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ABSTRACT

Although researchers have shown that their data indicate a higher percentage of
African-American students aspired to obtain college degrees than their white peers in
students surveyed (Hauser & Anderson, 1991; Ogbu, 1974; Ogbu & Simons, 1998), the
number of African-American students who enrolled in and graduated from college was
much lower than their white peers. This disparity of students who desire college degrees
and attain them results in students unable to reap the economic and social benefits
associated with obtaining a college degree. This study examined the role of influences
such as parents, peers, school guidance counselors, and high school staff that exist within
students' homes, school, and community and how these influences affected low-income
African-American students as they charted and implemented their academic trajectories.
I followed African-American students who attended a low- income urban high school as
they charted their academic trajectory from junior year of high school until one-year post
graduation. Insight gained by identifying and understanding how factors, persons, and
events in their environment hindered or assisted students in reaching their goals will
assist students, parents, and school staff in mitigating identified obstacles.

Utilizing qualitative methodology, I gave student participants a voice to relate
their feelings and thoughts about how they prepared for college and made college-going
decisions. All student participants (n=37) were interviewed in their junior year (2008),
and several (n=8) students participated in two more rounds of interviews in their senior
year (2009) and (n=9) in their first year post-graduation (2010). The 9 students who

participated over multiple years of the study were then able to reflect on prior experiences
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during high school along with detail on how they enacted their academic plans and how
those plans changed over the subsequent one or two years.

Findings revealed that (a) the majority of students had career goals, aspired to
enroll in college the fall after graduation, and understood the importance of higher
education as a social mobility tool and means to reach their career goals; (b) the students,
in the spring of their junior year, were unable to describe the necessary steps in the
college search and college application process, and lacked knowledge of the education
requirements of their career choice; (c¢) the students perceived favoritism by the guidance
counselors in how they assisted in college searches and application processes, which
influenced how students approached the college search and application process; (d)
students had limited exposure to a robust college-going culture in their schools and
homes although many students’ parents or guardians held expectations for them to attend
college or were supportive of students’ college goals; and (e) students’ college
destination was a function of both the student’s ability to navigate through obstacles such
as filling out financial aid paperwork and the assistance the student received from
guidance counselors or admissions officers.

Analysis of data and findings suggest that the three-phase model of college choice
(Hossler & Gallagher, 1987; McDonough, 1997) is invalid for low-income African-
American students. In this study, the three-phase model does not give insight to the

obstacles these students face during each of the phases of the college choice model.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Although the rate of African-American students enrolling in college has increased
over the last ten years, African-American students enroll in and complete four-year
college degrees at a lower rate when compared to other racial groups. In 2009, United
States Census data showed that African-Americans over 25 were least likely to have
completed a college degree in comparison to all other racial groups, yet the most likely of
all racial groups to enroll in college (U.S. Census Bureau, 2009). Although the
enrollment gap between African-American and White students decreased from 9.3% in
2003 to 4.9% in 2010, graduation rates for African-Americans have remained static.
According to the United States Census, 18% of African-American males and 21% of
African-American females over 25 (percentage of civilian non-institutional population)
obtained a bachelor’s degree, graduate degree, or professional degree, while nationally
32% of males and 31% of females obtained the same degree level (U.S. Census Bureau,
2011).

People unable to complete a college degree do not reap the economic benefits
associated with obtaining a college education. The United States Department of Labor
quantified the economic benefit of those earning a baccalaureate degree. The average
annual percentage increase in hourly earnings between the years of 1978-2008 from
persons 18 to 22 who obtained only high school degrees was 3.2% less than those who
had obtained a bachelor’s degree. In addition, the average annual percentage increase in

hourly earnings by persons 23 to 27 who had obtained only high school diplomas was



5.2% less than those who had obtained a bachelor’s degree. In 2005, a person possessing
a high school diploma made a gross income of $31,000 compared to college graduates,
who earned an annual gross income of $51,000 (BLS Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2010).
This translated into an expected lifetime earnings of $800,000 dollars more for persons
who earned a four-year degree than those who completed high school alone (Baum &
Ma, 2007). An increase in African-American attainment of college degrees would
translate into greater economic advancement, as obtaining a college education on average
equates to a higher salary and benefits. Increased education raises not only earnings but
also productivity, as knowledge, skills, and problem-solving skills add to efficiency
(Becker, 1993, p. 19).

The positive effects of college attainment extend beyond personal economic
advances and contribute to the overall economic health of the country (Becker, 1993, p.
19); therefore, it is imperative to understand the phenomena of increased enrollment and
static attainment. Equally, the identification of influence on student college choice will
expand the knowledge base, resulting in added data that can be integrated into best
practice strategies to assist students who desire to obtain college educations and gain the
knowledge and skills needed to guide them beyond the enrollment process.

Post-Secondary Destinations

Numerous social, economic, and cultural variables influence African-American
education attainment. Several researchers examined social political variables of
education attainment such as the effects of certain pieces of legislation (Coleman, 1968;
Kerckoff, 1976; Hearn, 1984; Morgan, 1996) and social economic status (Furrer &

Skinner, 2003), while others have focused on school related influences such as school

e e



N

f e

and teacher quality (Mercy & Steelman, 1982). Other researchers examined cultural
influences such as parental and peer influences (Freeman, 2005), student attitudes
(Mickelson, 1990), school and community influence (McDonough, 1997), and large-scale
cultural influences such as the presence of oppositional culture or dominantfsubdrdmate
culture (Ogbu, 2008). More recently, researchers such as Perna and Thomas (2006) used
a 4-layer model that uses multiple contextual examinations to assess what influences and
to what degree internal, family, school, and policy influences affect student success.
Understanding how these multiple interconnected and interworking webs of
factors influence students and isolating how specific influences affect college destination
and degree completion is complex. Since statistics show an increase in African-
American enrollment in college with a static rate of completion, I focused my research on
the major influences on years where students decide if and where to enroll in college, or
student college choice. College choice refers to the way students form ideas about
possible college attendance, search for potential schools to attend, and narrow down their
choices of the colleges for which to complete the application process (Chapman, 1981).
Although these multiple components of policy and practice interface to influence student
outcomes, previous scholarship has shown the predominant role of home and school
influences. These influences include students’ discussions and interactions with peers,
parents, and school staff about their future college plans and the steps taken as students
search for and make their college choice (Bloom, 2007; McClafferty, McDonough, &
Nunez, 2002; Mickelson, 1990); therefore, I focused on home and school influences on

student college choice in this study.
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The three-phase college choice model consists of the predisposition phase, search
phase, and choice phase (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987). During the predisposition phase,
students plan for their education beyond high school and ultimately their career. In the
search phase, students discover and evaluate possible colleges in which to enroll
(Hossler, Schmit, & Vesper, 1999). In the choice phase, students choose a school from
among those they have considered during the search phase of the model.

Statement of the Problem

Although the percentage of African-Americans (percentage of civilian non-
institutional African-American population male and female over 25) who obtained a
bachelor’s degree has increased from 16.6% in 2000 to 19.9% in 2011 compared to an
increase of 26.1% and 31% in White student college attainment; statistically, inequality
in education still exists (U.S. Census 2000, 2006, 2011). Consequences of the gap in
attainment include the following: (a) African-Americans are less likely to earn a living
that places them in the middle class, causing social and economic differences and
intensifying racial tensions (Chubb & Loveless, 2002, p. 1); (b) African-American
students of parents who did not enroll or graduate from college are least likely of all
students to themselves enroll in college. An increase in education attainment would
result in future generations of parents with earned college degrees, therefore increasing
the next generation’s college attainment rates, as statistically children of parents with
college degrees have greater likelihood of children going to college (Olneck, 2005; Perna
& Thomas, 2009); and (c) Earning potential increases proportionally with education
attainment in addition to education attainment raising productivity, knowledge, and

problem-solving skills that add to efficiency (Becker, 1993, p. 19).
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Statement of Purpose

I analyzed data collected from students in a United States high school located in
an urban center on the East Coast. Students stated their goals included attending college.
Rosa Parks High School', a comprehensive high school housing Grades 10-12 with a
student population of 1487, is composed of a majority of African-American students®
from low-income families’. Administrators, faculty, and staff at Rosa Parks, along with
the administrators overseeing the city’s other public high schools, have tried to increase
the percentage of graduates who attend college through counseling programs, various
inter- and intra-school college readiness programs, and programs sponsored by local
colleges and universities. Despite these initiatives, and 95% of Rosa Park’s junior
students surveyed in 2008 reporting aspiratiohs of attending college (Temple, 2009) at
the end of their senior year, students self-reported post-high school plans included 28.1%
reported plans to attend a four-year institution and 34% reported plans to attend a two-
year college (New Jersey Department of Education, 2010). Further, as of 2010, only 9%
of the city’s population indicated their completion of a bachelor's degree (U.S. Census,
2010). Understanding how students planned their academic pathways and the factors,
events, and persons that either assisted them in maintaining these pathways or created
barriers preventing their continuing process on their paths will contribute to the larger

goal of equal representation of African-American students in higher education.

! Rosa Parks High School is a pseudonym for the high school where this research took place.

? The student population described in terms of race and gender at Rosa Parks High School was defined as
48% Black males, 49% Black females, 1% Hispanic males, 1% Hispanic females, 0% Native American
males, 0% Native American females, .13% Asian males, .07% Asian females, 0%, White males, and 0%
White females, (New Jersey Department of Education, 2008).

The percentage of students who received free or reduced lunches, as determined by eligibility for “Free or

Reduced” meals under the National Lunch Act and the Child Nutrition Act, was 58% (New Jersey
Department of Education, 2008).
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The purpose for this qualitative study was to develop insights into the reasons
why, despite interventions by the state and city departments of education to increase
education attainment, students who aspire to college degrees do not achieve their goals. I
used students’ reflections on their academic and career goals during the three-year period
from the students’ junior year of high school to their first year post-graduation, the phases
of the college choice model. This study aimed to understand why some students who
while in high school aspired to attend college maintained their academic paths, while
other students from the same urban high school deviated from their goals. I found that
these students’ college choice process diverged from the phases of the college choice
models. In examining why this phenomenon occurred, I examined how students
interacted with their parents, friends, and school staff in dealing with career and college
choices during the last two years of high school into the first year of high school
graduation.

Research Questions

1. How did academic and career goals change over the three-year period
beginning in the students’ junior year and extending to one year post-
graduation?

2. By whom and how were students influenced during the phases of the college
choice process--college search, admissions, enrollment, and attendance of
their post-secondary institution(s)?

3. How were students’ academic pathways similar to or different from the phases

of the college choice model?



Theoretical Basis

The conceptual model for this study draws on the college choice model
developed by Chapman (1981) and revised by Hossler and Gallagher (1987) and Hossler,
Schmit, and Vesper (1997). Additionally, the conceptual model for this study draws on
McDonough’s (1997) college choice model, which shows significant influence from
Bourdieu’s (1977) cultural reproductive model and Freeman’s (2005) model of
predetermination.

Chapman (1981) designed this model for colleges to explore how students made
their college choice decisions to illustrate how college administrators could more
effectively recruit college students. The Chapman model proposes that student
enroliment decisions are most influenced by three types of variables: student
characteristics, such as aspirations and high school performance; significant people, such
as parents, counselors, and teachers; and college characteristics such as cost, financial
aid, and availability of desired program. The Chapman model assumes that by changing
admission policies and procedures to accommodate the student characteristics as listed
above, college admissions officers could increase enrollment. For example, by creating
college communications that concentrate on the college characteristics that most
influence student choice, administrators could increase student enrollment.

While Chapman’s (1981) model concentrated on student college choice from an
institutional viewpoint, Hossler and Gallagher’s (1987) model used a psychological and
sociological lens and examined student choice from a student’s perspective. Hossler and

Gallagher (1987) used previous scholarship to propose a three-phase model of student
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college choice where students formed ideas about college, searched for possible college
choices, and then made ultimate college choices. Hossler and Gallagher (1987) found
that (a) different factors influence students during each of the different phases of college
choice and (b) during the phases of choice, students receive and process college-going
information in context with the students’ characteristics. Based on a synthesis of prior
research, Hossler and Gallagher (1987) illustrated that best practices would target
interventions during the specific time period of the college choice process. For example,
they found that parents, siblings, and peers were the primary influences during the
predisposition phase in which students plan their post-secondary education; therefore,
interventions aimed to expose students to possible post-secondary programs should
include not only targeting students but also providing information to parents and
students’ family members to encourage their students.

Hossler, Schmit, and Vesper (1997) utilized the Hossler and Gallagher (1987)
three-phase college choice model, building on the three-phases of the model and focusing
on the phases from a student’s perspective. For example, Hossler, Schmit, and Vesper
(1997) provided student perspectives on financial aid college costs; students’ perceptions
of education costs and availability of financial aid caused students to eliminate possible
colleges because students perceived they would be unable to afford college costs.

McDonough (1997) designed her college choice model after an extensive review
of scholarship and theory, foremost using Bourdieu’s (1977) cultural reproductive model.
The cultural reproductive model provided a base to explain the connection between
society, education, and individuals. Students’ home and school environments influence

students’ perception; having parents who were college graduates or attendance at a school
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that fosters a robust college-going environment shape the perceptions of the student.
Therefore, students’ college choices are a function of their experiences within their
environment (McDonough, 1997). Bourdieu (1977) described the relationship of society
and the individual as their habitus, a term referring to influence of the whole on the
individual. McDonough (1997) illustrated that a student’s choice of college is a function
of the student’s habitus, where students self-limit their college choices based on their
contextual experiences. McDonough (1994) defined this habitus as follows:

an internalized, permanent system of outlooks and beliefs about the world that an

individual learns from his or her immediate environment ... a common set of

subjective perceptions held by all members of the same group or class that shapes

the individual’s expectations, attitudes, and aspirations (p. 430).

Both Bourdieu and McDonough use the terminology habitus to describe the
contextual basis in which students make college-choice decisions. This research builds
on the principle, supported by research, that their environment influences students.
Freeman’s (2005) college choice model was built on the Hossler and Gallagher (1987)
college model focusing on African-American college choice and designed to explain the
African-American college choice process. Freeman (2005) divided students into three
catagories based on their college aspirations: knowers, seekers, and dreamers. Knowers
are students who have always known they will attend college, seekers come to believe
they can obtain a college degree, and dreamers do not believe they can attend college but
dream of the possibility of attending. For example, Freedman (2005) conluded that
knowers have advantages in college preperations over seekers and dreamers because they

gather more information to make decisions, make better school- related choices such as



which classes and activities to participate in, and have more time to focus on college
selection. Based on her research, Freeman retooled the Hossler and Gallagher model
(1987) by focusing each of the stages of college choice through a lens of knowers,
seekers, and dreamers.
Background of the Study

Rosa Parks High School is located in the urban city of Milton, New Jersey.
Selection of this site considered race, class, and socioeconomic status. The city of
Milton’s estimated 2006 population was 281,402. Demographics relate that 7.8% of the
total population in Milton is under the age of five as compared to the New Jersey State
percentage of 6.7% and 27.9% of Milton’s population is under the age of eighteen as
compared to the New Jersey State percentage of 24.8% (U.S. Census Bureau, 2011).

Race demographics for the city of Milton are as follows (the New Jersey State
average race demographics in percentages appear in parentﬁeses after the city data):
White persons, 26.5% (72.6%); Black persons, 53.5% (13.6%); Asian persons, 1.2%
(5.7%); Hispanic or Latino persons, 29.5% (13.3%). Other social demographics included
the following: language other than English spoken at home, 42.6% (25.5%); persons over
the age of 25 that report they have graduated from high school, 57.9% (82.1%); persons
over the age of 25 who report they have achieved a bachelor’s degree or higher, 9%
(29.8%) (U.S. Census Bureau, 2008).

The city of Milton has a lower median value of housing units ($119,000 compared
to the state median of $170,800). Home ownership rates were well below the state
average with 23.8% of the residents owning their homes compared with the state rate of

65.6%. The median household income in 1999 for the city of Milton was half that of the
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median of household income for the whole state, and the percentage of persons below the
poverty line in the city of Milton was over three times the state percentage (U. S. Census
Bureau, 2008).

Methods

During this three-year qualitative study, in which I collaborated with several other
graduate student researchers under the direction of a former Seton Hall faculty member,
the research team set out to create situations in which students could freely express their
feelings, perspectives, and experiences about the process of planning and following their
academic pathways. Utilization of qualitative research methodology allowed me to
capture the perceptions, thoughts, and experiences from the students themselves over a
three-year period. The primary research tools used in this study were focus group
discussions and focused interviews. I utilized this design and methodology because
students’ environments present a complex web of interconnected variables of which
individuals may or may not be directly aware. Individuals, regardless of their awareness
of these constantly changing variables, may not be able to denote their perceptions and
experiences accurately on a quantitative tool such as a survey.

I utilized focus group discussions composed of 44 junior student participants led
by Seton Hall graduate student facilitators who used a question guide (Appendix A). Of
the 44 students who participated in the focus group discussion, eight students participated
in interviews the following year at the end of their senior year. The year after graduation,

I interviewed nine of these student volunteers.
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Delimitations of the Study

Due to financial, logistical, and time constraints, only one school, Rosa Parks
High School, was utilized to conduct the study. Participants were required to be in their
junior year at the time of the study. Students volunteered at a recruitment booth stationed
at the college fair and therefore the participant selection was not random. Students who
volunteered to participate in the study were required to have their parent or guardian sign
an informed consent form to participate in the study. Of the 310 eleventh-grade students
eligible to attend the college fair, 112 students completed forms indicating their possible
interest in participating in focus group conversations regarding their college and career
plans. Of the 44 students who returned the necessary parent permission forms, 37
students actually participated in the 8 focus groups over a two-day period.

Limitations of the Study

Student recruitment for this project occurred on one day, on which approximately
200 students were not present in sc;hool and an unknown number of students were not
available to attend the college fair because of time and personal constraints. An unknown
number of 11th grade students were unable to participate and therefore unable to be
recruited”.

The focus groups were uneven and consisted of 2 to 11 students, as students
showed up at the designated area late or early or in groups, which resulted in an unequal

amount of information collected for each of the student participants. The unequal

* Students were to attend the college fair during their English classes; it was reported by several
students that some English teachers did not allow their classes to participate in the fair. It was also noted
that students from other classes (such as math and science classes) were brought down to the college fair so
that students could have visited the college fair twice. The attendance office also only reported the number
of students absent without a breakdown of the exact number of students from each class who were absent
that date. Also, mixed classes, with a mixture sophomores, juniors, and seniors attended the fair, so I could
not obtain a correct count of the number of junior participants.
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grouping also resulted in difficulty when the moderators transcribed the tapes of the focus
group discussions. Moderators of groups that had more students had great difficulty in
distinguishing which students made which statements.

There was an inability of the researchers to contact the students once they
graduated from Rosa Parks High School’; therefore there was a small sample size. There
were several students who could not be part of the research study due to insufficient
contact information (n=4), their phone numbers were disconnected (n=11), they did not
respond to contact (n=12), or were no-shows for interviews (n=3). By the spring of 2010,
50% of the students had moved to another location and changed or disconnected their
phone numbers. Therefore, the sample size was reduced from 37 to 9.

Significance of the Study and Organization of Dissertation

Prior research has illustrated a disconnect between aspiration to attend college,
acceptance and enrollment in college, and graduation from college. The most frequently
used tool to assess college choice has been the college choice model. The basis of
college-choice modeling is statistical analysis of large data sets (Chapman, 1981; Hossler
& Gallagher, 1987; Hossler, Schmit, & Vesper, 1999; Litten, 1982), which limits
analysis to variables in the researchers’ constructs, most commonly demographical
information. While this methodology captured large quantity data, it lacked a contextual
component in how and why different demographics of students made different college
choice decisions. While these college choice models are a useful tool in the analysis of
understanding the process of decision making, such as that parental influences are

greatest during the predisposition of college choice, the Chapman, Hossler, and

* A full detail of how I contacted students is in Chapter 3. Students did not furnish the research staff
with updated contact information after graduation, so I was unable to make contact with many students.
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Gallagher, and the Hossler et al. models do not assist in the understanding of why
parental influences during the predisposition phase is so strong.

McDonough (1997) and Freeman (2005) explored the finer nuances of the
college choice process using smaller qualitative data to explore the influences
themselves. Using the parental influence example above, McDonough (1997) explored
how parents influenced students, while Freeman (2005) examined the role of parental
influences specific to the students’ frame of mind. These smaller qualitativé studies have
contributed greatly to the scholarship on how students make college decisions,
particularly the McDonough college choice model and the Freeman college choice
model. This study expands on McDonough (1997) by using a sample of African-
American students to explore the role of key persons, events, and influences during the
period of college choice. Freeman’s (2005) research focused on close student
relationships such as parents and peers. In this study, I expanded on Freeman’s research
not only by exploring the role of parents and close peers, but also by allowing students to
discuss what persons of influence or what key events assisted or hindered their college-
going process.

In conclusion, college choice models are lenses through which to view a
student’s college choice; I used the Hossler et al. college choice model as a lens to view
the students progression of choice, I used the McDonough’s college choice model to view
the role of persons or environments of influence on student choice, and the Freeman
model to view how student mind-sets were altered due to these influences.

I found that these African American students’ predisposition phases were limited

in that students had desires to obtain degrees or to enter a specific career; yet, students

14



had not researche& the type of coursework required for their desired degree or the type of
higher education a particular career would require. Parents, school staff, and policy-
makers should use these findings to shape programs and policy designed to encourage
students to explore what coursework students will need for a particular career or college
degree. Students armed with this information, would be better prepared to make an
informed choice of degree or college program to pursue.

In addition, in this study I examined how students diverged from the search phase
of the college choice models. Ifound that students felt bombarded with ambiguous
expectations and unclear direction from their high school's guidance department with
counselors having little contact with some students, while other students received
extensive college counseling. Although students understood that information on colleges
was located in the guidance office, five of the nine students opted not to pursue help from
the guidance department. One of the students tried to approach her guidance counselor
for help; however, her guidance counselor was unavailable to her. Furthering the
scholarship on this phase of the college choice model and gaining insight into the needs
of students during this phase can lead to the development of policy to ensure all students
receive equal counseling along with time and resources allocated to searching for
possible colleges to attend.

In chapter V, I explored the choice phase of the college choice model. In this
study, the students who entered college typically applied to between 5-8 colleges during
their senior year of high school. Ifound that the students in the current study, either by
their own devices or by circumstance, were limited to one college of their potential list of

colleges. The choices in these students’ cases were to go to that one college or face not
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being able to attend college at all. There were several self-imposed and external factors
limiting students’ college choice such as failure of students to complete applications or to
comply with the college’s request for more information. Students accepted offers from
the first college from which they received admittance letters while foregoing
communications from other schools to which they had applied. They faced problems
with financial aid paperwork and paying for college. By understanding how the students
in the current study chose colleges and limited their choices, future students can make

better decisions on which colleges to attend, which could improve the chances of

completing their education.
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CHAPTER I

REVIEW OF RELEVANT RESEARCH THEORY AND LITERATURE

African-American students enroll in college and attain college degrees at much
lower rates than that of their White peers. In 2011, data indicated that African-Americans
over 25 (non-incarcerated civilians) were least likely to complete a college degree than
all other races, yet the most likely of all races to enroll in college (U.S. Census Bureau,
2011). Although the enrollment gap between African-American and White students
decreased from 9.3% in 2003 to 8.4% in 2006 and 4.9% in 2010, graduation rates for
African-Americans under 24 years of age have remained static®. These statistics illustrate
a phenomenon where African-American student enrollment has increased but the
graduation rate has remained static and lower than other groups.

An increase in African-American attainment of college degrees would translate
into greater economic advancement, as a college education on average equates to higher
salary and benefits. In 2005, a person possessing a high school diploma made a gross
income of $31,000 compared to college graduates who earned an annual gross income of
$51,000 (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2010). This translates into an expected lifetime
earnings of $800,000 dollars more for persons who earned a four-year degree than those
who have completed high school alone (Baum & Ma, 2007).

Increased education raises not only earnings but also productivity, as knowledge,
skills, and problem-solving skills add to efficiency (Becker, 1993, p. 19). The impact of
student college attendance and graduation is not limited to the individual student, but is

linked to the overall economic health of the country. Therefore, the exploration of

§ Statics were straight percentages from the population of civilian non institutionalized population
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college choice, particularly the identification and analysis of what influences affect the
college choice process and when, are imperative. Equally, the identification and
influences on student college choice will expand the knowledge base for integration into
strategies to assist students who desire to obtain college educations and assist them in
gaining the knowledge and skills needed to guide them through the college search and
application process.

The purpose of the literature review was to collect and review scholarship that
pertained to how African-American high school students in an urban school district
gathered information about colleges; searched for éolleges that met their academic,
economical, and geographical needs; and made decisions on if and where to enroll in
college after completing high school. I concentrated on scholarship that gave insight into
the influences on the students' college choice process as established by theoretically
infused, empirical research.

Methodology

I completed an in-depth review of the literature to understand how students
choose whether to attend college and which college to attend along with the major
influences that assisted or hindered the college choice process. This chapter includes
scholarship that addressed the research questions, frameworks, models, theory,
methodology, and relevant material regarding student college choice (Cooper, 1998),
specifically research that can be applied to African-American students who attend urban
high schools. Resources included journal articles, book chapters, books, online articles,
websites, and educational databases published from 1960 to the present year.

Methodologies of these relevant resources include qualitative studies, multiple method
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studies, and quantitative studies based on descriptive, experimental, and explanatory
frameworks. Iused several databases, including EBSCO, ProQuest, and Eric, searching
under the key words college choice, African-American college choice, and influences of
college choice. 1then reviewed the materials and the reference sections of the materials
to find relevant literature. I repeated the process until the reference sections produced no
new leads to other relevant literature.

Additionally, I selected the literature for inclusion based on several criteria,
evaluating the relevance to my study and the validity in terms of sample selection, sample
size, methods of data collection, variables examined, and research questions. I
considered primary research studies for which the sampling methodology, sample size,
method of data collection, or analysis researchers clearly explained and justified. I
considered secondary sources as long as the researchers stated how the researcher
obtained and utilized data in their study.

Organization of Synthesis

African-American students desire to attend college, as shown by enrollment
statistics, yet even those students who enroll in college do not attain their stated goals.
Researchers showed that SES is an indicator of student college enrollment and outcome
status, especially in African-American students where lower SES corresponds with lower
education attainment (Alwin & Atto, 1977; Hearn, 1984; Hearn, 1991; Hossler, Blouse,
& Schmidt, 1990, Karabel & Astin, 1975; McDonough, 1997; Portes & Wilson, 1976; St.
John & Noell, 1989; Wang &Gordon, 1993). Researchers probed how students arrived at
their college destinations by examining the process of the student’s college choice; the

way students form ideas about possible college attendance, search for potential schools to

19

—



R

attend, and narrow down their choices of the colleges to which they should complete the
application process (Chapman, 1981). Several researchers concentrated on the
development of a college choice model which represented the college choice process and
the phases of college choice (Chapman, 1981; Litten, 1982; Hossler & Gallagher, 1987;
Hossler, Schmit, & Vesper, 1999; McDonough, 1997). Other researchers focused on the
events and influences during each of the phases of student college choice (Freeman,
2005; Mickelson, 1990). Several researchers did not use the college choice model;
however, their research is applicable to the influences within the times of the phases of
college choice.

The Effects of Socioeconomic Status on Higher Education

The literature on how students choose colleges and the influences and effects that
membership in different socioeconomic status (SES) strata and race have on college
choice is clear on several points. Scholarly reviews showed that students of low SES
differ from students of high SES in what types of colleges they choose; students of low
SES tend to attend higher priced schools. As I detail in this section, students are
influenced by parents, teachers, and guidance counselors as well as by factors such as
financial aid, what resources are available to them during high school, and how students
utilize those resources.

There is a plethora of research identifying SES as a major influence on college
enrollment and completion. Students with higher SES have a statistically greater chance
of attaining a college degree than those students with lower SES (Alwin & Otto, 1977,
Hearn, 1991; Karabel & Astin, 1975; McDonough, Antonio, & Horvat, 1997; Portes &

Wilson, 1976). First, I reviewed literature that examined how students choose colleges in
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terms of colleges’ attributes, such as the college’s quality, selectivity, and cost. Second, I
examined literature that focused on what persons or factors, such as parents, peers, and
financial aid, influenced students of varied SES in making college choice decisions. In
addition, I reviewed relevant literature on how students of schools classified as high or
low SES differed in their college choice, goals, and aspirations and how students utilize
college-going resources provided by their high schools.

SES and College Attributes

Researchers used demographics from large data sets to find what influence SES
status had on students’ college choice by correlating students” SES and their college
quality, selectivity, and affluence (Hearn, 1991). The majority of researchers used
quantitative methodology employing large data sets and focused on outcomes instead of
the process of choice and the influences on students choice. The adavantages of using
unantitative methods is the establishment of statistical trends using a significantly large
population of individuals. Several researchers used qualitative and quantitative
methologies in their data collection, with analysis of higher education trends among
students of various SES groups, race, and gender. Through use of qualitative data,
researchers gained valuable insight from interviews with students and parents (Alwin &
Otto, 1977; Karabel & Astin, 1975; Portes & Wilson, 1976).

The quantitive analysis of choice indicated SES negatively influenced college
outcomes (Alwin & Otto, 1977). Alwin & Otto (1977) conducted a two-year study
(1964 to 1966), in the state of Washington (n = 4303). Data collection included
interviews, mailed questionnaires to parents, and high school records of the subject

students. Similarly, Hearn (1984) analyzed statistical data collected from first-time
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freshman from the 1975 Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CHIRP) and 11th
and 12th grade students (n=10,422) using Studies of the Impact of Student Financial Aid
Program (SISFAP) data. Hearn (1984) confirmed Alwin & Otto’s (1977) findings that
lower SES negatively correlated with college attendance. Hearn (1984) also found that
those African-American students enrolled in higher education institutions were more
likely to attend higher-cost institutions. Hearn's research failed to reveal whether higher-
cost institutions were either more competitive than other colleges or just more expensive.
In addition, because of Hearn's (1984) use of solely quantitative methods, further probing
into the reasons students choose or did not choose a specific college were not available.

St. John and Noell (1989) examined how SES influenced college choice utilizing
two large national databases (NLS and HSB) for the years 1972, 1980, and 1982 to
extrapolate college enrollment trends of students of varied SES and race. Their research
confirmed previous studies that higher SES correlated with high college enrollment. St.
John and Noell (1989) also introduced evidence that being African-American had a
strong negative impact on the students’ college attendance despite finding that African-
American students were more likely than any other ethnic group to apply to college.

Karabel and Astin (1975) examined the influence of SES, academic ability,

college quality, selectivity, and affluence on student achievement and degree attainment.
They concluded that elite colleges provided easier access to those students with greater
socioeconomic status and annual average incomes. Karabel and Astin utilized data
gathered from the 1966 survey distributed by the American Council on Education’s
Office of Research with a follow-up survey of 251 colleges in 1967. Researchers

analyzed 22,079 surveys, using descriptive statistics, cross tabs, correlations, and
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regressions to determine the relationship between socioeconomic status land attainment.
These findings highlighted a statistical trend of attendance of high SES students to
affluent colleges without examination of the factors that occur within the trends.
Cultural Ecological Models

Although this study specifically concentrates on the period of college choice and
utilizes the college choice model as a lens of examination, it would be negligent to omit
or dismiss studies directly exploring African-American education, particularly
scholarship, using Ogbu’s Cultural Ecological Models. Although I did not directly
analyze “cultural ecological models” as a conceptual model in this study, I have included
them because of integration of cultural ecological models in the study of minority student
education. In this section I give an overview of the main works of scholarship and
conclude with a brief discussion of why these models were not utilized in this study.

Freeman (2005) based her race specific choice model on the works of Ogbu.
Ogbu (1974) questioned why it was that minority children who lived in cities did poorly
in school. He theorized a relationship in which different groups of minorities viewed
education through different cultural lenses. The study was a multi-phase bilingual
education project launched in 1968 in Stockton, California, and included an intensive
survey of over 100 households in the spring and summer of 1969. Ogbu interviewed 40
of the families from the original 100 households and collected 225 comprehensive
surveys from students in the twelfth grade. Ogbu (1974) introduced a conceptual

framework that examined the relationship between an individual and his or her cultural

surroundings.
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Ogbu found that a high proportion of school failures of African-American
students were rooted in how students’ culture influenced the way students thought about
college. This significant approach recognized the relationship of individual perception
and culture and how this relationship altered the way groups assessed the value of
education and how education benefits persons.

Concepts of influences on education included several key arguments introduced
by Ogbu in 1974: (1) Educational attainment is unequal amongst African Americans
even when academic ability and SES is held constant, (2) Many relationships exist
between a society and its members, and (3) Society encourages methods to reach goals
that it views legitimate. Therefore, high proportions of school failures among
subordinate minorities is a reaction and adaption to the perceived or actual limit of
opportunity available

Fordham and Ogbu (1986) used data collected at Capital High School and
outlined a conceptual framework that examined the performance of minority students at a
school in a predominantly African-American and low-income area of Washington, DC.
The data consisted of ethnographic data from 33 students in their junior year. Fordham
and Ogbu (1986) postulated that Black students’ academic efforts were hampered by
internal and external factors along with in-group factors that, when faced by students,
adversely affected students’ academic performance. Their research exemplified the
importance of analyzing the cultural frame of reference that influenced students, looked
beyond just the student and the school, and expanded the analysis to factors, events, and
persons that influenced the students’ educational and career paths. This research

introduced the “Fordham Model,” consisting of collective identity, cultural frame of
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reference, and peer pressures; it also included “racelessness” in the analysis of student
outcome in schools. The Fordham-Ogbu thesis (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986) proposed that
many Black.students viewed school as a subjective process; thus, aspiring Black students
received a negative response when successful, or trying to succeed, in their education.
Fordham and Ogbu (1986) recommended conducting further research on these negative
perceptions of aspiration as an influence on minority education. Ogbu defined this
phenomenon as collective identity: “a minority group’s cultural frame of reference of
‘who they are’ and a ‘we-ness’ feeling of belonging” (Ogbu, 2008, p. 31).

According to Ogbu (1987), mainstream society relegated involuntary minorities
such as Native Americans, Black Americans, and Mexican Americans to menial positions
and denied true assimilation into mainstream society. Ogbu (1987) defined involuntary
minorities (also referred to as caste-like minorities and subordinate minorities) as “people
who were originally brought into the United States society involuntarily through slavery,
conquest, or colonization” (p. 4). Voluntary minorities are those who immigrated to the
United States in hopes of better economic and education opportunities. Ogbu and Simons
(1994) analyzed the differences of perceptions and values between involuntary and
voluntary minorities. Ogbu and Simons (1994) found several negative outcomes that
affected involuntary minorities in dominant society, including that they were less
economically successful than voluntary minorities and that they experienced greater and
more persistent cultural and language difficulties, which decreased education attainment
when compared to their voluntary minority counterparts.

Fordham (1999) described student behaviors such as academic participation,

certain ways of speaking, and certain behaviors viewed by students as “White” or
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“Black.” Black students perceived other Black students who concentrated on school and
wanted to go to college as “acting White,” and Fordham noted the negative connotation
that “acting White” had to Black students. This collective identity or “we-ness” was a
frame of reference where people expressed how others viewed “who they are.”

The Cultural-Ecological Model (CEM) defined by Ogbu (2008) is methodology
that uses a multi-level approach to examine minority education and school performance.
This model looked at two sets of factors: the system and the minority community factor.
Ogbu (2008) defined “the system” as follows:

societal and school factors that included (a) the educational policies of local, state,

and national education agencies (segregation, school funding, and staffing),

treatment of minority children within the school and classroom, (b) treatment of
minority children within the school and classroom, including teacher
expectations, the breadth and depth of curriculum, assessment tools and practices,
and tracking (c) the rewards that society gives or does not give to minorities for

their educational accomplishments, such as employment and wages (pp. 11-12).

In 1987, Ogbu published a journal article, “Variability in Minority School
Performance: A Problem in Search of Explanation,” in which he presented a historical
background to the anthropologic study of why some minority or poor students do poorly
in school, using several anthropological approaches to the study of minority achievement,
and summarized the characteristics of the approaches. This paper further explained the
duality of involuntary minorities” cultural frames of reference. Ogbu (2008) defined a
cultural frame of reference as a reflection of an ethnic group’s shared sense of how

people should behave.
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Ogbu concluded that there was strong evidence to suggest that African-American
students, parents, and communities believe that education is necessary for career success
and introduced a duality student perception: there is one ideal for others and another ideal
that is appropriate for them. Ogbu (1987) defined this as the “coexistence of two
opposing cultural frames of reference or ideal ways of orienting behavior, one considered
by minorities as appropriate for themselves and others as appropriate for White
Americans” and concludes that “there are social (including peers) and psychological
pressures on minorities not to act according to a White cultural frame of reference

Ogbu (2008) released a book that aimed to clarify the theories introduced in 1986
and presented the “Fordham-Ogbu Thesis,” which was part of the cultural-ecological
model based on three factors: (a) societal and school discrimination, (b) some
instrumental community factors, and (c) oppositional culture that contributed to low
academic performance at Capital High School (p. 14).

Ogbu and Simons (1994) tested Ogbu’s cultural models for the Minority
Education Project with pair-wise comparisons between involuntary minorities and
voluntary minorities. The sample (n= 2,245) conéisted of minority students in an
Oakland school district enrolled in Grades 5-12 in 16 schools. The questionnaire
consisted of 197 paper and pencil questions and paired 1309 African-American students,
429 Asian-American students, and 507 Mexican-American or Latino students. Ogbu and
Simons (1994) used collected data to examine how differences in cultural models,
educational orientations, and strategies influenced school performance and how students,

parents, and the community viewed success and attitudes towards school.
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Ogbu found that voluntary minorities (such as Chinese-American students)
considered education important and were less concerned with prejudice and
discrimination. Voluntary minorities conformed to dominant society norms to succeed in
their academic and post-academic careers more than involuntary minorities (such as
African Americans) because the conformity to the dominant society by involuntary
minorities saw this conformity as a threat to their social identity.

Ainsworth-Damell and Downey (1998) examined oppositional culture,
particularly “the burden of acting White,” that utilized qualitative means to evaluate a
national sample of 17,000 high school sophomores in 1990. Data included African
Americans (2,197 students), Asian Americans (653 students), and non-Hispanic
Americans (13,942 students). Researchers examined involuntary minorities (African
Americans), voluntary minorities (Asian-Americans), and dominant (non-Hispanic)
students for instances of oppositional culture. Ainsworth-Darnell and Downey
investigated the influence of oppositional culture and “acting White”. They concluded
that involuntary minorities perceived fewer education returns and occupational
opportunities compared to their non-Hispanic and Asian counterparts. The researchers
concluded that African-American students were more likely to report a positive attitude
toward education and had more optimistic expectations than White students despite the
fact that they perceived fewer education returns and occupational opportunities compared
to their non-Hispanic and Asian counterparts.

Ainsworth-Darmnell and Downey (1998) postulated that African-American
students exhibited a greater resistance to schools than dominant students (non-Hispanic)

and voluntary immigrants (Asian Americans). Researchers analyzed students’ skills,
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habits, styles, and efforts. Researchers concluded that teachers viewed African-American
students more disruptive and believed that they put in less effort than their non-Hispanic
peers. African-American students self-reported they did less homework and were “in
trouble more” than their peers. Ainsworth-Darnell and Downey (1998) also postulated
that high—achievirig voluntary minorities (Asian-American students) and involuntary
minorities (African-American students) were sanctioned by their peers for their academic
achievements and postulated that school resistance accounted for the racial gap in school
performances between involuntary and voluntary minorities.

Ainsworth-Darnell and Downey (1998) found that involuntary minorities were
also less likely than voluntary minorities and dominant counterparts to agree it was
acceptable to cheat and to admit they were not troublemakers. The authors concluded
their findings contradicted Ogbu’s (1986) CEM and the “burden of acting White” despite
strong evidence that supported and cited examples of oppositional culture.

Knight, Norton, Bently, and Dixon (2004) conducted a qualitative study
evaluating data collected through individuals, focus group interviews, and critical
ethnography of family members of 27 African American and Latina/o students in the
2000-2001 school year. Researchers examined the cultural effects of the students’
immediate family along with distal cultural effects. The researchers questioned how
culturally diverse lenses and realities influenced college-bound students and how the
interlocked factors of race, class, g;:nder, and spiritual oppression connected to student
outcomes.

Ford, Grantham, and Whiting (2008) used the Fordham-Ogbu framework of

oppositional culture, particularly the burden of “acting White,” and examined attitude
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achievement relationships, “acting White,” secondary resistance, and stereotype threats in
gifted Black students in Grades 5-12. Data were collected from 372 students in two
school districts in Ohio where the racial makeup was 70% Black. One school district was
located in a suburban area and one in an urban area. The researchers examined the
behaviors associated with achievement and how gifted Black students spent their time
away from school each week. The researchers also analyzed the amount of time,
consistency, types of academically related activities of students, peer pressure, and
student perspectives on their academic achievement.

There was a conflict between how students and teachers rated their work habits
and academic skills. Most students rated their work habits as good or excellent, while
teachers expressed concern that Black students had weaknesses in academic skills. These
weaknesses prevented teachers from recommending students for the gifted program.
Students perceived “acting White” as showing intelligence, enjoying school, speaking
standard English, and being arrogant. In contrast, students equated “acting Black” as
lacking intelligence, placing a low priority on education, speaking and behaving poorly,
and dressing in ill-fitting clothes. The overall conclusion was that underachievement is a
learned behavior.

I did not utilize the cultural ecological model because the purpose of this study
was to understand why some students who while in high school aspire to attend college
maintained their academic paths while other students from the same urban high school
deviated from their goals. The cultural ecological model would steer the analysis toward

the overall African-American culture, whereas in this study I specifically examined how
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students interacted with their parents, friends, and school staff during the last two years of
high school and into the first year after high school graduation.
SES and Influences on College Choice

Portes and Wilson (1976) used a combined qualitative and quantitative approach
to examine mitigation of the negative effects associated with SES. Portes and Wilson
used a sample of 1620 students from 87 high schools who participated in a survey and
post-survey interviews. They presented a similar report, using a smaller sample gathered
by the Institute of Social Research of the University of Michigan Youth in Transition
Project and using a joint qualitative and quantitative methodology. They concluded that
the positive effect of high self-esteem and aspirations mitigated the effects of low SES.
Portes and Wilson reported their theory that the additive race effect on attainment was a
function of the difference in the effect of esteem and aspiration in the education
attainment of African-American and White students. . They concluded positive attitude
and self-esteem were a greater positive influence on African-American students than on
White students in the same sample with comparable background and ability.

Hossler, Blouse, and Schmit (1990) used the college choice model to examine
how much students and their parents knew about both costs and financial aid for post-
secondary education and how demographic factors influenced college choice.
Researchers utilized a sample of 4,923 students over the course of their ninth-grade year
to one-year post graduation in 21 high schools in Indiana. Researchers surveyed parents
seven times between 1986-87 and 1989-1990, and an additional 56 students and their

parents were selected from 8 of the 21 schools and participated for in-depth interviews

31




four times between the 11th and 12th grades. In a separate subset, researchers surveyed
60 students and parents in their sophomore year.

Hossler, Blouse, and Schmidt (1990) found parental encouragement the best
predictor of educational aspirations for all sub populations except for Black females, for
whom conversations with parents and friends exerted the strongest influence
predisposition. In addition, researchers found students expressed little interest about
financial aid because it was their parents’ responsibility; thus, students lacked the
understanding of financial aid that caused a delay in student research of college costs.
Hearn (1991) examined the relationship between student characteristics and level of
institutional resources using the High School and Beyond (HSB) survey of 3,396 students
who attended a recognized post-secondary institution within one year of completion of
high school. Hearn reported that student race, ethnicity, gender, and SES had no
significant relationship to institutional resources after controlling for student academic
characteristics’ and concluded that there was strong evidence that the primary influence
affecting college choice was academic achievement. Hearn concluded that college choice
is personal and depends on the subjective traits of the student. Both Hossler, Blouse, and
Schmidt (1990) and Hearn (1991) found that personal effects were greater influences than
SES, translating a family’s positive attitude and encouragement of their students to
achieve a higher education into a greater chance of the student attaining a college degree.

Wang and Gordon (1993) reported parents in lower SES households did not
emphasize academic achievement to their school-age children, citing distractions in the

home. Wang and Gordon also cited additional trends found in low SES student

7 Academic characteristics in this study include test scores, high school grades, academic tracks,
extracurricular activities, educational expectations (Hearn, 1991)
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households that negatively affected academic achievement. Single parent households of
low SES individuals relied on a single income that limited parental involvement.
Students of low SES households were less academically oriented. Students watched
more television, read less, lacked access to books, magazines, computers, desks, healthy
foods, books, clothes, and school supplies. Students of lower SES households had
significantly lower attendance records than their affluent peers.

McDonough and Antonio (1996) examined the SES influences on college
attendance. Researchers utilized Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CHIRP)
data from 1994. This sample included full time freshmen from 461 U.S. colleges and
universities (n=237,777). Students sampled included 9,932 African-American students,
14,477 Asian-American students, 3,804 Chicano/a students and 175,052 White students.
McDonough and Antonio (1996) also found that African-American students were more
likely than their White, Asian, or Chicano peers to come from low SES families. They
found that African-American students were most influenced about their college choices
by teachers.

Financial Concerns over College Cost

In their research on college choice, Hossler, Blouse, and Schmit (1990) examined
what college cost and financial aid knowledge students and parent possessed and how
demographic factors such as race and SES influenced college choice. Hossler, Blouse,
and Schmidt (1990) concluded that African-American students expressed little interest
about financial aid because it was their “parents’ responsibility.” This disinterest resulted
in a lack of student knowledge of financial aid and delay in student research of college

costs and availability of financial aid. McDonough also examined how college costs
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influenced students’ college choice, finding that students from low SES households
understood that their parents would not be able to finance their college education.

Paulson and St. John (2002) examined how changes in the costs of college
influence the opportunities of students in different income groups, revealing that rising
college tuitions have caused a financial burden on students who receive financial aid
packages consisting mostly off loans. Paulsen and St. John (2002) explored how college
costs affect college-choice and persistence decisions of students in four different income
groups to learn how different financial factors influence student choice. Paulsen and St.
John (2002) used the Financial Nexus Model, which examines students’ financial reasons
for choosing colleges, specifically the following:

the students’ perceptions of financial factors, such as the availability of low

tuition or high aid, that students view as very important at the time of their initial

college choice decisions or financially-related college-choice variables; and
measures of the dollar amounts of financial variables that students actually
experience at the time of subsequent persistence decisions. (Paulsen & St. John,

2002, p. 193).

Paulson and St. John (2002) utilized the National Postsecondary Study Aid
Survey of 1987 (NPSAS87) to perform logistic regression on surveys collected in the fall
and spring of students’ senior years to examine financial factors on students’ choice
across social class. Individuals were classified as either low income (n=4,862) where
average family income was less than $11,000, lower middle class (n=7,647) where the
average family income ranged from $11,001 to $30,000, upper middle class (n=10,120)

where average family income ranged from $30,001 to $60,000, and upper class (n=4,130)
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where average family income was greater than $60,001. There were two problems with
applying the analysis to this study. First, African-American students represented less
than 20%?° of the sample. Second, the analysis section representing the logistic regression
did not represent the findings of particular subgroups of classified SES. Paulson (2002)
and St. John found that 64% of students in the low-income bracket chose their particular
college because of low tuition or student aid and 54% chose their college because it was
geographically close to their work or home.
The College Choice Model

I focused on research relevant to each of the three phases of the college choice
model. Predisposition phase, or the plans that students make for after high school
graduation, is influenced by SES, academic ability, peers, parents, organizational factors,
pre-college school experiences, and involvement in leadership. The search process
examined how students gathered information and began the interaction with potential
colleges and universities. In the search phase, students do not use information in a
rational manner. In the choice phase, students evaluate their choices and narrow this set
down to specific institutions from which they make their final decision.
The Chapman College Choice Model

Chapman (1981) published one of the first college choice models, examining the
process and influences relating to student institution choice. Chapman (1981) published
one of the first college choice models in an attempt to explain the process and influences
on student’s institution choice as part of evaluating best practices for student recruitment.

Chapman examined multiple student characteristics. The first characteristic was student

8 Paulson and St. John (2002) did not include a racial breakdown of the sample, but noted that
Caucasians represented over 80% of the NPSAS sample and Native Americans and Alaskan Natives
represented 0.7% of the sample.
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educational aspiration and expectation defined as what a person perceives he or she will
be doing or will have accomplished at some future time. Second, Chapman examined
high school performance defined by GPA and rank. Third, Chapman examined the
influence of significant persons such as parents, counselors, other students, teachers, and
college admissions officers. Last, Chapman examined college characteristics, including
fixed characteristics (cost, financial aid, location, availability of desired courses and
programs), and college communications with students (expectations of college life and
printed materials). Chapman concluded that in order to understand student choice
effectively, researchers should analyze students’ current characteristics along with
parental, familial, and external characteristics.

Litten (1982) reviewed Chapman’s (1981) article on college selection and stated
that Chapman’s model focused on structural and descriptive variables, while Litten
expanded the range of influence to examine “the college choice process, personal, and
social phenomena that affected the way it [the process] was conducted” (p. 384). Litten
used unpublished “preparatory products” in order to retool the college choice model.
Litten examined data for evidence of group differences in six areas: (1) timing of the
process and/or its components, (2) the options considered, such as colleges investigated
and applied to, (3) types of information desired or sought, (4) college attributes
considered, (5) information media used or preferred, and (6) influential persons examined
for different groups including race, sex, ability level, parents’ educational levels, and
geographical location.

Litten concluded that the college selection process is a complex series of activities

whereby different groups respond to different recruitment efforts. Litten stated, “A fully
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developed model of college choice will have to embrace the various components of the
college selection process as well as focusing in its outcomes” (p. 400) and indicated that
further research was needed to produce a valid comprehensive model of the influences on
how student choose institutions of higher education.

The Hossler and Gallagher College Choice Model

Hossler and Gallagher (1987) expanded on Chapman and Litten’s work and
introduced a three-phase college choice model that included predisposition, search, and
choice phases. The predisposition phase occurs when students plan for their education
beyond high school and ultimately their career. Hossler and Gallagher (1987) concluded
that micro-cultural variables dominated the predisposition phase of college choice.
Examples of the influencing variables include SES, academic ability, peers, parents,
organizational factors, and pre-college school experiences. In this work, which has both
micro-cultural and meso-cultural references, Hossler and Gallagher (1987) introduced
findings that suggested that different variables have varied influence during certain time
periods in the student decision process.

The search process examined how students gathered information and began the
interaction with potential colleges and universities. In the search phase, students do not
use information in a rational manner. In the choice phase, students evaluate their choices
and narrow this set down to specific institutions from which they make their final

decision.
The McDonough College Choice Model
McDonough (1997) introduced a revised and refined college choice framework

based on three propositions. First, a student’s cultural capital affects the level and quality
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of the college education that the student intends to acquire. Second, a student’s choice of
college will make sense in the context of that student’s friends, family, and outlook; i.e.,
habitus. Finally, through a process of bounded rationality, students will limit the number
of alternatives actually considered

McDonough utilized qualitative methods and presented case studies examined
through the college choice framework to analyze the organizational contexts of individual
student choices. McDonough explored student habitus as it influenced the students’
decisions on college location. This study held gender, race, and relative academic ability
constant and considered bounded rationality and school influences; therefore, all
participants were White females from weak or strong guidance support systems
McDonough defined as the ratio of guidance counselors to students. McDonough
described student SES as high if the student’s two parents had obtained bachelor’s
degrees and were employed professionals, while students described as having low SES
had parents who did not possess bachelor’s degrees and were not professionally
employed. The schools’ SES was classified as high or low by these criteria: if two-thirds
of the student population were classified as high SES, then the school is considered high
SES; and if two-thirds of the student population were classified as low SES, then the
school was classified as a low SES school. McDonough then matched a low SES student
in the high SES school in each of the four participating California high schools to
investigate if the low SES student would access and utilize the schools’ resources

differently because of their or their family’s knowledge of college.
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McDonough also investigated habitus by additional interviews of the focal
student’s parent, best friend, and student advisor, noting if the habitus of the friends were
different from that of the subject student.

Bloom (2007) collected data from three schools in New York City over the
calendar years 2002-2004. Bloom’s cohort consisted of 235 student surveys collected
and analyzed from a population of 304 high school seniors. The schools had senior
classes consisting of 63, 26, and 215 students with a 35%, 57%, 2%, and 6% African-
American populationg. She examined the “critical juncture” between high school,
college, and career. Bloom's study examined the knowledge students possessed about
college, the differences among the college knowledgeable and unknowledgeable, and
student choices in the college search and choice phases of the college choice model.
Bloom found that students’ college choices were shaped by their individual perceptions.
Bloom found students had realistic perspectives regarding risks and obstacles in
obtaining a college degree and the benefit of social mobility that education could afford.
Bloom examined student perspectives and reactions to pressures and challenges in their
academic trajectories, explored how SES influenced student experiences, and how
students” experiences and choices translated aspiration into achievement.

The Hossler, Schmit, and Vesper College Choice Model
Unlike McDonough (1997), who used a qualitative methodology to expand the
college choice model, Hossler, Schmit, and Vesper (1999) used quantitative analysis to

examine the social, economic, and educational factors that influenced how students make

? The racial breakdown of the first school, population of senior class 63: 35% Black, 57% Latino, 2%
White, and 6% Asian/other; the racial breakdown of the second school, population of senior class 26: 13%
Black, and 85% Latino, 2% White; the racial breakdown of the third school, population of senior class 215:
18% Black, 28% Latino, 45% White, and 9% Asian/other
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college decisions. Hossler et al. conducted their research on a sample of Indiana students
from 1986 to 1994. Hossler et al. surveyed a cluster sample of 4,923 students and their
parents in January 1987, and subsets of these students were surveyed eight times from
1987 to 1994. In addition to the aforementioned students, from the years 1989 to 1994,
56 students and their parents responded to in-depth interviews 9 times, and 8 students
were interviewed for 9 years, from their first year of high school until the fourth year
after graduation. Similar to McDonough (1997), Hossler and Gallager (1987), and
Chapman (1981), Hossler et al. used a three-stage model to organize their findings on the
three phases of college choice yet did not examine any SES, race, or gender effects on
college choice.

In the predisposition phase, findings suggested that any interventions to influence
students’ educational outcomes should occur during the eighth or ninth grades. As
students are greatly influenced by their parents, parents should be central in any
interventions. Researchers also found that parental greater concerns were concentrated
on how they would finance their child’s education, while students did not concern
themselves with gathering information on college costs.

In the search phase, guidance counselors and teachers provide the greatest
influence on student activities. In contrast to the study participants, during the students’
Jjunior year, students concentrated on expanding their list of desirable college
characteristics, building a list of potential colleges. By the fall of senior year, students
narrow down the list of colleges and apply during October through March. Parents
collected financial information during the fall of the students’ senior year and applied for

financial aid in January. Hossler et al. found that parental support was the greatest
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influence during the choice phase. There were two limitations of the Hossler, Gallagher,
and Vesper model of college choice. Researchers did not evaluate the race, gender, SES,
and high school attributes, major indicators of student attainment in this model. Further,

the period of research concentrated on the four years of high school without following the

students after their high school graduation.
Applications of College Choice Models

The purpose of utilizing the college choice models is to examine the influences on
students’ college destinations.
Predisposition

The predisposition phase occurs when students plan their education beyond high
school and ultimately their career. Variables, such as influences of parents, siblings, and
: peers are the dominant influences during the predisposition phase in students’ college
choice (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987), while teacher and counselors have minimal

influence. Hossler, Schmit, and Vesper (1999) found parental encouragement, student

achievement, and parental education, respectively, had the most influence on students’
post-high school plans. Hossler, Bouse, and Schmit (1990) concluded that for Black
females, conversations between parents and friends exerted the strongest influences
during the predisposition phase of their college choice. Parents, family members, and
peers create a network of persons providing educational resources to students by
transmission of messages that affirm or constrain educational advancement (McDonough,
1997).

3 McDonough (1997) argued that because students have different resources, college

choices are contextual. Since researchers have evidenced the predominance of micro-
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cultural influences during the predisposition phase, I further explored family and beyond-
family influences and the role of parental expectations for their children to go to college.
In the search process, students gather information and begin the interaction with potential
colleges and universities (Hossler, Schmit & Vesper, 1999). In her extensive research on
students’ college choice, McDonough (1997) concluded that student college choice made
sense in the context of the students’ habitus, and students limited the number of college
alternatives due to a process of bounded reality and school influences. In the choice
phase, students narrow down their list of schools, ultimately selecting their college
destination.

Freeman’s (2005) research illustrated the connection between students’
development of aspirations to go to college and the expectation for the student’s college
attendance by their parents and family members. Mickelson’s (1990) research on
abstract and concrete attitudes towards college showed that students whose college
attitudes were rooted in examples provided by peers and family members who had
benefited from college (concrete attitudes) were predictors of academic achievement.

Freeman (2005) argued that students whose families held expectations of college-
going affirmed student’s aspirations to attend college. Freeman divided students into
three catagories: knowers, seekers, and dreamers, based on their development of college
aspirations. Knowers are students who have always known they will attend college,
seekers come to believe they can obtain a college degree, and dreamers do not believe
they can attend college but dream of the possibility of attending.

Freedman (2005) conluded that knowers have advantages in college preparations

over seekers and dreamers because they gather more information to make decisions,
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make better school-related choices such as which classes and activities to participate in,
and have more time to focus on college selection. Seekers rely more heavily on school
teachers and counselors for affrimation that they can achieve a college education which
often delays their preperations for post secondary attendence. Dreamers are often not
focused on school, do not participate in extracurrilcular activities, and are academically
unprepared for college. These students begin thinking about college attendence late and
therefore miss valuable preparation time, resulting in a lack of information about college
programs and funding.

Mickelson (1990) found that abstract attitudes are ideological in nature; concrete
attitudes reflect an individual's direct exposure to persons with positive education
outcomes such as having family members who went to college and now have a higher
income. Mickelson argued that abstract attitudes are widely shared by students who hold
the belief that education directly relates to upward social mobility and therefore are not
predictors of behaviors consistent with academic achievement. Additionally, Mickelson
argued that concrete attitudes were greater indicators of academic achievement behaviors
because students link equitable benefits such as an increase of income to education.

Mickelson showed that only concrete attitudes act as predictors of academic
performance while African-American students embrace abstract attitudes, non-predictors
of academic achievement. For example, Mickelson concluded that higher peer group
attendance to a four-year college had a direct positive effect to student achievement.

Mickelson and Freedman’s research in analysis of cultural influences connected
both the relationship between conceptual experiences and the formation and completion

of education goals. The analysis also examined the role of family and out-of-family
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influences as well as how these influences, along with the presence or absence of
automatic expectations, affect students’ ability to maintain or detour from their academic
pathway. In this study, I examined the development of students’ college and career
aspirations along with their perceptions of persons and events of influence during this
phase.

Hurtado et al. (1997) examined college choice using the Hossler and Gallagher
(1987) model analyzing college pricing, financial aid, and student perception of quality of
colleges to find how different racial or ethnic groups differ in college application
behaviors and choice. Hurtado et al. utilized data from the National Education
Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS:88/92) along with the Beginning Postsecondary
Student Longitudinal Study (BPS:90/92). Students surveyed in both the 10th and 12th
grade were asked how far in school they thought they would go (n=13,684). In the 10th
grade 65% of White/Caucasian students answered that they thought they would either
finish college or complete graduate school compared to their African-American peers
where 61.3% predicted college or graduate school completion. However, when students
were asked in their 12th grade year, a higher percentage of African-Americans (69.5%)
answered that they planned on finishing college or completing a graduate degrees despite
the fact that 45% of African-American students had not applied to college in the 12th
grade compared to 33% of White students. Hurtado et al. (1997) also analyzed a smaller
group of high achieving eighth-graders (n=4,399) who had scored in the highest quartile
of a four-subject cognitive test taking during the students’ eighth-grade year (39% Asian-
American students, 32% White students, 10% Latinos, and 9% African-American

students). Findings revealed that students who are identified as academically gifted
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receive a good amount of information about college as indicated by high percentages of
students who had taken the SAT’s.

Muhammad (2008) used a theoretical base that included Hossler and Gallagher’s
(1987) three-phase college choice model, McDonough’s (1997) college choice model,
and the Freeman (2005) revised Hossler and Gallagher (1987) college choice model.
Muhammad postulated that in order for African-American students to choose colleges,
they needed aspiration, ability, and cultural support. Muhammad (2008) conducted a
quantitative study to test Freeman’s postulation that cultural support is an indicator of
African-American student stance toward college, using data from the 1988 follow-up data
survey collected in 2000. The total number of participants (n=941) included all African-
American students with completed survey data, and predisposition was measured on a 6-
point categorical scale where O was students who indicated they did not expect to
graduate from high school to 5 where students expected to graduate from a college or
university with a master’s or doctorate degree. Based on cultural and gender trends in
student achievement, Muhammad primarily categorized participants by gender and
urbanicity but later re-categorized participants by gender only due to the statistical
insignificance of urabanicity. Muhammad (2008) produced key findings that gave further
insight into the predisposition phase of the Hossler and Gallagher (1987) college choice
model and Freeman’s (2005) college choice model. Muhammad (2008) confirmed prior
findings by Hossler, Schmit, and Vesper (1999) that students’ main influence during the
predisposition phase was their parents; however, she found that mothers are significantly
supportive of these daughters and that the influence of the mother is the strongest factor

in the college predisposition. Muhammad (2008) countered Freeman’s (2005) and
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McDonough’s (1997) findings that school counselors are effective influences, finding
that guidance effectiveness was limited in schools where parental educational experiences
were limited. Muhammad (2008) explained that in schools where parental educational
sources are limited, counselor time commitment to college-going activities were limited
and therefore minimized the positive effect on students.

Search

In her study, McDonough matched students from low and high SES schools in
four participating California high schools to investigate the differences in how low and
high SES students accessed and utilized the schools resources for assistance in searching
and applying to colleges. McDonough concluded that organizations, families, and social
class affect college choice by transmitting college-knowledge to students and creating a
college-going atmosphere, where student receive affirmations from persons in their
environment to participate in higher education. Similarly, Freeman (2005) designated the
influence of environmental forces on the directions of students’ postsecondary choices
channeling.

Through examining the role of channeling in students’ college choice, Freeman
provided evidence that African-American students, particularly first generation college-
goers, rely on their school for information and guidance to steer them towards a college
education. Beyond strategic assistance in maintaining an educational path towards
college, Freeman’s study also provides evidence that positive teacher-student and
guidance counselor-student interactions motivate students to be proactive in making
college decisions. Freeman concluded that in addition to understanding the importance

of individual and family influences on college choice, African-American students,
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particularly first generation college-goers, indicate the importance of the role that school
fulfills in college choice through exposures to teachers, guidance counselors, and school
staff that provide information and resources that link students with colleges. While this
evidence indicated that students rely on schools for support in gaining access to college,
Freeman also related research indicated that urban s;:hools fail to provide adequate
academic counseling and academic preparations to assist students in gaining this access
(Knight, Norton, Bently, & Dixon, 2004; McDonough, 2004). McDonough’s (2004)
research offered evidence to support the reliance of students on schools for college
information and called for an inclusive education system that would “ensure greater
alignment between high school exit skills and the skills required for college entry and
success” (p. iv). In addition, McDonough showed the reliance of students on information
provided outside of the home by offering evidence that college outreach programs double
college-going rates for at-risk students, further demonstrating the importance of making
college-going resources available to at-risk students. This evidence again shows that
students rely on institutional resources to gain information and insight in order to gain
access to college.
Choice

McDonough (1997) concluded that college-bound students make college choices
based on their contextual realities. This concept exemplifies Bourdieu's (1974) cultural
reproduction model, where education acts as a function of society. Students, receive
messages from their social network, which influences their education decisions
(McDonough, 1997). McDonough examined how bounded realities influence college

choice, describing bounded realities as student limitations of collegiate choices due to
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time and resource constraints. For example, in their choices students do not consider all
colleges and universities that exist; physical locations, social networks, anticipated goals,
and high school context (McDonough, 1997) limit student education choices.
McDonough concludes that “every student filters her college options through lenses of
her academic achievement, her economic circumstances, her field of vision, and her
values” (p. 151), asserting that college choice is not organized, methodical, and logical,
but rather a complex active or passive process based on students’ available resources.
Student Success Models

Perna (2000) examined college choice using an econometric model. Perna (2000)
used a cohort (n=11,933) from the National Educational Longitudinal Study (NELS)--
42% White, 35% African-American, and 26% Hispanic. Perna explained college choice
using the econometric model stating, “The decision [to enroll in college] is based on a
comparison between the present value of a lifetime benefit and the present value of
perceived lifetime cost” (Perna L. W., 2000, p. 118). Perna used a sample of students
who attended a four-year school, surveying students four times (in eighth grade, in
sophomore year of high school, in senior year of high school, and 2-years post-
graduation). Perna utilized descriptive and logistical regression during her analysis,
finding that White attendance at a four-year university was higher than African-American
attendance (42% versus 35%, respectively) and that African-American students had
lower family income and lower academic ability than their White peers. Perna (2000)
found, contrary to Mickelson (2005), educational expectations, or parental expectations
of completion of a college education, is less of a predictor for African-American students

than that of their White and Hispanic peers. Perna found that African Americans had less
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access to information on how to actually acquire a college education and meet their
educational goals despite greater access to information about colleges then thei{ white or
Hispanic peers.

More recently, Perna and Thomas (2006) designed a multi-layer conceptual
model that used four contexts generating a multi-disciplinary approach to accessing and
improving student success. Based on an extensive review of conceptual models across
multiple disciplines including education, psychology, sociology, and economics, Perna
and Thomas (2006) established 10 key transitions and indicators of student success:
educational aspirations, academic preparation, college access, college choice, academic
performance, transfer, persistence, post-bachelor’s enrollment, income, and educational
attainment. The basis of Perna and Thomas’ (2006) model is that students and parents
are directly influenced by public and institutional policy.

Perna, Rowan-Kenyon, Bell, Thomas, and Li, (2008) applied this model to first
survey the federal and state programs designed to encourage college enrollment and
examine the relationships of dimensions of these college enrollment programs. This
included the level of implementation, barriers, populations targeted, and grade-levels
targeted. Findings included that only 41% of students of low-income families received
financial resources, whereas high-achieving students received the majority of the
financial resources. There are several deficiencies in applying the Perna and Thomas
(2006) institutional and policy-centered model in a student-centered analysis. First, at the
time of this study’s completion there were minimal peer-reviewed sources conducted by
researchers other than Perna or Thomas where researchers used the student success model

to evaluate programs. While in the future researchers can evaluate student outcomes after
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implementation on federal, state, and local institutions and policy, this is currently not the
case. For example, in the case of Perna et al. (2008), the policy implications from the
analysis would suggest that federal and state aid programs should target low-income
students; yet, follow-up research to find if a successful model-based aid would close the
achievement gap had not been conducted as of this document.

Although I did not directly apply this model, one key component to this analysis
is the approach of a multiple discipline evaluation model used for comprehensive analysis
of student success. This model shows the significance of using multiple lenses of
analysis, including the effect of contextual information, financial information, and

educational background when evaluating student educational outcome.
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CHAPTER I

METHODS

In this study, I examined African-American students who attended the same
urban high school as they formed their academic pathways, specifically the path they
traveled to their college destination, or their college choice. I explored student reflections
on their academic and career goals during high school and as they arrived at their college
destinations and how these students’ college choices diverged from the predisposing,
search, and choice phases of the college choice models. In examining why this
phenomenon occurred, I examined how students intgracted with their cultural
surroundings such as parents, friends, and school staff during the last two years of high
school into the first year after high school graduation. This study focused on the.
influence of students’ environments and how these environments affected the academic
trajectories of African American high school students from an urban low-income
environment.

The data come from a longitudinal, qualitative study directed by Rebecca Cox, a
faculty member in the Department of Education Leadership, Management, and Policy at
Seton Hall University. During the first year of the three-year study, she and her graduate
student research assistants recruited 24 eleventh-grade students at Rosa Parks High
School to participate in focus group conversations about their educational and career
goals. During the second and third years, members of the research team interviewed
eight of those students during their senior year and nine of the students one year after

they had graduated from high school. As one of the research assistants on the research
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teamn, [ contacted students after they had graduated from Rosa Parks High School and
assisted with the post-graduation interviews.

I composed two groupings from the interview data. The first grouping includes
the data gathered from the 2008 focus group discussions with the 24 eleventh-graders.
The second grouping consists of the focus group data and one-on-one interview data for
each of the nine students who participated in multiple interviews over the three-year
period. I utilized a qualitative approach to examine each individual student’s frame of
reference over the course of three years.

The Qualitative Approach

I chose a qualitative approach, utilizing the method of inquiry to probe how
students interacted with their environments because of its descriptive nature,
concentration on processes rather than results, use of inductive analysis, and emphasis on
participant perspective (Bogdan & Bilken, 2007). This study examined student
perspectives about their relationships and identities within their families, schools, and
community and the role of these relationships in students’ goals. Quantitative methods
require the researcher to make assumptions about the strength of relationships, in this
case the relationships between students and members of their families, schools, and
communities, and then test the hypothesis via a quantitative instrument. Qualitative
methodology makes no assumptions about relationships, let alone the strength or
influence of hypothetical relationships (Glaser & Strauss, 2010 p. 1). For example,
during focus group discussions in the students’ junior year, it was revealed that students
felt there was an unequal distribution of guidance resources to certain students; students

felt their guidance counselors helped certain students, while others did not meet with their
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guidance counselors except to schedule classes. Using this information, I was able to
explore how the student-guidance counselor relationship influenced college choice during
the remainder of the students’ junior year and throughout the college application and
acceptance process.

In this study, data were collected in three stages, the first was focus group
discussions, which, as described in the next section, used open-ended questions focused
on the student college choice. These discussions were used to identify factors, events,
and persons that influenced the mindset of the students regarding their college
destinations, the formation of ideas of their going to college, and ultimately how students
came to make their college choice. Specifically, I examined aspects of the students’
immediate environments, such as the impact and influences of their parents, peers, and
home environments and aspects of their school environments, such as the influence and
impact of students’ interactions with their teachers, fellow students, and guidance
counselors. Last, I explored aspects of the impact and influences of students interactions
with their community. The second and third steps were open-ended indivdual interviews.

The methodology in this study is a meld of the tenets of both grounded theory and
instituational ethnography. Institutional ethnography examines an order, or an
institutional situation (Smith, 2005), such as a school, from a particular perspective; in
this case, from the perspectives of the students. The order, or institutional context
examined in this study, was the education system, including the high school students
attended, potential colleges, and the college admission process. I chose to examine the

students’ perspectives to gain insight into the interworkings of their high school, the
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application and college choice process, and a first-hand account of factors which assist or
hinder their academic process.
Site

Rosa Parks High School is a comprehensive high school located in the city of
Milton'®. The poverty rate in Milton is nearly three times the state average (26.1% of the
city’s population lives at or under the poverty level compared to the state average of
9.4%), and Milton’s mean household income is nearly half ($35,000) of the state’s mean
household income ($71,180). At Rosa Parks High School, the percentage of students
who received free or reduced lunches during the 2008-2009 school year was 58% and
51%, respectively, while the state average was 29.5% (New Jersey Department of
Education, 2008), which indicates the high enrollment of low-income students. The
racial breakdown of Milton’s population is 53.5% Black, 29.5% Hispanic and Latino,
26.5% White, and 1.2% Asian (U.S. Census Bureau, 2008).

The school’s student population racial demographic was primarily African
American (97%). The high African-American population (Table 1), along with the
school’s college-preparatory curriculum, is designed to meet the entry requirements to
college. In the city of Milton, there are 18 high schools including Rosa Parks High
School. In the eighth grade, students apply to one of six magnet schools or register their

choice of 12 high schools. Rosa Parks High School is a business college preparatory high

% For Census 2000, the Census Bureau classifies as "urban" all territory, population, and housing units
located within an urbanized area (UA) or an urban cluster (UC). It delineates UA and UC boundaries to
encompass densely settled territory, which consists of the following:
a) core census block groups or blocks that have a population density of at least 1,000 people per
square mile and
b) surrounding census blocks that have an overall density of at least 500 people per square mile
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school and provided a sample of African-American students with aspirations to higher
education.
Participants

Focus group participants were recruited during the school’s fall, 2007 college fair,
at which time 112 of a possible 310 eleventh-grade students completed forms indicating
their possible interest in participating in focus group conversations regarding their college
and career plans. Of the 44 students who returned the necessary parent permission forms,
37 students actually participated in the 8 focus groups. A summary of each focus group’s
participants is located in Tables 2 and 3. In the 8 focus groups, there were 28 girls and 9
boys; all participants were African American. The first round of data collection consisted
of focus group discussions with 37 students in their junior year in March and May of
2008.

In the spring of 2009, the second year of research, I invited all of the original
focus group participants still in attendance at Rosa Pérks High School to engage in 6ne-
on-one follow up interviews. I, along with a Seton Hall faculty member, interviewed
eight students''. In the spring of 2010, I contacted all 37 of the students who originally
participated in the focus group discussions for follow-up interviews. Nine students
participated in this round of interviews. Only female students participated in the 12th
grade and post-graduation interviews.

In this dissertation, I present data of the college choice processes of students,
concentrating on three years of data from 9 female students. Because I wanted to

concentrate on the college decision process experienced by urban students from a low-

"'I, in tandem, interviewed 7 students and one student was interviewed alone by Rebecca Cox, a Seton
Hall faculty member. I analyzed all 8 transcripts of interviews.
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SES high school, I controlled the research sample for race, and participants were all from
the same low-SES urban high school. Researchers have cited gender as an important
variable in participation and completion of higher education (Harper, 2012), noting that
male students utilize pre-college experiences uniquely. Although it was not my intention
to control for gender for the post-graduation interviews, all post-graduate participants
were female. Future studies should include both male and female students and studies
including data on male student college choice.

In Tables 2 through 6, I summarized the participation of each of the students over

the three-year study period.

Table 1
2008 Focus Groups A-D
Focus Group A Focus Group B Focus Group C Focus Group D
Natalie Jackson Samara Eva
Taisha Cory Cayla Charlene
Jaleesa Aaron Karina Vincent
Michaela Necie
Francelle Aubrey
Table 2
2008 Focus Groups E-H
Focus Group E Focus Group F Focus Group G Focus Group H
Linda Marcia Lara Dominique
Denise Emma Cameron Joann
Charlie Karen Andrea
John Christina Mary
Thomas Lenny
Anna Bella
William
Nathanial
Amy
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Table 3

2009 Students Interviewed during 12th Grade

Focus Group Focus Group Focus Group Focus Group
A&E B&F C&G D&H
Michaela Lara
Francelle Cameron
Linda Karen
Christina

Table 4

2010 Students Interviewed Post-Graduation

Focus Group Focus Group Focus Group Focus Group
A&E B&F C&G D&H
Linda Necie Lara Eva

Cameron Charlene
Christina Andrea
Mary

11th Grade Focus Groups (2008)

Focus groups met on March 18, 2008, and May 8, 2008, in the high school library
and lasted approximately 60 minutes. Facilitators, consisting of one or two members of
the research team'?, followed the same semi-structured protocol. Facilitators allowed
students to have open discussions on the questions and encouraged open dialogue by
encouraging students to speak freely and answering college-going and related questions
asked by students (See Appendix A). The dialogue began with questions meant to elicit
student accounts of a typical day at Rosa Parks and their views of typical Rosa Parks’
students. Moderators asked guiding questions and engaged students in discussions of

college and career plans as well as how their family, peers, and other adults support their

12 . .
The research team consisted of graduate students and one faculty member of Seton Hall University’s
College of Education & Human Services., Department of Education, Leadership, Management, and Policy.
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college plans. Students engaged in discussions of how students utilized school resources
to plan college decisions.
12th Grade Interviews (Spring 2009)

The research team collectively designed interview questions to engage students in
discussions about their academic pathway, including the college application process and
their future college plans (See Appendix C for protocol). These interviews gave
researchers an opportunity to ask follow-up questions on topics that arose during the
focus group discussions. In the individual interviews, students could clarify or elaborate
on a one-on-one basis. Interviewers asked guiding questions about the students’ plans
after graduation, including their summer and fall plans. Additionally, interviewers posed
questions about students’ search of and applications to colleges, college plans, and their
feelings and perspectives about ending their high school career and beginning their
college career. These interviews took place during students’ lunch period and generally
lasted about 30 minutes.

Post-Graduation Interviews (2010)

These interviews lasted approximately 60-70 minutes and took place at various
locations, at each individual’s convenience. The researchers utilized the guiding
interview questions to assist them in engaging students in discussions on their
experiences and providing researchers with an opportunity to request clarification of
previous answers from the interviewees. At this stage, participants were either attending
college or making plans to attend college. Interviewers asked both college attendees and
non-college attendees a core group of questions that included what they had been doing

since graduation and their current typical weekly schedule, and then asked them to reflect
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on their prior high school experiences. In addition to the core group of questions,
interviewers asked the current (as of Spring 2010), college students to reflect on their
navigation through the college search and application process, to reflect on their
academic and career goals and how they had changed since high school, and to describe
their college experiences versus their previous expectations. Students not enrolled in
college as of the spring of 2010, were asked additional questions on their non-attendance,
their future academic and career goals, the steps they will take to reach their goals, and
their perceptions of the delay in their college attendance.
Data Organization and Analysis

I used several techniques to organize the data before I performed the analysis. I
organized the eight focus group transcripts by assigning each group’s transcript an
alphabetic label such as Focus Group “A.” These transcripts were printed, labeled, and
bound. Next, I analyzed the focus group discussions by segmenting the data. These
segments were meaningful words, phrases, or dialogue between other participants. I
organized these smaller segments by reading each of the student responses and divided
the responses by topic (Knodel, 1993). For example, when segmented data referred to
student interactions with their peers, it was placed on an excel sheet with other data
segments in which students referred to peer interactions (Knodel, 1993; Morgan , 1998).
Knodel (1993) defined this type of segment analysis as follows:

an interpretation that is facilitated by the fact that statements can be examined

within the context of the broader discussion and in light of information available

from other sources based on different methodologies such as surveys, case

studies, and in depth interviews (p. 43).
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As referenced in Knodel (1993), I ordered the segments by context. For example,
if students responded to a guiding question regarding their relationship with peers but the
response referenced the students’ relationship with their parents, I grouped the response
with those referring to parents. [ transferred all of the segmented transcript data into a
Microsoft Excel spreadsheet.

I reorganized these smaller transcript segments so that they matched up with the
focus group discussion question answered and organized the questions by common
theme, such as the student’s relationships with parents or peers or reflections on a
particular factor, event, or person. Iused a matrix where the y-axis listed the questions
that the facilitators asked and the x-axis listed each student participant’s responses.
Finally, I printed all of the tables and grids and reviewed them for additional
identifications of themes and patterns (Krueger, 1998) (A sample of these tables is
located in Appendix K).

Data analysis was a process that included four stages, which included discovering
themes, identifying relevant themes, building a codebook, and linking the themes to
theory (Ryan & Bernard, 2007). Iused several techniques consistent with grounded
theory and institutional ethnography to analyze the focus group discussions. I used
thematic analysis to examine the themes I identified (sometimes referred to as patterns)
for encoding (Boyatzis, 1998). Themes are a “conceptual linking of expressions” (Ryan
& Bernard, 2007, p. 87). I assigned a code to each of the themes as a descriptor of what
the theme represents. Once I named each code, I defined the characteristics included in

the theme and generated a description of how to know when a particular theme occurs.
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In the first stage of analysis, discovering themes, I read the focus group transcripts
in their entirety three times and reviewed the focus group matrix. The first coding pass, I
used several multi-colored pens and highlighters to identify repetitions of topics or
themes. In the focus group discussions, one of the identified repetitive themes that
emerged when students discussed their parents was how their parents provided support in
the college search and application process. I discuss these themes in Chapter III of this
manuscript.

Through analysis of junior focus group discussion data, I gained insight into what
it was like for the students to be juniors at Rosa Parks High School. I also gained
knowledge of student perceptions of and experiences with their community and school
and what influenced students during high school as they gathered information and
prepared to make their choice of post-secondary planning. I report these results in
Chapter 3: Developing Academic Pathways. I utilized data from focus group discussions
and developed a timeline of the students who participated over the course of the three-
year study. I also presented the timelines for these students in Chapter IV of this
manuscript. In Chapter V, Deconstructing College Choice, I utilized the analysis to
deconstruct the college choice model by analyzing student responses as they began their
college search through application, acceptance, and final decisions of their college
destination.

Analysis: Interviews

Similar to the focus group discussion data, I first organized the transcript data for

each of the students who participated in the individual interviews. I created a document

that had each individual student’s responses, including the responses from their focus
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group discussion (2008), pre-graduation interviews (2009), and post-graduation
interviews (2010). I used the program software Hyper RESEARCH™ version 2.8.3 to
assist in organizing’ and filing the transcripts. Due to the system requirements for Hyper
RESEARCH™, I converted the transcript files from Microsoft Word™ to plain text files.
I renamed and filed each source file in a separate folder, using a standard USB storage
device and secured the device in a locked drawer in my file cabinet. I prepared hard
copies of all data, again securing them in a locked file cabinet.

As part of the data management plan, I named all transcription files: the code of
the person or persons interviewed, the date that the interview or notes took place and an
index number indicating any cross-references given in the interview or notes
(CodeDatelndex). If there were duplicates, the file with the earliest tim