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Educational Journeys Across Generations: A Personal and Historical Reflection
	Education is shaped not only by individual effort but also by the broader social, historical, and political contexts in which people live and learn. In the United States, access to schooling, support for diverse learners, and expectations around race, class, gender, and disability have changed significantly over time. This paper examines my own educational history alongside my sister, Sami’s, to explore how sociopolitical factors and historical shifts in U.S. education have shaped our opportunities. By comparing our stories and connecting them to broader educational trends, it becomes clear that access to resources, growing awareness of learning differences, and shifting expectations for women and middle-class students have influenced our paths. 
My Educational Experience
	I completed all of my primary and secondary schooling in New Jersey public schools and earned my bachelor’s degree at Georgian Court University, a private Catholic liberal arts college. Growing up, I genuinely loved going to school. Classrooms felt like places where I could learn, explore new ideas, and connect with peers and teachers. However, my educational journey was not without challenges. From a young age, I had a learning disability that influenced how I experienced school. Initially, I did not believe I would be as successful in school as I am today. My learning disability often made me feel behind my classmates or less capable, and I internalized the idea that I was “not as smart” as other students. Over time, however, I began to challenge that stigma. With persistence, support, and growing self-advocacy, I learned to see my disability as something that required different strategies and support, rather than as a limitation on my potential. This shift in mindset helped me strive for higher goals and aim to do my best in every class and whatever other challenges came my way. 
	Several broader social factors also influenced my educational experience. I grew up in a middle-class family that provided a relatively stable environment and consistent access to schooling. As a White student, I did not encounter racial discrimination at school and likely benefited from being part of the racial majority in many educational settings. Gender expectations also played a part. As a woman, I often faced subtle assumptions that I should be organized, compliant, and academically strong, especially in reading and writing. However, reading and writing were where I struggled the most in school due to my learning disability. Sometimes, these expectations motivated me to work harder; other times, they created pressure to perform perfectly, which is unrealistic because no one is perfect. 
	Regarding resources, my school provided some support services, but they were not always extensive. There were always accommodations for me and helpful programs, but I sometimes felt that students with learning disabilities were not fully understood or supported. Geographic location also mattered; attending school in New Jersey meant access to relatively well-funded public schools compared to other parts of the country, yet the quality and accessibility of special education services still varied. 
My Sister’s Educational Experience
	To better understand how educational experience can differ even within the same family and historical moment, I interviewed my sister, Sami Cohen, about her schooling. Sami attended Monmouth University for both her undergraduate and graduate degrees, studying there from 2012 to 2016 and again from 2020 to 2022. Her reflections reveal both similarities and differences when compared to my own journey. Sami described her feelings about school as mixed but generally positive. She loved elementary school and enjoyed many of her high school and college classes. Middle school, however, was difficult due to negative experiences with other students. Throughout her schooling, she sometimes did the bare minimum, but she also cared about doing well and earning good grades. Overall, she considers herself successful in school because she consistently achieved strong academic outcomes, even when coursework felt challenging. 
	One of the most significant barriers Sami faced was her undiagnosed attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). She was not diagnosed until college, which meant that for many years, she struggled with time management, procrastination, and reading comprehension without understanding why. She believed her difficulties were “normal,” only later realizing that they reflected an underlying condition. Without formal recognition of her ADHD, she did not always receive the structured support that might have helped her earlier. 
	Sami observed that educational opportunities and support structures have evolved over time. She noted that schools today are more likely to implement tiered interventions and personalized approaches, especially for students with learning or attention differences. In her view, factors such as race, class, gender, and location did not personally restrict her opportunities, but she acknowledged that these factors clearly influence other students. She described her school environment as strict yet understanding and felt that, academically, they helped her succeed. However, she also believed that her schools did not fully prepare her for adult life. Important skills like time management, financial literacy, and daily responsibilities were not emphasized, leaving her to learn many of these through trial and error. Overall, when reflecting on missed opportunities, Sami wished she had access to more hands-on electives and life-skills courses that could have better prepared her for the future. She felt that additional practical experiences, such as internships or daily life courses, would have been valuable alongside traditional academic subjects. 
Historical and Social Context in U.S. Education
	Our stories are not only personal; they are also shaped by broader historical developments in U.S. education. Over the last several decades, there has been a growing recognition of the rights of students with disabilities and an expansion of services in public schools. Landmark legislation such as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) has played a crucial role in guaranteeing that students with disabilities are entitled to a free and appropriate public education and individualized supports (U.S. Department of Education, 2017). As a result, many schools have developed special education programs, Individualized Education Programs (IEPs), and tiered systems of support. 
	At the same time, research has shown that access to these supports is not evenly distributed. Students from middle-class backgrounds, like my sister and I, are often more likely to receive evaluations, accommodations, and advocacy from their families compared with students from lower-income communities. As White, middle-class women in New Jersey, we benefited from attending relatively well-resourced schools and from families who valued and supported higher education. Our race and class status meant that we did not face systemic racial segregation or chronic underfunding to the same extent as many students of color or students in high-poverty districts. 
	Gender expectations have also evolved over time. Earlier in U.S. history, women often had limited opportunities for advanced education, especially at the college level. Over the years, women’s enrollment in higher education has grown significantly; today, women make up the majority of college students in the United States. This historical shift helps explain why both my sister and I not only finished high school but also pursued undergraduate and graduate degrees. However, the expectations for women in school are still stigmatized as being “good and excellent students,” which can create pressure and stress, especially for those who struggle with learning disabilities or ADHD. 
	Another important historical shift has been the movement toward inclusive education and differentiated instruction. Sami’s observation that there are now more tiered interventions and individualized approaches reflects broader reforms in how schools respond to student needs. Multi-tiered systems of support (MTSS) and response-to-intervention (RTI) frameworks have become more common in recent years as schools attempt to identify and support struggling learners before they fall too far behind. Zhang et al. (2023) show that RTI/MTSS models have been widely adopted across the United States to provide systematic, tiered support for students’ academic and behavioral needs. While these approaches are not always implemented perfectly, they represent a significant change from earlier eras when many students with disabilities or attention difficulties were simply labeled as lazy or incapable. 
	At the same time, the focus of schooling has often remained heavily academic and test-driven, sometimes at the expense of practical life skills. Like many students in the U.S. education system, Sami felt that her schooling did not adequately prepare her for adult realities such as financial management, time management, and daily responsibilities. This reflects a broader debate in education about the balance between academic content, standardized testing, and preparation for life beyond school. 
Conclusion
	My educational journey and my sister Sami’s experiences show how personal histories are linked with larger historical and social contexts in U.S. education. Our stories highlight the importance of middle-class stability, racial privilege, and greater access to higher education for women, along with the ongoing challenges faced by students with learning disabilities and ADHD. While we both benefited from more opportunities and supportive school environments, we also faced barriers related to identification, stigmatization, and limited preparation for adult life. By placing our experiences within the broader history of disability rights, inclusive education, and changing gender and class expectations, it becomes clear that educational opportunities are not just the result of individual effort. They are influenced by policies, resources, cultural beliefs, and systemic inequalities that differ across communities and generations. Recognizing these connections can help educators and policymakers keep expanding access, improve support systems, and create more fair and equitable educational experiences for all students. 
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