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Barriers to Student Success:

Mid-semester Student Interviews
The Durango Adult Education Center

Student #1

X — (GOAL: Neonatal nurse) has a laptop at home but it’s old and it crashes from time to time. She doesn’t have MS Word on it so even doing the simplest of papers is a burden—has to take place either at school or the library. She told me she writes/edits best when she’s able to type—handwritten work is much more challenging for her. And if she had access to Word at home, her life would be so much easier. She is afraid to install MS Word on her laptop (which is running Vista) because she doesn’t want to create even more problems with her computer.

IDEA—in the next week or two, I’ll be receiving five new computers for the TABE lab. The current TABE computers all have MS Word. Maybe they become ‘available’ as part of a scholarship for current students??

X is deeply committed to succeeding in school, and feels the sacrifice of being away from her family. So she seriously takes issue with X and X being disruptive in class, responding with: “What”?  “I wasn’t paying attention.” - and asking questions about topical information that has already been covered.

She also expressed annoyance with people who come to class sick, and who bring their sick children to day care.

Loves her psych class; bugged by her other English class—the instructor spends a majority of the time reviewing the homework, so she feels most of her actual learning for that class happens at home on her own.

I told X that we were all very impressed with her work and that she was doing a good job. She was delighted, and said she hadn’t been sure of how she was doing, so she appreciated the feedback. 

Student #2

X—biggest challenge is work schedule. Her boss at City Market (Y, who apparently knows Paulette) has told X that “school is not important”. (X commonly works from 12:45pm to 10:45pm. Sometimes up until 2 a.m. doing homework.) X almost quit last week, got written up for being late to work because she was at school (study session) - is prepared to take a $3 pay cut as a result. Said she’s not too worried—she feels more committed to school, and she’ll be okay if she loses her job. Has a boyfriend who helps financially, and lives at home, so expenses are minimal. 

Taking anger management classes, and made a commitment to me verbally that she’d attend study sessions as much as she can for this second half of the session - feels good about catching up in class.

Student #3

X—can only make the Monday and Wednesday study sessions (which are with Nan). Wants more time with Stephanie for English—needs childcare (not available on Fridays). Her concerns are: she has no homework time, no quiet place to study. 

Home—on any given day there are 7-12 people living at her home (3bd/2bth); with 6 people sleeping in one room. She’s a member of the Navajo Nation; has applied to the Board of Southern Ute Housing for a three- or four-bedroom house. (She’s number 7 on the list for a 3-bd; number 4 on the list for a 4-bd.) Lives with her mom, dad, sister, and two little brothers—one of whom has a girlfriend living with them, her husband, son, daughter and two stepsons.

On February 27 she goes before the 8-member Board to plea her case to be bumped up so she can move into one of the houses available now. (Preference normally given to S. UTE)

Wants help writing a SPEECH to give at that meeting. (I told her to talk to you, Stephanie, and suggested maybe this could become part of her SUN curriculum?)

Student #4

X—feels panicked about “what comes next, after the SUN program?” Also worried about whether she’ll get financial aid for summer/fall semesters. Not sure if nursing classes will be available for her, and needs a computer right now.  (Again—old TABE computer possible)

Have to move by March 1; 7 people living at her home (2 bedrooms), including her brother and his girlfriend (X) who doesn’t pull her weight around the house. 

Mother has diabetes, lives in Reno, NV. Sister has serious financial problems. X tries to send her sister money ($20) whenever she can, but she’s already stretched thin.

Student #5

X—(Goal: Nursing—RN) has therapy and groups Monday afternoons; has committed to being at all study sessions Tues-Thurs for the duration of the program. She started anti-depressant meds last Thursday and feels like they’re helping her a lot. 

Dad and Mom have been divorced for 7 years; Dad showed up last month back from California, struggling with drug addiction, came to live with X’s mom (2bdrm apt) to get sober. About the same time, X’s boyfriend kicked her out of their apt, so X moved back in with Mom. No space, no privacy, no quiet. X is also struggling with relationship with ex-boyfriend, and has spent time with him recently only ‘to be used’.

I suggested a ‘no contact’ period of 30 days, but X dog lives with ex-boyfriend (not allowed at Mom’s apt). X expects to receive financial aid in the next few days, and wants to take dog and move into own apartment near school.

Student #6

X—lives in hotel room with brother, who often brings friends/beer to the room. Hard for X to study under those conditions; often chooses to join in drinking.

Debt is hanging over his head; plans to get copies of his credit report and contact debtors to make payment arrangements with them. (I have sample letter to debtors to share with all SUN students.)

Court date February 17; while arguing with girlfriend, punched the wall. State found out, violence charge. He doesn’t expect jail time, but possibly anger management classes. 

He expects financial aid check in the next few days. Wants to get own place, but hotel room is paid up for next three weeks. So he’ll be in hotel room until almost end of SUN program. 

He sometimes goes hungry. (I gave him 2 Albertsons gift cards for groceries and encouraged him to use our food shelf.)

Student #7

X—Wants more challenging writing assignments (or rather, more opportunities for creative writing). Is a musician and loves writing poetry. I showed him my CD and told him that if he raises his Accuplacer scores I’ll give him a copy for free at the end. (I’m happy to extend that offer to all students in this cohort, if it’s not inappropriate. I specifically offered it to Nick because he’s interested in exactly the same thing—making his own music CD’s. So I knew I had an easy ‘hook’.)

Says his dad is supportive of him going to school, but also wants X to get his own place and get a job soon. X did not identify any “panic” areas in his life, but mentioned that it’s been difficult to find work. 

Since X was present during the team building session last Thursday, he heard first-hand the group’s concerns about Y and Y’s disruptive behavior. I told him that I’d heard from some people that this annoyance had, at times, extended to all of ‘the guys’. I told X that it seemed to me that Y and Z look up to him, so he has an opportunity to step into a leadership role by encouraging them to get back on task when necessary, and by refusing to let himself get sucked into disruptive behavior. He admitted this could be a challenge because they’re his friends. I acknowledged that difficulty.

Student #8

X—main challenge: husband (Y) has been diagnosed with bipolar disorder and refuses to take meds. He took meds initially for a month, but since then has refused. Y’s mother agrees with X that he needs meds, but he sees them as a sign of weakness and believes that he should be able to control his sickness through willpower.

I gave X another one of my cards and welcomed her to invite him to call me. (I acknowledged that, if not handled delicately, he could get angry at her for telling me about his condition and encouraged her to use her best judgment about when/whether to give him my number.) I told her that my mom has bipolar disorder and only started taking meds a few years ago, and that (if he wanted to talk with me) I’d be happy to do the “guy thing” and tell him about the tremendous difference my mom’s meds have had on her life. 

X told me that when Y is being difficult to deal with, she simply withdraws and spends less time around him. She said she actually loves coming to school and going to work (part-time bartender at a hotel, 4:30-7:30pm three nights a week—on quiet nights she does her homework there), and that school is one of the highlights of her day. She says she really enjoys it—likes the reading and vocabulary, enjoys math… when I asked her what has made school work so well for her here, she said that her friendship with Z has been the biggest influence, and that knowing Stephanie and Nan in advance also made things a lot better. 

She feels sad to think about the fact that SUN will be over soon.

“It’s such a pleasure to work with such wonderful people who care so much about me.”

I told her that her teachers and I are all very impressed with her work and that she’s doing a great job.

Student #9

X—Studies with Y a lot. Biggest challenge is time management at home; four children and Sundays are incredibly busy (non-stop). However, she doesn’t have any “panic” areas in her life. Says that when things get challenging, she doesn’t panic anymore, but remains calm, takes a deep breath and assesses the situation to find out what needs exist. 

Her husband – Z – “is incredible”—very supportive. He is a painter (construction) and now is getting into creating paintings on canvas. X is happy that he’s enjoying painting so much.

X enjoys her outside reading class. Her main concern/fear is driving in the dark and driving on icy roads. Lives in Bayfield, and late class is from 6-7pm twice a week. Says she’s doing her best simply to do what she can and take care of things as they come.  (I reminded her that the sun will set later and later as summer approaches, which may make the evening drives more palatable.)

Is very happy with the SUN program, and is sad to realize that soon it will be over.

Student #10

X—has been sick on and off for the past month. Lives at home (five people in a three-bedroom trailer out in Hermosa), and says his mom is constantly on his case to move out, get his own place, get a job, get his own car. Says he’s working on getting his own place.

When I asked him how class was going, he said it was going fine. I pressed for more information, and he complained that some of the students, especially some of the women in the class, would stare at him when he was called upon by the teacher, and if he had missed the previous day and didn’t know the answer, that they’d give him dirty looks. 

I shared with him that during last Thursday’s team-building session (from which he was absent) the group had identified some feelings of frustration with his disruptive behavior (I made a point of noting that the frustration was not with him as a person, but with his behavior). I specified that it was his laughing and talking with Bruce during class, as well as answering questions from the teacher with “I wasn’t paying attention.”

I pointed out that almost everyone else was giving their all—in some cases giving up time with family to be in class and to do homework. 

He said he gets bored in class, and said the math was too easy for him. I said that, while it was possible that it was too easy for him, it was also possible that he simply had not engaged and that it actually might be the appropriate level for him. (Stephanie’s input validated this probability.)

He seemed to be friendly and apparently open, but I sensed an emotional wall—he didn’t seem to really truly be engaging with me. He did, however, agree to the following:

Staying more focused

Not disrupting others

Saving “goof-off” time for the breaks

Touching base with me again in one week, if not before

Student #11

X—biggest challenge: has been kicked out of girlfriend’s parent’s house three times in the past two weeks due to money stresses. (He’s expecting a financial aid check sometime in the next few days.) When he’s gotten kicked out, he’s stayed with his brother, who lives out by Wal-Mart. Then his girlfriend’s parents (who live up on Farmington hill) have called him, usually after 24 hours, and invited him back. Girlfriend’s mom is a hairdresser who is getting less business than usual, and her fiancée works for Shamrock foods, which is also taking a hit. So this usually ‘booming’ time is not booming, financially. 

X says he plans to give some of his financial aid money to them to help make ends meet. (Planned to check with Y or Z today to find out how much of his financial aid money he’d have left after tuition and books are paid for.) 

Told me he still needed to contact Emily re: anger management counseling.

I explained to him that we wanted him in the group because he showed a lot of promise, and that we’re even willing to sponsor anger-management counseling for him if he can act appropriately in class. But, I told him, we can’t sponsor him if he makes things difficult for the other students in the class. He said he understood, sounded open, genuine and willing to own his part in the present situation. I gave him another one of A’s business cards and left a msg. on her voicemail to expect a call from him today. I also left a msg. for Y giving him a heads-up to expect a visit from X today. 

Finally, I focused on the fact that there are only 14 more class meetings before the final day, so now is the time to really straighten up. He seemed to get it, and the report from one of his teachers this morning was that his behavior had improved.

Student #12

X’s mother is in seriously poor health and is, for the most part, a shut-in at home. X’s father has also been ill since last July 4. According to X, she does four things when she’s at home: homework, cleaning, helping her bed-ridden mother and sleeping. She says that there are three tv’s in her house, and at least one of them (if not more) is always on, which is distracting when she tries to do her homework.

X told me that she’s been diagnosed with bipolar disorder and is not taken meds, nor has she EVER taken meds. (“I hate the idea of someone messing around in my head.”) She’s also been told by doctors that she has ADD, but does not have a formal assessment for that.

She also told me that she’s been in charge of taking care of her mother since 1996 (she’s 18 now, so that would mean it started at age 5 or 6). Younger sister Y apparently refuses to do housework, neither parent can do housework, mom is also bipolar (no meds) and is a germophobe (says X), and since their housing is on a govt. subsidy it gets inspected on a regular basis—if they fail inspection they could lose their housing.

On Tuesdays and Thursdays X arrives at 8:30am for class and has classes straight through until 5:30pm. Says that this makes it difficult for her to do her homework that is due on Wednesday (since she says it’s so distracting at home and she’s tired by that time). 

X said that sometimes they run out of food at home (I asked if she had food right now, made sure she knew about Manna here in town, and made sure she knew she was welcome to our food shelf in the multi-purpose room). 

Finally, I offered her the same counseling services that we’re providing for Y, and she said she was interested. I’ve made the arrangements with A, the therapist, and will tell X to give her a call and set up the first appointment. 

I reminded X that there are only 14 class meetings left, and to hang in there… and asked if she’d had breakfast. She said no. So I told her to go into our multipurpose room and get some breakfast right away and we walked there together. 
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