTEEM, AND THE PRODUCTION OF BELONGING 

Theorists have established connections between ritual and belonging, as well as 

belonging and self-esteem (Ma 2003). During my exploration of “Becoming” Upward 

Bound from both an organizational and individual perspective, I found that the concept of 

belonging links the ritual structure of the program to the increase in self-esteem 

experienced by program participants. This chapter is thus organized around the linkages 

in the literature between the three concepts. 

Ritual 

In the minds of many, ritual has been relegated to the realms of religion and 

magic. Ritual is actually ubiquitous in secular society (Neville, 1984), and rituals, both 

secular and otherwise, have long been considered vital parts of group socialization 

processes (Hermanowicz 1999, Carlton-Ford 1992, Douglas 2002). Rituals mark 

transitions, commemorate life events, reaffirm group loyalty and commitment to group 

values by putting “normative pressure” (Carlton-Ford 1992:53) on participants, as well as 

fostering what Durkheim called “collective effervescence” (1961). In a secular sense, 

rituals are often “elaborate versions” (Hermanowicz 1999) of mundane events that are 

imbued with special symbolic meaning. 
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According to Durkheim (2001), when groups of people come together under 

special circumstances, such as a sporting event, a religious ceremony or a political rally, 

the resultant energy and strong collective emotion “collective effervescence1" can compel 

people to behave unlike they would normally; this may include involving oneself in 

violent acts.  Having an “out of body” experience is another defining characteristic of 

collective effervescence. Activities such as dancing, chanting, and ingesting psychoactive 

substances contribute to “deindividuation” (Marshall 2002:362) which is basically a loss 

of sense of self. This can create unity, increased identification with the group, and a 

reduction of self-awareness, which may manifest itself in activities involving engaging in 

self-sacrifice for the benefit of the collective.  Also key to maintaining group cohesion, 

identification and effervescence is repetition of ritual activities for renewing “common 

faith” (Durkheim 2001:157, Fisher and Koo, 1989): 

 Every society feels the need to reaffirm the collective ideas and sentiments that 
make up its identity. Yet ‘this moral remaking cannot be achieved except by 
means or reunions, meetings, and assemblies where the individuals, being closely 
united to one another, reaffirm in common their common sentiments’    

These “common sentiments” and sense of collective emotion are linked in the 

theoretical literature to an increase in self-esteem. Collective emotion “should provide the 

individual with a sense of strength and worth other sources do not” (Carlton-Ford 369). 

This sense of strength and worth contributes to how people see themselves holistically, 

rather than how they see themselves reflected by others, thus distinguishing global from 

other forms of self-esteem.  

                                                        
1 Effervescence literally means ‘bubbly’ or ‘fizzy.’  
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Belonging 

Belonging is an emotional orientation of an individual that is distinguishable from 

mere technical membership in a group. I define technical membership as category 

membership that may exist without emotional ties to the group or organization. For 

example, people can be technical members of groups such as a gender or a family, and 

not feel a sense of belonging. There are many different ways to theorize belonging, and 

for the purposes of this thesis I draw on Goodenow and Grady’s (1993) definition of 

“school belonging” as a feeling of acceptance, inclusion, support and respect in addition 

to technical group membership. These feelings can be engendered through ritual activity, 

which involve the closely related concepts of collective identity and loyalty. 

The connections that people create when they belong to groups can counteract 

conditions of anomie. Anomie is an important sociological concept first popularized by 

Durkheim in his 1897 book Suicide. There are different ways to approach the concept; 

According to Weber, it is “the absence of ultimate guiding values” (Orru, 1989). 

According to Merton (1938), it is the disjuncture between goals and desires, and 

institutional means. Durkheim framed it as the dissolution of socially shared meanings, 

goals and values due to increased industrialization of society (Orru, 1989).  

Collective Identity 

Collective identity and its production are tightly linked to belonging. In the case 

of Northern California Upward Bound (NCUB) collective identity is actively constructed 

and constantly negotiated by program staff and participants (Gamson 1996). Membership 
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in the group of currently served Upward Bound students is constantly in flux. Depending 

on recruitment and retention efforts of the program staff, each new summer is effectively 

a re-forging of NCUB collective identity. With each ritual and event, social groups 

engage in a dynamic process of deciding and agreeing on what defines them, including 

activities, boundaries, and membership criteria (Gamson 1996).  

These meaning-making negotiations shape the trajectories of the groups 

depending on aspects of identity that are salient to the group at a given time (Van Dyke 

and Cress, 2006). Collective Identities are often forged in oppositional atmospheres, 

where group members harbor an “us against the world” feeling. This sentiment may stem 

from real threats of violence and discrimination, as in the case of the Lesbian, Gay, 

Bisexual, Transgender and Queer movement (Van Dyke and Cress, 2006). 

Loyalty 

There are ways other than ritual to inspire cohesion and a sense of belonging in-

group members. Patricia and Peter Adler (1988) wrote about “intense loyalty” and sports 

teams. Loyalty is distinct enough from the concepts of effervescence and collective 

identity that it bears its own discussion:  

We define organizational loyalty here as a bond formed either to an organization 
or to some person or group within it that can be either individually or collectively 
forged. It consists of feelings of attachment, of belonging, of strongly wanting to 
be a part of something; it involves the readiness to contribute part of oneself; it 
incorporates trust, the voluntary alignment of self with the group, and a 
willingness to follow faithfully the leadership or guidelines of the organization 
(p. 401). 
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The authors identify five conceptual elements that are “critical to the development 

of intense loyalty” These are specific to their research setting as part of a college 

basketball culture; however, I believe that with modifications they can be generalizable to 

other settings.  

Domination by a strong leader: 

The total control of “all facets” of a group member’s life reinforces the member’s 

subordination. In the case of Adler and Adler’s research, the coach structured the lives of 

his players from waking to sleeping, leaving them little to no time to make individual 

decisions.  

Identification with the group: 

Making group members representative of the group in public situations, and then 

rewarding them for it can quickly achieve identification. Displays of loyalty to the group 

members by the leader(s) also increase group identification. Loyalty from the leader is a 

similarly important aspect of benevolence.  

Commitment 

Individual commitment is achieved through making group members feel 

emotionally (and possibly economically) in the group, as well as linking individual’s 

performance to the performance of the group. 

Integration 

Isolation from ‘outsiders’ creates group cohesion and integration. “Adversarial” 

attitudes (us vs. them, home vs. visitors) also increases group integration. 
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Goal Alignment.  

When group members believe that their best interests will be served by first 

serving the interests of the group, that is a sign of intense loyalty. Intensely loyal people 

will thus sacrifice their individual good for the good of the collective. 

 While clearly domination is one common tactic for producing intense loyalty in 

hegemonic masculine cultures, settings produced with a feminist and Indigenous 

consciousness would likely engage other means to produce loyalty.  While not identical 

in history, theoretical approaches and research methods, Indigenous and Feminist 

epistemologies have many important commonalties. Both types of scholarship emphasize 

power relations and the privileging of subaltern narratives. Indigenous perspectives, such 

as the Kaupapa Maori approach, are explicitly about decolonizing knowledge, and 

reclaiming it from a dominant and dominating colonial discourse (Smith, 2008). Both 

Feminist and Indigenous research also calls for non-oppressive relationships, which are 

contrary to the concept of a dominant leader and submissive subjects (Denzin and 

Lincoln, 2008).  

Self-Esteem 

As educators and theorists, why should we care about ritual and the feelings of 

belonging it inspires? While feelings of personal worth may seem intensely individual, 

the development of self-esteem is undoubtedly social in nature. Cast and Burke (2002) 

define self-esteem thusly: 
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Self-esteem refers most generally to an individual’s overall positive evaluation of 
the self. It is composed of two distinct dimensions, competence and worth. The 
competence dimension (efficacy-based self-esteem) refers to the degree to which 
people see themselves as capable and efficacious. The worth dimension (worth-
based self-esteem) refers to the degree to which individuals feel they are persons 
of value (Cast and Burke 2002:1042). 

According to Cast and Burke, both the worth and efficacy-based dimensions of self-

esteem stem from having one’s self verified in a group setting. This is why being part of a 

group that provides self-verification, is such an important part of self-esteem building. 

Both Rosenberg (1989) and Cast and Burke (2002) agree that people are attracted to 

groups and situations that verify their identities and thus raise their self-esteem. Every 

identity has expectations or standards that people are socially expected to adhere to, and 

self-verification refers to the feelings one gets when identity meanings match 

situational/contextual meanings; this indicates a person is doing their identity “right.” 

People’s identities can’t always be verified, however. Being part of a group 

charges their self-esteem ‘batteries’ so to speak, and they can use this “buffer” (Cast and 

Burke, 1048) to protect themselves when verification is not forthcoming, such as from 

neglectful parents or over-worked teachers. According to Cast and Burke, self-esteem 

protects one from distress in the moment until conditions can be changed to favorable and 

the identity can be verified. Rosenberg (1989) has a slightly different view of the main 

components of self-esteem that has more of an emphasis on internal psychological 

processes. He considers self-esteem to be composed of ‘reflected appraisals,’ ‘social 

comparison,’ and ‘self-attribution.’ “Reflected appraisals” describe how you think others 

think of you, “social comparison’ is how we judge ourselves by comparing ourselves to 

others, and ‘self-attribution’ refers to how people judge themselves by their actions.  
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Rosenberg (1989) also makes an explicit link between self-esteem, academic 

performance, depression and delinquency. It may seem commonsense, but the question 

remains in academia whether self-esteem is a cause of academic performance increases, 

or if that improved performance in turn raises an individual’s self-esteem. According to 

Rosenberg, both assertions can be true. Predictably, good grades lead to higher self-

esteem, but high self-esteem also leads to good grades. People with low self-esteem may 

find it difficult to alter the picture that they have of themselves (as low achievers) and so 

may perform poorly even though they know they can do better (Rosenberg 1989). 

Low self-esteem can thus lead to students performing poorly in school on 

purpose, because if students don’t try, they can attribute their failure to lack of effort, not 

lack of intelligence.  In addition, anytime a student can be cast as a ‘rebel’ in the eyes of 

their peers, it can have the effect of enhancing self-esteem. This may reinforce the 

behavior, because the students have changed their primary reference group from their 

adult teachers (who are responsible for disciplining them for poor academic performance) 

to their “cooler” friends—who may have very different priorities: 

Kaplan (1980) contends that youngsters with low self-esteem have frequently 
undergone unsatisfactory experiences in conventional society—experiences that 
have created painful feelings of doubt about their self-worth. Seeking to alleviate 
these feelings, many turn to the delinquent reference group to enhance their self-
esteem (Rosenberg 1989: 1006). 

If adult mentors can be counted on to bolster student’s feelings of self-worth, perhaps 

success could be framed as “cool” again, increasing the likelihood that students put 

serious effort into their academic work. 
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The importance of self-esteem is not limited to adolescence. People who have 

opportunities to raise their self-esteem through being supported, being given “interesting 

and challenging tasks, experiencing self-direction and success, “…will come to view 

themselves as capable and worthy” (Owens, Mortimer and Finch 1996:1378). According 

to Cast and Burke, these people, (who have higher self-esteem) have an ‘emotional 

anchor’ and more ‘cognitive resources’ at the ready to deal with difficult circumstances 

(1048). 

From a social-psychological perspective, Maslow (1943) considered self-esteem 

(‘esteem needs’) to be second from the top of his hierarchy, which is expressed as a 

pyramid, with self-actualization at the top, followed by esteem needs, social needs, safety 

needs, and physiological needs. This means that there are three other types of needs 

(social, safety and physiological) that much be reached before self-esteem even becomes 

an issue for an individual. Gratton (1980) believes that people are preoccupied with needs 

that have not yet been satisfied, and are unaware of higher ones. For example, people 

who do not know where their next meal will come from are not concerned with self-

actualization.  

Summary of Links Between Ritual, Belonging and Self-Esteem 

Social scientists have long been curious about the processes involved in the 

production of belonging. Through the fostering of collective effervescence and collective 

identity, I argue that ritual increases individual’s feelings of belonging, as well as group 

cohesion. 
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1. Belonging directly and positively influences self-esteem, which has a ripple effect 

through all aspects of a person’s life. 

2. Self-esteem and academic success are linked, although it cannot easily be 

determined which causes which; the likely answer is they both reinforce each 

other (Griffiths, 1993). 

 

 

 

 

Table 1 demonstrates the linear, primarily uni-directional relationship between 

participation in ritual activity and increased self-esteem and academic success. 
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CHAPTER III 
 

METHODS 

This research is based on field research with NCUB.  While my connection with 

UB dates back to 1999 and informs much of my work, between 2009 and 2010 I spent 

more than one thousand hours of research conscious time with UB staff and students. 

 During this period I took limited field notes as well as engaged in many intentional 

conversations with staff and students, as I explored ideas and questions that were 

developing through my ongoing writing and analysis.  In addition, I completed 8 formal 

interviews and 5 follow-up interviews via email. 

The Setting 

The NCUB program is housed at a state university deep in a predominately rural 

county in Northern California. NC County is overwhelmingly rural, with only two major 

cities and only 129,000 people (U.S. Census). According to the 2008 Census, 20.3% of 

residents are under the age of eighteen, and the median household income is around $39, 

627.19.8% of the population exists below the poverty level. There are two Upward 

Bound programs in NC County, serving a total of 120-170 students per year. TRIO 

Upward Bound serves a total of 76,489 students across the U.S (Council for Opportunity 

in Education website). 

The group of students I studied converged every summer beginning in the 

summer of 2008. Like all other Upward Bound programs, NCUB offered a Summer 
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Academy during which students lived on a college campus, took classes, and were 

exposed to cultural events for six weeks. In the case of NCUB, the Summer Academy 

lasts for five weeks and is held on the campus of a Northern California state college, with 

the sixth week used for touring other institutions of postsecondary education. Students 

lived two to a room, often “rooming” with students from schools in neighboring counties. 

They are allowed to decorate their dorm rooms with posters and photographs from home, 

and are held to the same standards of cleanliness as any matriculated student would be. 

They aren’t allowed to put pinholes in the walls or light candles. They’re rooms quickly 

resemble the stereotypical teenage room: messy, smelly and full of gossip, drama, and 

hushed secrets. 

The university NCUB is based in is nestled into a forest housing miles of trails, 

with the ocean a few short miles away. Due to the ocean’s influence, the weather ranges 

from warm and temperate to blustery, never reaching the highs and lows associated with 

many of the student’s inland hometowns. At the university, students take classes from 

local instructors in real college classrooms scattered around the campus, which provides a 

simulated college experience similar to what “normal” students experience. The campus 

is partially forested, so when students walk to class they pass by large and vibrant stands 

of rhododendron, with the smell of the ocean and the eucalyptus in the air. They even eat 

every meal in the university’s dining hall, which gives them a sense of the structuring of 

a college student’s day, and the range of mystery meats they ingest. Many of the students 

are not accustomed to the variety they are presented with, so for the first week, every 
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meal is greeted with enthusiasm as if it were a festive occasion; for some it takes longer 

than others, but eventually this awe wears off as the dishes begin to repeat themselves.  

By the time the six weeks are over, the dorms and campus feel like home to the 

students, who all have favorite places to sit, study, eat, and sneak away and break rules. 

The closing ceremony, hosted by the staff and catered by the dining hall, is held in one of 

the campus multipurpose rooms, dressed up for the occasion. After the laughter, tears, 

and final dining-hall meal, the students go back to the dorms and begin packing, reverting 

each room to its white-walled, industrial-carpeted generic state, to be brought back to life 

by some fresh new college student in the fall. 

The contact between students is not limited to the six-week Summer Academy. 

During the school year the students are reunited for several overnight social and 

educational encounters at local community centers and their school sites. One such 

activity is the Winter Workshop, which is usually held before Christmas to prepare 

students for the upcoming FAFSA (Federal Application for Student Aid). The students 

participate in workshops, are fed pizza, and are taken into town to see a parade or 

basketball game. They sleep on the floor of the community center in sleeping bags, 

although precious little sleep actually occurs. They need this time to catch up with each 

other before they return to their hometowns. 

The permanent staff also visits the students at each participating school once a 

month to check on academic progress and motivate the students. The permanent staff 

works out of offices on the campus, providing a home base for their operations close to 
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where the students will be living over the summer as well as giving students an easy 

place to locate them.  Some students even drop by the offices whenever they are in town, 

to catch the staff up on their lives and get advice. Unofficially, many of the students 

maintain friendships through phone calls, MySpace/Facebook messages, and rarely, 

visits. 

Participants 

 Between 2009 and 2010 I interviewed a total of nine participants (“Lara” solely via 

email) associated with NCUB.  Including myself, four were NCUB staff members and 

UB alumni ages 26-40. Three staff members were male and one was female, two were 

indigenous and two were white.  Five participants were current NCUB students ages 15-

18.  Four of the students were female and one was male.  Due to scheduling conflicts, the 

students I was able to interview came from only four of the six different school sites. All 

but one of these schools was located in remote rural areas and were home to small student 

populations of between 50 and 1,000 students. In 2009 I sent interview requests to all 47 

students from six high schools in the NCUB program. I received 21 agreements to 

participate and then randomly chose students based on convenience.  

 Identity and Membership Roles 

As a white, working class, and queer girl struggling in school, I participated in 

Upward Bound every summer from 1999 to 2001. I attended the same program that my 

students attend today, and grew up under similar financial, geographic, and academic 
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circumstances. To this day, the NCUB program is structured almost identically, including 

the same field trips, social events, and much of the same staff. Today I am a white trans-

male identified person who graduated with honors with my BA; this thesis represents the 

final hurdle in completing a master’s degree. My shifting educational, financial, and even 

gender statuses have changed during this research, and while I was officially a staff 

member I drew on my retrospective lens as a participant.  My conceptualization of the 

program was immediately complicated by not knowing quite what my role was; as a 

former participant was I an insider, part of the community I studied, or was I an outsider, 

an employee and researcher looking at teen life from the outside in?  

These issues led me to the literature on insider/outsider dynamics in research, 

which proved fruitful ground for understanding and navigating my status as both a group 

member and a researcher. I was encouraged by current epistemological directions to 

share my lens, and how my status as a former student and current employee of the 

program has affected my research. My social location has shaped my data and 

interpretation, and it has changed in relation to the program since I was in high school.  

My history with TRIO Upward Bound is extensive and emotional. In 1999 I was a 

new UB student, participating in the very same Upward Bound program I am involved 

with now. I feel strongly that this experience changed my life, and it has colored both my 

work with the program now and my research. I am thus very much an insider in several 

senses: I was a participant, and now I am an employee. I have made meaningful and 

emotional connections with peers I went through the program with, the program 
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administration, and “my” current students. Just as DeLyser (2001) cautioned, I have 

entered into this research with practical, emotional and historical knowledge of the 

program, which may turn out to be as much of a hindrance as a help. 

As I write in the Spring of 2010, I have a formal membership role in the program 

as a Resident Mentor and Tutor. This means that during the last two summers I have 

lived with the students in the dorms for five weeks at a time:  I ate with them, went to 

their classes and was physically and emotionally accessible to them twenty-four hours a 

day. During the school year, I tutor the NCUB students. I also show up for many of the 

social and academic events that the program hosts. This work demands that employees 

and students forge deep emotional bonds that extend past their success in high school and 

college. I have functioned at various times as a mentor, counselor, suicide watch, tutor, 

and friend. As Wade (1984) states“…workable field relationships sometimes call upon 

the researcher to use skills and knowledge not necessarily related to the research” (217). 

But for me, playing these roles is more about being present for the students than my 

research, although each of these duties brings me closer to the students in ways that 

increase my access. 

Until I delved into the literature prior to starting my research, I thought it was as 

simple as that. I was an insider, privy to the deepest of group secrets and feelings, and in 

possession of rich personal experience. What I found was that the situation is much more 

complicated. 

The notion that some positions provide a ‘better view’ of social organization or a 
preferred site from which to ‘start thought’ seems to accord some knowers an 
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‘epistemic privilege’ associated with their identities. However, critics point out 
that identity is not automatically associated with superior insight, and the 
sociological literature on insider-outsider dynamics certainly calls into question 
any easy assumption about the consequences for research of particular identities, 
which are always relative, crosscut by other differences, and often situational and 
contingent” (DeVault 1996:40). 

I am also very much an outsider in some respects; I am currently twenty-seven 

years old, which makes me at least ten years older than the UB students. And although I 

am buried under student loans and part-time work, I hold a bachelor’s degree and will 

soon earn a master’s degree:  I no longer share my student’s class status even though our 

roots are the same.  I am a boundary person in many ways, existing in the space between 

the past and the present, between social classes. (Anzaldua, 1987). Even though I grew up 

poor and qualified for the program in the same ways they do today, my educated status 

sets me apart in important ways I have yet to fully understand. Reay (1996) theorized a 

somewhat similar experience that gave me insight into my own situation. She was 

interviewing working-class women, and although her background was working class, she 

found that her education changed the dynamic in ways that could not be overlooked. 

Kathleen Lynch and Cathleen O’Neill maintain that, while other oppressed 
groups do not lose their minority defining status through becoming educated, if 
working-class people become educated they cease to be working-class, at least to 
a degree (Reay 1996:61). 

It has also become obvious to me during my work with the program that no matter 

how “cool” I am, and how close I am to the program, at the end of the day I am still an 

employee. In my capacity as Resident Mentor, it is my job to uphold program policy and 

make sure that there is an atmosphere of physical and emotional safety. I have the power 
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to give and take away privileges and recommend students for expulsion. This position 

can make me dangerous in the eyes of the students, but also useful.  

According to Bourdillon (1997), if the researcher is of equal standing with the 

observed, they will have limited use for the researcher.  In some ways, I can see the 

parent/child dynamic at motion.  Remembering well my childhood, I know that my 

parents were my worst enemies, until I needed something. This power dynamic has 

proven problematic over the course of my research.  I have no way of knowing whether 

or not students are being honest, trying to appease me, or manipulating reality to get 

something they need. 

Groups or collectivities that claim Insider status are not themselves homogenous 
groups. For example, the collectivity ‘women’ is striated by such social 
categories as race, class and sexual orientation (Grifflith, 1998: 363). 

For example, the students themselves are broken into many different subgroups (LGBTQ, 

heterosexual, indigenous, white,) that exist in a mostly-harmonious whole. My job, then, 

as an insider/outsider researcher, is to navigate my dual identities with both my research 

and the best interests of the students in mind. Wade’s (1984) concept of “switching hats” 

in the field is relevant to my situation. I must be able to switch quickly between roles, and 

statuses strategically to benefit my research (Griffith 1998). Because identity is multi-

faceted and contextual, I can be an insider/outsider/researcher at once, and choose which 

identities I foreground or background as appropriate (Harrington 2003). 

As I began pulling my ideas together for this project, I believed that this special 

insight would give me unfettered access to the population (students) and their innermost 
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feelings about the program. What I found was much more complicated; what follows is a 

description of my process of “getting in,” and the realizations I had about my role in the 

program along the way. What a researcher chooses to showcase (or cannot control) such 

as age, gender, prestige, race, and ethnicity, affect the research process in important ways 

(Wax 1979:513). Where one stands in relationship to their research participants can affect 

the amount of access (who you get to speak to/observe and for how long), as well as the 

quantity and quality of the information gathered. According to Robert Merton (1972), 

there is an “unwritten grammar of conduct” and a “nuanc[ed] cultural idiom” existent in 

every group, and whether or not a researcher can clue into it seems to be the key to 

success. 

There is much debate about the relative merits and pitfalls of insider and outsider 

identities, but what never seems to be contested is the assertion that one’s role affects 

what one considers a problem and subsequently, how one approaches it. It is a matter of 

perspective; according to Smetherham (1978): 

 …the role-related knowledge that people have determines the perspective from 
which they identify the problems to be addressed, and indeed, even what 
particular items shall be considered as problems. 

This assertion is supported by Merton (1972), who wrote: “Weber’s idea of 

Wertbeziehung suggests that differing social locations, with their distinctive interests and 

values, will affect the selection of problems for investigation” (p. 16). My experience 

with the program shaped my approach to it as a research subject, and for better or worse, 

informed every step of my process. 
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Benefits and Drawbacks to Insider Research 

Insiders are people who have access to a group through their membership in that 

group. Membership, as conceptualized by Adler and Adler (1987), breaks down into 

three categories: peripheral membership, active membership, and complete membership.  

Peripheral members are “the most marginal and least committed to the social world 

studied” (36). They have meaningful contact with the group (enough to be considered 

insiders) but they do not commit to the goals or ideals of the group, or perform core 

functions. Active membership is characterized by a higher level of commitment to the 

group, with the researcher performing functional duties in the group and interacting as a 

colleague (Adler and Adler 1987).  Complete members are the most committed of all, 

often “relinquishing their involvement in and commitment to their former world and 

adopting the weltanschauung, or worldview, of members” (Adler, 1987:67). Complete 

members can be classified as either “opportunistic” researchers or “converts.” 

Opportunistic researchers begin researching a group they are a part of already, while 

converts move slowly deeper into group membership. 

I was (and still remain) a complete member of the “UB family.” I continue to be 

completely immersed in UB’s ideals and worldview, although my age and educational 

achievements have created obstacles between myself and the students I must overcome in 

my research and employment as a mentor. Some scholars assert that proper field research 

demands “first-hand involvement in the communities being studied” (Zinn 1979:209), 

making an insider role essential. I found that both more recent and former roles within the 
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program have facilitated my research process. According to Brannick (2007), insider 

research represents a critical, contextually embedded perspective by virtue of the fact that 

it is carried out by people within the population being studied, and not outsiders without 

any sense of the nuances of group culture. Primarily, though, arguments center on issues 

of access/insight, accountability, and objectivity. 

Access and Insight: 

 Many scholars argue that being a member of the group you are studying gives you 

access to more information about your subjects in general, and specifically more truthful, 

unfiltered, and ‘authentic’ information, unclouded by distrust or in/out-group hostilities. 

Patricia Zavella sums up this position from a Chicana researcher perspective: 

Chicano scholars assert that insiders are more likely to be more cognizant and 
accepting of complexity and internal variation, are better able to understand the 
nuances of language use, will hopefully avoid being duped by informants who 
create cultural performances for their own purposes, and are less apt to be 
distrusted by those being studied” (1993:54). 

Research subjects are not merely resources to be exploited and mined for 

information. Rather, they are people with their own agendas, agency, and ideas about 

how the research process should go. The ‘defense mechanisms’ employed by subjects 

against incursion by researchers (of any kind, it can be argued) are acts of resistance 

against sometimes historic exploitation by researchers. 

 Researchers with insider status may have the ability to offset such defenses. 

According to Smetherham (1978) “…respondents were seemingly far more prepared to 

share private knowledge with one whom they see as personally and equally involved in 
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their world.”  From a social psychological perspective, people (insiders) who share 

salient identity characteristics are less threatening to group identity, thus require fewer 

roadblocks to rapport (Harrington, 2003). 

 Increased insight into the groups being studied is another often-touted benefit of 

being an insider. Merton’s (1972) “Insider Doctrine” states that every group holds a 

monopoly over knowledge of itself that only members have exhaustive access to. Thus, 

insider researchers have the advantage of that knowledge going into their projects, and 

use their knowledge and others’ to disseminate what they choose about their group 

culture. The Insider Doctrine is subsequently debunked by Merton himself as 

“deceptively simple and sociologically fallacious” (Merton 24) as well as others, for 

reasons I will discuss later.  

Accountability 

Accountability is an important characteristic of an insider; by virtue of their 

embedded positions in groups, insiders have certain obligations they are accountable for 

that outsiders may not be (Zavella 1993:54, Zinn 1979:216, Brayboy 2000).  The closer 

the relationships are that are forged between researchers and participants, the more 

delicate personal information is passed between parties. The researchers are then often 

obligated to keep up relationships with group members after research, with the 

knowledge they have collected. 

To acquire knowledge of what is normally private would change my relationship 
with the people who gave it. An outsider can be given such power on a temporary 
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basis, and then be put at a distance when the study is over. Knowledge given to 
an insider has a more permanent affect” (Bourdillion 153). 

This knowledge, coupled with continued association (if the researcher maintains group 

membership), can create a “power-over” situation that is problematic from a feminist 

research perspective. 

By being involved in closer friendships, Stacey claims, informants are subject to 
betrayal and abandonment by the researcher and thus feminist ethnography 
‘masks a deeper, more dangerous form of exploitation’” (Zavella 1993:55). 

Groups resist forming bonds with researchers for a reason; close bonds of friendship and 

trust might yield excellent data, but when the research is over and the relationship 

necessarily changes, the disruption in the lives of the subjects is more profound than it 

perhaps would be if either or both parties maintained a certain amount of emotional 

distance. 

 The most prevalent critique of insider status is the idea that being an insider 

results in the researcher being too close to the population being studied and thus losing 

objectivity. Merton’s (1976) “Outsider Doctrine” states: “…knowledge about groups, 

unprejudiced by membership in them, is accessible only to outsiders.” This implies that, 

“one must not be Caesar to understand Caesar” (31). At the core of the Outsider Doctrine 

lies the idea that Caesar can’t possibly produce objective, well-rounded knowledge about 

himself, because he is limited in his perspective by his associations, his biases, and his 

emotional attachments.  

Insider research is typically seen as problematic, and indeed, is frequently 
disqualified because it is perceived not to conform to standards of intellectual 
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rigor because insider researchers have a personal stake and substantive emotional 
investment in the setting” (Brannick 2007:60). 

Starting with an insider’s perspective and assuming a certain amount of knowledge about 

your research population can result in what Brayboy (2000) refers to as “over-rapport” 

(165). DeLyser (2001), explains it as an issue of assumed information on the part of both 

the researcher and the participant; participants may assume researchers know the answers 

to all the questions they are asking, so will give incomplete answers or even feel as if the 

interview itself is a useless exercise.  

Benefits and Drawbacks to Outsider Research  

As with insider status, outsider status carries with it both benefits and drawbacks. 

It seems, however, that the drawbacks are far better publicized. Outsider researchers 

seem to trade access for objectivity. Brannick (2007) states: “for outsider researchers, 

gaining primary access is the central issue they have to confront” (67). By virtue of their 

out-group status, outsider researchers face “distrust and hostility, and the experience of 

being excluded (e.g., as a white researcher) from communities or of being allowed to 

‘see’ only what people of color want them to see” (Zinn 1979:212).  This may or may not 

be ameliorated by their ‘objective’ perspective, the result of having no emotional ties to 

the group they study. 

I mentioned earlier that insider research is often seen as employing a more critical 

perspective that outsider research, which is seen by some academics as conventional and 

positivistic (Brannick, 2007). Bourdillion (1997) frames the debate in terms of 

exploitation and power relations, stating: “Relations of power inevitably arise when 
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outside observers describe other people according to categories determined by the 

observers and their academic colleagues” (150). The researcher ultimately has the power 

over how they choose to represent the populations they study. If the researcher is not part 

of the group they are studying, they have less of an obligation to create a consensual, 

accurate, realistic representation even if it doesn’t suit the research question. 

Field Work  

 As I took on the research lens of participant observer in Spring 2009, I began 

taking field notes and journaling about past and current UB experiences.  At the same 

time, I began collecting existing secondary information about UB.   These early field 

notes and journal entries helped me to shape conversations with students and staff and 

develop a guide for depth interviews (Appendix 1).  Feminist and indigenous 

methodologies and epistemologies (Berg, 2009, Smith 2009, Bishop, 2009) informed my 

approach to this research project. These orientations are particularly well suited to my 

work because they emphasize critical, self-reflective, non-exploitative research practices 

that contribute to the individuals and communities involved in the research. The 

participants in the project were not simply vulnerable and in need of protection: these 

positions render invisible the ways in which they control their own lives as well as how 

they exercise resistance to the research process: 

Vulnerability and protection are socio-cultural constructions, often based on a 
paternalistic underestimation of other’s capacity to resist, and overestimation of 
one’s own ability to take care of and provide. The naming of “vulnerable 
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research subjects’ serves to promote the self-empowerment of those who set 
themselves up as protectors” (Mulder 107). 

Throughout formal interviews and informal interactions, I often shared my own 

experiences with UB. 

When researchers are open about their own personal stories, participants feel 
more comfortable sharing information, and the hierarchical gap between 
researchers and respondents formerly embraced in ethnographic work is closed” 
(Berger 2001:507). 

  Because of my formal role within the group and my history as a student in the 

program, I had many stories to share. In such instances, according to Alvesson (2003) the 

label “observing participant” is more appropriate. I was particularly drawn to Denzin’s 

(2006) “methodology of the heart,” one that focuses on the power of stories to heal. UB 

students occupy multiple and intersecting marginalized positions: 

age/class/gender/race/sexuality.  Too often they are constructed as victims with little 

agency to tell their own stories.  My sharing of stories that mirrored theirs created bridges 

for them to tell their stories. 

  To further secure their agency and power in the telling of their own stories, I 

asked students to read drafts of the ethnographic components describing the rituals and 

send me feedback. I incorporated this feedback into the final version of the text, 

hopefully making the story more about their experiences than about mine. I also sent a 

follow-up interview to the students via email to help fill in any gaps in my analysis and 

theorizing what I referred to in my emails as “too much of me, too little of you guys.” 
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Autoethnography  

I began my data collection by field noting based on my memories as a participant 

and current experiences as a Resident Mentor. I began by interviewing myself, using 

prompts from my interview guide and free-writing (in lieu of talking to an interviewer) 

my responses. Because the focus of my research was current UB students, I found myself 

writing primarily about my past experiences as a program participant. Initially, it felt 

uncomfortable and self-indulgent—feelings I had to “get over” in order to be able to 

write freely about my experiences in the program and be honest and reflexive.  

To begin my interpretive process, I “listened” to the data and used grounded 

theory (Atkinson and Delmont 2008) to allow themes to emerge. Writing 

autoethnographically also helped me decide what direction to take the project. As a 

Mentor, discovering that current student’s experiences resonated with my own convinced 

me of the importance of the project, moving it from anecdote and memory to the realm of 

research.  

 Semi-structured Interviewing  

Between Fall 2009 and Spring 2010 I collected data using semi-structured 

interviews (Berg 2009). The interviews lasted from fifteen to forty-five minutes long, and 

explored participant and staff’s fond memories of the program, ways their lives had 

changed since participating, and if and why they felt the program was important. The 

interviews with the staff members were generally longer and took on a different tone, 

which I attributed to the fact that more time has elapsed for us since beginning the 
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program. For example, we can describe ways that Upward Bound has helped us in our 

college experiences and careers in ways current students cannot.  

I contacted staff via email and visited them in their on-campus offices. I 

interviewed program administrators “Sunny” and “LC” in their offices, and “Rusty” at 

my home. The students proved to be far more difficult to schedule.   Yet because of the 

prevalence of cell phones among their demographic, they were very easy to reach 

(sometimes during class!).  

I interviewed the first three students during the 2010 Winter Workshop, an 

overnight event held at a local community center. I approached students who had 

returned consent forms to me, and asked them if they would like to be interviewed. We 

then found a quiet area and talked. I contacted the fourth student via Facebook and 

interviewed him over the phone. 

I used a semi-structured interview guide, which I adjusted based on data from the 

first two interviews. At the time of the interviews, all of the students had spent at least 

one summer in the Upward Bound Program, so we began by discussing their experiences 

from the previous summer. I recorded and transcribed the interviews, using pseudonyms 

to ensure confidentiality. I gave each student a copy of his or her interview transcription, 

and of the final edited product. 

Confidentiality and Ethics 

My mandate as a researcher was “do no harm,” an instruction that I took very 

seriously. Not only were my participants worthy of protection by virtue of their status as 



35 
 

 
 

humans, they were also friends and mentees, whom I felt a parental desire to protect. 

Because nearly all of the students in the NCUB program are under the age of eighteen, I 

went to great lengths to ensure that they consented to be interviewed, and understood 

completely the implications of participation. All students had returned my parental 

consent forms (Appendix 2). Due to the fact they were all minors, I also took the 

additional precaution of reviewing confidentiality with them and asked them to sign an 

Assent Form (Appendix 3). None of the students were concerned with confidentiality, 

and seemed to think it was silly to choose pseudonyms but had fun with it. I also stressed 

the ways that the students could contact me if they had any questions (my email, 

Facebook, or personal cell phone).  

There are special ethical considerations to protect minors, which include the same 

protocol as adults, and in addition, researchers must get the signature of a parent or 

guardian. My consent form included an explanation of my research, contact information, 

and a description of their role in the study if they chose to participate. I also included a 

Risks and Benefits section specifically tailored to my role in the program. As an 

employee of NCUB, I am a Mandated Reporter, which I reminded every potential 

participant: 

I foresee minimal to no risk to you through your participation in this project. 
However, you may discuss emotional things with me, which could possibly lead 
to stress. Your answers will be confidential, and will not affect your standing in 
the program or at your high school. Because of my employment as a Tutor for 
Upward Bound, I am a Mandated Reporter; this means that legally, if you tell me 
that you are being harmed or that you plan to harm yourself or others, I am 
obligated to involve the proper authorities. Aside from under these 
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circumstances, NOTHING you say to me will be disclosed with your name 
attached. 

I also informed them that their participation was completely voluntary, and that: 

Your individual privacy will be maintained in all written materials resulting from 
this study. All references to real names will be assigned pseudonyms in any 
transcriptions and other written materials generated from recordings.  Recordings 
will be destroyed within 30 days of transcription.  Records that could potentially 
link you with data you provided will be kept in a secure location.  

For full text of the form see Appendix (3). 

Data Analysis 

Beginning immediately after each interview, I made field notes from the 

interviews and participant observation data. I then imported the transcripts into Atlas.ti, a 

qualitative data analysis program, to assist in my organization and analysis. I coded the 

narratives based on emerging themes. I kept notes and reviewed transcripts as they 

became available. I developed an initial coding process based on the review of the 

transcripts, and periodically, I went back to the data in order to examine if and how my 

codes changed over time. This was an especially important part of the process once I 

switched over from interviewing staff to current students. After several interviews I 

developed a finalized coding process. 

In order to weave my memories over the course of ten years with the memories of 

my students and the overarching framework, I used a method of qualitative data 

interpretation known as bricolage. Bricolage is the interweaving of data from different 

contexts into a coherent whole; it is likened to sewing scraps of fabric into a quilt 

(Abercrombie et. al, 2000, Denzin and Lincoln, 2008). I signaled the voice shifts in my 
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text by changing the font or font size; my memories informed by student accounts were 

italicized, direct quotes from students were blocked and in a smaller font size. I sent my 

accounts of UB rituals to the students I interviewed and a few others whom I had 

received consent forms from, and asked them to tell me what they thought, and what they 

would add. I received useful feedback that I then incorporated into my final draft.  

 The concept of reflexivity is one that I constantly returned to over the course of 

my research. Reflexivity, “a continual consideration of the ways in which the researcher’s 

own social identity and values affect the data gathered and the picture of the social world 

produced” (Reay 1996:60), was especially important in the case of my research.  

Regularly revisiting my positionality was central to my process. My positive memories of 

the program affected my entire process, from my choice of a research question to my 

coding of the data. I believe that this knowledge is not only important from an ethical and 

epistemological perspective, but it is also important because it reflects mine and other’s 

authentic experience with the program. In qualitative research, one objective is to situate 

narratives. My analysis reflected both the ethos of qualitative research, as well as my 

rigorously trained background as a social scientist. 

 



 
 

38 
 

CHAPTER IV 
 

BECOMING UPWARD BOUND 

 Participation in TRIO Upward Bound can be the catalyst for a change in student 

identity, goals, and worldview. These transformations are not magical, however; they are 

the result of highly structured, ritualized work by program staff, academic-year teachers, 

and student peers. Other research on radical identity change and re-socialization has 

documented common processes through which these changes are structured (McHugh, 

1966, Wilson, 1984).   The processes through which kids are drawn into the program and 

mechanisms through which loyalty and ongoing participation are secured echo processes 

found in other research on cults, rituals and organizational membership and loyalty.  Yet 

unlike non-schismatic (not a splinter group of an established religion) manipulative cults 

where identity is stripped and replaced with the group identity and group think (Levine 

1981), this program takes the anomic self (Durkheim 1951) and engenders self-esteem 

and empowerment.  

Instead of promoting deindividuation and the renunciation of uniqueness, one of 

the primary goals of the Upward Bound program I work with is to empower individuals 

to define and value themselves, as well as to value difference. Upward Bound students 

are encouraged to think for themselves rather than submit to the rule of a charismatic 

leader. That being said, there are far too many similar processes at play to ignore.
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The title of Chapter IV: Becoming Upward Bound section has twofold meaning 

that reflects UB organizational reproduction and maintenance, as well as the student 

processes of changing the direction of their lives.  The two meanings and processes are 

intricately related. NCUB is the product of 37 years of policy, tradition and culture.  

NCUB structures student engagement with carefully calibrated activities and a culture 

that is created to inspire loyalty, commitment, and collective emotion: The experiences 

initiate a process of students becoming Upward Bound.   

The program must also be (re)invented every year, as each new batch of students 

comes through and the mentor staff changes.  The responsibility for this reinvention is 

not limited to the staff, either; through ritual participation, peer recruitment, and 

alignment with the group’s culture and goals, students play an important role. These 

processes of conversion are theorized in other research on cults and loyalty, and highlight 

ways that organizations build and maintain their memberships through repeated ritual and 

control (Fischer and Koo, 1989).  

In “Avenues for Participation,” I outline the criteria for entrance into TRiO 

Upward Bound, and discuss how the greater program’s structure effects what NCUB 

“looks like” and its chances for survival. I then theorize two distinct types of recruitment 

types and their effectiveness: Being “Pushed In” to the program versus being “Pulled In.”  

In “Rituals, Traditions and Folklore,” I introduce composite narratives of three 

key Upward Bound conversion and commitment rituals: The Opening BBQ, The Fire of 
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Truth, and the Closing Ceremony. I then discuss their importance to the maintenance of 

the culture and continuity of the program, link them to program history and relevant 

literature on ritual and group cohesion, and discuss the importance of the “UB love/UB 

family” to group cohesion and continuing commitment to the program. I also introduce 

some of the more mundane aspects of the program, or “micro-rituals.” I argue that these 

everyday actions and structures on the part of both students and staff constitute the 

“fabric” of Upward Bound and are vital to program culture and maintenance. 

In Seeking Power, Seeking Self: The Making of a “UB’er, I make a more explicit 

link between Upward Bound and the literature on cults, and discuss ways that Upward 

Bound follows a cult model and how it diverges. I also get to the heart of what I believe 

makes Upward Bound great: the combination of unmeasurable benefits and core 

academic assistance that the program provides, and how it helps students fight the 

structural disadvantages they face every day. In addition I discuss what happens when the 

program doesn’t “work” for students, and the ways the program attempts to keep the 

most vulnerable of students from slipping through the cracks. 

Avenues to Participation 

There exist official criteria for both entrance into Upward Bound as a student, and 

survival on a programmatic level. In order to become a part of the program, students must 

meet certain criteria that are mandated by the U.S Department of Education (outlined in 

Chapter I).  Students must be either low-income, first generation college students or both, 

as well as citizens of the U.S. It is also true that at any given time, the program must be 
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composed of a certain number of students who demonstrate “high academic risk for 

failure” (NCUB grant literature). These students are referred to as “Absolute Priority” 

(A.P.) students. This percentage has changed over the past few years—during the 2007-

08 academic year, programs were required to admit 30% A.P students. The high 30 

percent AP expectation was not met by many programs and caused many to lose their 

funding.  For reasons discussed in Chapter 1, in 2009 the 30% AP target was repealed. 

The 2009 shift in policy allowed more students with higher GPAs into the 

program. Program staff anticipated that this demographic shift would have positive 

effects on both the social climate and stability of UB programs in general, because they 

would have the ability to intentionally create a mix of high and low-achieving students.  

Organizational survival requires program staff to constantly negotiate with students with 

poor academic performance in order for them to remain qualified to participate in the 

program. Because TRIO programs are dependent on Department of Education funding, 

the number of students in the program and their academic performance represents each 

funding cycle a “life or death” balance for NCUB.  

This “life or death” funding issue structures a “pull” process on the organizational 

level that necessitates the “pulling in” recruitment techniques that program staff uses to 

keep the program populated and successful. In the following section I theorize the 

processes through which students are identified and recruited to “become” Upward 

Bound. 
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Being “Pulled In” 

One of the primary ways students get involved with the program is through being 

“pulled in” by their friends or program staff members; people who are already a part of 

the program. Depending on the source of the pull, the “draw”—the aspects of the 

program that are presented as most convincing—are different. As a staff member, when I 

pull students in, I emphasize college and fun. I speak from the perspective of someone 

who is currently experiencing it.  I also empathize with students about how difficult it is 

to be stuck in a small town with limited resources and opportunities. I then present UB as 

a fun means to self-empowerment, academic success, and broadening one’s horizons.  I 

speak to students in a way that I believe is unique to staff who have also participated in 

the program. I can “code switch” between educational jargon and heartfelt experience 

depending on what is appropriate (Greene and Walker 2004) in a way that I believe gives 

me double authenticity—I can speak both the language of teachers and students. I can be 

trusted in the way students are demanded to trust adult authority, as well as in the way 

one trusts a peer who has shared similar experiences. Student-to-student “pulling” is 

composed primarily of “talking up” the program. Suzie described it to a friend thusly: “I 

told her about the program and about how much fun it is. Also how much of an impact 

that it has on your life and how much opportunities it provides.” 

In my experience as both a former Upward Bound student and current staff 

member, being “Pulled In” is by far the most powerful form of recruitment. Pulling 

recruitment is both more effective from a programmatic perspective and by definition is 
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more positive from a student perspective. Students who are encouraged to participate by 

friends or peers hear positive things about the program. These peers have sacrificed the 

same things they encourage a new UB student to sacrifice and attest to its value.  They 

give up summer plans, the chance to get a job (vital if the student is helping to support 

their family), and the opportunity to take a break from schoolwork.  

I will be the first to admit that commitment to the Upward Bound Summer 

Academy is a sacrifice.  Program staff would argue that it is the forfeiture of immediate 

gratification on the altar of long-term success, which again links the program to concepts 

salient to cults, religious commitment, and peer effects. I believe the importance of such a 

sacrifice is best understood and transmitted by those who are in a similar situation.   

As kids move into their teens, they often test their independence by engaging in 

illicit behavior. Peers replace family/adults as student’s primary reference groups. In their 

research on school-based peer effects, Gaviria and Raphael (2001) contend that the social 

interactions of adolescents “play a prominent role in drug use, alcohol drinking, cigarette 

smoking, church attendance, and dropping out.” These effects also extend to positive 

influences; according to Hanushek et. al, (2003), as student achievement increases as the 

amount of high-achieving peers increases. From an adolescent perspective, peers are 

generally far more trustworthy sources than many adults. Another advantage of peer 

recruitment is the use of positive peer pressure. The same forces that may convince a 

student to try drugs for the first time, or to engage in sexual activity, can be bent towards 

more positive ends—succeeding in school, going to college.  
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Another avenue to being “Pulled In” to Upward Bound is by the program staff.  

“Sunny” and “LC” function as the Program Director and Academic Coordinator, 

respectively.   They have the reputation among students and staff as consistent, loving, 

and charismatic people. Two students I spoke to laugh when remembering the first time 

they met Sunny and LC: 

Eli: How did you get involved with Upward Bound? 

Franny: I…don’t remember. I think we heard it on the announcements that there 
was like a college prep program thing…then I met Sunny and I was in. 

Eli: You were hooked? 

Franny: They interviewed us and I was like “oh my god this is perfect!” It was 
awesome.  

Eli: How about you Suzie? 

Suzie: I heard about it in…when we were signing up for classes they said 
something about Upward Bound and…then I met Sunny. 

For both of these students, meeting with “Sunny” and “LC “was all it took. Their 

enthusiasm and commitment to student success is contagious. “Jack,” had a similar 

experience. By the end of his friendly one-on-one discussion with LC, he was persuaded 

to at least apply for the program: 

Jack: They [Sunny and LC] were looking for people at my school, and when I 
first heard of it, I thought “Oh, that’s stupid! Why would I want to spend my 
summer at a university doing schoolwork? Like seriously, I have better things to 
do.” So I didn’t go to the counseling department or anything. And then, one day, 
I was getting out of my class (English Honors I believe) and I got called into the 
counseling department. They were like “Someone is here to talk to you.” So I just 
go and sit in the office, and LC comes in, and he had just bought a donut and had 
some coffee in his hand, and he sat down and talked to me. And at first I was 
intimidated, because who was this guy and why was he talking to me? And then 
he started talking to me about Upward Bound, and I was like, “Oh that, I don’t 
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wanna do that.” And the more he talked, I started to get interested, and he gave 
me an application, and I signed up and everything and…yeah. 

Eli: The rest is history? 

Jack: Yeah. Amazing history.  

  I have witnessed students being recruited by LC and Sunny, and it is clear 

that their enthusiasm and kindness have the potential to win over even the most 

jaded teenage heart. Their enthusiasm is demonstrated through kindness, as well 

as an overall positive attitude about student’s futures that the students are 

encouraged to adopt. When asked what “it is” about Sunny and LC that makes 

students want to join the program, Suzie had this to say:  

I loved their energy and passion for UB. They make it so easy to love the 
program. They help whoever with whatever. They never give up on the students 
or themselves. When I first signed up one of the counselors kind of explained it 
but when I filled out the application and met with Sunny and LC they had me. 
They explained everything so thoroughly and made it sound so amazing. 

“Kindness” includes treating students like adults in the sense that they are 

becoming old enough to make their own choices about their future. Lara attests to 

the almost unshakable sense of excitement about student success that Sunny and 

LC project that persists even “behind the scenes,” outside of the gaze of the 

students.  

Eli: What do you think it is about Sunny and LC that draws people in? 

Lara: Their attitudes! They are just so fun and outgoing and optimistic, you just 
wanna be around them ‘cause they are so happy and it makes you happy too. 

Eli: When Sunny and LC approached you about UB, what appealed to you? 
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Lara: Sunny was so outgoing and made me think people at UB must be as 
awesome as her. I could tell they both really cared about me and my education 
even though they didn’t know me. Meeting with them convinced me to join, they 
seemed like they could really help me. 

This consistency convinced me of the sincerity of their emotions related to 

the students, even when it seems like nobody can be that positive all the time.      

Another key to their success in recruiting and retaining students is persistence.  A 

student who shows interest in the program will be contacted every time they do a school 

visit, and if the student is accepted into the program, they will be invited to an array of 

academic-year activities including conferences and workshops. Over the course of the 

academic year, the Upward Bound staff visits the students at each participating school 

once a month. These meetings serve several purposes: primarily, they are scheduled so 

that staff can check up on the academic progress of each of the students and make sure 

that all of their program paperwork is in. The second (and arguably more important) 

function is to maintain emotional connection with the students and remind them why they 

are in the program, keeping them excited and increasing ‘buy-in.’  

 Once a student is a part of NCUB, there is a very high threshold for 

failure; students have to choose to completely cut off contact with the program or 

repeatedly break rules in order for the staff to stop trying to offer them services. 

As a staff, we have agreed that we open doors, and it is the student’s job to walk 

through them—if they don’t, there isn’t any more we can do for them. This code 

is easier to live by in theory than in practice, however. The bonds that program 

staff forge with participants don’t simply disappear if the student doesn’t display 
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academic motivation, and consequently, it is very emotionally difficult to break 

contact. It is also a difficult decision from a structural perspective, because 

Upward Bound relies on student success to keep their funding. Because the 

programs must recruit students who are in dire academic and social need, it is 

already difficult to keep the numbers up. 

Being “Pushed In”  

Students may also be pushed into the program by teachers or counselors from 

their high schools. Many of the students I have worked with are in danger of not 

graduating from high school due to poor grades, test scores, and/or lack of credits. For 

these students, Upward Bound is more than a college prep program; it is their last chance 

for a high school diploma. If a student is in need of the program’s services, but doesn’t 

have a friendship group to pull them in, teachers or guidance counselors who recognize 

their needs may encourage them to get involved. This encouragement is sometimes, but 

not always, positive. When failure in multiple classes results in lack of credits, Upward 

Bound might be framed more as a last chance to graduate than a fun opportunity. 

Teachers push rather than pull because they are coming from outside the program and 

because they are ultimately the ones who decide if a student is failing or passing their 

high school classes.  

Over the course of my fieldwork, I observed that many kids who were primarily 

pushed in expressed what I call “initial ambivalence,” which captures the attitudes of 

many first-time students; they have not yet “bought in” to the program and are intensely 
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suspicious that it is a waste of their time. I speak from personal experience when I say 

that an incredible amount of thought, effort, and emotion goes into creating an 

atmosphere of trust, fun, and tradition to secure the loyalty of all students, particularly 

those who are “on the fence.” I found it interesting that none of the students that I 

interviewed had that experience. They all reported feeling “nervous” and “excited” in the 

beginning of their participation in the program, but not ambivalent. This could imply an 

error in my observation, or perhaps that all of my interviewees were “pulled” rather than 

“pushed.” 

Becoming Upward Bound: Ritual, Tradition and Folklore 

Between 2003 and 2007 the continuity of NCUB culture was disrupted.  In 2003 

NCUB lost the federal TRIO grant that since 1965 had provided continuous financial 

stability; the grant the administrators submitted was accidentally one page over the limit. 

The loss of the grant led to a break in services for five summers and four academic years.  

In 2008, after waiting for the grant cycle to begin again and submitting another 

proposal, NCUB was granted funding to re-establish services in the area. Yet staff did not 

anticipate the impact of the hiatus from the summer academy.  They had to rebuild 

NCUB culture from the ground up; they did not have a current student membership to 

embody UB culture and spirit and make the peer to peer connections that had been 

historically critical in carrying on the program. None of the 2008 students had 

experienced the program or knew anyone who had experienced what staff 
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(overwhelmingly former students) referred to as “The UB magic,” transmitted through 

participation in Upward Bound traditions and rituals, some of which I describe below. 

Conversion and Commitment Rituals:  

Both the beginning and the end of the summer program are marked by the sharing 

of food and telling of stories; students often get on a microphone and ‘testify’ to how the 

program has changed their lives. These “conversion narratives” aim at holding the loyalty 

of the faithful while winning new converts to the cause.” (Coleman, 2002: p. 96)   These 

are times when a student’s choice to participate in the program is reaffirmed. Students 

also bond with each other and staff through identifying shared experiences. New students 

are ‘indoctrinated’ by staff and returning students during the opening ceremony. Some 

students are “shown the ropes” by older students, which helps transmit the culture and 

rules of the program with little to no staff intervention. The opening BBQ is a salient 

example that characterizes the excitement and anticipation of the coming summer—some 

students have literally been counting the days. The following narratives are composites of 

my five years of experience with these rituals, from the perspective of both a student and 

staff member.  

 Students pile out of cars the moment they stop in the parking lot, running and 

screaming with joy as they find and embraced their old friends. The familiar smell of 

hamburgers and hotdogs greets students and their guardians as they reached the quad 

where tables have been set up in rows, and a P.A sits waiting to broadcast welcomes.  
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The welcome bbq is the first time many of the new students meet their fellow 

program participants, and for some, it is the first time they have ever visited the 

university that houses NCUB. Equally as important, it is a time when current participants 

can visit with their friends and meet the mentoring staff for the coming summer.  

 Once everyone has been served, people gravitate to their seats and Sunny and LC 

pick up the microphones to give their welcome. Students and parents alike sit and eat, 

engaged on a spectrum between rapt attention and total involvement in socializing with 

their friends.   Returning students come to the mike and tell new students what Upward 

Bound means to them. New students sit either glued to people they know from their 

schools, or with their parents staring at their plates. Once the testimonials slow down, 

mentors materialize next to the shy new students and begin their important work of 

making them feel at home. The process often starts with a joke or a question about the 

student and progresses on to an invitation to an activity; a movie, a soccer game, the 

gym—and those invitations continue until the student has found friends in the program. If 

it becomes clear that is not going to happen, the mentor becomes that student’s program 

friend. 

The closing ceremony and banquet are similar in structure to the welcome bbq: 

both are organized around food and public displays of emotion. Yet, the closing 

ceremony fulfills a very different purpose and has a very different emotional climate. The 

opening ceremony engages students who have yet to experience UB and those who are 

already committed.  To that extent, the emotional climate is marked by both anticipation 
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and uncertainty. At the closing banquet, while variation in experience and emotion is 

certainly still present, there is greater overlap in experience as the students have all 

completed at least one summer academy.  There is also a greater sense of collective 

emotional affinity for UB.  Students recognize bonds they have forged or maintained, 

ways they have grown, and challenges they have overcome.  

The closing banquet also serves as a ritual for transitioning students back into 

their “normal” lives. It is organized and hosted by the program staff, and “catered” by the 

campus dining hall. In the week prior to the banquet instructors choose their most 

outstanding students, and staff chooses one student from each class to receive the 

“outstanding” honor for that summer. Winners are judged not only by their academic 

achievement, but also on their improvement, attitude, and “UB Spirit.” Even the most 

diligent of students would be ineligible if they did not possess those important cultural 

traits. 

 It is important to find just the right outfit for the closing banquet. Tonight is the 

night the core group pictures are taken, and everyone wants to look their best. In dorm 

rooms, outfits are tried on and discarded, make-up is applied—even though it will 

inevitably be cried off—and students walk to the designated room to find seats at the 

fancy tables. All of the work for this event is done by the staff; it is a rare occasion that 

students are not asked to help set up and are not encouraged to come early. This event is 

meant to be special, different from the Masquerade Ball or Casino Night. It is entirely BY 

the staff, FOR the students. There is an air of anticipation mingling with the almost 
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palpable sadness, because tonight the winners of the yearly Outstanding Senior, Junior, 

Sophomore and Freshman will be announced, along with academic awards from that 

summer’s instructors. Everyone wants to be honored, but knows that in honoring we 

wrap up another summer and tomorrow they have to leave.  

While it is ostensibly a night for honoring achievements, it is also a time for 

saying goodbye; students tearfully write in yearbooks and make each other promise to 

call. Students watch a slideshow, prepared by LC, of images from the entire summer 

taken from anyone’s camera who wants to contribute. The photos are powerful reminders 

of the connections students have forged and the changes they have undergone. Most of 

the photos are silly, evoking laughter from the audience as they remember friends 

angling for a laugh. Plans are made to visit during the school year. After the ceremony, 

an impromptu dance party breaks out, and students clutching various honors smile and 

dance one more time, and spend one last night together in the dorms, until it is time to 

pack and return home the following day…until next summer. 

In effect, both the beginning and ending ceremony mark an end and a beginning. The 

summer is over, but the next school year is about to begin, or the school year is over and 

they are one year closer to graduating from high school. Each additional summer in the 

program confers a status of second, third or fourth year “returner” that is honored by 

recognition at both of the ceremonies. At the opening bbq, returning students are 

welcomed back; at the closing banquet they are recognized for their achievements and 

how their presence has enriched the program. 
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The Fire of Truth is a heavily ritualized bonfire that has been occurring every year 

as far back as any of us can remember, during the customary campout. According to 

Sunny, the campout, as well as the Fire of Truth are events unique to NCUB…even 

though their genesis remains a mystery.  Due to its status as a major program ritual and 

bonding experience, there was no question as to whether or not it would be resurrected 

the summer that the grant returned. For the past two years it has included a Yurok 

blessing to reinforce the sacredness of the fire, as well as acknowledge and honor the 

sacred Yurok ground that the state park inhabits. Tradition (transmitted by staff members 

who participated in the program as well as students who have experienced it) imbues 

what would be a normal bonfire with the power to bond students and strengthen the 

program.  

During the first summer after the grant was renewed, myself and other staff who 

had experienced the fire firsthand held a meeting for interested students, where we told 

our stories about the fire and asked the students for help—we asked them to help us carry 

on the fire as a unique and sacred Upward Bound ritual. We explained how important it 

was to the program when we were in it, and how important we felt it could be to them if 

they let it. Some students took us very seriously, and became protectors of the fire. I was 

told (because I was not invited to attend) that students kept each other in check and 

reminded the group to be respectful. Students who disrespect the Fire of Truth and other 

program rituals are heavily sanctioned by both students and staff. Shaming rituals can be 

used to sanction perpetrators, send messages to the group, and/or reinforce the power of 
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the leader (Abercrombie et. al, 2000). These involve mentioning disrespect of rituals in 

the larger group, and allowing the disapproval of peers do the punishing.  

This peer-centered social control was important, because the Fire was a place 

where students unburdened themselves of secrets, traumatic experiences, fears and 

doubts. Historically, including in my experience, the Fire was a space of ultimate 

acceptance that brought students together as they learned about their commonalities and 

stood in solidarity with each other. When asked what she thought of my ritual narratives, 

Lara, a second-year returning student, shared this with me: 

At least to me the fire of truth was the most intense part of UB…For me it was 
one of the few times I have ever felt truly safe, loved, and accepted for exactly 
who I was. In life we always feel constantly judged by family, friends, strangers, 
and co-workers, It’s a very intense feeling to have that weight lifted off you, and 
feel entirely comfortable and safe being exactly who you are. All walls are down 
at the fire of truth. 

On a misty Saturday morning about mid-way through the five week summer academy, 

sleepy students are herded out of the dorms by their mentors, slippered feet shuffling, 

dragging sleeping bags and pillows to the waiting bus. Although students have been 

waiting for this trip since the program began, it is a bit too early to sense any 

excitement—after all, these are teenagers at 8:30 in the morning.  The drive to the 

campground is short, only about 30 minutes, during which students begin to wake up and 

fill the bus with laughter, music and the ever-present pinging of cell phones. Upon 

arrival, students clamor out and stake their claim around the large circular fire pit by 

throwing their sleeping bags out and flopping down to plan their next moves.  
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Now, before all the hustle and bustle of camping activities begin, everybody stands 

around the fire pit, hushed and reverent as LC explains the sacredness of the fire, and the 

taboos surrounding it: only wood goes in the fire, no trash, and all must act 

accordingly—because it is a sacred space, students must not engage in vulgar or sexual 

behavior out of respect for the fire and the land it sits on. LC ends with a blessing in 

Yurok, and slowly all the students melt into the trees to enjoy the beauty of their 

surroundings and a break from school. 

Some students will help the staff set up the bbq and put the food away in the camp 

kitchen’s cabinets. Some students will lie there all day, marinating in campfire smoke, 

joking and laughing and keeping warm. Others will venture down to the beach and look 

for Agates; still others will begin a touch football or croquet game on the large grassy 

field adjacent to the fire.  

Dinner comes too soon, signaling the waning of the sunlight and the wrapping-up of 

the day’s rowdier events. Burgers, hotdogs, salads and chips are mass-produced on a 

giant grill by staff in aprons and smoke-stung eyes. Dinner is followed by s’mores, and 

then eventually the mentors, having accounted for all their charges, will fade into the 

darkness and the warm embraces of their sleeping bags. What I have just described is all 

that the staff is privy to, and it has been the limit of my experience for the past three 

summers. I have also seen the fire from the other side. It starts like this: once the staff 

goes to bed, we listened to make sure we were truly alone. All seventy of us would be 

crammed around the pit—even if students didn’t want to share, it was an excuse to stay 
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up all night and eat marshmallows. We’d often stare at each other across the flickering 

expanse of the fire for several minutes, honoring the silence that would build until 

someone was ready to speak.  

Eventually someone around the fire would begin, sometimes laughing, sometimes 

choking on sobs, to tell their story. We shared things around that fire that some of us had 

never shared before or since. We knew that our friends were there to support us, and 

what was said at the fire would stay there. There was a strong sense of protectiveness for 

each other that always came out the strongest on this night; we knew that if anyone acted 

disrespectful or hateful, they would be sanctioned by their peers. They would be 

considered untrustworthy, obviously not a part of the “family.”When someone finished 

speaking, silence would follow, then every student would raise their hands in front of 

their chests, palms and fingers outwards, in a silent show of support. After the first 

person spoke, it was always easier for the next people to jump in, because they had seen 

how the fire had treated the brave soul before them. And so it went, until nobody had 

anything left to say, or the sun came up, or both. 

 Another vital part of building and maintaining program loyalty is through 

the building of a warm, safe familial environment full of “unconditional regard” 

for the students (Griffiths 1993). Within the program, this feeling is referred to as 

the “UB love,” and those who participate as part of the “UB family.” I cannot 

overemphasize the importance of this safe space to our students, who in addition 

to facing structural inequalities also must navigate the social minefield that is high 
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school. One student credits feeling the “UB love” for preventing her from 

committing suicide:  

Um, with the friends I made in the program, especially meeting people I got so 
close with, it showed me that relationships back home were worth the work. 
There were some people I realized wouldn’t be there if things got rough, 
something happens, it wouldn’t matter to them. So it really showed me who was 
important and why. Upward Bound actually saved my life, because it was my 
constant. And being in foster care, I had decided that I was going to commit 
suicide…and being able to know that I would disappoint Sunny and LC, and 
knowing that I had somewhere to be, and somewhere I was important to people, 
made me not kill myself (Helga).  

Helga’s powerful story is well known among students and staff, because 

she chooses to share it as a testament to the power of the program. This particular 

quote is excerpted from an interview I held with her in 2010, but she has also 

been known to share the story during the summer and academic years as a kind of 

recruitment tool—she tells perspectives how important the program is to her 

under no uncertain terms. She credits her role in the group as the reason she 

reconsidered suicide; she realized she depended on people and other people 

depended on her—she stands as a dramatic example of a classic sociological 

concept. Helga was experiencing intense anomie, defined as “the breakdown of 

norms governing social interaction” (Abercrombie et. al, 2000). When people feel 

disconnected from society, and have no grounding norms or interactions to 

measure their wants relative to their means, they become unhappy, and ultimately 

(according to Durkheim) suicidal. Once in the program, however, Helga found 

belonging, meaning, and a tie to society through her group membership. The 
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reciprocal relationships she built instilled her with a sense of responsibility for 

herself and her UB “family” that kept her linked to society.  

Recreating Missing Links and Challenges to Organizational Continuity 

After the summer academy five year hiatus, program staff tried to re-create the 

NCUB that existed in our memories. This attempt at resurrecting our collective NCUB 

was problematic on several levels.  First, we were UB students in different time periods.   

Rusty and I were students between 1999 and 2001; Sunny participated between 1985 and 

1987, and LC was a student in 1993 and 1994. Our experiences were by no means 

identical.  

In addition, we learned the hard way that our students and their experiences in 

high school were different in important ways than they were when we attended high 

school. For example, when Rusty and I were in the program in the late 1990’s and early 

2000’s, there was no such thing as MySpace, a social networking tool that has changed 

the face of our culture and how we interact with each other. Cell phone use was also not 

as widespread, especially among the rural poor, which was (and continues to be) the 

demographic being served by NCUB. Today social networking media are central to 

adolescent identity, peer networks and coordination of everyday life. Nonetheless, 

whether 1990 or 2010, program staff goals focused on creating a safe space for students 

to take risks and be their authentic selves.   

As program staff re-created this space, we relied heavily on past program 

traditions and folklore. There are certain ritualized events and rites of passage that occur 
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every summer, and remain important aspects of loyalty and commitment building within 

the student body. During the summer sessions we spent extensive periods of time 

discussing the program and what made it special. We were in the thick of it, reeling both 

from our failures to create community and our many small triumphs—a “D” becoming a 

“C+” in Shakespeare, or a student opening up and performing at the Talent Show. These 

events magnified the sense of urgency we all felt to make the program as great as we 

knew it could be. Our meetings bled into the academic year, with mentors dropping by 

the Upward Bound office and discussing strategies for improving the next summer. 

Ultimately the decisions were up to Sunny and LC, but everyone’s input was valued. We 

decided which events were fundamentally Upward Bound; those that we felt could not be 

skipped even if they hadn’t worked out as we had planned the previous summer. We 

mulled over different ways to get students excited about rituals, as well as invested in 

their mythology and role in the program. 

These events, such as the Fire of Truth, catalyze identity changes in the students, 

give them something to look forward to, and give them a sense of consistency that they 

may lack in their lives outside the program. Ritual is an important concept in relation to 

Upward Bound; staff and administration legitimate identity transformation through 

“transformation rituals” (Hermanowicz, 1999) such as the opening BBQ, the Fire of 

Truth, and the closing banquet. During these events, facilitated by staff, students are 

“marking a transition from one social category to another” (209), from non-UB student to 

UB student. The implication is that through participation in the program they have been 
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unalterably changed for the better. Through ritual, program staff and students reach a 

state of collective effervescence within which student identification with and 

commitment to the program is reinforced (Durkheim 1961, Finney 1978). Through these 

rituals, students identify themselves as members of a collective rather than individuals, 

which strengthens group cohesiveness. Many of Upward Bound events begin and end 

with chanting (or ‘cheers,’ which has less of a religious connotation) “One, two, three, 

who are we? Upward Bound Baby!” 

Although the identity transformation students undergo when they participate may 

seem deeply personal, it is at the same time a profoundly and uniquely social process. 

Through identification with the group, students are developing their sociological 

imaginations (Mills, 1959), making connections between themselves and the larger social 

structure undergirding their lives. Thus, the group is central to the process of change. 

This is achieved when, in a group of people from similar backgrounds, students identify 

common social locations and relationships between self and social structure. When a 

student living in poverty meets and finds solidarity with another student in a similar 

situation, poverty and its effects move from being something that happens only to them, 

to being conceived of as a social rather than personal phenomenon. The realization that 

things like poverty exist as structurally maintained social facts is the first step towards 

realizing that a) the world exists outside of one’s immediate surroundings, and b) there is 

empowerment in solidarity, and the possibility of social change. This phenomenon is 

shared by consciousness-raising groups, popularized by the Women’s Movement, which 
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emphasized shared experiences, understanding, and recovery (Randolph and Ross-

Valliere, 1979, Campbell, 2002). 

 NCUB also fostered social responsibility. Many students I spoke to mentioned 

that since entering the program, they felt more responsible for the well-being of their 

fellow students, and people in general. When asked what the UB magic meant to him, 

Jack had this to say: 

It makes you wanna be the best you can, and help whoever is in a sticky 
situation, even if you don’t know them. Oh, and also the fire that wants to help 
keep the program going. I have a feeling that if for some reason it was cut, 
because California sucks… (laughing) but if it was cut for whatever reason, I feel 
that a lot of people would come together. We’re all in the UB family, and we’d 
all come together to go talk to our government officials, and try our hardest to 
bring back the program, and how powerful it is. 

In the above passage, Jack is expressing a desire to take what is powerful to him about 

Upward Bound and share it with people who are in trouble. It may not be the case that he 

gained this sense of social responsibility from the program, but it does demonstrate the 

very social implications of participation in the program.  

Intense Loyalty in the Everyday Construction of Upward Bound 

The building of program loyalty is an ongoing and foundational program task. 

Without a sense of loyalty, trust, commitment and “family,” students don’t stay in the 

program long enough to accumulate the social and academic benefits.  Program loyalty 

rests on a continuity of culture and ideals, each strengthened by overlaps between each 

generation of UB staff and students.   
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While high profile rituals like the opening and closing ceremonies and the fire 

truth mark significant forces in both building UB and forging participant loyalty, much of 

the organization, and participant commitment to the organization, is forged through much 

more subtle everyday UB practices.  In the following section I consider some of these 

more everyday processes at NCUB.  To assist my analysis, I drew on Adler and Adler’s 

(1988) work that identified five elements they found necessary for the emergence of 

“intense loyalty” in college sports: Domination by a Strong Leader, Identification with 

the Group, Commitment, Integration, and Goal Alignment. Yet as I considered the 

nuances of my own setting, I modified their framework to better reflect the data related to 

NCUB.  While they noted that loyalty was easily built on a foundation of what they 

termed “domination by a strong leader, “my framework alters the term “domination” to 

reflect a different, more parental style of social control. 

Because NCUB is social-justice oriented, and dedicated to the empowerment of 

all its students, including students of color, and indigenous and LGBTQ students, Adler 

and Adler’s concept of ‘dominance’ had less resonance.  Yet while “domination” doesn’t 

fit with program values, it would also be inaccurate to overlook the related organizational 

need for social control of participants. On a day-to-day basis, program staff engages peer 

control and rules to keep students from engaging in risky behavior and keep them focused 

on their academic work.   

While when participating on a sports teams one expects to be corporally punished 

(with things like laps and line drills) the opposite is the norm for NCUB. Students were 
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sometimes yelled at when their behavior was physically violent or put other students in 

danger, but more often staff appeal to the student’s sense of reason and responsibility. 

Rules were enforced by making consequences clear from the beginning of the summer, 

and following through when rules were broken. Common punishments included: 

revocation of off-campus privileges, longer study halls, or in extreme cases, being sent 

home. The program philosophy is somewhere in between the dictatorial methods of Adler 

and Adler’s coaches and a non-hierarchical, feminist model, mixing rewards with 

sanctions and allowing students to have input in some of the program “ground rules.” 

Sunny and LC act as surrogate parents for many of the students in the program, 

and are treated with reverence. They don’t expect worship, but they do expect obedience. 

They provide boundaries, expectations, sanctions and rewards. Students are rewarded for 

following rules and demonstrating “UB Spirit” by being given access to privileges such 

as a later curfews, special events, and certificates of achievement. Too often UB students 

have expectations that their parents might provide the same, yet they are often 

disappointed. UB student life is often void of traditional boundary expectations.  This 

same desire for clear guidance and rules is one reason for participation in some cults such 

as the Hare Krishna (Pilarzyk, 1978, Wright, 1986).  

Sunny and LC are benevolent leaders who are deeply concerned about the 

students in the program (Bews and Rossouw, 2002). Their authority is based on the 

visible effort they go to in order to get students through high school and into college, as 

well as their power to prohibit students from attending the Summer Academy. They also 
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create loyalty by building a familial (ideal type) atmosphere among students and staff, 

including such activities as attending student sports games and allowing them to stay in 

their homes when they’re visiting town for program or college related reasons. 

In my experience, students tend to view Sunny and LC as parental figures who 

have their best interests in mind, and who will advocate for them at home or school if it is 

necessary. Many students are fearful of disappointing them, which creates motivation to 

behave well and do schoolwork where there may have been none. This fear stems not 

from the threats of violence or neglect, which are threats too many NCUB students are 

familiar with—it seems to come from a feeling of obligation. Students recognize the 

willingness of Sunny and LC to help them, and they wish to react in kind. This is 

markedly different from a military or sports framework where punishment and sanction 

are the primary tools for creating loyalty. 

Identification with the group 

Identification with the group is encouraged through rewards (such as stipends) for 

attending group events, as well as the events themselves, which are often fun and not 

connected to academic work. Group cheers (1, 2, 3, who are we?) and repetition of the 

“UB love” narrative also create a sense of identification; students literally testify to their 

involvement as a means of bonding. Group identification has a more practical side as 

well. Students who identify themselves as NCUB students are able to access activities 

such as plays, the campus gym and local baseball games for a free or reduced price. 
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Commitment 

Commitment to the group is measured by participation and dedication to schoolwork, 

and is often framed as a willingness to “meet us (program staff) halfway.”  As a member 

of the staff, I feel that when students make a commitment to the group, they are making a 

commitment to themselves, and I think some students share that view. Students can be 

committed to the ideals of the program as well as the sense of family created by the staff. 

Integration 

Integration refers to the coalescence of discrete individuals into a cohesive unit 
such that they work well together, they feel they can count on each other, and 
they can anticipate and understand much of what the other group members are 
doing (410). 

According to the authors, integration is more effectively achieved by isolating the 

group from the mainstream. In their study, this meant sequestering basketball players in 

separate dorms and keeping them busy with extracurricular activities. For Upward Bound 

it is quite similar, albeit more intense. Upward Bound approaches total control during the 

Summer Academy portion of the program. For five weeks, staff mandates where students 

are allowed to go, when and where they eat and sleep, and with whom they may 

associate. Drinking and using drugs, having sex, or endangering the physical or 

emotional safety of one’s fellow students are all infractions punishable by expulsion from 

the group, or some lesser combinations of constraints on their movements. Upward 

Bound students are also isolated from their family and peers outside of the program, 

which is referred to by Pilarzyk (1978) as “structural insulation.” They are taken to a 
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location outside of their hometowns (except for Arcata High students) and are only 

allowed limited visitors and one free weekend until the conclusion of the summer session. 

Every other weekend is structured with mandatory activities.  The program rationale for 

these boundaries is that outside influences are potentially destructive and may infringe on 

the student’s ability to learn.   

Goal alignment 

Loyalty is at its peak when group members share the goals of the larger group 

(Adler and Adler, 1988). Our student’s goals vary, from finding a boyfriend/girlfriend, to 

getting a job, to simply graduating from high school. When the program staff can 

convince students that graduating from high school and moving on to at least a 

community college is something they want to do (rather than just something that is in 

their best interests), they often appreciate the help more and put more effort into the 

program. 

My theoretical contribution involves alternatives to domination in loyalty-

building. By applying Adler and Adler’s model to NCUB, I have demonstrated that a 

dictatorial style is not the only way to inspire “intense loyalty” in a group. While similar 

structures to those in the college sports world are in place in NCUB, a mix of parental 

and cooperative, rather than punitive philosophies has made the model generalizable to a 

wider variety of circumstances. 
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Micro-Rituals 

In addition to the day-to-day control program staff exerts over the students, 

loyalty and group identification were achieved through the performance and participation 

in micro-rituals such as tutoring, keeping mentor staff company during office duty (office 

hours in place so parents would always get a hold of someone if they call the office), 

going to core group meetings, and going on donut runs to the local all-night donut shop 

(before curfew of course). Such rituals were so automatic and mundane that they did not 

count as “events,” but were simply part of what it meant to be a “UBer.” I believe that 

these small yet important experiences were vital in building program loyalty, because 

taken together, they became the fabric of student’s Upward Bound experiences. They 

were the glue that held together the bbqs, the camping trips and the awards ceremonies. 

They became small things that students remembered fondly and looked forward to, 

keeping them emotionally linked to the program in subtle ways. 

The everyday use of language in the program also aided in the construction of 

program identity and loyalty. The ways students referred to themselves, staff, and 

program events was indicative of the strong emotional connection they had with the 

program. For example, upon enrollment in the program, students become part of the “UB 

family,” and share in the “UB Love.” This theme of familial connection runs deep though 

both my personal experiences with the program and what I heard from the current 

students over the course of my research. Sunny and LC, and the mentor staff were often 
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likened to parents, especially when enforcing program policy but also when students 

perceived them to be “getting my back—“ i.e. being supportive and encouraging.  

Core groups—groups of up to 12 students under the primary supervision of the 

same mentor—also gave themselves names, which they would use to refer to themselves 

and their peers. It was not uncommon to hear friendly rivalries play out through someone 

yelling across the dining hall, “Andy’s Green Dragons are the best!” These core group 

names and terms for participants in the program functioned as short-cuts to inclusion in 

the group that could be invoked at any time, whether students were engaged in something 

as ritualized as the Fire of Truth, or as mundane as walking to the vending machines. 

Seeking Power, Seeking Self   

  The rituals described above, both macro and micro, helped equip student with a 

sense of belonging and self-esteem that I believe is necessary for success in college and 

beyond. Once students have “become” Upward Bound, they can use the safety and 

inclusion they feel as members of the “UB Family” as a touchstone—a source of self-

esteem and strength they can return to when their lives are difficult. NCUB program staff 

strive to create a special environment where students can gain the tools they need to “beat 

the odds,” and resist the structural disadvantages they face that make success in education 

so difficult. 
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Beating the Odds, Fighting the Structure 

The process of gaining empowerment and responsibility that Upward Bound 

students undergo is an ongoing one, which they must learn and continue to apply 

throughout their lives. These students face multiple structural inequalities due to their 

social locations, which do not simply disappear once they’re out of their parent’s homes. 

The program provides some protections and privileges that many students have been 

missing; during both the summer and the academic year, the program furnishes a measure 

of consistency and “family” stability to some students who lack it due to absent, 

neglectful, and/or drug-addicted parents. How does Upward Bound help students fight 

structure? The short answer is by giving them the “tools” (such as self-esteem, social 

support and social and academic competence) they need to succeed in high school and the 

future. “LC” says it best: 

LC: Even if it takes time for them to actually take us seriously and go to college, 
they’ll have those tools we gave them. 

M: The love and self-esteem too. 

LC: And appreciate themselves. That’s another thing, the whole self-esteem 
thing. We had a class where we just learned to appreciate ourselves. I’m just 
really excited. We have seen some growth over the school year that is gonna 
blossum. Kids reflecting on the past year, where there were and where they 
are…I’m going to want to cry. 

This support adds to the familial atmosphere that the program creates, because 

many of the students turn to program staff for services and support traditionally given by 

family, who may be unwilling or simply unable to provide such support. I use the word 

“family” in the ideal type sense—an exaggerated or stereotypical construction of an 
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observable phenomenon (such as “family” or “bureaucracy”) used to highlight the 

variation within a given category (Abercrombie, Hill and Turner 2000). Families come in 

all shapes and sizes, and people have different expectations about what one can 

reasonably expect from their family. As problematic as it is to generalize, it is the most 

appropriate term, because it comes from the students themselves.  

Some of this support helps to meet very basic physiological needs: by mandate, 

all of the students are economically disadvantaged; this has led in many cases to students 

not having enough nutritious food to eat. In addition, some students have been in and out 

of the foster care system or simply lack a safe and secure place to stay. The program 

provides housing and food for at least the five weeks each summer that the students are 

on campus. Very importantly, this housing is physically safe; the students need not fear 

violence or sexual assault from their peers or program staff. While having a safe space to 

learn and heal is an important part of the program, it is not the only function that it serves. 

Even students who come from loving and supportive homes can find the information and 

help they need planning for their futures, because Upward Bound can give them guidance 

about higher education that their parents may not possess. For example, I am incredibly 

lucky to have grown up with two supportive and loving parents. However, because all 

students in the program must be first-generation college students, my parents (having 

only graduated from high school) knew nothing about how to get into and succeed in 

college.  
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In addition to guidance, the program provides free one-on-one tutoring to help 

offset the educational inequalities that the students face in their homes (as in my example 

above) as well as at their high schools. The academic interventions that the program 

provides counterbalance the sometimes stark gaps in the student’s educations; basics such 

as reading and writing coherent sentences are often a struggle, and these hurdles have to 

be overcome before the students can graduate high school, let alone be accepted into a 

two or four year college. 

Unmeasured Benefits 

The focus of this project from the beginning has been the “immeasurable 

benefits” of Upward Bound, the atmosphere of love, support, and trust that allows for 

students to open themselves up to the change and growth necessary to succeed. These are 

the benefits that are not measured by any grant funding agency, such as self-esteem and 

friendship; these benefits are necessary for the student to be able to achieve more 

concrete outcomes, such as graduation from high school. I continue to be curious about 

what it is about the program that inspires loyalty, commitment and openness in high 

school students from sometimes extremely difficult backgrounds.  

I believe the feelings of belonging, worth, and support that Upward Bound 

provides its students leads to an increase in self-esteem (Cast and Burke 2002:1042). 

Upward Bound creates a supportive, familial atmosphere dedicated to verifying certain 

types of identities such as student, friend, Upward Bound participant, etc. Verification of 

these group-based identities “signifies approval and acceptance of the self” (Cast and 
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Burke 1043), which contributes to participant’s self-esteem by making them feel 

successful, praise-worthy, and like they belong to the group. Substantial literature 

supports my contention that belonging increases self-esteem (Cast and Burke, 2002, 

Rosenberg 1989, Owen, Mortimer and Finch, 1996). As a matter of fact, the two concepts 

seem to have a reciprocal relationship, each enhancing the other (Ma, 2003). I have 

experienced this effect as a mentor—I have watched students learn that they were not 

stupid gain the self-esteem to make friends, and students who built a network of support 

feel comfortable taking chances academically. 

 Social and academic hopelessness or despair bleed into one another and reinforce 

feelings of failure. Belonging and acceptance give students a “leg up” that allows them to 

feel worthwhile in at least one aspect of their lives, which can lead to increased success in 

other areas.  Academic success and motivation are also linked to belonging (Goodenow 

and Grady 1993). Peer influence (both positive and negative) has a strong effect on how 

well students (especially those with low self-esteem) do in school, and sometimes 

whether they stay in school (Gaviria and Raphael 2001). During Upward Bound, students 

are surrounded by positive influence, and protected from negative peer pressure so that 

they see that academic success is supported and rewarded, rather than acting out.  

I have a theory regarding Upward Bound and self-esteem that has been borne out 

in my experience, but not yet supported by the literature. This may be because it borrows 

heavily from psychology, which may or may not be outside the scope of this project. 

Maslow’s (1943) famous Hierarchy of Needs has proven to be a useful tool for me when 
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thinking about the unique situations of my students and some of the possible barriers to 

their success and happiness. I believe that many of my students are preoccupied with 

social, safety, and even physiological needs, and that is why Upward Bound represents 

such a powerful tool for increasing student’s life chances—while they participate in the 

summer academy, students are housed, fed, and supervised; the staff to student ratio is 

never more than 10:1. Because these needs are being met (this five week period may be 

the only time they are met at once), students are free to seek ‘higher order’ needs such as 

academic success and future planning (Gratton 1980:464). 

Stumbling, Falling and Dropping Out 
 

Not all Upward Bound students succeed socially or academically after even full 

participation in the program, and not all students who enter the program complete it. This 

happens for a myriad of reasons, including lack of motivation (attributable to any number 

of causes, including depression and negative experiences in school), family emergency, 

unwillingness to follow important program policies, unwillingness to complete academic 

program requirements, or financial stress/need to get a job. The primary reason students 

drop out or are forced out of the program is failure (or unwillingness) to follow program 

policy. These may all seem like personal problems, but in fact they are linked in 

important ways to social structure; a lack of health insurance, or a safety net when a 

parent gets hurt often leads our students to feel compelled to support themselves or their 

whole families. If a parent or sibling needs help with children or a new baby, students 
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sometimes feel the pull to come home. These factors are all linked to student’s 

socioeconomic status.  

Unwillingness to follow policies can stem from many circumstances, including 

but not limited to experiencing racism or neglect from teachers. Students who just can’t 

seem to stay away from drugs or alcohol may in fact be self-medicating underlying 

psychological issues, for example. It is important to note that we do not always have an 

accurate idea of why students leave or engage in behavior that gets them kicked out.  

When a student says “I don’t know,” or “This is stupid” in response to queries about 

leaving the program, staff is forced to speculate what a student’s deeper reasons might be. 

Some students can stumble on such obstacles and recover, others fall. Both types of 

students get the full energy and attention of the program, whether it looks likely that they 

will graduate or not. 

During the Summer Academy, program staff is legally responsible for the 

students in loco parentis (in the absence of the parent/legal guardian), so policies that 

safeguard the students are taken very seriously. If a student puts themselves or another 

student in danger by being physically violent, using drugs and/or alcohol, sneaking out, 

or bringing people into the dorms without notice or supervision, they are at risk of being 

asked to leave the summer program. Some students are unwilling to abstain from such 

behaviors for the five-week period and leave of their own volition.   

As vital as it is to the safety of the students for program staff to recognize and 

sanction “bad behavior,” It is important to problematize the concept of “delinquency” in 
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the context of Upward Bound. By government mandate, all of NCUB students are poor, 

many are from broken homes, and a large percentage are students of color (most 

prevalently Indigenous). According to William Chambliss, in his work “The Saints and 

The Roughnecks (1978), students such as these are often flagged for higher scrutiny due 

to their membership in marginalized groups. In Chambliss’ Labeling Theory,  

Selective perception and labeling finding, processing, and punishing some kinds 
of criminality and not others - means that visible, poor, non-mobile, outspoken, 
undiplomatic "tough" kids will be noticed, whether their actions are seriously 
delinquent or not. Other kids, who have established a reputation for being bright 
(even though underachieving), disciplined, and involved in respectable activities, 
who are mobile and moneyed, will be invisible when they deviate from 
sanctioned activities (Chambliss, 1978:11). 

 This means that simply by virtue of their positions in the social structure, 

the students I work with have less of a margin for error—teachers, law 

enforcement, and employers anticipate illegal or disruptive behavior and respond 

with punishments and stigma, even if the students have done nothing (or very 

little) wrong. This relationship between treatment and behavior can ossify over 

time into a “self-fulfilling prophecy” wherein students are trained to be delinquent 

because they are assumed to be.  

Catching Them Before They Fall 

 When John heard Sunny and LC wanted to speak to him in the office, he knew 

what was coming. He had been warned numerous times, with increasing urgency, to 

complete his school work or he was told he would be sent home. It didn’t help that he 

knew that the mentor staff suspected him of sneaking off to the woods to smoke pot in 
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between dinner and study hour. His mentor had spoken with him one-on-one a couple of 

times, explaining the consequences of his actions and offering to help him do the work he 

needed to do to stay in the program. He just hadn’t been able to get it together, enjoying 

more time with his friends than doing his homework. He had been told over and over that 

it was an “academic program,” but was that really how he wanted to spend his summer? 

 Some of his friends followed him to the main office, whispering and promising to 

leave too if Sunny and LC kicked him out. Some of his closest friends in the program were 

even crying. He went into the office and shut the door…people outside could hear raised 

voices, hushed voices, and silence. After about a half an hour the door opened, and John 

walked out of the room hurriedly brushing a tear from his face—he had been given a 

final chance. Now it was up to him whether he would take it or not.  

The decision to send a student home from the Summer Academy is not one that is 

made lightly. Students who are sent home are not necessarily ineligible from participating 

in the next summer’s academy, or reaping the benefits of academic-year participation, but 

they do miss the fun and learning they could have been doing that summer, which has 

detrimental effects on their retention.  It is difficult enough to maintain “buy-in” among 

the students who are engaged during the summer, and students who are dismissed have 

historically harbored resentments that have prevented them from returning. 

 It is technically not possible to completely disconnect from a student once they 

have been enrolled. According to TRIO policy, programs must keep track of enrolled 

students throughout their undergraduate career whether or not they are taking advantage 
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of any services, or have contact of any kind with staff. This is important because even 

dismissed student’s academic performance shows up in the program’s annual reports. 

This can have catastrophic effects on the program’s funding, because in order to get 

grants from the Department of Education to operate, they must show a certain measure of 

success. This success is defined as 85% of all program participants improving their test 

scores, and 80% of students continuing to participate in the program. In addition, 75% of 

all enrolled students must go to on to postsecondary education and 70% of those must 

persist until they graduate, NCUB is essentially taking a risk with every student we 

enroll, because we are judged not only by the type and quality of the services we provide, 

but also on the educational outcomes of each and every student. 

Program staff grows attached to each and every student, and take very seriously 

their chances for success; I speak from experience when I say that dismissal from the 

program is a last resort. Even if staff find a particular student difficult to deal with or 

even distasteful, we recognize their dire need for the services we provide. Before students 

are asked to leave the Summer Session or the program, there are several ways we try to 

“catch” them (depending on why they’re struggling) before they fall. The first 

intervention is usually made by the student’s RM (Resident Mentor). The Resident 

Mentor position is an asset unique to Upward Bound among the TRiO programs. In the 

case of NCUB, RMs live with the students in the dorms, and with the exception of one 

day off a week, are there to serve the students twenty-four hours a day, six days a week, 

for five weeks. This proximity, coupled with extensive training on diversity issues, 
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conflict resolution, and other communal-living skills, makes each floor a tiny “home,” 

and each RM an important person to the nine to eleven students under their care.  

If a student is seen to be struggling for any reason, the RM responsible for that 

particular student will initiate a “Heart-to-Heart” utilizing strategies handed down by 

administrators and senior staff during Mentor Training. These are one-on-one 

conversations between students and their mentors, without the pressure of their peers or 

other authority figures around. These talks have the potential to clear up some of the 

more minor issues, because program administrators put trust in their mentors and give 

them leeway to make contracts and decisions regarding minor offenses and issues at their 

discretion.  

If the student shows no progress after the meeting with their RM, they will be 

called into the administrative offices (on the first floor of the male’s dormitory) and speak 

directly with Sunny and LC. Serious offenses involving drugs, sex and violence often 

skip straight to this step. Students who persist in ignoring their academic responsibilities 

to the program also warrant this intervention. In these meetings, deals are struck, and 

students make whatever promises they must in order to stay in the program.  

Students who may be considering leaving the program for reasons other than 

running afoul of the rules are dealt with in a number of different ways. I have personally 

mentored students who were actively suicidal, homesick, “loners,” or embroiled in 

“drama”. These students tend to be given lots of individual attention by their RMs, then 
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slowly but surely are introduced to peers with similar interests with the hope that they 

will integrate into the larger student group.  

If a student is experiencing academic issues during the school year, Upward 

Bound provides free tutoring and test prep help. Each student’s academic progress is 

monitored by the program staff, who is often in direct contact with high school teachers 

and administrators. If a student is in danger of failing a class, sometimes they will make a 

contract with the program, which gives them a reachable goal to shoot for, a feeling of 

support they may not be getting from their teachers, and a way to stay in the program by 

meeting its minimum academic requirements. 
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CHAPTER VI 
 

DISCUSSION 

 In this paper, I explored the more unmeasurable benefits of the NCUB program: 

self-esteem, belonging, collective identity, love, and “family.” Through my exploration 

of some of the more important NCUB rituals, I found linkages between ritual, belonging, 

self-esteem, and academic success. I began this process by studying current quantitative 

data on more measurable outcomes of TRIO programs, and built on the research showing 

that TRIO Upward Bound is a successful program, I attempted to clarify some reasons 

why.  

This research extends the literature on Upward Bound by combining 

straightforward participant narrative with sociological and social-psychological concepts 

in an attempt to tease out the importance of hard to measure, yet still valuable program 

outcomes that although don’t exist in the grant literature, are the aspects of the program 

that have lasting emotional resonance. These “unmeasurable benefits” create memories, 

meaning, and give students social skills that will benefit them for the rest of their lives. 

I began my research with years or experience with the program and a nagging and 

unanswered question in my mind: What “is it” about NCUB that fosters love, belonging, 

and self-esteem in it’s participants? The answers I found were amazing. I found that the 

emotional support, consistency and loyalty of program staff to students was as vital to 

their success and continued participation in the program as was the academic 

components. I found that ritual is an important part of everyday life in the organization, 
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contributing to it’s maintenance by keeping students emotionally invested in the 

program and its continued functioning through inspiring collective effervescence and a 

collective “UB” identity. Rituals also served to transmit program culture and encourage 

peer-centered social control. 

 My research unearthed as many fascinating questions as it clarified, and left much 

room for furthur study. NCUB is a program rich with ritual, folklore, friendships and 

loyalty, and I envision future research delving deeper into each individual ritual, 

extending the scope to all of the main programmatic events and exploring how they help 

make NCUB what it is by incorporating richer detail from current students. I would also 

like to go into more depth regarding the “micro-rituals” I theorized in Chapter IV, and 

explore how seemingly mundane daily events serve as the “glue” that holds the program 

together between major rituals. 

Over the course of my employment and research I also gained a more nuanced 

understanding of the role of program alumni in the creation of the “UB Magic”  and the 

recruitment of students. I did a great deal of delving into the literature regarding how my 

insider status may have effected my research, and I believe furthur exploration of how the 

presence of “insider” staff members effects recruitment and retention of students, as well 

as overall program climate, could possibly have implications beyond NCUB. Based on 

my experience with NCUB, I posit that “insider” staff members have a positive effect on 

climate, policy enforcement, and recruitment of students due to their knowledge and 
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authority on the program, as well as their shared understanding of the circumstances UB 

students come out of. 

And finally, I acknowledge that my work begs the question, “How generalizable 

is this theory?” I believe this question can be answered through a broader qualitative 

study of Upward Bound programs across the country. Such a study would answer the 

question “Is NCUB culturally unique?” as well as possibly yielding an Upward Bound 

best practices of sorts that could have positive implications on the program from a policy 

level. 

I am confident that this research has only scratched the surface of how important 

educational equity programs such as TRIO Upward Bound are to the health, well-being 

and success of generations of “at-risk” students, as well as the importence of both macro 

and micro rituals to the health and ultimately, the survival, of those programs. It is my 

hope that the more people’s stories are told, the more people will value the unique and 

vital services that TRIO programs offer to thousands of students every year, and that this 

value will be expressed in funding to allow thousands more to benefit far into the future.  
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW GUIDE 

Questions: 
1. Tell me a little bit about yourself? 

a. School(s) 
b. Home town 
c. Family 

2. How did you get involved with Upward Bound? 
3. What part of Upward Bound do you feel has helped you the most? 
4. Have your feelings about yourself changed since participating in the program? 

a. When did they change? 
b. What do you think made them change? 

5. What is your fondest memory of UB?  
6. What is your least fond memory? 
7. Did you meet friends at Upward Bound? 
8. Who are the significant people to you in the program? 
9. Why do you think UB is important? 
10. What UB ritual is most important to you? 
11. What UB event makes you feel the most a part of UB? 
12. How has being in the program affected your life? 

a. At school? 
b. At home? 
c. With your friends? 

13. Is there anything I didn’t ask you that you want to tell me about? 
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APPENDIX B: FOLLOW-UP INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. Have you ever talked a friend into enrolling in the program? 

2. What did you say to them? 

3. When Sunny and LC approached you about UB, what appealed to you?  

4. What did Jen and Leo (or a friend) say to you that made you convinced it was a 

good idea? 

5. What is it about Jen and Leo that draws people in? 

6. Did it take you a while to get “into” UB? 

7. How did you feel at first? 

8. (Jack) How do boys get ready for the closing banquet? 

9. How do students in general prepare for the closing banquet? 

10. How does the closing banquet feel different from the opening bbq?



 
 

91 
 

APPENDIX C: PARENTAL CONSENT FORM 

Dear Parent or Guardian:  

My name is Eli Pence, and I am a graduate student at Humboldt State University and an HSU 
Upward Bound Alumna. I am embarking on a study of current Upward Bound students and how 
they feel about the program. 
 
Your child was selected to participate in this study because he or she has participated in TRiO 
Upward Bound Program at Humboldt State University. Students participating in the study will be 
asked to sit for interviews with me and discuss how they feel about their Upward Bound 
experience.  
 
Because Upward Bound students are under the age of eighteen, it is necessary that I ask your 
permission to be able to talk to your child. As indicated in the enclosed materials, your child’s 
privacy will be protected: names will not be included in any reports produced by the project.  If 
you would allow your child to participate in an interview, please sign and date below and send the 
form to: 
 
Eli Pence 
1060 J St. 
Arcata, CA 95521 
 
Thank you for your consideration. If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me at 
mlp31@humboldt.edu, or (510)520-8772. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Eli Pence 
Sociology Department 
Humboldt State University  
 

Parental Permission for Upward Bound Interview 
 

___ yes, my child may participate in an interview. 
 
___no, my child may not participate. 
 
 
_________________________      __________ 
Signature of Parent or Guardian                                                                      Date 
 
_________________________ 
Name (please print)
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APPENDIX D: ASSENT TO ACT AS RESEARCH SUBJECT 

Humboldt State University 
Assent to Act as a Research Subject 
 
“1, 2, 3, Who are We?”: Narrative Experiences of Upward Bound 
 
I hereby agree to let Eli Pence carry out an interview with me for the purposes of writing his 
thesis. 
 
The interview will take place in the HSU Upward Bound office between March 9th, 2009 and 
August 10th, 2009 and will take between one and two hours.  The purpose of this interview is to 
collect Upward Bound participant’s stories and incorporate them into a master’s thesis. 
 
The subjects will be asked five open-ended questions about their Upward Bound experience 
questions and can respond with whatever information they deem appropriate. The procedure does 
not pose any risk and/or discomfort.  There are no benefits nor are there risks associated with 
participation. 
 
This information was explained to me by Eli Pence. 
 
I understand that he will answer any questions I may have concerning this interview or the 
procedures at any time.  I also understand that my participation is entirely voluntary and that I 
may decline to enter this study or may withdraw from it at any time without jeopardy.  I 
understand that the investigator may terminate my participation in the study at any time. 
 
The interview transcripts will not have a name or any other identifying feature attached to them.  
The transcripts and audio tapes of the interviews will be kept in a locked file cabinet while the 
research is conducted and after 3 years will be destroyed. 
 
If I have any questions regarding the survey and/or my participation I can contact Eli Pence at 
(510) 520-8772 or mlp31@humboldt.edu.  The faculty advisor is also available, Dr. Mary 
Virnoche at (707) 826-4569 or mv23@humboldt.edu.   
  
 
                                                                
Subject’s signature_____________________ 
 
 
Date__________________________ 
  
 
 

 


