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ABSTRACT

Typically, the student body in career ladder programs
comprises inner city students, best reterred to as environmentally
handicapped--by such factors as health, economics, lack of political
power and weak family structure. Those in higher education are
considared "high risk" by instititions because their acadenic
backgronnd differs from that of the majority of the other students.
Furtnermore, they are often: (1) older and more mature; {(2) have
stated goals; (3) have options of more movement; (4) can make more
independent decisions; and (5) have more obligations {children,
homes, finances) and personal problems. The total program is a period
of adjustmeat and mediation bhetween past and present experiences. The
counselor's goal is to help such students cognitiveiy and
psychologically meet the challenges involved in enterinyg college
programs in typically white, middle-class institutions, and tu help
them develop to their fulles: potential. Above all, his obligation is
to work for institutional, program, and value changes within the
system. (KS)
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The Counseling Weeds of Environmentaliy Handicapped

Srudents in Higher Education

For the many who felt that college was unobtainable, career ladder
programe have opened a new avenue for ascquiring a college education.
This is particuiarly true for students from dapressed sreas of our
country. It has alsc meant readjustments and revisions for institu~
tions in teyms of admissions, program designs, student and institution-
al expectatione,grading, nrobatien, workis } with people {community,
professionals) outside thelr etructure, as well os a general broadening

of the social snd racial base of the student body.

Several programs are administered by legal educatioanl authorities
(scheol dietricta) nutgide of higher aducation institutions. All
Career Opportunity Programs funded by the Unitad States Office of Edu-
ecation and some Veterans in Public Service Programs follow the caraer
ladder model aad are part of a public school district adminiatrative
gtructure. Althaugh they deal with one or more inatitutions of higher
learning, their staffing and funding are independent of the colleges oy
universititea. Staff membars in such programs are dirsctly responsible
to tha school system. Consequently, ccunselors in thesa programs Are
in a rather unusual situation. Yrey deal viith unique atudente who, 1if
they successfully complete the total program, might attend more than
one institution of higher learning (community-junior college than a
four year college or university). Thus, these countalors must be able

to work with students, faculty from one or more institutions outside
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rheilyr structure, and their own program personunal,;  They must be sware

pte lwposed dncn Lhen by thellr own
program and employer as well eg those frowm other inatitutiona cooperating
with them., No matter how much articulation occurs among the elements
within a program, there are bound to bhe conflicts, misunderstandings, and
changes that will rsuse problems for students and for counselors, Con-
versely, personnel from the other institutions must be aware of the poreo-~
blems and pressures faced by their counselors and give as much asslstance
as possible. iovever, we musi alwsys be cognizant of ¢he student whe ia
directiv affected by ali elements in such pregrams: the point of origin

1a not as significant to him as i# the problem. There is much commonality
o€ needs and charscteristics amorg students in higher education who come
from depressed areas. The recognition and knowledge of these needs

are important in counseling, regardless of tha nature and deaipn of apecial
or uniyue programs. The student must be the center of the program, o

and student needs -- not institutional or program needs, must fo¥rm

the basis for decision wmaking.

The uniqueness of the student body in many career ladder programs
is generated by their background and locality of origin —- nanely tha
inner—city. Ordinarily one might use the terms: "educationally dis-
advantaged;" "socially disadvantaged;" or "eulturally disadvantaged' to
deseribe studente who comz from the inner-city with less than traditionally
acceptable academic background and skills. Such terms are neither fully

descriptive nor accurate. Educationally disadvantaged tends to fecus



on only the effects of the educational Institutiouns {nchoecla, churches,
ate.) on studenmte - this s too limiting; socislly disadvantaged is 2
1irtle batter: it generally includes the inceraction of gocial elaas
with economics (if one were to include Social Econonic Status), but it
too 18 still very restrictive; culturally disadvantaged is the least
acceptable —~ this is an ifmplication of comparison with another "auperior"”
culture. Who is in a pesition te evaluate one culture against another,
the life-styles of individuals, their value structures, and the con-
sistant strains that are by-productz of 2 group's historical and soeial

development?

Environment can be defined as the aggregate of aurrounding things,
conditions, or 4nfluences. Thus the counselor is faced with the con-
cept of a collective mass; the student iz a by-product of and » reac-
tion to all the particular factors that make up his life. Handicap
ie any encumbrance or dlasdvantage that wmakes auccess more d1fficult.
Handicap describes the end effect particular factora have on the prob-
able sucecese or lack of success a student will have in competing with
others not from his envircnment in a higher educational setting.
Environmentally handicapped defines the parameter and the affects of the
elements within such a parsmeter on peopie. (It should be nated that
not all elements within an environment have negative effacts. There
are many that strengthen an individual and prepare him or her for a
succeasful and happy life.) Such a definition includes all that is
implied in the terms educationally and socially digadvantaged, without

the negative connotations surrounding the tara culturally dissdvantaged.



Environmentaliy handicapped includes: health; economlcs; lack o. policical
power; baait psychologicnl factore; cognitive problems; poverty; arime;
waak family structurs; ecclogy: low levels of aspirations: 4danticy:
ineffectual education, etc. as they affect en individual and generate

his handicap In an academic setting. Some elements might be generating

a negstive effect in one astting and vat in another eettin~ the individual
might find the effect working to his advantage. The effect {5 a fuaction
of the need of the setting as well. An example might be the difference
between competing in a college English literature course in a seneral
aducation program and working in a fleld experience course with ehildren
in an ioner—city clasaroom ns part of a teacher preparation program;

both are legltimate credit producing courses. One's experiences in his
environment might net have given him the skills to read and write sue-—
cessfully in the literaturs courge, yet the same experilences might en-
sble him to relate to inner-city children and be more successful than

his middle-class counterpart or even the regular classroom teacher.

In one instance, the environment is a handicap, in another 1t is an as-
set. The counzelor must be aware of these differences, and he must

hely the student hardle the differences.

The environmentally handicasped student ia higher educational inati-
tutions are generally found in special programs or have come in under
special admissions. They are considered "high risk" by the institutions.
High risk indicates that these students do not have the same traditional
academic background as the majority of the students attending the school.
This also implies that although commii:ted, the program is not ingtitu-

tionalized. This can be an advantage in that the program is not tied

4



to the traditional const.ainte operating on other programs at the in-
gtitution, This gives directors and counselors more Ilexibilicy:
however, unless thought through and planned, if and when the high risk
gtudent merges with the regular program, significant cognitive and
pavehological dissonance ¢an be generated that could destroy tha atudent
a8 well ss the program, With the tight money market in hizher educa-
tion, high risk programs become wvulnerable te hudget cuts. It 1z guite
possible that amalgams lon with regular programs will start hefore stu-
dents or programs ave prepared. This wiil put an added burden on the
counselors in such situationsa. Ro matter how desirable it is to in-
gtitutionalize flexible admisgion policies, adequate counseling and
academlc support, make college programs more relevanfz, and expand the
cultural and socilal base of the student body, it is also importent

that individual students with envirenmental handicaps be able t£o compete
successfully, It 1s the goal of the counaelor to help such students
cognitively and paychclogically meet such challenges. Yt ghould be ve-
membered that almost all of the 2500+ institutions of higher learning

in the United States (and their staffs) are basically white middle-class
ociented, and unless a major social, political, and economic revclution
eccurs in this country - they will stay that way. No value judgmencs

are intended, but that is a fact of life. Therefore, the counselor

will have to adjus: to thls or pay the consequence (more than likely,
1t will be the student who will sufteg. Some institutione and individual
professors are changing ~ unfortunately they are few in number: it is the
philosophy and goals of higher education that must change. The next

question is obvious: who iz to determine the change and in what

(93



lrection? Change 1s generally slow; any counselor hoping for dramatie

i

and sudden chenges iz net being reslistic - he wust work within the con-

i

strainte of the educational system for the good of the atudentse while Le
gimul taneously works for change. e must know the expectations and
goals of the particular higher education unit. He must be realistic -
for knowledge of the "real world"” (iu this cage the higher education in-
astitution) will enhance the probability of academic success, It is

also imperative that the institution be made cognizant of the "real

worid" in order to enhance the prohability of succesz for its graduates.

Counselors have the major problem of trylang to work with students
who are worlds apart from those generally found in higher education.
The description of children in the publiec schoole from low 5.E.S. and
high population density areas (generally called inner-city) is not
too different from those now counseled in spzcial college programs. The
higher education students differ from inner-city school children in at
jeast thege five areas: 1. They are older and more mature, consequently
they have more extensive experiences; 2. They have at leaet atated
goala; 3. They have options of more movement; 4. They can make more
independent decisions; and 5. They have more obligations (children,
homes, family, finances) and personal problems. These five charact-

eriptics are significant and must be understood by counselors.

Being older and more mature can have a positive effect. Having gone
through the service, or just plain living in depressed areas, can help
students see their goals more clearly. It could also reinforce their

feelingi: of alienation, lack of control over their lives, hatred for



the present eystem, inadequacy, ate. These feelings are real and muat
be deslt with by students and counselors. Often, professovs are not
sweve of such feelings ~ problems oceur because of the social, cultural,
and inteilectual gep existing betwsan them and the environmentally

handicapped student.

Stated goals and real goals can be two different entitfies. Unlesa
the stated and real are identical, the student will be heving cogni-
tive and psychological conflicts. The motivation hoped for and gen-
erated by goala will not axist. The counselor must be perceptive
enough to be atle to get a student to identify his real poals, and
then have him maske decisions based on them. A student who wanta to
be in the College of Business Administration rather than the College
of Education might be reasonably successful - but how much more suc-
cess would he meet if he were in the curriculum that met his real
needs (given thai all other things being equal}? It is also im-
portant tha: counselors help students determine how realistic thelr
real goals are in relationship to probability of success; they must
help him make decisions as to courses of action. It will do ne one
any good, 1f a student does not have the ability and motivation to
move in a direction that he finds himself, A student who doesn’t
hevs the iannate ability to do college level work, and would not be able
to do so regardless of all the support supplied, should bs counseled

into another area. At no time should the counselor make the decision,

but he should provide the student with as much objective input as pos-

siblea.



Unilike publiis sehool students, whe must wait until a certain age
to drop-out, the student inm higher education can drop-out or in acme
cases change programs almost at will. This crestes probilems for coun~
galing sinee the vealitias of our society might greatly restrict the
movenent thase students believe they have. Fven within institutionsa,
the ease of movement is preatly reduced - with differsnt pregram ve-
quirements,. loss of credit, admission requirements, ete. Admission
into #n institution, doesn't implv admigsien into all pregrams within
the institutions. BDoth the counselors sand students must be aware of
such constraints. When a student alects to drop-out of sehool allo-
gether, does the counselor have any further obligations to that student?
Within economic and time feasibili{ty, the adjustment out of the program
ashould ba >f coneern to the counselor. He 12 still dealiag with an
individual. Saparation (before successful completion) programs eould al-

sc aid in recruitment. If individuals rvealize that a program is

interested in the wotal parssn, before and zfter, it is telling them
something about the worth of pecple held by the program. Howevar,
the first obligatior of counselors is to those in the program. The
counselor’'e duéy is to help students evaluate thea options of movement
available to him realistically; make him aware of the consequences

that could occur when selecting ona option over another.

Another aspect of movement. occurs when stufzais begin to exercise
the sundry selections available to them within a program and for an 1in-
stitution. Course loads and teacher selection 1ﬁhnan§ Programs Are

variable. This becomes crucial when programs are not self-contained
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or highiv strucrtured. The over-iceding of students when they ave nse
rendy car sauze zensidsrsble demaae. The iomroper nix nf eouvraes

(e.2., Eoo many eaading-type courses) can also creats probleuns.

Facul-y selection implies fasulty evaluation. A& counselor haa an
obligetion to evaluate faculiy in terms of worlt load, cbjectives, and
sansitivicy. The adjustment to the neads of the student is slso crucial:
the counselor must be aware of both areas as input fox student decisien
making. The coungelor is not evaluating a faculty member in terms of
good or bad, but in terms of students' neads, aspivations, and abilitigsa
How the counseler makes his evailuations in vital - it should be more

than student perceptions. Classroom :bsarvations, follow-up of students
in terms of how well th~y are doing in advanzed related courses, conver-
satione with the faculty member, looking at old tests, printed sourse
requirments of the professor, ete. are all possible ways of evaluation.
Ona should keep in mind that 2 sensitive but hard marker is betteyr than -
an {nsensitive easy grader. The objective of taking a ccurse is per-
sonal growth and knowledge {cognitive, sffective, psychomotor) not just
the grade. It is foolish to assume thgtbgrade point average is not im-
portant -~ it is the extreme profeasartk;he unrealistic professor, the

inaeasitive profegser that iz to be culled out of a astudent's program.

As a mature student, who in most cases has been out in the world,
the need to meke independent decisions is great. Coupled with this is
the fact that they have had experience meking decisions on their own.

They don't want to be told what to do and how to do it. Decilaion



making involves the total spectrus of comtrol over one’s nresent and
future, as wall as {ndividuai and group identity (e.g., Black Pride,

male or female self-msteen, etc). Values and iife styles avre also in-
volved. Rajection of traditional inetitutional requirements {(acurse
requirements, dorm life) is the stance now heing talen by middie-class
college students, astudents who are environmentslly handicapped are equally
vocal in their rejection of such requirements. In many cases, these
students are more sensitive to patronizing situations than their more
affluent classmares. The counselor must be accepting of these and other
personal views and values. (He need not philosophically agree with them.}
When an impsss cceurs for the studeat in the academic environment, the
counselor must help mediate the differences. If a solution cannot be
worked out, he must be honest with the student. Ultimately, the atudent

has the option to move on, The counselor alsc hss an obligation to work

for institutional, ﬁ:quam, and value changes within the system. For,

1f the counselor moves out of the system, then the positive conseaquencas
and ultimate influence for change might be drastically decreased. This

158 aleo true for the student.

Many children from the inner-city come from families that are
headed by parents who sre similar to the students in ~high risk col-
lege programs. The counselor must be aware of the pergsonal problems
that can and do interfere with academic success. Because a parson
is eanrolled in a college program doasn't make him a middle-class in-

dividual, with middle~class values, and middle-class experiences.
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The handling of woney, the relationships smong husband-wife aad children.
dress, nstwork of friends, value of maintaining grades, hostllity
towards authority and regulations, welfare fundiiy, housing, alloea-
tion of time, space, and money for the academic program, time and
phyailcal space for studying, respert for others, turaning in assign-
meants on time, zceepting regulations set by the irastitution or pro-
fesgor, etc. are just a few of the areas that could cause students
trouble as they move through the program. There is no period of
adjustment. For the student from the handicapped enviromment, his
total program is & pericd of adiustment and mediation between his

past and present experiences. As he moves along, hopefully he will
find it easier to adjust his value system and life-atyle to enable

him to compete fn the academic environment. Students who are seniors
will still need help -~ hopefully not as much as the freshman. The
counselor must be aware that the purpose of the academic experience 1s
not te make these svudente "middle-calsa, but to develop them to
thaixr fullest potential. Thus the middla-clasas value system held by
many counselors is not really compatibla with those held by students
in the program. A recognition that thls.might or does exist will help

the counselor work with the students as he moves through the program.

The specific academic deprivationa such as: reading, mathe-
matic, and studying skills are not being discussed. It is assumed
that the development of such skilla, and others that are needed to meet

success in the academic setting, are part of the program available to
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the program te the students, fov the probabiiity of success will be
quite low. Ho counseloxr should work under such conditione, and no

guch program is defensible.

There are many college level programs that exiat {a.g., teachar
preparstion, social welfare, health cave, police science) whare the
astudent from the environmentally handicapped situation i3 net dis-
advantaged, because the foci of such programs are om producing edu-
cated and trained individuals to work with the people affected by
the social, eacﬁﬁmic, and educational blights that exiet in the United
States, and to produce committed and sensitive problem solvers whe
will work on answers to the pressing issues that are effecting our
pational stability and progress. In many such programs the teacher,
the university professor and the counselor are the ones who are

enyironmentally handicapped.
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